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Introduction

Global Strategic Assessment 2009:
America’s Security Role in a Changing World

By Patrick M. Cronin

A lthough the United States cannot afford to 
be the world’s exclusive security guarantor, 
the world is ill prepared for U.S. retrench-

ment. This Global Strategic Assessment offers a 
conceptual pathway for U.S. policymakers to begin 
recalibrating America’s security role to reverse what 
has appeared to be a widening gap between U.S. 
ends and means, now and in the future. Interna-
tional security requires U.S. active engagement, but 
the character of that engagement is changing along 
with the global environment. Worldwide trends 
suggest that the United States will increasingly 
have to approach complex challenges and surprises 
through wider and more effective partnerships and 
more integrated strategies. This volume explains the 
complex security environment and how in par-
ticular the United States can begin the process of 
strategic adaptation.

Complexity is the watchword of our century. 
This assessment should be a healthy reminder of 
just how complex—and dangerous—a world we 
live in. That complexity was encapsulated by the 
Greek poet Archilochus, who said that the fox 
knows many things but the hedgehog had only one 
big idea. During the previous administration, the 
United States conflated security under the umbrella 
of a “global war on terror” and focused on a single 
big idea. Thus, in this volume a central idea, if not 
an organizing principle, is that the United States 
will have to be as clever as the fox, keeping its eye 
on multiple challenges and taking care not to exert 
its finite resources on any single problem. Prepar-
ing for and dealing with such profound complexity 
requires particular capabilities, approaches, and 
proclivities: cultural, developmental, experiential, 
technical, organizational, political, and operational. 

These attributes can be selected, cultivated, and 
enhanced, and it seems that they will have to be if 
we are to survive, let alone succeed.

This book attempts to bridge the gap between 
theory and praxis, but it is not a policy blueprint. 
As suggested above, its overriding message is to em-
phasize global complexity and America’s vital yet 
limited role in coping with that complexity. Some 
critics of this volume will hew to a traditional view 
of security and the world, claiming that the threats 
are far more straightforward and the world quite 
predictable. Indeed, the world of tomorrow will 
carry on with a great deal of continuity. It is also 
fair to say that this volume tries harder to identify 
change than highlight that continuity. Even so, the 
gist of this research, undertaken by 125 scholars, 
suggests that policymakers and analysts are only 
beginning to come to terms with the uncertain, 
complex world in which we operate. For instance, 
too little systematic thought has been given to the 
interactions between state and nonstate actors, 
between economics and security, and in the “global 
commons.” Moreover, to the extent that officials 
and analysts are able to stay on top of global trends, 
they also realize that our prescriptions, policies, and 
strategies tend to lag woefully behind them.

Today’s world is marked by the uneasy coexistence 
between traditional geopolitics and ever-widening 
globalization. A fundamental question undergirding 
this volume is how the United States can best use 
its essential and yet insufficient influence in a world 
marked by both rising state power centers and the 
devolution of power into the hands of more nonstate 
actors. Clearly, there is no simple prescription for the 
problem of how the United States can best exert its 
influence in this dynamic security landscape. Even 
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so, the breadth of threats, challenges, and oppor-
tunities that may surface in the coming years will 
require a comprehensive approach that utilizes the 
full continuum of power—be it hard, soft, smart, 
dumb, or fuzzy. Complexity should not be an excuse 
for ignoring clear, urgent, and obvious dangers, but 
responses to those threats must better assess the side 
effects and opportunity costs of neglecting the full 
array of challenges confronting the United States and 
the world. In short, there is no substitute for making 
conscious choices within a grand strategic perspec-
tive: the world cannot afford for us to be narrow, 
near-sighted, or parochial.

Safeguarding U.S. national interests and global 
security is complex and uncertain today and is 
only likely to become more so tomorrow. This 
volume provides departure points for reflecting 
on challenges, considering remedies, and manag-
ing complexity. It is designed to serve the broadest 
possible community, from officials in the Obama 
administration and across the U.S. national security 
community, to elite and public audiences around 
the world.

There are three sections: first, an overview 
of eight broad trends shaping the international 
security environment; second, a global analysis of 
the world’s seven regions, to consider important 
developments in their distinctive neighborhoods; 
and, third, an examination of prospective U.S. 
contributions, military capabilities and force struc-
ture, national security organization, alliances and 
partnerships, and strategies. Every chapter contains 
at least five succinct essays designed to assess a par-
ticular issue and its implications. Thus, while the 20 
chapters reflect more than 125 separate issues, they 
all contribute to a general framework from which 
policymakers may initiate discussions.

Section I considers eight strategic trends shaping 
both near- and long-term challenges and oppor-
tunities. Economic and political power is shifting; 
technology is altering political and social patterns 
of behavior; energy and the environment are loom-
ing as larger long-term drivers of security than in 
the past; permanent fragile states and nonstate ac-
tors are creating new dimensions to what had once 
been seen by many as a big-power chessboard; and 
the proliferation of weapons and hybrid warfare 
are likely to change the character of conflict in the 
future. The world seems stuck in a constant tussle 
between geopolitics and globalization, between 
classic state-power contests for competition and 
cooperation, and emerging dynamics in which 

the good and ill effects of globalization take on 
heightened importance. Policymakers will have to 
seek the best balance between these traditional and 
emerging forces.

Section II provides seven regional surveys that 
highlight the rich and distinctive issues, uncertain-
ties, competitions, and partnerships that character-
ize each region of the world. Trends may be global, 
but they affect and shape each region in different 
ways. Moreover, each region appears to have largely 
local domestic and regional concerns, even while 
increasingly intersecting with other regions and 
global security issues. As for which countries will 
contribute to regional and international security, 
there is an obvious gap between the array of chal-
lenges transcending narrow national interests and 
the level of contributions most countries are mak-
ing. Again, policymakers will have to find a balance 
between local and regional priorities on the one 
hand and more global and transnational issues on 
the other.

Finally, Section III focuses more directly on the 
implications of global and regional trends for U.S. 
policy. The complex environment poses a potent 
set of challenges for how the administration of 
President Barack Obama seeks to exert America’s 
significant yet finite power to safeguard against a 
diverse set of traditional and modern threats and 
challenges, while also seizing as many opportuni-
ties as possible to build more durable, peaceful, and 
collaborative solutions for the 21st century. In his 
first months in office, President Obama demon-
strated a keen ability to change the basic narrative 
of the United States, placing it in a far less confron-
tational stance with most of the world, and showing 
a willingness to give greater weight to local and 
multilateral solutions.

Although this project was largely accomplished 
before the beginning of the Obama administration, 
we know from the first months of its tenure that in 
many ways the United States has turned the page on 
its style and narrative in many parts of the world. 
At the same time, it should be obvious that while 
diplomacy and rhetoric can provide an important 
new beginning, the hard work of seeking security, 
building support, and implementing whole-of-
government solutions across a vast number of 
complex challenges is a never-ending business. The 
administration has not only embraced the “3 Ds” of 
diplomacy, development, and defense, but has also 
recognized that many broad security issues are in-
terwoven with the “3 Es” of economics, energy, and 
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the environment. Other issues, such as democracy 
and human rights, cannot be divorced from secu-
rity, whether concerning the future course of Iran 
or the difficulties democracies have in waging pro-
tracted counterinsurgencies without losing popular 
support or straying from democratic values.

Albert Einstein once said that given an hour 
to save the world, he would devote 59 minutes to 
thinking about the problem and 1 minute to resolv-
ing it. This volume hews to that advice by allowing 
some 125 expert authors to contribute to a portrait 
of the world that pays homage to the breadth and 
diversity of issues driving tomorrow’s security en-
vironment in an accessible and constructive way. It 
presents a coherent whole, but it does not attempt to 
speak with one voice. The breadth of this approach 
is meant to provide decisionmakers with a full 
palette of the circumstances that they face and the 
options to consider.

This Global Strategic Assessment provides a 
purposefully broad point of departure for many 
national security functions: subsequent analysis, 
interagency coordination, policy derivation, coali-
tion-building, reorganization, long-range planning, 
and operations. The need for broader U.S. strategic 
thinking is obvious to me and to my colleagues at 
the Institute for National Strategic Studies (INSS) 
at the National Defense University. But equally 
important is the need to mobilize partners, conduct 
serious planning, integrate a rich variety of disci-
plines and actors, follow through on implementa-
tion, and then assess actions with an appreciation 
of history. And all of these steps must then, in 
turn, inform our education and training. No single 
essay in the full collection ever provides the depth 
that some experts require. Instead, the attempt is 
to cover enough issues and areas of the world to 
review the intricacies of global security. In so doing, 
it makes an obvious case for all-of-government and 
coalition-based solutions. Again, this assessment is 
not a policy treatise, but it does set out the terms of 
the debate as a first step to confronting challenges, 
exploiting opportunities, and keeping the United 
States secure.

This should be a familiar process: on the modern 
battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan, a deep and 
sober understanding of what U.S. and coalition 
forces faced had to emerge before any hope of a 
comprehensive and successful strategy was possible. 
The Global Strategic Assessment aspires to get this 
strategic learning process off the battlefield to the 
maximum extent possible and appropriate.

The challenges are great, but so are the opportu-
nities. The world is changing, but the United States 
still has the greatest capacity to cope with these 
vicissitudes, to lead global responses, and to make 
the world a safer place. Many of the trends are posi-
tive, and the contributions of issues as diverse as 
the information revolution and advances in the life 
sciences are bringing greater overall good than ill to 
humankind. Even so, in a volume focused on secu-
rity risks, it would be a dereliction of duty to avoid 
difficult questions about better ways to manage the 
challenges emerging even from positive trends.

In addition to the elaborate interrelatedness of 
international security, this Global Strategic As-
sessment should remind the reader of the endur-
ing realities of American power. There is nothing 
permanent about the U.S. global security role, and 
there are no guarantees in international security, 
but no other nation has America’s unique attri-
butes: a global zeal to make the world a better place; 
potent expeditionary forces to project power on all 
continents and oceans; a large and open economy; 
and a diverse and ever-changing society built 
on freedom and the rule of law. As the Nation is 
refocusing its foreign policy on diplomatic rather 
than military capabilities, the fact remains that 
formidable military power has supercharged our 
diplomacy and remains key to providing the Obama 
administration with far more purchase than other 
countries. Whether through settled or ad hoc col-
lective security arrangements, no other country ap-
pears ready to mobilize its instruments of power to 
address threats posed by state and nonstate actors. 
Even as American power measured as a percentage 
of the global economy has declined, its compara-
tive advantage in terms of hard military power has 
expanded.

Although the weight of these diverse essays may 
leave some wondering about America’s future, 
there is inherent in this document a good deal of 
optimism: that problems can be resolved or at least 
better managed; that a more humble America that 
is more sensitive to diverse views from around the 
world is ready to work together with others; and 
that for America’s relative decline in perceived and 
actual influence, perhaps, there is every reason to 
believe that the United States will remain a power-
ful and unique contributor—only one, to be sure—
to global security.

The effort embodied in this Global Strategic As-
sessment harkens back to the origins of INSS, which 
was established 25 years ago by then–Chairman 
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of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Jack Vessey, 
who understood long before whole-of-government 
approaches became fashionable that planning and 
assessment needed to take full advantage of diverse 
expertise, cutting-edge research, and a blend 
of civil-military teamwork. As General Vessey 
mentioned in early 2009: “the [geographic and 
functional commanders in chief] were construct-
ing our war plans in basement rooms around the 
world with, except for Stratcom [U.S. Strategic 
Command], staffs equipped with #2 pencils and 
yellow foolscap.” Responding to the inherent chal-
lenge presented by General Vessey, INSS published 
a series of annual assessments over the last decade. 
In 2008, the Office of the Secretary of Defense asked 
the Institute to prepare another assessment that 
would provide a broad and diverse understanding 
of the international security environment in the 
decade ahead, specifically designed for use early in 
the term of the new President. It is a great privilege 
to be able to share this volume with the widest pos-
sible audience. gsa
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Adapting to Eight Global Challenges

Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates (right) and British Defence Secretary John Hutton talk during the non-NATO International 
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O ver the coming decade and beyond, world 
leaders will face enormously complex global 
security challenges. A mixture of endur-

ing and emerging threats and challenges will mean 
that policymakers are increasingly operating in terra 
incognito. The United States and other states will 
have to adapt to eight broad trends driving the future 
security environment:

n a global redistribution of economic power from 
the West to the “Rest”

n the partial emergence of a multipolar world
n an information revolution that leaves modern 

societies vulnerable
n the acceleration of an energy and environmental 

security tipping point
n the mounting challenges emanating from many 

fragile states and ungoverned spaces
n the increasingly transnational dimensions of 

terrorism
n the changing character of conflict from conven-

tional to irregular and hybrid warfare
n the potential further spread of nuclear and 

biological weapons.

First, a global redistribution of economic power 
is under way. The subprime mortgage crisis, the 

Wall Street meltdown, the temporary freezing of 
credit markets, and the reverberations around global 
markets are all reminders that economic power is the 
bedrock of sustainable military and political power. 
Much of the past 500 years of history has been domi-
nated by the rise of the West, including the Industrial 
Revolution. More recently, however, economic power 
has shifted increasingly to “the Rest,” especially Asia. 
Nations that had spent decades on the periphery of the 
global economic and trading system, including China, 
are now critical production centers. Capital is flowing 
out of emerging nations and into the developed world 
and is being used to recapitalize the rich nations’ foun-
dering banking systems. Even while the Group of 7 or 
8 is being enlarged if not overtaken by an emerging 
Group of 20, there are also roughly a billion people in 
some 60 countries, mainly but not exclusively in sub-
Saharan Africa, who are being left behind.

Second, it is fashionable to point to the declining 
influence of the United States over the past decade 
and in the decades ahead. The world is no longer 
bipolar, as it was during the Cold War’s East-West 
divide, although concerns about the durability of 
major power peace are far from dormant. It is not 
unipolar, with the United States a sole superpower 
convincing other powers to coalesce around Wash-
ington’s agenda. But it is also not truly multipolar, 

Traders deal in crude oil futures pit at New York Mercantile Exchange Head of Zimbabwe’s Movement for Democratic Change 
announces launch of fund to help displaced victims of 
political violence
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with political power residing in the hands of several 
world capitals attempting to preserve global order. 
Many of the emerging or resurgent powers—includ-
ing China, Russia, India, and Brazil—either lack the 
desire to assume the mantle of global management 
or do not enjoy a seat at the international high table. 
Meanwhile, there are increasingly global and trans-
national challenges—from nuclear proliferation and 
climate change to terrorism and global poverty—that 
make national security interdependent with global se-
curity. In short, the post–World War II international 
security system is in transition, with the key question 
being, “Toward what?”

A third global trend centers on the informa-
tion revolution and technology. Modern network 
technologies are shifting power to the edge, allowing 
decentralized networked groups to compete with 
hierarchical structures. The globalization of commu-
nications and computing infrastructure is allowing 
nonstate groups—including terrorists, criminal orga-
nizations, antiglobalization movements, pernicious 
hackers, and others—to directly threaten national 
security and international stability. Three trends in 
this information revolution are particularly relevant 
to strategic concerns: ubiquitous connectivity, trans-
parency, and cyber warfare. In 2008, the number of 
people owning a cell phone exceeded the number of 
people who did not. It was only a few years ago when 
half of the world had never heard a dial tone. Ubiq-
uitous and instantaneous communications are also 
increasing global transparency; it is not clear how 
anything on the future urban battlefield can be kept 

secret for longer than it takes to establish a cell phone 
connection. But modern information technology and 
Internet systems are increasingly vulnerable to cyber 
attack, and new complexities make cyber attack both 
increasingly possible and hard to trace.

Fourth, the emerging energy system is far more 
complex and global than the industrial-era system 
that it is slowly replacing. Today, when security 
planners talk about energy security, they are as likely 
to be referring to carbon emissions and diminishing 
water supplies as energy self-reliance and afford-
able oil. Moreover, the energy and environmental 
security problems that are emerging are increasingly 
beyond the ability of any single country to control. 
Significant increases in the price of oil have weak-
ened the global economy, contributed to a sharp 
rise in global food prices, and transferred trillions of 
dollars to autocratic oil-exporting regimes. Energy 
diplomacy has become increasingly confrontational 
as states jockey for control of gas and oil markets and 
pipelines. Meanwhile, concerns about pollution and 
greenhouse gases have strained diplomatic relations 
with other nations and are forcing fundamental 
changes in energy policy. Water is another critical 
resource. China has more than 22 percent of the 
world’s population and only 8 percent of the world’s 
fresh water; water shortages are causing rising food 
prices and migration. In India, urban water demand 
is expected to double and industrial demand to triple 
by 2025. And in the Middle East, between 1985 and 
2005, the overall per capita fresh water availability 
was cut in half and was expected to be cut in half 
again well before 2025.

Members of Internet Corporation for Assigned Names 
and Numbers, the key Internet oversight agency, relaxed 
rules to permit new domain names

Brazilian police guard raft loaded with logs illegally cut during govern-
ment’s fight against deforestation in the Amazon
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Fifth, since 9/11, fragile states and ungoverned 
spaces have risen in stature as a serious challenge 
to security. Everywhere, it seems, the nation-state is 
under siege: from below by aggrieved national groups 
pressing upward; from above by international bodies 
and global advocacy groups; and from the side by 
global society’s empowered private actors, both licit 

and illicit. There is no easy answer to state weakness 
and no surefire way to build effective states. Oversim-
plification of cause-and-effect relationships between 
weak states as a group and the universe of “spillover” 
threats often attributed to them forms a poor basis 
for public policy decisionmaking. Even so, fragile 
states may aid and abet a host of other problems, 
from piracy in the Gulf of Aden and Strait of Malacca, 
to trafficking in illegal commodities, to incubating 
terrorism and pandemics. Indeed, a nation-state’s ca-
pacity to govern effectively faces no stiffer test than its 
ability to manage infectious diseases crises. Pandemics 
require unprecedented multiagency communication, 
expertise, and collaboration at the state, regional, 
and international levels, all of which are crucial for 
containment of the disease and mitigation of its conse-
quences. A growing need to address state weakness 
seems a likely bet for the next half-century.

A sixth trend relates to transnational move-
ments and terrorism. National and international 
security now involves nonstate actors to an extent 
unprecedented in modern history. Transnational 
movements and substate actors have tremendous 
power both to contribute to the greater good and 
to bring about violence. The most prominent such 

threat arises from transnational Salafi jihadism, of 
which al Qaeda is the standard bearer. Al Qaeda and 
likeminded groups boast as members only a fraction 
of 1 percent of the 91 million Muslims who could 
have potentially celebrated the events of September 
11, 2001. While familiarity with al Qaeda tends 
to breed contempt, there remains a great concern 
about terrorists acquiring and using weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD). Successful responses to 
and prevention of this emerging threat will probably 
have to be designed as an all-of-society or whole-
of-government approach. Ironically, our greatest 
strength—military power—has become our greatest 
liability because extensive use of military power can 
help to mobilize Muslims to become Salafi jihadists. 
Our most important partners are Muslims, and we 
will have to continue to find ways to support ongoing 
Muslim efforts to marginalize the Salafi jihadist ide-
ology across the Islamic world while taking prudent 
actions to inhibit catastrophic terrorism.

Seventh, the character of war is changing. The 
most complex challenges of the future could involve 
synergies from the simultaneous application of 
multiple modes of war. The most capable opponents 
may seek to pursue what has been called hybrid 
warfare—the combination of conventional, ir-
regular, and catastrophic forms of warfare. We have 
certainly seen a recent revival of irregular warfare, 
and not only in Iraq and Afghanistan. For instance, 
during the 34-day-long war in southern Lebanon in 
2006, Hizballah demonstrated the ability of a non-
state actor to discern the vulnerabilities of Western-
style militaries by mixing an organized political 

United Nations personnel help displaced persons return to homes in 
Pristina, Kosovo

Pigeons scatter as Taj Hotel burns during terror attacks 
in Mumbai, India, November 2008
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movement with decentralized cells employing adap-
tive tactics in zones outside the local government’s 
control. Hizballah, like the jihadist defenders in the 
battles of Fallujah, Iraq, during April and November 
of 2004, skillfully exploited the urban terrain to 
create ambushes, evade detection, and hold strong 
defensive fortifications in close proximity to non-
combatants. But this does not mean that traditional 
forces are irrelevant—far from it. Beyond the resur-
gence of ground forces with respect to wars such as 
those in Iraq and Afghanistan, trends suggest that 
the importance of seapower in relation to the global 
economy is growing. Similarly, it can be argued that 
airpower’s ability to contribute to the course and 
outcome of combat operations at the higher end of 
the conflict spectrum is also expanding. Meanwhile, 
at the lower end of the conflict spectrum, complex 
operations and humanitarian problems have been 
constant companions of military operations in the 
past two decades, and this trend is likely to continue 
in the coming decades, requiring new blends of mili-
tary and civilian forces acting together.

An eighth trend shaping tomorrow’s security 
environment is WMD proliferation. Our worst fears 
regarding the proliferation and use of nuclear weap-
ons have not been realized to date, but important 
developments have made it increasingly possible that 
nuclear or biological weapons may be used in the 
next half-century. The absence of catastrophic WMD 
use is the most positive trend of recent years, and 
everything should be done to preserve it. As disrup-
tive and costly as the 2001 anthrax letters incident 
proved, only 5 people are known to have died and 
22 to have sustained injury. North Korea became the 

first state ever to withdraw from the Nuclear Non-
proliferation Treaty regime, and the path ahead for 
denuclearizing the Korean Peninsula remains long 
and treacherous. Iran’s continued highly enriched 
uranium program has made it a virtual threshold 
nuclear power, and it is believed to be capable of 
building a nuclear weapon within the next several 
years should it so choose. We can prevent a second 
nuclear age, and perhaps an expansion of a costly 
proliferation of military platforms in space, but it 
will take considerable effort. In the meantime, and 
more ominously, we still do not fully understand 
how the rapid advances in biological and chemical 
science and technology will change the landscape 
for biological and chemical weapons. The nature of 
life sciences is such that even a few individuals could 
inflict untold damage if armed with the right uncon-
ventional weapon. gsa

U.S. Navy SEAL trainee in close quarters combat exercise 
at Naval Special Warfare Center, Campo, California

North Korean soldier monitors South Korean side of 
border at Panmunjom
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E conomic power is the bedrock of sustainable 
military and political power. The severity 
and expected duration of the financial crisis 

that gripped the world in 2008 make it all the more 
imperative to understand the national security 
implications of U.S. and global economic trends. This 
chapter focuses on selected economic issues from a 
broad strategic perspective. The topics are diverse, 
ranging from extreme poverty to high finance, but 
together they illustrate a key theme of this study: the 
global redistribution of power.

The chapter begins with a definition of economic 
power and an exploration of its use and limits. It 
continues with a historical overview of the rise of the 
West, beginning with the Industrial Revolution, and 
the subsequent shift of economic power from the 
West to “the Rest,” mainly Asia. Along the way, liv-
ing standards on average have vastly improved, and 
new sources of wealth have arisen. Globalization has 
greatly accelerated these positive trends, but it has 
also created new sources of instability.

The third and fourth segments and a sidebar 
analyze one of these sources of instability: the rapidly 
changing world of finance. A sound and prospering 
financial system is an indispensable foundation of 
economic (and therefore military) power, but the size 
and speed of borderless financial markets far outstrip 
the resources available to slow-moving national 
governments and international institutions. As the 
current financial crisis has shown so vividly, the 
speed of global financial flows exposes participating 
economies to sudden job losses and extreme volatil-
ity in equity markets. 

Nowhere is the global redistribution of economic 
power more evident than in the world of finance. 
Although the role of governments remains crucial, 
the size and speed of private transactions mean that 
financial power has largely shifted from public enti-
ties to the private sector. In addition, a role reversal 
has occurred: financial institutions in the developing 
world have helped rescue Western banks and finan-
cial institutions. As of late 2008, China had accumu-

Chapter 1
The Global Redistribution of  
Economic Power

Trader reacts to activities on floor of Indonesia Stock Exchange
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lated almost $2 trillion of foreign exchange reserves, 
out of a world total of about $7.3 trillion. Taken 
together, Taiwan, India, South Korea, Singapore, and 
Hong Kong accounted for another trillion. 

Although the fundamental strengths of the U.S. 
economy are still in place, American-style capitalism 
has suffered a loss of prestige. The subprime mort-
gage crisis of 2007–2008, the Wall Street meltdown 
that began in September 2008, the collapse or near-
bankruptcy of hallowed firms, the freezing of credit 
markets, the massive size of proposed bailouts, and 
the gyrations of stock markets around the world—
all complicated by a U.S. Presidential transition—
damaged U.S. economic power and thus undermined 
Washington’s global influence.

The fifth section of the chapter, on economic 
security, documents another source of instability: 
poverty. Within the developing world, economic 
success is accruing to some countries but not to oth-
ers. Roughly 1 billion people in some 60 countries, 
mainly but not exclusively in sub-Saharan Africa, are 
being left behind. Some of these countries are subject 
to repeated civil wars; some provide havens for non-
traditional threats to U.S. national security, such as 
terrorism, illegal trafficking, and pandemic disease; 
and some generate calls for humanitarian interven-
tion. The analysis concludes with several policy rec-
ommendations and a plea for the more coordinated 
use of military and civilian instruments.

The chapter ends with a look at one U.S. reaction 
to the redistribution of economic power away from 
the West: protectionism. With the U.S. economy 
slowing to a crawl, trade is virtually the only source 
of growth. Measures to restrict trade and investment 
inflict damage on not only the American economy, 
but also U.S. power and influence. Vigorous and 
farsighted leadership will be required to reverse this 
trend and strengthen America’s ability to lead.

What Is Economic Power?
There is general agreement that in the 21st century, 

economic power is an important strategic asset. But 
what is economic power? How is it changing? And 
how can it be measured?

Economic power can be broadly defined as the 
ability to control or influence the behavior of others 
through the deliberate and politically motivated use 
of economic assets. National economic power implies 
that a government is in a position to use, offer, or 
withhold such assets even when they are in private 
hands (for example, by mandating trade embar-
goes or imposing controls on exports to targeted 

countries). In fact, the exercise of economic power 
may well have economic costs because almost by 
definition it entails interfering with decisions made 
for economic reasons.

Economic power can also be thought of as the 
ability to resist external control or influence because 
dependence on external suppliers is sufficiently 
diverse to preclude vulnerability to outside pres-
sure. The United States, for instance, imports about 
two-thirds of its oil from foreign sources and is thus 
vulnerable to oil exporters as a group (although not 
to any one country). But what is sometimes forgot-
ten is that sellers need markets. If the United States 
were to significantly reduce its appetite for foreign 
oil, it would gain relative economic power over these 
suppliers. Persuading others to establish a “consumer 
cartel,” as some have suggested, would have an even 
greater effect on the balance of economic power.

An extreme example of the ability to resist external 
control is economic self-sufficiency. Certain great 
empires of history, such as imperial China, were 
almost entirely self-sufficient. But in today’s world, 
the pursuit of economic self-sufficiency results in 
lower levels of technology and productivity and a 
greater degree of poverty than would otherwise be 
the case (North Korea is a perfect example). If mar-
ket forces are allowed to operate, some countries will 
be more self-sufficient than others, but none will be 
completely self-sufficient in all sectors.

National economic power has often been used 
to punish other governments. Whenever another 
government behaves in a way that violates interna-
tional norms, a common U.S. response is a call for 
economic sanctions. Certain “smart sanctions”—
such as denying U.S. visas to family members of dic-
tators and freezing their bank accounts—may have 
some effect. But efforts to apply trade embargoes 
and other forms of economic coercion to influence 
another country’s political or military behavior fail 
more often than not, especially when the targeted re-
gime perceives that the reforms sought by the outside 
world threaten its survival. Worse still, economic 
sanctions often end up enriching elites, who have 
ready access to the black market, and impoverishing 
everybody else.

Globalization and Economic Power
Throughout much of recorded history, the assets 

associated with economic power consisted primarily 
of land, natural resources, and the ability to spend 
more than one’s adversaries spend on weapons and 
wars. In a global economy, these elements, while still 
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United
States

South
Korea

Country Median Age Life ExpectancyPopulation
(millions)

Cellphones
(per 100 people)

Broadband
(per 100 people)

GDP per Capita
(PPP)

United States $45,800  23.9 83.5 36.6 78.06
Hong Kong $42,000  26.4 149.2 41.2 7.0

305.7
81.77

Canada $38,600  27.6 61.7 39.1 33.4
127.7

141.9
106.7
188.1

80.34
Japan $33,500  22.1 83.9 43.5 82.07
Europe / EU $32,700  14.2 109.6 37.7 494.8 78.70
Taiwan $30,100  20.9 106.1 35.5 23.0 77.56
South Korea $25,000  30.5 90.2 35.8 48.2 79.10
Russia $14,800  2.8 114.6 38.2 65.87
Mexico $12,400  4.3 62.5 25.6 75.84
Brazil $9,500  0.4 63.1 28.6 72.70
China $5,400  5.0 41.2 33.2 1,327.5 72.88
India $2,600  0.3 20.0 24.8 1,141.1 68.59

Source: Broadband and cellphone data from International Telecommunication Union. All others: CIA World Factbook, most recent data as of October 2008.
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important, contribute less to overall economic power 
than what societies and governments can create for 
themselves: sound financial and macroeconomic 
policies, an educated and adaptable work force, 
market-based competition, a supportive infrastruc-
ture (including transportation, communications, and 
energy distribution), and a stable and welcoming 
investment climate, backed by good governance and 
predictable rules.

These self-created assets virtually guarantee a 
competitive niche in the global economy. They 
fueled the remarkable performance of Japan and the 
“four tigers” (South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and 
Singapore) during the 1970s and 1980s. Similarly, 
the reforms launched by Deng Xiaoping in the late 
1970s transformed China from an autarkic economic 
backwater to the economic powerhouse that it has 
become today. Thanks in part to China-centered 
production networks and widespread pro-market 
reforms, Asia has experienced robust growth. Its 
success should not be exaggerated, however; the 
region suffers from a variety of economic, political, 
and demographic weaknesses. It is highly dependent 
on the global economy and remains vulnerable to 
internal and external shocks.

Just as globalization has altered the content of 
economic power, so it has limited the sovereignty 
associated with it. A single nation has only a partial 
ability to claim autonomous economic power and to 
use it unilaterally. China, for instance, still depends 
heavily on markets in North America, Europe, and 
Japan. This means that China’s national economic 
power cannot be wielded autonomously and at will 
because doing so would undermine the confidence 
of foreign investors and thus retard the economic 
growth that the Chinese leadership needs to main-
tain its legitimacy. China’s alleged “dollar weapon” is 
not a weapon at all.

Until fairly recently, products were made in one 
country and sold to customers in another. But thanks 
to the revolutions in transportation and information 
technology, most of the world’s biggest companies 
now operate in numerous countries. Although the 
components of a product may come from multiple 
sources, that product’s label usually records only the 
point of final assembly and shipment. Interdepen-
dence also characterizes the operation of interna-
tional financial markets. The first decade of the 21st 
century has witnessed a major shift in financial 
power from the West to other parts of the world, par-
ticularly Asia. Countries in the region hold roughly 
two-thirds of the world’s foreign exchange reserves. 

Peering into the Abyss: Implications of the 
Global Financial Crisis

The 2008–2009 global financial crisis may one day be remem-
bered as the greatest setback to the world economy since 1945—
and perhaps even the Great Depression. It has already inflicted 
considerable pain on many countries, thereby jeopardizing their 
social and political stability as well as their commercial prospects 
and eroding what was a remarkably widespread consensus in 
favor of market capitalism. The sudden slump in global growth has 
also undermined U.S. prestige and influence and will complicate 
Washington’s diplomacy and security relationships for years to 
come.

Overview
Typical recessions are officially induced. Monetary authorities see 
that the economy they oversee is overheating and starting to gen-
erate inflationary momentum. They react by tightening the flow of 
credit, which causes corporations and households to curtail their 
expenditures and hence retards the pace of gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) growth. When inflationary pressures abate, the central 
bank loosens policy and allows private-sector demand to resume 
its upward trajectory. The present disaster, by contrast, stems from 
the simultaneous and cataclysmic resolution of two distortions in 
the global economy. The unique elements of this crisis ensure that 
its impact will be much deeper and more enduring than that of 
ordinary recessions.

Of Leverage and Deleverage
The first structural flaw was a gradual rise in leverage—borrowing 
money to finance extra consumption and investment—that 
occurred over decades as households, corporations, and govern-
ments assumed ever more debt. This phenomenon accelerated in 
the 1990s and early 2000s, when deregulation and the develop-
ment of new financial products emboldened financiers to take on 
more risk and allowed households in the most liberal economies 
to borrow against the equity in their homes in order to enhance 
their purchasing power and raise their standards of living. The 
ratio of debt to global GDP accordingly rose to unprecedented 
heights. This increase in leverage occurred, furthermore, beyond 
the ken of regulators who chose to close their eyes to new devel-
opments and consequently failed to appreciate the dendritic con-
nections that were forming between the various new markets. So 
while many observers accurately perceived parts of the problem, 
few if any understood the combined magnitude of the stresses 
that were building in the international financial system.
 The reversal of that trend through almost universal delever-
aging—that is, the attempt by borrowers to reduce their debts 

6 Continued on p. 13
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to more comfortable levels—is what differentiates 
the current crisis from normal recessions, and puts 
it in the same category as the Great Depression and 
Japan’s “lost decade.” In this latest instance, the crisis 
started when the bubble in the American subprime 
residential market began to deflate in 2006. This dam-
aged the balance sheets of the many American and 
European banks and non-banks that owned subprime 
mortgages, and compelled them to seek to strengthen 
their balance sheets by selling off other assets and 
calling in loans. In the autumn of 2007, some parts of 
the credit market therefore froze, causing costs for oth-
er corporations and financial institutions to surge even 
as the stocks, bonds, derivative securities, and real 
estate in their various portfolios depreciated. Soon, 
even richly capitalized enterprises with no exposure to 
dubious American properties were seeing the value of 
their assets erode, and they felt compelled to join the 
wave of deleveraging.
 As was the case in 1990s Japan, the usual 
governmental remedies lost their efficacy in the 
face of such inexorable debt repayment. Lowering 
short-term interest rates toward zero cannot stimu-
late credit creation in such an environment because 
lenders do not want to incur new financial obliga-
tions at any price. Nor is bank recapitalization an 
adequate countermeasure, since banks comprise 
such a small part of the spectrum of indebted finan-
cial and nonfinancial entities—investment banks, 
credit card companies, consumer financing outfits, 
automobile manufacturers, and many others—that 
are withdrawing credit and divesting assets. So 
conventional efforts must be supplemented with 
“quantitative easing,” the practice whereby mon-
etary authorities stop focusing on short-term inter-
est rates and start trying to reduce long-term rates 
by purchasing stocks, bonds, currencies, or even 
real estate and other tangible things. The objective 
of this “unconventional” policy is to push down 
credit costs for mortgage holders, corporations that 
raise their money directly from capital markets, 
and government. But while this bold approach, 
in conjunction with aggressive fiscal policy, may 
cushion the macroeconomic impact of deleveraging 
and prevent the onset of a depression, it probably 
cannot precipitate a sustained recovery until firms 
and households have approached their target debt 
ratios and are no longer determined to sell off their 
investments. This adjustment, sadly, probably will 
not reach completion until at least 2011.

A Precarious Imbalance
The deleveraging process would have been traumatic 
enough had it not interacted destructively with the 
extremely rapid resolution of a second structural 
problem: namely, the global financial imbalances. The 
consensus view as recently as a year ago was that those 
imbalances resulted from excessive consumption in 
the United States and a few other countries. American 
households, in particular, borrowed and spent so copi-
ously that the country ran an enormous current account 
deficit—peaking at 6 percent of GDP in 2006—which 
sucked up the liquidity that the high-saving econo-
mies were so much more responsibly and magnani-
mously providing. An equally valid explanation for the 
problematic pattern of capital flows, however, works in 
precisely the opposite direction. In that view, the world 
suffered from a glut of capital in the 1990s and 2000s, 
as aging people in China, Japan, and elsewhere saved a 
disproportionate fraction of their income in anticipation 
of retirement; and developing economies, frightened 
by the exchange rate crises of the last decade, insisted 
on generating current account surpluses and amassing 
ever larger foreign reserves for use in the event of an 
emergency. Then came the commodity boom of recent 
years, in which oil producers and some other exporters 
of raw materials reaped windfall profits so large that 
they could not exhaust them domestically and were 
forced to ship much of their surplus income abroad. 
But since savings represent foregone consumption and 
investment, the resulting glut of capital in the interna-
tional market could easily have caused world demand 
to fall structurally below supply, and hence caused a 
protracted recession—and perhaps even deflation. The 
only way to avoid this outcome would be for someone, 
somewhere, to absorb the surfeit of capital and expend 
it on goods and services.
 This is where the leverage and current-account sto-
ries converge. Over the last two decades, central banks 
pumped vast amounts of liquidity into the world econo-
my, where financial institutions used new products and 
ever-increasing leverage to expand the supply of new 
credit still further. That money poured into the most lib-
eralized national markets, meaning primarily the United 
States, United Kingdom, Australia, and Spain, where it 
produced conspicuous bubbles in local real estate mar-
kets. The citizens of those countries availed themselves 
of this appreciation and the availability of home equity 
loans to finance additional consumption, which pushed 
their national current accounts into deficit and soaked 
up the rest of the world’s exports of goods and services. 
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Everyone accepted this situation because it raised 
standards of living in the deficit countries while permit-
ting the parsimonious countries to achieve rapid GDP 
growth even as they built up their foreign reserves. The 
United States and the other spendthrift economies thus 
served as the engine of global commerce in the 2000s.

A Dismal Outlook
That engine has now stalled. By destroying some-
thing approaching $15 trillion in American wealth (a 
figure that could rise higher), the crisis has impov-
erished American households and caused them to 
curtail consumption and to begin ratcheting up their 
savings rates. This year’s current account deficit will 
accordingly decline by more than two-thirds from the 
2006 peak of 6 percent of American GDP. The sharp 
contraction in demand for foreign exports already has 
eviscerated international trade, which was increasing 
at an average annual pace of over 8 percent in 2006 
and 2007, but will actually decrease this year and per-
haps next year as well. At this point, the data suggest 
that 2009 will be a dismal year, with GDP contracting 
by at least 2 percent in the United States, European 
Union, and United Kingdom—and Japan’s economy 
shrinking by two or three times that figure. Even the 
speed of China’s economic expansion will fall by well 
over half from its peak early last year of 13 percent. 
As a result, the global rate of GDP growth this year, 
measured at prevailing exchange rates, will fall below 
zero for the first time since World War II.
 The immediate recession may end in late 2009 or 
2010, but an early return to trend growth will not then 
ensue. A sustained weakness in international demand 
is portended by not only the steadily rising savings rate 
in the United States, but also the much larger loss of 
one-third of worldwide wealth that has simultaneously 
occurred. While corporate profitability and savings rates 
around the globe may fall, newly impoverished house-
holds in Japan, China, and the other aging countries 
will hardly increase their consumption and residential 
investment. Meanwhile, the 8 to 10 percent shrinkage 
in Ireland’s GDP that seems likely to happen this year 
cannot help but underscore developing countries’ 
fear of liberalization and their consequent desire to 
amass more foreign reserves. The global imbalances 
will doubtless decrease in size, since by definition the 
sum of all surpluses must fall to the level of the overall 
deficit registered by the more profligate countries. But 
this change will occur through an economic slowdown 
that presumably will last well into the next decade.

Broader Implications
Today’s crisis should not prove as disruptive as the 
Great Depression, but its global scope assuredly 
entails more international problems than did Japan’s 
1990s stagnation. Among the most salient of the 
impending events are changes in the structure of 
financial markets; more activist and intrusive govern-
ment; more protectionist sentiment around the world; 
movement away from American dominance in multi-
lateral forums; and a marginal diminution in global 
political stability and international cooperation.
 Financial Markets. The crisis has virtually wiped 
out investment banks, whose dependence on short-
term funding proved fatal when credit markets seized 
up in late 2007 and 2008. Even such flagship enter-
prises as Goldman Sachs have transformed them-
selves into more conservative institutions with more 
traditional fundraising and operational schemes. At 
the same time, the implosion of the worldwide bubble 
has devastated the private equity and hedge funds, 
whose portfolios depreciated precipitously and whose 
sources of capital must inevitably dwindle. All of these 
industries will revive eventually, albeit in diminished 
form and with much less leverage, and hence lower 
profitability. Even the fledgling sovereign wealth funds 
will lose prominence, both because the trade surpluses 

Circuit City store in Richmond, Virginia, advertises going 
out of business prior to filing bankruptcy
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that produced their capital are shrinking, and because 
they, too, relied on aggressive leverage to improve their 
returns—leverage that is no longer readily available. The 
world therefore will emerge from the present crisis with 
a less dynamic and volatile financial system that also 
contributes somewhat less to GDP growth.
 Governmental Intrusion. To maintain economic 
stability amid plummeting consumption and invest-
ment, the world’s governments will expand their spend-
ing considerably over the next few years: in the United 
States and United Kingdom, for instance, official budget 
deficits could reach 10 percent of GDP in 2009, and 
will remain voluminous for some time thereafter. Bank 
recapitalization, meanwhile, will give the authorities big 
equity stakes in many countries’ financial enterprises. 
Regulators also will become more intrusive in their rela-
tions with private enterprise. The virtually universal fail-
ure of oversight agencies to monitor and discourage the 
increase in leverage within and between economies is 
already perceived as having contributed to the genesis 
of the crisis. It follows that political pressures will mount 
for governments to impose new laws and regulations 
in order to forestall a recurrence of the current disaster. 
Many of these changes will of course be salubrious, but 
the adoption of some ill-advised rules seems inevitable. 
There will, in short, be some degree of retreat from the 
norms of liberal capitalism.
 Protectionism. Before the crisis unfolded, most 
analysts believed that the global imbalances would 
eventually resolve in a manner that promoted Ameri-
can exports. As their holdings of U.S. bonds grew ever 
larger, foreign investors would ultimately lose faith 
in the United States, sell the dollar, and move their 
money elsewhere. This sudden loss of confidence 
would depress the value of that currency, causing 
imports to decrease and exports to surge. The result 
would be a contraction in the current account deficit 
that benefited the American manufacturing sector.
 What has now happened, though, is that the 
adjustment has occurred almost entirely on the import 
side of the ledger and with no significant benefit to 
American exporters. By destroying vast sums of Ameri-
can wealth, the crisis has crippled consumption of 
both domestic and imported goods even as it induced 
dollar appreciation and thereby disadvantaged manu-
facturers. The loss of the U.S. increment of interna-
tional demand, in turn, has harmed the entire world. 
The volume of global trade was rising at an average 
of over 8 percent in 2006 and 2007, but decelerated 
somewhat in 2008 and will actually contract this year 

and perhaps next. The upshot is a crushing blow to 
exporters everywhere, whose employees are under-
standably prodding their governments to protect what 
is left of their domestic market. Illustrative of this new 
mood was the attempt by many Members of Congress, 
backed by the steel industry, to add “Buy American” 
language to the infrastructure section of the Obama 
administration’s draft stimulus bill in early February 
2009. This protectionist trend will soon become more 
widespread because of the effect that the rapidly 
diminishing current account imbalances are having in 
all but the most isolated of countries.
 American Dominance. In the short term, the 
crisis has reinforced the U.S. position at the heart of 
the global financial system, for the main beneficiaries 
of recent events are first the yen and then the dol-
lar. Both currencies are viewed as safe investments 
that may appreciate as deflationary forces intensify; 
appreciation in the euro, by contrast, is constrained by 
rigid labor markets and the relative inflation that they 
entail. The yen additionally benefits from the reversal 
of the carry trade, in which foreigners borrowed at 
cheap rates in Japan and then invested the proceeds 
at higher rates abroad, while the dollar gains from 
the general expectation that the United States will be 
the first big economy to recover. For the time being, 
therefore, the dollar should retain its place as the 
preeminent reserve currency.
 Yet Washington has certainly lost some of its 
prestige in the international community. That the 
crisis originated in U.S. real estate markets and 
amplified through the most liberal Western markets 
has, to some extent, discredited the Anglo-American 
regulatory system. Dirigisme of the French variety 
consequently has reared its head, and Russian and 
Chinese leaders have used their public pronounce-
ments at the World Economic Forum in Davos and 
elsewhere to criticize U.S. capitalism. Likewise, calls 
are multiplying for a stronger developing-country 
voice in such multilateral organizations as the 
International Monetary Fund—whose policies in the 
1997–1998 Asian financial crisis were widely seen 
as too austere and which appear largely irrelevant 
in today’s debacle. In this atmosphere of skepticism 
regarding U.S. values and Western-sponsored organi-
zations, the eminently reasonable and long-overdue 
process of giving the newly emerging economies 
more institutional prominence could take on a 
certain anti-American flavor and thus further vitiate 
Washington’s influence.
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Well over half of those reserves are denominated in 
dollars, and much of that is recycled back into the 
U.S. economy. Foreign governments therefore have 
a large financial as well as a commercial stake in the 
health of the American economy.

Security ties help to explain the continuing 
predominance of the U.S. dollar as a major reserve 
currency. Other governments’ decisions to accumu-
late dollar reserves and to link the management of 
their currencies to the movement of the dollar rest 
in part on the belief that the United States remains 
the predominant, if not the sole, provider of security. 
They watched in dismay as the fall in the value of the 
dollar caused the value of their dollar-denominated 
assets to tumble. In the future, their mix of reserve 
currencies may well continue to shift toward the 
euro and the yen. Nevertheless, security ties with 
Washington will likely prevent them from tilting too 
far in this direction.

What governments can do to exercise financial 
power is extremely limited compared to the burgeon-
ing size, speed, and pace of innovation in private 
capital markets. In the past, finance more or less 
followed trade flows, but financial flows now occupy 
a separate and ever-expanding universe. Private 
capital resources dwarf anything that governments 
and international institutions such as the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
can provide. Governments with sufficiently good 
credit ratings prefer to borrow from private sources, 
thus avoiding the politically onerous conditions often 
placed on support packages negotiated with the IMF 
or the World Bank.

Financial flows provide needed liquidity (ready 
cash) to international markets, but they can be 
extremely destabilizing. As Asians learned in the 
financial crisis of 1997–1998, the sudden withdrawal 
of private capital can topple governments and send 
economies reeling. The proportion of Indonesians 
living in absolute poverty, for example, doubled 
almost overnight, from 13 to 26 percent. The credit 
crisis of 2008 stemmed from risky behavior on Wall 
Street, but stock markets around the world plunged.

Measuring Economic Power
The national security implications of economic 

power transcend the ability to finance a higher 
defense budget and field expensive weaponry. Signs 
that a country is on the road to economic power in-
clude a strong and stable currency, adequate foreign 
exchange reserves, inflows of foreign investment, 

 Political Stability. While the unfolding crisis will 
doubtless harm the whole world, its effects on some 
states will be particularly pronounced. The present 
trauma may, for instance, be the straw that breaks 
the back of the Japanese party system, inaugurating 
a period of even weaker governance in that critically 
important country. Meanwhile, such commodity 
producers as Iran, Russia, and Venezuela are already 
watching their oil revenues collapse and their govern-
ment budgets deteriorate markedly—with untold 
implications for their social and political stability as 
well as their foreign policies. It is true that the erosion 
of these states’ power may advance American inter-
ests in the immediate term, but the present regimes 
could conceivably be replaced by even more minatory 
leaders. Meanwhile, the governments of such nations 
as China, where economic development is the main 
pillar of legitimacy and political stability, may also 
encounter more difficulty managing their domestic 
affairs over the next few years. Even Europe will suffer 
greater political strain as the economic downturn 
imposes disproportionate pain on the eurozone’s 
poorer members, underscores the divergence of their 
interests from those of Germany, and raises ques-
tions about the utility of the currency union itself.

The 2008–2009 financial crisis will inevitably 
complicate many forms of international coopera-
tion, and may well threaten stability in some key 
regions. A number of countries will suffer wrenching 
economic pain and a degree of social and political 
unrest, while many more will become more political-
ly self-centered and perhaps even nationalistic. This 
trend toward introspection will also have economic 
ramifications as governments, in an understand-
able attempt to help their peoples in this inclement 
global environment, become more protectionist and 
paternalistic. Market-oriented economic reforms will 
also decelerate in some parts of the world, further 
stunting opportunities for trade, investment, and 
improvements in GDP growth. In fact, it would not 
be surprising to see a range of states react to their 
straitened conditions by reducing their military 
budgets, withdrawing from some of their overseas 
commitments, and scaling back their investments of 
time and energy in multilateral diplomacy. Overcom-
ing this new reticence and the resentment against 
the United States engendered by the crisis will be 
critical to the success of the Obama administra-
tion’s foreign policy.

5 Continued from p. 9
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rising productivity, manageable inflation, and a 
declining level of poverty. Other indicators reflect 
the degree of urbanization, levels of education, social 
indicators such as life expectancy, and others. All of 
these can be measured.

The most common indicator of economic power is 
the size of a country’s gross domestic product (GDP), 
defined as the sum of consumption, gross investment, 
government spending, and net exports, or alterna-
tively, as the sum of all goods and services produced in 
a given year. GDP is calculated in two ways: by mea-
suring output in terms of prevailing exchange rates, 
or by calculating the purchasing power parity of each 
currency relative to some standard (usually the U.S. 
dollar). To simplify, one measures how much a nation’s 
output is worth abroad (usually in dollars), and the 
other measures how much people in one country have 
to pay for a given basket of goods compared to what 
people in other countries have to pay.

The rate of GDP growth is also a key measure-
ment. As a general rule, developing countries grow 
faster than highly industrialized ones, provided that 
they have reasonably good economic policies and 
a functioning government in place. Such countries 
start from a low base; double-digit growth, while 
impressive, is not uncommon.

GDP per capita is also widely used. Economists 
have predicted that several decades from now, 
China’s GDP will surpass that of the United States. 
This achievement certainly signifies China’s growing 
economic power. But because of China’s huge popula-
tion, when this threshold is crossed China’s GDP per 
capita will likely be only about one-quarter to one-
third of the U.S. level. Which figure matters more to 
perceptions of economic power? The answer will vary 
according to the values and goals of the observer.

Several yardsticks have been developed to measure 
various other contributors to economic power, such as 
market-oriented policies and low levels of corruption. 
The World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness 
Report measures “the productive potential of nations.” 
Top marks in 2008 went to the United States, Switzer-
land, Denmark, Sweden, and Singapore, while China 
came in 30th and India 50th out of 131 countries polled. 
The International Finance Corporation’s 2007–2008 
report on the ease or difficulty of doing business 
abroad names Singapore, New Zealand, and the Unit-
ed States as the top 3 among the 181 economies that 
were ranked, with Guinea-Bissau, the Central African 
Republic, and the Democratic Republic of Congo 
bringing up the rear; China and India are ranked 83d 
and 120th, respectively. Another index, produced by 

the Heritage Foundation and the Wall Street Journal, 
measures “economic freedom”: top winners in 2008 
are Hong Kong and Singapore, with the United States 
ranked fifth.

Good governance is a key pillar of durable econom-
ic power. Politicians who demand huge bribes and 
send millions of dollars to foreign bank accounts stunt 
their countries’ development in multiple ways. An 
index developed by Transparency International mea-
sures perceptions of corruption. Based on a scale of 1 
to 10 (10 means least corrupt), top prizes in 2008 went 
to the Nordic countries, New Zealand, and Singapore. 
The United States trails at 7.3 points, and China and 
India earned scores of 3.6 and 3.4, respectively.

Concern for the environment has given rise to 
several indices of “sustainability.” The idea here is 
not only that the environment should be protected, 
but also that GDP growth will falter if a government 
depletes its natural resources and sickens its people.

Small countries may get high marks in these vari-
ous contests, but size matters. It used to be said, for 
example, that a large population of poor people was a 
liability. But as markets grow, large numbers of people 
who are eager for jobs, education, and training are 
now seen as an asset. From this perspective, China, 
India, the United States, Russia, and Indonesia all 
carry economic weight no matter what they do.

Finally, two related elements of economic power 
are popularity and prestige. If a given country is 
highly anti-American, resistance to U.S. economic 
power will be stronger. A trade minister from a 
country whose press spews forth daily attacks on the 
United States will have less freedom to make trade 
“concessions” than a trade minister from a country 
where the United States is admired and liked.

Prestige has been a longstanding American asset. 
Thanks to its huge market, skilled manpower, and ever-
growing stock of leading-edge technology, the United 
States is still an economic powerhouse. But huge trade 
and budget deficits, heavy dependence on imported oil, 
record-high consumer debt, and rising levels of protec-
tionism have tarnished America’s economic reputation 
and undermined U.S. influence abroad.

American prestige suffered a further blow in 2007, 
when the U.S. subprime mortgage crisis sent many 
major U.S. financial institutions to Asian banks for 
relief. In September 2008, the crisis ballooned. The 
dramatic financial crash and associated bailouts 
shook Wall Street to its foundations and seriously 
undermined America’s economic image. Although 
the shakedown can be seen as a healthy corrective, it 
has diminished America’s near-term economic power.
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Economic Power and National Security  
Strategy 

In today’s world, economic power has become 
largely synonymous with successful engagement 
with the global economy. Paradoxically, the greater 
such engagement becomes, the more limits govern-
ments face when they contemplate using their 
country’s economic resources as a coercive tool to 
influence the behavior of other governments.

Used constructively, however, U.S. economic 
power bolsters Washington’s influence abroad. But 
sustaining such influence depends critically on 
sound policies at home. The risky behavior and lack 
of oversight that ultimately ignited the financial 
crash of 2008 damaged America’s relative power 
and influence. Restoring them requires paying heed 
to the old adage, “Physician, heal thyself.”

Sustained economic power is at the root of 
sustainable military power. Strategic planners need 
to overcome stovepipe thinking that consigns eco-
nomic and security issues to different mental boxes. 
They must understand global economic trends and 
incorporate them—not as an add-on, but as a core 
element of their analysis. Drawing on this broader 
concept of national security, America’s elected lead-

ers will be better equipped to make decisions about 
using economic power. They will also understand 
that America’s economic vitality, flexibility, and 
spirit of innovation are the true foundation of U.S. 
economic power, and that adopting the right mix 
of policies to sustain them is a national security 
imperative.

The Rise of the Rest
The 1990s were marked in the West by trium-

phalism. The “end of history” thesis, articulated 
by Francis Fukuyama, argued that a combination 
of liberal democracy and market capitalism had 
become so dominant that, with communism and 
fascism vanquished, the Western way of gover-
nance would no longer face significant challenges. 
This thesis held that the West, and specifically the 
United States, had no effective rivals and for the 
indefinite future could rule at will.

Most noteworthy in the first decade of the new 
century, however, has been the appearance of nascent 
power centers outside the traditional Western sphere, 
especially in Asia. On balance, this is a positive 
trend, but it poses a long-term challenge to the U.S. 
global standing.

International Monetary Fund financial committee meets in Washington, 2008
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Background
The current dominance of the West has its roots 

in the Industrial Revolution of the 19th century, and 
specifically in Britain’s newly acquired ability to grow 
its economy by around 2 percent per year. That capac-
ity spread to much of Europe and the United States on 
the heels of industry and capital. Britain’s capacity for 
regular growth provided the economic foundation of 
the British Empire. Broader Western growth at 2 to 4 
percent, in contrast with the economic stagnation of 
most of the Middle Eastern, Asian, African, and Latin 
American regions, underlay global dominance by 
the West in the 19th and 20th centuries. The Industrial 
Revolution was, of course, fueled in large part by the 

wealth and raw materials that the colonial powers 
stripped from those regions. Still, this concatenation of 
Western dynamism with Confucian and Islamic stag-
nation was historically unusual. In the pre-Renaissance 
Middle Ages, the reverse had occurred.

Japan’s successful industrialization in the Meiji era 
created an alternative power center in the first half of 
the 20th century. Alone among South and East Asian 
countries (except for Thailand), Japan maintained 
its independence from Western domination. While 
Thailand remained poor and underdeveloped, Japan 
borrowed Western techniques and became a modern 
power. After its defeat in World War II, the Western 
consensus was that Japan would remain a backward 
agricultural economy and a minor power indefinitely. 
Japan began to grow 10 percent per annum, however, 

and quickly became treated as a major power—for 
instance, as one critical leg in institutions such as 
the Trilateral Commission and as leader of the Asian 
Development Bank. Japan’s emergence initiated a 
new era of postwar history.

Gradually, South Korea and Southeast Asia ad-
opted policies that resulted in 7 to 10 percent annual 
growth, or about three times the rate that underlay 
Western dominance. In the 1980s, China’s new 
generation of leaders learned to emulate the dynamic 
growth techniques, and in the 1990s India, respond-
ing to the sudden loss of patronage from the Soviet 
Union, began to emulate China by dismantling the 
complex and bureaucratic business licensing system 
called the “license raj,” welcoming foreign investment, 
and abandoning socialist planning. Even Pakistan 
managed to raise its growth rate. Now nations en-
compassing about 3 billion people, roughly half the 
human race, were growing at several times the rate 
that underlay Western dominance.

Implications
What are the implications of this new era of rapid 

growth in “the Rest,” especially Asia?
First, the consequences of the “Asian Miracle” have 

so far been extremely stabilizing. Rapid growth has 
stabilized the internal politics of countries from 
Japan to Indonesia. As late as the mid 1960s, Japan’s 
internal stability seemed to be in doubt. Moreover, 
Indonesia contained both the world’s third largest 
communist party and more Islamic militants than 
the rest of the world combined. Following a severe 
crackdown on the communist party in 1965, the 
Suharto government launched an era of rapid growth 
that significantly diminished political unrest in most 
of the country. Economic growth has also stabilized 
regional geopolitics. Ideological demagoguery and 
proselytizing have declined throughout the Asian 
Miracle region. The ability to achieve national pres-
tige and influence rapidly by focusing on economic 
growth, together with the costs that modern military 
technology imposes on any attempt to achieve those 
goals by military means, has led to a vast shift of 
strategy from geopolitical aggressiveness and territo-
rial disputes to economic priorities.

This shift has occurred throughout the entire 
Asian region. South Korea moved from a failed 
strategy of military priorities under Syngman Rhee 
to a brilliantly successful economics-focused strategy 
under Park Chung Hee and his successors, leaving 
the economy of the once hapless South Korea over 22 
times larger than that of its formerly superior north-

Executives from Big Three manufacturers and United Auto Workers 
union testify before Senate Banking Committee on auto industry bail-
out, December 2008
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ern rival. Other regional successes have included 
Indonesia, which abandoned territorial claims cover-
ing most of Southeast Asia, and China, which has 
settled 12 of its 14 land border disputes to the satis-
faction of the other parties and which has embarked 
on a remarkably successful campaign of “friendship 
diplomacy” in order to focus on economic develop-
ment. India, which has also adopted “friendship di-
plomacy,” shows early signs of making a similar shift, 
despite greater difficulty. None of the rapidly rising 
Asian powers has yet shown any inclination to revert 
to obsolete territorially focused strategies. This shift 
toward stability appears to belie the argument among 
prominent realists that rising powers are invariably 
disruptive. Asia’s shift to stability shows that similar 
economic progress could stabilize other regions.

Second, most of these great economic successes 
have been based on movement toward integration into 
the Western-style market economy and acceptance 
of the basic institutional arrangements that the West 
created after World War II: relatively open trade and 
foreign investment, a competitive internal market, 
market-driven domestic pricing for most things, 
Western-type law, a substantial degree of freedom of 
inquiry, considerable freedom to travel and exchange 
ideas, Western-style capital markets and banking sys-
tems, and engagement with the most important West-
ern economic institutions (notably the IMF, the World 
Bank, and the World Trade Organization [WTO]). 
None of these movements is irreversible, but the 
dominant trends in these success stories have included 
rejection of autarky (Burma vs. Thailand), xenophobia 
(Sukarno vs. Suharto), the command economy (North 
Korea vs. South Korea), arbitrary personal rule (Mao 
Zedong vs. Hu Jintao), and other forms of behavior 
that are antithetical to the modern market economy.

Third, convergence in economic policy has been 
accompanied by some elements of convergence in 
systems of governance. So far, all of the fully success-
ful industrialized Asian economies, from Japan to 
Indonesia, have adopted variants of democracy from 
fully competitive democracy (Taiwan, South Korea, 
Indonesia) to dominant-party democracy or quasi-
democracy (Japan, Malaysia, Singapore). Those in 
earlier stages of development have all had to accept 
key elements of the Western system of governance, 
such as some degree of freedom of inquiry, increas-
ing transparency, Western-style legal norms, reduc-
tion of arbitrary rule, and the like. But the degree 
to which China and Vietnam will be compelled to 
follow the paths of South Korea and Taiwan remains 
open to question.

Although the eventual degree of convergence 
remains quite controversial (can China and Russia 
sustain capitalist autocracies?), the degree that has al-
ready been reached constitutes a substantial triumph 
of Western norms. The argument can be made that, 
on the one hand, continued success on the part of 
the rising powers will require a good deal more con-
vergence with Western political norms. On the other 
hand, the successful emerging economies may also 
develop competitive advantages that force traditional 
Western systems to bend some old norms. European-
style pension systems and adversarial unionism are 
potential candidates for Darwinian decline, along 
with American-style lack of national infrastructure 
planning and low educational standards.

Finally, the balance of influence in all the major 
institutions of the post–World War II world—the 
IMF, World Bank, WTO, United Nations, and 
others—will have to shift; those institutions must 
either bend or break.

Crucial Uncertainties
Projecting economic growth is rife with uncertain-

ties. A generation ago, many people believed that 
Japan’s continued success would make it the world’s 
leading economy. There are even greater uncertain-
ties about how economic prowess will translate into 
geopolitical influence. A few of these uncertainties 
will be highlighted here.

Most obviously, both the success of the West and 
the rise of “the Rest” have depended on the steady 
progress of globalization. So long as globalization 
advances, the most open economies win, but by the 
same token, they will be the ones most damaged 
by a crisis of globalization. Singapore, Hong Kong, 
South Korea, and Taiwan would be devastated. The 
trend toward competing geopolitically on the basis 
of economic priorities rather than military ones 
would surely be reversed in many places. Raw mate-
rials producers would suffer severely from declining 
demand and radical price collapses. Financial mar-
kets would suffer catastrophic reversals, with the 
United States, Germany, and the United Kingdom 
probably hurt the most. The reverse sequence is also 
possible: the financial crisis that exploded in the 
late summer and early fall of 2008 could deal a seri-
ous blow to globalization, depending how quickly 
recovery proceeds and confidence in the financial 
system is restored.

A second great source of uncertainty is the impact 
of demographic differences. Many countries, includ-
ing most of the rich ones, are graying, meaning 
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that the number of productive workers is declining 
relative to the number of elderly retirees. In countries 
such as Japan, where there is resistance to immigra-
tion and radical domestic productivity reforms, 
graying implies relative economic, and probably 
geopolitical, decline. In the United States, tendencies 
toward graying have so far been more than offset by 
immigration and rising productivity.

The greatest contrast in approaches to demo-
graphic challenges is between India and China. 
India is betting on continued population growth to 
avert graying, but it has so far failed to provide the 
education and infrastructure to ensure that its large 
and youthful workforce will have the requisite ability 
to work competitively and productively. India’s risk 
is that whole population segments and geographic 
regions will be left out of or prove unable to cope 
with global competition, and that severe social 
unrest will ensue. An indigenous Maoist insurgency 
is already taking advantage of popular disaffection 
in some of India’s poorest states. China, on the other 
hand, has recently recommitted itself to a “one-child” 
policy (a partial misnomer) that ensures a rapid 
decline in the ratio of the working population to the 
nonworking. China is betting that rapid progress 
in education, infrastructure, urbanization, and 
globalization, combined with a relative reduction 
in environmental stress, will raise productivity and 
offset the effects of graying. These contrasting strate-
gies comprise one of the most consequential bets in 
human history and may largely determine Asia’s and 
the world’s future economic and geopolitical balance.

A third source of uncertainty centers on energy 
and food prices. The 2008 upsurge proved a tem-
porary phenomenon, but future spikes are possible 
once global growth resumes. The effects will vary 
enormously from country to country. Moreover, the 
long-term consequences of sustained high prices de-
pend heavily on whether today’s primary consumers 
compete destructively or, for instance, collaborate on 
clean coal technologies that could shift the economic 
and geopolitical balance away from the Middle East 
and toward the United States, China, and India. The 
world’s future economic and political balance hangs 
on these multiple layers of uncertainty.

Finally, climate change is another great unknown. 
Desertification, declining fish populations, the 
melting of the polar ice cap, and other aspects of 
climate change are to the advantage of some groups 
economically, while giving the disadvantage to oth-
ers, and will potentially cause political strife both 
within and between countries. Governments are 

already jockeying over competing claims to possible 
energy resources under the ocean floor, while access 
to water is an increasingly potential source of conflict 
across many parts of the world.

Despite these uncertainties, Asia’s political evolu-
tion and economic success seem almost certain 
to bring new stability to key areas of the world by 
persuading its governments to selectively adopt 
market-oriented economic policies and substantial 
elements of Western-style political management. 
Such a transformation will gradually diversify the 
economic basis of geopolitical influence to an extent 
that permanently reduces Western dominance 
of global prestige and power. Paradoxically, the 
relative decline of the West represents the victory 
of what Singapore’s Kishore Mahbubani calls key 
Western contributions to the “march to modernity”: 
free markets, science and technology, meritocracy, 
pragmatism, a culture of peace, the rule of law, and 
education.

Issues for the New Administration
The rise of new powers and the failure of others to 

adapt create profound challenges for the new admin-
istration. First, continuation of the virtuous circle, 
whereby globalization creates economic takeoffs, and 
economic takeoffs in turn stabilize world politics, 
can only occur if the United States leads. But instead 
of celebrating their successes, Americans have fallen 
into a mood that assumes, falsely, that the United 
States cannot compete successfully against rising eco-
nomic powers and that the emergence of new powers 
inevitably brings increased risks of violence and 
instability. If the current defeatism is not overcome, 
the United States will suffer disproportionately in any 
crisis of globalization. Reversing this defeatist mood 
will require strong, positive political leadership.

More specifically, the executive branch and Con-
gress will have to work together to find new ways to 
distribute the fruits of globalization. Doing so will 
require major changes in tax, welfare, and education 
policies. There will also be a need for a Presidential 
campaign to educate the public about the changing 
global economy. The President will have to explain 
why Americans should welcome, rather than fear, 
rapid economic growth in China and India. He will 
need to point out, for example, that surging Asian 
demand for African energy and raw materials is 
boosting growth rates in Africa and reducing the risk 
that jihadism will spread throughout the continent.

Second, economic and geopolitical changes will 
challenge many assumptions and force many insti-
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tutional changes. The governance of all major global 
institutions will have to be revised to accommodate 
the new powers. Otherwise, these institutions will 
become ineffective and discredited.

Third, the President will need to find ways to draw 
more of the Islamic world into the global economy. 
It was economic globalization that substantially 
ameliorated radical Islamism in Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and India.

Finally, there is no possibility that the United 
States will be able to extend its military dominance to 
every country in the world. It needs allies more than 
ever. But the U.S. alliance system will have to adjust 
to the relative decline of Japan, an important partner 
that in some ways is failing the test of globalization, 
and to the emergence of China, which is embrac-
ing globalization relatively well and which, despite 
its serious domestic challenges, will necessarily be a 
principal U.S. partner on a range of global issues.

Finance and Power
A critical challenge for the new administration will 

be to reassert American leadership in the inter-
national economy and rebuild America’s financial 
health. Economic strength has underpinned the 
national power and influence of every state in history. 
Economic strength, in turn, is driven by a strong 
financial system, capable of raising large amounts of 
capital and efficiently deploying it. No nation has long 
maintained its strategic or military dominance after it 
has ceased to be the world’s foremost financial center. 
If a nation allows its financial system to weaken, it 
undermines its economic strength, and by extension 
its ability to project its power and influence into the 
larger world.1

Wars put heavy stress on financial markets and 
fiscal resources and also put national prestige at risk. 
Great Britain learned this lesson going into World 
War II: when combined with economic depression, 
systemic fiscal and financial frailty, and a decline in 
the global power of one’s currency, war can become a 
mile marker for hegemonic decline, even in victory.

To some extent, the costs of the conflicts in Iraq 
and Afghanistan also weigh down U.S. prospects for 
a quick economic recovery. Although the upfront 
costs of those wars and related military responses 
following 9/11 are far less than those of World War 
I, World War II, or the Vietnam War, they still are 
considerable, amounting to $859 billion thus far 
(or roughly 6 percent of GDP).2 The price tag for 
rebuilding America’s military forces in the wake of 
this conflict will add greatly to this figure.

In 1992, Clinton administration advisor James 
Carville said that in his next life, he wanted to come 
back as the bond market so that he could scare 
everyone. His comment, although framed as a joke, 
was a stark admission that finance was already driv-
ing U.S. policy and that no major decision could be 
made without taking the reaction of the bond market 
into account. When Carville made his comment, 
global financial assets, including the market for U.S. 
Government debt, totaled about $42 trillion, and 
the combined GDP of the world was $21 trillion. 
If these huge numbers worried Carville in 1992, he 
would likely be panic-stricken to face a world where 
financial assets are now over $167 trillion with a 
global GDP of $48 trillion. These numbers represent 
not only huge growth in a short time, but also a 
divergence of the financial market from the underly-
ing real economy.

When Ronald Reagan assumed the Presidency, 
global GDP and financial assets were relatively equal. 
By the time Bill Clinton became President, the ratio 
of financial assets to GDP was 2:1, and by 2008 it was 
closing in on 4:1. How the United States adjusts to 
this rapidly changing and little understood world of 
global finance will determine its strategic influence 
in the 21st century.

Unfortunately, for at least the past decade, the 
United States has set itself squarely on the path of 
wrecking the financial system that has maintained 
its global prominence for the past seven decades 
or more. Drastic action is now required in order to 
change course in time, for once economic rot sets in, 
it is historically very difficult to reverse. If the United 
States is to have any chance of doing so, policymakers 
must first understand how the global financial system 
works and how much it has changed since Carville 
first voiced his trepidation about the bond market.

A number of measures reveal that America’s leader-
ship position in the international economy has gone 
through a remarkable period of decline over the last 
decade. This is best reflected by the value of the dollar, 
which from 2001 to 2008 depreciated by 56 percent 
against the euro, 30 percent against the Canadian dol-
lar, 24 percent against the British pound, and 4 percent 
against the Japanese yen. Remarkably, although the 
trade-weighted value of the dollar against all curren-
cies declined by over 23 percent in that period—which 
should have given U.S. exporters a large competitive 
boost—the U.S. trade deficit nearly doubled before 
exports began to rise in 2008.

Likewise, the cheapening dollar is becoming 
progressively less attractive as a store of value for 
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other central banks. Markets are already adjusting 
to the fact that a weakening dollar is being increas-
ingly replaced as a reserve currency by a strength-
ening euro (see figure 1–1). Since the turn of the 
decade, reserve holdings of the dollar have fallen 
approximately 8 percent, while euro holdings have 
risen in rough proportion. Although the dollar re-
mains the chief currency for global trade finance, 
this leading status has come under stress (see 
figure 1–2). Presently, the United States accounts 
for only about a quarter of world trade, while over 

half of global commerce is dollar-based. This stra-
tegic advantage could dissipate if confidence in its 
reliability as a storehouse of value slips further. As 
economist Barry Eichengreen notes, “Never before 
have we seen the extraordinary situation where the 
country issuing the international currency is run-
ning a current account deficit of 6 percent of GDP. 
Never before have we seen the reserve currency 
country so deeply in debt to the rest of the world.”3 
By 2008, that ratio had fallen to 5 percent, but un-
less these trends are more substantially reversed, 
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the dollar’s dominant position in global trade will 
rapidly erode.

Making matters considerably more challenging, 
America’s financial system and private finances have 
entered their darkest period in decades. In the last 
decade, Americans became more financially lever-
aged than at any time since World War II. Before the 
housing bubble burst in 2007, consumer and busi-
ness debt had jumped by nearly 50 percent—twice 

the run-up experienced in the 1980s (see figure 1–3). 
Household mortgage debt accounted for the largest 
percentage of total private debt by far (see figure 
1–4). In turn, the ready availability of subprime and 
adjustable rate mortgage financing drove a major 
increase in home ownership and sent property values 
skyrocketing. Consumers substituted these rising 
home values for savings, which at both the national 
and household levels are at 75-year lows. The abil-

Source: International Monetary Fund/Haver Analytics.
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ity to cash out home equity also drove a personal 
consumption binge of historical proportions (see 
figure 1–5). Even as the national savings rate turned 
negative, consumption accounted for ever greater 
amounts of GDP (over 71 percent in 2008). Con-
sumption as a percentage of GDP reached 4 percent 
over its 25-year average, far higher than at any other 
point in American history.

In June 2007, the housing bubble burst. In the next 
15 months, home prices fell by 7 percent nationally—
the first sustained decline since the Great Depres-
sion. The housing crisis, in turn, triggered a string 
of bank failures. The first casualties were the large 
regional bank Indy Mac and the famed investment 
bank Bear Stearns. Unfortunately, in succeeding 
months, the Treasury and Federal Reserve still failed 
to get ahead of a crisis they hardly understood. Two 
U.S. Government–sanctioned institutions, Freddie 
Mac and Fannie Mae, saw their capital wiped out 
and had to be nationalized at a cost to the taxpayer 
initially estimated at over $200 billion.

Even those steps did not stem the tide. In 
September 2008, two more large investment 
banks vanished, and the world’s largest insur-
ance company was taken over by the Government. 
The details of the largest government-led market 
intervention in history were recently hammered out 
with Congress. As a result of these negotiations, the 
U.S. Government initially announced that it would 

begin recapitalizing the banking system through a 
combination of direct capital injections ($250 bil-
lion) and purchase of certain financial instruments 
($450 billion) currently sitting on banks’ books in 
order to set a price floor under the debt market.

In April 2008, the IMF estimated that the total 
cost of the U.S. subprime crisis could amount to over 
$1 trillion, but it is now clear that this was a lowball 
estimate. Worse still, the subprime blowout is buffet-
ing other financial markets: the Standard & Poor 500 
index fell to levels last seen in January 2001.

The U.S. Government can continue to backstop 
the market without imperiling its fiscal position, 
as a debt-to-GDP ratio of under 70 percent still 
gives financial officials some room to maneuver. It 
will become increasingly difficult, however, for the 
Government to absorb the costs of the largest finan-
cial bailout in history while dealing with slipping tax 
revenues, slower economic growth, and increasing 
public sector imbalances. It should be remembered 
that Japan went from having the best fiscal position 
in the Group of Seven (G–7) in 1990 to the worst in 
2000, because, in response to its own financial and 
banking crisis, it mismanaged and delayed writeoffs 
and selloffs. Combined with the long-term funding 
challenges of entitlement programs such as Social 
Security and Medicare, the United States may be 
laying the groundwork for the emergence of an even 
worse financial crisis.

Frost- Sec I, Chapter 1
Figure 5

Source: Morgan Stanley Research.
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The implications of America’s financial distress 
for the world economy are considerable, not simply 
because of the role that U.S. consumers play in driv-
ing global growth, but also because the entire global 
financial system has become leveraged to the U.S. 
household sector. This situation arose largely as a re-
sult of the explosive growth in financial instruments 
linked or leveraged to U.S. property markets, which 
were marketed heavily to foreign investors by U.S. 
investment banks. There were myriad strategies that 
offered apparently low risks and high returns (but, in 
hindsight, had high risk and potentially no positive 
return). These included “structured investment ve-
hicles” that many banks used as a way to earn money 
off their balance sheet, arbitraging their ability to 
plow low-cost, short-term capital into longer dated 
and high-yielding asset-backed securities. These 
worked until the market for asset-backed securities 
imploded.

Another supposedly low-risk investment class was 
in collateralized debt obligations (CDOs), instru-
ments issued by investment banks and backed by 
U.S. subprime loans, mortgage-backed securities, 
commercial mortgages, debt financing, and leveraged 
buyouts. Pools of CDOs were packaged into super-
leveraged instruments called “CDO squared” or even 
“CDO cubed.” Incredibly, these CDOs were given 
AAA ratings by the rating agencies, which implied 
almost no probability of default, because investors in 
CDOs had taken out insurance with bond insur-
ers. Ironically, investors would learn, when it was 
too late to change anything, that these insurers had 
inadequate capital to cover a default, and that they 
would head toward bankruptcy themselves. Chasing 
these Ponzi-like schemes were pension funds, banks, 
insurance companies, and other supposedly smart 
institutional investors that bought into the assump-
tion that financial risk could be largely engineered 
away. Many of these investors came to realize 
gigantic losses. Investment banks such as Citigroup, 
Bear Stearns, and Merrill Lynch that were involved 
in selling CDOs also got clobbered. With the market 
for selling CDOs gone, Merrill Lynch decided in July 
2008 to liquidate its mammoth unsold inventory of 
CDOs at 20 cents on the dollar.

The financial crisis of 2008 revealed that perhaps 
the fastest growing segment in the rapidly expand-
ing derivatives universe was also its most dangerous: 
credit default swaps. In simple terms, they are a type 
of insurance policy contracted between two parties, 
whereby one guarantees a payment to the other in 
the event of a default, in exchange for an insurance 

premium paid along the way. The Bank for Interna-
tional Settlements estimated that, as of the end of 
2007, there was over $57.8 trillion in credit default 
swaps outstanding—a fourfold increase over the level 
at the end of December 2005.4 Large financial firms 
such as the now-defunct Lehman Brothers and Bear 
Stearns issued massive amounts of these swaps to 
cover their myriad risks. Among the biggest buyers 
of these default swaps were the banks and insur-
ance companies, which also had snapped up the 
aforementioned CDOs. The net result was that when 
Lehman and Bear collapsed, already beleaguered 
banks and insurers were left holding the bag, with 
an expected payout on the failure of Lehman’s credit 
default swaps alone of over $365 billion.5

Today, the notional value of the derivatives market 
adds up to 976 percent of world GDP—a nearly 
tenfold increase since 1990.6 In Berkshire Hatha-
way’s annual report to shareholders in 2002, Warren 
Buffett pointedly described derivatives as “financial 
weapons of mass destruction.” Buffett further com-
mented:

Unless derivatives contracts are collateralized or 
guaranteed, their ultimate value also depends on the 
creditworthiness of the counterparties to them. In the 
meantime, though, before a contract is settled, the 
counterparties record profits and losses—often huge in 
amount—in their current earnings statements without 
so much as a penny changing hands. The range of 
derivatives contracts is limited only by the imagination 
of man (or sometimes, so it seems, madmen).7

As a result of the derivatives boom, financial 
distress in the U.S. household and banking sectors 
has been magnified globally, adding to the stresses 
facing European and Asian economies. The potential 
unwinding of the globalization of financial leverage 
threatens the success of economic globalization itself.

At risk is the almost-century-long U.S. primacy as 
the world’s foremost financial power. If that primacy 
declines, economic growth will slow as capital 
becomes more costly and harder to obtain. Further-
more, as Cicero pointed out 2,000 years ago, the key 
to success in war is “endless streams of money.” That 
remains as true today as it was then. If raising capital 
in vast amounts becomes harder, America’s ability to 
finance the military forces it requires in the future 
will be more difficult.

The United States has always snapped back follow-
ing times of economic doubt and apparent decline. 
The stagflation and stagnation of the 1970s produced 
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in the wake of the Vietnam War, the 1973 oil shock, 
and the decisive break with the fixed exchange rate 
system were followed by the economic boom of the 
1980s and victory in the Cold War. There is no rea-
son to believe that recovery should be any different 
in the coming decade. But understanding the scope 
of the problems—and devising and implementing a 
strategy to solve them—will be imperative.

Noted economic historian Charles Kindleberger 
observed that nations that have turned back negative 
economic tides and emerged stronger from moments 
of seeming decline are those that possess flexibility 
and adaptability, rather than passivity and rigidity.8 
Americans are known for being flexible and adap-
tive. Unfortunately, however, the scale and scope of 
America’s global economic and financial challenges 
are considerable and they will defy any easy or rapid 
solution.

Brave New World
What has happened to the American economy?
As of late 2008, four of America’s great money 

center banks had ceased to exist, the entire banking 
system was going hat in hand to emerging econo-
mies to beg for multibillion-dollar bailouts, inflation 
was rising, housing prices had collapsed, thousands 
of people were losing their homes, and the U.S. 
Government had launched the largest market inter-
vention in history. Meanwhile, the price of gasoline 
soared to over $4 a gallon before falling back to 
more normal levels.

Eventually, U.S. policymakers will hit upon on the 
right measures to stabilize the system, and markets 
will once again demonstrate their remarkable resil-
ience. But a major lesson of the credit crisis is that 
the monetary and financial levers that policymakers 
have used for the past generation were rather inef-
fectual and in some case downright harmful. More 
importantly, these levers will become ever more 
obsolete with time, leaving the United States (along 
with the rest of the global economy) at risk of further 
financial shocks that will undermine our economic 
strength. And as goes the U.S. economy, so goes U.S. 
military strength and strategic influence.

To maintain the United States as the preeminent 
economic and financial power in the world (and by 
extension, a global military power), policymakers 
must come to grips with a financial system unlike 
anything in their prior experience. If they fail to 
grasp how financial markets have changed, it will 
be impossible for them to emplace the regulatory 
and oversight structure that will allow the financial 

system and the economy to adapt to future crises, 
which are sure to arise as the pace of innovation and 
change accelerates.

For the past two decades, the world of finance 
has mutated to the point that an investment banker 
from 1980 would not recognize it. Innovation has 
taken place at such a dizzying pace that very few 
outside of the world’s money center institutions 
understand it at all. This is a remarkably dangerous 
situation. Policymakers, reeling from the public 
reaction to the 2007–2008 credit crisis, are promis-
ing increased regulation of an industry they do not 
even comprehend. Too many of them are apparently 
formulating policy based on the global financial 
system enshrined in the 1944 Bretton Woods agree-
ments, which fixed exchange rates, established a 
new gold standard, and created the IMF and World 
Bank. Globalized markets killed off that orderly 
world some time ago.

Unfortunately, however, the relics of that era, in 
the form of the IMF and World Bank, still exist, and 
their global employees are constantly casting widely 
for a new mission. Detailing what is wrong with 
these two entities would fill many books. Suffice it 
to say that organizations designed to manage global 
finance and postwar reconstruction while the guns of 
World War II still pounded are finding it impossible 
to find relevance today. When they were created, 
the dollar was king, and a billion dollars was serious 
money even for Congress. Today, the dollar is in 
competition with the yuan, the yen, and the euro, in 
markets that move literally at the speed of light.

When the Bretton Woods agreements were 
signed, the widespread assumption was that inter-
national financial flows would roughly track trade 
and investment flows, as they had for centuries. 
International trade on the eve of the financial crisis 
was about $3.5 trillion a year, but currency flows are 
$2 trillion a day.

Just as financial markets have been diverging from 
the underlying economy over recent years, interna-
tional currency movements have decoupled from 
trade and investment for the first time in history. 
This development has implications that rival the 
challenges faced by the Bretton Woods representa-
tives in 1944. Yet hardly any strategists are studying 
the implications of these changes, an oversight that 
leaves a giant blind spot in U.S. strategic planning.

There are sure to be new regulations on the U.S. 
financial system in the wake of the 2007–2008 
credit crisis. Before new rules are enacted, someone 
must step back and ask what effects they will have 
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on a 24-hour trading book, which moves around 
the world as various markets open and close. Many 
problems currently plaguing the U.S. financial 
system, such as capital-draining “structured invest-
ment vehicles,” are a result of earlier ill-considered 
regulations. In effect, any new U.S. regulatory 
regime that tries to constrain traders or place bar-
riers in front of market liquidity can and will be 
circumvented by traders, who will just move their 
operations (or simply their domicile) into countries 
whose regulatory systems are more accommodat-
ing. Such “regulatory arbitrage” will further weaken 
U.S. dominance of the global financial system.

Structural Changes
The last two decades have witnessed a major struc-

tural shift in the global economy and a realignment 
of the relative influence of various countries. Nations 
that had spent decades on the periphery of the global 
economic and trading system, China in particular 
but also several others, are now critical production 
centers. Although several serious scandals have 
revealed that its product safety regulations are poorly 
enforced, China remains highly competitive. 

In the years and months leading to the financial 
meltdown of 2008, a number of new players began to 
adopt asset allocation programs that shifted capital 
flows away from traditional avenues. (That is, there 
was less reliance on safe U.S. Government debt and 
a greater willingness to seek higher returns through 
investing in riskier assets.) Some of these new play-
ers, such as pension funds and hedge funds, have 
been part of the financial landscape for a while, but 
they now make up a much larger and more aggres-
sive share of the market than in the past. Joining this 
trend toward accepting greater risk were the major 
banks, which were trading on their own account and 
employing significant leverage to do it, thus making 
themselves the functional equivalents of hedge funds.

Moreover, dozens of countries that are typically 
thought of as perennial debtor nations have now 
accumulated significant reserves of wealth. Through 
“sovereign wealth funds,” the governments of these 
countries began to deploy their cash reserves over a 
range of asset classes and away from U.S. Govern-
ment debt. In addition, the new players made 
greater use of highly leveraged and increasingly 
exotic financial instruments (derivatives), which 
have deeply altered the character and risk profile 
of the market in ways not sufficiently understood 
by policymakers or, in many cases, by the market 
participants themselves.

Implications
What has gone practically unnoticed in the ongoing 

credit crisis is the international role reversal that is 
occurring. As the developed world searches for solu-
tions to the crisis, it is the emerging world that is riding 
to the economic rescue. In an unprecedented develop-
ment, capital is flowing out of emerging nations and 
into the developed world, where it is being used to re-
capitalize the rich nations’ foundering banking systems. 
In recent months, estimates place emerging nations’ 
sovereign wealth fund investments in rich world banks 
at over $70 billion. It is worth remembering that it was 
only just over a decade ago that the financial collapse in 
Mexico, East Asia, and Russia prompted a call for the 
rich countries of the world to deploy tens of billions of 
dollars to contain those multiple crises.

Today, many of these same nations have used a 
decade of unprecedented growth, thanks in part to 
soaring oil prices, to build up substantial financial 
reserves that will have several major effects. They 
have partly immunized themselves against current 

and future financial crises because these reserves give 
them the means to defend their currency and cushion 
against any future period of adaptation. An almost 
unnoticed effect of this development is that the IMF, 
as it is currently structured, has lost its original raison 
d’être.9 Emerging nations will no longer need IMF-
coordinated bailouts that come with politically and 
often socially ruinous conditions attached.

Newly accumulated reserves, coupled with the 
increasing wealth of many persons in emerging 
nations (the middle classes of both China and India 
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now exceed the entire U.S. population), will increase 
the amount of domestic consumption in these coun-
tries. This means that many of these nations will start 
shifting production away from exports and toward 
domestic consumers. This, in turn, will relieve pres-
sure on politicians to implement new protectionist 
policies and will help reduce the U.S. current account 
deficit without having to further erode the dollar’s 
value. Moreover, these nations will begin to break free 
of their reliance on the United States as their ultimate 
market as their future growth becomes increasingly 
driven by internal rather than external demand.

As these accumulated reserves exceed what emerg-
ing nations consider prudent cushions against exog-
enous shocks, they will be deployed through sovereign 
wealth funds into a variety of asset classes in pursuit of 
higher returns. This activity presents a new challenge 
to national security planners. Although such funds 
in and of themselves are not a threat in the classic 
definition of the term, they do introduce some major 
concerns if they are used for strategic advantage.

One concern is that sovereign wealth funds will 
not only seek superior returns, but also will be used 
to purchase strategic assets that will give the nations 
controlling these funds access to classified informa-
tion and critical military technology, diplomatic 
power over weaker nations, and enhanced access to 
scarce resources. Moreover, there is a risk that some 
nations will use their intelligence services to help 
bolster the returns of the sovereign wealth funds. 
For instance, if Russia were again to use its con-
trol of gas pipelines to limit supplies to Ukraine or 
threaten cutoffs to Europe, an official might first tip 
off Russian fund mangers so that they can position 
themselves for the impact that such a move would 
have on the energy market. The potential interaction 
among intelligence services, sovereign wealth funds, 
and national banks strongly suggests that the United 
States should redouble its efforts to surveil global 
financial movements.10

What Must Be Done
The United States needs to reorder its policies and 

diplomatic initiatives to adapt to a world where eco-
nomic power is shifting from the West to “the Rest,” 
particularly Asia. This new and rapidly changing 
world will eventually require significant adjustments 
to the system that emerged as a result of the 1944 
Bretton Woods Agreements:

n The United States must recognize that the eco-
nomic power of many G–7 members has been eclipsed 

by several emerging nations who will have considerable 
impact on the future global economy. Either the G–7 
has to be reorganized, or the United States must develop 
new structures that involve these new financial and 
economic powers as full members.

n The Federal Reserve has to complete a full analysis 
of the global financial system and get legislative 
approval for the use of new policy levers that are more 
finely tuned than current instruments and that will be 
more effective in the new environment. Moreover, the 
Federal Reserve and U.S. Treasury need to increase 
levels of international cooperation to ensure a more 
coordinated approach to future financial imbalances.

n The IMF and World Bank find themselves in an 
environment in which emerging nations do not need 
their services. The IMF is being made obsolete by 
emerging nations whose reserves are such that they 
can forego IMF funding and its stringent conditionality 
clauses. As for the World Bank, the amount of invest-
ment funds available to emerging nations through the 
capital markets dwarfs anything it can bring to the table. 
The best future for these institutions would likely be to 
have them reestablish themselves as facilitators of multi-
lateral restructuring endeavors. In effect, they would use 
their technical expertise and international reputation to 
provide support and political cover for policymakers to 
undertake required structural adjustments that might 
otherwise be politically difficult to enact without the 
backing of a multilateral institution.

n The financial plumbing (back room operations) 
and risk management processes of all major players in 
the global financial system need to be upgraded and 
made more transparent through appropriate regulation.

n Concerns over the use of sovereign wealth funds 
must be addressed before they kick off a destructive 
round of financial protectionism and/or increased regu-
lation aimed at limiting global capital flows. Either one 
of these outcomes would unleash a dangerous reversal 
of the globalization process, which has raised the living 
standards of several billion people. As a starting point, 
managers of these funds need to sign off on an interna-
tionally negotiated code of conduct and become more 
transparent in their activities.

Prospects
Such radical changes in the U.S. and global finan-

cial systems will be hard, but they will inevitably be 
made. The question is whether they will be accom-
plished in an orderly manner or forced on policy-
makers in the face of another crisis. As matters stand 
now, policymakers are trying to deal with the “brave 
new world” of finance without any real understand-
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ing of how the old world is evolving. Even as the 
2008 financial crisis is forcing adjustments on its par-
ticipants, policymakers must undertake a thorough 
analysis of what the crisis signified, how the financial 
system is changing, and where it is likely to go.

Once that analysis is complete, strategists can begin 
to analyze and understand how the developing finan-
cial environment affects national security now and in 
the future. Only then will policymakers be able to get 
ahead of these changes and avoid reacting to them in 
ways that further damage America’s financial health.

Economic Security

Challenges 
Many states are not capable of providing condi-

tions in which the bulk of their citizens can achieve 
an adequate degree of economic security. Economic 
insecurity implies poverty so pervasive and persistent 
that it breeds a wide array of social and personal ills: 
child malnutrition, low life expectancy, limited educa-
tion, and little potential for a better future. Societies 
burdened by economic insecurity are more likely than 
others to experience civil war and cross-border conflict.

Although there are pockets of such insecurity in 
most societies, in approximately 60 countries a large 
majority of people are stuck in these conditions. 
Their societies are too poor for the redistribution of 
assets to solve the problem. And they remain stuck 
because, for the past 40 years, per capita incomes 
have been practically stagnant. The combined 
population of these 60 countries is around 1 billion 
people, sometimes referred to as “the bottom billion.” 
Seventy percent of them live in sub-Saharan Africa. 
The extent of global poverty is, of course, much 
wider than just the bottom billion; for example, there 
are still many poor people living in China and India. 
There is a strong case, however, for focusing the 
efforts of the developed world on the bottom billion.

First, a key difference between being poor in China 
and being poor in Chad is whether a credible basis 
for hope exists. A poor family in China has reason to 
hope that its children will grow up in a society that is 
economically transformed. In contrast, based on the 
past 40 years’ experience, a poor family in Chad does 
not have good reason for such hope. The critical task 
is to provide credible hope to such people.

Second, many countries inevitably experience 
adverse shocks that inflict harm on economically 
insecure people, who then require assistance from 
the state. In the societies of the bottom billion, 
however, the state itself is impoverished and usu-

ally ineffective. Hence, these countries are prone to 
humanitarian crises that can only be addressed by 
rapid international intervention. Increasingly, thanks 
to global media coverage, the citizens of developed 
countries expect their governments to act, but 
budgetary and logistical restraints sometimes stymie 
rapid action. The military is the main governmental 
organization capable of rapid, large-scale delivery of 
relief supplies, but recipient governments sometimes 
resist the entry of foreign military forces, even for 
humanitarian purposes. In 2008, for example, the 
Burmese government refused to permit Western 
military ships and aircraft to deliver relief supplies to 
victims of a devastating cyclone.

Third, because most citizens of the poorest nations 
are economically insecure, the state becomes politi-
cally insecure. For example, we now know that in 
years of poor rainfall, the risk of a civil war increases. 
This may be because rebel organizations find it easier 
to recruit when conditions get desperate. Once civil 
wars start, they tend to continue for about a decade, 
further damaging the economy and thus compound-
ing the problem of insecurity. Where rebellion is 
easy to ignite, hostile neighboring states tend to use 
it as a form of clandestine international warfare. For 
example, for many years Uganda and Sudan engaged 
in low-level international warfare by supporting each 
other’s rebel groups.

In some cases, the weak state becomes a tempting 
target for neighbors, as was the case with the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (formerly Zaire). Taking 
advantage of Zaire’s vicious civil war between the 
postcolonial dictatorship and a popular insurgency, 
neighbors Rwanda and Uganda contributed forces 
that first helped topple the regime and then went 
after its successor. Several other countries threw their 
weight in as well, and the fighting spread across the 
region, devastating already weak societies.

Until the end of the Cold War, the international 
community was not in a position to intervene to 
end such wars, and as a result the rate at which they 
started exceeded the rate at which they stopped. By 
the end of the 1990s, the international community 
had succeeded in bringing some pressure to bear to 
resolve these conflicts, and by the turn of the millen-
nium many were settled.

Unfortunately, postconflict situations are typically 
even more fragile than the preconflict societies of the 
bottom billion. In the past, 40 percent of all postcon-
flict situations have reverted to conflict within a de-
cade. The typical postconflict society is critically im-
poverished, and its state institutions are ineffective. 
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Afghanistan is one example. There are currently over 
100,000 United Nations (UN) peacekeeping troops 
serving in postconflict situations around the world. 
Hence, the insecurity of the 60 or so countries hous-
ing the bottom billion poses an important security 
challenge for developed countries.

The fourth, and most basic, reason for focusing on 
the countries of the bottom billion is that by better 
understanding them, the developed world will be 
better able to do something about them. In the past, 
because these countries have been individually mar-
ginal, they have been neglected as a group.

Reasons for Failure to Develop
Most developing countries have done just that: 

develop. There is no one overarching explanation of 
why some 60 nations of the world have stagnated.

One problem is the lack of accountability in govern-
ment. Even where elections are held, the elites who 
run in them have learned how to game them with a 
mixture of bribery, ballot fraud, and intimidation, as 
happened in Kenya and Zimbabwe in 2008. Because 
governments have avoided being accountable, they are 
not forced to provide effective economic policies.

The problem of unaccountable government is 
particularly severe in countries with large revenues 
from exports of valuable natural resources. Potentially, 
this is an opportunity for transformation, but because 
the revenues accrue to the government, harnessing the 
opportunity for development depends on good gov-
ernance. To date, the possession of valuable resources 
has usually proved to be a curse. Nigeria, a major oil 
exporter, is probably the most obvious example: by 
any reasonable counterfactual, its citizens are now 
poorer than they would have been if oil had not been 
discovered there 40 years ago. The key problem is 
that valuable resources controlled by the government 
become a honeypot contested by different groups, 
usually organized along ethnic lines. Not needing 
broad-based taxation, the state never provokes citizen 
scrutiny; in many cases, mechanisms for such scrutiny 
do not exist. Rival elites jockey for power, divorced 
from the interests and concerns of ordinary citizens.

At a deeper level, the problem is that these coun-
tries are structurally insecure. On the one hand, many 
African countries are too large to be unified by a sense 
of nationhood, in that their citizens identify more 
strongly with subnational ethnic and religious group-
ings than with the nation. This situation is a result 
of the artificial borders imposed by the European 
colonial powers, without regard to historical tribal 
and ethnic boundaries, during the land grabs of the 

18th and 19th centuries; Kenya is an example. On the 
other hand, the countries of the bottom billion are too 
small to be effective states. They have tiny, typically 
agrarian and extractive economies—often smaller 
than a medium-sized American city—and so cannot 
reap economies of scale in the provision of key public 
goods such as military security.

A further problem is geography. Many of the poor-
est countries are landlocked, which makes it difficult 
for them to integrate into the global economy. Their 
access to major roads and ports may depend on hos-
tile neighbors; for example, Ethiopia cannot use the 
closest port because it lies in Eritrea, which is a bitter 
enemy. Many of them suffer from widespread disease 
(notably malaria and AIDS), which drains manpower 
and resources and thus inflicts high economic costs.

Issues Deserving Early Attention
The international community has four policy 

instruments for dealing with these problems: foreign 
aid (publicly funded development assistance); trade 
policy; military security; and rules and codes of 
governance. To date it has relied excessively upon 
foreign aid relative to the other three. Multilateral 
leadership in the provision of foreign aid has shifted 
from the United States to Europe and Japan: for 
example, Britain now provides the most money for 
the World Bank’s International Development Associ-
ation, which is the main multilateral source of grants 
and soft loans for the world’s poorest countries.

Trade policy has never been effectively focused on 
the poorest countries; the WTO is basically a bargain-
ing forum in which the countries of the bottom billion 
have little influence and the developed countries have 
other priorities than assisting them. The international 
provision of military security has lurched between 
excessive caution, as in Rwanda, and military inter-
vention, as in Somalia and Haiti. The international 
provision of rules and norms of governance has largely 
bypassed the countries of the bottom billion: the 
ruling elites have preferred to protect their power by 
hiding behind national sovereignty, and the interna-
tional community has not assigned a high priority to 
overcoming economic security.

Although there is plenty of scope for using all four 
policy instruments more effectively, four issues seem 
ripe for action.

Improving the Conduct of Elections. Three recent 
African elections (Nigeria in 2007 and Kenya and 
Zimbabwe in 2008) have all been fiascos. Kenya and 
Zimbabwe were such high-profile disasters that they 
provoked international outrage and eventual inter-
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vention by members of the African Union. The Afri-
can Union alone is unlikely to resolve the problems 
entirely, however, because it harbors too many vested 
interests in preserving business as usual. While inter-
national action in support of democratic institutions 
is necessary, the United Nations is unlikely to be a 
viable route because China routinely opposes any 
action that it believes infringes on national sover-
eignty; in the case of Zimbabwe, for example, Beijing 
blocked proposed UN Security Council decisions 
aimed at putting pressure on the Robert Mugabe 
government to honor the country’s election laws.

The international community has probably over-
sold elections relative to other important attributes 
of good governance, such as the rule of law and 
financial transparency. Because elections are such 
high-profile events, they have come to be seen as 
the defining feature of good governance. It would 
be helpful to shift the prestige away from elections 
per se, to elections that are reliably judged to meet 
international standards.

On this issue, it should be feasible to get Europe, 
Japan, and the large emerging market democracies 
such as India and Brazil to be supportive. A possible 
way forward is to encourage a “democracy club,” not 
in the form of a military alliance such as the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization, but rather as a group 
committed to enforcing democratic standards and 
norms among its own members. Countries that 
claimed to be democracies could join, thus commit-
ting themselves to certain minimum standards. Their 
electoral performance would then be monitored by 
election supervisors.

The principle of supervised elections is already 
well established, but at present there is no coordi-
nated assessment. (The European Union conducts an 
official assessment, but no larger group does so.) Nor 
is an adverse assessment linked to any consequences, 
such as expulsion from a group; the worst that an 
offending government can expect is international 
condemnation. Whether such an approach can work 
would depend in part on whether governments other 
than established democracies chose to sign up to the 
commitments. It can be assumed that some would. 
For example, President Mwai Kibaki of Kenya would 
probably have committed himself to signing when he 
was running for office in 2002 in order to reassure vot-
ers of his willingness to abide by democratic norms.

However, elections, even if well conducted, are not 
enough to guarantee real democracy; it is important 
to supplement them with checks and balances on 
government power. In some societies, elections can 

Workers process piles of carrots in China as wholesale market price hit lowest point in 15 years
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be polarizing because leaders have yet to build a 
sense of common nationhood. Nevertheless, improv-
ing the conduct of elections is both highly topical 
and supportive of many other reforms, and so it 
is a good place to start the long process of making 
democracy work.

Securing Postconflict Societies. Postconflict societ-
ies are fragile. Currently, there are a lot of them, so 
developed countries should do what they can to 
avoid a repeat of past disasters. For example, south-
ern Sudan may well head back into war.

Three types of actor determine whether postcon-
flict situations result in a durable peace: providers 
of peacekeeping troops, providers of postconflict 
aid, and postconflict governments. The actions of 
these three are mutually interdependent. Prolonged 
peacekeeping is needed to create an environment in 
which development assistance can work. Peacekeep-
ing is effective in radically reducing the risks of 
further conflict, but to date it has been conducted 
in a hit-and-miss manner. Postconflict aid for 
reconstruction can foster the economic growth that 
provides a workable exit strategy for peacekeepers. 
Even where postconflict aid is effective, however, 
often it is allowed to taper off too soon.

Decent governance, including the reform of bad 
economic policies imposed during wartime, is also 
necessary for rapid recovery. All too often, postconflict 
governance is weak, corrupt, or more dedicated to 
revenge and spoils-taking than rebuilding a dam-
aged nation. The Peace-Building Commission of the 
United Nations, established in 2005, provides a possible 
forum in which these mutual responsibilities could be 
recognized. It established a form of compact analogous 
to the UN Global Compact founded by Secretary-
General Kofi Annan in 2000, which links corporate 
behavior to 10 universally accepted principles of human 
rights, labor standards, environmental protection, and 
anticorruption measures. Together with some mini-
mum standards and norms, the mutual recognition of 
responsibilities would provide a mechanism to improve 
the management of postconflict situations.

Guiding the Commodity Booms. The commodity 
booms taking place in some African countries pres-
ent an opportunity to alleviate economic insecurity. 
Angola alone is getting more money in oil revenue 
than the entire stock of foreign aid flowing to the 
60 or so poorest countries. The recent fall in prices 
shows that the large pulse of income was mainly tem-
porary, and so it is vital to save and invest it rather 
than simply increasing consumption in an unsustain-
able way. Much of the recent revenues have yet to be 

spent and so the decision as to how to use the rev-
enue will be taken in the coming months. It is vital 
that the history of mismanagement not be repeated. 
Brave people in these societies are struggling for 
change and the key decisions are being taken now.

The developed democracies can help the forces 
pressing for reform by establishing voluntary inter-
national standards and codes that can be used to 
guide economic decisions. One such code, the 2002 
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, has 
already prompted 23 governments to pledge adher-
ence to a standard of revenue reporting. There is an 
urgent need to build on this success with new codes 
that focus on how revenues are used.

Harnessing Social Enterprise for the Delivery of Basic 
Services. In recent years, there has been a huge growth 
in social enterprise, especially in the United States. 
This kind of initiative has the potential to deliver basic 
social services in those environments where govern-
ment provision has broken down beyond immediate 
repair, as in Liberia. Currently, there is no organiza-
tional model that connects publicly funded develop-
ment assistance with social enterprise on a national 
scale, in a way that could transform the provision of 
basic services in such societies. Such aid tends either 
to remain channeled through traditional agencies of 
government or to be provided piecemeal and in an ad 
hoc fashion to particular initiatives. There is an urgent 
need to develop a 21st-century model of social funding 
acceptable to and inclusive of government. It should 
create genuine, measurable competition among differ-
ent social entrepreneurs seeking funds. And it should 
be capable of pooling aid inflows from public and 
private donors and directing them on a sustainable 
basis to the purchase of services for ordinary citizens 
in the most difficult environments.

The developed world has a range of policies with 
which to tackle the problems of the bottom billion, yet 
to date they have not been coordinated. U.S. opera-
tions have often demonstrated how detached military 
policy was from the development instruments needed 
to rebuild a poor country’s postconflict infrastructure. 
The same could be said of the other three instru-
ments: foreign aid, trade, and codes of governance. 
Sometimes the United States has overrelied on the 
military, sometimes on aid. It has tended consistently 
to underplay trade and governance codes.

Coordinating all these instruments would not only 
promote poverty relief, but also reduce the likelihood 
of further civil wars and cross-border conflict. Usu-
ally, difficult situations require a package of policies. 
Only heads of state can bring about such a profound 
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change in political and bureaucratic culture. A 
shared commitment to launch such a coordinated 
initiative has become increasingly urgent.

Protectionism
The promotion of protectionism in the U.S. Con-

gress and in the public at large has reached the point 
where it seriously threatens America’s strategic inter-
ests as well as its economic leadership. An immediate 
challenge facing the U.S. administration is to channel 
the political pressures fueling protectionism away 
from broadside attacks on trade expansion and 
other forms of international economic engagement 
and toward the enactment of meaningful measures 
to help U.S. workers and companies adjust to rapid 
globalization.

Why Protectionism Harms U.S. National 
Security

Protectionism is usually seen as a trade issue best 
left to trade negotiators and their counterpart com-
mittees on Capitol Hill. But protectionism should 
also be seen as a national security issue because it 
endangers U.S. domestic and global security interests 
in a variety of ways:

n Protectionism undermines the image of the 
United States as a global leader. It belies the generos-
ity, openness, and optimism once associated with 
postwar American leadership.

n Protectionism damages U.S. relations with allies 
and friends. Since the United States preaches free 
trade and aggressively pursues the opening of mar-
kets for its own products and services, protectionism 
fuels charges of hypocrisy and double standards.

n Protectionism deprives poor people in develop-
ing countries of the chance to compete. It stunts job 
creation in those countries, thus undermining the 
stability of governments still struggling to consoli-
date legitimacy. The prospect of long-term unem-
ployment makes it more likely that frustrated young 
people, especially men, will take to the streets or join 
radical movements.

n Protectionism gives other governments an 
excuse to delay opening their markets and provokes 
retaliation against U.S. exports, thus stifling U.S. 
job growth in the most competitive sectors of the 
economy. By shielding the weakest companies within 
a given sector, protectionism effectively punishes 
more competitive ones. By reducing competitive 
pressure, it slows the drive to improve productivity 
and develop more advanced technology.

n Protectionism sets a poor example for gov-
ernments striving to make a transition away from 
socialism and find a niche in the global economy. 
These governments face stiff resistance from vested 
interests, who seize on protectionism elsewhere in 
the world to shield themselves from competition.

n Protectionism limits choices that would other-
wise enhance U.S. military capability. “Buy American” 
and other protectionist laws and regulations impose 
costly procurement requirements on the U.S. Armed 
Forces and preclude purchase of the best products, 
technologies, and services.

n Protectionism contributes to inflation and 
harms the poor because it makes imports more 
expensive and thus raises the price of basic items 
such as clothing and shoes.

n Export protectionism (restricting certain 
exports on national security or other grounds) 
burdens U.S. high-tech companies, creates political 
tensions with other governments, and hampers 
military-to-military cooperation.

n Investment protectionism discourages the inflow 
of foreign capital into key sectors and inspires or 
reinforces corresponding barriers to U.S. investment 
abroad.

n Incoming-visitor protectionism (the denial 
of visas to would-be visitors and students) creates 
much ill will and reinforces the widespread view that 
Washington overreacted to 9/11.

Declining Political Support
Examples of protectionism in 2008–2009 include  

the insertion of “Buy American” language in President 
Obama’s stimulus bill; congressional resistance to 
a major free trade agreement with South Korea; 
calls to postpone or reopen other free trade agree-
ments negotiated in good faith, including the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), signed 
in 1993; efforts to halt or retard the offshoring of U.S. 
jobs by threatening to impose tax penalties on offend-
ing U.S. companies; opposition to certain incoming 
foreign investment bids; and alarm over the perceived 
threat posed by sovereign wealth funds (funds held by 
governments or government-affiliated entities). The 
combination of agricultural protectionism at home 
and aggressive market-opening demands on poor 
countries partially contributed to the 2008 collapse 
of the ongoing Doha Round of multilateral trade nego-
tiations under the auspices of the WTO.

More damaging in the long run, perhaps, is 
that Congress has refused to renew the procedure, 
formerly known as “fast track” and now called Trade 
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Promotion Authority, which effectively permits the 
President to negotiate new trade agreements. In 
2008, a dispute between Congress and the White 
House over the proposed U.S.-Colombia free trade 
agreement became so hostile that the White House 
submitted the agreement without the usual consul-
tation, prompting the leadership of the House of 
Representatives to revoke Trade Promotion Author-
ity’s time-honored procedural rules.

Not all trade restrictions should be labeled 
protectionist. WTO rules permit the temporary 
imposition of import restrictions, known as safe-
guards, to cope with sudden import surges. Certain 
other agreements permit the use of trade limits 
in response to subsidies, violations of intellectual 
property, and other trade-distorting measures. 
Governments can invoke national security to block 
certain imports or to restrict foreign investments in 
militarily critical industries. New issues are arising 
that may justify expanding the scope of existing 
trade-limiting measures, such as disease control 
and climate change. Legislation calling for steep 
duties on imports from China to offset its determi-
nation to restrain the pace of currency appreciation 
is in a category by itself; some economists with 
impeccable free trade credentials support congres-
sional action to impose a corresponding tariff on 
Chinese imports.

But leaving aside these exceptions, U.S. political 
support for engagement with the global economy in 
general has eroded so badly in the last 15 years or 
so that Congress has bottled up new agreements or 
passed them by a handful of votes after fierce and 
divisive debate. This hostility to deeper international 
economic engagement has spilled over into investment 
and finance.11 Meanwhile, the list of technologies, sys-
tems, and components requiring U.S. export licenses 
remains too long despite decades of effort to narrow it 
down to truly critical items. U.S. military commanders 
complain that the unnecessary classification of entire 
systems impedes their ability to conduct joint exercises 
and training with other countries’ forces.

The international scene is not promising either. As 
of 2009, the Doha Round was likely to fall far short 
of its original goals even if negotiators revived it. A 
trans-Pacific free trade area, originally adopted as 
a goal by the leaders of the Asia Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) forum in 1993–1994 and 
endorsed by President George W. Bush and others 
in 2005–2006, is still in the study phase. A few U.S. 
bilateral and regional trade agreements have been 
negotiated and ratified, but others have run aground. 

The most important of those still awaiting congres-
sional approval is the Korea-U.S. free trade agree-
ment, which would be the largest single trade deal 
since NAFTA.

Causes of the Protectionist Upsurge
Growing doubts about the benefits of interna-

tional economic engagement reflect a general loss 
of American faith in U.S. competitiveness. Accord-
ing to one series of polls, 10 years ago, 58 percent of 
Americans thought that growing engagement in the 
global economy was “good” (because of new markets 
and jobs associated with exports), as opposed to 
“bad” (because of unfair competition and cheap 
labor). By December 2007, that figure had dropped 
to 28 percent.

Current economic conditions contribute to the 
new pessimism. Prior to the current financial crisis, 
these included long-term wage stagnation and a 
decline in the number of manufacturing jobs, white-
color layoffs, record U.S. trade and current account 
deficits, spikes in food and energy prices, soaring 
health care costs, and the huge income gap between 
the working class and the super-rich. Many blamed 
these trends on the globalization of production of 
goods and services and the spectacular rise of Asia, 
particularly China. Adding to the malaise are mas-
sive job losses, foreclosures, and business failures 
stemming from the severity and expected duration of 
the financial crisis.

Jobs. The most powerful driver of U.S. protection-
ism is the actual or feared loss of U.S. jobs, particularly 
in the manufacturing sector. It is a political fact of life 
that the jobs lost to import competition or outsourc-
ing are far more visible than the jobs created either by 
imports (port services, retail, distribution, trucking, 
insurance, and so on) or by new export opportunities.

Like other industrialized countries, the United 
States has experienced a long-term increase in manu-
facturing productivity, and consequently a long-term 
decline in manufacturing employment. In the period 
1940–2000, the proportion of workers employed 
in manufacturing declined from 32 percent to just 
below 13 percent, while manufacturing output 
increased elevenfold.12 Wage stagnation, which began 
10 to 15 years before NAFTA, has fed a widening 
income gap between blue-collar workers engaged in 
manufacturing and those in the higher end of the 
services sector.

Trade Deficit. In the last few years, the U.S. trade 
deficit has soared to record levels, cresting at over 
6 percent of GDP in 2005. As long as Americans con-
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sume more than they produce, and invest more than 
they save, they will necessarily depend on imports 
to fill the gap. They pay for these imports by sending 
dollars abroad, putting huge piles of dollar-denomi-
nated assets into foreign pockets.

Much of the trade debate seems to rest on the 
obsolete assumption that goods are produced in 
one country alone. Most Americans, for example, 
would assume that a product bearing the label 
“Made in China” was wholly manufactured there. 
In reality, one-half to two-thirds of Chinese exports 
consist of imported materials and components. A 
similar proportion of China’s exports are produced 
by foreign-invested enterprises investing in China, 
with or without a local Chinese partner. In 2007, 
for instance, almost half of what the United States 
imported from China flowed between parent compa-
nies and their subsidiaries. In other words, bilateral 
U.S.-China trade statistics disguise both the role of 
U.S.-based multinational companies and the region-
based content of China’s exports.

Even less well understood is the highly linked 
nature of trade and investment. Well over half of 
China’s exports are produced by multinational com-
panies, either alone or in joint ventures with Chinese 
partners. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 
2007 trade between parent companies and subsidiar-
ies accounted for 29.6 percent of U.S. exports (China 
was eighth on the list) and a whopping 47.4 percent 
of U.S. imports (China was fourth on the list).

In the year following the outbreak of the credit 
crisis in 2007, trade accounted for roughly three-
quarters of U.S. growth.13 The low value of the dollar 
stimulated a U.S. export boom and helped to keep an 
otherwise reeling economy growing. But this clear 
illustration of the value of trade evidently did little to 
dispel the appeal of protectionism.

Protectionist Rationale. The -ism in the world pro-
tectionism suggests an ideology of sorts, a systematic 
set of ideas and goals. But the people seeking protec-
tion from competition represent widely different 
interests; textile and apparel workers, for example, 
have little in common with sugar growers.

What unites protectionist forces is a sense of 
unfairness. It is only natural for people who lose their 
jobs to feel upset. But when lobbyists who represent 
them come to Washington, they tend to embed job 
losses in a broader narrative that runs something 
like this: Americans play by the rules, but foreign-
ers do not. Americans are naive, but foreigners are 
sophisticated. Americans are willing to compete on a 
level playing field, but that field is tilted against them. 

Americans believe in decent wages and working 
conditions, but foreign workers are willing to put up 
with exploitation. Because of this inherent unfair-
ness, Americans have lost tens of thousands of jobs.

In some cases, the argument goes, national 
security is at stake. The United States is very vulner-
able. We should not allow foreigners—even friendly 
ones—to acquire an influential role in any sector that 
is vital to America’s military self-sufficiency. Whereas 
American companies are market-driven, foreign 
companies may become tools of their governments, 
whose hidden goal is to acquire and exercise politi-
cal leverage. And if foreigners win a major defense 
contract, American military forces would become 
dangerously dependent on others and might not be 
able to operate freely in wartime.

When it comes to particular industries, this 
rationale attracts bipartisan sympathy. At a rhetorical 
level, one political party extols free trade and the oth-
er rallies around “fair trade,” but that contrast quickly 
blurs when specific complaints arise. The Congres-
sional Steel Caucus, for example, contains members 
of both parties. The result is a form of mercantil-
ism: one-sided rhetoric that aggressively promotes 
exports abroad but justifies protection at home.

Priority Issues for the New Administration
Holistic Strategy versus Stovepipe Decisionmaking. 

The new administration needs to draw up a compre-
hensive, Government-wide strategy that integrates 
both military and economic components of U.S. 
foreign and domestic policy and deals with protec-
tionism in that context. Such a holistic approach is 
particularly urgent in the case of U.S. policy toward 
Asia, where economic and security perspectives go 
hand in hand.

Implementation of such a strategy should be 
designed to overcome traditional stovepipe decision-
making, which perpetuates turf battles and segre-
gates decisions that ought to be made within a broad 
strategic framework. The new President should 
signal his intentions by revamping the staffing and 
organization of the National Security Council to 
fully reflect the intersection of political-economic 
and political-military issues. Decision memoranda 
brought to his desk should routinely incorporate 
both perspectives. He should also direct the relevant 
departments and agencies to ensure that trade 
policymaking is consistent with broad strategic con-
cerns; narrow the scope of export controls and visa 
denials; and improve the review of incoming foreign 
investments by developing and applying key judg-
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ments consistently, such as degree of dependence, 
foreign availability, and industry concentration, 
among others.14

Embedding responses to protectionism in a broad 
domestic and strategic context means paying more 
attention to the legitimate political and economic 
needs of poor and middle-income countries. The 
result will be a negotiating posture that is a little less 
demanding, less fearful, and more generous.

Calibrating the new approach with the demands 
of good trade policy should not go too far. Many 
domestic reformers in other countries rely on Ameri-
can pressure to strengthen their case for carrying out 
needed changes in economic policy. Similarly, for-
eign entrepreneurs whose opportunities are currently 
blocked by domestic protectionist measures that 
favor vested interests would not support retaining 
the commercial status quo.

The main obstacle to such a shift in the tone and 
content of the U.S. negotiating posture is Congress. 
A new international economic policy will be dead 
on arrival unless the President and his top officials 
reach beyond trade subcommittees and appeal to 
a broad spectrum of members. They must justify 
the policy shift as a key element of a global national 
security strategy. They should point out, for instance, 
that a “kinder, gentler” trade policy would provide a 
constructive counterpoint to China’s highly success-
ful commercial diplomacy.15 At the same time, they 
must bracket trade expansion with a far-reaching, 
comprehensive package of adjustment measures.

Comprehensive Domestic Adjustment. The 
long-term solution to protectionism lies in better 
education and domestic adjustment measures such 
as portable pensions, affordable health care, some 
form of wage insurance, and lifetime learning for all 
workers, not just those affected by trade. New legisla-
tion will require substantial efforts to overcome 
the current congressional gridlock. But since many 
Members of Congress are sympathetic to domestic 
adjustment measures and dislike having to cast trade 
votes, prospects are reasonably promising.

Ratification of Korean-U.S. Free Trade Agreement. 
The controversy surrounding the Korean-U.S. (KO-
RUS) free trade agreement, and especially a dispute 
over the safety of eating American beef, has inflamed 
Korean public opinion and hobbled President Lee 
Myung-bak’s ability to work constructively with 
Washington. The United States should not walk away 
from an agreement negotiated in good faith with an 
important ally. The President may have to include 
KORUS in some kind of package deal to get it rati-

fied. Passage of other trade agreements will probably 
depend on the vigor of the initiatives recommended 
above.

Revitalization of the Multilateral Trading System. 
Bilateral free trade agreements are no substitute 
for global and trans-Pacific trade liberalization. 
They effectively penalize countries that are left out. 
Complex rules of origin requirements are particularly 
burdensome for small countries. Wrapping up the 
Doha Round of multilateral trade negotiations should 
be the top priority, followed by trade and investment 
liberalization across the Pacific. Rather than spending 
political energy pushing for a trans-Pacific free trade 
agreement all at once, Washington has wisely decided 
to join the trade-liberalizing Transpacific Strategic 
Economic Partnership, initiated within APEC by 
Brunei, Chile, New Zealand, and Singapore.

Reducing protectionism to a politically manage-
able level is a strategic imperative. Telling people that 
“open markets are good for you” just does not work. 
Devising a multifaceted domestic adjustment policy, 
embedding trade and investment policy in a broader 
strategic policy framework, and explaining these 
vitally related initiatives to a skeptical Congress and 
the public are strategic imperatives. gsa
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Chapter 2
Political Flux in a Nonpolar World
A Nonpolar World?

The gradual emergence of a multipolar world is 
likely to continue in the decade ahead. The age of 
Cold War bipolarity has ended even though serious 
tensions among the major powers remain. The myth 
of unipolarity was derived through a process of 
subtraction while the world succumbed to the sway 
of multiplication, which gave rise to aspiring and 
new centers of power. But the advent of a function-
ing multipolar world in all probability will take years 
to realize.

Today, the world is more nonpolar than multipo-
lar, with no one power capable of mobilizing others 
around its agenda. The world also remains nonpolar 
in that most powers are reluctant to assume the role of 
global leader or security guarantor outside their bor-
ders. Even internationalist Europe is constrained by 
its lack of political consensus and its limited capacity 
to act decisively. Within these centers of power the 
general predilection, at least by default, is assigning 
the global security role to the United States, albeit in a 

fashion that suits their common norms and interests. 
While political power has fragmented, emerging or re-
surgent powers—China, Russia, India, and Brazil—do 
not possess the determination or capacity to take on 
the mantle of global leadership. Even though America 
is the strongest military power in the world, military 
power alone cannot be used outside of a political con-
text. When considering the global, regional, and local 
political environment, military strength can become 
as much a liability as an asset. Moreover, the Nation 
does not have the capabilities to act as the principal 
security guarantor, at least on the level seen in past 
decades. Among other realities, the post–World War 
II security system is on its last legs, unable to keep 
astride of traditional threats as well as emerging 
threats of the 21st century.

While America will remain the single most 
important actor, especially militarily, its relative 
power has declined together with its political and 
moral influence. Thus, even though the Nation is 

NATO foreign ministers meet to discuss enlargement and operations prior to Bucharest Summit, March 2008
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unmatched in terms of military power projection, it 
has had difficulty translating its power into influence. 
The perception that the United States may contribute 
more to instability than to efforts to resolve it has 
eroded its claim on legitimacy and raised the trans-
actional cost of action.

Some may regard U.S. military preponderance 
as inhibiting, but the fact is that America spends 
about 50 percent more on defense than China, Japan, 
India, Russia, France, Germany, Italy, and the United 
Kingdom combined. The global economic slowdown 
and looming world recession, however, may well 
start to reduce this asymmetry, but it is unlikely to 
change rapidly. Similarly, it is difficult to imagine any 
other nation or group of nations providing nearly the 
number of boots on the ground that the United States 
can mobilize in conflict and peacekeeping zones. No 
other country has provided even 10 percent of the 
deployed forces that America has in recent years. The 
next most significant troop contributor, the United 
Kingdom, labors under severe pressures and is hard 
pressed to honor its commitment in Afghanistan. 
Even if Europe contributes larger expeditionary 
forces, their impact will be qualitative and not quanti-
tative. While China and other Asian powers maintain 
large armed forces, they are unlikely to commit large 
numbers of them far afield.

Europe is the obvious alternative center of power, 
with leaders in Paris, London, and Berlin proposing 
new ideas and in some cases making bold statements 
on the role that their nations, individually and as 
part of the European Union, can play in addressing 
traditional and nontraditional security challenges. 
France appears to be working in concert with rather 
than competing against U.S. power, and Britain re-
mains focused on the long haul in Afghanistan even 
while it pursues a vital role in a global agenda cen-
tered on economics, energy, the environment, trade, 
and development. For all the concern expressed in 
recent years over the fact that Europe lacks a serious 
capability to intervene militarily outside its borders, 
the countries of Europe manage to deploy almost 
half the number of troops abroad as the United 
States, and with less than half the defense spending. 
Although European nations are well positioned to 
assume some of the security burdens that America is 
currently shouldering, the political will and popular 
consensus lag behind.

The resurgence of Russia has been focused on 
presenting a counter to American leadership, in 
particular through military posturing and leveraging 
energy supplies to reclaim authority in the so-called 

near abroad. While the conduct of Moscow can be 
explained, its willingness to resolve international 
security challenges outside its immediate sphere 
of influence is questionable given its ambivalence 
toward joining with Europe, the United States, and to 
a certain extent even China in cooperating on critical 
issues such as the disputed Iranian nuclear program. 
Defining a realistic, limited strategic partnership with 
Russia may prove to be as difficult as it is important.

Some consider the ascent of China as a global 
power to be an alternative to American influence 
in the world. Even if such a transfer occurred, and 
assuming that China embraced the values of the 
Enlightenment, Beijing definitely is not about to 
seek, accept, or be given chief responsibility for 
global security leadership in the foreseeable future. 
China’s decision to help combat piracy by sending 
ships to the Gulf of Aden and Red Sea is a potential 
barometer of its willingness to contribute more to 
international security, as well as of the international 
community’s willingness to make room for that role. 
As China’s stake in the global economy has grown, 
so has its awareness that it has a common stake in 
protecting sea lines of communication that are vital 
for trade and energy supplies. But fathoming China’s 
long-range intentions is difficult, and the direction of 
the People’s Liberation Army may or may not be on 
the same trajectory as a cautious Communist Party 
or a more mercurial Chinese society. The meteoric 
rise of China since Deng Xiaoping opened the coun-
try in 1978 to impressive economic growth and cre-
ated a challenging range of domestic environmental, 
social, and political concerns. The downturn in the 
global economy has deeply influenced the views of 
the Chinese leadership, which is hopeful but no lon-
ger supremely confident that tapping into huge cash 
reserves and pushing more competitive exports will 
circumvent systemic trouble.

Other emerging power centers such as India, 
Brazil, South Africa, Japan, Indonesia, and even Iran 
are flexing their muscles, but none is able to secure 
peace within its respective region on its own, and in 
the case of Iran, peace may not be the objective that 
some leaders have in mind—all of which underscores 
that the United States remains unique in its military 
prowess. But even though there is still no alterna-
tive to America as the leading enforcer of the world 
order, it would be risky to assume that it will take 
on international security missions simply because 
others will not or cannot. The United States has too 
many challenges to cope with and too few resources 
to apply to them. Redefining complex problems, 
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exercising strategic restraint, mobilizing new power 
centers, and employing more leverage strategies will 
be crucial if the United States is to help balance its 
ambitious objectives with more constricted means.

In the decade ahead and most likely beyond, the 
United States will be the dominant military power 
on the international stage. But dominance is not 
what it used to be; the ability of military power 
to address modern security challenges is open to 
debate, and America has had difficulties in convert-
ing preponderance into influence. The change in 
Presidential administrations might turn the tide 
with regard to American legitimacy, but whether 
such a reversal of fortunes can be held together 
by a limited political consensus around the world 
remains to be seen. To the extent that the failure of 
the United States to achieve its security objectives 
has been the result of a breach of moral legitimacy 
among its closest allies, especially in Europe, there 
is an opportunity to mobilize international support 
around a common goal. As Sir Michael Howard 
opined:

American power is indispensable for the preservation 
of global order, and as such it must be recognized, 
accommodated, and where possible supported. But if it 
is to be effective, it needs to be seen and legitimized as 
such by the international community. If it is perceived 
rather as an instrument serving a unilateral concep-
tion of national security that amounts to a claim to 
world domination . . . that is unlikely to happen.

The evolving relationship among the major pow-
ers, the role of power centers and institutions in 
grappling with various traditional and global issues, 
the ability of nation-states to be effective political 
actors, shifting political norms, and the impact 
of religion and transnational forces are all salient 
issues that national security decisionmakers and 
military planners will be called upon to confront in 
the future. Some of the major questions that arise 
from a world in political flux are the following: how 
an expanding concept of responsible sovereignty 
may be useful in fashioning greater multilateral 
cooperation to tackle transnational challenges; 
the continuing relevance of shifting international 
norms; the evolving role of the nation-state and 
nationalism; the relationship between politics and 
religion, particularly Islam; and the complex politi-
cal challenge posed by the fundamental problem 
of food security. The contributions that follow 
highlight these and other key issues.

International Cooperation in an Era of 
Transnational Threats

The greatest test of global leadership in the 21st 
century will be the way in which nations act in the 
face of threats that transcend international borders, 
from nuclear proliferation, armed conflict, and 
climate change to terrorism, biological hazards, and 
abject poverty. Today, national security is interde-
pendent with international security. Globalization 
has led to unprecedented advances in every sector 
of the economy. The ability to use global markets 
for capital, technology, and labor has allowed the 
private sector to accumulate wealth unfathomable 
50 years ago: it has helped lift hundreds of millions 
of people in emerging economies around the world 
out of poverty.

The forces of globalization that stitch the world 
together and drive prosperity could also tear it apart. 
In the face of new transnational threats and profound 
security interdependence, even the strongest countries 
rely on the cooperation of others to protect their na-
tional security. No nation, including the United States, 
is capable of successfully meeting the challenges, or 
capitalizing on the opportunities, of this changed 
world alone. But American foreign policy lags behind 
these realities. A new approach is required to revitalize 
alliances, diplomacy, and global institutions central 
to the inseparable relationship between national and 
international security. Leadership by the United States 
is indispensable in managing threats for the world. 
Yet that leadership must be focused on traditional 
partnerships with allies in Europe, Asia, and Latin 
America as well as on new relationships with ascen-
dant powers such as China, India, Brazil, Russia, and 
South Africa. The attitudes, policies, and standards of 
major states will exert a disproportionate influence on 
whether the next 50 years move toward international 
order or entropy. Actions by the President, working in 
collaboration with the leaders of many traditional and 
rising powers, will profoundly influence the course 
of international security and fruits of prosperity in a 
global age.

Responsible Sovereignty
Spirited interdependence does not make inter-

national cooperation inevitable. Instead, shared 
interests must be turned into a common vision to 
revive an international security system that will profit 
everyone. Foresight, imagination, pragmatism, and 
political will, fueled by effective American leader-
ship, established a new international era after World 
War II. Institutions such as the United Nations, 
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International Monetary Fund, World Bank, and 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (now the 
World Trade Organization) contributed to economic 
growth with extraordinary results and prevented 
another conflict among major powers.

However, the vision for an international security 
system is clouded by the mismatch between post–
World War II multilateral institutions premised on 
traditional sovereignty—a principle that says borders 
are sacrosanct and that insists on noninterference 
in domestic affairs—and the realities of a transna-
tional world where capital, technology, labor, disease, 
pollution, and nonstate actors traverse national and 
regional boundaries irrespective of the intentions of 
sovereign states.

The domestic burdens inflicted by transnational 
threats such as poverty, civil war, disease, and envi-
ronmental degradation point toward cooperating 
with global partners and strengthening international 
institutions. Entering into agreements or accepting 
help from other states does not weaken sovereignty—
it is exercising sovereignty to protect it. The project on 
Managing Global Insecurity calls for building inter-
national cooperation on the principle of responsible 
sovereignty. This means taking responsibility for the 
external effects of one’s domestic actions: sovereignty 
entails obligations toward other states as well as one’s 
citizens. To protect national security, even sovereignty, 
states must have rules to guide actions that reverberate 
beyond their borders. Responsible sovereignty implies 
a positive interest by powerful states to provide weaker 
states with the capacity to exercise their sovereignty 
responsibly.

Sovereignty is emphasized because states are the 
primary units of the international system. As much 
as globalization has diminished the power of states, 
there is simply no alternative to the legally defined 
state as the primary actor in international affairs 
or substitute for state legitimacy in the use of force, 
provision of justice, and regulation of both public 
spheres and private action. Responsibility is raised 
because adhering to traditional sovereignty and 
deferring to individual state solutions have failed 
to produce peace and prosperity. In a transnational 
world, international cooperation is essential for 
the sovereignty of states: it protects people and 
advances interests. Responsible sovereignty is a 
guidepost to creating a better international system. 
Just as founding members of the United Nations 
and the Bretton Woods institutions had a vision of 
international cooperation based on a shared assess-
ment of threat and a shared notion of sovereignty, 

global powers today must chart a new course to 
meet greater challenges and opportunities.

Agenda for Action
Global realities have led to the convergence of 

international interests to build a security system 
for the 21st century. The case for action to defuse 
or prevent regional and global crises is not a soft-
hearted appeal to the common good, but rather 
a realist call to action. If short-term crises crowd 
out lasting reforms, nations and policymakers will 
be denied the tools to address future disasters. If 
action languishes, nationalistic opportunism may 
provoke unilateral actions that undermine sustain-
able solutions. Then conflict, isolationism, and 
protectionism will be imminent threats to global 
security and prosperity. Climate change and nuclear 
proliferation, for example, could become existential 
challenges to the planet: the clock is ticking.

International cooperation requires power to 
underpin responsibility. This analysis identified five 
prerequisites: effective American policy and leader-
ship, institutionalized cooperation among traditional 
and emerging powers, negotiated understandings of 
responsible sovereignty in threat areas, efficient and 
legitimate international institutions, and nations with 
the capacity to achieve their responsibilities toward 
their people and the international community. An 
action plan would embrace these prerequisites on 
parallel tracks to restore U.S. standing internation-
ally, revitalize international institutions, respond to 
transnational threats, and manage future crises.

Track 1: Credible Leadership. No other nation in 
the world has the diplomatic, economic, and military 

Member nation flags fly at United Nations Headquarters, New York
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capacity to rejuvenate international cooperation. But 
to lead, the United States must reestablish itself as a 
good-faith partner.

Unilateral action in Iraq, Guantanamo, and Abu 
Ghraib as well as the sanctioning of torture, use of 
rendition, and linkage of the Iraq War with democracy 
harmed American credibility. The Nation must dem-
onstrate its commitment to a rule-based international 
system that rejects unilateralism and looks beyond 
exercising military power. In turn, major states will 
be more willing to share the burden in both resources 
and political capital to manage global threats. Toward 
that end, the United States should immediately under-
take a number of initiatives that include:

n sending top-level officials to consult with allies 
and rising powers on international priorities

n delivering consistent messages on international 
cooperation, including in the lead-up to the Group 
of Eight (G–8) and United Nations (UN) General 
Assembly meetings by outlining a vision for a 21st-
century security system

n initiating the closure of Guantanamo and sus-
tainable detainee policies, and committing to adhere 
to the Geneva Conventions, Convention Against 
Torture, and other traditional laws of war.

In time, the United States will need to dramati-
cally upgrade its foreign policy apparatus, including 
doubling the number of Foreign Service Officers 
over the next 10 years and rewriting the Foreign 
Assistance Act to elevate development priorities and 
improve effectiveness.

Track 2: Power and Legitimacy. The status of 
international institutions must be enhanced by 
including representatives of emerging powers and 
refocusing their mandates on 21st-century challenges. 
Leaders and mandates of institutions from the G–8 
to the UN Security Council have not kept pace with 
powerholders and dynamic threats in a changed 
world. Emerging powers are excluded from deci-
sionmaking processes that affect their security and 
prosperity. The traditional powers cannot achieve 
sustainable solutions on issues from economic stabil-
ity to climate change without new great powers at the 
negotiating table. Accordingly, global leaders should:

n Create a Group of 16 (G–16) to engage with Bra-
zil, China, India, South Africa, and Mexico (Outreach 
5) and the Muslim-majority nations of Indonesia, 
Turkey, Egypt, and Nigeria. Replacing the outdated 
G–8 with the G–16 would serve as a prenegotiating 

forum to forge agreements on key challenges.
n Initiate voluntary veto reform of the UN Secu-

rity Council as a confidence-building measure.
n End the Euro-American monopoly of the Inter-

national Monetary Fund and the World Bank, and 
refocus the International Monetary Fund to monitor 
exchange rate polices and facilitate unraveling of 
global imbalances.

n Strengthen regional organizations, including a 
10-year capacity-building effort of the African Union 
and support for a regional security mechanism for 
the Middle East.

Expansion of the UN Security Council would be 
a signal of the commitment to share the helm of the 
international system, but conditions for this reform 
are not likely to be propitious in 2009. However, the 
decisive expansion of the G–8 in 2009 would repre-
sent a credible foundation.

Track 3: Strategy and Capacity. It will be necessary 
to enhance international cooperation and institu-
tions to manage the global agenda. A number of 
upcoming items will require action, including the 
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and global trade 
issues. In the case of climate change, continuation of 
the current trends in using fossil fuels would be tan-
tamount to a new era of mutually assured destruc-
tion. There is no doubt about the catastrophic effects 
if nuclear weapons are used. Global leaders should:

n Negotiate a climate change agreement under the 
auspices of the framework convention that includes 
emission targets for 2015 and 2050 and investments 
in technology, rainforests, and mitigation.

n Revitalize the core bargain of the nonprolifera-
tion regime of nuclear weapons states by reducing 
their arsenals, particularly those of the United States 
and Russia. Every nation should endorse the addi-
tional protocol and work to develop an international 
fuel bank.

n Initiate G–16 prenegotiations on an open and in-
clusive trade regime to conclude a round of the World 
Trade Organization that benefits poor countries.

In addition, progress must be achieved on other 
global challenges—those threats associated with the 
use of biotechnology, regional and civil conflict, and 
global terrorism—in order to:

n build local public health capacity to fully imple-
ment the International Health Regulations and 



41GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

Political Flux in a nonpolar World

develop an interagency panel to forge consensus on 
the dangers and benefits of biotechnology

n increase international investments in conflict 
management with a goal of a reserve force of 50,000 
peacekeepers and a $2 billion fund for peace-build-
ing

n establish the post of UN High Commissioner 
for Counterterrorism to focus international efforts to 
build counterterrorism norms and capacity.

Track 4: Crisis Response. The diplomatic mecha-
nisms for crisis response in the Middle East must 
be internationalized to address regional conflict and 
transnational threats. Global leaders must be confi-
dent that a 21st-century international security system 
will produce better outcomes for the crises at the top 
of their national security agendas. The Middle East is 
the most unstable region in the world and a vortex of 
transnational threats. The G–16, in cooperation with 
leading regional actors, can identify shared interests 
and catalyze more focused support to:

n move the Annapolis Process forward to support 
an Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement

n commit adequate forces and civilian capacity to 
create a stable peace in Afghanistan

n focus U.S. and international efforts on a political 
settlement and civilian surge for Iraq

n conclude successful regional diplomatic negotia-
tions on the Iranian nuclear program

n initiate efforts toward a regional security 
mechanism for the Middle East to provide a process 
to guarantee borders and protect stability as existing 
crises ease.

Sequencing and Targets of Opportunity
This agenda for action is sweeping but unavoidable. 

It will require immediate and sustained attention, 
political momentum, and parallel action to achieve 
results across diverse issues and pending crises facing 
global powers. The international community will look 
for signs that the United States is genuinely seeking 
global partnerships. Accordingly, Track 1 should 
begin in earnest to restore the standing of America 
as the basis for revitalizing the international security 
system. The world will not support Washington’s lead 
to make reforms if the United States does not commit 
itself to cooperative efforts.

The convening power of the G–16 and the weight 
of its collective economic, diplomatic, and military 
strength as well as combined populations would 
create an unparalleled body to mobilize international 

action: an entity to navigate the turbulence of dif-
fuse power, transnational threats, and the changing 
distribution of power among key states. The forma-
tion of the G–16 in 2009 would help by revitalizing 
international institutions (Track 2), combating trans-
national threats (Track 3), and internationalizing 
crisis response (Track 4). G–8 leaders should make 
a concerted effort with their Italian host to shape 
the agenda for the meeting in 2009 to ensure G–16 
formation. But if the G–16 is not created in 2009, 
the United States and other powers should act as if it 
does exist and convene informal meetings to achieve 
comparable effects. That may strain American diplo-
macy, but it will pay dividends in making the U.S. 
diplomatic efforts more effective.

The international agenda will impose a schedule 
of action on transnational threats, including the 
Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change in 2009 and Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty review conference in 2010. 
These two events provide venues to sustain dialogue 
and take concrete steps on climate change and 
nuclear proliferation. Actions over the next 2 years 
will determine if the Doha Round of the World Trade 
Organization or another trade negotiation can pro-
duce an agreement that brings poor countries into 
global supply chains or undermines the organiza-
tion’s credibility as a rule-setting global institution.

Finally, crises will continue. They will remain at 
the top of domestic foreign policy priorities and thus 
require immediate attention. Yet powerful nations 
such as the United States will be more likely to reach 
a political settlement in Iraq, address the nuclear 
threat of Iran, and promote civil order in Afghani-
stan by working through stable global partnerships 
and effective international institutions. Progress on 
a larger agenda to revive the international security 
system and engage rising powers in cooperative 
arrangements must be accomplished in parallel. The 
success of this global agenda will not only address 
crises today but will also prevent disasters tomorrow.

Global leaders face a choice: they can either use 
this moment to shape an international rule-based 
regime that will protect their global interests or 
resign themselves to an ad hoc system in which they 
increasingly find themselves powerless to influence 
international events. An agenda for action will not 
be realized in 2 years or even 10. But the longer the 
delay in beginning to develop approaches to counter 
the threats of today, the more difficult it will become 
to meet the challenges of tomorrow. Leaders should 
chart a path that combines power and responsibility 
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to achieve what cannot be achieved separately—
peace and security in a transnational world.

The Normative Shift: Sovereignty versus 
Intervention

The modern world poses a set of realities for 
the international community that include terror-
ism, globalized markets, information technology, 
emerging powers, climate change, failing states, the 
changing nature of war, mass migration, prolifera-
tion, pandemics, and so forth. There is no shortage 
of challenges to the existing world of international 
law, and at the top of any list is sovereignty. For some 
observers, the issue for the international community 
is whether it can or should “recognize a responsibil-
ity to override sovereignty in emergency situations—
to prevent ethnic cleansing or genocide, arrest war 
criminals, restore democracy or provide disaster 
relief when national governments were either unable 
or unwilling to do so.”

The Cold War Consensus
It was fashionable to think of international law as 

creating norms that linked a three-tiered chessboard 
of interconnected power with overlapping integrated 
values. The top board featured military power. The 
West coalesced under collective agreements such 
as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
and security was based on a mutual assistance pact. 
The Soviet Union and its satellites had the Warsaw 
Pact. Although proxy wars or crises punctuated 60-
plus years of peace, a dreaded nuclear exchange was 
avoided. Liberation wars occurred from Korea and 
Cuba to Vietnam and Laos, and aborted revolutions 
in Hungary and Czechoslovakia embarrassed the 
Western powers, but still the international system 
held. All agreed that the Geneva Conventions 
governed the law of armed conflict, and violators 
expected worldwide opprobrium. Even though the 
expansion of the Geneva Conventions and the estab-
lishment of the International Criminal Court were 
not supported by the United States, compromises 
were found to preserve the international consensus. 
Developments such as the Non-Proliferation Treaty, 
the International Atomic Energy Agency, and the 
Nuclear Suppliers Group supported control of the 
number of nuclear powers and the production of 
nuclear bombs, which are the ultimate weapon.

The United Nations structured the middle board 
or international political power game where the 
post–World War II great powers navigated the 
tricky waters of containment, mutually assured 
destruction, and nuclear deterrence. When conflict 
strained the doctrines of nonintervention and 
self-determination, the Security Council pro-
moted the international consensus on the balance 
of power. Issues such as the Palestinian question 
were deferred because they threatened to unhinge 
the board, but shifting coalitions held the pieces 
together. Although there were regional groups, such 
as the European Union or the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization, international exchanges focused 
on the United Nations. 

The bottom board, which supported the entire 
structure, was the economic game. In addition 
to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, 
World Trade Organization, International Monetary 
Fund, and World Bank were international financial 
institutions and economic agreements that became 
legal underpinnings of the world market. The U.S. 
dollar replaced the British pound as the interna-
tional reserve currency, and the Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries managed oil as a Anti-American mural in Tehran, Iran

Co
ur

te
sy

 B
er

ti
l V

id
et



43GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

Political Flux in a nonpolar World

commodity. Markets became interconnected trad-
ing emporiums that gave rise to various industries, 
competitors, and globalization.

Cracks Become Chasms
The three-tiered game maintained the international 

status quo, and a great deal of effort was expended 
to ensure the top board never disabled the support-
ing boards. The West strove for consumer expansion 
without socialist influence while the East attempted to 
have growth without liberalism. Cracks in the boards 
appeared, with the rise of economic actors such as 
Brazil, Russia, India, and China. The Security Council 
gradually became impotent because of the veto 
exercised by the great powers, who protected special 
relationships with client states that began to implode. 
Although such behavior was anticipated in the case of 
China and Russia, the United States also began to con-
sider any expansion of the board games as negative. 
America was reluctant to be constrained on any board, 
rejecting international treaties such as the expansion 
of the Geneva Conventions (that is, Protocols I and 
II), limitations on landmine use, the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty, the Kyoto Protocol, and the UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).

The triple-tiered board game and international legal 
system were upended by the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the attacks on September 11, 2001, and more 
recently the fall in the dollar and oil prices. The United 
States chose a three-tiered board strategy that was a 
radical departure or transformative approach to the 
game. On the political level, America and Europe out-
flanked the Security Council and the vetoes of Russia 

and China by choosing NATO, a regional security 
organization, to legitimize involvement in Kosovo. 
Subsequently, on the military level, the United States 
ignored the Geneva Conventions and the protec-
tions for prisoners of war by using its new theory of 
unlawful combatants. The doctrine of self-defense 
was suspended to allow for preemption in an unusual 
expansion of the doctrine of prevention. Although 
the United Nations was approached on Afghanistan, 
the United States acted largely unilaterally in Iraq and 
ignored the protestations by the Security Council. 
In the face of a weakened Russia, and without a peer 
competitor on the horizon, the United States became a 
non–status quo power militarily.

The non–status quo power approach migrated to 
the political board based on military moves. Political 
unilateralism began to undermine the United Nations 
and European Union. Historic allies, members of 
regional alliances that once were thought to be 
counterweights to foes of nonliberal systems, now 
were seen as unwanted anchors to unfettered U.S. 
movement. Economically, domestic upheaval in the 
housing market combined with an external debt-
driven growth model to devalue the dollar and spike 
oil prices. Although the World Trade Organization 
is strong and supported, it is clear the growth of 
globalism will entail a resource scramble to sustain 
economic powers that may upset the military board. 
These policies emboldened a rejuvenated, aggressive 
Russia, flush with increased oil revenues and profiting 
from economic and political uncertainty, to march 
into Georgia under the questionable justification of 
protecting its people from genocide. In August 2008, 
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as the world watched Russian tanks roll into Georgia 
and debated ways to react, some argued for sanctions 
on the economic board such as expulsion from G–8 
economic summits while others contended that a new 
Marshall Plan for Georgia was needed. Although no 
response gelled, it was apparent that the global legal 
order was being tested and the international response 
would help define the future consensus over sover-
eignty versus global intervention.

Chasms and Bridges
At a conference on international law convened 

by Craig Allen at the Naval War College in 2006, 
a group of experts pondered a vision of the future 
global legal order. Allen boiled down the possibilities 
of the global legal order to six potential futures that 
may arise by 2020:

n no growth
n slow growth
n significant growth
n total disintegration
n fracturing the order into regional and bilateral 

arrangements
n no one single future—that is, constant flux.

American policies will be critical in determining 
which of the six futures will ascend. To some observ-
ers, the world has become a competition among 
three types of regimes: autocratic economies (Russia 
and China), Islamic traditional states (Iran and Saudi 
Arabia), and liberal democracies (the United States 
and European Union members). These groupings 
have internal rivalries but share certain values. 
Each will struggle on the three-tiered chessboard 
to expand power, gather satellites for alliances, and 
maneuver for comparative advantage.

The United States should adopt a fox bridge-
building approach rather than a hedgehog go-it-
alone strategy for each board. Board blending is 
the goal of the future whereby strategies must be 
understood in light of how they affect games on the 
other levels. On the political board, a call for a new 
multilateralism of both international actors and 
institutions is required. It should not be a council 
of democracies or a bloc comprised of the United 
States, European Union, and India versus the world. 
America should seek regional alliances with stra-
tegic local actors to establish agreed principles of 
regional intervention, which may require acceding 
to the International Criminal Court. More specifi-
cally, the Nation must forge coalitions to condemn 

repressive actions by Sudan. The United States must 
work in concert with regional players in the event 
that national sovereignty is violated in the name of 
humanitarian rights.

Secondly, a number of conventions should be 
readopted, confirmed, and created. The Geneva 
Conventions and Convention Against Torture, 
Cruel, Inhuman and Degrading Behavior should 
be reaffirmed. Debate should be started on Proto-
cols I and II, which have not been signed. The Sen-
ate should confirm UNCLOS and renew debate on 
the Kyoto Protocol and Land Mines Convention. 
Cyberspace has generated challenges that call for 
negotiating a convention on this new field, which 
can serve as an economic tool or potential weapon. 
Before Georgia was invaded by Russia, its infra-
structure became a target of destabilizing cyber at-
tacks. Moreover, the United States must reestablish 
its legitimacy through a process of reform. But the 
regional organization and Security Council tracks 
should be pursued simultaneously. Issues such as 
proliferation and international crime require shift-
ing coalitions of like-minded states.

In sum, great powers and power blocs—old and 
emerging—must find ways to build bridges so sov-
ereignty claims do not result in the projections of 
force that destroy the accomplishments of the post–
World War era. Although the status quo did not 
help people under communism in the 20th century, 
it did succeed in allowing for a 21st century. The old 
saw that nation-states have become too small to 
handle global problems and too big to handle the 
new politics of identity has merit. Cold War institu-
tions served their purpose but must be reformed 
to deal with current and emerging challenges. 
America will play a major role in determining the 
future bequeathed to the next generation, but it will 
not dictate its version to the world. The internation-
al community is watching to see if the United States 
can help build institutions for the next century.

The Fate of a Faith
Most great wars of the 19th and 20th centuries 

were waged in the name of nationalism. Moreover, 
they were fought by nations with large conventional 
forces and national liberation movements in league 
with insurgents. From the French Revolution and 
nation in arms to the anticolonial wars of the 1950s 
through the 1970s and beyond, nationalism and 
the nation-state remained front and center in the 
realm of international politics and the execution of 
military strategies.
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Nationalism and the Nation-state
In the first half of the 20th century, both nationalism 

and the nation-state posed the greatest of all foreign 
challenges to the United States, culminating in two 
world wars. By 1910, the development of nationalism 
and the nation-state reached its most intense form 
in Wilhelmine Germany. Only the grand alliance of 
Britain, France, and America could marshal the forces 
to defeat and temporarily subdue the ferocious unity, 
determination, and ruthless efficiency of the German 
nation. And only two decades later, nationalism and 
the nation-state reached new heights in National So-
cialist Germany. Only the grander alliance of Britain, 
Russia, and America could assemble the means to 
defeat the German nation for a second time. Further-
more, almost as developed as Nazi Germany in terms 
of nationalism and the nation-state was Imperial Ja-
pan, which also posed an epic challenge to the United 
States. Indeed, in order to defeat the challenges from 
Germany and Japan, the United States itself developed 
a higher and more intense form of nationalism and 
the nation-state than it had in its past or has since 
then. It was overcoming these immense challenges 
that would lead to the American way of war.

The defeat of the United States in Vietnam was 
inflicted by a movement with international commu-
nist support that used nationalism to unify a nation 
by the force of arms. Unfortunately, by the 1960s, 
America possessed a much less vigorous nationalism 
and nation-state than it had only a generation before, 
which contributed to its ultimate defeat in Vietnam. 
For much of the 20th century, foreign threats to the 
United States came from some version of nationalism 
and the nation-state. But in the 21st century, transna-
tional Islamist terrorist networks have replaced the 
once-central role of nationalism and the nation-
state. Indeed, many political and military leaders 
and policy analysts have concluded that the era of 
nationalism and the nation-state has ended, or at 
least has abated with only the fading vestiges of those 
once-powerful forces still at play.

The ideology of nationalism and the nation-state 
was a product of a particular place and time. The place 
was Western Europe, initially Britain, then France 
and Germany, until all Europe was reshaped around 
nationalism and the efforts to institutionalize its 
manifestations in nation-states. The time was the high 
modern era from the French Revolution to World War 
II, which was the greatest conflict between national-
ism and nation-states and was so destructive that it 
went far toward bringing an end to nationalism and 
independent nation-states in their homeland, Western 

Europe. That age also corresponded to the Industrial 
Revolution and the eventual development of mature 
industrial economies as well as mature industrial 
military organizations and warfare.

Postmodern Era
The current post-European, perhaps even post-

Western, era is marked by the great and dynamic 
economic and political developments found beyond 
Europe, particularly in the rising great powers of China 
and India but also in the rising transnational religion 
of Islam. Moreover, in regard to the societies of Europe 
and more generally the West, this is also the post-
modern age. Ironically, the most dynamic examples of 
nationalism and the nation-state today are China and, 
to a lesser but growing extent, India. Perhaps this is 
because these rising powers have entered their modern 
age, with rapid industrialization and burgeoning busi-
ness and professional sectors, at the same moment that 
Europe and the West have been graduating from theirs.

The Middle East and Muslim world passed through 
a sort of modernizing and nationalist age of Arab 
nationalism in the 1950s to the 1980s, but in reality 
much of the Muslim world only resembled the West-
ern originals. Modernization and nationalism never 
fit Muslim societies and, after a generation, ended in 
exhaustion and failure to be succeeded by the Islamic 
revival, or more accurately by the part-traditional, 
part-modern ideology of Islamism, which is post-
national and transnational. The only real example of 
strong nationalism or the nation-state in the Muslim 
world has been Turkey, since Ataturk established the 
new republic in the 1920s. But today even Turkey is 
being transformed by a rising Islamism, albeit one that 
is less militant than the Arab, Iranian, and Pakistani 
versions, which in their most extreme manifestations 
threaten both the United States and Western Europe.

Since 2000, classical populism and anti-American-
ism have been resurgent in Latin America, the form 
of traditional nationalism in that region. The waves 
of populism and anti-Americanism have come and 
gone before, normally about once every generation. 
The region has not been able to create widespread and 
well-grounded nationalist identities, such as Europe, 
or establish strong and legitimate nation-states. 
Finally, with regard to Sub-Saharan Africa, that vast 
and poor region is stuck in the era of tribalism and 
predator states, in which one tribe savagely preys upon 
the other. In Africa, nationalism and the European, 
modern-style nation-state remain divergent.

Overall, nationalism and the nation-state were once 
authentic, strong, and vigorous in Europe, but they 
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are no longer so. Rather, they have been succeeded by 
a listless system composed of the supranational and 
spiritless European Union and by the subnational and 
self-centered individualism of postmodern Europeans. 
In the Muslim world, Latin America, and Sub-Saharan 
Africa, nationalism and the nation-state were, with 
rare exceptions, never truly authentic, strong, and 
vigorous, and have almost totally disappeared in both 
Muslim and African countries. The one place where 
nationalism and the nation-state still thrive is East 
Asia, particularly China.

Variations on European Themes
A century ago, the one dynamic society in East Asia 

was Japan, which was rapidly modernizing, industrial-
izing, and nationalizing. Japan had developed national-
ism and the nation-state to an almost perfect degree by 
brilliantly emulating nationalism and nation-states in 
Western Europe. The Japanese nationalism proceeded 
to terrorize the rest of East Asia, especially China, for 
about four decades until 1945 when the U.S. military 
devastated this exemplar of the nation-state. The 
Japanese reinvented nationalism and redirected their 
military prowess to economic prowess. This period also 
lasted for about four decades until the early 1990s. But 
today, Japanese society has become quite postmodern, 
and its nationalism and the nation-state are consider-
ably weaker than during most of the 20th century.

China is moving along a path that is similar to but 
more sophisticated than the one that Japan took nearly 
a century ago. Indeed, China exhibits similarities to 
another modernizing, industrializing, and national-
izing state, Germany of a century ago. But China also 
resembles the United States in that era. America under 
Theodore Roosevelt was establishing an authentic, 
strong, and vigorous nationalism and nation-state, 
which the 26th President called the New Nationalism.

Of course in the examples of Japan, Germany, and 
the United States in the early 20th century, vigor-
ous industrial expansion provided newly confident 
nations with modern armies and fleets. Today, nearly 
double-digit annual growth rates over most of the last 
two decades and confident nationalism are facilitating 
the modernization of Chinese ground, sea, and air 
forces. However, Beijing seems to be investing in the 
potential of cyberwar in the information age rather 
than in weapons systems of the industrial era. There 
is increasing evidence that China intends to trump 
the overwhelming American advantage in the most 
advanced warfighting systems by achieving an equality 
or even superiority in new technologies and cyberwar 
tactics of the information age as evidenced by attacks 

on Department of Defense computer systems. The 
increasing capacity of the Chinese to neutralize or 
contain traditional American military advantages 
within East Asia (including the U.S. Seventh Fleet in 
the Western Pacific) will pose a definite challenge.

The New Central Kingdom
How will nationalism and the nation-state unfold 

in China over the next decade, and what will it mean 
for the rest of the world and especially the United 
States? The Chinese path toward a fully developed 
nationalism and the nation-state may follow earlier 
Japanese, German, and American models, and it 
will make a great deal of difference to all parties 
concerned which of these modern countries China 
comes to resemble most closely.

However, China as a civilization and the Central 
Kingdom with its distinct way of ordering social 
relationships, including with its neighbors, had existed 
many centuries before the modern era of European-
style nationalism and nation-states. For example, 
Imperial China traditionally ordered relations with 
eastern and southern neighbors (Korea, Okinawa, 
Taiwan, and Vietnam), not in a European-style colonial 
system of direct rule, but in a tributary system of indi-
rect rule, in which local monarchs had a great deal of 
independence, as long as they deferred to the authority 
of the Emperor in Beijing and did not allow their ter-
ritory to become a base for other powers to threaten 
China. The growing Chinese economic and cultural 
presence and soft-power offensive in Southeast Asia, 
and increasingly in Central Asia, bear similarities with 
this traditional manner of conducting foreign relations. 
In the event, both nationalism and the nation-state in 
China will have their own distinctive Chinese charac-
teristics, to paraphrase the words of Mao Zedong.

In the fullness of time, China also may enter its own 
postmodern and postnational era, once again with its 
own distinctive characteristics. What China and the 
United States will look like at that time is almost impos-
sible to tell. But one thing probably can be assumed. 
Just as China had existed as a distinct civilization long 
before nationalism and the nation-state came into exis-
tence, China will endure as a distinct civilization longer 
than nationalism and the nation-state.

Islamism and the Crisis of Governance
It is an undeniable fact that with the end of the Cold 

War and the eclipse of the Soviet Union, the political 
center of many if not all Muslim-majority nation-states 
has been occupied by those who see Islam not merely 
as a faith and value system, but also as a vehicle for 
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political mobilization. Therefore, Islamism is a real 
phenomenon that cannot be discounted any longer, 
nor should it be regarded as an aberration, a quirk in 
the developmental process of the Muslim world.

For reasons that now have become clear, the 
ascendancy of political Islam is not accidental: 
Islamists were actively courted by their respective 
states as well as the United States as allies in the 
struggle against communism from the 1960s to the 
1980s. In Indonesia, Islamist organizations were 
instrumental in checking the advance of the com-
munists in 1965–1970. In Pakistan, Islamist parties 
such as the Jama’at-e Islami and Jamiat’ul Ulema-e 
Islam were influential in countering communists at 
home and in mobilizing Afghan jihadists against the 
Soviet occupation. It should come as no surprise that 
Islamists in countries such as Pakistan and Indonesia 
have achieved such preeminence, given their cozy 
relationship with the government in the recent past.

Muslim governments faced another crisis that 
came about as a result of the global economy. The 
impact of globalization has been manifold, opening 
up developing economies and societies faster than 
ever. But it has also meant that under the liberal mar-
ket regimes favored by global capital, many develop-
ing states have experienced economic governance 
and protectionism, which reduce the role of the state 
as the determining factor in the national economy. 
From the 1960s to 1980s, it was the relative boom in 
many developing economies that allowed states to 
maintain their grip on the local Islamist movements 
through the combination of coercion and coopta-
tion. Today, as globalization renders states weaker 
around the globe, the capacity to control, guide, and 
domesticate potential Islamist opposition in their 
own territories has been visibly weakened.

Because much of this globalization process has 
been driven by Western capital, globalization has 
come to be conflated with Westernization and more 
specifically Americanization—hence the constant 
attacks on the emblems of global consumerism 
that are equated rightly or wrongly with American 
culture, politics, and hegemony. The rejection of 
globalization-Americanization is not unique to the 
Muslim world, for similar campaigns have been 
waged against American popular culture in non-
Muslim countries, such as predominantly Hindu 
India and predominantly Catholic Latin America.

The Othering of America
Another development that has impacted directly 

on relations between the West and Muslim states 

over the last three decades has been the gradual 
process of distancing or the othering of America, 
which resulted from many factors, chief among them 
U.S. foreign policy in the Muslim world. Research 
conducted over the last 7 years involving hundreds of 
interviews with Islamists in India, Pakistan, Malay-
sia, and Indonesia points to the conclusion that the 
United States is seen as a threat to Muslim interests 
and partisan in its approach to the global Muslim 
community. The factors accounting for this percep-
tion, which has become hegemonized and sedi-
mented among Islamists, range from the American 
position on the Israel-Palestine peace settlement to 
interventionist policies in countries such as Iraq and 
Afghanistan and even Sudan.

It is important to note that this perception of the 
United States as a threat to Muslim identity and politics 
is relatively new. In the wake of World War II, America 
was seen in a positive light as the liberator that helped 
many Muslim countries remove the yoke of European 
imperialism or Japanese militarism. This is particularly 
true in the case of the biggest Muslim nation, Indone-
sia, where America is credited with challenging Dutch 
and British colonialism in the region.

America also was seen as the most important 
strategic ally to Muslim states and communities 
during the Cold War, when foreign aid and military 
assistance was sought by Muslim countries to fend 
off perceived communist threats. This was certainly 
the case in Indonesia and Malaysia in the 1950s and 
1960s and Pakistan after the rise to power of Zia 
‘ul Haq. This spirit of mutual support and coopera-
tion persisted throughout the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan and in many respects was seen as the 
model condition to emulate by Muslims the world 
over until the cessation of hostilities in Afghanistan. 
This also accounts for how and why so many Muslim 
governments turned to the United States for inspira-
tion for their own development models, and why so 
many nations sent many of their students to Ameri-
can universities to continue their education.

The turning point came after the end of the Af-
ghan conflict, and the period of relative neglect that 
followed. It was during this time that many Muslim 
governments began to feel the impact of their uneven 
development, with rising expectations that could not 
be satisfied because of weak political structures exac-
erbated by debilitating effects of a rapid globalization 
process.

Latent antigovernment resentment over unfair 
and uneven developmental policies coupled with the 
loss of patronage on the part of Muslim states meant 
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that Islamists could mobilize and challenge the state. 
In the process, many populist, mass-based urban 
Islamist movements lashed out at comprador allies 
and patrons in their governments, and in sweep-
ing generalizations made against their own elites 
condemned close associations with foreign govern-
ments, multinationals, and international agencies, 
many of which were either American or U.S.-based. 
Support of Muslim governments, many of which had 
assumed the role and stature of nonrepresentative 
or authoritarian regimes by the 1980s, meant that 
condemnation of Muslim leaders such as Suharto 
in Indonesia also included condemnation of their 
American allies and strategic partners.

The failure of American foreign policy outreach 
was ignoring mass-based populist Islamist currents 
and groups that were developing in countries such 
as Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Malaysia. It 
is important to note that much cooperation between 
America and its Muslim allies from the 1960s to the 
1990s took the form of government-to-government 
ventures, and seldom focused on the ground-level 
developments that were taking place in emerging 
urban spaces such as universities. When new Islamist 
groups began to appear on Indonesian campuses 
in the late 1990s, many Western policymakers were 
caught by surprise, unaware of the fact that these 
groups had initially begun to organize and mobilize 
their efforts as early as the 1970s.

The New Voice of Islamism
The relative marginalization of the official discourse 

in many Muslim societies means that states no longer 
have exclusive monopolies on communication in 
their respective societies. In nations such as Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, and Indonesia, a new generation of 
Islamist leaders, orators, nongovernmental organiza-
tions, civic groups, political parties, and business 
networks contest dialogue of the public sector, and the 
state has become only one voice among many. Muslim 
governments, regardless of their relationship with the 
United States, are no longer in a position to moderate 
or determine the tone and tenor of popular Islamist 
discourse in their countries and cannot be depended 
on to balance the negative images of America.

For this reason, alternative modes of direct 
engagement must be considered in reaching out to 
Muslim societies today. In the 1970s, for instance, 
American and Western agencies could still cooperate 
with Muslim governments and civil society networks 
to jointly advance progressive social reforms such 
as family planning, for the simple reason that the 

United States was regarded as a sympathetic ally to 
Muslim interests. But today, most attempts on the 
part of America and Europe to further agendas, such 
as gender equality, educating women, and democ-
racy, is seen in a negative light as part of a plot to 
weaken the Muslim world. U.S. policymakers must 
realize that because of the popular reaction to the in-
vasion of Afghanistan and Iraq, the American image 
in the Muslim world is at an all-time low. American 
foreign policy initiatives have been cast as unilateral-
ist and detrimental to Muslim solidarity and welfare, 
and reform initiatives are regarded with suspicion. 
Top-down initiatives through courting and coopt-
ing Muslim elites, intellectuals, and spokespersons 
no longer work, as demonstrated by the failure to 
reform religious schools or madrassas in Pakistan 
and promote liberal Islam in Indonesia. In the latter 
instance, previously respected Indonesian scholars 
and activists who were identified as model progres-
sive Muslims or Muslim democrats were labeled as 
traitors and American agents not only by hardline 
Islamists, but also by mainstream Muslim media. The 
hand of America can be costly for Muslim nations, 
and top-down modes of engagement may prove 
counterproductive in the short to long run.

Faced with the prospect of further alienation, 
American policymakers should consider means of 
engagement that are less controversial, direct, and 
restrictive. Engaging with the Islamists by listening 
to their grievances may be such an alternative. One 
example of this approach was the 2-week program 
for Islamists from Indonesia and Malaysia that was 
conducted in Berlin under the sponsorship of the 
Task Force for the Dialogue with the Muslim World 
with support from the German Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Equally needed is low-level, bottom-up 
engagement in the affected localities, rather than tra-
ditional inter-elite contact (often dubbed the Hilton 
Hotel inter-religious dialogue). Since many Muslim 
elites are themselves alienated from their societies 
and may have little credibility, the utility of such 
inter-elite dialogues has come into question.

Serious ground-level efforts should be undertaken 
in countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Indo-
nesia to determine trends in Islamist mobilization, 
identify services these groups provide to meet local 
need, and find ways in which American agencies, 
nongovernmental organizations, and private groups 
can effectively cooperate with local Islamist move-
ments to achieve common goals such as education 
and health care. These are areas where American and 
Western intervention is most in demand. Demon-
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strating a long-lasting commitment to addressing 
real needs instead of abstract issues such as theo-
logical debates will offset negative images of the 
United States and other Western nations as potential 
enemies of Muslim communal and social life.

Images of America were not always negative in 
the eyes of Muslims, and their shifting views are the 
indirect result of U.S. foreign policy. If the United 
States chooses to maintain, improve, and expand the 
communication with the Muslim world, it must go 
beyond inter-elite dialogue and cultivate mutually 
supporting initiatives on the local level. This in turn 
requires identifying new actors and groups on the 
ground with attachments to communities as well as 
determining the aspirations and material needs that 
motivate the politics of those communities.

Rapid Increases in Food Prices
Basic food commodities have risen 83 percent 

in price in the last 3 years. The price increases have 
not been driven by sharp reductions in agricultural 
production; rather, increases have been slow over the 
past decade compared to previous periods, which 
has contributed to the stress on prices. Studies by 
the World Bank, International Food Policy Research 
Institute, and Food and Agriculture Organization 
attribute increases to a dramatic rise in oil prices that 
drives up the cost of fertilizer, rapid increases in the 
production of biofuels that are heavily subsidized by 

Western governments, speculators looking for shelter 
from the weak dollar and turbulent stock and bond 
markets in commodity markets, export quotas and 
trade restrictions imposed by 48 countries on food 
staples, and the hoarding of grain supplies in antici-
pation of further price increases.

Most analysts believe that pressures driving higher 
prices are unlikely to subside any time soon, although 
the level of future increases is a question of some 
debate with no obvious answer. Three factors will 
determine the impact of the increases: their steepness, 
their rapidity, and the level of poverty and destitu-
tion among the population prior to the food crisis. As 
a general rule, the steeper and more rapid the price 
increase and the poorer the people before the crisis, 
the more severe the nutritional, economic, political, 
and security implications.

This general rule applies only in states whose 
economies are integrated into the international 
food system. In developing countries depending on 
international food markets, price increases could 
have serious consequences. In rural areas engaged 
in subsistence agriculture and isolated from mar-
kets, rising food prices will have only minimal ad-
verse effects because they grow and consume their 
own food. This is particularly true for Sub-Saharan 
Africa where 60 to 70 percent of the population live 
in rural areas, use minimal if any chemical fertilizer 
(the price of which had rapidly increased with the 

Displaced people wait for food during distribution organized by UN and USAID, Mogadishu, Somalia 
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price of oil), and consume what they grow with only 
small surpluses, which they sell in urban centers. 
Increased food prices may raise the income of rural 
farmers in some parts of the world to the disadvan-
tage of urban dwellers who pay higher prices.

Famines
Although pressure on agriculture commodity 

prices is unlikely to cause famines in all but three or 
four countries, they could occur if short-term prices 
spike. Thus, the dynamics of famine, which follow 
common patterns, could become relevant. Famines 
and food crises are not necessarily driven by reduced 
production. In one of the most celebrated formula-
tions in famine literature, Amartya Sen, who won 
the Nobel Prize in economics for work on entitle-
ment theory of famines, wrote: “Starvation is the 
characteristic of some people not having enough 
food to eat. It is not the characteristic of there being 
not enough to eat. While [the] latter can be a cause 
of the former, it is but one of many possible causes.” 
His research indicated that famines have occurred in 
periods of increased food production when access by 
the most destitute people to food through purchase 
or trade collapses because of rapid decline in house-
hold income or massive increase in food prices over 
a short period of time, or both.

Poor families that are food-insecure even in good 
times have developed coping mechanisms to deal with 

periodic shocks associated with famine. Typically, 
families under stress will reduce food consumption 
from two to one meal per day, then one meal every 
other day, or in extreme cases stop feeding the weak-
est family members, a survival technique to preserve 
enough food to keep everyone else alive. These 
families will sell household furniture, clothes, tools, 
and jewelry to buy food. Farmers and herders will sell 
domesticated animals, which are a form of savings 
in developing nations, creating gluts in the market as 
animal prices collapse. In extreme situations, some 
parents sell their children, or men sell their wives to 
get money to buy food and to reduce the number of 
mouths to feed. In the early stages of famine, men and 
teenage boys often migrate to urban areas in search of 
work. In later stages of a famine, the remaining people 
in a village or neighborhood will leave in mass popu-
lation movements to urban areas in search of food.

The mass population movement has the most 
profound consequences. Coping mechanisms often 
result in economic havoc for families using them to 
survive, deepening their destitution, and making it dif-
ficult to recover from the loss of assets before another 
nutritional crisis occurs. But people who starve or 
suffer acute malnutrition in rural areas often suffer in 
silence because of their isolation. If mass population 
movements drive people to urban areas or food prices 
spike in urban markets where a sizeable population of 
poor people live, the risk of political upheaval increases 
exponentially as hungry and dying people become vis-
ible, demonstrate and congregate in displaced persons 
camps which become radicalized, and have access 
to media and government officials. It is also the case 
that disparities of wealth are more obvious in urban 
areas and may increase popular anger and frustration. 

Inadequate public health care facilities in Kisangani, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, offer little help to 
poor patients

IR
IN

 (H
ug

o 
Ra

m
i)

Food is plentiful in Nairobi’s many restaurants and supermarkets, but not all 
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Although most famines have occurred in rural areas, 
the nature of current price increases will likely create 
crisis in urban areas and spare the rural areas. The con-
sequences of famine will be manifest in different ways 
depending on the political system in a given country. 
Indeed, rural areas that supply surplus food at market 
prices to urban areas could grow more prosperous as 
prices increase, which might redress the traditional 
disparity in developing nations between low incomes 
in rural areas and higher incomes in urban areas.

Democracy versus Totalitarianism
Some argue that famines do not occur in democra-

cies because popular pressure on elected officials and 
media coverage of the crisis force governments to act. 
In addition, feedback in democratic systems, even 
when weak, gets messages to political leaders through 
multiple avenues about what is happening in society. 
Conversely, five famines occurred under totalitarian 
regimes in the 20th century: Russia during the forced 
collectivization in Ukraine in the early 1930s; China 
from 1958 to 1962 during the Great Leap Forward, 
which killed 29 million people (one of the worst fam-
ines in history); Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge in 
the 1970s; Ethiopia during the mid-1980s; and North 
Korea in the mid-1990s. These famines were prolonged, 
characterized by high mortality rates, and accompanied 
by repression designed to ensure the famine did not 
lead to political instability. Since totalitarian regimes ex-
ercise such extraordinary control over their populations 
and all sources of power and influence, none of them 
has been overthrown by popular unrest. Most famines, 
however, were followed by campaigns of terror waged 
by totalitarian leaders who exercise total control over 
the political apparatus of the state that may have been 
lost or declined to some extent because of the crisis.

While there remain four or five totalitarian states in 
the world, of these only North Korea is seriously at risk 
of famine. Between 1994 and 1998, it experienced the 
worst famine in the late 20th century, in which nearly 
10 percent of the population died. The factors that 
led to that famine have not changed: the country has 
not abandoned its inefficient collectivized agriculture 
system that makes poor use of one of the lowest ratios 
of arable land to population in the world. Pyongyang 
continues to denude its mountains of ground cover, 
which causes extensive flooding that destroys crops, re-
ducing already-meager harvests; and it refuses to move 
to a market economy, which might increase revenue 
to purchase food abroad. The precipitating factors that 
have led to this dramatic crisis in North Korea include 
China prohibiting grain exports because of increased 

prices, South Korea abruptly ending food aid and 
fertilizer after the election of a new president, severe 
seasonal flooding that reduced production, depleting 
reserves for the military, and rising prices that restrict 
the amount of food that can be bought internationally 
with limited resources. The United States announced 
a 500,000-ton food contribution to the World Food 
Programme in 2008 after Pyongyang agreed to ac-
cept international standards for the monitoring and 
management of international food assistance. But as-
sistance had been hampered by Pyongyang’s policies 
in the first half of 2009, especially its restrictions on 
food distribution and its nuclear ambitions.

In fragile and failed states, famines often result in re-
bellions or coups because their political systems are too 
weak institutionally to respond to the crisis or repress 
popular outrage caused by crises. During the great West 
African Famine of 1968–1974, every government in the 
Sahel Belt with the exception of Senegal fell to a rebel-
lion or coup, including the government of Emperor 
Haile Selassie of Ethiopia. African states are not well 
integrated into international food markets probably 
because they do not have the currency reserves or pri-
vate capital to purchase food on international markets, 
and are less at risk than those fragile and poor states in 
other regions of the world that are dependent on these 
markets. Africa could be indirectly affected by food 
price increases because it receives 75 percent of all U.S. 
food aid, mostly for emergencies involving refugees and 
internally displaced people, and the total tonnage of 
assistance is declining again because of increased prices. 
This loss has caused major deficits in food within the 
international aid system that if not remedied could have 
serious nutritional consequences in Africa.

Productivity and Investment
Starting in the late 1980s, Western bilateral aid 

agencies and the World Bank began a precipitous drop 
in investments in agricultural development, particu-
larly in Sub-Saharan Africa, which remains the most 
food-insecure region of the world. Although some of 
that insecurity is attributable to civil conflict, state fail-
ure, and regressive agricultural policies, it is obvious 
that reduced investment is also to blame. One strik-
ing example is Ethiopia, which is perhaps the most 
food-insecure country in Africa. Nonetheless, the U.S. 
Agency for International Development allocates 50 
percent for the HIV/AIDS program, 28 percent for 
food aid, and only 1.5 percent for agricultural develop-
ment because the White House and Congress have 
failed to fund the proposed agricultural programs in 
the annual budget for foreign assistance.
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A major commitment by the United States to 
increased spending on agricultural development in 
Africa should advance a number of proposals for 
action, including the following:

n Support large and small farms, research on 
genetically modified organisms, local scientific 
capacity-building in African governments, and rural 
roads, which are essential for development.

n Provide scholarships for students from develop-
ing countries at U.S. colleges and universities to 
rebuild human capital in the agricultural sector, 
which has suffered from neglect for two decades.

n Eliminate production subsidies, impediments to 
free global trade in agricultural products, and etha-
nol subsidies for corn, given that subsidies account 
for 30 percent of increases in corn prices.

n Purchase up to 25 percent of American food aid 
locally in developing countries, which will increase 
the amount of aid that can be bought with a fixed 
appropriation given that 20 to 30 percent of the cost 
of U.S. food aid is for transportation.

n Introduce market intervention plans developed 
by nongovernmental organizations, the World Food 
Programme, and the United States that auction food 
aid in local markets to stabilize prices and force 
hoarded food onto markets. gsa
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Chapter 3
The Impact of the Information Revolution

One of the most challenging issues for inter-
national security today is the information 
revolution. Although no single assessment can 

investigate every implication of this issue, this chapter 
highlights potential opportunities and dangers posed 
by the information revolution that will challenge the 
international security arena.

The chapter begins by focusing attention on the 
nexus of the information, technology, and defense sec-
tors. It then explores ubiquitous cell phone connectiv-
ity, transparency, and cyber warfare—all trends in net-
worked communications that indicate the information 
revolution is no longer limited to the West but involves 
every corner of the world. The next section looks at the 
threats posed by hackers. It suggests that the tendency 
toward overclassification actually intensifies these 
threats. The following section examines threats caused 
by the shift from hierarchical systems to networks and 
decentralized edge networks of hackers that operate 
beyond the reach of traditional control mechanisms. 
The responses to these threats will require standardiz-
ing international laws, sharing intelligence, and widen-
ing edge-to-edge contact at relatively low levels among 
nations, organizations, corporations, and individuals.

The use of the Internet by al Qaeda and its sympa-
thizers is the topic of the next section, which offers a 
glimpse of the ways in which communications among 
people on the edge can turn into violence. Internet 
design precludes eliminating such conversations, and 
thus it is wiser to exploit them. The ensuing section 
considers space-based capabilities integral to the 
information revolution, including the global position-
ing system, video over the Internet, and global com-
munications. Understanding the potential of space is 
essential in the development of a global information 
network. The final section, on the relationship of tech-
nology and the changing character of war, investigates 
how genetics, robotics, and nanotechnology have 
advanced through the information revolution. Tech-
nology, like information itself, will soon present both 
benefits and risks for public and private entities as well 
as corporate and individual actors using commercially 
available technology. And a peer competitor may arise 
from any of these areas.

The Information Environment
Thirty years ago, U.S. defense planners envisioned 

a military transformation in which war would be con-
ducted by weapons infused with electronics and driven 
by information. Then, 15 years ago, graduate students 
created the first visual Web browser known as Mosaic 
that popularized Internet access. Today, the relation-
ship between technology, information, and defense 
shapes the world and U.S. national security policy (see 
figure 3–1). Three trends in this information revolu-
tion are relevant to strategic concerns: ubiquitous cell 
phone connectivity, transparency, and cyber warfare.

Ubiquitous Connectivity
Just a few years ago, half of the world population 

had never heard a dial tone. In 2008, the number of 
people who own cell phones exceeded the number 
who did not. Places such as Africa and rural India, 
barely touched by the Industrial Revolution, are plung-
ing headlong into the information revolution with the 
help of cell phones. Even where cell phone ownership 
is relatively expensive, many have found ways to enjoy 
its benefits through the work of institutions such as 
Bangladesh’s Grameenphone that help micro-entrepre-
neurs lend phones on a per-call basis.

The full effect of ubiquitous person-to-person com-
munications can only be guessed at, but some effects are 
already noticeable. Farmers and fishermen, for instance, 
are now plugged into local and even international 
markets on a nearly real-time basis—their incomes 
have risen 5 percent on average from simply being able 
to sell into the best markets. Rural parents are much 
better connected to their children who have moved to 
the city. Evanescent trading and employment opportu-
nities can be communicated far more easily, lubricating 
the accommodation to the inevitable shifts wrought 
by globalization. Large political groups are capable of 
mobilizing their membership in protest (as they have 
done in Burma, Thailand, and the Philippines).

One would think that the ubiquity of cell phones—
in 5 years Iraq (or at least that part controlled by 
Saddam Hussein) went from zero to 12 million cell 
phones—would be the insurgents’ friend. With these 
devices, insurgents could acquire a command and 
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control system that would rival U.S. and Iraqi govern-
ment forces. Of late, the contrary has proven true. 
Indeed, insurgents have targeted cell phone towers 
and eliminated service in places such as Ramadi 
(Anbar Province), but motivated locals were using 
cell phones to provide intelligence on insurgent iden-
tities and whereabouts

Moreover, cell phones offer ways to combat ter-
rorism by identifying dangerous individuals. The 
phones are hardware-dependent and need a handset 
and subscriber information module (SIM) that can be 
matched to cell towers and switches. Every time a cell 
phone is used, switches identify the phone and SIM 
card of the caller, the phone called, and the location 
of each phone through the global positioning system 
(GPS) and triangulation. Moreover, if it was possible 
to connect the identity of individuals with SIM chips, 
phone companies could learn more about customers. 
Although such knowledge can be used for nefarious 
purposes, it also could deliver government services, 
prevent illicit use of cell phones, inhibit insurgent use 
of cell phones, and provide forensic evidence and im-
mediate intelligence to security forces. Influence over 
the cell phone screen and favorable billing policies 
can make it easier to establish neighborhood watch 
groups and provide feeds from approved sources. In 
more affluent countries, mobile communications are 
proliferating. Adolescents are more likely to use phones 
for texting than for talking. Phones with GPS capabili-
ties can locate anything from the nearest Starbucks to 
the local hospital. Between the wired Ethernet, wireless 
short-range Bluetooth, medium-range WiFi, and 
long-range WiMax, it is hard to roam beyond Internet 
range. Social networking sites based on Web 2.0 such 
as Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn, and Twitter make it 
possible to reach out and touch everyone.

Who will benefit more from this trend: we or our 
enemies? Once there were fears that terrorists would 
disrupt the Internet because it is a symbol of open 
societies. Instead, they have adopted it as a means of 
communication and recruitment. Tens of thousands 
of jihadist Web sites have sprung up to transmit 
messages, motivate sympathizers, and recruit new ad-
herents. Many terrorists drawn to Iraq, and to a lesser 
extent Afghanistan, were attracted through these 
sites. However, the digital footprint left by jihadist use 
of the Internet has been a way of tracking would-be 
terrorists in the United States and Great Britain. Sunni 
jihadists and al Qaeda in Iraq among others use the 
Internet to influence supporters and threaten enemies. 
Fortunately, data can differentiate one group from 
another and provide intelligence on group dynamics.

Transparency
U.S. forces in Vietnam could enter and leave a vil-

lage before anyone outside the area was aware of their 
presence. Given today’s ubiquitous and instantaneous 
nature of communications systems, such opacity has 
disappeared. In fact, it is unclear if anything on a future 
urban battlefield can be kept secret for longer than it 
takes to establish a cell phone connection.

Global transparency is also increasing. The launch 
of several satellites with resolutions better than 1 meter 
makes quality imagery available to anyone with a credit 
card. Both Google and Microsoft supply the Internet 
with imagery via the Internet-based application, Google 
Earth. Although the U.S. Government has persuaded 
these companies to reduce the resolution of some pic-
tures and established right of first refusal on real-time 
battlefield shots, the overall result is the same: no place 
on Earth can be hidden. Imagery has been used by non-
governmental organizations to monitor disaster sites 
and hold governments accountable for sins of omission 
and commission. The ability to get the word out with 
cell phones and the Internet makes official secrets 
difficult to maintain. In the case of Zimbabwe, where 
repression of political protesters and the press would 
have gone unnoticed, transparency and connectivity 
revealed the problems internationally. Nevertheless, 
determined authorities can resist the global transpar-
ency of the Internet. In the People’s Republic of China, 
censorship remains effective despite the efforts of 
individual users to circumvent its restrictions.

Some believe that the Internet proliferates ideas, 
which in turn leads to greater openness and equality. 
Studies have indicated that when people have more 
freedom to choose among media outlets, they lean 
toward those that reinforce prior beliefs. As a result, 
established ideas are less often challenged or modified. 
Ironically, the openness of the Internet has permitted 
repression as well as justice to be voluntarily out-
sourced; witness the recent case of a Chinese student 
in America who protested repression in Tibet. She was 
identified by pro-Beijing peers over the Internet, and 
her family in China was harassed and threatened.

Cyber Warfare
Information technology and the Internet are 

increasingly vulnerable to cyber attack. Much of what 
once was controlled by hardware and physical infra-
structure is now controlled by software, a medium 
that is infinitely malleable by other software, which 
makes cyber attack increasingly possible and harder to 
trace. Emblematic of this problem was the distributed 
denial-of-service attack that constricted access by 

6 Continued on p. 57
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Al Qaeda, Its Sympathizers, and the Internet

Al Qaeda, together with its affiliates and sympathizers, uses the Internet to spread its views on Salafi jihadism 
and reestablish the caliphate. The group regards attention by the media and dawa, or proselytizing, as indispens-
able to jihad, of equal or greater importance than violence. The Internet is central to its plans because it is the only 
medium to which it has unrestricted access.

 Thousands of Web sites have content sympathetic to Salafi jihadists. For those people who seek information, these sites contain 
text, video, audio, graphics, chat rooms, bulletin boards, discussion groups, and even computer games. Discussions range from 
casual dialogue to highly sophisticated conversations about theology, politics, strategy, tactics, and weapons. Approaches range 
from the abstract to the practical expressed in styles from the polemical and exhortatory to the dispassionate and intellectual. The 
material is designed for a variety of functions, including planning, propaganda and radicalization, training, education, and social 
purposes.
 Within the Salafi jihadist movement, there are two countervailing tendencies: one consciously prefers uniformity and another 
stands for individual action. Much Salafi jihadist activity is associated with one of several terrorist or insurgent groups that produce 
and disseminate branded material to the world. These groups are concerned with attribution and authority. Many have affiliated 
regional production centers that produce videos, magazines, information bulletins, and even poetry. For instance, as-Sahab Media 
is affiliated with al Qaeda central, while al-Furquan Media is associated with the Islamic State of Iraq. Their products are dissemi-
nated through Internet clearinghouses such as the al-Fajr Media Center or Global Islamic Media Front. Such clearinghouses typically 
serve as outlets for various production organizations. They also serve as guarantors of the authenticity of the material, which ap-
pears on elite, access-controlled Web sites such as al-Ekhlaas and al-Hesbah. Typically, about 90 percent of the products are text, 
about 9 percent video, and the balance is audio, graphic, and other forms. The majority of the text items can be classified as military 
reports and policy statements, while the rest are periodicals, books, and essays.
 The balance of the material on the Web sites of Salafi jihadists is commentary and discussion springing from established as well 
as homegrown sources. The latter appear on many al Qaeda–affiliated and independent sites. Freelance self-styled intellectuals 
can draw significant followings on controlled access and quasi-official sites. Occasionally, original documents can gain substantial 
traction, as occurred with “Jihad in Iraq: Hopes and Dangers,” which appeared in 2003 under the byline of an unknown group (never 
heard of again) and may have inspired the Madrid train bombings. This combination of controlled information and spontaneous 
contributions poses serious security dangers.

Effects
Young people are disproportionately likely to seek information, entertainment, and social contacts on the Internet. Moreover, an 
increasing amount of jihadist material is available. Thus, in the past few years the Internet, rather than physical locations, has 
become the venue for training young recruits who eventually commit acts of terrorism.
 Radicalization on the Internet generally does not happen as a result of people reading official publications from as-Sahab, the 
Global Islamic Media Front, or some other organization. People are actually galvanized to radicalism and eventually action through 
the less formal aspects of the Internet, including discussion forums, chat rooms, email, and listserves.
 In addition, ideas that could pass for military doctrine influence the global jihad. These ideas, such as the work of the Salafi 
jihadist strategic thinker Abu Musab al-Suri, strongly influence the actions of organized groups such as al Qaeda, but also reach 
informal parts of the Salafi jihadist world. They are particularly important in dealing with leaderless resistance.

Squelch or Exploit?
Individual extremist Web sites come and go. However, the prospect of impeding online Salafi jihadist discourse is minimal at best. 
Often the sites are hosted by nations with free speech protections. Furthermore, intelligence gain-loss calculations may suggest that 
it is preferable for some to operate. The prospects for making a serious dent in such Web sites with technical sabotage are low. The 
Internet was designed for almost endless growth, and it provides nearly anonymous communication. Indeed, some jihadist forums 
have been hosted on numerous uniform resource locators, but they continue to thrive. Historically, it was impossible to squelch the 
spread of subversive materials before the Internet came along. The experience of the Soviet Union with samizdat and extensive pen-
etration of the speeches of Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran under the Shah by means of cassette tapes are two examples. Notwithstand-
ing the success of taking down main Web sites that carried al Qaeda messages, at the end of the day exploiting communications 
may be more productive than trying to interrupt them.
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major Web sites in Estonia. In reaction to Estonia’s 
decision in 2007 to move a Russian World War II me-
morial, protestors mobilized thousands and possibly 
millions of computers to send packets to Web servers 
of government offices and national banks, knocking 
many offline. With few exceptions, these computer 
owners were unwitting participants in the attack. Un-
like previous attacks using slow-moving “bots,” these 
cyber tactics were organized and executed in hours. 
No one knows their origin: Estonia blamed Russia, 
Russia stonewalled Estonia, and the only person con-
victed was an Estonian of Russian descent.

State-sponsored cyber attacks are becoming increas-
ingly commonplace. China is often cited as being in the 
vanguard of cyber espionage. Recently, state-sponsored 
hackers placed malicious code on computers when 
users downloaded material from suspect Web sites 
or opened email attachments from seemingly reliable 
parties. Once ingested in a targeted computer, the code 
opens data files from the inside, sending terabytes of 
information to the hackers. Victims of this tactic were 
users worldwide including military bases, defense 
contractors, and private businesses. Hackers look 
for technical information, but since malicious codes 
cannot tell one type of information from another, they 
must search many haystacks to find the needle.

In response to attacks, the U.S. Government added 
measures to tighten information security in late 2007. 
The National Security Agency was made responsible 
for protecting civilian as well as military networks. 
As a result, the number of government gateways to 
the open Internet will be drastically reduced. Other 
forms of counterespionage and cyber defense are be-
ing explored, but it is unclear if such activities can be 
deterred. Moreover, if cyber espionage is ever declared 
an act of war, it will have world-changing implications.

Network insecurity will remain problematic in the 
future. As computers become more secure, hacker tools 
will improve. The key to network security will reside in 
reducing vulnerabilities. In the meantime, governments 
should rely on primitive methods of security, including 
disconnecting critical systems from the outside world 
or refusing to use Web-based systems.

Understanding Cyber Attacks
Many people consider “computer network attacks” 

the domain of cyber-espionage and governments, 
with reviews restricted to highly classified environ-
ments. However, throughout the civilian arena, 
there are active, open source discussions about how 
to penetrate computer networks, and sophisticated 

penetration tools are available to anyone with Internet 
access. Nongovernmental actors have participated in 
real world attacks on governments, and unclassified 
laboratories exist to test new tools and train those 
responsible for Internet security.

A search on the term computer network attack 
generates some 17,600,000 references on Google1 while 
computer hacking generates about 5,390,000.2 Many of 
the sites generated by a search for computer network 
attack focus on policy, history, and concepts. In con-
trast, many of the sites generated by the term computer 
hacking display and teach specific tools for mischievous 
or malevolent activity. These malevolent sites run the 
gamut from “point and click” procedures that can be 
used by anyone with a computer mouse to powerful 
tools for experienced hackers.3

From a government perspective, classifying such 
tools and procedures is important to protecting sensi-
tive activities and network vulnerabilities. Yet from the 
hacker’s perspective, the information is readily avail-
able and thousands of users already know how to at-
tack networks. For this reason, the government needs 
to be careful that it does not overclassify information 
about capabilities that already are available to op-
ponents. Such knowledge is necessary for adequately 
defending networks from mal-intents.

Lessons from DEFCON
The DEFCON convention is held every summer in 

Las Vegas and bills itself as “the largest underground 
hacker convention in the world.” This is a serious 
event—typically including more than 80 presentations 
in 4 or 5 parallel tracks, which often run well into 
the evening. It brings together talented people with 

Team that developed first large-scale digital computer, the IBM automatic 
sequence controlled calculator, poses in front of the massive computer
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diverse viewpoints. Topics discussed there can affect 
cyber security and information-sharing initiatives, 
so it is worth summarizing some points from recent 
years. Given the scope of each DEFCON, the observa-
tions that follow reflect only a part of the activities at 
the conferences, but they give some idea of the scope 
and sophistication of the subjects addressed.

In 2006, three of the focus areas were:

n “Owning” an organization through the Black-
Berry. (This was a physical access issue, reinforcing the 
point that all portable devices that can access networks 
need to be protected by passwords. BlackBerries are 
reasonably secure electronically.)

n The dramatic increase in the attack surface (their 
term) afforded by the proliferation of wireless devices 
such as WiFi and WiMax. (Many security personnel 
do not understand the detailed data structures of these 
systems, and their spread contributes to increased use 
of wireless by people who do not pay much attention 
to security.)

n The dramatic increase in the attack surface 
caused by the transition to Internet Protocol (IP) 
version (v) 6. (Once everything is native IP v6, it will 
be more secure than IP v4, but during the transition, 

many do not understand that there are vulnerabilities 
in the complex header structure and packets tunnel-
ing between IP v4, and v6 stacks are immune from 
“deep packet inspection.”)

In 2007, the focus was more on identity theft and 
data manipulation. The first point was that the real 
objective of hacking is getting not only root access to a 
computer, but also the data itself—stealing it, corrupt-
ing it, hiding it, or manipulating it. The ways to get to 
the data are through the people (stealing identities), 
their applications, their operating systems, and only 
then the computer itself. In this context, presentations 
put special emphasis on programs that allow someone 
to scan an individual’s total Web presence, cross-
reference his email accounts and address books, look at 
cookies, identify frequent correspondents (who might 
not inspect attachments closely) and so forth. Identity 
theft poses special challenges since it can be used to 
circumvent many technical network defense measures 
and also is a key ingredient in online criminal activity.

In 2008, emphasis included:

n Exploiting social software and social networks, 
primarily as a way of gathering information for iden-
tity theft and preparation for “custom-tailored, laser-
focused attacks.” Analytical programs such as “Satan” 
are particularly valuable for these purposes.4 The point 
here is not to cast doubt on the value of social net-
works; they are an important feature of society, online 
and offline. In recognition of this, the Social Software 
for Security5 initiative is looking for ways to encourage 
the government to take advantage of the energy and 
imagination being put into the development of social 
software by balancing functionality and security. “Risk 
management” (as opposed to “risk avoidance”) in 
these environments is critical, but it is important to 
understand the tradeoffs.

n Hacking opportunities provided by increasing use 
of wireless. “Always-on” connections mean “always-on” 
vulnerabilities. Talks at the conference discussed very 
imaginative attacks, especially focused on “men in the 
middle” operations to misdirect unwitting participants 
from what they think are secure Web sites to insecure 
ones. Most people still do not appreciate how much 
risk they are at in unsecured “wireless hotspots” at 
places such as airports.

n Discussions of “Open Source Warfare”: how to 
combine various tools to triangulate cell phone con-
versations with video coverage from low cost ($400), 
remote control helicopters to permit isolation, and 
potential targeting, of individuals.

WiFi scanner in use at DEFCON, considered the world’s 
largest underground hacker convention
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n Sophisticated social network attacks taking 
advantage of personal behaviors (for example, sending 
free iPhones to people in the mailroom and then using 
them to monitor an organization’s network configura-
tions).

Other DEFCON talks focused on things such as 
breaking into physical locks, compromising e-voting 
(seems distressingly simple in many cases), hacking the 
Boston subway system fare cards (good enough that the 
Metropolitan Boston Transit Authority sued to stop the 
presentation), compromising network data integrity, 
and hardware Trojans that showed low cost ways to 
make a “secure” router transmit data via largely unde-
tectable infrared, radio frequency, or optical signals.

In sum, each annual DEFCON provides both inter-
esting and troubling insights into a world of energetic, 
talented people devoted to getting at information and 
information systems that others try to protect. Though 
many of the techniques shown there may have been 
used by governments, all those discussed at the confer-
ence are available to anyone.

Georgia
In his research on the Russia-Georgia conflict, 

Evgeny Morozov, the Berlin-based founder of the 
news aggregator Polymeme, explored the possibility of 
launching an amateur cyber attack on the country of 
Georgia by setting out:

to test how much damage someone like me . . . could 
inflict upon Georgia’s Web infrastructure, acting entirely 
on my own and using only a laptop and an Internet con-
nection. If I succeeded, that would somewhat contradict 
the widely shared assumption—at least in most of the 
Western media—that the Kremlin is managing this cyber 
warfare in a centralized fashion. My mission, if success-
ful, would show that the field is open to anyone with a 
grudge against Georgia.

With tools available online and a short program 
he wrote in a Microsoft Word document, Morozov 
developed programs to promote denial-of-service 
attacks. He then went to “Stop Georgia,” a Web site 
that claimed to be linked to the hacker under-
ground in Russia. This site offered target lists of 
sites that indicated disruption and also offered 
downloadable code to customize attack options that 
could be launched by clicking the button labeled 
“Start Flood.” As Morozov discovered, “Within 
an hour I had become an Internet soldier. I didn’t 
receive any calls from Kremlin operatives.”6

The denial-of-service attacks explored by Morozov 
are less sophisticated and disruptive than would 
be possible with the kind of data manipulation, 
identity theft, or computer penetration described at 
DEFCON or available from hacker sites. However, 
the fact that the Russian campaign against Georgia 
included kinetic and cyber activities is likely to be 
typical of future military action. The ease with which 
Morozov launched attacks reflects the amount of 
malicious information on the Internet. It also points 
to the difficulty in distinguishing between official and 
unofficial activities. This ambiguity was evident in 
operations against Estonia in 2007.

Labs at IRMC
The Information Resources Management College 

(IRMC) at the National Defense University in Washing-
ton, DC, offers cutting-edge classes on a wide variety of 
cyber-related issues for chief information officers, chief 
financial officers, chief information security officers, 
and others. Its courses on information operations help 
dozens of leaders understand cyber-threats and prepare 
themselves for Service and joint assignments.

IRMC also has a set of laboratories covering areas 
such as information assurance, supervisory control 
and data acquisition systems, and virtual real-
ity. These labs are built around internal networks, 
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Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General James Cartwright speaks at 
Air Force cyberspace symposium on importance of experimenting with cyber 
warfare implementation
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isolated from the Internet but populated with Inter-
net tools. As such, these labs are used for extensive 
experimentation. The information assurance lab, 
in particular, offers detailed opportunities for non-
experts to implant malicious code in software appli-
cations and operating systems within these closed 
networks using openly available hacking tools. It 
emphasizes the importance of robust information 
assurance approaches and trains students how to 
implement them.

The supervisory control and data acquisition lab 
offers similar experiences regarding control systems 
for powerplants and other critical infrastructures. The 
virtual reality lab provides experience in the increas-
ingly important area of avatars and virtual interactions. 
These are currently used in gaming but are expected to 
become integral to the command and control systems 
of the future. Not surprisingly, recent DEFCON con-
ventions have included sessions on hacking avatars.

Any senior official associated with computer 
network operations, defense, exploitation, or attack 
should visit these laboratories. At a minimum, the 
capabilities developed in the labs and online should 
be synthesized into informational manuals that can 
be provided at unclassified levels to help train those 
who are operating and defending our networks.

A wise man recently asked: “What is more 
strategically threatening to the U.S. military than 
our inability to manage information in a contested 
environment?” Being able to operate and defend our 
networks is hard enough even when threats are well 
understood. Attack options available to opponents 
from open sources should be examined aggres-
sively and disseminated with minimal caveats to 
strengthen our defensive posture on all networks, 
including the unclassified networks so important 
to personnel, medical, and logistic activities. More 
sophisticated tools may be available within classi-
fied channels, but this should not keep officials from 
knowing what is available to adversaries. Regular 
reviews to make sure that information is not over-
classified could be a good way to avoid this danger.

The importance of cyber security also needs to 
be understood by senior officials across the new 
administration, not just those directly associated 
with the networks themselves. It should be taught 
as part of core courses in Department of Defense 
educational institutions, not only as electives. Cyber 
security is an issue of serious nationwide impor-
tance—it must be the concern of policymakers and 
commanders, not just communicators and technical 
specialists.

New Threats, New Responses
Enabled by modern network technologies, power is 

“shifting to the edge.” This shift is allowing decentral-
ized networked groups to vie with traditional hier-
archical structures. Globalized communications and 
computing infrastructure combined with collaborative 
software permit hostile nonstate groups—terrorists, 
criminals, rogue corporations, antiglobalization move-
ments, hackers, and others that act on behalf of nations 
or other entities—to threaten international security 
and stability. Increasingly, security arrangements based 
on geographic borders, sovereign control, and unilat-
eral response to global threats by individual nations 
are inadequate to counter such groups. U.S. national 
security strategy must embrace a decentralized, mul-
tilateral public health model against unknown threats. 
This model should be based on local monitoring of 
emerging threats, swarming global response to counter 
manifest attacks, and developing resilient capabilities to 
withstand and recover in their wake.

Organizational Network
Emerging social and peer networking technology 

is enabling new organizational structures that afford 
opportunities for novel patterns of generative and 
degenerative activities. Such developments, which are 
popularly known as Web 2.0 or the Web as platform, 
underpin the decentralized networks as distinct 
organizational forms that have advantages over the 
traditional hierarchies in terms of flexibility, adaptabil-
ity, and responsiveness.

As a result, the power to generate potentially cata-
strophic effects by organizing, coordinating, or sharing 
dispersed resources is shifting from the center to the 
periphery. Decentralized groups can synchronize 
activity globally without regard to political borders 
or local government control. If the groups are hostile, 
security arrangements that rely on the assumption that 
sovereign nations are responsible for activities in their 
territory and among their subjects are inadequate.

In the first stage of Internet development in Web 1.0, 
individuals, organizations, information, or devices at 
the edge of a network interacted with central servers, 
providers, or other authorities on an essentially one-
to-one basis that mimicked hierarchical arrangements. 
In Web 2.0, the edges interact directly on a many-to-
many basis. Although Web 1.0 enabled asynchronous 
mediated communication among edge elements, Web 
2.0 enables synchronicity of effort without control or 
formal organizational structure. Although this greatly 
reduces the overhead associated with centralized 
management controls—and thus enhances the power 
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and speed of networked groups by lowering barriers to 
participation from the edges—it eliminates account-
ability for undesirable actions. Both agency and action 
shifted to the periphery in Web 2.0, making it difficult 
to hold leaders responsible for actions of subordinates 
or sovereigns responsible for actions of citizens. This 
inability to hold someone accountable is problematic 
for existing security policies that rely on deterrence 
through symmetric counterforce and retaliation.

New Threats
Until recently, the ability to aggregate resources to 

threaten national interests or international stability 
would have required the resources or authority of a na-
tion. Thus, current legal and other approaches to cyber 
threats hold nations responsible for actions by their cit-
izens and rely on identifying leadership or structures of 
adversaries to assign responsibility. However, network 
technologies enable nonstate actors to operate without 
respect for laws, borders, or governments. Technolo-
gies enable such groups to threaten international peace 
and security without being held accountable.

One illustration of a networked-enabled threat was 
the cyber attack against Estonia in 2007. Angry over 
the removal of a Russian monument, an apparently 
self-organizing group essentially paralyzed the govern-
ment and financial sector of Estonia through a massive 
distributed denial-of-service attack against critical 
cyber infrastructure. Whether these attackers acted on 
their own in a cyber riot or with active Russian involve-
ment in a cyber war, an organized group was able to 
project power across international borders on a scale 
that previously could only be accomplished by nation-
states. More importantly, these actors accomplished 
their attack virtually spontaneously and without 
exposing leaders who could be held accountable under 
existing security laws.

It is likely that nations will be increasingly subject to 
attacks of this kind, which cannot be easily attributed 
to identifiable adversaries. The attacks will come from 
both spontaneous, self-motivated mobs and externally 
instigated mobs allied with other entities to further 
their interests. The externally motivated mobs may 
be encouraged by nations, terrorist groups, or other 
hostile entities and become proxies or merely swayed 
as useful idiots. However, traditional deterrence or 
retaliation strategies probably will be inadequate 
against these kinds of threats.

While security policy can hold other nations respon-
sible for actions by their citizens, it fails to deter groups 
without an organization when no one has jurisdiction 
over them or where responsibility or motivation is 

ambiguous. Such failures must be distinguished from 
those identified with failed states where sovereign 
control is inadequate to counter hostile or illegal activity 
occurring in defined geographical areas where local 
government is ineffective. Rather, the kinds of threats 
discussed here may easily originate in well-functioning 
nations. The organization of hostile groups will be 
ambiguous and responsibility will not be easily attribut-
able under existing security policies and recognized 
laws without a new international framework addressing 
responsibility or rights to act in these circumstances.

New Strategies
International security and stability require re-

thinking strategies, realigning force structures, and 
adopting new models to leverage resources in response 
to emerging threats. To a certain extent, traditional 
counterinsurgency strategies are effective against 
hostile networks. But applying those strategies requires 
that the potential adversary is identified and its dynam-
ics, motivations, and support are understood. In cases 
where group formation is hidden or attribution and 
motivation are ambiguous during or after an attack, a 
different strategy is needed. In this case, global security 
resources that are resilient in the face of local failures 
and can suppress threats anywhere in the world must 
be engaged quickly to identify and counter the attack.

Traditional strategies based on counterforce, deter-
rence, and retaliation against an identified adversary 
are no longer enough to protect against spontaneous, 
ambiguous, and unknown threats. Instead, national se-
curity policies should be global and include aspects of a 
public health model. This model involves quickly iden-
tifying new and previously unknown threats through 
syndromic surveillance, the isolation of and inocula-
tion against outbreaks, information-sharing to prevent 
spread, resilience to recover from attacks, and the 
simple prevention of a known disease. The public health 
model accepts the occurrence of unknown pathogens 
that cannot be prevented and aims to contain outbreaks 
to prevent epidemics. It is premised on a multilateral 
network of local resources acting in concert to amass 
resources where and when they are needed.

Effectively countering hostile networks requires 
decentralized and flexible architecture based on 
dynamic partnerships and coalitions, including with 
erstwhile competitors or adversaries, that identifies 
emerging threats, brings resources to bear with local 
legitimacy, ensures resilience, and aids in recovery. 
The same trends in technology that empower hostile 
networks can provide for effective counterforce reor-
ganization or realignment.
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Technological advances can improve collec-
tive global responses without significant costs 
by changing the way that global resources and 
capabilities are managed. Multilateral resources 
can be leveraged by increasing the relative power of 
nations and entities to respond to nascent threats by 
improving information-sharing and by swarming 
in response to manifest threats. Collective security 
can be increased by leveraging both the means and 
the opportunities for “edge entities” to participate 
in synchronic action against common threats to 
international order.

To successfully counter hostile groups operating 
globally requires four capabilities:

n the ability to spot threats locally before they 
emerge globally

n the ability to work in concert with allied or 
congruent interests and cooperatively engage local 
resources

n the ability to assemble and apply appropriate (and 
legitimate) counterforce wherever and whenever it is 
required

n the ability to orchestrate these activities to respond 
in a consistent and timely manner across all potential 
domains.

No nation, not even the United States, can achieve 
these capabilities alone. Unilateral action can hamper 
threat awareness, undermine common interests and 
legitimacy, and create additional hostile groups. In 
an interdependent world, nations and other entities 
interact within the context of conflict, competition, 
and collaboration. This complex dynamic supplants the 
linear paradigm of peace/crisis/war/peace on which 
previous strategic arrangements were premised.

In areas where there is an explicit recognition of 
long-term shared interests, alliances created by treaties 
can be used to formalize collaborative roles in collec-
tive security agreements such as the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization. In circumstances where threats 
mobilize and sustain common national interests, coali-
tions may be formed for purposes such as intervention 
in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Where potential collaborators are simultaneously 
in competition, or where threats are unable to sustain 
long-term alliances, collective security may only be 
possible through multilateral security arrangements in 
what is known as foreign policy by posse. To respond 
to threats that can emerge anywhere and at any time, 
nations must develop communities of common interest 
through networks that transcend hierarchical organiza-

tions. A first step in developing communities is har-
monizing international and domestic laws and seeking 
common understanding of activities that should be 
opposed, such as terrorism, illegal trafficking, cyber 
attacks, and arms trafficking.

Regional, national, and local security services can 
be organized to facilitate collective action. A basic 
infrastructure is needed to maintain continuous 
situational awareness of global threats—surveillance 
and information-sharing—to replace the brittle, 
antagonistic, border-based perimeter security 
models. Universal standards for civil liberties and 
human rights also must be developed. And response 
mechanisms must be synchronized on a global 
scale. Resources must be shared not only to identify 
threats (intelligence) or respond to them in a timely 
manner (law enforcement and military), but also to 
resist or recover from attack where preemption is 
impossible (resilience, recovery, and relief). The latter 
capabilities would help ensure global resilience to 
catastrophic natural disasters, pandemics, and other 
unforeseen shocks to the international order.

Although the ability to organize dispersed net-
worked resources for beneficial purposes has the 
potential of improving global social and economic 
development, it can be used by malevolent forces 
to challenge U.S. interests. To respond effectively to 
decentralized networks bent on harm, the international 
community must take advantage of these same net-
work opportunities by decentralizing capabilities that 
increase power, flexibility, and resilience to respond. 
Instead of maintaining rigid and exclusive hierarchies 
of stovepiped capabilities in nations, communities of 
interest must be fostered to dynamically share intel-
ligence, response, and recovery capacities. Static com-
munities of interest based only on existing alliances, 
known adversaries, and exclusive sovereign response 
will not be sufficient.

To succeed, major powers such as the United 
States will have to lead by example by sharing power 
and collaborating with other nations, including 
those with which it has competed or even fought in 
the past. In return, those nations will incur shared 
communal responsibility to act against common 
threats. There is no future in a networked world 
without collective security arrangements that 
reconcile conflicting interdependencies when faced 
with emerging threats. Although the United States 
is poised to lead such an effort, it cannot dictate 
one. It will have to work with others to maintain 
international security and stability by globally shift-
ing counterforce to the edge.
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The Use of Space in Global Communications

It took 6 months for President James Polk to send a message to the 
West in 1845. At the time, communications with the West Coast went by 
sea around the Horn of South America or by ship, train, and ship across 
the Isthmus of Panama. The Pony Express began service in 1860. Its 
first trip from Missouri to California took 10 days, 7 hours, and 45 min-
utes, with riders covering 250 miles a day. Delivering mail by horseback 
over prairies, plains, deserts, and mountains, it was the fastest service 
across the North American continent. The Pony Express reflected the 
need for a rapid and reliable transcontinental communications system 
that operated year round. After it was replaced by the telegraph, the 
Pony Express became a legend of the Old West.

Less than 100 years later, the first satellite was launched into orbit 
and transmitted radio communications from space. Today, there are 
more than 850 satellites (see figure 3–2) in orbit that connect practi-
cally every place on Earth, simultaneously in near real-time, providing 
worldwide services. In fact, satellite-based services pervade almost 
every aspect of daily life and enable the globalized economy. As Alvin 
and Heidi Toffler have observed, the networked economy has led to the 
greatest changes in the global economy since the Industrial Revolution.

Different ways of communicating and providing services via satel-
lite are foundations for the new wealth created in the so-called third 
wave of economic development. Although fiber optic cables remain 
technologically dominant over satellite communications for fixed, point-
to-point telecommunications, satellite communications are critical to 
the global economy as an adjunct. Satellite communications provide 
point-to-multipoint and regional telecommunications services that lack 
wired infrastructure. They also enable the conduct of military opera-
tions worldwide, particularly for missions in regions with limited wired 
infrastructure. Those telecommunications no longer move primarily 
over dedicated military satellite communications systems. During the 
opening phase of Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom, 
some 60 and 80 percent of communications were sent over commercial 
satellite systems, respectively.1

Moreover, satellite communications provide other services such 
as positioning, navigation, timing data, and high-resolution commer-
cial imagery, and they contribute to global utilities. Highly accurate 
positioning and navigation data improve productivity while lowering 
time and costs of transportation around the world. This information 
has improved understanding of the world and created new industries 
and services. Likewise, accurate timing signals enable synchroniza-
tion for digital compression techniques and provide time stamping to 
authenticate billions of dollars in the daily international flow of capital. 
In addition, the resolution, volume, and selection of visual and multi-
spectral imagery in almost all areas underpin both free products such 
as Google Earth and tailored value-added products that combine data 
for specific applications. The information that these services provide 
to individuals is of better quality and more timely and accessible than 
what was available to the superpowers during the early days of the Cold 

Technology and the Changing  
Character of War

Unique technological advances are occurring 
in genetics, robotics, information technology, and 
nanotechnology (GRIN). Of particular interest are 
ways the fields may converge. More information 
than ever is available, and online stores allow anyone 
to buy GRIN technology. Today even children use 
and experiment with biotechnology. These trends 
suggest that many advances in technology will take 
place outside government or academic laboratories. 
As such, it is vital that defense planners follow and 
understand these trends.

With little effort and minimal cost, individuals 
can get used biological laboratory equipment on 
eBay, whole-genome sequences in free databases, 
and biology toolkits that combine simple parts. 
Common goals and information are shared on well-
established Web sites and in discussion groups across 
a diffuse network. However, such a light footprint 
makes it difficult to assess the intent of these amateur 
scientists. It is vital that defense planners follow and 
understand these trends.

At present, there is no more important scientific 
field than biology. There have been dramatic advances 
in predictive biology (information management, com-
putational modeling, data mining), systems biology 
(modeling complex systems in silico), and synthetic 
biology (creating artificial biosystems de novo from 
basic building blocks). As a result, biological systems 
have never been better understood, manipulated, or 
engineered.

Much GRIN research is dual-use; identical findings 
can be used for malicious or benign purposes, depend-
ing on intent. For example, applied research on brain 
function, which may help patients with cranial mala-
dies, may allow development of biological agents that 
cause amnesia, violence, or depression, which could be 
dangerous to soldiers and civilians. Biological agents 
are widely available and have many uses. Malicious 
research can be hidden in legitimate laboratories work-
ing on the effects of such agents. What is troubling is 
not that such agents can be created, but that technology 
might be combined with these advances in other areas.

Although most people engaged in such research are 
innocent, it is easy for a loner or small group to invade 
the benign circle and use the information in a harmful 
manner. The fields of robotics and information tech-
nology have been open to research communities for 
years. Some successful computer hacking attacks have 
been mounted by smart, motivated young individuals. 
At the same time, similar people with different motives 

6 Continued on p. 66
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War. Cumulatively, these satellite-enabled services fuel 
global transparency and transform global politics.

The confluence of satellite-based services, informa-
tion systems, and networks brings together people, 
ideas, and goods from around the world at an unprec-
edented rate. As the title of Thomas Friedman’s book 
put it, “the world is flat.” Or at least it is in the process 
of flattening, since “it is now possible for more people 
than ever to collaborate and compete in real time with 
more other people on more different types of work 
from more different places and on a more equal footing 
than at any previous time.”2 This flattening also means 
“that we are now connecting all the knowledge centers 
on the planet together into a single global network, 
which could usher in an amazing era of prosperity, 
innovation, and collaboration.”3 Although the world is 
flattened to a certain extent, some groups are largely 
disconnected, which creates dangers and opportuni-
ties, as Thomas Barnett has emphasized: “Disconnect-
edness allows bad actors to flourish by keeping entire 
societies detached from the global community and 
under their control.”4

The appetite for information is almost insatiable and 
growing exponentially. It is stimulated by technological 
advances in information and communications technol-
ogy. From 2002 to 2007, annual worldwide revenues 
earned by satellite industries grew at an average rate 
of 11.5 percent, fueled by satellite television and direct 
broadcasting. When comparing revenue by sector, sat-
ellite services have driven the entire industry, showing 
continued growth of 18 percent in this period.5 As the 
demand for more capacity, enhanced reliability, and 
wider coverage by communications systems increases, 
it should be noted that this capacity, like other limited 
resources, is scarce and should be husbanded until 
the next technological leap. Space contributed more 
than $251 billion to the global economy in 2007 
and supported a range of activities from credit card 
validation and fleet truck management to precision 
agriculture and high-speed Internet, cell phone packet 
switching, and television and radio distribution.

Space-based services also present the opportu-
nity to address a pressing global issue: energy. The 
potential to harness the Sun as an endless source of 
energy through space-based solar power could be 
vital to future generations. The wealth generated by 
space-based services could become the fourth wave 
of economic development postulated by the Tofflers. 
Moreover, the U.S. role in human and robotic space 

exploration has expanded knowledge of the universe 
and may improve the ability to address other long-term 
challenges such as protecting the planet from collision 
with near-Earth objects. These challenges will require 
a stable and sustainable security environment as well 
as refined governance to encourage and facilitate 
cooperative solutions.

Probably the most compelling reasons for 
generating wealth from space-based services are 
changing demographics and exploding world popu-
lation. The United Nations issued a report in 2007 
predicting that the world population will grow by 
2.5 billion in the next 43 years, from the current 6.7 
billion to 9.2 billion in 2050. This single increase is 
the equivalent of the total world population in 1950. 
Moreover, this increase will be absorbed largely 
by less developed regions, whose population is 
projected to increase from 5.4 billion in 2007 to 7.9 
billion in 2050.6

Space-based satellite services have profoundly af-
fected global systems and shaped aspects of national 
and international power. This impact will increase as 
technological advances spur new applications and 
create more interdependencies in the globalized 
environment. Accordingly, the United States must be 
the global leader in space and in the delivery of space 
capabilities. It must use spacepower to enable all in-
struments of power to exercise national sovereignty in 
space and secure the space domain for legal purposes.

N o t e s

1  Ronald M. Sega, Under Secretary of the Air Force, Space 

Posture Statement to Strategic Forces Subcommittee of House 

Armed Services Committee, March 16, 2006, 9.
2  Thomas L. Friedman, The World is Flat: A Brief History of the 

Twenty-first Century (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2005), 8.
3  Ibid.
4  Thomas P.M. Barnett, The Pentagon’s New Map: War and 

Peace in the Twenty-first Century (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 

2004), 8.
5  State of the Satellite Industry Report, sponsored by the Sat-

ellite Industry Association, prepared by Futron Corporation, June 

2008.
6  Thomas L. Friedman, Hot, Flat and Crowded: Why We Need 

a Green Revolution—and How It Can Renew America (New York: 

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008), 28.
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drove innovation at places such as Google. Amateur 
biologists and nanotechnology engineers are likely to 
do the same thing.

The defense implications go beyond biological 
threats. Dramatic performance enhancements would 
be a huge shock to warfare. Although large nations 
are likely to lead in the development of such enhance-
ments, ruthless and unethical nations will have an 
advantage in this competition. GRIN research facili-
tates the modification of human beings for specific 
purposes. Initially, this manipulation was seen as a way 
of relieving illnesses such as tumors or discovering 
disease-causing genes. Now, however, it is also seen as a 
conduit to “improving” human beings.

There is substantial research being done on the post-
human future. Designer drugs produced in biotech 
labs interact with the brain in a genotype-specific man-
ner either to improve memory or decrease the effects 
of sleep deprivation. Research on the brain-machine 
interface promises improvements in human senses 
such as hearing and vision. Exoskeleton suits allow 
soldiers to carry 200 pounds and bound long distances 
with little effort. Custom replacement organs will soon 
be generated from stem cells, and prosthetics with 
microprocessors will aid wounded soldiers.

Nanotechnology is a developing area, but it clearly 
links human biotechnology in various ways. A good 
deal of nanotechnology research is tied to biotechnol-
ogy, which looks at the possible manipulation of the 
atom on the biomolecular level. It has even been pos-

ited that the robo-soldier of the future—rather than a 
human “cyborg”—may be a micro- or nano-robot that 
is versatile, inexpensive, impossible to detect, and able 
to penetrate nearly any space.

While it is clear that the trends previously discussed 
are fairly well understood among the scientific com-
munity, they are not well understood in the defense 
or civilian arena. We must develop a “first principle” 
understanding of what drives these trends and a 
method to assess the impact of these inevitabilities. 
We must understand the disruptive consequences that 
may result from the intersection of these technological 
trends. Only then can we leverage these advances to 
create risk management strategies. A sense of where 
these trends are headed is also an essential component 
of a robust strategy, which enables us to plan for and 
prevent potential disasters.

What is fueling these trends? Computing power 
is a relatively free global commodity, the net ef-
fect of which is that the barriers to competition in 
many areas are falling. Consequently, the concept 
of a peer competitor is taking on new meaning for 
defense planners. No longer can potential adversar-
ies be limited to nations with large gross domestic 
products and large military arsenals. One example 
of lower barriers to competition is found in the 
world of information technology. Cyberspace has 
evolved into the most important global commons. 
Access to cyberspace is essential for national 
security, military competitiveness, and economic 
prosperity, and unfettered access to information is 
key to national power. Various actors are compet-
ing for dominance in this new commons, including 
adversarial nations as well as individuals, terrorist 
groups, and criminal hacktivists.

The 20th century was dominated by weapons systems 
based on advances in physics, engineering, comput-
ing, and mathematics, colloquially known as big bang, 
big metal. The future presents a range of new threats 
and increasingly inventive biological weapons that 
can cripple major bodily functions even as the same 
bioengineering advances offer great potential for medi-
cal science.

But defense planners must remain aware of the 
malicious use of engineered biological agents in 
combination with robotics, information technol-
ogy, or nanotechnology for two reasons. First, there 
is the potential for nonstate actors and nations to 
conduct ambiguous aggression or subtle war. Such 
aggression is a situation in which a bioattack causes 
a deadly outbreak but is not seen as such. Instead, 
the outbreak may be blamed on either an influenza 

Marine monitors virtual scenarios from control room of Gruntworks Research for 
Infantry Integration Testing facility
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pandemic or abnormality in the food supply. This 
potential ambiguity makes defense planning and 
response highly complex. The second concern stems 
from the ease with which biological building blocks 
can be obtained. The widespread access to biologi-
cal materials presents individual engineers with the 
capability to produce harmful agents that facilitate 
the creation of superempowered actors with the 
means to inflict large-scale global damage. The next 
generation of suicide bombers could be biobombers 
who infect themselves with bioengineered diseases 
and penetrate large population centers.

Nanotechnology is regarded as a major revolution 
in technology that enables structuring and restructur-
ing of matter on a fundamental level. According to 
William Schneider, chair of the Defense Science Board, 
“Nanoscale sensors have the potential to dispel the fog 
of war. Richness in sensors allows commanders to have 
a complete picture of the tactical battlefield.” Advances 
in nanotechnology could produce lighter, stronger, 
heat-resistant materials for new weaponry and make 
armor harder, camouflage better, military transport 
faster, and energy more efficient.

Nanotechnology is the key to distributed and con-
figurable manufacturing, a model for goods produced 
locally near their point of use, which could have pro-
found economic, social, and political impacts. Secure 
methods of obtaining electronic subcomponents are 
increasingly difficult in the globalized manufacturing 
economy. Distributed and configurable manufacturing 
could assure that production designs, manufactur-
ing infrastructure, and even applications could be 
controlled securely.

There are significant advantages to manufacturing 
goods locally for defense, intelligence, and security 
applications rather than depending on a globally in-
terconnected production chain. When manufacturing 
is done at the point of need, it is difficult to affect the 
national economy with a disaster or small number of 
attacks. The implications of local manufacturing might 
alter basic concepts of military operations, logistics, 
and sustainment. But strategically, planners must take 
account of the unintended consequences in destabiliz-
ing the interdependent globalized economy.

Defense planners have often anticipated new 
technologies to provide them with a competitive 
advantage, only to find their plans are flawed when 
viewed through the lens of moral principles. That 
debate continues today. In fact, some argue that 
the creation of autonomous soldier-robots with a 
conscience may be possible and that they may even 
be preferable to human soldiers.

Trends in ubiquitous computing, connectivity, 
and information-sharing will complicate future 
national security challenges. Some contend that this 
trend contributes to the decentralization or shift in 
power from nations to individuals or groups that are 
ill defined by political borders. The propagation of 
cutting-edge technologies that could harm national 
security interests are no longer reserved for elite, 
economically endowed nations. The result is much 
broader potential threats and increased uncertainty 
and ambiguity about the entities that may challenge 
the United States. This type of asymmetric attack, 
conducted by small groups in an ideological minor-
ity against a large group of potential victims, presents 
complex problems for defense planners.

Increased worldwide connectivity means people are 
more likely to encounter sympathetic co-conspirators, 
if only virtually. Social networks serve as recruiting 
mechanisms and offer added support for individuals 
who may want to launch such attacks. The social net-
work of a potential attacker might create opportunities 
for simultaneous strikes across many locations.

New technologies are being developed at a fantastic 
pace and may intersect in unimaginable ways. Such 
advances potentially offer enormous benefits but 
create national security paradigms with challenges. 
Defense planners must be aware of the fact that new 
technology has unintended consequences as well as 
the potential for dangerous misuse in the hands of 
adversaries. gsa

N o t e s

1  GlobalSpec! offers a variety of products in response 
to the query “computer network attack.” This is a good place 
to learn about network components, as opposed to attack 
tools, per se; see <www.globalspec.com/Industrial-Directory/
Computer_Network_Attack>. Developer.net has a section 
on “measures of effectiveness” for computer network attack; 
see <www.developers.net/tsearch?searchkeys=measures+of
+effectiveness+computer+network+attack>. There even are 
patent applications (for example, attack classification method 
for computer network security); see <www.freepatentsonline.
com/y2008/0083034.htm>.

2  See, for example, Hackers Home Page at <www.hack-
ershomepage.com/>; How to Become a Hacker at <www.
catb.org/~esr/faqs/hacker-howto.html?PHPSESSID=22f73
78d0d1ea654962a22bf13166a5a>; and Secureroot at <www.
secureroot.com/>.

3  See also a range of attacks described by Ed Skoudis, 
“Information Security Issues in Cyberspace,” in Cyberpower 
and National Security, ed. Franklin D. Kramer and Stuart Starr 
(Washington, DC: National Defense University Press, 2009).
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4  “Satan” is a software program that claims to “identify 
weaknesses in just about any network connected to the 
Internet.”

5  See Dr. Mark Drapeau’s informative posts about Gov-
ernment 2.0 at <www.mashable.com>.

6  Evgeny Morozov, “An Army of Zeros and Ones: How I 
became a soldier in the Georgia-Russia cyberwar,” available at 
<www.slate.com/id/2197514/>.
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E nergy security is now a commanding priority. 
The emerging energy system is far more com-
plex and global than the industrial era system 

that it is slowly replacing. Today when security 
planners talk about energy security, they are as likely 
to be referring to carbon emissions and diminishing 
water supplies as energy self-reliance and affordable 
oil. Moreover, emerging energy and environmen-
tal security problems are increasingly beyond the 
ability of any single country to control. This chapter 
examines critical issues surrounding energy in the 
evolving security environment and proposes poten-
tial pathways for pursuing solutions.

The Emerging International Energy  
Security System

Energy has become one of the most pressing 
problems in national and global security. Signifi-
cant increases in the price of oil have weakened 

Chapter 4
Energy and Environmental Insecurity

the global economy, contributed to a sharp rise 
in global food prices, and transferred trillions of 
dollars to autocratic oil-exporting regimes. At the 
same time, rapid fluctuations in the price of oil—
from around $25 per barrel in 2001 to as much as 
$150 in 2008 and back to below $50 in 2009—have 
increased risk and discouraged investment in 
energy technology and infrastructure ensuring that 
global markets will not be prepared for the next 
cycle of high prices. Internationally, energy diplo-
macy has become increasingly confrontational as 
states jockey for control of gas and oil markets and 
pipelines. Meanwhile, concerns about pollution and 
greenhouse gases have strained diplomatic relations 
with other nations and are forcing fundamental 
changes in energy policy.

The emerging crises are symptoms of a gradual 
transformation in the underlying geopolitical and 
economic system that has supplied the world with 

Drivers in Kuwait use headlights to see through smoke from oil wells set afire by retreating Iraqi forces, Operation 
Desert Storm, 1991
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cheap energy for over a century. Since the 1800s, 
cheap fossil fuels have powered the rise of indus-
trialization and globalization. During this period, 
free-market mechanisms ensured that world markets 
had access to petroleum and other sources of energy. 
This system relied on market competition to drive 
the price of energy commodities toward the price of 
extraction and depended on a liberal trading order in 
which governments generally left energy transporta-
tion, supply, and demand to the market.

Over the life of the energy market, the funda-
mental threat to cheap and reliable energy com-
modities has been that government intervention in 
the supply, transport, and demand for energy would 
transform the global distribution system from one 
adjudicated mainly by markets to one based on pol-
itics and force. Threats to the market-based system 
have always been possible. States with diplomatic 
or military influence on the global lines of com-
munication by which energy is transported have 
frequently been tempted to further their interests 
by charging rents for access. Supplying states have 
regularly attempted to band together to increase 
market prices. At least since the 1970s, environ-
mental groups have put pressure on governments in 
rich states to look beyond the market and consider 
externalities when setting energy policy.

Despite these pressures, until recently, the world 
has generally maintained a global free-market energy 
economy in which the prices of energy commodities 
have hovered around the cost of extraction and sup-
ply has been dependable. Historically, this system has 
rested on three pillars: a reliance on freedom of the 
seas for most international energy trade; a multiplic-
ity of energy-exporting nations and multinational 
corporations that made collusion and nationalization 
difficult; and the preference given by oil-importing 
nations to energy supply and price, over other con-
siderations such as the environment. Each of these 
pillars, and hence the basic energy system, is increas-
ingly uncertain.

Insecure Energy Lines of Communication
Unimpeded transportation of energy has never 

been assured. Throughout the history of the modern 
energy market, states attempted to influence transit 
routes for parochial reasons. During the World Wars, 
the Cold War, and the Iran-Iraq war, belligerents 
used diplomatic and military power to interdict 
opponents’ energy supplies. However, because most 
global energy commodities traveled by sea, and 
because Great Britain and the United States were 

dominant sea powers, their opponents’ efforts were 
generally frustrated in war and free-market distribu-
tion mechanics persisted in times of peace.

In recent years, however, a number of events have 
begun to undermine freedom of energy transpor-
tation. Over the last two decades, natural gas has 
become an increasingly important part of Europe’s 
energy economy, and Russia and Central Asian 
states have begun to supply a large portion of that 
resource. Unlike petroleum exports, which mainly 
travel across oceans to final buyers, natural gas must 
generally travel by pipelines through sovereign terri-
tory. The main geopolitical implications of overland 
transport are that the United States cannot use its 
maritime power to secure energy sea lines of com-
munication and that Russia can use its geographic 
proximity and influence on Central Asian and East-
ern European states to seek economic and diplomatic 
rents from natural gas exports.

Russia has routinely made use of its influence 
over energy supply routes. In January 2006, Russia 
flexed its muscles by cutting off natural gas exports 
to Ukraine and did the same in 2007 to Georgia and 
Belarus. After Russia’s intervention into Georgia in 
2008, Russian leaders made it clear that opposition 
to Moscow could affect natural gas supplies. Russia’s 
energy realpolitik has been effective. Major European 
states have regularly recoiled in the face of threats 
to their energy lifeline. Meanwhile, U.S. support for 
the free transport of gas in Central Asia and Eastern 
Europe has put it at odds with Russia.

Supply lines have also become less secure in the 
Persian Gulf ’s narrow Strait of Hormuz through 
which 40 percent of global oil exports flow. As Iran 
amasses modern antiair and antiship missiles and 
enhances its capacity for harassing tanker ship-
ping, America’s role as guarantor of the freedom of 
the seas assumes a riskier and costlier burden. In 
the longer term, China’s growing dependence on 
Middle Eastern oil may heighten Beijing’s concern 
about U.S. control of the sea lines of communication. 
These concerns have led China to expand its influ-
ence along the routes connecting the Arabian Gulf, 
Indian Ocean, Strait of Malacca, and South China 
Sea through a network of treaties, access to ports 
and airfields, and modernized military capabilities. 
If global petroleum demand continues to outpace 
supplies, the temptation for regional powers to seek 
diplomatic and financial rents by controlling sea lines 
and chokepoints is likely to increase.
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From Free Market to Oligopoly
For more than a century, global energy supply 

has been dominated by international corporations 
competing to find and extract energy resources for 
profit. The result has been that known reserves have 
often expanded faster than demand and prices have 
usually remained low. Petroleum, in particular, has 
averaged around $20 per barrel in inflation-adjusted 
dollars for nearly a century. While energy-exporting 
nations have attempted to coordinate their export 
policies to reduce supplies and increase prices, the 
large number of exporting states and the critical role 
international corporations have played in providing 
technology and expertise have usually frustrated 
cartels.

The longstanding dynamics of the global energy 
market are changing. Known oil and gas reserves 
have become increasingly consolidated in the hands 
of a small clique of often politically unstable states. In 
four of the top eight reserve-holding nations—Iran, 
Iraq, Nigeria, and Venezuela—a combination of in-
ternational sanctions, war, civil disorder, and corrup-
tion has reduced energy exploration and extraction 
below market expectations, diminishing supply and 
increasing prices. Over the same period, as extrac-
tion technology has spread from private companies 
to states, exporting countries have regularly national-
ized their reserves and seized multinational oil and 
gas companies doing business within their territory. 
Whereas most reserves and nearly all major energy 
companies were once private, more than 80 percent 
of all reserves are now under state control and a pro-
gressively larger number of oil and gas companies are 
partly or wholly owned by exporting governments.

As this has happened, major importing powers 
have become keen to influence supplying nations 
through diplomatic and military instruments of state 
power. The system that allocates energy interna-
tionally has become more mercantilist. China has 
vigorously attempted to use its newfound financial 
muscle to bring autocratic African and Central Asian 
oil-exporting regimes within its sphere of influence 
to bypass market mechanisms. Russian attempts 
to control the flow of energy in Central Asia and 
Eastern Europe have regularly escalated to energy 
blackmail and threat of force. Similarly, at least since 
the early 1990s, the United States has used various 
diplomatic tools, including military-to-military con-
tacts, with regimes in Central Asia and the Middle 
East to increase their connections with the West.

The net effect of these changes has been to reduce 
the amount of gas and oil on the international 

market and to move the market toward oligopoly. 
The emerging system is less stable and less predict-
able than the older market-driven system. In the 
old system, the large number of competing energy-
supplying states and companies dampened the effects 
of actions by particular suppliers and inhibited the 
ability of suppliers to coordinate policy. In the new 
system, market supply is increasingly dependent on 
the nuances and preferences of individual states. Re-
cently, even apparently trivial political events in ex-
porting nations have been enough to cause dramatic 
fluctuations in prices, and the United States has, on 
occasion, been reduced to cajoling Saudi Arabia and 
other major exporters to increase energy supplies 
to reduce market prices. From the viewpoint of the 
emerging autocratic oil-exporting oligarchy, the 
system works. It is funneling trillions of dollars into 
their economies and increasing their political power 
at home and diplomatic power abroad.  Even short 
term dips in prices help them in the long term by 
suppressing investment in conservation and alterna-
tive fuels. There is little reason to expect the current 
trend toward oligopoly to reverse itself or anticipate a 
return to the more stable energy environment of the 
20th century.

Environment and the Diminishing Importance 
of Price

The third dynamic altering the current global 
energy market is the increasing importance of envi-
ronmental concerns in determining importing states’ 
energy policies. Whereas energy policies in rich 
states were once determined mainly with an eye to 
reducing price, price today is becoming decreasingly 
important vis-à-vis fears of pollution and particularly 
of global warming.

For several decades, the governments of rich coun-
tries have been under mounting pressure to modify 
energy policies to account for environmental factors. 
The success at influencing governments over the 
environment has varied across countries and time. 
But the contemporary era is particularly green, and 
the influence of environmental groups is growing 
rapidly. While clashes once mainly pitted naturalists 
against economic interests, as concerns about global 
climate change grow, the number and political influ-
ence of groups committed to environmental policies 
will expand. Today, many governments and non-
governmental organizations are lobbying the United 
States for more eco-friendly policies, and U.S. energy 
policy has become a major point of diplomatic, as 
well as domestic, friction.
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It is difficult to predict the effect of environmental 
concerns on energy markets. In general, environ-
mentalists argue for higher prices on carbon-based 
fuels to reduce demand. However, environmental 
science is too young and lobbying too disparate to 
make prediction easy. In the United States, con-
flicting interests sometimes pit one environmental 
interest against another. For instance, lobbies aimed 
at reducing radioactive waste and preserving natural 
ecosystems currently restrict the construction of 
U.S. nuclear and hydroelectric plants. In the process, 
however, they have caused the country to increase 
the number of dirty, carbon-producing coal plants. 
Also, some policies are self-defeating. To reduce 
greenhouse gases, the United States funds research 
on electric cars. However, since 50 percent of U.S. 
electricity is derived from coal, electric cars can pro-
duce more carbon and other pollutants per mile than 
cars running on regular gasoline. In addition, some 
policies have unintended consequences. Recent legis-
lation that discourages the use of new fuels that emit 
more carbon across their lifecycle than petroleum 
appeared relatively benign when low oil prices made 
North America’s vast reserves of unconventional fos-
sil fuels unprofitable to extract and refine. However, 
should high prices make these reserves profitable—as 
they briefly did in 2008—the legislation will effec-
tively limit access to most of America’s oil reserves. 

In the meantime, environmentalists and energy sup-
pliers both hold out hope that new technology will 
eventually solve current problems.

Environmental concerns, and particularly global 
climate change, may prove to be this century’s 
greatest security challenge. Whatever the eventual 
outcome, however, they are fundamentally changing 
the way the global system extracts, transports, and 
uses energy and injecting uncertainty into global 
markets. As concerns over climate change increase 
with time and governments search among myriad 
proposed solutions, the price and volatility of energy 
are likely to increase and incentives for privately 
funded research and infrastructure development are 
likely to be adversely affected.

As the global energy economy transitions toward 
a more statist and mercantilist system, policymakers 
are likely to find themselves operating in terra incog-
nita. In the old system, private companies absorbed 
most of the risk; in the emerging system, states will 
bear a larger portion of the risk as they pioneer new 
policies. Many of the policies that will set the tenor 
for the next century will be developed and imple-
mented in the next decade. Global leadership is 
needed, and difficult national choices will have to be 
made. The world is changing and the dynamics that 
facilitated a world powered by cheap fossil fuels are 
6 Continued on p. 74

Russian workers weld connection for new pipeline operated by state-run natural gas company Gazprom
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European Energy: Security in Coordination

The states of the European Union (EU) face significant challenges to their energy security because of dependence on a 
limited number of oil and gas suppliers and serious concerns about Europe’s contributions to global carbon emissions and 
climate change. Because EU members are mostly net energy importers, and because most energy-related policies are left 
to individual member states to negotiate, suppliers in the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and 
especially Russia with its nationalized oil and gas industries, hold a significant advantage in negotiations with European 
states. Europeans are well aware that energy security requires diversified suppliers and transit routes. However, this aware-
ness has not yet resulted in the creation of a common energy policy enabling coordination of EU relations with international 
energy suppliers.

In 2007, the Council of the European Union proposed an energy policy for Europe to address the security of energy sup-
ply, climate change, and the creation of a single EU market for energy. The EU has done a better job of addressing climate 
change and its internal energy market than it has of solving the problem of supply diversity. As a cornerstone of a climate 
change policy, the EU introduced a “cap-and-trade system” for carbon dioxide (a concept also under consideration by the 
U.S. Congress). The EU is currently in a second round of cap-and-trade programs based on lessons learned from the initial 
round, which resulted in low emissions prices and little mitigation. The EU also introduced energy competition for electricity 
and natural gas by requiring member states to allow all residential, commercial, and industrial customers the right to choose 
energy suppliers. This competition policy came under pressure as consumers continued to see energy prices rise in spite of 
this liberalization.

The EU is aware of the growing problem of its energy security. A 2006 Green Paper: A European Strategy for Sustainable, 
Competitive and Secure Energy, for example, recommended the following trio of priorities: establish a functioning internal 
energy market; move energy conversion to low-carbon technologies, with renewable energy producing 20 percent of supply 
by 2020; and achieve end-use energy efficiency improvements, achieving a 20 percent reduction in energy consumption by 
2020. These actions continue the EU’s aggressive moves toward diversification in energy as a mechanism for creating com-
petitive economies and mitigating climate change through programs fostering environmental sustainability.

The current European energy supply portfolio reflects a desultory track record of independent decisions made by the 
organization’s 27 individual member states. These past decisions, involving the role of nuclear power, coal, and imported 
natural gas, have led to divergent energy portfolios. For instance, nuclear power accounts for 40 percent of France’s energy 
needs, but it provides only 9 percent of the United Kingdom’s power supply and none of Austria’s. Similarly, coal has no role 
in electricity generation in France, but coal represents 92 percent of Poland’s supply, 65 percent of the Czech Republic’s sup-
ply, 62 percent of Greece’s supply, and 50 percent of Germany’s supply. The EU is moving ahead in some areas with EU-wide 
policies on energy supply using the issue of climate change as the policy driver. Thus, a January 2008 proposed directive on 
renewable energy requires that 20 percent of member state energy come from renewable sources by 2020, as recommended 
in the earlier Green Paper.

The EU is most vulnerable in the oil and gas sectors, with oil providing between 40 and 50 percent of primary energy needs 
for most EU members and natural gas sales dominated by Russia’s Gazprom. More worrisome, forecasts suggest that the 
trend is toward greater EU foreign dependence, with the EU projected to import 90 percent of its oil and 80 percent of its 
natural gas by the year 2030. At present, 45 percent of EU oil imports are from the Middle East and 40 percent from OPEC 
members. Increased dependence on a small number of suppliers and supply routes will make the EU more susceptible to 
energy disruption.

Given the reluctance of individual EU member states to cede greater authority to the Union, members must rely on the 
hope that individual states will display solidarity in the event of a supply crisis. The EU is promoting the diversification of sup-
ply, analyzing stockpiling, and improving transparency through the establishment of an EU Energy Observatory to collect and 
verify energy data. The EU also plans to use its partnership mechanisms to enhance ties with energy suppliers in the Caspian 
Sea, Black Sea, and North Africa regions.

If the states of Europe were to relinquish more sovereignty to permit the European Union to make critical decisions on 
energy policy, the result might well provide greater energy security for the EU. In the near term, however, it appears that indi-
vidual member states will continue to pursue their own national energy policies.
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diminishing. Leaders face the question of whether 
they can overcome inertia and adapt and change 
with it.

Recent Trends in the Changing Energy 
Landscape

Recent trends in current energy markets suggest 
that the world is on an unsustainable and undesirable 
trajectory with regard to energy. These trends include 
tight supplies and the elimination of excess capacity, 
persistent and growing demand, infrastructure and 
capabilities limitations, heightened geopolitical and 
investment risk, higher prices, and growing concern 
over climate change. At the same time, absent a 
major strategic shift in policy, U.S. influence in global 
energy markets will continue to erode because of the 
emergence of new global players and trends that will 
play an increasingly larger role in shaping tomor-
row’s energy system.

The urgent need to address climate change 
presents both a challenge and a clear opportunity 
for the United States and other major states to shift 
energy priorities in favor of greater efficiency and 
low emission fuels. This shift will fundamentally 
alter the geopolitical, economic, and environmental 
dynamics. In so doing, however, caution must be 
taken to develop strategies that balance government 
policies and market practices, to deploy new tech-
nologies while maintaining existing infrastructure, 
and to facilitate the transition to a new and sustain-
able energy future without undermining the present 
system’s relative stability.

Over the next 25 years, the world’s population is 
projected to grow from some 6.7 billion to well over 
8 billion people. With population, economic growth, 
and standards of living expected to increase in 
already densely populated areas, society will require 
greater resources (from water and food, to land, 
energy, and other basic materials) to fuel and sustain 
this expansion. As the world struggles to meet these 
energy needs, new trends and dynamics will shape 
our collective energy future.

Shifting Supply and Demand Dynamics
The first major trend shaping the energy future 

concerns the shift in who supplies energy and who 
demands it. Global energy demand is projected to 
increase approximately 55 percent by 2030, with 
nearly 74 percent of growth coming from develop-
ing economies, 45 percent from China and India 
alone. In fact, energy demand from developing 

economies (non–Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development [OECD] countries) is 
expected to overtake energy consumption in the 
developed world within the next 2 years. Over the 
same time period, energy supplies are projected 
to come from approximately the same fuel mix, 
mainly fossil fuels, and many of the same resource 
holders that exist today.

While there is always a chance that energy 
demand will not achieve these projected levels of 
growth, either because of an economic slowdown 
or better than historic rates of energy productivity, 
the overall outlook nonetheless remains daunt-
ing. Slower economic growth, while temporarily 
forestalling the need for increased energy supplies, 
does nothing to alter the basic trend lines and car-
ries with it adverse consequences. In addition, while 
higher energy prices have already slowed consump-
tion growth in some areas of the world, notably in 
the United States and Europe, in other areas (such 
as the Middle East and Asia) demand growth has 
proven remarkably resilient. The emergence of the 
non-OECD world as a major energy consumer 
further accentuates the global economic shift al-
ready under way. In 1997, the Group of Eight (G–8) 
countries accounted for 65 percent of global gross 
domestic product (GDP). A decade later, that figure 
had dropped to 58 percent and projections indicate 
that by 2015, those nations will account for less 
than half of global economic activity. Non-OECD 
nations will then comprise both the majority of 
conventional resource holders as well as represent 
the bulk of new economic growth areas. Further-
more, as internal energy demand grows within 
producer nations, absent massive new investment in 
production capacities, export volumes will inevita-
bly decline.

In addition, as oil demand continues to grow 
internationally, the inability of non–Organization 
of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) produc-
ers to keep pace has dramatically enhanced OPEC 
leverage. With Russian oil output reaching a plateau 
and production decreasing in the North Sea, the 
United States, and Mexico, the world is becoming 
more reliant on supplies from a handful of producer 
nations—many of which have different agendas, 
production policies, and internal political needs. The 
International Energy Agency (IEA) has projected 
that by the middle of the next decade, the “gap” 
between presumed oil demand and available global 
supply (after accounting for reservoir decline rates) 
could exceed 10 million barrels per day. While glob-

5 Continued from p. 72
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al inventories could help offset part of that deficit, at 
least temporarily, ultimately the allocator of scarce 
resources will be markedly higher prices.

The Changing Resource Base and Delivery 
Requirements

A second trend shaping the energy future is the 
changing resource base and the requirements for 
delivering it. The world is not running out of energy, 
but it is becoming more difficult to gain access to, 
produce, and convert the world’s energy resources 
and deliver them to the people who want them. En-
ergy resources are geographically, geologically, tech-
nologically, and financially more difficult to reach. 
Large supplies of conventional oil and natural gas 
remain located in the Middle East and Eurasia, while 
the Western Hemisphere is rich in unconventional 
fuels such as oil sands, oil shale, and extra-heavy oil 
deposits. Geographically, the presence of these non-
conventional reserves should buttress security, but 
they also present sizeable environmental challenges, 
particularly in an age of carbon constraints.

Maintaining a robust, secure delivery infrastruc-
ture for long-distance transport of vast volumes of oil 
and gas through congested transit points is a salient 
concern. In the coming years, energy trade flows will 
be affected by a concentration of supply and demand 
centers not geographically collocated. Coal, natural 
gas, biomass, and other resources are being trans-
ported longer distances to reach demand centers. 
While alternative energy forms provide a welcome 
supplement to conventional energy resources, they 
are unable to serve as replacements at scale and re-
quire significant new infrastructure and investments 
of their own.

In a dramatic shift from previous decades, na-
tional ministries and national oil companies control 
more than 80 percent of conventional oil reserves 
and account for more than half of current crude oil 
and natural gas production. In contrast, international 
oil companies, which have been indispensable to 
the development of oil and natural gas resources 
throughout the world, are now in danger of margin-
alization. The new class of national oil companies is 
well funded, has access to advanced technology, is 
becoming involved in exploration and production 
activities in foreign markets, and is gaining experi-
ence and honing project management skills with 
each passing day. In places where foreign invest-
ment and international oil company involvement are 
politically unpalatable, bilateral energy agreements 
with other national companies are perceived to have 

a competitive advantage over many international 
companies. Many of those companies are adjusting 
to this new operating environment, but the potential 
long-term implications are worrisome.

High Price Environment and Investment  
Challenges

A third trend shaping the energy future centers on 
the high price of energy and the risky nature of energy 
investments. Notwithstanding the drop in gas prices 
in late 2008, persistent demand and tight supplies, 
as well as escalating equipment and materials costs, 
have generally caused energy prices to rise across the 
board. While most analysts foresee some relief within 
the near term, the continued growth in demand will 
eventually lead to higher prices. Much of the world’s 
economy was built on cheap energy. In the United 
States, homes, vehicles, transportation habits, and 
heating and cooling preferences are all geared toward 

Iraqi firefighters battle pipeline fire after rocket attack at Northern Oil 
Company in Kirkuk, November 2006
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Major Contentious Oil and Natural Gas Pipelines

1  Cano Límon-Coveñas Frequent target of sabotage by guer-
rillas of the ELN and FARC; U.S. military advisers have worked 
with Colombian government forces to enhance security along the 
pipeline route.
2  East Siberia-Pacific Ocean (ESPO) Originally, Moscow agreed 
to terminate the ESPO pipeline at Kozmino Bay and deliver most 
of its oil to Japan, but persistent lobbying by Beijing has led to a 
plans for a spur from Skovorodino to Daqing in China, question-
ing the viability of completing phase two to the Pacific (though 
some oil will be delivered by rail cars).  Major environmental 
hurdles also have to be overcome in completing the project.
3  Caspian Pipeline Consortium (CPC) The Russian state holds 
the largest share in CPC, but Chevron and other Western firms 
also hold significant portions. Kazakhstan seeks to expand capacity 
to 1.3 mb/d, but Moscow is balking over transit fees.
4  Kazakhstan-China Represents a calculated effort by China to 
reduce its dependence on Middle Eastern oil and enhance its en-
ergy security, in particular by reducing its vulnerability to a future 
trade blockade enforced by the U.S. Navy.
5  Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) Built with strong U.S. backing 
to avoid reliance on pipelines transiting Russia or Iran. Russian 
hostility to the pipeline (and resulting U.S. support for the pro-
Western government in Georgia) was a major factor in Moscow’s 
August 2008 invasion of Georgia and its continuing support for the 
breakaway enclaves of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.
6  South Caucasus Pipeline (SCP) Like the BTC, viewed in 
Moscow as a challenge to its control over the flow of Caspian Sea 
energy to European markets and so a factor in its August 2008 
invasion of Georgia.  
7  Nabucco Designed to reduce heavy European reliance on Rus-
sian natural gas and so enjoys strong backing from the EU and the 
U.S. The Russian invasion of Georgia in August 2008 may have 
been intended to blunt enthusiasm for Nabucco as most of its gas 
would be obtained from Azerbaijan via the SCP. 
8  Caspian Gas Pipeline Intended to transport Turkmen gas to 
Russia, Ukraine, and Europe via Gazprom’s extensive pipeline 
network. The new conduit will connect to the existing Central 
Asia-Center gas pipeline network on the Kazakh-Russian border. 
Designed to frustrate  EU and U.S. efforts to secure Turkmen gas 
for Nabucco via a proposed Trans-Caspian link to the SCP.
9  Chad-Cameroon Partly financed with a World Bank loan in 
the hope that increased international oversight would lead to a  
greater allocation of oil revenues to grassroots social and economic 
development in Chad. However, persistent intransigence by the 
Chadian government led the Bank to suspend loans to Chad in 
2006; although a compromise was later reached, the government 
repaid the original pipeline loan in 2008 without satisfying the 
Bank’s initial development objectives. 
10  Trans-Saharan Gas Pipeline Intended to transport Nigerian 
gas to Europe. Could cost $21 billion or more and pass through 
extremely harsh and often embattled areas. Strongly backed by the 
EU as a way of reducing reliance on Russian natural gas.  

Source: Country analysis briefs posted at Web site of U.S. Department of 
Energy’s Energy Information Administration.
bcfd = billion cubic feet per day
bd = barrels per day
mbd = million barrels per day
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Vital World oil Transit Chokepoints

Name Location Estimated 2006 Barrels 
per Day Oil Flow

Strait of Hormuz between Iran and United Arab Emirates plus Oman; links 
Persian Gulf to Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean

16.5-17 million

Strait of Malacca between Malaysia and Indonesia; links Indian Ocean to South 
China Sea and Pacific Ocean

15 million

Suez Canal and Suez- 
Mediterranean (SuMEd) 
Pipeline

connects Red Sea and Gulf of Suez to Mediterranean Sea; ap-
proximately 3,000 tankers transit the canal annually; because 
of canal’s narrow width oil is also transported via pipeline

4.5 million (3 million via 
SUMED)

Bab el-Mendab between Yemen and Djbouti; links Gulf of Aden to Red Sea 3.3 million

Turkish Straits (Bosporus and 
dardanelles)

between European and Asian Turkey; links Black Sea with 
Aegean and Mediterranean Seas

2.4 million

Panama Canal connects Caribbean Sea with Pacific Ocean .5 million

Source: U.S. Department of Energy, Energy Information Administration, “World of Oil Transit Chokepoints,” January 2008 
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a world in which energy is relatively inexpensive. In 
places where energy prices are already unaffordable, 
governments often bear the burden of subsidizing the 
price of fuels and electricity. These subsidies dampen 
the demand response to price increases and place 
economic pressure on government budgets.

The IEA estimates that industry and governments 
will need to invest $22 trillion between now and 
2030 to meet the forecast energy demand. That high 
figure does not take into consideration the invest-
ment necessary to shift the global energy system 
from its current state to a lower carbon alternative. 
The inability to access lowest cost reserves combined 
with new demands for materials and labor has sub-
stantially increased project development costs. New 
capacity, whether from conventional oil and natural 
gas, coal, nuclear power, pipeline and transmission 
facilities, or a new generation of renewable energy 
forms with its infrastructure, will require heavy and 
sustained investment over a long period.

Shifting Geopolitical Dynamics and Outmoded 
Institutions

Geopolitics constitutes a fourth trend shaping the 
energy future. Higher prices have caused a resur-
gence of resource nationalism and the tendency to 
exert greater state control over the resource base. The 
severity of restrictions on access to oil and natural 
gas resources ranges from a complete prohibition on 
foreign investment, to mandatory partnerships with 
national energy companies, to demands for a greater 
share of equity, control, and production-related rev-
enues (sometimes retroactively) for the host govern-
ment. While sovereign nations have always controlled 
their resources, the revision of legal and regulatory 
structures has created an atmosphere of investment 
uncertainty. Other factors—such as the changing role 
of geopolitical alliances in forming energy deals; poor 
governance and political stability issues; threats to fa-
cilities, infrastructure, and transit areas; and a greater 
focus on human rights, environmental degradation, 
poverty alleviation, and energy equity issues—have 
emerged as elements of the changing geopolitical 
landscape affecting energy production, delivery, 
and use. As a result of these factors and high prices, 
governments are increasingly concerned about their 
immediate and long-term energy security.

Global receptivity to U.S. alliances and Western-
based institutions has declined in recent years—as a 
function of both the eroding legitimacy of the United 
States and the emergence of new global players with 

different cultures, business practices, foreign policy 
agendas, and clout. The rules of the road in today’s 
more multipolar world have yet to be written; when 
they are, the writers will include a new group of 
global and regional powers.

These changing dynamics call into question the util-
ity, relevance, and effectiveness of existing institutions, 
many of which are the result of a post–World War II 
order conceived in a decidedly different environment 
from the global dynamics we are currently experi-
encing. The existence and size of today’s sovereign 
wealth funds are allowing strategic resource holders 
and burgeoning economic powers to self-finance 
new investments both at home and abroad without 
the involvement or structures of traditional lending 
institutions such as the World Bank, International 
Monetary Fund, and regional development banks; the 
emergence and desires of growing economic powers 
such as China, India, and Brazil are challenging tradi-
tional notions of free trade and globalization.

The capacities and leverage of existing institutions 
are also being challenged. Examples include IEA ef-
forts to include major new consumers such as China 
and India that are not OECD members (a prerequi-
site for IEA membership), and United Nations (UN) 
attempts to fashion an equitable and effective climate 
change plan that incorporates the varied concerns 
of diverse nations. Similar challenges extend to 
regional and global treaty organizations now pressed 
to expand their traditional mandates to increasingly 
complex and expensive endeavors. The emergence of 
single focus, voluntary “coalitions of the willing” and 
nonstate actors, beyond traditional nongovernmental 
organizations, will further muddy the geopolitical 
and diplomatic landscape.

Urgent Environmental Concerns
Of all the trends listed so far, growing concern over 

climate change has the greatest potential to alter fun-
damentally the future of energy production and use. 
Fossil fuels have been identified as a major contributor 
of anthropogenic (human-generated) greenhouse gas 
emissions into the atmosphere—a key factor in global 
warming. Scientists state with increasing levels of cer-
tainty that atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse 
gases must be stabilized to avoid the most danger-
ous impacts of climate change. A key component of 
policies aimed at mitigating climate change is to slow, 
stop, and ultimately reverse the growth in greenhouse 
gas emissions from human activity. A prime target for 
action is the carbon dioxide emitted by the burning of 
fossil fuels.

5 Continued from p. 75
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Energy and Environmental Insecurity

The world relies on fossil fuels for nearly 85 percent 
of its energy needs. Reducing that dependence will re-
quire significant new investment, technology improve-
ments, and massive-scale deployment. A recent IEA 
study confirmed that even halving global fossil fuel 
consumption (the goal being discussed among the G–8 
leaders for whom the study was written) will require a 
titanic shift in public policy, changes in consumption 
behavior, and massive new investment, and will take 
decades to complete. Transitioning to a low-carbon 
energy future will require a complete transformation of 
the energy delivery system upon which the world has 
relied for a century and movement toward a new, more 
resilient and sustainable system, but one that is largely 
theoretical, untested at scale, and expensive. Given the 
unsustainability of the current system, however, such a 
transition must inevitably occur, and in many ways, the 
transformation is already under way. 

These trends and challenges are not entirely new. 
Growing import reliance, increasing energy prices 
(albeit at lower levels), vulnerable infrastructure, di-
minishing access to resources, geopolitical tensions, 
and the environmental impact of energy production 
and use are phenomena the world has endured for 
years. Yet until recently, no one issue or combination 
of issues posed a serious enough concern to warrant 
sustained policy attention. In the future, this may no 
longer be the case. The fragility of the current system 
is akin to a house of cards. A significant shift in one 
or more of these trends or a precipitous action taken 
by one or more of the major or emerging players now 

threatens the overall stability of the entire energy sys-
tem, making the potential for serious consequences 
more likely on multiple fronts.

It is against this backdrop that future U.S. and 
global energy policy—and all of its various facets 
related to sustainable economic, environmental, and 
foreign/security policy—must be fashioned.

Energy and Central Asia 
Central Asia and its energy are becoming increas-

ingly important in international security. First, Central 
Asia contains large untapped reserves of oil and gas, 
located in countries that are not members of the OPEC 
cartel. Second, new oil and gas will be coming onto the 
market from these countries in the coming decade, and 
the routes of delivery are still in negotiation. These de-
livery routes are the focus of a competition for control 
over future resources that involves China, Russia, and 
Europe. Third, several Central Asian states are awash in 
oil revenues but still face serious governance challenges.

Kazakhstan has the largest share of Caspian oil and 
is home to Kashagan, the fifth largest oil field in the 
world—and the largest field outside the Middle East. 
Kazakhstan’s current export output averages 1.2 mil-
lion barrels per day (bbls/day) and is expected to more 
than double within the next 10 years. Export levels 
above 3 million bbls/day, which Kazakhstan envisions, 
would put it among the top five exporters in the world. 
In natural gas, Turkmenistan represents a similar op-
portunity. Under its previous leadership, full informa-
tion about Turkmen natural gas riches was carefully 

Table 1. Natural Gas Production and Proven Reserves, 2007

Production
(billion cubic feet)

Production Rank
Reserves

(trillion cubic feet)
Reserves Rank

Central Asia

Turkmenistan 2.432 11th 94.216 13th

Uzbekistan 2.302 12th 61.603 20th

Kazakhstan 0.985 23d 67.203 17th

Azerbaijan 0.345 <25th 45.132 23d

Rest of the World

Russia 23.064 1st 1,576.753 1st

United States 19.278 2d 211.085 6th

Canada 6.604 3d 57.550 21st

Iran 3.952 4th 981.748 2d

Norway 3.270 5th 104.567 12th
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protected, but Turkmenistan may rank among the top 
10 in world natural gas reserves. Kazakhstan, Uzbeki-
stan, and Azerbaijan also have significant natural gas, 
with reserves ranking 17th, 20th, and 23d, respectively, in 
the world. Development of all these reserves depends 
on clear markets and delivery routes—and the latter 
pose particular challenges for these land-locked states.

Routes of Delivery
The challenge for Central Asia is to export its oil 

and gas through new routes, moving away from 
exclusive reliance on Russia. At present, only one gas 
and three oil pipelines offer export routes that do not 
cross Russian territory. Only one line has the added 
advantage of requiring no transit states: the small-
capacity, relatively new Kazakhstan-China oil pipe-
line. The Baku-Supsa oil pipeline also has relatively 
small capacity, but has operated successfully for the 
longest period of time. The Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
(BTC) pipeline is longer and has a larger capacity (1 
million bbls/day). To date, the oil is from Azerbaijan, 
but the pipeline may in the future include oil from 
Kazakhstan. The Baku-Tbilisi-Erzerum natural gas 
pipeline currently has a capacity of 8.8 billion cubic 
meters per year (bcm/year), expandable to 20 bcm/
year. Continued successful operation of these lines 

is critical to confidence of investors in oil and gas in 
the region, and Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan are 
seeking investors.

Kazakhstan’s oil routes. Kazakhstan’s President 
Nursultan Nazarbayev maintains that it is in his coun-
try’s national interest to export energy resources in all 
four directions of the compass. Actual export patterns, 
however, demonstrate that Russia is a transit country 
for more than 80 percent of Kazakhstan’s oil exports. 
In 2007, Kazakhstan exported 34 percent using Rus-
sian rail and pipelines, and another 52 percent using 
the Caspian Pipeline Consortium (CPC), a privately 
owned pipeline that runs across Russian territory (the 
Russian government is one of several owners). The 
likely doubling of Kazakhstan’s exports within 10 years 
has caused great competition for future export routes. 
Kazakhstan is developing a system that will commit 
it to the BTC pipeline for the future. This project, the 
Kazakhstan Caspian Transportation System (KCTS), 
would connect onshore oil fields via pipeline to an 
Aktau port, from which 500,000 bbls/day would be 
barged to the BTC pipeline. KCTS would serve U.S. 
interests in keeping the BTC full even as Azerbaijan’s 
oil declines, in strengthening Kazakhstan’s economic 
ties to the West, and in giving Kazakhstan more inde-
pendence from Moscow in transit.

Canadian ship Louis S. St-Laurent maneuvers to moor up with USCG Healy during cooperative science mission in 
Arctic Ocean
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But the KCTS—which would rely on the security 
of Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey as transit states—
is not Kazakhstan’s only option. For many years, Iran 
has accepted Kazakh oil shipments, used that oil in 
its northern cities, and then exported an equivalent 
amount of its own oil under the Kazakh flag into 
the Gulf. This is called an oil swap and helps Iran 
meet its domestic needs and circumvent embargoes 
of its oil. Approximately 6 percent of Kazakhstan’s 
exports traveled through Iran in 2007. Iran’s swap 
capacity was expanded in 2004 to 150,000 bbls/day. 
Iran could expand capacity to accommodate 500,000 
bbls/day, but demand for that route—except during 
periods of regional conflict—has not been sufficient 
to justify expansion. A southern pipeline route 
through Iran would be direct and relatively inex-
pensive, but the United States maintains pressure on 
Kazakhstan and the oil companies working there to 
reject that possibility. China may be a more attrac-
tive recipient since demand in the Asian markets 
is expected to grow some 8 million bbls/day in the 
next 15 years. In 2007, only 7 percent of Kazakhstan’s 
exports went to China. Plans to double the capacity 
of the Kazakhstan-China pipeline have been put on 
hold. For reasons both technical and political, the 
pipeline’s current 200,000 bbls/day capacity is not 
yet fully used, even though Russian companies add 
almost one-quarter of the daily input.

The one route that seems to be well on its way to-
ward expansion is the one planned by the CPC. Plans 
are under way to expand from its current 800,000 
bbls/day to 1.34 million. Russia has not been an en-
tirely satisfactory transit state—members of the CPC, 
though it is a private pipeline built for Kazakhstan oil 
exports, have often been subjected to pressure to in-
clude more Russian oil in the pipeline than specified 
in agreements. Russia has strongly favored expansion 
of the CPC. Kazakhstan’s leadership assumes that it 
will continue a close energy relationship with Russia, 
but it remains unclear if Kazakhstan can expand its 
options without damaging that positive relationship.

Turkmenistan’s natural gas routes. Turkmenistan is 
also being courted by the East and West to the pos-
sible detriment of the North. The Central Asia Center 
pipeline, which carries Turkmen gas to Russia and 
has been Turkmenistan’s longstanding export route, 
is undergoing expansion to increase its capacity from 
60 to 80 bcm by 2012. Two significant new routes that 
would not cross Russian territory are under consid-
eration. The 1,100-mile Turkmenistan-China natural 
gas pipeline with a capacity of 30 bcm would originate 
on the Turkmen-Uzbek border. Crossing 325 miles of 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, the pipeline would end in 
northwestern Xinjiang. China is eagerly pursuing this 
route, and agreements necessary for construction have 
been signed. The reported timeline, however (coming 
on line by 2012), is probably unrealistically ambi-
tious. Since actual amounts of natural gas available in 
Turkmenistan remain unclear, this pipeline is seen as 
competing with the European-favored Nabucco line. 
Europe and Azerbaijan have encouraged Turkmeni-
stan to take part in this proposed pipeline, which 
would transport Azerbaijani and Central Asian gas to 
Europe. The proposed initial capacity is 13 bcm, ex-
pandable to 31 bcm. Success of this pipeline depends 
on Turkmenistan’s participation and the construc-
tion of an undersea line across the southern Caspian. 
Russia has been working to keep Turkmenistan from 
committing to the Nabucco line.

Governance Challenges to the Region
Central Asian states face two key challenges: their 

current supply of oil and gas to outside markets 
can be interrupted by transit states, and the wind-
fall profits in revenues from oil and gas make their 
weak states vulnerable to corruption, inflation, and 
increasingly authoritarian rule.

Security of supply. Typically, the United States 
frames security of supply in terms of the interests 
of importers. In this region, however, the abil-
ity to export freely is a key security concern. The 
United States throughout the 1990s promoted the 
idea among these states that happiness is multiple 
pipelines, but the August 2008 military incursions 
into Georgia have reminded the region that Russia’s 
so-called near abroad remains significantly under 
Russian influence. The states must balance their eco-
nomic desire for diversity with their political desire 
for harmony with Russia. This poses a challenge not 
only for western-bound supply, but also for eastern-
bound supply. Although the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) has established energy as one of 
its platforms of cooperation, energy exports are more 
likely to drive a wedge into the organization than to 
strengthen it. Russia may attempt to use the SCO to 
manage China’s efforts in Central Asia, but the Cen-
tral Asian states’ interests will be best served by using 
SCO as an additional access point to China, and an 
opportunity to involve China in moderating Russia’s 
control over energy exports. In pursuing western 
routes, the Central Asian states must rely on market-
motivated investors rather than states. Political 
events in the Caucasus have considerably increased 
the perceived political risk, which is likely to dampen 
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investor enthusiasm for security-enhancing routes 
such as Nabucco. Such routes will require high-level 
political assistance in order to succeed, on a level 
with the political support received in years past by 
the BTC pipeline.

Petrostate governance. There is a tendency for 
governance in petrostates to become worse as 
revenues rise. In the Caspian area, governance 
has worsened in recent years. These already weak 
states are facing hyperinflation, increasing levels 
of corruption, and persistent lack of transparency 
in state affairs. States that depend on oil revenues 
often function as if it is safe to ignore the wishes of 
the population, since revenues come not from the 
people but from an industry to which the govern-
ment has direct access. Central Asian states are 
energy rich and sparsely populated. Because these 
states have high reserves per capita, they have more 
of a cushion than densely populated petrostates. 
Even so, they are not immune to popular demands. 
However, the challenge of providing advice and 
assistance in improving governance will persist 
and will likely worsen in these states. States awash 
in revenues can easily resist offers from outside 
states to extend governance assistance. This makes 
the energy-rich states of Central Asia particularly 
vulnerable in the longer term.

Countries external to this region may define 
their key interest as securing access to the region’s 
resources. More conservatively, they may define 
their key interest as ensuring that these states 
themselves are supported in their pursuit of open 
markets and the free flow of resources. Diversifica-
tion in any direction helps Central Asia and reduces 
Russian influence there. However, routes toward 
China may have the unintended effect of making 
European countries even more reliant on Russia’s 
energy resources.

Climate Change
Both greenhouse gases (GHGs) and climate 

change are important elements in global energy se-
curity. GHGs include a group that occurs natural-
ly—carbon dioxide (CO2), methane, nitrous oxide, 
and ozone—as well as compounds such as chloro-
fluorocarbons that do not occur in nature. All of 
these gases have become much more prevalent be-
cause of human activity.1 Buildup of these gases has 
altered the composition of the Earth’s atmosphere, 
with consequences for the Earth’s climate. They are 
termed greenhouse gases because they trap heat in 
the atmosphere, reflecting that heat back to Earth.

The Threat and Its Estimations
The debate on climate change—whether it is 

happening, the extent to which it is anthropogenic 
(human-generated), and the extent to which it is a 
threat—has persisted in the United States much lon-
ger than in other developed nations. In spite of early 
U.S. leadership in climate science and climate policy 
negotiations, the United States now lags behind 
many other developed states in its policies and analy-
sis. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), a UN community of climate scientists who 
shared the Nobel Prize with Al Gore in 2007, has 
been united in explaining the risks for many years.

Why do the data—and the predictions—keep 
changing? Scientific uncertainty about the rate of 
warming persists because it is difficult to create pre-
dictive models about open environmental systems. 
As the atmosphere warms and nature responds, 
unanticipated effects continually appear. Early 
predictive models, for example, did not incorporate 
the impact of thawing permafrost tundra’s release of 
methane into the atmosphere—a process that is ac-
celerating GHG accumulation dramatically because 
methane is an especially potent GHG. Nor did the 
early models properly incorporate the increased 
growth rates of key tree populations that pull CO2 
out of the air—a process that is slowing upper atmo-
sphere accumulation of greenhouse gases.

Evidence is compelling that nearly 1 degree 
Celsius warming has already occurred relative to 
pre-industrial times.2 Continued acceleration of the 
rate of warming in recent years is the key source of 
concern. Many analysts identify 2 degrees as a criti-
cal threshold level—an environmental tipping point.3 
Two Washington area think tanks in 2007 collabo-
rated on a careful comparison of available models of 
likely future climate change patterns and the poten-
tial security impacts.4 Their analysis assumes a best-
case scenario of a temperature increase of 1.3 degrees 
centigrade by 2040. Under such a scenario, they 
assert that key likely security impacts are increases 
in global prevalence of insect-borne diseases, coastal 
inundation (which will affect urban centers and 
agriculture), and migration caused by crop failure 
and loss of land. According to their analysis, changes 
above 2.6 degrees (their medium case scenario) 
would lead to devastating nonlinear events that may 
render areas ungovernable—events such as large-
scale loss of potable water, spread of overwhelming 
pandemic disease, up to 15 million additional people 
being affected by inundation of coastal communities, 
and substantial changes in marine and ecosystems 
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due to changes in undersea currents. Troublingly, 
the IPCC predicts that a warming of more than 4.5 
degrees by midcentury is possible.

What we know with a high level of certainty is that 
the accelerated density of GHGs in the upper atmo-
sphere is causing weather to behave less predictably. 
But the rate of temperature change and the security 
risks posed by such change remain uncertain. Even 
improved models cannot provide policymakers with 
certainty about the emerging interactive effects. The 
chances of catastrophic slowing of the thermoha-
line conveyor belt that warms the northern Atlantic 
remain unclear; increased threat of hurricanes is 
believed to be associated with global warming, but 
this cannot be definitively proven in the near term; 
and the number of degrees that ocean temperature 
is likely to rise in the 10-, 50-, and 100-year future is 
still intensely debated.

In a climate of uncertainty, when action is believed 
to be expensive and politically unattractive, it is 
tempting to do nothing. However, climate change 
belongs to a category of phenomena known as 
long-wave events: events in which, while the threat 
remains distant and not entirely understood, political 
will to act to reduce the threat is absent. Once the 
risk is evident enough to galvanize political will, the 
moment in which the risk could have been reduced 
is past and the task of nations becomes mitigation 
of consequences. (The unfolding of the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic in Africa is one example of such a long-
wave event.)

The U.S. Role
The problem of climate change poses key security 

threats for the international political environment 
as well as for the natural environment. In spite of a 
lack of U.S. domestic consensus on the proximity of 
the threat, a clear fact remains. The United States is 
now and has historically been a lead contributor to 
the problem. The United States was the world’s lead 
emitter of GHGs every year until 2007, when Chinese 
emissions surpassed U.S. emissions. Americans still 
produce more than four times as much carbon per 
capita as the Chinese, and have been producing high 
levels of carbon since the Industrial Revolution. Cli-
mate change is a key security concern for U.S. allies, so 
the United States fails to exercise leadership at its own 
peril. Strategists must consider not only the environ-
mental risks of climate change, but also the interna-
tional diplomatic risks of not doing enough about it.

The United States must move away from its recent 
role—internationally perceived as obstructionist—

and seek to occupy a meaningful leadership role in 
international efforts to address the problem. The 
Kyoto Protocol, which entered force without U.S. sig-
nature, will expire in 2012. By that time, a new set of 
international mechanisms will be put into place for 
the future. It behooves the United States to be part of 
that process, preferably in a leadership role. As the 
United States contemplates its options, three issues 
should be foremost in the minds of policymakers: 
the key actors that must be involved in a meaningful 
solution, the key sectors that must be transformed as 
a matter of priority, and the key policies that could 
enable the United States to have the greatest impact 
on CO2 abatement at the least cost.

Key State Actors
The key actors in treaty negotiation are states. 

States make policies and can bind their citizens to 
international commitments. Since high-altitude 
pollutants such as CO2 have an impact globally, UN 
efforts have focused on involving as many nations 
as possible. The UN Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change, which contained no binding limits on 
emissions, was ratified by 192 nations, including the 
United States, in 1992. It is on the basis of that treaty 
that all signatory nations use standardized measures 
of GHG emission and capture, and provide regu-
lar reports of energy consumption, emissions, and 
threats posed by climate change. This regime should 
be continued, regardless of the future of associated 
treaties, as it provides common language, a forum, 
and a useful information base.

However, since fewer than 20 countries are 
responsible for 80 percent of the world’s emissions, it 
is often contended that including the other 150-plus 
countries as partners makes effective solutions more 
difficult to achieve. It is often argued that the number 
of nations truly needed to solve the problem of 
climate change is small. Since the current Kyoto Pro-
tocol is not signed by the United States and imposes 
no emissions targets on Brazil, India, and China, it 
does not touch key historical contributors or crucial 
rising emissions powers.

The earliest effort to create a new coalition was 
through the Gleneagles Dialogue on Climate Change, 
Clean Energy, and Sustainable Development initiated 
in 2005 under British leadership. The Gleneagles 
Dialogue has continued since then, and includes the 
G–8 countries plus China, India, Brazil, Australia, 
and a handful of other lead emitting states. It also in-
cludes international organizations such as the Euro-
pean Union, IEA, and World Bank. The United States 
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has supported this forum, but it has also promoted 
a competing White House initiative called the Asia-
Pacific Partnership on Clean Development, which 
includes Australia, China, India, Japan, and South 
Korea, focusing on voluntary measures to introduce 
more clean technologies relevant to greenhouse gas 
reduction. These projects to date have been partial 
fixes, ones that neither satisfy allies who believe the 
threat to be imminent, nor offer targets for reduc-
tion. There has also been substantial competition 
for who will be included, and how leadership and 
monitoring of progress will be achieved.

Key Actors within the States
Effective climate policy, domestic and internation-

al, will rely on the successful interaction of several 
communities. Domestic laws must lead: governments 
must be involved in setting policies and laws that 
regulate emissions and punish offenders within their 
territories. Since GHG emissions have historically 
been regarded as environmental externalities, their 
cost has not been incorporated into production of 
goods and services. Governments must create the 
incentives necessary to internalize these externali-
ties. Industry must be closely involved to ensure that 
efforts to reduce emissions are undertaken in ways 
that encourage least-cost approaches and maximize 
innovation, the better to meet ambitious abatement 
goals. States, such as California, exercising leader-
ship in state-based legislation on emissions should be 
encouraged, since their efforts provide laboratories 
to test potential future policies. However, at the pres-
ent moment, the Federal Government is challenging 
the right of states to set such standards. Finally, the 
nongovernmental sector, including think tanks and 
foundations, must be involved to provide ongoing 
critique of the efforts and visions of the future in this 
area. Climate change is a highly complex phenom-
enon, not only in terms of open environmental 
systems, but also in terms of the economic, scientific, 
and policy interests and equities involved.

Key Sectors
In the same way that there are key nations, there 

are also key sectors that must be engaged if emissions 
reductions are to be meaningful. Analysis consistent-
ly suggests that these sectors are power, the building 
sector (often combined with power in analysis), 
industry (especially cement and steel), transport, 
and land use and agriculture. According to World 
Resources Institute, electricity and heat account for 
24.6 percent of world GHG emissions, transporta-

tion constitutes 13.5 percent, industry 13.8 percent, 
deforestation 18.2 percent, and agricultural processes 
13.5 percent. Complete GHG abatement policies will 
set clear guidelines and priorities for each of these 
sectors, which should be engaged in the development 
of least-cost policies. But the sectors must receive 
clear signals that regulation of carbon emissions is 
imminent and a serious policy priority.

Key Policies
The most widely recognized approach to reducing 

carbon emissions remains establishing a cap on them, 
combined with ensuring a functioning and regulated 
market for emissions permits. In 2008, both Presiden-
tial candidates endorsed such systems for the United 
States. Since these programs are mandated under the 
Kyoto Protocol, a number of signatory states have 
years of experience in creating and regulating such 
markets. The United States should learn from their 
best practices, complementing its own experience in 
other air quality cap-and-trade systems such as the 
United States Sulfur Dioxide program. The United 
States should also seek to retain its historic role as a 
leader in technological innovation, which can only oc-
cur if legislation presses for improved efficiency.

The Kyoto Protocol may represent a flawed inter-
national approach, but it has established important 
experience and precedents. The United States should 
not abandon the negotiations of a follow-on treaty. 
It may be effective to engage a smaller number of 
states in a separate agreement, but any “coalition of 
the willing” approach will be rightly criticized if it 
does not impose limits and does not offer resources 
for adaptation and mitigation for poorer nations. 
Such a separate agreement would ideally incorporate 
the group of countries responsible for 80 percent of 
emissions, rather than defaulting to countries with 
whom it is easiest to reach agreements.

Water Security
Water scarcity is the principal indicator of water 

security, and it includes both physical and economic 
water scarcity. Physical water scarcity is a situation in 
which water use for agriculture, industry, and domes-
tic purposes is approaching or exceeding sustainable 
limits. Economic water scarcity is a situation where 
institutional, infrastructural, or financial limitations 
prevent populations from gaining access to water, even 
though there is enough available to meet human de-
mands. Overall, the drivers of physical and economic 
water scarcity complicate sustainable management of 
water and create critical observable trends.
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Quantity
Global. Researchers have calculated that, by the 

year 2025, water scarcity will affect more than 75 
percent of the world’s population. Currently, 2.8 bil-
lion people face some level of water scarcity.5

Globally, the United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP) points out that excessive withdraw-
als from surface waters and aquifers, industrial pol-
lution, inefficient use, climate change and variability, 
and natural disasters are major causes of water stress, 
threatening human well-being and ecological health.6

The anthropogenic competition between agricul-
ture, industry, and households for water is increasing 
(see table 2). Additionally, water required to sustain 
essential natural ecosystems is seldom included 
in global formulas for water usage. Moreover, the 
complex ecosystem services provided by function-
ing ecosystems, to include flood regulation, climate 
moderation, and water purification, are often under-
appreciated and unprotected.7 In particular, global 
climate change is expected to create enormous stress 

on natural ecosystems and overall water quality and 
quantity.

Africa. Water security in Africa is tenuous. On 
the continent, more than 300 million people out of a 
total population of more than 800 million live with 
physical and economic water scarcity challenges. 
These water-scarce conditions exist even though Af-
rica contains one-third of the world’s major interna-
tional river basins and its population uses less than 6 
percent of its renewable water resources. The uneven 
spatial and temporal distribution of Africa’s water 
resources exacerbates many complex regional water 
issues. On average, African governments spend less 
than 0.5 percent of their GDP on water resource de-
velopment. The majority of African farmers depend 
on rainfall to supply water for crops. Water supplies 
in cities are comparatively better than in rural areas. 
In general, Africa needs more integrated approaches 
to water resource management.

Asia and Oceania. The water security situation in 
Asia and Oceania is also fragile. Similar to Africa, 

Table 2. Global Water Use by Sector (percent)

Agriculture Industry
domestic and  

Residential
Ecosystems

Region

Developing Countries 81 11 8 ?

Developed Countries 46 41 13 ?

World 70 20 10 ?

Source: World Resources Institute, Earth Trends Environmental Database, 2007.
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Contested Trans-boundary River Systems

In many areas of the world, nations rely for a major share of their water supply 
on river systems that are shared with neighboring countries. It is not uncommon 
for disputes to arise over the allocation of water on these shared systems—as, 
for example, when an upstream riparian state announces plans to build a dam 
on the river, potentially reducing the downstream flow or altering its seasonal 
cycle. These disputes have sometimes led to interstate friction or threats of war, 
especially when water is scarce to begin with and the countries involved do not 
enjoy warm relations. With global warming expected to further reduce water 
availability in many arid and semi-arid areas, the potential for conflict over the 
allocation of water from shared river systems is likely to increase. Some of the 
trans-boundary river systems that have figured in past disputes are listed below 
and are illustrated in separate maps.

River Location Source of friction

Ganges-
Bhramaputra

Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
China, India, Napal

Allocation of waters, dam con-
struction; diversion schemes

Indus Afghanistan, China, India, 
Pakistan

Allocation of waters

Jordan Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Palestinian territories

Allocation of waters

Mekong Cambodia, China, Laos, 
Thailand, Vietnam

Dam construction, alteration of 
watercourse

nile Northeast Africa Allocation of waters, dam con-
struction

orange Lesotho, South Africa Allocation of waters, dam con-
struction

Tigris-Euphrates Iran, Iraq, Syria, Turkey Allocation of waters, dam con-
struction, water quality

Source: International Rivers (Berkeley, California).

Water stress by country

Water availability per capita  
per year (cubic meter):

n severe (<1,000)

n	potentially severe (1,000 – 1,999)

n	moderate (2,000 – 3,999)

n	low (>4,000)

Degree of Risk Extreme High  Medium

Source: J.P. Ericson et al., “Effective Sea-Level rise and Deltas,” Global Planet Change, 50 (February 2006), 63–82.

River deltas and Megadeltas: Potential for Inundation and Social disorder

Many scientists fear that some of the world’s most highly populated river deltas are at risk of inundations due to sea-level rise as temperatures increase around the 
world, heating the oceans and causing them to expand. Global warming is also expected to increase the rate of glacier melt in Greenland and Antarctica, further 
adding to the rise in global sea levels. Many deltas are at risk due to natural subsidence and a loss of sediment buildup as a result of upstream dam construction. 
Added together, these risks pose a significant threat to the future habitability of various large deltas around the world. According to one study published in 2006, 
as many as 1 million people could face severe risk in the Nile, Mekong, and Ganges-Bhramaputra Deltas by 2050, and lesser numbers at some 21 other deltas. In 
many cases, these people will be forced to abandon homes and move to safer areas inland, often facing hostility of those already occupying these areas.
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the irregular spatial and seasonal distribution of 
resources in Asia and Oceania complicates regional 
water security problems. China alone has over 22 
percent of the world’s population and only 8 percent 
of the world’s fresh water. This fact has contributed 
to a shortage of drinking water for more than 12 mil-
lion Chinese. Water shortages are causing rising food 
prices and forcing migrations in some areas of China. 
The UNEP points out that in India, urban water 
demand is expected to double and industrial demand 
to triple by 2025. In the Middle East, between 1985 
and 2005, overall per capita freshwater availability 
fell from 1,700 to 907 cubic meters/year and based on 
projected population increases, it is expected to decline 
to 420 cubic meters/year by the year 2050.8 Overall, 
population and economic growth will increase de-
mands for water supply and irrigation services, and 
the fact that approximately 60 percent of the region’s 
water flows across international borders further com-
plicates demand challenges.

Europe. Europe’s water quantity challenges are not 
as acute as Africa or Asia/Oceania but do exhibit 
state-centered problems. Cyprus, Bulgaria, Belgium, 
Spain, Malta, Republic of Macedonia, Italy, the 
United Kingdom, and Germany are showing signs 
of economic water scarcity, and Ukraine and Belarus 
are exhibiting indications of physical water scarcity. 
Salt-water intrusion into underground aquifers is 

beginning to affect water resources in Italy, Spain, 
Malta, Cyprus, and Turkey. Overall, 14 percent of 
Europe’s population is affected by water scarcity. 
However, many Europeans are moving to cities and 
the growing urban populations should have access 
to adequate water supplies for the near future. In 
addition, Russian and the Nordic countries have vast 
supplies of relatively untapped water and could sup-
ply fresh water to Europe, China, and Central Asia. 
In 2000, the European Union made water protection 
a priority with the implementation of the European 
Union Water Framework Directive.

North America. Americans and Canadians overall 
have ample water supplies. The United States and 
Canada possess approximately 13 percent of the 
world’s renewable fresh water, but water users are not 
always close to water sources, and some consumers 
experience periodic shortages. In addition, over the 
last 20 years, North Americans have lowered their 
per capita water consumption yet remain the highest 
per capita water users in the world. However, sections 
of the western United States are beginning to experi-
ence physical water scarcity, and water rationing 
affects approximately 16 million Americans.9 Global 
climate change is expected to exacerbate these and 
other water deficits. Agricultural irrigation, the ma-
jor use for water, continues to increase and is com-
peting with cities for limited supplies. In reaction, 

National park in Timor-Leste protects coral reefs and monsoon rainforest
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water restrictions and conservation strategies have 
become common.10 The greatest challenge North 
Americans face in the future regarding water will be 
the equitable allocation of water resources.

Quality
Global. Human activities often degrade water 

quality, degraded water quality harms human 
and ecosystem health, and degraded ecosystems 
cannot perform indispensable ecosystem services. 
A circular, deleterious causal relationship begins 
when water quality declines. Globally, each year in 
developing states, 3 million people die from water-
borne diseases, and the majority are children under 
the age of 5. The single greatest cause of human 
illness and death internationally is contaminated 
water, and agricultural and urban runoffs are major 
sources of pollution.11

Africa. The biggest threat to water quality in Africa 
is land degradation, which causes economic stress, 
destroys biodiversity, reduces water availability, and 
alters river flows, all leading to inferior water qual-
ity. In addition, land degradation weakens essential 
ecosystem services such as flood control and water 
purification. Soil salinization as a result of inefficient 
irrigation methods is also degrading water supplies. 
In Africa, approximately 647,000 square kilometers, 
or 2.7 percent of its total land area, is impacted by 

salinization, representing over 26 percent of the 
world’s salinized land area. Poverty also contributes 
to poor water quality in Africa. Over 72 percent of 
sub-Saharan Africa’s urban population lives in slums 
where they do not have adequate housing, clean 
drinking water, or access to sanitation facilities. 
Overall, about 313 million Africans do not have ac-
cess to satisfactory sanitation services.

Asia and Oceania. In Asia and Oceania, over the 
last decade, remarkable progress has been made to 
increase access to clean drinking water, but some 
655 million people in the region (17.6 percent) still 
do not have access to unpolluted water. Five of the 10 
most polluted rivers in the world are found in Asia: 
the Yangtze, Mekong, Salween, Ganges, and Indus. 
In India, diarrhea diseases cause over 450,000 deaths 
annually. In China, 75 percent of drinking water is 
heavily polluted, and most lakes have nitrogen and 
phosphorus levels from agricultural chemicals that 
exceed national water quality standards. Chinese of-
ficials have also stated that almost 90 percent of the 
groundwater in China is contaminated with organic 
and inorganic pollutants. However, Chinese officials 
have recently made efforts to reverse these nega-
tive trends. Chinese leaders recently invested more 
than $2.5 billion in small-scale projects intended to 
increase the number of people with access to clean 
water by 60 million.

Sudanese refugees wait to draw water from hand pump
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Europe. Most Europeans have access to good 
quality drinking water. In addition, in most parts of 
Europe water quality is improving due to reductions 
in contaminant loads from wastewater treatment and 
industries, as well as declines in industrial and agri-
cultural activities. However, many Europeans still do 
not have access to clean water and sanitation facili-
ties. The main source of water pollution in Western 
Europe is agriculture, and over 120 million people in 
Europe have water access and sanitation problems. 
Unique challenges in individual countries are still 
present. Russia has approximately 200,000 tons of 
materials from chemical weapons buried in over 
350 sites. Nevertheless, European governments have 
responded to these challenges. The 1999 Protocol on 
Water and Health was designed to protect human 
health and well-being by better water management.12 
It is the first international agreement specifically 
designed to create sufficient supplies of clean water 
and adequate sanitation for all Europeans.

Latin America. Almost 28,000 cubic meters 
of fresh water are available per capita to Latin 
Americans each year, a level much higher than the 
world average. Conversely, freshwater resources are 
unevenly distributed. As of 2005, almost 50 million 
Latin Americans still lacked access to clean drink-
ing water and over half (34 million) lived in rural 
areas. In addition, only 14 percent of sewage was 
adequately treated, and approximately 127 mil-
lion people lacked access to sanitation facilities.13 
In the region, for the first time in three decades, 
water availability has begun to limit the socioeco-
nomic development of some Latin American and 
Caribbean areas, particularly in the Caribbean.14 
Nevertheless, some improvements to water quality 
have been made. The percentage of people with 
access to clean drinking water increased from 82.5 
percent in 1990 to 91 percent in 2004. In the same 
period, urban access to clean water increased from 
93 percent to 96 percent, and rural access increased 
from 60 percent to 73 percent. Also, in 1990 ap-
proximately 68 percent of the region’s population 
had access to sanitation services; this percentage 
improved to over 77 percent in 2004 (85.7 percent 
urban and 32.3 percent rural).

North America. Although drinking water in North 
America is the cleanest in the world, some locations 
in the region have water of lower quality.15 Agricul-
tural runoff, sewage treatment plant discharges, and 
hydrologic modifications are the primary sources of 
water pollution. In the United States, from 1985 to 
2000, Americans experienced over 250 disease out-

breaks and almost 500,000 cases of waterborne ill-
ness from polluted drinking water. Every year more 
than 3.5 million U.S. citizens get sick from exposure 
to pollution from sewer spills and overflows. In par-
ticular, 42 percent of U.S. shallow streams are in poor 
environmental condition, and 40 percent of major 
U.S. estuaries are highly eutrophic as a result of ex-
cessive nitrogen enrichment. The excessive nitrogen 
comes from Mississippi River Basin farms, and the 
nitrogen flowing into the Gulf of Mexico helps create 
the world’s second largest hypoxic dead zone (the 
largest is in the Baltic Sea).16 Canadian lakes, rivers, 
streams, and aquifers are also experiencing similar 
threats to water quality from increased fertilizer use 
by farmers, more livestock per acre, and overapplica-
tion of manure to farm land.

Some researchers contend that conflicts over 
freshwater resources may increase the prospects for 
lower-level armed conflict,17 and others assert that 
conflicts over freshwater resources will replace oil as 
the major cause of international wars.18 It is not in-
evitable, however, that these conflicts will lead to vio-
lence or remain unresolved.19 Specifically, new water 
use technology, more inclusive decision-making, and 
better alignment of economic signals and incentives 
could reduce conflict and enhance cooperation glob-
ally, regionally, and locally.20

Currently, new technology is changing how water is 
used and reused to meet human economic and envi-
ronmental needs.21 Technological advances have also 
been accompanied by water management reforms 
such as Integrated Water Resource Management, an 
eco-based system for addressing water quantity and 
quality issues. These innovations must also be an 
adjunct to improvements in water economics, and 
“getting the price of water right”—that is, pricing 
water in a way that encourages productive use and 
conservation without excluding the poor from access 
to this irreplaceable resource—is crucial. In sum, 
broad application of new technological, administra-
tive, and economic water resource management 
tools is urgently needed to avoid violent conflict over 
scarce water resources while ensuring future popula-
tions have high-quality, sustainable water supplies 
now and tomorrow.

The Department of Defense: Trailblazing 
New Energy Infrastructure and Fuels

The United States currently faces a number of 
interconnected energy security problems, including 
a growing dependence on foreign oil, the effects of 
rapidly fluctuating oil prices on the economy, and 
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the effects of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions on the 
global climate and on U.S. relations with other states. 
Since the mid-1980s, the Department of Defense 
(DOD) has played an increasingly important role in 
helping to solve these problems by reducing its own 
energy use and carbon emissions, by pioneering new 
conservation techniques and alternative fuels, and by 
instituting policies that help those technologies and 
techniques diffuse to larger audiences.

Using government organizations, and particularly 
security institutions, to blaze trails for industry is not 
a new idea. Since the construction of the empire-
securing Roman roads two millennia ago, security 
has been one of the greatest impetuses for new 
technology and infrastructure projects, and defense 
establishments have regularly proven able to take on 
projects too large, risky, or unprofitable for private 
industry. Over the last century, DOD and affiliated 
defense organizations have accomplished a number 
of such goals. The Manhattan Project, which opened 
the way for nuclear energy, is the best-known project 
of this type, but the Atlas Missile Project, which 
paved the way for commercial space, and ARPANET 
(Advanced Research Projects Agency Network), 
which provided the foundation for the Internet, are 
additional examples.

In the current era, DOD’s role in trailblazing solu-
tions to energy-related problems is taking two paths: 

complying with—and exceeding—Federal mandates, 
and working with other governmental organizations 
to use its defense laboratories, massive base structures, 
and networks of contractors to address energy-related 
problems in ways that other Federal agencies cannot.

Mandated Change
Although energy has been a critical component 

of the U.S. defense infrastructure for more than a 
century, DOD’s current move toward conservation, 
low emissions, and alternative fuels began more 
recently through a series of regulations that seek to 
reduce Federal energy use and to create markets for 
new energy conservation techniques and technolo-
gies. Since the mid-1980s, DOD has independently 
pursued more efficient and sustainable use of energy. 
In 1992, these efforts were reinforced when Congress 
passed the Energy Policy Act providing guidelines 
for energy conservation and use of renewable fuels 
by Federal agencies. In 1999, Executive Order 12123 
set a 2005 deadline for Federal organizations to 
reduce their infrastructure energy consumption by 
20 percent from 1985 levels. The Energy Policy Act 
of 2005 further increased requirements for renewable 
energy, and in 2007, Executive Order 13423 called 
for, among other things, a further 30 percent increase 
in energy efficiency by 2015.

Like many other Federal agencies, DOD has been 

Solar panels covering 140 acres of Nellis Air Force Base provide power to base
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successful at meeting mandated requirements. As of 
2008, through conservation and technological initia-
tives, DOD reduced the energy its facilities consumed 
by 28.5 percent and increased the amount of electric-
ity its installations received from renewable sources 
to around 10 percent. Because DOD is the single 
largest energy-using organization in the world, these 
improvements are significant. However, DOD has gone 
beyond mandates and taken steps to use its unique 
assets to exceed congressional requirements. While 
most Federal institutions can only meet green renew-
able fuels requirements by buying green energy from 
the grid, DOD has exceeded requirements by using its 
laboratories and base facilities to generate their own re-
newable energy. Moving beyond Federal requirements, 
on its own initiative, the department set standards that 
require its installations to obtain 25 percent of their 
electricity from renewable sources by 2025.

DOD research labs and commanders approached 
their green energy and energy independence re-
quirements with enthusiasm. Currently, the Navy’s 
innovative China Lake base is powered entirely by 
geothermal energy. The Navy also maintains major 
solar and wind turbine facilities. Similarly, the Army 
maintains the world’s largest geothermal installa-
tion at Fort Polk and is taking significant steps to 
increase its use of solar power both in the field and 
at installations such as Schofield Barracks in Hawaii. 
The Air Force has gone further yet, enforcing a 
Service-wide energy policy that requires leaders to 
consider energy as a factor in every decision. So far, 
the Service has developed renewable energy facilities 
that remove 3 of its bases from the grid entirely, and 
10 more bases have large renewable energy projects 
under way.

Beyond Mandates: The Alternative Fuels  
Program

One weakness in congressional energy regula-
tion as applied to DOD is that—albeit for important 
reasons—fuel used for tactical purposes is excluded 
from mandates. While absolutely necessary, this ex-
ception is unfortunate because the majority of DOD 
energy purchases go toward aviation fuel used for 
tactical applications. Thus, by excluding tactical fuel 
from conservation and alternative fuel mandates, 
Congress removed around 62 percent of all DOD 
energy consumption from its program.

In 2006, under the direction of then–Air Force 
Secretary Michael Wynne, a handful of Air Force 
leaders took on this problem. At the time, the Air 
Force was experiencing considerable problems due to 
the volatility and increasing price of JP–8 (the price 
of petroleum had fluctuated from below $25 in 2001 
to above $60 in 2005). By one estimate, a $10 rise in 
the price of fuel increases the Service’s annual costs 
by over $600 million. The cost and price swings had 
serious implications for the Service’s ability to carry 
out its mission.

In an effort to control its vulnerability to the shift-
ing market, the Air Force launched its own alterna-
tive aviation fuel initiative. The goal of the program is 
to gradually insulate the Air Force from swings in the 
petroleum market by pioneering a domestic market 
in alternative fuels. Specifically, the program calls for 
the Air Force, by 2016, to be prepared to acquire 50 
percent of its domestic aviation fuel from domestic 
sources produced in a manner that is greener than 
fuels produced from conventional petroleum, and to 
do so at a competitive cost.

KC–135 refuels F–22 with new synthetic fuel
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The tack the Air Force is taking to meet its 
ambitious goal is innovative. The plan calls for the 
Service to quickly certify its fleet to fly on alterna-
tive fuels and allow private industry to provide 
various blends for the Air Force to test. When a 
firm provides a fuel that meets tactical, green, and 
economic requirements, it can obtain a long-term 
contract to supply its product to the Air Force. The 
plan rests on the idea that a market for alternative 
fuel does not currently exist—despite estimates that 
these fuels can be produced at prices below rates 
charged for petroleum-based fuels—largely because 
industry is unable to accept the risk of developing 
fuels that have no existing market.

There is, of course, no way to know in advance 
precisely what types of fuels the market will pro-
vide. The genius of the plan is to set broad require-
ments and allow the market to meet them. Whether 
or not the fuels developed will be cheaper than 
conventional fuels will largely depend on the vicis-
situdes of the petroleum market and the innovation 
of private laboratories and industry. Whatever the 
case, however, any fuels purchased by the Air Force 
will be greener, domestically produced, and less 
subject to the price swings of foreign markets than 
conventional fuels.

The Air Force’s alternative fuels initiative has 
implications that stretch beyond the Services or 
even the Nation. The department’s efforts to create a 
market for alternative fuels have provoked inter-
est among airlines around the world. Airlines have 
significant incentives to move to alternative fuels. 
Like the Air Force, their budgets are sensitive to 
changes in fuel prices. More than that, however, as 
concerns about greenhouse gases grow, airlines find 
themselves pressed by regulatory agencies. Numer-
ous airline leaders have noted that they would like to 
move to alternative fuels but cannot overcome the fi-
nancial obstacles to fostering a new market. Thus, by 
using its power as a government entity to overcome 
a market failing, DOD is taking a major step toward 
addressing a global problem.

The Department of Defense is first and foremost 
concerned with providing for the security of the 
United States. Where energy is concerned, its first 
charge will always be to defend the Nation and 
protect global lines of energy transportation. Yet the 
energy security problems that the Nation is currently 
experiencing do not easily lend themselves to direct 
solutions. Overcoming these problems will require 
an indirect approach that utilizes U.S. resources 

in innovative ways. It will require harnessing the 
imagination and initiative of civilian leaders, military 
commanders, and defense scientists, inspiring them 
with the need to overcome what is often described as 
a collection of the most pressing security concerns 
the Nation faces today.

Today, the Department of Defense is the largest 
nonstate economic entity in the world. Its bases 
and personnel span the globe. DOD contracts pro-
vide numerous industries with their major means 
of support, and, when spread throughout the 
global economy, its regulations and requirements 
channel trillions of dollars each year. DOD energy 
policies have enormous impact on audiences that 
extend to every corner of the globe. The depart-
ment’s energy initiatives go a long way toward 
solving many of the world’s most serious energy-
related problems. gsa
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A Squeeze Play on Sovereignty?
Everywhere, it seems, the nation-state is un-

der siege. Once the primary actors in the post-
Westphalian world, states no longer have the stage 
to themselves. Throngs of nonstate entities clamor 
for a share of the limelight. From below, aggrieved 
national groups press upward, at times violently, in 
defiance of status quos decried as unfair or repres-
sive. Meanwhile, from above, international bodies, 
regimes, or global advocacy groups press down on 
states, demanding greater accountability on every-
thing from product safety and environmental protec-
tion to human rights, often conditioning assistance 
on domestic performance. And then there is the 
sideways squeeze: from global society’s empowered 
private actors—both licit (for example, multinational 
corporations and trading and investment firms) and 
illicit (such as narcotraffickers, criminal gangs, and 
transnational terrorists)—who test the capacity of 

Chapter 5
Fragile States and Ungoverned Spaces

governments to control their own borders, arguably 
the first requirement of territorial sovereignty.

Why is state weakness such a glaring problem now, 
in the opening decades of the 21st century? After all, 
the accretion of state authority has never been very 
smooth or predictable over the course of history. 
In places such as China, Egypt, and Mesopotamia, 
civil administrative practices date back thousands 
of years, while in many other parts of Asia, Africa, 
and the Americas, the growth of civic governance 
is comparatively recent. Correspondingly, nonstate 
actors are hardly novel: whether plying the waters of 
the Barbary Coast, Shanghai, or lawless seaports in 
premodern Europe, these actors too have left their 
mark throughout history. That said, widespread 
anxiety over the quality and durability of national 
governance in our current era is not at all misplaced. 
Three factors help to explain why.

January 2009 capture of rebel leader Laurent Nkunda in Rwanda could increase chances for peace and stability in 
Democratic Republic of Congo
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First, more than a generation later, global society 
is still coping with the aftereffects of 20th-century 
decolonization. From the Ottoman Empire’s dissolu-
tion to the post–World War II eclipse of Europe’s 
imperial dominions, the ranks of independent states 
more than tripled: from 43 in 1900 to 135 by 1970.1 
Although this trend was justified in terms of advanc-
ing human freedom, its startling speed came at the 
price of political stability, especially in cases where 
independence was accompanied by artificial borders, 
inexperienced or capricious leaders, incipient faction-
alism, or socioeconomic and political dispensations 
that could not hold in the absence of colonial patrons.

Second, the Cold War’s onset in the late 1940s 
and its rapid subsidence nearly four decades later 
posed its own set of challenges. Without question, 
the superpower rivalry of that era had a stultifying 
effect on political development and modernization 
within certain regions situated along postimperial 
frontiers—in the western Balkans, Middle East, 
and Central and South Asia, most notably—and it 
provided a crutch more generally to those elites in 
the developing world who saw the benefits of trad-
ing loyalty to Washington or Moscow in return for 
support and assistance. Subsequently, as superpower 
disengagement began to pick up speed in the late 
1980s, the retrenchment of foreign aid and proxies 

exerted far-reaching, albeit uneven, influence: in 
southern Africa, Central America, and Indochina, 
the disengagement on balance helped to bring stale-
mated conflicts to closure, while elsewhere the result 
was greater instability as erstwhile beneficiaries of 
the Cold War dispensation gained greater room for 
malign maneuvering (for example, Saddam Hussein 
vis-à-vis Kuwait) or simply foundered on ebbing 
external support (such as Siad Barre in Somalia).

A third, more contemporary challenge to state 
governance is the quality of interconnectedness that 
now extends to even the most underserved parts of 
human society. Again, the impacts defy easy charac-
terization. Take communications: if fishermen, say, 
in the Bay of Bengal can use their cell phones to alert 
Bangladesh coast guard units to pirates who are loot-
ing their nets, that is a boost to local policing. It also 
helps the local economy if those same fishermen can 
get price quotes on their catch from local markets 
before they make landfall back in port. Yet if social 
agitators in Kenya, for example, can send text mes-
sages to incite their supporters, their efficiency is also 
improved; surely protests or mass violence can be 
targeted much more quickly than in the days when 
printed flyers, couriers, or radio broadcasts served 
that catalyzing role. And speed of communications 
is not the only metric here. Public health profession-

Children harvest potatoes in Nicaragua, the second poorest country in Latin America
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als the world over are well aware that the global air 
transportation network can deliver a disease-carry-
ing passenger to almost any destination in the world 
before symptoms present themselves.

Faced with unresolved legacies of bygone eras 
and a quickening pace of social interactions in many 
spheres of life, it is no wonder that many govern-
ments should feel beleaguered. Even where political 
elites may have the will to govern well, the way to do 
so may still be extraordinarily difficult. But lest all 
this anxiety inspire nostalgia for strong governance 
capacity, it is worth remembering how much state 
strength has contributed to humanity’s burdens 
in the past. As a response to war, revolution, and 
economic depression, the 20th century’s shift toward 
stronger centralized states, as Francis Fukuyama 
reminds us, brought with it both extreme experi-
ments in left- and right-wing totalitarianism, and 
continuing struggles over how to balance the pursuit 
of economic growth and public welfare.2 The lesson 
for 21st-century state-building, as Richard Cooper 
has argued, is that both the state and civil society are 
fragile structures—too little authority brings chaos 
and the loss of legitimacy; too much can crush the 
civil society that state institutions are intended to 
protect and nurture.3

Parsing the Problem
While many observers understandably regard doz-

ens of struggling states spanning several continents 
as an unnerving specter, policymakers need to look 
objectively at the stresses and strains that state fragil-
ity places upon global society when answering the 
“why should we care” question. There is, to be sure, 
the plight of the immediately affected populations to 
be considered; the fact that over a billion people live 
in the shadow of pathologies that could be avoid-
able with the kinds of core services that functioning 
governments elsewhere normally provide—for ex-
ample, public security, defense, basic social welfare, 
the rule of law/dispute resolution, natural resource 
management, and economic opportunity—poses a 
huge challenge in its own right. But what other issues 
must the global community confront beyond simply 
alleviating the humanitarian dimensions of the weak 
governance phenomenon?

There is, unfortunately, no easy answer to this 
problem. To start with, the quality of “weakness” or 
“strength” that a given state exhibits should not be 
measured against some abstract standard—it de-
pends very much on the level of demand for service 
delivery or regulation that societies generate. If, for 

instance, a largely rural country is already endowed 
with some of the requisites for good economic per-
formance, such as a fair distribution of arable land, a 
decent educational system, and sea- or airports that 
connect it to the global trading system, demands for 
state intervention into the economy may be less than 
in a case where a society is polarized by inequitable 
distribution of resources or educational opportunity. 
Likewise, states with relatively homogeneous popula-
tions and no persecuted or disaffected minorities 
may face less demand for affirmative governmental 
activism on political participation than in divided 
societies where such initiatives act as shock absorb-
ers for managing pent-up social resentments.

Second, even when gaps are clearly evident be-
tween demand for good governance performance in 
a given sector and its supply, cross-sectoral dynam-
ics make it difficult to postulate how “weak” a state 
really is. Thus, for example, we have an expanding 
public policy literature that analyzes the attributes 
or indicators of state weakness and, increasingly, 
attempts to rank countries according to those 
measures.4 As indicated in the strategic atlas in this 
chapter, there is widespread agreement on who 
the worst performers are; those states toward the 
bottom rungs are invariably low-income countries 
also engulfed in conflict or emerging from it, and 
face all the familiar pathologies associated with 
the aftereffects of mass violence. Where the indices 
begin to diverge are in cases where a state may have 
resource wealth or other endowments that give it a 
measure of economic viability—for example, Angola, 
Bangladesh, and Lebanon—while its political system 
may be crippled by deep-set factionalism or soft 
authoritarians. Whether that socioeconomic viability 
tends on balance to inoculate a governing elite from 
unrest with which it would otherwise have to deal, or 
actually dampens the pressures that otherwise might 
press factionalized elites from working together—or 
both—is hard to say.

Toll-takers, Hitchhikers, Incubators?
As for the kinds of perils that weak states pose 

for their neighbors and the global community 
more generally, here too one must tread with care. 
Oversimplifying cause-and-effect relationships 
between weak states as a group and the universe 
of “spillover” threats often attributed to them is, as 
Stewart Patrick has argued, a poor basis for public 
policy decisionmaking.5 That said, looking across 
various sectors, it is possible to discern several types 
of perverse functionalities that, to varying degrees 
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and in various places, fragile states may aid and 
abet. One is a toll-taking role: instances where state 
weakness has the effect of imposing costs upon the 
global trade network. Sea piracy is an apt example: 
at critical nodes along global shipping lanes—for 
example, the Straits of Malacca, the Gulf of Aden, 
or the Gulf of Guinea—piracy threats heighten the 
insurance and related costs of transregional shipping. 
In the same vein, rebel groups in the Niger Delta or 
violent jihadists operating in Saudi Arabia’s eastern 
provinces can pose threats to the flow of oil or gas 
to already stressed global energy markets, spiking 
prices as a result.

Along with taxes on licit trade, state weakness 
aids and abets the phenomenon of illicit hitchhiking. 
These are cases where trafficking in illegal commod-
ities—most notably, drugs, small arms, undocu-
mented migrants or slaves, and ill-gotten gains from 
transactions in these commodities—spans out across 
global society, often using existing trade routes and 
infrastructure to turn a profit. As Moisés Naím 
has observed, these trade networks may overlap at 
critical points and are driven by unsatisfied demand 
in the private sectors of wealthy states (or wealthy 
rebel groups, in the case of small arms), buoyed in 
turn by huge international price differentials for the 
services or commodities in question and the cost 
advantage of illicit production that acts as a magnet 
for potential suppliers.6 At various points along these 
well-trodden routes, whether West Africa, the West 
Balkans, or along the U.S.-Mexican border, one finds 
ill-equipped law enforcement agencies working 
under the shadow of physical threats, poor coordina-
tion across borders, and the corrupting influences of 
the trade in question.

Finally, there is the incubating function that 
weak states may serve. Spanning the economic and 
sociopolitical worlds, incubating environments 
provide fertile ground, sometimes literally, for the 
growth and maturation of a particular transnational 
phenomenon or commodity. Again, not all weak 
states are equally complicit as incubators. Andean 
Ridge countries account for most of the world’s co-
caine harvest, while poppy fields in Afghanistan now 
account for the bulk of the world’s opium; traditional 
sources for human trafficking include South and 
Southeast Asia, Africa, and former Soviet lands; and 
persistent conflict provides its own form of incuba-
tion, whether in the form of fleeing refugees or the 
growth of groups seeking to advance political agen-
das through violent means. When Soviet forces in-
vaded Afghanistan in 1980, they triggered an influx 

of mujahideen fighters from throughout the Muslim 
world, as well as support from wealthy Middle East 
oil producers and the United States. After the Soviets 
withdrew in 1989, a chaotic, Taliban-dominated 
Afghanistan and adjoining areas of Pakistan became 
hospitable venues for the continued training, 
recruitment, indoctrination, and team-building of 
violent jihadist groups whose resentments would be 
focused elsewhere. To cite George Tenet’s memorable 
formulation: “Afghanistan was less a state sponsor of 
terrorism than a state sponsored by terrorism.”7

While the 9/11 terrorist attacks dramatized the 
potential hazards of state weakness for a global audi-
ence, the search for remedial solutions has been chal-
lenging. Indeed, the fact that the Iraqi and Afghan 
stabilization campaigns so thoroughly dominate the 
landscape poses a huge dilemma for policymakers. 
Just as each highlights the imperative of striving for 
good governance as a requisite for success, they also 
command the lion’s share of attention and resources. 
That fact, plus growing public fatigue in the United 
States over the burdens of long-duration commit-
ments and the lingering memories of Vietnam and 
Somalia, makes the task of identifying and mobiliz-
ing support for broader priorities a daunting one. 
As the following discussion makes clear, the United 
States and the international community more gener-
ally are still in the early stages of developing the 
kinds of tools necessary to turn the corner on this 
pernicious problem.

Ungoverned Areas: Who’s in Charge?
From the Andean Ridge to the Celebes Sea, the 

existence of territories located within the formal 
boundaries of a state but beyond its effective control 
is an age-old problem. Governments everywhere 
have struggled for centuries against the use of law-
less areas as sanctuaries from which unruly tribes, 
criminals, and rebels could organize and launch raids 
on neighboring settled zones. Thus, the most acute 
manifestation of state weakness is found not only in 
its dysfunction but also in its complete absence from 
places where it should be.

With the resources afforded by globalization and 
modern technology, terrorists or other groups are 
able to take advantage of law enforcement vacuums 
to organize, train, plan, command, and launch opera-
tions at far greater range and exponentially greater 
destructive effect than the bandits and brigands of 
the past. For example, a number of major terrorist 
plots have been planned and coordinated from the 
ungoverned areas along the Pakistan-Afghanistan 
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border, including one in 2006 that would have 
destroyed seven transatlantic airliners had it not 
been thwarted by British police. Extremists have 
used these sanctuaries to launch attacks against 
government and coalition forces in Afghanistan and 
to carry out a wave of suicide terror bombings in 
Pakistan itself.

Underlying the sanctuary problem is another 
drama: the contest for local loyalty. Organizations 
that are either actually affiliated or simply ideologi-
cally aligned with those who launch attacks against 
outside targets exploit the lack of public services in 
ungoverned areas to establish rival political struc-
tures that enhance their credibility as alternatives 
to the status quo. The mere deficiency of services in 
these areas, combined with the hostility that often 
exists between local populations and neighboring 
groups or state authorities, generates grievances that 
radical propagandists can use to mobilize violent ac-
tion. Indeed, the existence of disorder in significant 
portions of any country undermines the credibility of 
the recognized government. At best, this erosion of 
legitimacy jeopardizes political reform and economic 
development; at worst, it can aid and abet transna-
tional criminals, pique anxieties over public health, 
and threaten the survival of the state itself.

Beware the Stereotypes
When people hear the term ungoverned area, they 

usually think of an isolated region of inhospitable 
terrain, where a weak central government lacks 
the wherewithal to enforce its writ. The prototypes 
would be tribal territory along both sides of the 
Pakistan-Afghanistan border, or former Khmer 
Rouge areas in northwestern Cambodia, or the 
eastern provinces of the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo. This concept is, however, at once too narrow 
and too broad. Ungoverned areas exist not only in 
fragile, failing, and failed states but also in inacces-
sible border regions of fundamentally well-governed 
states. For that matter, many places that are far from 
remote—some of them in the hearts of capital cities 
and in the migrant- and immigrant-populated slums 
that sometimes surround them—are also effectively 
ungoverned.

At the same time, it is essential to realize that not 
all areas of land outside the effective control of the 
nominal, internationally recognized state authori-
ties are truly ungoverned. Few inhabited areas of the 
world are absolutely without some kind of govern-
ment. It is entirely possible for the de facto possessors 

Migration: A Symptom of Conflict . . .  
or a Cause?

Social friction arising from the migration of mostly poor job-
seekers from the developing countries of the global South to 
better-off nations of the South or to the industrialized countries 
of the global North is already a source of conflict in many parts 
of the world, and is likely to become even more so as environ-
mental change begins to boost the number of “climate refugees.” 
Although the arrival of affluent, well-educated migrants does not 
usually provoke widespread hostility, opposition is growing in 
both developed and underdeveloped countries to the inflow of 
poor and destitute newcomers, who are often seen as threatening 
the jobs and livelihoods of native workers. This, in turn, has led in 
some cases to spontaneous mob violence against migrants, the 
rise of ultranationalist organizations that have periodically target-
ed immigrants for violent attack, popular demands for intensified 
patrolling of borders and coastal waters, and other moves that 
impinge on the mission, structure, and activities of law enforce-
ment and military organizations—a trend that is certain to gain 
momentum with time.

Although precise data are often hard to come by, it is evident 
that the world is witnessing a mammoth flow of human beings 
from the poorest lands of the global South to less impoverished 
nations in the same areas and to the global North. According 
to the World Bank, the developing world now houses approxi-
mately 74 million “South-to-South” migrants. Outside of the 
developing world, there are another 82 million “South-to-North” 
migrants—some residing legally in their adopted country, some 
not. While many considerations no doubt play a role in spurring 
this extraordinary human current, the allure of higher paying 
jobs in the destination country is probably the overriding factor. 
In Haiti, for example, per capita income in 2006 was $430, while 
in the neighboring Dominican Republic it was $2,910—a power-
ful magnet for cross-border migration, much of it illegal. Like-
wise, per capita income in Morocco—itself a lure for migrants 
from sub-Saharan Africa—was $2,160; across the narrow Strait 
of Gibraltar in Spain, it was $27,340. Similar income gaps can be 
found around the world, prompting poor and destitute individu-
als to leave their homes and, in many cases, face considerable 
hardship and risk in the search for better paying jobs.

Along with exploitation and abuse by unsavory employ-
ers and human traffickers—coyotes, as they are called on the 
U.S.-Mexican border—these migrants face an increased risk 
of violence at the hands of poor and unemployed residents in 
destination and transit countries. The fact that the migrants are 
often of a different race, ethnicity, or religion than those of their 
adopted country often adds to the hostility they face from na-
tives. In some cases, the violence they experience is provoked 
by fears that migrants will claim jobs that are already in short 6 Continued on p. 103
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supply; in others, that they will somehow jeopardize 
the racial or religious “purity” of the homeland. A 
May 2008 outbreak of anti-immigrant violence in 
South Africa, for example, was evidently sparked 
by resentment among impoverished slum dwell-
ers over high unemployment rates and rising food 
prices—with destitute migrants from Malawi, Mo-
zambique, and Zimbabwe chosen as scapegoats. 
Whatever the cause, at least 42 people were killed 
and tens of thousands forced from their homes be-
fore then-President Thabo Mbeki ordered the army 
to reinforce overstretched police forces and restore 
public order.

Military and paramilitary forces are also be-
ing called upon to play an ever-increasing role as 
defenders of borders and coastal areas perceived 
as being under assault by economic migrants and 
“boat people” from areas less fortunate. In the Unit-
ed States, for example, Army National Guard units 
have been deployed along the U.S.-Mexican border 
to assist Border Patrol forces in stemming illegal mi-
gration from Mexico. In Europe, the European Union 
has formed a joint naval patrol in the Mediterra-
nean, dubbed Operation Ulysses, to prevent small 
ships carrying illegal migrants from North Africa 
from reaching Spain, Portugal, and Italy. Although 
characterized as military operations other than war, 
such endeavors often employ equipment employed 
in low-level combat operations, such as aerial sur-
veillance systems and coastal patrol craft.

These migratory pressures—and the resulting 
points of friction—are sure to persist as long as the 
gap in income levels between neighboring coun-
tries remains so wide. But the global flow of human-
ity is destined to acquire flood-like proportions as 
global temperatures rise and many once-habitable 
areas become uninhabitable due to persistent 
drought, recurring crop failures, and sea-level rise. 
“We judge that economic refugees will perceive 
additional reasons to flee their homes because 
of harsher climates,” Dr. Thomas Fingar, Deputy 
Director of the National Intelligence Council, told 
the House Select Committee on Intelligence on June 
25, 2008. “Besides movements within countries, 
especially to urban areas, many displaced persons 
will move into neighboring developing countries, 
sometimes as a staging ground for subsequent 
movement onward to more developed and richer 
countries with greater economic opportunities.” 

More often than not, he continued, likely receiving 
countries “will have neither the resources nor inter-
est to host these climate migrants.”

The increase in migratory pressures as a result 
of global climate change—and what is sure to be 
a corresponding rise in anti-immigrant sentiment 
in receiving countries—will be felt throughout the 
world, but is likely to be especially pronounced 
along the southern boundaries of both the United 
States and Western Europe. “[T]he United States 
will need to anticipate and plan for growing im-
migration pressures,” Dr. Fingar testified in 2008. 
Although climate change is a slow-moving and 
long-term development, “extreme weather events 
and growing evidence of [coastal] inundation will 
motivate many to move sooner rather than later.” 
This is particularly a concern for the United States, 
he noted, because “almost one-fourth of the coun-
tries with the greatest percentage of population in 
low-elevation coastal zones are in the Caribbean”—
a relatively short distance by boat from American 
shores.

Europe faces a similar challenge, according to Na-
tional Security and the Threat of Climate Change, a 
2007 study by the CNA Corporation that notes, “The 
greater threat to Europe lies in migration of people 
from across the Mediterranean, from the Maghreb, 
the Middle East, and sub-Saharan Africa.” Environ-
mental stresses may not be the only factors driving 
migration to Europe, but “as more people migrate 
from the Middle East because of water shortages 
and loss of their already marginal agricultural lands 
. . . the social and economic stress on European na-
tions will rise.” A greater reliance on quasi-military 
means to stem the human tide and an increase in 
anti-immigrant violence are likely results.

The violence arising from increased human mi-
gratory pressures may be small-scale and sporadic, 
but it is growing in volume and frequency and is 
extending to more and more areas of the world. 
With the divide between rich and poor expected to 
remain wide and more regions being rendered un-
inhabitable by global warming, the impetus among 
affected peoples to move across international 
boundaries can only grow in intensity—despite the 
risk of meeting an increasingly hostile reception. 
Migratory conflict will, therefore, become an ever 
more significant problem in national and interna-
tional security affairs.
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of what Edmund Burke called the “quantum of 
power” in a community beyond the reach of the 
recognized government to govern the territory under 
their control almost as well if not better than the de 
jure authorities in their own part of the country. This 
applies especially not only to areas ruled on a practi-
cally permanent basis by secessionist or autonomist 
movements, such as Iraqi Kurdistan under Saddam 
Hussein or Transnistria and South Ossetia today, but 
also to less formally defined zones under the effective 
control of tribes or even organized crime gangs.

Finally, from a practical point of view, it is neces-
sary to pick and choose which ungoverned areas are 
sufficiently problematic to demand urgent interna-
tional attention and action, and among those requir-
ing attention, which ones are primarily challenges 
to human development and which are clear and 
present security dangers. As outside powers consider 
whether to get involved in dealing with the multitude 
of ungoverned areas, they will inevitably find them-
selves having to differentiate between them by decid-
ing whether the risk of “ungovernedness” is mainly 
to the people living in the area, to other citizens of 
the country concerned, or to other states. With this 
requirement to differentiate and prioritize in mind, 
policymakers should be careful to avoid setting un-
realistic goals or creating inflated public expectations 

that all ungoverned areas, or even all terrorist use of 
such ungoverned areas, can be eliminated.

Evaluating Strategic Options
Regardless of how well a de facto power structure 

may control a particular territory, the fact that it is 
neither connected nor accountable to the nominally 
sovereign authorities can create certain problems for 
the international community. The international state 
system is predicated upon the assumption that each 
sovereign state is capable of wielding effective power 
in the territory it purports to govern. Each state is 
obliged to keep its territory from being used to attack 
other states, and in particular to prevent its use for 
purposes of terrorism. If some states are unable to 
fulfill these obligations because they do not, in fact, 
wield effective power throughout their territory, there 
will be considerable pressure on others, whose people 
are targeted by terrorists enjoying sanctuary in un-
governed areas, to take matters into their own hands.

Perhaps equally important, especially in the post-
9/11 context, is that the problem of ungoverned areas 
serving as terrorist safe havens is inextricably tied to 
the wider globalized insurgency, rooted in a radical 
interpretation of Islamic political theory, that rejects 
the legitimacy of the international state system itself. 
Anything that calls into question the willingness and 
ability of the members of that system to provide for 

5 Continued from p. 101
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human needs within their respective territories is 
potential fodder for this extremist campaign. All of 
these considerations imply a rebuttable presumption 
that the best way to deal with ungoverned areas is to 
bolster the will and enhance the capacities of the de 
jure state so that it can extend control over the terri-
tory in question. It is precisely this approach that is 
embedded—apparently uncritically—in most exist-
ing strategy and policy on ungoverned areas.

Clearly, many countries do suffer from weak state 
institutions, so a policy of strengthening state capacity 
makes a great deal of sense as a general proposition. 
Actual ungoverned areas, however, do not exist as 
general propositions but as unique geographic, eco-
nomic, social, and, above all, political environments, 
each characterized by a set of facts that may well rebut 
the presumption underlying the general policy. Thus, 
before setting out to help the recognized government 
establish better control over an ungoverned area, we 
must ask ourselves three questions.

Why is the area ungoverned? Ungoverned areas 
are ungoverned for a reason, but not all of them for 
the same reason. Governance deficits may exist be-
cause an area is physically hard to reach, or because 
criminal gangs have seized control against the wishes 
of the local population, or because state authorities 
in the area have been co-opted, corrupted, or intimi-
dated. In all these cases, a strategy of strengthening 
and expanding governmental capacity would be a 
sensible response to the governance deficit. By con-
trast, some areas are ungoverned because the state’s 
ruling elite has, for one reason or another, chosen to 
disregard the interests and welfare of the inhabitants. 
Finally, some are ungoverned because the people 
who live there like it that way. This obviously applies 
to many of the most problematic cases, such as the 
tribal areas along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border 
and in the Yemeni countryside. In these areas, trying 
to introduce central government control may well 
increase, rather than decrease, popular support for 
insurgent and terrorist groups, perhaps even turning 
latent insurgencies into active ones.

What kind of governance would central authori-
ties impose? While ungoverned areas create many 
problems, they affect the international community 
most severely in the context of the struggle between 
competing visions of political legitimacy. Ulti-
mately, therefore, how an area is governed matters 
just as much as the fact that it is governed. Assist-
ing a police state to establish repressive authority 
over additional elements of its population might 
be effective in preventing an area’s use as a terrorist 

sanctuary in the short term, but at a long-term cost 
of alienating people who might otherwise be neu-
tral or even potential allies in the struggle against 
extremism. This is particularly true when dominant 
segments of the country’s population see inhabit-
ants of the ungoverned area as inferior or alien, or 
when governance is weak because inhabitants prefer 
not to be ruled by outsiders.

Will outside involvement make things better 
or worse? As difficult as it can be to extend state 
authority into a previously ungoverned area without 
alienating the local population, the problems may be 
multiplied exponentially if that authority is imposed 
under foreign pressure. Recent experience in Paki-
stan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) is 
a case in point. Again, whether outside involvement 
is productive or counterproductive depends on the 
case at hand, the type of assistance provided, and the 
strategy being pursued by the central government. 
In the best case, the provision of technical assistance, 
training, and equipment may enable the central 
authorities to compete more effectively for the hearts 
and minds of the contested population. In the worst 
case, outside involvement can stoke the fires of in-
surgency, reinforce popular sympathy with terrorist 
ideology, and undermine the legitimacy of the very 
regime the policy is intended to bolster.

The answers to these three questions may well 
lead to the conclusion that direct encouragement 
and assistance to the central government in extend-
ing control over the ungoverned area are the best 
course of action. If so, the process is still far from 
simple. Political consensus for action must be cre-
ated in the host state. Institutional capacities that 
are often inadequate even to meet the needs of the 
relatively well-governed areas of the country must 
be enhanced. Above all, it is essential to develop 
detailed, up-to-date intelligence on the geographic, 
social, economic, military, and political realities in 
the area to be controlled. Depending on the situation 
on the ground, the financial outlays and commit-
ments of expertise can be substantial, well exceeding 
those involved in traditional development assistance 
programs, and requiring much closer integration of 
a wide range of skills from various departments and 
agencies of the countries providing assistance.

If, on the other hand, the answers to the questions 
above lead to the conclusion that direct extension 
of state authority into the ungoverned area would 
be counterproductive, then a range of other options 
must be considered. These might include:
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n Working with leaders in both the central 
government and the ungoverned area to regularize 
the area’s status within the larger state. For example, 
in exchange for external economic development 
assistance or political concessions, local leaders may 
be open to limited but sufficient cooperation with 
government officials to curtail criminal or terrorist 
activity.

n Pursuing deals with the de facto power structure 
in the ungoverned area independently of the de jure 
central authorities. The development of coopera-
tive relations between U.S. forces and Sunni tribal 
sheikhs in Iraq’s Anbar Province may provide a 
rudimentary model. In the long run, this course 
may lead to support for formal independence for the 
(formerly) ungoverned area.

n Internationalizing the issue under the auspices 
of the United Nations (UN) or a regional security 
organization. Britain’s Lord Robertson and Lord 
Ashdown specifically referred to the possibility of 
UN-mandated action to deal with ungoverned areas 
when they advocated the creation of more effective 
military forces under the auspices of the European 
Union in June 2008.

None of these courses is without peril. Past 
reliance upon locals to police themselves without ef-
fective incentives to do so effectively is, in some mea-
sure, the reason why areas such as Pakistan’s FATA 
are practically ungoverned today. Choosing the 
wrong local power brokers to work with runs the risk 
of empowering warlords and creating what amounts 
to a giant protection racket. Clumsy attempts to buy 
off local populations by trading economic incen-
tives for compromises on highly charged cultural or 
political issues can easily backfire by sparking moral 
outrage. Supporting independence for populations 
in formerly ungoverned areas will certainly create 
enemies in the rest of the country, probably provoke 
international condemnation on grounds of interfer-
ence in the host country’s internal affairs, and poten-
tially lead to irredentist conflict in the future.

Ultimately, the degree of danger posed by the 
continuing lack of governance in the area in question 
will determine whether these risks are worth taking. 
If the area is being actively used by terrorist groups 
with global agendas and global reach, outside players 
may well judge that getting effective control in place 
is paramount to any other objective. If so, the choice 
may come down to which side to back: the official 
central authorities or the people in the region itself. 
If we truly believe, as our rhetoric would have it, that 

governing people fairly and in a way consistent with 
their own desires and expectations is the surest path 
to preventing the use of their territory by terrorists 
or other illicit actors, then the choice will become 
that much clearer.

Pandemics: State Fragility’s Most  
Telling Gap?

A nation-state’s capacity to govern effectively faces 
no stiffer test than its ability to manage infectious 
disease crises. Pandemics require unprecedented 
multidisciplinary and multi-agency communication, 
expertise, and collaboration at the state, regional, 
and international levels, all of which are crucial for 
containment of the disease and mitigation of its 
consequences. Andrew Price-Smith has argued that 

“as disease intensity grows it will correspondingly 
reduce state capacity, increase economic deprivation, 
and deplete the reservoir of human capital within 
seriously affected states.”8 A strong correlation also 
exists between a population’s health, as measured by 
life expectancy and infant mortality rates, and that 
state’s capacity to govern. Disease management is a 
critical element in this equation.

Countries beset by poor governance and low 
levels of state capacity have failed in today’s world 
to contain and manage the spread of a contagion 
and mitigate its economic and political toll. The data 

Indian health officials cull birds to curb spread of bird flu
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here are compelling: 75 percent of epidemics during 
the last three decades have occurred in countries 
where war, conflict, and prolonged political violence 
have crippled their capacity to respond, leaving 
their neighbors and the world vulnerable. Gaps in 
state capacity are defined as the protective public 
health infrastructure (water, sanitation, food, shelter, 
fuel, and health) and the systems that support and 
manage this infrastructure on a daily basis as being 
either insufficient, absent, not maintained, denied, or 
politically influenced, interfered with, or vulnerable 
to corruption.

Disease and State Weakness: A Vicious Cycle
Epidemics and pandemics are always public health 

emergencies. They easily elude a compromised 
health system and can rapidly cause confusion, fear, 
and chaos, and send populations fleeing across un-
protected borders. An estimated 6.4 million people 
die each year from AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. 
An additional 1.3 million children die from diseases 
preventable by vaccine. AIDS, a pandemic whose 
spread and morbidity are directly fueled by (though 
by no means limited to) weak states and ungoverned 
spaces, has demonstrated how an infectious disease 
can “disrupt and destabilize” governance, becom-
ing a major issue in national security debates. It 
has taught us how quickly an infectious disease can 
spread worldwide, and how poor and unrepresented 
populations are most affected.

In 2003, Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS) highlighted the importance of broad out-
break control measures and information-sharing 
for mitigation and prevention efforts, when China’s 
initial failure to disclose the epidemic resulted in 
its spread to over 40 countries around the globe. It 
required the World Health Organization (WHO) to 
aggressively expand advisories, real-time informa-
tion-sharing, and broad outbreak control measures. 
This was an unprecedented measure, which in turn 
prompted a World Health Assembly resolution to 
revise old International Health Regulations (IHR) 
initially used to control smallpox, cholera, plague, 
and yellow fever decades before. The dated regula-
tions had limitations such as a restricted surveillance 
capacity and inadequate mechanisms for swift assess-
ment and investigation within sovereign countries 
that, if not revised, would fail to contain modern-day 
diseases across land borders and via air and sea travel 
and trade.

In 2005, WHO authority and surveillance capacity 
expanded when human rights principles were added 

to the criteria for measuring public health interven-
tions to stop pandemics. These changes represent a 
major development in the use of international law for 
public health purposes. The resulting international 
treaty of June 2007, which applies to “public health 
emergencies of international concern,” ensures 
maximum security against the international spread 
of diseases, while addressing the need to minimize 
interference with trade and travel to mitigate the 
economic tragedy that prevails with any pandemic.

The management of the deadly avian influenza 
A virus (H5N1) outbreak that followed the SARS 
pandemic and that occupies our concerns today 
confirms that well-governed countries do have 
the capacity and will both to eliminate SARS and 
contain H5N1. Yet poorly governed countries remain 
endemically threatened by newly emergent and re-
emergent bacteria and viruses. While the H5N1 virus 
is of global concern because it mutates incessantly 
and gains resistance the longer it remains unchecked, 
countries with poor governance tend to resent mea-
sures, even if designed by treaty to protect state and 
global populations, that appear to threaten their own 
national sovereignty. This can be a deadly combina-
tion: hidden repositories of disease may occur in any 
country, but fragile states and ungoverned spaces, 
with massive migration and displacement of human 
populations, represent an “ideal home” for any future 
viral mutation and propagation, and would elude 
the best intentions of the WHO and IHR. These 
diasporic populations are at risk for the transmission 
of disease and resistant organisms that are poorly 
identified and controlled, while they also jeopar-
dize the global surveillance required under current 
international mandates. Finding a means to optimize 
global surveillance and to contain highly lethal and 
aggressive diseases remains a global priority.

AIDS, SARS, and H5N1 viruses and drug-resistant 
tuberculosis underscore how important it is to 
transcend conventional concepts of sovereignty if 
global pandemics are to be prevented or at least 
contained. The 2005 IHR is already under threat 
from trade, political, and social inequity concerns. In 
late 2006, Indonesia chose not to share with WHO 
live H5N1 virus samples from new cases; WHO 
hoped to carry out a genome study to determine 
whether a more lethal mutation had occurred, which 
is necessary for successful vaccine development. 
Fearing that expensive patented vaccines produced 
in rich countries would be less accessible to poorer 
countries, Indonesia suspended the transfer of live 
virus samples, claiming sovereign ownership of the 
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virus itself. Other countries threatened the same 
action, challenging WHO authorities, the World 
Health Assembly, and the global health community 
to guarantee every country access to vaccines and 
equal protections and coverage.

Globalization, which has provided great eco-
nomic gains in many Asian countries, has also 
increased discrepancies in health outcomes between 
the “have” and “have not” populations in the same 
country. A paradox of globalization is that state 
resources are often directed toward building private 
capacity resources at the expense of maintenance 
for public hospitals, health facilities, and systems, 
on the grounds that when the economic situation 
improves, health security will follow. Yet popula-
tions have increasingly seen their access to health 
care and medications diminish, and for many, health 
has become a major security concern. Megacity 
populations—most of whom are under age 25, poor, 
uneducated, and discontent—often occupy dense 
and disaster-prone areas in the developing world, 
devoid of public health infrastructure and protec-
tions, including surveillance capacity. Pandemics 
may prove to be the politically catalyzing event that 
exposes such vulnerabilities in otherwise promising 
economic globalization initiatives. The current crisis 
of insufficient health care workers in 57 poor African 
and Asian countries severely impairs their ability to 
provide even the most essential daily and lifesaving 
interventions. This crisis will make state sovereignty 
a moot point when an undetected epidemic in a 
fragile nation-state accelerates into a continent-wide 
pandemic.

Engaging the Problem
The existing 2005 IHR is not without legal dis-

agreements and controversy, especially as it relates to 
fragile states and ungoverned spaces. David Fidler, 
who has led efforts to strengthen global capac-
ity through international law, reminds us of more 
desperate legal limitations for fragile states and states 
with ungoverned spaces, beginning with the fact 
that neither the IHR nor other international legal 
instruments applicable to public health defines the 
terms fragile state or ungoverned space. International 
law does not recognize the right of a state, directly or 
indirectly, to infringe on another’s sovereignty simply 
because it is “weak and experiencing difficulties effec-
tively governing all parts of its territory.” The fact that 
a state is weak or “fragile,” or has less effective gover-
nance in some parts of its territory, does not dilute its 
rights as a sovereign state under international law.9

Rights and obligations under the 2005 IHR with 
respect to fragile and ungoverned spaces are unclear 
because the terms’ lack of definition fails to inform 
such provisions under the existing law. The surveil-
lance provisions in the 2005 IHR nevertheless are 
relevant:

n First, they require all state parties to report to 
WHO all events within their respective territories 
that may constitute a public health emergency of 
international concern (Article 6.1). This includes 
governments of fragile states or those with ungov-
erned territories.

n Second, the provision (Article 9.1) allows WHO 
to receive reports of disease events from sources 
other than governments, such as nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) or the media, and to seek veri-
fication of these reports. The expansion of WHO’s 
ability to collect, analyze, and pursue epidemiologi-
cally significant information would allow WHO to 
raise surveillance awareness about disease events in 
fragile and ungoverned areas.

n Third, the IHR (Article 9.2) requires a state 
party to report within 24 hours evidence that it 
receives of a disaster event occurring within the 
territory of another state party, which could produce 
reports of “a public health risk” occurrence in fragile 
and ungoverned areas.

Taken together, these three surveillance provisions 
in the IHR serve to increase transparency and the 
flow of information where governance has broken 
down. The IHR does not, however, grant any state 
party or WHO the right to intervene without the 
affected state’s permission. Put bluntly, international 
law presently gives a state the right to let its people 
die even when help is at hand—a grim reality high-
lighted when Cyclone Nargis devastated Myanmar’s 
Irrawaddy Delta area in May 2008, leaving more than 
140,000 people dead or missing.

Short- and Long-term Solutions
Ultimately, the IHR is only as strong as its weak-

est link, and those weakest links worldwide clearly 
belong to infected populations from fragile states 
and ungoverned spaces. Peace-building that opens 
the door to improved governance requires sustained 
initiatives that move beyond rhetoric to strengthen 
nation-state institutions and modernize a country’s 
political system.

A first step can come from building capacity in 
public health (surveillance and proven community 
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containment and mitigation strategies) as an incen-
tive for fragile states to accept improvements in basic 
governance. Such successes occurred through the 
“Health as a Bridge to Peace” initiatives that were 
implemented by WHO in conflict and postconflict 
zones, and are now being re-explored by WHO as 
possible models elsewhere. Another means is to 
link the guarantee of trade opportunities, security, 
surveillance, and public health infrastructure and 
systems development to values that speak to a com-
mon respect for global protection and security.

The IHR is far from perfect. In fact, from a clinical 
perspective, the IHR falls miserably short of what is 
responsibly required to control a pandemic, especial-
ly one that is aggressive and lethal to the human host. 
Additionally, decisionmakers rarely consider how 
indecision on health insecurity and the transmission 
of disease undermines their responsibility to global 
health. Fragile states and ungoverned spaces by 
definition have little or no public health protections. 

Strengthening the IHR would best come in incre-
mental ways that ensure appropriate language, guar-
antees, and individual nation-state buy-in. The right 
to sovereignty does not come without the responsi-
bility to protect one’s population, a correlation that 
is currently being promoted under the “Responsibil-
ity to Protect (R2P)” initiative’s guiding principles, 

which hold that a state is entitled to full sovereignty 
so long as it abides by norms established by the 
international community. The R2P concept, however, 
is restricted to cases involving large-scale, violent 
atrocities, such as genocide and crimes against 
humanity.10 In June 2008, the Indonesian health min-
ister decided to restrict his office’s reporting on avian 
influenza in humans to every 6 months, leading to 
concerns that such a delay could lead to a pandemic 
if important mutations are not detected in a timely 
manner. Indonesia’s action challenges both the IHR 
and the R2P, leading experts to question whether the 
IHR can stand up to such pressure.

Yet a cognitive link can be made between a poten-
tial pandemic of global genocidal proportions and 
the R2P, especially if many of the worst outcomes are 
preventable. By incorporating emerging disease con-
trol as part of an international “right to health,” the 
IHR can help ensure that infectious disease control 
becomes a human rights issue.

In the long term, the global community’s disaster 
diplomacy must strengthen and leverage this unique 
opportunity in international law, as an initial step 
toward an expanded IHR, or as a model for fur-
ther global health initiatives under existing United 
Nations Children’s Fund (for example, vaccine 
initiatives) and other accepted health mandates (for 
example, U.S. International Partnership on Avian 
and Pandemic Influenza). A retooled globalization 
model must address the world’s worsening health 
discrepancies and include a mandated health security 
requirement under future UN Charter reform. The 
worldwide health care worker crisis is arguably mak-
ing all the good intentions of the IHR debatable. The 
protective shield begins with the global community, 
which has the responsibility to promote and support 
both short- and long-term nation-state and regional 
education and training infrastructure, and provide 
incentives for health care workers that emphasize 
public health, preventive medicine, and primary care.

State Failure: Devising Effective  
Responses

Since the 9/11 attacks, American policymakers 
have highlighted fragile and failed states as the central 
security challenge of our time. In fact, many Western 
countries have begun to address these situations, as 
it has become clear that some of the principal threats 
to their vital national interests—such as terrorist 
networks, illicit arms markets, counterfeiting, human 
trafficking, money laundering, and narcotics cartels—
are drawn to failed states where these activities can 

Armed Somali pirates aboard MV Faina observed from U.S. Navy ship after 
they attacked, seized, and forced cargo ship to anchor off the Somalia 
coast, October 8, 2008
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operate with impunity, in the absence of state struc-
tures to control them. Many developed countries have 
begun to make structural and programmatic changes 
in their foreign policy apparatus to address the chal-
lenges they face from the consequences of these failed 
states. These changes are still in their infancy and 
appear to be inadequate to the task: poorly funded and 
staffed, with uncertain authority.

Within the United States, policy advocates 
frequently invoke the centrality of defense, develop-
ment, and diplomacy as the primary instruments of 
power needed to address the challenge from mar-
ginal or failed states. Yet a profound discontinuity ex-
ists between the bureaucratic position, organizational 
strength, size, budget, and staffing of these three 
instruments of national power, and their relationship 
to the threat of fragile and failed states, which are 
principally caused by a failure of development. Sadly, 
it is the developmental instrument that is compara-
tively the weakest in the U.S. arsenal, and yet it is the 
one most needed to address the problem.

Setting aside these discontinuities of organiza-
tional power within the United States and other 
governments, what do we know about the nature of 
state fragility and state failure? While no two situa-
tions are precisely alike, failed states do tend to share 
five characteristics:

n collapse of the authority of the central govern-
ment, particularly outside the capital city, mani-
festing in a breakdown in the provision of public 
services, the efficacy of the criminal justice system, 
and the enforcement of law and order

n macroeconomic collapse with double-digit un-
employment, high rates of inflation, a deterioration 
in the value of the currency and its convertibility, and 
a decline in the gross domestic product

n widespread civil conflict and human rights 
abuses

n mass population movements into refugee or in-
ternally displaced camps, to escape the civil conflict

n rising morbidity and mortality rates from 
malnutrition and sickness as food security and access 
to water break down and communicable disease 
spreads among the general population.

Devising effective responses to these interconnect-
ed problems is a daunting task for outside would-be 
interveners. The immediate temptation is to tackle 
all of these at once—an understandable reaction, but 
one that risks squandering scarce resources. Where, 
then, should priority be placed?

Emergency Response: The Humanitarian  
Imperative

The most visible and most immediate set of chal-
lenges these states face is humanitarian in nature: 
food insecurity, disease epidemics, and population 
displacement. During the 1990s, the humanitar-
ian response systems through which the United 
States, other donor governments, and international 
institutions reacted to the crisis of state failure went 
through a profound evolution in doctrine, manage-
ment, structure, and standard setting. Spending 
increased for emergency response to what aid agen-
cies were calling complex humanitarian emergencies, 
their term for the crises that occur as a result of state 
failure. An extensive body of academic research and 
practitioner study has developed over the past two 
decades that analyzes the architecture of the humani-
tarian response system, its weaknesses, its strengths, 
what works well and what does not, and how it might 
be reformed or improved.

To start with, authority in the international 
response system is very diffuse: clusters of institu-
tions have developed with increasingly defined roles, 
but with no clear hierarchy for unified decision-
making. Decisions tend to be made by consensus, 
a cumbersome and inefficient process. While the 
UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs, charged with the coordination function in 
the international system, has improved its leadership 

UN personnel help displaced persons return to homes in Pristina, Kosovo
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capacity and technical competence in providing a 
management framework since its creation in 1991, 
it neither controls funding, nor can it give orders to 
other actors even within the UN system, including 
the five specialized agencies where humanitarian re-
sources are concentrated: the World Food Program, 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees, UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, UN Children’s 
Fund, and the UN Development Program. The sec-
ond institutional cluster is composed of international 
NGOs, of which perhaps two dozen dominate the 
system, in addition to three international organiza-
tions not formally part of the UN family: the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross, International 
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societ-
ies, and International Organization for Migration. 
Finally, the bilateral response agencies of donor gov-
ernments are also major actors in the system, since 
they provide over three-quarters of the total funding 
spent in humanitarian operations; these donor agen-
cies usually have a field presence as well.

The response agencies have developed a set of 
principles or norms that are widely, but not univer-
sally, accepted: aid should be allocated by emergency 
based on need, separate from the political interests 
of donor and recipient governments and those of the 
contestants in the conflict; aid should be distributed 
to the population without respect to political ideol-
ogy, position in the conflict, race, ethnicity, religion, 
or gender; aid should be used to encourage the rapid 
recovery of the population from the crisis and avoid 
the dependency syndrome; aid should be provided 
in a way that allows the population to have some 
control over its own recovery and that helps resolve 

rather than exacerbate local conflicts; and aid is pro-
vided in a way that respects the culture and values of 
the people receiving it.

In the 1990s, a coalition of European and Ameri-
can NGOs and international organizations developed 
a set of technical standards in the major emergency 
disciplines (food and nutrition, water and sanitation, 
shelter, and public health and emergency medical 
care) called the Sphere Project standards, which the 
signing organizations agree to follow in their pro-
gramming.11 It is not clear to what degree NGOs in 
practice conform to these standards, as the enforce-
ment mechanisms, which rely on peer pressure and 
self-reporting, are relatively weak. But the standards 
have existed now for more than a decade. While 
efforts have been made within aid agencies to bridge 
the operational and programmatic gap between 
emergency response and long-term development 
programs, known as the relief-to-development con-
tinuum, these efforts have achieved limited results 
at best. A greater focus on finding means to achieve 
success in this area would speed the recovery of 
failed states in the reconstruction phase.

The U.S. Government’s humanitarian aid functions 
continue to be divided organizationally between the 
Department of State and the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID). Within State, the 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration and 
the Bureau of International Organizations mainly 
provide block grants to multilateral bodies and have 
no operational capacity. Within USAID, the Democ-
racy, Conflict, and Humanitarian Assistance Bureau’s 
various units—including the Office of Foreign Disas-
ter Assistance, the Office of Transition Initiatives, the 

Pakistani trucks await security escort to deliver supplies to U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan
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Office of Conflict Mitigation and Management, Food 
for Peace, and the Office of Military Affairs—possess 
the capability to deliver money, commodities, and 
programming into crisis areas that the international 
aid system sometimes avoids. Problems are com-
pounded in the United States when Congress and the 
Office of Management and Budget (OMB) earmark 
humanitarian response funding by office, program, 
and sector. A consequence of conflicting approaches 
and earmarks is that frequently too much money is 
provided for some programs and emergencies, while 
others are underfunded.

Obstacles to Reconstruction and Development
As difficult as emergency response may be, in the 

United States it has traditionally been much better 
and more consistently funded over sustained periods 
of time than recovery and reconstruction, which are 
usually funded in supplemental budgets proposed by 
OMB and approved by Congress. The regular alloca-
tion for these emergency response accounts in the 
State Department and USAID budgets totals nearly 
$3 billion. By contrast, efforts to resource the follow-
on phase through the regular budget of the State 
Department’s Office of the Coordinator for Recon-
struction and Stabilization (S/CRS) have been unsuc-
cessful thus far, as Congress has refused to fund fully 
either the President’s budget for S/CRS or the civilian 
reserve corps. Continuing tensions between S/CRS 
and the regional bureaus of the State Department, 
where policy and bureaucratic authority have tradi-
tionally been concentrated in the department, have 
exacerbated the difficulty.

Even with more resources, the conceptual issues 
are staggering. Oxford professor and former World 
Bank director Paul Collier, whose book The Bottom 
Billion has drawn much international acclaim, has 
identified four so-called traps that his empirical 
research suggests are all too common among the 
poorest performing states, complicating recovery 
and reducing the chances for success of international 
state-building efforts.12 Collier proposes some rem-
edies to these traps, and describes the results of his 
research on the efficacy of various interventions. His 
diagnosis and prescriptions are telling.

The conflict trap. Collier reports that 73 percent 
of the 1 billion people who live in fragile or failed 
states have “recently been through a civil war or are 
still in one.” Conflict is more likely in the absence of 
economic growth, and it has a significant depressive 
effect on growth. Civil wars typically cut growth rates 
on average by 2.3 percent per year. Destitute, unem-

ployed young men can be recruited into criminal 
gangs or rebel groups. The more instability there is in 
a country, the less foreign or domestic investment it 
will attract, and the less investment, the less growth, 
which leads to more instability and conflict. Accord-
ing to Collier, “There is basically no relationship 
between political repression and civil war” or, for 
that matter, income inequality and war, based on a 
number of empirical studies. What does make a large 
difference in the risk of war and its duration is the 
country’s income at the onset of conflict: the poorest 
countries have the highest risk. Additionally, much 
research has shown that countries that end civil 
wars through political settlements have a 50 percent 
chance for relapse, depending on how quickly eco-
nomic conditions improve. The economy matters.

The natural resource trap. Dependence on primary 
commodity exports such as oil, diamonds, and 
timber “substantially increases the risk of civil war.” 
Democracy and natural resource dependency do not 
mix well: resource rents undermine checks and bal-
ances because the influx of money increases the pro-
pensity for corruption. Only when there are powerful 
constraints on abuse (competitive bidding of public 
projects, for example) do the economies of resource-
rich democracies grow. This does not mean, however, 
that autocracies flourish and democracies do not. 
Neither grows absent strong oversight, which is why 
natural resource wealth can be a serious impediment 
to growth in either case.

The location trap. Geography counts a great 
deal, in Collier’s view. Being landlocked does not 
condemn a country to poverty, he reports, but 38 
percent of the people in the bottom billion live in 
countries that are. If a landlocked country has good, 
unfettered access to a port that gives it an opening to 
international markets, the negative effects of being 
landlocked disappear. But without that access, and 
especially if hostile or uncooperative neighbors con-
tribute to the problem, the economies of landlocked 
countries do not grow.

The bad governance/small size trap. Poor gover-
nance has long been recognized as a poverty trap in 
poor countries, but it is the most destructive, in the 
Collier analysis, in small countries. The three factors 
that increase the chances for a turnaround in a failed 
state are: if a country has a large population; if a large 
portion of the population has a secondary educa-
tion; and, counterintuitively, whether the country 
has recently emerged from a civil war (after which 
entrenched vested interests are possibly broken up 
long enough to allow a reform process to take root).
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How can countries break free of these disabling 
traps? Collier’s prescriptions lay great stress on cred-
ible long-term commitments from external actors for 
a peace-building presence; aid in the form of technical 
assistance to build skills among the depleted ranks 
of government professionals and service providers; 
reconstruction of critical infrastructure such as roads 
and trade corridors that help landlocked countries 
connect to the outside world; and the negotiation of 
charters between a recovering country’s government 
and its international backers to foster greater transpar-
ency and acceptable norms of behavior in everything 
from business investments to budgeting, and the 
disposition of revenues generated by oil or mineral 
wealth. Collier’s recommendations are both ambitious 
and innovative. Unfortunately, the U.S. Government is 
poorly postured to step up to the task at hand.

Getting Our House in Order
Reforming U.S. Governmental structures and 

processes is never easy, but it is essential if the United 
States is to improve its capacity for responding to 
state failure and postconflict recovery. The overarch-
ing goal must be to better integrate the political, 
humanitarian, economic, military, and develop-
mental instruments of national power in a fashion 
that increases the effectiveness of U.S. Government 
responses. Several priorities should guide this effort:

n The initial emergency phase of humanitarian re-
sponse should be structured in a way that facilitates 
economic reforms in the country at the grassroots 
level. At present, the response system does not rigor-
ously, effectively, or consistently integrate economic 
interventions into its programming. A more system-
atic set of programs to stimulate economic activity 
and strengthen markets is a fundamental part of 
recovery.

n Food aid, under the USAID Food Aid and Food 
Security Policy (Title II), makes up nearly half of the 
U.S. Government’s budget for emergency response, 
but is the least flexible of all the sources of funding. 
One action the executive branch should consider is 
to urge congressional support for reform of U.S. food 
aid policies, most notably a provision that would 
allow up to 25 percent of Title II aid to be bought 
in developing countries. If used effectively, this new 
purchasing authority would be a powerful tool that 
aid officers could use to help stimulate local agricul-
tural markets and increase economic activity.

n More than any other element, economic growth, 
particularly early in reconstruction, appears one of 

the most important factors in a country’s success-
ful recovery. While growth can be stimulated by the 
careful investment of foreign aid resources, this av-
enue is not sufficient in itself. The reduction of trade 
barriers between a recovering state and developed 
economies can have a profound effect on growth 
rates if other factors are taken into account. A func-
tional road and highway system, connection to ocean 
ports, and other infrastructure are important. Infra-
structure and external aid must be combined with 
the lowering of trade barriers and the integration of 
a recovering state into the international economic 
order in the early stages of reconstruction. Finally, 
donors must contribute both funds and expertise 
to the creation of a favorable legal and regulatory 
framework for business development.

n Reform must come from within; it cannot be 
successfully imposed by external actors if there is no 
local will or leadership to carry it through. Inter-
national and bilateral efforts at state-building have 
limits. Consequently, international agencies should 
try to search for, embrace, and fund the indigenous 
change agents or reform-minded leadership in fragile 
or failed states on the road to recovery, as these are 
the people who will increase the chances for their 
states to succeed. This means making an active effort 
to identify and support the work of reform-minded 
ministers and community leaders.

Beyond these specific steps is the paramount need 
for sustained funding. While funding over a long pe-
riod of time (10 to 15 years) may not ensure success, 
a 2007 RAND study demonstrated that the absence 
of sustained funding ensures the failure of state-
building.13 The creation of a permanent, predictable 
reconstruction and recovery account in the USAID 
budget for conflict countries would be a useful first 
step. Absent this reform, making the emergency re-
sponse accounts of the State Department and USAID 
more flexible, so that funds can be used for recon-
struction, might be a more politically realistic option. 
Either way, real improvement in U.S. performance 
will be hard to achieve without a resource base on 
which to build.

Complex Contingencies: Can They  
Restore Governance?

In contemporary parlance, armed interven-
tions aimed at quelling conflict in fragile or failing 
states are often framed in remedial terms. The core 
objective, we are told, is to “export stability” into 
war-torn regions. But what does that really mean? 
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Past interventions have aimed variously at giving 
peace a chance by interposing peacekeepers between 
warring factions that begrudgingly consent to their 
intrusion, or at delivering emergency aid to desper-
ate populations, or at toppling capricious dictators 
who threaten their fellow citizens or neighboring 
countries. If, however, durable stability is the real 
focus, even if only as part of the exit strategy, then 
an additional ingredient needs to be factored in: 
reconstituted governmental structures that people 
accept as legitimate.

Building or rebuilding governments amid the 
tumult of complex civil-military operations is an 
enormously difficult proposition. The operations 
themselves may involve elements of warfare, coun-
terinsurgency, mediation, and capacity-building, 
all within the same venue. Often, as seen in places 
such as Sarajevo or Baghdad, the initial jolt of the 
intervention itself may trigger an onset of prob-
lems—looting, retributive violence, a spike in street 
crime—that need mitigation. Moreover, even when 
the governance issue is squarely on the table, practi-
tioners will bring their own biases when the question 
of how best to proceed is raised.

Competing Strategies and Critical Tradeoffs
In their initial phases, many complex operations 

are afflicted by a dearth of basic information when 
it comes to daily patterns of local governance. The 
first and most obvious question is: who is really 
in charge? Even in a failed state, power abhors a 
vacuum; is it filled by tribal councils, family oli-
garchs, key religious leaders, warlords who extort 
others for a living, rebel leaders who fight for a cause, 
or figureheads sitting in some faraway national 
capital? Second, what keeps these leaders in charge: 
seniority, tribal loyalty, electoral sanction, a widely 
feared praetorian guard, wealthy outside patrons, or 
locally exploitable resources? And third, and most 
important, how are these leaders viewed by their 
constituencies: as revered masters, defenders of 
their rights, predators, or self-aggrandizers? It can 
be a great benefit when a recovering or transitional 
country has a national unifying figure in its midst, 
such as a Norodom Sihanouk, Nelson Mandela, or 
Xanana Gusmão, but these cases are very much the 
exception, not the rule.

The next challenge is to fit the strategy to the 
socio-political context. Broadly, outside interven-
ers may favor either stability- or reformist-oriented 
strategies. The former tend to be ex ante–focused—
that is, recovery of prewar stability—and attach over-

riding importance to achieving short-term priorities, 
such as reestablishing a modicum of security, restor-
ing traditional elites, and providing vital services 
in whatever ways those were delivered previously. 
The latter strategies, by contrast, are more ambi-
tious and forward looking. They aim at cultivating 
and empowering civil society in ways that promote 
human rights and build the rule of law, and thereby 
create greater demands for accountable government; 
not surprisingly, democracy promotion is often a key 
component of this approach.

Ideally, one would want a blend of the two, but 
achieving this mix is difficult. Stabilizers are often 
criticized for acting with excessive expediency and 
for accepting unfair status quos or corrupt leaders 
in the interests of pursuing other goals (for example, 
counterterrorism), thereby sacrificing longer term 
improvements in governance. Reformers, on the 

Missile explodes in northern Gaza Strip during assault by Israeli war-
planes, December 2008
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Afghan police destroy opium poppies during eradication operations
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other hand, invite criticisms for purported indiffer-
ence or hostility to the issue of cultural acceptance, 
while pursuing civic initiatives that can polarize local 
communities (such as schooling for women in patri-
archal societies) or create the fact of political winners 
and losers (for example, through electoral processes), 
thereby introducing a new set of instabilities even as 
old ones are resolved. Controversy can also attach to 
each strategy’s sectoral choices. Stabilizers typically 
concentrate on building capacity in the military or 
police organizations, primarily to ease the opera-
tional burdens on the outside interveners. Reformers 
tend to focus on civil governance reforms, but they 
worry the governance structures may not be able to 
control the empowered security apparatus they may 
someday inherit.

Finally, there is an important “vertical” dimen-
sion to choices about governance-building strategy. 
Outside interveners, not surprisingly, tend to focus 
on the national level initially, with the aim of find-
ing ways to consolidate legitimate state authority 
and extend its writ into the country’s hinterlands. 
In such diverse capital cities as Kabul, Baghdad, 
Port au Prince, Monrovia, or Phnom Penh, post–
ColdWar era interveners have sought to strengthen 
or rebuild national ministries and to regularize 
their budgets, thus both cutting down on corrup-
tion and boosting the skills of their staff cohorts. 

Even provincial level reconstruction activity, such 
as that carried out in Colombia, Afghanistan, 
or Iraq, has a writ-extending focus. Yet all these 
“top-down” approaches coexist uneasily with a 
“bottom-up” imperative in which the search for au-
thority starts at the municipal level and may involve 
empowering local groups, such as Sunni militias in 
Iraq’s Anbar Province, in the interests of counter-
ing or marginalizing locally based insurgents who 
feed upon the population’s resentment of a national 
government whose legitimacy they contest.

Can’t We All Just Get Along?
However the strategy is crafted, a basic ques-

tion for any complex contingency is how well the 
interveners themselves can work together, not only 
at the inception of the operation but also through 
unit or personnel rotations that occur over long-
duration missions. Especially in the governance 
arena, the civil-military character of these operations 
requires more than just the deconfliction or loose 
coordination of activity, but a full integration of 
effort between professionals from different insti-
tutional cultures with their own operating styles. 
Not surprisingly, stereotypes on each side abound; 
diversity within each community is often missed as a 
result. Just as civilians can be put off by the military’s 
penchant for rigid operational routine, military 
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personnel are frequently frustrated by what they see 
as a haphazard or less-than-focused routine among 
their civilian colleagues. Somewhat ironically, it is in 
the more dangerous operating environments where 
civilians and military cadre tend to get along the 
best; there is no choice but to do so. As the setting 
becomes more permissive, internal coalition man-
agement becomes a more demanding task.

As the foregoing discussion on strategy suggests, 
the drama of capacity-building for governance usu-
ally unfolds on two levels. At the national level, the 
prime venue is found in the various ministries—
interior, defense, trade, education, finance, and 
so forth—where policies are set, civil servants are 
recruited, and resources are matched to service 
delivery requirements across critical sectors (such 
as security, health, and commerce). For outside 
interveners, the key objective is to provide techni-
cal assistance and oversight, usually attained via 
the technique of embedding personnel directly into 
various ministries. These embedded personnel may 
have physical challenges such as getting to and from 
their ministries safely, but it is the cognitive domain 
that is the most difficult to penetrate. Learning how 
a given institution really works—its budgeting, per-
sonnel, and programmatic activities—and know-
ing how to be most effective in assisting positive 
growth in capacity, while challenging fraud, waste, 
and abuse, are daunting tasks, even for personnel 
who are already schooled in the local language and 
culture.

Generally, the civil-military dynamics at the na-
tional capital level are most likely to play out in terms 
of critical choices over security sector reform and its 
funding. The job of aligning policing and military 
tasks between the key ministries can be a contentious 
one, especially where the government faces an active 
insurgency and a huge demand for the protection of 
critical facilities (such as the energy grid). Beyond 
that, funding delays and program management 
shortfalls for civil police training, equipping, and 
advisory programs have been sore points for military 
commanders who find themselves hard pressed to 
staff their own training elements—a traditional arena 
for special operations forces pre-9/11—without the 
added complication of “mission creep” pressures they 
may find difficult to fend off. However, these chal-
lenges may pale in comparison to civil-military chal-
lenges at the second level of governance capacity-
building, the provincial level.

Provincial governance challenges are often seen 
as the Achilles’ heel of complex operations, and 

not without reason. The political terrain can be rife 
with local power brokers and their armed loyalists, 
corrupt or unpaid civil servants, and dilapidated 
infrastructure, all amidst public expectations for 
improvement that the intervention itself has inflated 
to unrealistic levels. To meet these expectations, 
military commanders will seek to mobilize quick-
impact programs with contingency funding explicitly 
intended for this purpose. What they have lacked, 
and chronically so, are rapidly employable technical 
experts who could advise them, say, on how best to 
fix a local irrigation system with longer term devel-
opmental priorities in mind, or what steps need to 
be taken to ensure that rebuilt community schools or 
health clinics will actually have teachers or doctors 
and nurses to staff them. The dearth of expertise and 
agile funding to bridge quick-impact programs and 
long-term recovery has been a huge challenge for 
complex operations.

Improving Field Performance
Without question, the array of challenges facing 

complex contingencies is enormous. Perhaps the big-
gest challenge, to embellish upon Reinhold Niebuhr’s 
prayerful plea, is to somehow muster the courage to 
overcome those obstacles that can be surmounted, 
the skill to discern those that are impervious to rem-
edy and work around them, and the wisdom to know 
one from the other.

Which obstacles can be overcome? In brief, it 
would be those that appear most responsive to infu-
sions of greater knowledge, resources, or the right 
mix of skills. Four steps are critically important.

Fill information and analytic deficits. Despite 
recent improvements, U.S. agencies still have a 
long way to go in building a better knowledge base 
for likely operating venues. Improved situational 
awareness will help shape the terms of entry (for ex-
ample, for forceful or negotiated entry) and generate 
better estimates of how interventions will reshape 
conflict dynamics within the country or region in 
question. That in turn will help to recapture the 
concept of ripeness as part of the U.S. Government’s 
calculus for targeting expeditionary operations. 
Moreover, once they are deployed, information-
sharing between military and civilian elements 
remains difficult. Procedures should be developed 
that enable the humanitarian and developmental 
data collected in stabilization missions to default 
into “common user space” unless affirmatively 
sorted into a classified channel for counterterrorism 
or counterinsurgency.
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Enhance self-knowledge. Though it is often paid 
lip service, good analysis of lessons learned remains 
hard to do. Within the defense community, despite 
recent improvements in the joint arena, after-action 
reporting remains the preserve of specific commands 
and the military Services, while on the civilian side, 
the endeavor is still in its infancy. What is needed is a 
well-honed interagency lessons learned process that 
can cull out and review incoming assessments from 
a growing array of sources—blogs, commissioned 
studies, debriefings, and so forth—using an agreed 
methodology. Such a process could be a valuable cor-
rective against the risk of “over-learning”—proffering 
up one experience in one venue as a best practice 
with broad applicability—as well as a good means to 
sort out instrumental from environmental expla-
nations in determining the factors behind a given 
success or failure.

Improve capacity-building at the retail level. Since 
their unveiling in the early phases of the Afghan 
campaign, provincial reconstruction teams have 
proved their worth as useful vehicles for small-scale 
reconstruction projects, as well as for capacity-
building for village- and district-level governance 
and police reform. They still remain constrained, 
however, by a lack of diversified expertise across 
all the areas—rule of law, engineering, agriculture, 
and police, among others—to which they could 
potentially contribute, and the task of identifying 
priorities across the sectors of governance, security, 

and development remains idiosyncratic. A fourfold 
approach is needed: clearer interagency guidance for 
the planning and execution of projects; new funding 
streams for civilian-led stabilization comparable to 
those already available to military commanders; less 
reliance on contractors for key assignments where lo-
cal engagement requires a U.S. Government presence 
on the expeditionary team; and more extensive team-
building opportunities prior to deployment, so that 
the break-in time for newly arriving staff is as tightly 
compressed as possible.

Address equipment and service shortfalls. Meeting 
the equipment needs for expeditionary elements in 
nonpermissive field settings is an ongoing challenge, 
as is ensuring comparable support for the medi-
cal and other needs of civilian field personnel and 
contractors deployed by various agencies. Complex 
operations tend to draw heavily on areas where the 
United States has traditionally found it hard to match 
supply to requirements, most notably with respect 
to armored vehicles, nonlethal weapons, rapidly 
deployable explosive ordnance disposal, air defense 
countermeasures, and improvised explosive device 
countermeasures that work in multinational settings.

And for those obstacles that must be worked 
around? Broadly, they fall into an area characterized 
by differing institutional equities that drive predi-
cable patterns of behavior and create friction along 
the way.

Resolve tensions between diplomatic mediators and 
expeditionary planners. Whenever the United States 
takes the lead role in negotiating the terms of entry 
for expeditionary forces into an operational arena, 
such as Bosnia (the Dayton process) or Afghanistan 
(the Bonn process), there is going to be an inherent 
tension between those who negotiate a settlement 
and those who plan and resource the subsequent 
operation. This is perfectly understandable. Media-
tors must zealously guard their talks from malign 
outside influence; they therefore tend to be exclusive. 
Planners by contrast need every available player with 
legal authority and funding at the table; they perforce 
must be inclusive. The problems are predictable: 
planning is delayed; the quick onset of an agreement 
produces pressures for near-instantaneous decisions 
on forces and resource commitments; and imple-
menters then begin to pick apart the agreement at its 
weakest points. The best way to contain these ten-
sions is to insist that the negotiation team be seeded 
with a few capable planners who can advise on the 
practicality of settlement provisions before the final 
deal is cut.

United Nations offered Burundian refugees in Tanzania cash grants and 
food packages as incentives to return home
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Balance the stabilizers and reformers. When it 
comes to managing tensions between short-term 
and long-term priorities, complex operations plan-
ners have no choice: they need both perspectives. 
The question is how to ensure those tensions have 
a creative rather than a destructive result. Faced 
with initial stabilization imperatives, the opera-
tion’s leadership should insist on capacity-building 
programs that keep pace with operational needs. 
For the reformist camp, that means some measure 
of compromise—that is, accepting programs that 
might not make the cut if long-term development 
were the only goal. By the same token, the leader-
ship’s injunction to the stabilizers should be that 
quick-impact projects that fail to achieve their 
promised results—for example, a schoolhouse with 
no teachers—are not a good investment, and that 
individual projects should be accompanied wherev-
er possible by a transition plan that keeps long-term 
sustainment in sight. This is especially challenging 
in the governance arena, where the institutions that 
cushion the shocks of electoral alternation need to 
be put in place.

Tolerate differences between partisan and impar-
tial actors. Certain civilian actors in the expedi-
tionary environment, especially humanitarian 
relief providers, regard neutrality as a key to their 
operational effectiveness, so there is always going to 
be some level of tension between them and U.S. or 
coalition personnel whenever the latter are seen as 
partisans on the political landscape. The challenge 
here is to keep a good two-way dialogue, so that 
each knows what the other is doing and, where pos-
sible, to create agreed rules of the road. It remains 
the case, however, that the factors encroaching on 
NGO impartiality are numerous and are broader 
than simply guilt by association with the U.S. 
military. If NGOs cannot secure their protection by 
standing out as neutrals, as UN peacekeepers try 
to do, they must either blend in or armor up. Both 
options have their drawbacks in terms of gaining 
access to populations in need that are scattered 
across a dangerous landscape.

Manage competing lines of authority. In complex 
operations, it is a fact of life that the mission’s lead-
ing civilian official and military commander will 
work up through their respective chains of com-
mand. Even in cases where the former has presiden-
tially conveyed chief-of-mission authority, the latter 
can and will submit a reclama on decisions deemed 
risky, unwise, or wrong. This pattern has always 
been the case in multinational operations, where 

assigned national units cross-check directives com-
ing down the operation’s chain of command against 
guidance from their own capital. There is no way 
around this fact of life; what we can reasonably aim 
to achieve is a greater unity of effort, if not a com-
plete unity of command, forged by a shared view 
of core policy objectives, the strategies to achieve 
them, and the efforts of compatible personalities. 
This places an absolute premium on the need to 
build leadership teams.

In the end, policymakers have good reason to 
be wary of launching complex contingencies into 
weak or failing states, given how polarizing nation-
building and counterinsurgency missions have been 
over the past half-century. Nevertheless, prevailing 
strategic conditions are not likely to let U.S. policy-
makers off the hook of tough decisions on whether 
to lead or support these kinds of missions in the 
future, given the mix of national security, political, 
diplomatic, and humanitarian interests that may be 
at stake. For this reason, the United States must do 
what it reasonably can to prepare for such missions. 
Greater preparedness in this area need not be seen 
as a license for wasteful, ill-advised interventions, 
but rather as a safeguard against them. gsa
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N ational and international security now in-
volves nonstate actors to an extent unprec-
edented in modern history. Transnational 

movements and substate groups have tremendous 
power both to contribute to the greater good and 
to bring about violence, death, and repression. The 
most prominent such threat arises from transnation-
al Salafi jihadism, of which al Qaeda is the standard 
bearer. Al Qaeda and the larger movement that pres-
ently command America’s attention remain serious 
threats for two primary reasons. First, this movement 
threatens the use of weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD), though its ability to do so in the near term 
is questionable. Second, the movement’s ability to 
create humanitarian dystopias, as in Afghanistan and 
Iraq’s Anbar Province, among other places, remains 
significant and should not be underestimated.

Nevertheless, the movement has substantial weak-
nesses and arguably is self-limiting.1 It finds itself 

Chapter 6
Transnational Movements and  
Terrorism

surrounded on all sides by opponents that include 
not only the Western democracies but also the me-
dia, the governments in majority Muslim countries, 
mainstream Muslims, and even other Islamists. 
Moreover, it is becoming clear that the Muslim 
community’s familiarity with al Qaeda and its ilk is 
breeding contempt, not converts.

Recent poll results underscore some of these 
points. Gallup polls taken across the Muslim world 
make clear that many Muslims, justifiably or not, are 
extremely skeptical about U.S. actions and policies, 
but that these feelings do not translate into support 
for al Qaeda and its associates. In fact, only 7 percent 
of Muslims, some 91 million people, “fully support” 
the attacks of September 11, 2001, with another 7 
percent leaning toward supporting it.

Clearly, then, the United States has some fence-
mending to do among Muslims. The terrorism prob-
lem, however, is much smaller in extent than even 

Girl in Islamic Jihad headcovering rallies with Palestinian Islamic Jihad militants in Gaza City
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Gallup’s numbers indicate. Al Qaeda and likeminded 
groups boast as members only a fraction of 1 percent 
of the 91 million Muslims who may have celebrated 
September 11. Arguably, this suggests that increas-
ing America’s popularity among Muslims, while 
desirable in itself, is an inefficient way to shrink the 
number of Salafi jihadists. Indeed, some of America’s 
staunchest allies against al Qaeda—such as Hamas, 
the Muslim Brotherhood, the Iranian regime, many 
radical preachers, even the much maligned Arab 
media—may be some of our staunchest foes on other 
issues. In short, an approach to the contest in which 
the United States remains active but does not insist 
on putting its actions (especially the military ones) at 
center stage may be most effective.

A look at the psychology of terrorists can also pay 
dividends. It turns out that terrorists of any stripe are 
mostly notable for their similarity to the rest of us (a 
point that the Gallup results make in a different way). 
What makes them different is not their individual 
psychology, but their group, organizational, and 
social psychologies. A comprehensive understand-
ing of the social, historical, and political contexts 
in which terrorist groups arise suggests a typology 
of terrorism. Among the substate terrorists, there 
are five basic types: social revolutionary (left-wing), 
right-wing fascist, nationalist-separatist, religious 
extremist, and single-issue terrorists. The religious 
extremists divide into violent religious fundamental-
ists (such as al Qaeda) and those fighting for “new 
religions.” Each of these types has a different group 
psychology, and thus different policy prescriptions 
are appropriate for each.

The next issue to consider is the nightmare 
scenario that terrorists will acquire and use WMD. 
The U.S. Government is not well prepared—intel-
lectually, legally, organizationally, or in terms of 
capability—to respond to catastrophically disrup-
tive incidents. Fortunately, few terrorist groups in 
recent decades have actually tried to use WMD, not 
least because there are more readily available con-
ventional means of gaining attention. But al Qaeda 
does not fit that profile and has sought to acquire 
unconventional weapons.

Looking to the future, technology, notably 
biological technology, is in the process of “super-
empowering” not just small groups such as terrorist 
organizations, gangs, organized criminal networks, 
anarchists, and ultra-extreme environmentalists, but 
even Unabomber-style individuals. The successful 
response to this emerging threat will probably have 
to aspire to be an “all-of-society” response.

Assessing the Salafi Jihadist Movement
A particularly idiosyncratic understanding of the 

Sunni Islamic faith called “Salafi jihadism” by its 
practitioners underpins al Qaeda and inspires more 
than 100 kindred terrorist groups around the world, 
not to mention numerous isolated groups or even 
individuals.2 Salafi jihadism is a minority, reaction-
ary viewpoint within a wider acrimonious debate 
among Muslims about how to reconcile the progress 
and frustration unleashed across the Islamic world 
by modernization and globalization.3 Though many 
Muslims (and, for that matter, non-Muslims) are 
concerned about the implications of globalization, 
only a tiny minority of Sunnis adhere to the stern 
tenets of this harsh and xenophobic worldview that 
calls for the formation of a caliphate—an Islamic 
superstate stretching from Spain to Indonesia—and 
the conversion of all other Muslims from their pur-
portedly innovative, unfounded, and corrupt beliefs. 
(It is important to note that the destruction of the 
United States is not among the goals per se of Salafi 
jihadists, though many, perhaps most of them, would 
be happy to see it happen. Instead, they desire to see 
the United States quit the Muslim world as part of 
a process to topple corrupt regimes and hasten the 
beginning of the caliphate.)

Salafis seek a return to what they believe was the 
simple and pure truth of Islam as it was first prac-
ticed, hence, the Arabic word Salafi, which means 
“return to the forefathers.” (Whether they are correct 
in their understanding of Islam’s original nature is 
another question.) Even within the Salafi commu-
nity, however, there are important divisions.4 A large 
component of the community eschews engagement 
in politics, let alone violence, because they believe 
that such activities pit people against each other 
when they should, instead, be coming together in 
“true” (that is, Salafi) Islam. A second, probably larger 
component, which includes the Muslim Brother-
hood, is willing to engage in politics—for instance, 
by standing for election—and to use violence when 
deemed necessary. The smallest component of the 
Salafi community is the actual Salafi jihadists them-
selves, who believe that violent jihad is presently an 
obligation incumbent on every true Muslim, and that 
democracy is un-Islamic. The Salafi jihadist theology 
was codified by Egyptian Sayyid Qutb (1906–1966) in 
the 1960s, proliferated via radical Egyptian and Saudi 
scholars during the 1960s and 1970s, oxygenated dur-
ing the jihad against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan 
in the 1980s, and updated by al Qaeda’s leadership in 
the 1990s. Today, al Qaeda remains its vanguard.
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Salafi jihadism shares the major characteristics of 
the other great radical ideologies of the post–Indus-
trial Revolution era:

n a social critique that resonates widely
n a call to violence as the only way to alter a cor-

rupt social order
n a utopian vision of the future that will follow a 

violent uprising.

Like Karl Marx’s critique of unconstrained capi-
talism, much of Salafi jihadism’s social critique is 
powerful and resilient. It taps into widely accepted 
historic Arab and Sunni mythology about the man-
ner in which Christian crusaders, Mongol hordes, 
and assorted Western colonizers have successively 
subjugated and oppressed Islam and Muslims for 
centuries. It further criticizes Muslims for being 
seduced by alien values such as nationalism, secular-
ism, and democracy. It projects fault onto external 
forces: the Other. It dovetails with the blame that 
Arab and Islamic states have projected on the West 
for generations, but it extends fault to insufficiently 
pious Muslim government leaders, calling for their 
violent overthrow. Though parts of this critique are 
less well supported within the Sunni world, such as 
the opposition to nationalism and democracy, as a 
general proposition it has a strength, and a politico-
cultural authenticity, that make it stubbornly resis-
tant to counter-messaging from the outside.

Salafi jihadism’s weakness is not in its social 
critique, but in its prescriptions. First, in its call for 
violent jihad, it is on shaky ground with the general 
Muslim population. Polling done by Gallup indicates 
that perhaps some 91 million Muslims worldwide see 
the September 11 attacks as fully justified. Yet only a 
minuscule fraction of even these most anti-American 
Muslims have been willing to join the Salafi jihadist 
movement, let alone al Qaeda itself. The fact is that 
most Muslims do not support violent jihad except 
(if at all) under very circumscribed conditions. They 
certainly do not welcome an “all jihad, all the time” 
approach. In fact, the polling compellingly points 
out that most Muslims who do support violence 
do so on political grounds, not, ultimately, on the 
religious grounds that are central to al Qaeda ideol-
ogy. Indeed, the experience in such locations as 
Riyadh, Amman, and Iraq’s Anbar Province, among 
many others, has shown that when the violence is no 
longer performed far away and out of sight against 
the “Zionist-Crusader” Other, but comes home to 
Islamic communities, it loses its appeal.5

Second, Salafi jihadism features the vision of a 
utopian future based upon historical fiction. This 
vision parallels an equally seductive ahistorical myth 
of socially ideal primitive communism espoused by 
Marx and Friedrich Engels. Much like its ideologi-
cal forerunner, Salafi jihadism’s vision of the future 
anchors on the myth of a near-perfect Sunni caliph-
ate, under a single religious hub and sharia law, that 
stretched from modern-day Morocco to India during 
the 7th and 8th centuries. It aspires to “reestablish” this 
caliphate from Spain to Indonesia, arguing this will 
occur rapidly after the violent overthrow of corrupt 
Muslim autocracies and the elimination of all deca-
dent Western influences throughout the region. Of 
course, as with human societies throughout history, 
there was less utopian bliss in the historic caliphate 
than Salafi jihadists advertise. The Taliban’s real-life 
emirate established in Afghanistan from 1996–2001 
displayed the many horrors for average Muslims that 
will come from the oppressive, misogynistic, and 
xenophobic caliphate that the Salafi jihadists desire.

Al Qaeda is the self-designated vanguard (another 
echo of Marxism) of Salafi jihadism. Its senior leader-
ship cadre has worked since 1996 to communicate its 
social critique and vision of the future, while simultane-
ously recruiting, training, organizing, and inspiring the 
new generation of Sunni terrorists necessary to bring 
about that future. Nevertheless, Salafi jihadism existed 
for some two decades before al Qaeda established itself 
in the late 1980s, and there is every reason to believe 
that the far-flung, organizationally diffuse movement 
will outlast al Qaeda. Thus, the health of al Qaeda may 
be an important issue, but it is not necessarily the deci-
sive issue. Rather, the United States and its allies must 
gauge the vigor of the broader movement.

Present Trends
American policymakers have recently been con-

fronted with dramatically differing analyses of the 
health of and risk posed by al Qaeda and the rest of 
the Salafi jihadist community. One line of analysis 
argues that al Qaeda, operating from its safe haven 
along the Afghan-Pakistan border, remains the 
source of the gravest threat for catastrophic terror.6 
The contending perspective is that al Qaeda’s opera-
tional decline renders it less salient to international 
security concerns than the growing threat from 
diffuse, low-level groups emerging out of local social 
networks and acting out of a shared belief in the 
Salafi jihadist mass media message.7 What are global 
policymakers to think? Can both of these perspec-
tives be correct? If not, which threat is more severe?
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Ultimately, the question of whether al Qaeda itself 
or its relatively diffuse constellation of loosely affiliated 
co-religionists poses the greater threat may be moot. 
Both are substantial threats. Each requires a tailored 
response from its opponents. On the one hand, the 
al Qaeda–led globalized variant is more intellectu-
ally adaptable within its ideological commitment to 
nonstop jihad, but it faces major structural challenges. 
It has the greater ability to mount narrow but devas-
tating attacks, as its track record makes clear. On the 
other hand, the surrounding movement with its vio-
lence-prone group of men poses a more widespread 
but less physically potent threat. There is growing 
evidence that the multifaceted approach to counter-
ing Sunni terrorism that has evolved in the past few 
years, with a concentration on denying al Qaeda its 
desired outcomes, is showing signs of success. While 
American strategy for countering terrorism can, of 
course, be improved, policymakers should use caution 
to avoid discarding methods that are known to work, 
in their zeal to get rid of what has not.

Responding to the Threat
In organizational and strategic terms, the Salafi 

jihadists have faced substantial setbacks over the 
last several years. The United States and its part-
ners have continued regularly to kill or capture key 

leaders, such as a succession of operational chiefs of 
al Qaeda central, and a string of successive leaders 
of “al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula.” There have 
been similar successes against Jamaah Islamiyah in 
Southeast Asia, and against other groups large and 
small across the globe. Important leaders of al Qaeda 
in Iraq, including Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, have been 
killed or captured. Moreover, the overall Salafi jihad-
ist position in Iraq is, as of this writing, grim, under 
relentless American military pressure, and facing 
increasingly capable Iraqi services and the Sunni 
tribal “Awakening.” In sum, because of the combined 
pressures of various national security services and 
the military, intelligence, and law enforcement ser-
vices of the United States, al Qaeda and its allies find 
it hard to operate in most places in the globe.

At the same time, the movement has, arguably, 
made a grave strategic blunder. By allowing Zarqawi 
to reorient attention of the Salafi jihadists in Iraq 
and, indeed, in the entire Middle East, toward attack-
ing the Shia, it took on an additional adversary, both 
ideological and physical, while it was still grappling 
with the formidable alliance of the “Jews, Crusaders, 
and [Sunni] apostates.” This was not part of Osama 
bin Laden’s or Ayman al-Zawahiri’s master plan, for 
they always felt that the Shia would be quickly elimi-
nated late in the process of forming a caliphate, when 

Gunman takes position in Tripoli, birthplace of Lebanon’s Salafi movement in the 1950s
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The View from the Muslim World

While military and economic strategies are of critical importance in 
capturing, killing, or containing terrorists, equally important is public 
diplomacy, the battle to win the hearts and minds of people who 
might be sources of recruitment or support for jihad. Although the 
United States and its allies have made progress in learning how both 
to understand and fight against global terrorism, the U.S. Achil-
les’ heel has been a continued failure of public diplomacy, which 
lags far behind the military response. Too often, such diplomacy 
has simply taken the form of public relations, demonstrating how 
likeable the U.S. Government really is. Yet the most important factor, 
which is how the foreign policy of the United States and the rest of 
the developed world is perceived abroad, has been overlooked or 
downplayed.

Anti-Americanism is not based on who “we” are, but on what 
people believe “we” do—in other words, the perceived contrast be-
tween the way we walk and the way we talk. But neither of the two 
aspects of public diplomacy, public relations or public perceptions, 
can succeed without an understanding of what Muslims truly think. 
Getting an accurate fix on the Muslim world continues to be critical 
to limiting the feelings of alienation, powerlessness, and humili-
ation that foster radicalization and recruitment among Muslim 
populations.

The U.S. Government has been engaged in an ideological battle, 
a struggle it frames in terms of ideas, beliefs, and perceptions 
that tend to obscure its vision of the larger situation. Policymak-
ers have had to rely on wildly differing “experts” who, however 
well credentialed, often lacked the global data to back up their 
reading of the Muslim world. Rather than seeing the Muslim world 
through the lens of a Western/American mindset, Washington 
needs new insights that come directly from what large numbers of 
Muslims across the Muslim world really think, not from outsiders 
or, especially, from the extremist terrorists who seized center stage 
and overshadowed the less demonstrative mainstream majority. 
Direct access to Muslim public opinion helps policymakers avoid 
the grand theories, individual political agendas, and ideologies that 
can blur important insights.

To respond effectively to global terrorism, U.S. foreign policymak-
ers require a better understanding of how Muslim majorities see the 
world and, in particular, how they regard the United States. Major 
polling by a number of organizations, including Pew, Zogby, and 
Gallup, provide much needed insight into the minds and hearts of 
Muslims globally.

The Gallup World Poll, which has surveyed a Muslim population 
sampling representing more than 90 percent of the world’s 1.3 billion 
Muslims, is the largest, most comprehensive study of contemporary 
Muslims ever done.1 As such, it now enables us to answer such basic 
questions as: What do Muslims across the world have to say about 
their dreams, hopes, and fears? How many Muslims hold extremist 6 Continued on p. 127

the numbers of Sunni “true believers” would form an 
overwhelming weight to wield against Shia heretics.8 
As a result of these various developments, almost 
nowhere in the world is there a truly permissive 
environment for the operation of Salafi jihadists.

Nevertheless, al Qaeda and the broader movement 
have been adapting in a number of ways. First, al 
Qaeda has worked hard to reestablish a physical safe 
haven in Pakistan, and especially within the Feder-
ally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). Al Qaeda 
requires a place of physical freedom to practice the 
management of a proto-caliphate, to congregate 
in an unfettered manner, and to plan and launch 
spectacular acts of terrorism against its opponents. 
Al Qaeda strategists are incessantly writing to each 
other about the good old days in Afghanistan (be-
tween the expulsion of the Soviet Union in 1989 and 
the post-9/11 invasion), and the need to generate a 
similar safe haven soon. They lament the loss of the 
once-promising safe haven in Iraq, particularly in 
Anbar Province, largely blaming Zarqawi’s intemper-
ance for this. Today, al Qaeda’s strategists are trying 
to establish a permanent safe haven in Pakistan’s bor-
der areas adjacent Afghanistan. Intense efforts since 
late 2005 have produced results. Al Qaeda gained 
a foothold in this area, which by 2009 had become 
a central battle ground. In alliance with young and 
highly militant Pakistani-Pashtun allies, al Qaeda has 
overthrown most of the tribal elder system in west-
ern Pakistan and embarrassed the Pakistani military. 
Many of the major attacks planned and executed 
against Western targets since 2002—including the 
London 7/7 bombings, the United Kingdom–U.S. 
airliner plot of 2006, and the Frankfurt airport plot 
of 2007—have common origins in western Pakistan 
and featured direct contact between key attackers 
and al Qaeda leaders.

Second, al Qaeda has expanded its formal 
franchisee arrangements with heretofore loosely 
affiliated Salafi jihadist groups. Al Qaeda’s leadership 
has tried to formalize relationships and stamp the 
al Qaeda brand name on all forms of regional Salafi 
jihadist and insurgent activity. At the same time, 
these groups seek their share of the prestige, and 
often funding, that goes with the “al Qaeda” name 
and reach out to it. For instance, in 2004, Zarqawi’s 
Iraqi group was assimilated into the movement as 
“al Qaeda of the Two Rivers,” a reference not only to 
Iraq, but also to the wider territory extending toward 
southwestern Iran and Kuwait. Similarly, in early 
2007, distinct references to “al Qaeda of Khoristan” 
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views? What are their priorities? What do Muslims ad-
mire and what do they resent about the United States 
and the West?

Between 2001 and 2007, Gallup conducted more 
than 50,000 hour-long, face-to-face interviews with res-
idents of more than 40 nations that are predominantly 
Muslim, and among significant Muslim populations in 
the West. Respondents represent the young and old, 
female and male, educated and illiterate, wealthy and 
poor, living in urban, suburban, and rural settings. With 
the random sampling method that Gallup used, results 
are statistically valid within a 3-point margin of error.

Extremism and Muslim Populations
Anger at the United States, a sense of not being 

accorded respect, and widespread religiosity seem an 
explosive combination. Muslims nevertheless are, in 
fact, at least as likely as the American public to reject 
attacks on civilians. While 6 percent of Americans think 
attacks in which civilians are targets are “completely 
justified,” in Saudi Arabia, it is 4 percent; in both Leba-
non and Iran, this figure is 2 percent. In Europe, Mus-
lims in Paris and London were no more likely than their 
counterparts in the general public to believe attacks on 
civilians are ever justified, and were at least as likely to 
reject violence, even for a “noble cause.”

Despite widespread disapproval of the U.S. leader-
ship, only a minority sympathize with the attacks of 
September 11, 2001. Some 55 percent said it was 
completely unjustified (a 1 on a 1-to-5 scale from com-
pletely unjustified to completely justified); 12 percent 
gave this item a 2; 11 percent gave it a 3; 7 percent gave 
it a 4.2

To understand what drove public support for ter-
rorism, however, Gallup looked at the outliers—the 7 
percent of the population who saw the 9/11 attacks 
as completely justifiable (5 on the scale), and have an 
unfavorable view of the United States—and compared 
them to the rest. Where was terrorism finding a sympa-
thetic ear?

Perhaps the most significant finding was the lack of 
a finding; there was no correlation between levels of 
religiosity and extremism among respondents. While 
94 percent of the high-conflict group said religion is an 
important part of their daily lives, a statistically identi-
cal 90 percent of the nonviolent mainstream said the 
same thing. Similarly, no significant difference exists 
between the two groups in mosque attendance.

Gallup probed respondents further and asked both 
those who condoned and those who condemned 

extremist acts why they answered as they did. The 
responses fly in the face of conventional wisdom, 
specifically the view held by many people that Islam, 
more than other faiths, encourages violence. Rather, it 
is politics, not piety, that drives 7 percent of Muslims 
to condone fully the attacks of September 11. Looking 
across majority-Muslim countries, Gallup found no sta-
tistical difference in self-reported religiosity between 
those who sympathized with the attackers and those 
who did not. Moreover, when respondents in selected 
countries were asked in an open-ended question to ex-
plain their views of 9/11, those who condemned it cited 
religious as well as humanitarian reasons. For example, 
20 percent of Kuwaitis who called the attacks “com-
pletely unjustified” explained this position by saying 
that terrorism was against the teachings of Islam. In 
Indonesia, one woman said, “Killing one life is as 
sinful as killing the whole world,” paraphrasing verse 
5:32 in the Koran. In contrast, not a single respondent 
who condoned the attacks of 9/11 cited the Koran for 
justification. Instead, this group’s responses were 
markedly secular and worldly—expressed in terms of 
revenge and revolution, not religion. For example, one 
respondent said, “The U.S. Government is too control-
ling toward other countries, seems like colonizing.”

Limiting the growth of terrorism requires the United 
States not only to focus on and try to understand the 
politically radicalized few, but also to appreciate the 
mainstream majority. While not extremists today, a 
significant portion of the world’s Muslim population, 
if further alienated and marginalized, represent the 
seed bed from which tomorrow’s terrorists will grow. 
An analysis of the politically radicalized, the 7 percent 
(some 91 million) of Muslim respondents who believe 
that 9/11 was completely justified and who are con-
vinced that the United States wishes to dominate the 
Middle East, can yield important insights.

Educated, Affluent, Optimistic Radicals
The politically radicalized are, on average, more 

educated and affluent than the mainstream majority, 
and they are also more internationally sophisticated. 
These individuals are surprisingly optimistic about 
their personal futures, but, as might be expected, 
when it comes to their political futures, they are more 
pessimistic.

The politically radicalized are not antidemocratic. A 
significantly higher percentage (50 percent of radicals 
versus 35 percent of the mainstream) say that moving 
toward democracy will foster progress in the Muslim 
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world. In addition, they are even more likely than 
mainstream respondents (58 percent versus 44 per-
cent) to believe that Arab/Muslim nations are eager for 
better relations with the West. They are more cynical, 
however, about whether improved relations will ever 
actually occur. While half (52 percent) of the main-
stream disagree when asked whether the United States 
is serious about promoting democracy, that percentage 
is 72 percent among the radicalized.

The politically radicalized faction conveys a strong 
sense of being “dominated” or even “occupied” by the 
West. Responding to an open-ended question, they 
cite “occupation/U.S. domination” as their greatest 
fear. In contrast, while concerned about American 
influence, the mainstream respondents’ top concern 
centers on economic problems.

“Why Do They Hate Us?”
A common answer to the question, “Why do they 

hate America?” has been, “They hate Americans for 
who they are and what they represent.” While this 
response may accurately describe the terrorists, it does 
not adequately account for the widespread anti-Ameri-
canism among many in the Muslim world, and in other 
countries and regions of the world, who admire the 
principles and values the United States stands for but 
reject its conduct of foreign policy. Despite widespread 
anti-American and anti-British sentiment, Muslims 
around the world said that they do in fact admire much 
of what the West holds dear.

When Gallup asked all respondents in an open-end-
ed question to describe what they admired most about 
the West, the most frequent response was technology, 
expertise, and knowledge; the second most frequent 
was the West’s value system, hard work, and respon-
sibility; and the third was its fair political systems 
and regard for human rights. When respondents were 
asked to describe their dreams for the future, they did 
not describe waging jihad, but instead cited the need 
for a better job, improved economic well-being and 
prosperity, and the possibility of a better future for 
their children. This was the most frequent response 
in Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Indonesia, 
among others.

A Question of Politics, Not Piety
Muslims do not see the West as monolithic; their 

perceptions of different nations fall along policy lines, 
not cultural or religious lines. For example, while 
unfavorable views of the United States (74 percent) and 

the United Kingdom (69 percent) dominate, respon-
dents view France and Germany as positively as they 
do other Muslim-majority countries. For example, only 
21 percent of respondents have unfavorable views of 
France, while 30 percent view Pakistan unfavorably. 
This issue becomes especially clear when comparing 
the United States to its neighbor to the north: Canada. 
While 67 percent of Kuwaitis have unfavorable views of 
the United States, the number for Canada is 3 percent. 
Similarly, where 64 percent of Malaysians say the 
United States is “aggressive,” only 1 in 10 associates 
this quality with France and Germany.

Although a significant number of Muslims admire 
and associate liberty with the West in general and 
the United States in particular, most do not believe 
Americans are serious about supporting democracy 
in the Muslim world, and seem to believe that U.S. 
policies deny Muslims the same rights of self-determi-
nation that they themselves enjoy. Doubting American 
intentions with regard to democracy is closely tied 
with the perception that America is an imperial power 
that controls the Middle Eastern region. More than 65 
percent of Egyptians, Jordanians, and Iranians and 55 
percent of Pakistanis believe that the United States will 
not allow people in their region to fashion their own 
political future the way they see fit, without direct U.S. 
influence. A perceived “democratic exceptionalism” 
when it comes to the Muslim world is also reflected in 
significant percentages who associate the adjective 
“hypocritical” with the United States.

The perceived deep gap between America’s 
espoused values of self-determination, democracy 
promotion, and human rights on one hand, and its ap-
parent “double standard” in failing to put these values 
first in the Muslim world on the other, lead many to be-
lieve that America and its allies must be hostile toward 
Islam and regard Muslims as inferior. Because the per-
ception of how Muslims are treated is so antithetical to 
admired Western values, Muslims reason, these same 
Western powers must simply be singling Muslims out 
for disapproval. When Gallup asked Muslims around 
the world what the West can do to improve relations 
with the Muslim world, the most frequent responses 
were that the West should demonstrate more respect 
for Islam and regard Muslims as equals, not inferiors.

Religion and Terrorism: Challenging Assumptions
Understanding the relationship of religion to terror-

ism, both domestically and globally, remains critical in 
the 21st century. Religion remains an important factor in 
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mainstream Muslim politics, a source of national iden-
tity, and a factor in democratization movements and 
electoral politics from Egypt and Morocco to Turkey, 
Iraq, Bahrain, Kuwait, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Malaysia, 
and Indonesia. At the same time, it is also a source 
of identity and legitimacy for extremists and terrorist 
organizations, domestic and global, which operate 
from Spain to the southern Philippines.

The primary causes of global terrorism are often ob-
scured by the religious language and symbolism used 
by extremists. In most cases, political and economic 
grievances are primary causes or catalysts, and religion 
becomes a way to legitimate the cause and to mobilize 
popular support. Religiously legitimated violence and 
terror add divine or ultimate authority, moral justifica-
tion, religious obligation, and certitude of heavenly 
reward that enhance commitment and sacrifice—a 
willingness to fight and die in a sacred struggle. Yasser 
Arafat, leader of a secular nationalist movement (the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization [PLO] and then the 
Palestinian National Authority), frequently used the 
words jihad and shahid (martyrdom) to enhance his 
influence. Similarly, the Palestinian militia (not just 
the Islamist Hamas) appropriated religious symbol-
ism, called itself the al Aqsa Brigade (a reference to 
the mosque in East Jerusalem opposite the Dome of 
the Rock), and used religious terms such as jihad and 
martyrdom for recruitment, legitimacy, and support.

While a seemingly logical profile of terrorists as-
sumes that they are psychological or social misfits, 
poor, unemployed, and uneducated, this charac-
terization, as in the above-mentioned profile of 
the “politically radicalized” identified in the Gallup 
World Poll, is often inaccurate. Like members, and 
particularly leaders, of many social movements in the 
Muslim world and the West, members of terrorist or-
ganizations are not solely the “have nots,” but rather 
bright, educated, motivated individuals respond-
ing to their perception of grave political or social 
injustice. With some exceptions, the new breed of 
militants and terrorists, from the 9/11 attackers to 
the London bombers, are not the urban poor. Ay-
man al-Zawahiri, a pediatric surgeon, and other al 
Qaeda leaders, as well as those responsible for the 
World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks, such as 
Mohammad Atta, were well-educated, middle-class 
professionals. Many British Muslim militants, such 
as Omar Sheikh, the convicted murderer of journalist 
Daniel Pearl, have been products of the British public 
school system.

Distinguishing between mainstream opposition and 
extremists or terrorists can sometimes be difficult. 
Drawing the line between national liberation move-
ments and terrorist organizations often depends upon 
one’s political vantage point. Israel founders Menach-
em Begin and Yitzhak Shamir, the radical Zionist Irgun 
and Stern Gangs, Nelson Mandela and the African 
National Congress, and Yasser Arafat and the PLO, 
to name only a few, were regarded by their opposi-
tion as terrorist leaders. Yesterday’s terrorists may be 
just that—terrorists; or they may become tomorrow’s 
statesmen. Even grayer and more difficult for some to 
characterize are groups such as Lebanon’s Hizballah, 
which is a militia, a de facto local governing body, and 
a major political party with seats in Lebanon’s parlia-
ment, and Hamas, which has won electoral victories 
not only in municipal but also in national elections in 
Palestine.

Implications
Globally, majorities of Muslims clearly do not see 

conflict with the West as primarily a religious war or 
a “clash of civilizations.” Instead, they distinguish 
between specific Western powers in terms of policy, 
and not principle. The clash-of-civilizations theory 
provides no helpful answers and gains no support in 
Muslim responses to the Gallup World Poll. It may be 
helpful for policymakers to disaggregate “the West” 
and the “Muslim World” into distinct countries, whose 
conflicts and confrontations originate from the specific 
policies of specific nations and their leaders, especially 
the United States.3

When Muslims are asked what is the most impor-
tant thing the United States could do to improve the 
quality of life of people like them, the most common 
responses after “reduce unemployment and improve 
the economic infrastructure” are “stop interfering in 
the internal affairs of Arab states,” “stop imposing your 
beliefs and policies,” “respect our political rights and 
stop controlling us,” and “give us our own freedom.” 
Failure to respond effectively to the hopes and fears of 
the mainstream, and especially those of the politically 
radicalized, will make a bad situation worse.

The voices of majorities of populations should not 
be ignored or overlooked because of the threat from 
an extremist minority, or because Western countries 
have established ties to authoritarian rulers in, for 
example, Tunisia, Algeria, Egypt, Kazakhstan, or Saudi 
Arabia. Acceding to and even supporting the growing 
authoritarianism of some regimes because they are 



127GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

Transnational Movements and Terrorism

American-born al Qaeda operative justifies future terrorist attacks against 
United States
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(al Qaeda in Afghanistan, eastern Iran, and western 
Pakistan), and the announcement of its leader, Mus-
tafa Abu al-Yazid, began to appear on the al Jazeera 
Web site, with reference to that jihadist group’s evolv-
ing status as the Arab partner to the Taliban. Then, 
in September 2007, the longstanding Salafist Group 
for Call and Combat (GSPC) in Algeria announced 
formal affiliation with al Qaeda and changed its 

name to the “al Qaeda Organization in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM).” These moves extend al Qaeda’s 
reach and reinforce the Salafi jihadist’s narrative 
that a fundamentalist Sunni caliphate is borderless 
and destined to encompass the entire Islamic world 
(see map on p. 139). They also enhance previously 
informal communications and terror management 
conduits and potentially extend al Qaeda access to 
underdeveloped terror recruiting networks such as 
those affiliated with Algerian GSPC across France 
and in other parts of Western Europe.

By way of contrast, Salafi jihadists have only a 
limited ability to forge alliances with Muslims who 
are not Salafi jihadists, even those with whom they 
have very substantial theological similarities. For 
instance, Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood on the 
one hand, and al Qaeda on the other, are constantly 
at daggers drawn, in particular over issues of the 
propriety of electoral politics and the relative value of 
violent and nonviolent aspects of the jihad.

If al Qaeda is unwilling to make common cause 
with non-Salafi jihadist groups, what of their blandish-
ments toward individual Muslims? What is the health 
of the broader movement? Perhaps at the homegrown, 
grassroots level the movement has better prospects.

allies in the so-called war on terror or because they 
warn that Islamists could come to power in elections 
would be seriously short-sighted. If it is to support self-
determination in the Muslim world, the United States 
must make a crucial distinction, and separate violent 
extremists from the many mainstream Islamic activists 
and parties who have proven track records of participa-
tion in electoral politics and government. Perpetuating 
the culture and values of authoritarianism and repres-
sion will only contribute to the long-term instability and 
anti-Americanism that empower the terrorists.

The United States can counter its concerns about 
mainstream Islamists coming to power by supporting 
a strong civil society and rule of law. Multiple political 
parties and professional associations, an independent 
judiciary, and a free press and media offer Muslim 
populations broader political choices. If Islamists are 
the “only game in town,” then their electoral support 
will come not only from their members, but also from 
those who want to cast the only vote they can against 
incumbent governments and for the critical changes 
needed to improve their future.

A wealth of data is available, from the polls cited 
here as well as from other sources, and it offers new 
insights that may point the way toward ending the 
ongoing conflict between the West and the Muslim 
world. It is about policy, not a clash of principles. The 
U.S. Government needs a greater understanding of the 
conflict’s root causes; listening to the voices of a billion 
Muslims is a sound way to begin.

N o t e s

1  Gallup’s self-funded Poll of the Muslim World is 

conducted in 40 predominantly Muslim nations and among 

significant Muslim populations in the West. It is the first data set 

of unified and scientifically representative views from Muslims 

globally. The Poll of the Muslim World is part of Gallup’s larger 

World Poll, a self-funded effort aimed at consistently measuring 

the well-being of 6 billion world citizens (a sample representing 

95 percent of the Earth’s population) on a wide range of topics 

for the next 100 years.
2  Based on a population-weighted average across Egypt, 

Indonesia, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Lebanon, Pakistan, 

Morocco, Iran, and Bangladesh, representing 800 million 

Muslims.
3  David Kilcullen, “Countering Global Insurgency,” The 

Journal of Strategic Studies 28, no. 4 (August 2005), 597–617.

5 Continued from p. 123
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Of the three major features of the ideology’s mes-
sage, one remains resilient while the other two have 
demonstrated substantial weakness. The biggest asset 
the Salafi jihadist movement has is anti-American 
sentiment in the Muslim world. Much less helpful 
is the anti-Israel sentiment there because more and 
more voices are asking why Hamas and Hizballah 
have actively, and apparently successfully, fought 
Israel, while al Qaeda and other Salafi jihadist orga-
nizations have not even tried, despite their rhetoric 
and anti-Semitic stance. In other words, the Salafi 
jihadists are not viewed as being out in front on 
this issue. The preeminent Salafi jihadist Palestinian 
group, Fatah al-Islam, is a minor player in the region 
by comparison with Hamas, Hizballah, and even the 
Lebanese government.9

The credo of necessary violence is the Achilles’ 
heel of the ideology, and its overexposure across the 
Islamic world in recent years has weakened the Salafi 
jihadist appeal. Since at least 2003, when a wave 

of terrorism in Riyadh and Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, 
shocked many Muslim sensibilities about the killing 
of fellow Muslims, al Qaeda has struggled to retain 
a grip on message management regarding the use of 
violence and the desirability of a future Islamic ca-
liphate. Al Qaeda has been forced to rebuke its Saudi 
Arabian arm and one of its few precious celebrities, 
the late Zarqawi, for excessive violence that was ev-
ery bit as appalling to Muslims as to non-Muslims.

Since the summer of 2005, polling across the 
Muslim world has shown a dramatic drop in public 
support and admiration for Osama bin Laden and al 
Qaeda. Revulsion at violence has been the primary, 
though not the only, issue here.10 To the extent that 
mainstream Muslim support for bin Laden as the fig-
urehead of al Qaeda and the Salafi jihadist ideology 
remains, Muslims overwhelmingly link this support 
to his rhetorical stand on behalf of Islamic causes 
and his confrontation of the United States, while 
expressing little support for his violent methods of 
operation or his vision of a utopian Islamic state.11

The Salafi jihadists will have a hard time reversing 
the tendencies of many within the movement toward 
wanton violence. There are two obvious ways to 
control this problem. The first is through tough com-
mand and control; the second is to deny membership 
in the movement to those inclined to indiscriminate 
violence. For a series of interlocking reasons, neither 
of these seems probable. As previously discussed, the 
United States and its partners are busily impeding 
command and control functions within Salafi jihadist 
organizations. As a result, the ability of cooler heads 
at al Qaeda central (for instance) to prevail is inhib-
ited. Indeed, some Salafi jihadist thinkers, notably 
Abu Musab al-Suri, have even started to argue that 
the movement should eliminate its bureaucracies and 
devolve to something more like “leaderless resistance” 
because the U.S. military and local security services 
are optimized to destroy terrorist or insurgent com-
mand and control structures.12 Moreover, the Salafi 
jihadist movement claims to champion the only 
universally applicable version of Islam. Thus, while 
individual groups can control their own member-
ship, the movement as a whole perforce is saddled 
with anyone who claims to be a Salafi jihadist, even 
if he is an incompetent or a bloodthirsty psychopath 
whose actions will discredit the movement in the vital 
Sunni Muslim audience. Ironically, the very growth 
of the Salafi jihadist movement will almost certainly 
undercut its popularity.

The vision of a utopian future brought about 
by violence has also worn poorly across the Sunni 

Student members of India’s ruling party protest terrorist attacks in  
Mumbai, December 2008
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Muslim world among religious and revolutionary 
elites. Renowned Salafi jihadist and former ideologi-
cal head of Egyptian Islamic Jihad, Dr. Sayyid Imam 
Sharif, also known as “Doctor Fadl,” released a book 
in late 2007 formally renouncing violence, jihadism, 
and the path to social reform espoused by al Qaeda, 
largely on the grounds that it will not succeed.13 
Prominent Saudi clerics continue to issue decrees 
against violence and terrorism in the name of Islam. 
Finally, a growing network of non-Arab Islamic lead-
ers has been condemning Salafi jihadism’s violence 
and its inhumane treatment of Muslims in places 
such as Anbar Province, Iraq, and across western 
Pakistan.14 Most recently, in late May 2008, the 
extremely conservative Deoband Muslim seminary 
in India issued an edict against terrorism as unjust 
and un-Islamic, while also criticizing the Taliban for 
going too far in their implementation of Islamic laws 
in Afghanistan and parts of western Pakistan.15

The growing criticism has put al Qaeda’s leaders 
in an increasingly reactive mode. Deputy al Qaeda 
leader Ayman al-Zawahiri and media spokesmen, 
including the late Abu Laith al-Libi and Abu Yahya 
al-Libi, have been increasingly consumed in detailed 
ideological debates with these challengers within 
the Salafi jihadist movement and across wider Sunni 
Islam. For example, Zawahiri found it necessary to 
issue a 2-hour monologue in early 2008 to counter 
the impact of Dr. Sharif ’s renunciation of Salafi 
jihadism. Extensive and frequent public releases 
assert the necessity of violence, scold Islamic leaders 
and movements who are insufficiently activist, and 
defend the jihad and martyrdom as necessary for 
true believers.

Given these concerns, al Qaeda has expanded its 
efforts at mobilization and recruitment, simultane-
ously endeavoring to counter growing Muslim dis-
content with its aggressive methods and unpalatable 
goals. Much of this growth has come as a normal 
function of the ever-expanding Internet. Since 
2004, al Qaeda has established its own media pro-
duction company, As Sahab. It has also developed a 
new propaganda distribution network known as the 
Al Fajr Media Center, while widening its network 
of Web sites from fewer than 1,000 to more than 
5,000.16 Most of these operate overtly, while others 
have password protection and exhibit sophisticated 
access and message control. The network even fea-
tures more than 100 sites operating in English. The 
content of these Web sites is increasingly aimed at 
the second- and third-generation Islamic diaspora 
across Europe.

For terrorism analysts who focus on measuring 
inputs, expanding Web sites would seem to indicate 
that a new form of self-radicalized, homegrown jiha-
dist has become the greatest terrorist threat inspired 
by Salafi jihadism. In general, however, these efforts 
have not paid off in terms of recruits or converts. 
There is little evidence that they have played an 
important role in the increased anti-Americanism 
around the world or in any resurgence of “Islamic 
feeling” (if such indeed is under way at all). Rather, 
what has demonstrably contributed to America’s bad 
poll numbers have been its overt acts in prosecuting 
the fight against terrorism, primarily the invasion 
of Iraq, and to a lesser extent Afghanistan, and the 
formal and informal media far beyond the jihadists’ 
efforts, which convey inflammatory words and im-
ages from these conflicts.

Moving beyond mere empathy through affiliation 
and on to formal enfranchisement as a practitioner 
of Salafi jihadist terror would appear to require direct 
contact with the core of al Qaeda’s trusted agents. 
Multiple reports over the past few years indicate 
that an increasing number of second- and third-
generation European Muslims are being aggressively 
recruited to come to Pakistan for vetting, training, 
and incorporation into interchangeable terrorism 
operations within Pakistan, across the border in 
Afghanistan, and, most ominously, against targets in 
their countries of origin. Those who fail al Qaeda’s 
litmus test or who cannot gain safe transit back to 
the West remain and conduct terror attacks in South 
Asia. Those whom the leadership trusts, and who 
can secure passage out to the West, will return there 
to conduct spectacular attacks. Consequently, the 
culmination of the process of radicalization to terror-
ism involves physical space. Today, that space is in 
western Pakistan (including the Federally Adminis-
tered Tribal Areas, the Northwest Frontier Province, 
and Baluchistan).

At the same time, the Salafi jihadists have found 
that their media efforts are swamped by those of the 
globalized information and entertainment industry, 
not to mention the vast majority of the imams and 
Islamic scholars. The Salafi jihadists have found that 
these outlets and communicators are overwhelmingly 
hostile to them, even when they are virulently anti-
American and anti-Israeli. Jihadist elites write lengthy 
denunciations of the news media while the rank and 
file threaten death to reporters from al Jazeera and al 
Arabiya.17 The problem, however, from an al Qaeda 
perspective, is much worse than that. Popular media, 
music, and sports are all typically anti-Salafi jihadist 
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in their orientation even when appearing, from a 
Western perspective, as nonpolitical. The movement 
is even plagued by the various September 11 con-
spiracy theories. For instance, it is difficult to attract 
new recruits if they believe that Osama bin Laden is 
a creation of the Central Intelligence Agency, or that 
the attacks were an inside job mounted by the Bush 
administration, or a plot by Israel’s Mossad.18

Ultimately, then, the Salafi jihadist movement is 
failing to attract large numbers of people. Generous 
estimates put its total number at perhaps 250,000 
worldwide. While even this possibly inflated estimate 
sounds like a large number, in fact it is not. It is 
roughly 0.03 percent of the 91 million Muslims 
worldwide who found the September 11 attacks 
“fully justified.” Only some 0.02 percent of all Mus-
lims in the world are Salafi jihadists.

These numbers underscore that there is no straight 
line from grievance to terrorism. In the words of 
one social movement theorist, “If we have learned 
anything from the last thirty years of social move-
ment scholarship, it is of course that no such line 
exists. A huge analytic chasm separates grievances 
and specific strategies of collective action.”19 Another 
scholar put it more directly: “Making Arabs angry 
does not alone turn them into terrorists.”20 Given 
this, there is little reason to believe that burnish-
ing America’s image in the Middle East or among 
Muslims generally—even assuming such is possible, 
and recent scholarship on the many types of anti-
Americanism suggests that perhaps it is not—will be 
an effective, let alone efficient, method of reducing 
the terrorism threat.21

Policy Considerations and Tradeoffs for the 
United States

The United States will continue carrying out 
defensive measures to protect itself and its allies 
against terrorist attacks. The difficult questions are 
what forms of offensive action should be under-
taken, and by whom. Fortunately, the fundamental 
strategic situation is extremely grim for al Qaeda and 
the other Salafi jihadists. The movement is under 
tremendous stress and has failed to attract genuine 
adherents despite its media efforts, the once-high 
(but now declining) popularity of Osama bin Laden, 
and the fact that the U.S. prosecution of the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan is widely unpopular across the 
Islamic world.22

The problem, from the Salafi jihadist perspective, 
is the fact that experience has shown that, all other 
things being equal, the more Muslims are exposed 

to its indiscriminate violence, the less they support 
al Qaeda and the movement it represents. As many 
have argued—including those who still see al Qaeda 
as tremendously dangerous—the movement is inher-
ently self-limiting.23

The United States, ironically, is the best friend that 
the Salafi jihadists have. The Salafi jihadists want the 
United States to use its military power extensively be-
cause they believe such actions help to mobilize Sunni 
Muslims to become Salafi jihadists. It is also worth 
remembering that what most contributes to anti-
Americanism in the Islamic world is the perception 
that U.S. policies unfairly dictate how things must be. 
Reducing the visible American profile in the world 
would undercut Salafi jihadism at least to the extent 
that it can take the edge off of anti-Americanism. 
To this effect, the United States might wish to sup-
port regional programs that grow responsible local 
paramilitary and law enforcement capacity in Sunni 
Muslim states. Building local partner capacity, along 
with intelligence-sharing to help constrain the ability 
of organized Salafi jihadist terror groups to topple 
these regimes, might undercut the effectiveness of the 
terrorists while reducing America’s military profile.

The United States must recognize that it is in a 
similar position to the terrorists. Not surprisingly, 
given its preponderance, the more it uses coercive 
force, the more it is likely to be seen as a threatening 
power. Arguably, the more visible the United States 
is, with the notable exception of manifestly humani-
tarian missions, the less it is liked. Indeed, al Qaeda 
usually wants the United States to act, believing 
that American actions will inevitably validate their 
narrative. Accordingly, the United States must avoid 
falling into a maximalist, activist, and intervention-
ist approach. In addition, it must not make the 
mistake—too often committed by both sides of the 
political system—of believing that it alone has power 
and agency, and that the other peoples around the 
world have none. Furthermore, Washington must 
recognize the limits of its power, not only because 
America’s intrinsic capabilities to deal with this (and 
any other) problem are finite, but also because Mus-
lims themselves will always outnumber Americans 
in Muslim countries, and they have positional and 
cultural advantages over the United States. But the 
United States still enjoys numerous potential part-
ners in fighting Salafi jihadist extremism and vio-
lence. These range all the way from the governments 
of Indonesia, Syria, and Iran, to Hamas and many 
other Islamist groups, to al Jazeera, to the United 
Nations (UN), to traditional allies such as the United 
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Kingdom, Canada, and Australia. Policymakers have 
a range of cooperative techniques available to them 
for dealing with these various countries and groups, 
ranging from unwitting to tacit to covert to overt.

The most important potential partners for the 
United States are Sunni Muslims, who have cred-
ible voices with other Muslims. Salafi jihadists’ 
complaints suggest that most of those in the Islamic 
world are against them. If it is going to take full ad-
vantage of this fact, the United States might continue 
to quietly support Muslim voices opposing Salafi 
jihadism, while improving activities in areas where 
unacceptable al Qaeda strength remains, notably in 
the safe haven of western Pakistan.

Several other policy considerations stand out:

n It may be helpful to measure proposed changes 
in U.S. counterterrorism policy against the possible 
harm from degrading what has already proved suc-
cessful in the struggle against Salafi jihadism and al 
Qaeda. It is clear that an al Qaeda under pressure is 
less tactically and strategically effective. Similarly, 
the Salafi jihadist movement has, at various points 
in its 40-year history, apparently been contained or 
reduced to manageable levels. When the pressure 
was removed, the movement always rebounded.

n While the United States wishes to be well liked 
in the Muslim world, it is clear that America’s un-
popularity is largely unrelated to the health of Salafi 
jihadism. Thus, policymakers may wish to carefully 
scrutinize calls for more and better strategic mes-
saging campaigns to counter the social critique of 
Salafi jihadism. Reform of Islamic societies, under 
the leadership of mainstream Muslims, is most likely 
to render the Salafi jihadi social critique impotent. 
This reform will take time, but Western govern-
ments may be able to help indirectly by continu-
ing to encourage temperate Muslim reformers and 
visionaries, while avoiding heavy-handed gestures 
and pompous demands for immediate change. To 
the extent that direct Western efforts can help, these 
need to be seen and not heard. By the same token, 
Western leaders may wish to take every opportunity 
to provide significant, visible assistance to Muslim 
victims of flooding, earthquakes, famine, and other 
natural disasters. As was the case with U.S. assistance 
to Pakistani Muslim victims of the October 2005 
earthquake, and Indonesian Muslim victims of the 
December 2004 tsunami, such overt assistance to 
Muslims in need will slowly but surely erode general 
Muslim beliefs that the West is only about subjugat-
ing and exploiting Muslims.

n The United States can provide additional 
indirect support for the growing number of Muslim 
critics of Salafi jihadism. Washington might encour-
age the natural tendency of Muslims who have been 
victims of the violence to speak out in front of fellow 
Muslims, for it is these voices that carry the most 
weight in discrediting the Salafi jihadist ideology.

n Most importantly for 2009, American and allied 
leaders will have to face the major threat posed by al 
Qaeda and the Salafi jihadist ideology: namely, the 
terrorist safe haven in western Pakistan. A collabora-
tive effort to fully and firmly engage the Pakistanis in 
order to eradicate al Qaeda may be indispensible to 
preventing another 9/11. The approach most likely 
to be successful will frame the al Qaeda safe haven 
in Pakistan as part of the more general problem with 
jihadism in terms of an ongoing Pakistani security 
strategy, and address this wider problem in the context 
of a reformulated South Asia security arrangement.

In short, Salafi jihadism remains dangerous. It is 
a threat that is irregular in nature but is easy to un-
derstand because it is an open mass movement with 
universal aspirations. It can be penetrated nearly at 
will, however, whether for the purpose of collecting 
information or for influencing its actions. This is a 
different problem from competing with closed soci-
eties such as the former Soviet Union. Salafi jihadists 
are remarkably open in discussing and debating their 
strategies, weaknesses, fears, and vulnerabilities. The 
United States might, then, profitably invest more in 
its ability as a nation to “know the enemy,” which is 
the wider movement of Salafi jihadism. Washington 
can then tailor its strategies to exploit the move-
ment’s growing vulnerabilities in the Muslim world, 
while simultaneously taking only prudent offensive 
actions that inhibit catastrophic terrorism and sup-
porting ongoing Muslim efforts to marginalize the 
Salafi jihadist ideology across the Islamic world.

The Mind of the Terrorist
What is inside the mind of the terrorist? The lay 

public widely assumes that terrorists driven to give 
their lives for their cause must be crazed fanatics. In 
fact, the consensus of scholars who have specialized 
in terrorist psychology holds that individual-level 
analyses fall far short of explaining terrorism.24 As 
Martha Crenshaw has observed, “The outstanding 
common characteristic of terrorists is their normal-
ity.”25 Similarly, in a review of the “Social Psychology 
of Terrorist Groups,” McCauley and Segal conclude 
that “the best documented generalization is negative; 
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terrorists do not show any striking psychopathol-
ogy.”26 Indeed, terrorist groups and organizations 
screen out emotionally unstable individuals. They 
represent, after all, a security risk.

If it is not individual psychopathology, what is 
the major determinant of terrorist psychology? The 
Committee on the Psychological Roots of Terrorism 
concluded that:

group, organizational and social psychology . . . provides 
the greatest analytic power in understanding this com-
plex phenomenon. Terrorists have subordinated their 
individual identity to the collective identity, so what 
serves the group, organization or network is of primary 
importance. For some groups, especially nationalist/
terrorist groups, this collective identity is established 
extremely early, so that “hatred is bred in the bone.”27

In considering psychological and behavioral bases 
of terrorism, it is important to consider each mani-
festation of terrorism in its own political, historical, 
and cultural context,28 for terrorism is a product of 
its own place and time. It is an attractive strategy 
to a diverse array of groups that have little else in 
common. In considering the psychology of the broad 
spectrum of terrorist types—right-wing, nationalist-
separatist, social revolutionary, single-issue, and 
religious fundamentalist terrorists—given how dif-
ferent their causes and their perspectives are, these 
types would be expected to differ markedly.29 So the 
discussion should be about terrorisms—plural—and 
terrorist psychologies—plural—rather than search-
ing for a unified general theory to explain all terrorist 
behavior.

After the attacks of September 11, 2001, President 
George W. Bush declared that this was “the first war 
of the 21st century.” But in fact, the modern era of 
terrorism is usually dated back to the early 1970s, as 
represented by the radical Palestinian terrorist group 
Black September’s seizure of the Israeli Olympic vil-
lage at the 1972 Munich Olympics, an event that cap-
tured a global television audience and demonstrated 
powerfully the amplifying effect of the electronic 
media in the information age. In the early years of 
the modern era of terrorism, two terrorist types 
dominated the landscape. They were leftist social 
revolutionary terrorists, groups seeking to overthrow 
the capitalist economic and social order, and exem-
plified by the Red Army Faction in Germany and 
the Red Brigades in Italy; and nationalist-separatist 
terrorists, such as al-Fatah and other radical secular 
Palestinian terrorists, the Provisional Irish Repub-
lican Army of Northern Ireland, and the Basque 
separatist group Freedom for the Basque Homeland 
(Euskadi ta Askaratsuna, or ETA), which sought to 
establish a separate nation for their national minor-
ity. Both of these group types wished to call attention 
to their cause and would regularly claim responsi-
bility for their acts. They were seeking to influence 
the West and the establishment. Often, there were 
multiple claims of responsibility for the same act.

Social-Revolutionary Terrorism
Social-revolutionary terrorists are rebelling against 

the generation of their parents who are loyal to the 
regime. They are disloyal to the generation of their 
families that is loyal to the regime. Their acts of ter-
rorism are acts of revenge against the generation of 
their family that they hold responsible for their fail-
ures in this world. One of the Baader-Meinhof gang 

Crowds search rubble of U.S. Embassy, Nairobi, Kenya, after August 1998 
car bombing
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spoke derisively of his parent’s generation: “These 
are the corrupt old men who gave us Auschwitz and 
Hiroshima.” Social-revolutionary terrorist groups 
have experienced a significant decline over the last 
two decades, paralleling the collapse of communism 
in Europe and the end of the Cold War.

Nationalist-Separatist Terrorism
In contrast to the social-revolutionary terrorist 

groups, nationalist-separatist terrorism continues 
to be a vigorous, even growing phenomenon. Also 
known as ethnonationalist terrorists, these groups 
are fighting to establish a new political order or state 
based on ethnic dominance or homogeneity. In vivid 
contrast to the generational dynamics of the social-
revolutionary terrorists, they are carrying on the 
mission of their parents and grandparents who have 
been damaged by, or are disloyal to, the regime. They 
are loyal to families that are disloyal to the regime. 
Their acts of terrorism are acts of vengeance against 
the regime that damaged their families.

These vengeful feelings become particularly 
intense when the majority is seen as obliterating the 
identity of the minority. This “identicide” is exempli-
fied by the eliminationist policies of the founder of 
the modern state of Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, 
toward the Kurds, or Francisco Franco’s attempts to 
obliterate Basque identity in Spain. This in turn pro-
duced a defensive intensification of identity, setting 
the stage for the charismatic leadership of Abdullah 
Ocalan, founder of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, and 
the formation of the ETA.

Islamist Fundamentalist Terrorism
In recent decades, however, no responsibility has 

been claimed for upward of 40 percent of terrorist 
acts. This is probably because of the increasing fre-
quency of terrorist acts by radical religious extremist 
terrorists, in particular radical Islamist fundamen-
talist terrorists. They are not trying to influence the 
West. Rather, the radical Islamist terrorists are trying 
to expel what they consider the corrupt, secular 
modernizing West. And they do not need recogni-
tion by having their name identified in a New York 
Times headline or on a story on CNN. They are 
“killing in the name of God” and do not need official 
notice; after all, God knows.

Traditional groups include Islamic, Jewish, 
Christian, and Sikh radical fundamentalists. In 
contrast to social-revolutionary and nationalist-
separatist terrorists, for religious extremist groups, 
the decisionmaking role of the preeminent leader is 

of central importance. The radical cleric, who is seen 
as the authentic interpreter of God’s word, interprets 
the religious text so as to endow the destruction of 
the defined enemy with sacred significance. This 
interpretation is uncritically accepted by his “true 
believer” followers, so there is no ambivalence about 
killing the defined enemy. These groups are accord-
ingly particularly dangerous because they are not 
constrained by their target’s reaction; they seek to 
expel the unbelievers, to have revenge against them. 
Islamist radicals have shown a willingness to per-
petrate acts of mass-casualty terrorism, as exempli-
fied by the 1993 truck bombing of the World Trade 
Center in the United States; the 1996 bombing of the 
Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia; the 1998 coordi-
nated twin attacks on the U.S. Embassies in Nairobi, 
Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania; the 2000 attack 
on the USS Cole in the Gulf of Yemen; and the mass-
casualty terrorism on a scale never seen before in 
the coordinated attacks on the World Trade Center 
and the Pentagon. Osama bin Laden, responsible for 
these events, has openly discussed in interviews the 
use of weapons of mass destruction.

While many who are drawn to the path of 
religious fundamentalist terrorism are poor and un-
educated, some show similarities to the generational 
dynamics of the rebellious, social-revolutionary 
terrorists. Osama bin Laden shows characteristics of 
these generational dynamics and can be considered 
a social-revolutionary operating under the guise of 
religious fundamentalism.30 He is the 17th of 25 sons 
of a multibillionaire Saudi construction magnate, 
whose financial empire and wealth came from a 
special relationship with the Saudi royal family. 
When Osama bin Laden was 11, his father died. The 
father was worth between $2 billion and $3 billion at 
his death; his son Osama inherited some $57 million 
at age 16. After the mujahideen rebels, with the help 
of bin Laden’s money and his Islamist followers, ex-
pelled the Soviet Union from Afghanistan, bin Laden 
actively criticized “the apostate regime” in Saudi 
Arabia for permitting the U.S. military to “occupy the 
land of the two cities” (Mecca and Medina). When 
he railed at the corruption of the Saudi royal family 
and their lack of fidelity to Islam in permitting the 
American military to establish a base on holy Saudi 
land, he was striking out at the source of his family 
wealth, a move that led not only to his expulsion 
from Saudi Arabia, but also to severe damage of his 
family’s standing, turning them against him as well. 
He was rebelling against the family that was loyal to 
the regime that had enriched them.
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While not a religious authority, Osama bin Laden 
is known for his piety and has been granted the title 
of emir. Like the late Iranian Supreme Leader, Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini, Osama bin Laden regu-
larly cites verses from the Koran to justify his acts of 
terror and extreme violence, even using many of the 
same verses earlier cited by Khomeini. Consider this 
extract from the February 1998 fatwa, “Jihad against 
Jews and Crusaders, World Islamic Front Statement”:

In compliance with God’s order, we issue the following 
fatwa to all Muslims:

The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies—
civilians and military—is an individual duty for 
every Muslim who can do it in any country in which 
it is possible to do it, in order to liberate the al-Aqsa 
Mosque and the holy mosque [Mecca] from their grip, 
and in order for their armies to move out of all the 
lands of Islam, defeated and unable to threaten any 
Muslim. This is in accordance with the words of Al-
mighty God, “and fight the pagans all together as they 
fight you all together,” and “fight them until there is no 
more tumult or oppression, and there prevail justice 
and faith in God.”

We—with God’s help—call on every Muslim who 
believes in God and wishes to be rewarded to comply 
with God’s order to kill the Americans and plunder 
their money wherever and whenever they find it.

Note that it is not Osama bin Laden, but God 
himself, who is ordering his followers to kill Ameri-
cans. Bin Laden is simply the messenger relaying the 
commands of God as written in the holy Koran—a 
blasphemous suggestion in itself for many Muslims.

Al Qaeda, Hamas, Hizballah, and Islamic Jihad all 
have found an abundance of recruits, eager to join 
these Islamic fundamentalist terrorist organizations. 
Indeed, Ariel Merari, an Israeli specialist on terror-
ism, noted wryly that for every terrorist killed or cap-
tured, there were 10 waiting to take his or her place, 
and that there were now more terrorist volunteers 
than there are suicide explosive belts.31 For them, like 
the youth drawn to the path of nationalist-separatist 
terrorism, hatred has been “bred in the bone.”

This emphasizes the crucial organizing role of the 
leader, who provides a sense-making explanation for 
what has gone wrong in the lives of these disaffected 
recruits, is able to identify the external enemy as the 
cause, and draws disparate individuals into a collec-
tive identity. It was Osama bin Laden and his desig-

nated successor, Ayman al-Zawahiri, cofounder and 
principal ideologue of al Qaeda, who fulfilled this 
illuminating role and forged the collective identity 
of the radical Islamist fundamentalist, transnational 
terrorist organization al Qaeda.

Contrast between Suicide Bombers in Israel and 
Suicidal Hijackers of 9/11

Israeli authorities developed so-called psychologi-
cal postmortems for 93 Palestinian suicide bombers 
in the early 1990s. These were, for the most part, lost 
young men between the ages of 17 and 22, unmar-
ried, uneducated, and unemployed.32 When they 
volunteered or were recruited, they were told that, 
though their life prospects were bleak, they could 
still do something significant with their lives and that 
they would be enrolled in the hall of martyrs. From 
the moment they entered the group’s safe house, 
the prospective martyrs were never alone: someone 
slept in the same room with them the night before 
the action to ensure that they did not backslide, and 
physically escorted them to the pizza parlor, disco, or 
shopping mall to carry out their act of suicide terror-
ism. Merari has called attention to the “suicide bomb 
production line,” in which individuals first volunteer 
to become a shahid (martyr), then are identified and 
praised publicly as living martyrs, and finally make 
the requisite pre-attack video, which will be used 
both to memorialize their names and to recruit other 
potential martyrs. He observes that it is difficult to 
back down after passing through these stages; the 
shame that would attend such a reversal would be 
unbearable.

The contrast with the suicidal hijackers of Sep-
tember 11 is dramatic. They were older, ranging in 
age from 28 to 33 (Mohammed Atta, the ringleader, 
was the oldest), with the exception of a small group 
of younger terrorists, brought in late for “muscle,” 
who may have been unaware that theirs was not a 
conventional hijacking. A number had higher educa-
tion: Atta and two of his colleagues were in master’s 
degree programs at the technological university in 
Hamburg at the time of the operation. Most came 
from comfortable, middle-class homes in Saudi Ara-
bia or Egypt. Unlike the Palestinian suicide bombers, 
these were adults who had willingly subordinated 
their individuality to the organization, responding 
uncritically to the siren song of hatred sung by the 
charismatic leader, Osama bin Laden. Interestingly, 
some had been on their own in the West for about 7 
years, exposed to the “buzzing, blooming confusion 
of a democracy,” pretending to blend in while nur-



135GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

Transnational Movements and Terrorism

turing their secret intention to give their lives while 
taking the lives of thousands of others.

Implications
The understanding that children have been led 

onto the path of terrorism at an early age has impor-
tant implications for counterterrorism strategy. This 
should be a sustained campaign, requiring early in-
terventions. Moreover, mainstream Muslims should 
counter the extremists who have called for violence 
in the name of Allah, by pointing out that they are 
using the Koran to justify actions that in fact the 
Koran proscribes. There are numerous prohibitions 
against suicide in the Koran, against the killing of 
innocents, and against the killing of fellow Muslims. 
And yet children in the mosques hear the glorifica-
tion of martyrdom. It is encouraging to observe that 
mainstream Islamic voices in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan, Singapore, Great Britain, Lebanon, Ban-
gladesh, Indonesia, and elsewhere are beginning to 
challenge and counter the extremists in their midst.

Preventing Catastrophic Terrorism
Concerns about terrorist use of chemical, biologi-

cal, radiological, or nuclear (CBRN) weapons are not 
new. In fact, two prominent 19th-century anarchist 
theorists, Karl Heinzen and Johann Most, advocated 
the use of poisons by terrorists. But serious concerns 
about WMD terrorism date to the late 1970s. At the 
time, these concerns impelled the U.S. Departments 
of Defense and Energy to formulate nuclear response 
capabilities. Despite isolated worries about biological 
and chemical terrorism, however, only in the wake 
of the 1995 sarin attack on the Tokyo subway did the 
U.S. Government begin to take the prospect of these 
types of attacks seriously.

Why So Few Attempts?
There is considerable debate regarding the serious-

ness of the WMD terrorism threat. Skeptics argue 
that this threat is exaggerated, as demonstrated by 
the paucity of reports regarding terrorist interest in 
unconventional attacks. Some skeptics argue that the 
notion of “global terrorism” is also overblown, but 
most contend that a myopic focus on a low-proba-
bility, high-impact WMD terrorism event distracts 
from efforts to address more likely forms of terror-
ism, including improvised explosive devices.

The historical record certainly indicates that few 
terrorist groups have been interested in WMD, if only 
because they tend not to see those types of weapons 
as useful. Indeed, most terrorist groups have not been 

interested in mass-casualty attacks. Prior to Septem-
ber 11, the most destructive terrorist incident on 
record was the 1978 arson attack on a cinema in Iran 
that killed at least 377 people.33 According to one sur-
vey, there were only 10 terrorist attacks between 1946 
and September 11, 2001, that resulted in the death of 
100 or more people, and only 76 that resulted in 25 
or more deaths.34 While there were numerous failed 
terrorist plots that could have resulted in the deaths 
of more than 100 people, it is still a remarkably small 
number given the violence of the period and the large 
aggregate numbers of people killed by terrorists. The 
apparent lack of interest on the part of most terror-
ists in causing mass casualties helps explain their lack 
of interest in weapons of mass destruction. RAND 
terrorism expert Brian Jenkins articulated this view in 
the mid-1970s: “Terrorists want a lot of people watch-
ing, not a lot of people dead.”35

Historically, only a few terrorist groups have 
shown an interest in WMD, and fewer still have 
acquired and used such weapons. The best known 
example was the 1995 use of chemical agents by Aum 
Shinrikyo, a Japanese cult. In that attack, the nerve 
agent sarin was released in a low-tech operation 
in the Tokyo subway, killing 12 and injuring about 
1,000. It is worth noting that the group had spent 
months before that trying to figure out how sarin 
and other chemical agents could be used as weapons. 
Significantly, some groups that have employed WMD 
subsequently abandoned them. The Tamil Tigers 
used chemical agents against Sri Lankan forces in 
1990, but there is no evidence of subsequent interest 
by them in chemical weapons or other WMD. Simi-
larly, the Rajneeshee, a cult responsible for infecting 
750 people in Oregon during September 1984 by 
contaminating salad bars with salmonella, subse-
quently stopped using biological agents and focused 
on more conventional weapons.

The primary WMD terrorism concern since the 
late 1990s has been al Qaeda and groups associated 
with it. Al Qaeda clearly does not fit into Jenkins’ 
paradigm. It has long shown an interest in mass-
casualty terrorism and has expressed an explicit 
interest in WMD. In 1998, Osama bin Laden issued 
a public statement declaring that it was a religious 
imperative for Muslims to acquire WMD. In 2003, a 
Saudi cleric issued a fatwa justifying the use of WMD, 
even if it resulted in the mass death of innocents. 
Although considerable evidence exists that al Qaeda 
is interested in WMD, there is less evidence to indi-
cate serious progress in developing capabilities to use 
them. The group undertook a crude effort to develop 
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poisons under the direction of Abu Khabab al-Masri, 
who reportedly was killed in July 2008. Al Qaeda also 
explored producing radiological dispersal devices (so-
called dirty bombs). More seriously, it had a program 
under way to develop biological weapons capable of 
causing mass casualties, which U.S. forces discovered 
after the invasion of Afghanistan.

The declassified key findings of an April 2006 
National Intelligence Estimate concluded, “CBRN 
capabilities will continue to be sought by jihadist 
groups.”36 Although the Intelligence Community 
believes that al Qaeda and related groups will rely 
mainly on explosive devices, it maintains that they 
are still seeking WMD capabilities.37

There are two basic sources of skepticism regard-
ing al Qaeda’s WMD ambitions. First, many experts 
doubt the ability of al Qaeda to master the tech-
nologies needed to use any but the most primitive 
of chemical, biological, or radiological weapons. 
Second, there is mounting criticism from within 
the Islamic community of al Qaeda’s unrestrained 
violence. In particular, many clerics respected by al 
Qaeda’s supporters are casting doubt on the legiti-
macy of targeting innocents.

Countering WMD Terrorism
Since the fall of the Soviet Union and the dispersal 

of its military assets among several successor states, 
the United States and other countries have invested 
substantial efforts into ensuring that the materi-
als needed to produce WMD did not fall into the 
wrong hands. Until recently, the primary focus of 
these efforts was to secure nuclear material scattered 
across the former Soviet Union. Chemical stockpile 
destruction also received considerable support. More 
recently, growing attention has been given to reduc-
ing the risks from biological weapons. The efforts 
initiated in the former Soviet Union now are being 
extended to other parts of the world, especially those 
countries potentially vulnerable to terrorist exploita-
tion of WMD-related technology.

Prior to September 11, most efforts to restrict the 
movement of materials needed to develop WMD 
focused on state programs. Since then, the primary 
emphasis has shifted to addressing nonstate transac-
tions. To some extent, this not only suggests greater 
concern that terrorists might get access to existing 
nuclear weapons, but it also reflects the lessons 
learned from studying the operations of the diffuse 
transnational network associated with prominent 
Pakistani scientist A.Q. Khan. The network spanned 
many countries in the 1990s and provided clients 

with the critical technology needed for the produc-
tion of nuclear weapons. It could provide designs 
for centrifuges to produce highly enriched uranium, 
and it was able to contract with companies that could 
manufacture the components. It also could provide 
blueprints for nuclear weapons designs. As a result, 
the proliferation of nuclear weapons apparently no 
longer relied on the activities of states, but could be 
contracted out to private operators.

One effort to address the changing environment 
was the Bush administration’s Proliferation Security 
Initiative (PSI), announced in May 2003, which 
created no new legal authorities, but rather sought 
to build on existing national and international legal 
frameworks. PSI attempts to enhance cooperation 
among states on the interception of illegally diverted 
WMD-related materials and technologies. More than 
90 countries now participate in the Proliferation Se-
curity Initiative. The later Global Initiative to Com-
bat Nuclear Terrorism, launched in 2006, applies the 
same model to fostering international cooperation 
against all aspects of nuclear terrorism.

Another initiative intended to restrict access by 
terrorists to WMD technology was UN Security 
Council Resolution 1540. Adopted in April 2004, 
the resolution imposes a binding obligation on UN 
member states to ensure that nonstate actors are 
unable to obtain the technologies needed to develop 
WMD. While the capabilities to implement these 
obligations vary considerably from one country to 
another, the Security Council reiterated its continued 
support for the objectives of 1540 when, in April 
2008, it extended the mandate of the UN’s 1540 
Committee until 2011.

The United States also has supported the develop-
ment of a global architecture for the detection of 
nuclear materials. This effort, centered primarily 
on points of entry into the United States and at key 
shipping hubs elsewhere, aims to locate in-transit 
radioactive material that might be used in a so-called 
dirty bomb, or fissile material for an improvised 
nuclear device.

Although the United States would like to deter ter-
rorists from using WMD, it remains unclear whether 
it can in fact do so. First, Washington may not have 
sufficient information regarding terrorist possession 
of WMD to develop the types of tailored policies 
needed for truly effective deterrence. Second, it is 
difficult to deter terrorists when one may not have 
identified the key individuals responsible for terrorist 
decisionmaking, or when one does not know how 
those individuals relate to one another, what moti-
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vates them, and how they make decisions. Finally, it 
may not be possible to identify suitable targets for 
retaliatory strikes, since the terrorists involved may 
have no easily identified home base.

For such reasons, it has proven difficult to develop 
a deterrence strategy against WMD terrorism. In 
2008, the United States articulated a declaratory 
policy addressing the complications posed by the 
danger of WMD terrorism:

The United States has made clear for many years that 
it reserves the right to respond with overwhelming 
force to the use of weapons of mass destruction against 
the United States, our people, our forces, and our 
friends and allies. Today we also make clear that the 
United States will hold any state, terrorist group, or 
other non-state actor or individual fully accountable 
for supporting or enabling terrorist efforts to obtain 
or use weapons of mass destruction—whether by facili-
tating, financing, or providing expertise or safe haven 
for such efforts.38

This statement appears aimed primarily at groups 
and countries who might be enablers of WMD 
terrorism, either by providing ready-to-use CBRN 
weapons or by providing access to the technol-
ogy, expertise, and resources needed to generate 
these weapons. If terrorists themselves may not be 
deterrable by traditional means, their facilitators—
perhaps less committed and with identifiable home 
bases—may be.

Since the late 1990s, the United States has devoted 
considerable resources to developing the capabilities 
needed to respond to WMD terrorism. Consequence 
management is particularly challenging given our 
federal system of government, which gives state and 
local governments the primary responsibility for re-
sponse activities. While the Federal Government has 
the resources and much of the specialized capabili-
ties, it cannot take the place of the first responders 
who work for state, local, and tribal governments. 
As a result, a national response requires integration 
across all levels of government. The Department of 
Homeland Security has tried to address the response 
architecture problems highlighted by Hurricane 
Katrina through the National Response Framework, 
which establishes the guidelines for all levels of gov-
ernment for the management of natural disasters and 
terrorism incidents.

The concern that the United States may not be 
able to identify the perpetrators of a WMD ter-
rorism attack has resulted in growing attention 

to the problems of attribution, which requires the 
development of robust processes for assessing all 
types of information, including intelligence and 
law enforcement data. Integral to this process is the 
information developed through forensic analysis. 
In addition to traditional types of forensics, the 
investigation of WMD events will require special-
ized capabilities. Efforts are under way to develop 
specialized analytic capabilities for nuclear foren-
sics, in the hope that it will be possible to ascertain 
critical information about the origin of a nuclear 
or radiological device from post-event analysis. 
Similarly, in the aftermath of the 2001 anthrax 
letter attacks against targets in the United States, a 
bioforensics capability has emerged to allow investi-
gators to glean additional information based on an 
understanding of the materials used in a biological 
incident. Efforts to develop comparable chemical 
forensics capabilities are just beginning.

Despite substantial concerns about the prospect 
for terrorist use of WMD, there remain significant 
divisions between the bureaucracies that address 
terrorism and those dealing with unconventional 
weapons. Historically, the counterterrorism commu-
nity devoted little attention to WMD, and the groups 
responsible for addressing WMD concerns had little 
to do with terrorism. These disconnects were recog-
nized more than a decade ago, and considerable effort 
has been made since then to integrate the full range of 
responses to state and terrorist WMD threats. Experi-
ence also suggests that there is considerable confusion 
regarding the relationships among nonproliferation, 
counterproliferation, and consequence manage-
ment, as well as counterterrorism communities and 
activities. This uncertainty makes synchronization of 
strategies, plans, and operations more difficult and 
contributes to the creation of organizational stove-
pipes and unnecessary competition. Unless addressed 
by the national leadership, there is a danger this could 
become a long-term institutional obstacle to ensuring 
that WMD terrorism remains a rare occurrence.

Evolving Threats: Terror Groups, Gangs, 
and Networks

Even as nations adjust to fighting today’s combi-
nation of insurgencies and terror groups, political, 
economic, social, and technical trends are setting the 
conditions for conflicts that may involve even smaller 
but potentially more powerful entities. These entities 
could range from super-empowered individuals and 
small groups unified by a cause, to gangs and other 
criminal enterprises motivated primarily by profit.
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Major al Qaeda Lost Sanctuaries 

The Sudanese government expelled al Qaeda from that country in 1996 and Operation Enduring Freedom ejected 
it from Afghanistan in 2001.

Al Qaeda has had three primary sanctuaries. It was born in Afghanistan out of Abdullah Azzam’s Maktab al-Khidmat 
or “Services Bureau,” but it began to mature as an organization in its own right in Sudan where Sudanese leader Hassan 

al-Turabi offered the group sanctuary beginning in 1992. 
Expelled from Sudan in 1996 as a result of international pres-
sure on the Sudanese regime, al Qaeda sought refuge back 
in Afghanistan. It lost this sanctuary in 2001 as a result of 
Operation Enduring Freedom. The group is now thought to 
have sanctuary in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas in 
northwest Pakistan. 

al Qaeda Polling Data Results

What aspect of the al Qaeda organization do you  
sympathize with most?

4 7%    It seeks to create an Islamic state like that of the Taliban in 
Afghanistan

4 10%  Its methods of operation
4 18%  It stands for Muslim causes such as the Palestinian issue
4 30%  It confronts the United States
4 21%  I do not sympathize at all with this organization

A survey conducted by Zogby International in March 2008 
showed that Arab Muslims have little enthusiasm for al Qaeda’s 
positive program or its methods. The survey had a sample size of 
4,046 respondents from Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Asked what they most liked 
about al Qaeda, 21% said they did not like anything about it and 
another 48% said that they liked it for its opposition to the United 
States or its support for Muslim causes such as the Palestine issue. 
Of course, al Qaeda is hardly the only group to hold such views 
about the United States or Palestine. These findings suggest that al 
Qaeda’s support in the Arab world is narrow and potentially shaky.

Arab Muslims show little enthusiasm for al Qaeda’s positive 
program or its methods. They respond most positively to its anti-
American stance.

82%

15%

 3%
> 1%

Shia, Sunni, Salafi, and Salafi Jihadists throughout Islam

Salafi Jihadists, like al Qaeda, are a minuscule fraction of Salafis overall, who are a minority community within Sunni Islam.

Estimates of the number of Muslims in the world vary substantially. How-
ever, 1.5 billion is roughly the median estimate. Of those, some 85% or 
1.3 billion are Sunnis. The number of Salafis is uncertain but is perhaps in 
the range of 50 million, of which only perhaps 250,000 are Salafi jihadists. 
This estimate, of course, is imprecise and includes some individuals who 
emerge from Deobandi or Wahhabi backgrounds but who identify with the 
Salafi jihadist cause. The jihadists’ own literature brackets the number of 
their brethren as being less than half a million at most; low-end estimates 
are that there are several tens of thousands of Salafi jihadists. 

n Sunni Salafi non-Jihadis

n Sunni Salafi Jihadis

n Sunni

n	 Shia

Salafi Jihadists: Still Dangerous, Still Failing

al Qaeda Major Defeats 4

Strategic analysts within the jihadist movement such 
as Abu Musab al-Suri and Hazim al-Madani identify 
numerous past defeats of various elements of the Salafi 
jihadist community. These defeats date back to the 1960s, 
shortly after the death of Sayyid Qutb, to more recent 
events, such as the failure of the Armed Islamic Group in 
Algeria during the 1990s, and the near-complete defeat of 
the Islamic State of Iraq in the post-Saddam era. Many of 
these more recent defeats have been the subject of wide 
discussion within the Salafi jihadist community among 
elites and the rank and file.

	 	Locations of major defeats as assessed by  
Abu Musab al-Suri
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The expanse of the Caliphate by 1500 CE included most of Africa, 
the Middle East, much of southwest Asia, and southeast Europe.

In 900 CE, the Caliphate included 
most of present-day Spain and  
portions of France and Italy.

The Primary Sanctuary for Salafi Jihadists is northwest Pakistan
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Background
The United States may have seen the first attack 

by a super-empowered individual, or at most a very 
small group, in the 2001 anthrax letter attacks in 
New York, Florida, and Washington, DC. It took the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation almost 7 years to 
decide that a single individual was responsible. Yet 
the attack caused massive disruptions for Congress 
and the entire U.S. Postal Service.

While groups empowered with weapons of mass 
destruction, or mass disruption, are an emerging 
phenomenon, gangs represent a much older problem 
that may well evolve into something more threaten-
ing in the decades ahead. John Sullivan, for instance, 
contends that gangs have evolved in three waves or 
generations. First-generation gangs essentially fight 
over turf. They focus on gaining control of a territory 
and providing a social structure for their members 
based on loyalty to the gang. Once these have been 
established, the second generation of gangs evolves 
to become market-oriented drug traffickers, some of 
which are international in nature. Third-generation 
gangs have a higher degree of sophistication. They 
strive to operate globally, controlling noncontigu-
ous territories for political and mercenary purposes. 
Third-generation gangs often dominate the local 
governments in the areas in which they operate.

The obvious question is why these nonstate 
challengers will be a growing threat in the future. 
Nations have certainly faced such threats from small 
groups in the past without major problems. What is 
changing? The Prussian military philosopher Carl 
von Clausewitz noted, “Military institutions and the 
manner in which they employ violence depended on 
the economic, social, and political conditions of their 
respective states.”39 The enormous changes in societ-
ies over the last 50 years have inevitably changed how 
violence is carried out. Unfortunately, some trends 
increase the potential destructive power of these 
nonstate threats. Moreover, what has changed in con-
temporary society in many countries is that govern-
ments possess fewer effective checks on individuals 
or small groups, at least relative to the lethality of the 
weapons that might be at their disposal.

Clearly, small actors pose big problems in failed 
and failing states, such as Somalia and potentially 
Haiti. In states where governments fail to provide 
for basic security, welfare, and political voice, people 
will turn to more local or tight-knit communities, 
including clans, tribes, or extended families or ethnic 
groups, as the basic unit of security. These smaller 
communities will, in turn, assume responsibility for 

security by forming armed gangs or paramilitar-
ies. Without suggesting that the future portends a 
world of failed states, state weakness will compel 
many people to look to smaller, more local entities to 
provide for their own security. Personal loyalties may 
shift away from the nation-state to specific causes, 
ranging from subnational ethnic ties to transnational 
religions to global ecological movements. Whether 
these trends presage a rise in the number of small-
group threats remains to be seen, but the combina-
tion of changing identity and the proliferation of 
lethal means into the hands of individuals and small 
groups would certainly alter the strategic landscape.

These developments have already changed who 
fights “wars” and how they fight them. The trend has 
been away from nation-states using huge, uniformed 
armies to small groups of like-minded people with 
no formal organization who simply choose to fight. 
The nature of most armed conflict has changed so 
much that often it is impossible to tell today’s insur-
gents from simple criminal elements. Many of the 
former are, in fact, criminal elements—either they 
use crime to support their cause or they use their 
cause to legitimize their crime. The Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia, the recently resurgent 
Shining Path in Peru, pirates off the coast of Somalia, 
and Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines are just four il-
lustrations of this challenge.

Political, economic, and social trends point to the 
emergence of super-empowered individuals or small 
groups bound by a cause rather than a nation. At the 
same time, trends in technology will increase the 
power of gangs and other criminal networks bound 
together for both profit and identity. Using tomor-
row’s off-the-shelf technology, small actors may well 
be able to generate levels of destructive power that 
used to require the resources of a nation-state.

Key Issues
These new developments are of particular concern 

because emerging political, business, and social 
structures have consistently been more successful 
at using nascent technology than older, established 
organizations. Today, two emerging technologies, 
nanotechnology and biotechnology, have the power 
to alter our world—and warfare—more fundamen-
tally than information technology has.

Even before these technologies mature, the 
fragility of globalization means that it is impera-
tive to prepare for significant shocks. In many ways, 
military and business problems are merging as the 
world becomes more interconnected and power is 
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driven downward. In 2006, a group of about 20 angry 
Nigerians took hostages from a Shell Oil Company 
oil platform in the Gulf of Guinea. In response, Shell 
shut down its Nigerian Delta production and world 
oil prices rose dramatically, demonstrating how vul-
nerable our interconnected world is to disruptions in 
key commodities, and how business issues can very 
rapidly become matters of international security. 
This is not the same as in the old “banana wars” of 
the early 20th century, in which U.S. Marines were 
consistently committed to protect American business 
interests that mattered only to a few stockholders. 
Today, very small armed groups can affect the entire 
world’s economy immediately and dramatically.

This fragility in the oil supply system is duplicated 
in a number of key elements in the international sup-
ply chain, including rail and shipping bottlenecks. To 
prevent minor damage from translating into a major 
economic shock, these systems need excess capacity. 
Yet businesses are rightly reluctant to pay for excess 
capacity “just in case,” since it makes them less com-
petitive in an increasingly competitive world market.

At the same time that globalization has created a 
more interconnected and fragile economic system, 
small groups and even individuals now have access 
to much more powerful weapons. Using the leader-
less resistance model of the Animal Liberation Front 
(ALF) and, increasingly, some Islamist terrorist 
groups, these groups can use materials available 
in modern society to attack it. These range from 
the simple arson attacks conducted by ALF to the 
attempted chlorine attacks by al Qaeda in Iraq, to 
the potential for major chemical attacks based on a 
Bhopal-type accident, to nuclear-equivalent detona-
tions modeled after the 1947 Texas City disaster. 
The remarkable growth of innovation in synthetic 
biology means that there is a high probability that 
within the next 10 years, small groups will be able 
to create lethal viruses, including smallpox, from 
commercially available DNA. The possibility of a 
planned, worldwide release of smallpox gives small 
groups access to a potential lethality equal to dozens 
of nuclear weapons.

One of the crucial issues facing the developed 
world, and the United States and its allies in particu-
lar, is the mismatch between investments in defense 
and the potential threats. The earlier forms of war 
will continue to coexist with newer kinds of threats 
represented by small groups and gangs. Therefore, 
future conflict is likely to cover an enormously broad 
spectrum from small groups conducting single 
actions, to Hizballah-type movements, to nation-

state wars—in essence, hybrid war. Increasing the 
complexity of these conflicts, most will involve a 
multitude of players with widely varying objectives. 
The United States and its allies must be prepared to 
fight these hybrid wars, but unfortunately, our cur-
rent investment in national defense is still skewed 
heavily toward external, nation-state wars.

The Future
As noted above, future enemies will make use of 

the entire spectrum of warfare and crime to achieve 
their goals. Some will have traditional political goals of 
controlling territory or coercing behavior from other 
states, others will pursue purely criminal goals, still 
others will want to achieve a mix, and finally, some 
fear that a relatively new entrant, radical environmen-
talism, might well attack in defense of the “planet.”

For the United States, the absence of a peer com-
petitor in the short to medium term poses particu-
larly difficult questions. While the United States will 
have to be prepared to fight across the spectrum, 
even the Department of Defense, in its 2008 report to 
Congress on China’s military power, suggested that a 
China out-of-area threat would probably not emerge 
until the 2020s. Similarly, a “near peer” competitor to 
the United States is not likely to materialize over the 
next decade or more. Meanwhile, the threats to U.S. 
forces in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan obviously 
will remain priority considerations for some time 
to come. Beyond those considerations, however, the 
United States and its allies will have to be aware of 
what could cause serious harm at home.

Third-generation transnational criminal gangs 
represent both a direct and indirect threat to security. 
First, they may have already gained sovereignty in 
parts of the United States, Europe, and elsewhere—a 
neighborhood in one city, an apartment block in an-
other, an apartment complex in a suburb elsewhere. 
These gangs are essentially leaderless networks that 
answer to no single authority, but have extended 
sovereignty over noncontiguous spaces in the United 
States and overseas. They directly challenge the 
legitimacy of civil rule within parts of the United 
States. States and cities lack the resources to control 
them. Indirectly, gang violence compels migration 
by increasing political and civil instability in the 
“home” countries. This instability, combined with 
looming population and resource crises south of the 
U.S.-Mexico border, could force major migrations 
of people with no other choice. Gangs and cartels 
are fighting to establish mini narco-states in various 
nations in Central America and Mexico. They do not 
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want control of the entire state, simply enough of it 
to provide a secure base for their operations, and in 
which to enjoy their wealth.

A more distant nonstate threat may be that of 
environmental activists. Of course, the vast major-
ity of environmentalists are law-abiding individu-
als; however, a few believe their ends justify violent 
means. Usually, this violence amounts to small-scale 
criminal activity. But one could imagine the emer-
gence of a more radicalized fringe movement, driven 
by a fervent belief that governments were ruining the 
planet. Thus, a loose, violent antiglobalization move-
ment could take hold, albeit this time with access to 
highly disruptive means, whether cyber terrorism or 
a radiological attack to demonstrate dangers associ-
ated with nuclear power. To date, their attacks have 
been limited to minor nuisance attacks. However, 
as globalization affects people at higher levels of 
education (computer programmers, radiologists, and 
biotechnicians, for instance), some of those displaced 
workers will inevitably lend their skills to efforts to 
reduce globalization. This may well take the form of 
attacks on the communications and transportation 
systems that create globalization.

The most dangerous attacks probably would ema-
nate from apocalyptic groups. Their causes would 
vary, but they are likely to be driven by an absolute 
belief in what they do. In particular, these groups 
may look to exploit the advances in synthetic biol-
ogy, as well as the possibilities of other weapons of 
mass destruction. Belief in their cause will pro-
vide the moral justification for mass destruction 
of fellow human beings, as well as allay concerns 
about the number of their own personnel who will 
inevitably die.

Finally, the United States must consider how 
other states will react to the increasing power flow-
ing to small groups. While some states will use 
them for their own purposes, most states fear this 
threat to their own sovereignty. Washington must 
take advantage of the common interest in stopping 
such apocalyptic attacks to build relationships with 
other nation-states. Containing this type of emerg-
ing small-actor threat should be a challenge around 
which developed nations can fully cooperate.

All-of-Society Response
These potential threats will be extremely difficult 

for governments to counteract. A defense against 
them must involve all of society in the effort. Just as 
insurgency requires all elements of government to 
work together to defeat it, the challenge of super-em-

powered leaderless groups will require all elements of 
society to defeat them.

Creating an all-of-society defense will be difficult, 
but not impossible. There are already some models 
of such defenses, the most obvious being the defense 
of the Internet. It is being attacked daily by what is 
essentially a leaderless array of networks and individu-
als. In response, a leaderless network has developed 
to defend the Internet. While some elements of the 
defense are sophisticated organizations, the vast ma-
jority of those who defend the Internet simply follow 
basic rules: never run a system without an updated 
protection package, and never open emails from 
unknown senders. This creates the emergent intel-
ligence that has, to date, protected the Internet from 
another computer virus such as the “Love Bug” that 
caused worldwide damage in 2000. Other examples of 
successful defense are effective crime control through 
community participation and effective disease control 
through a network of public health officers.

The key issue for developing all-of-society de-
fenses against various threats is developing the rule 
sets that allow all elements of society to participate 
without having any specific individual or agency in 
command. This may well be the legitimate role of the 
Federal Government. Only it has the resources to 
bring together the entire range of players—all levels 
of government, business, academia, the media, and 
others to discuss and game possible threats, and de-
velop the rule sets that will allow a global, leaderless, 
emergent intelligent response. gsa
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One of the key challenges that strategists face is 
balancing the tension between the constantly 
changing character of war and its underly-

ing, unchanging nature. During the early 1990s, 
technological enthusiasts suggested that information 
technology would eliminate the Clausewitzean fog 
and friction of war. Today, even its most stubborn 
proponents now admit that advanced technology 
cannot do so. It is equally important for traditional-
ists to admit that, although the underlying nature of 
war as described by Clausewitz has not changed, the 
character of warfare has and will continue to change 
along with society as a whole. This chapter addresses 
the changing character of modern warfare with an 
eye to both truths.

Chapter 7
The Changing Character of War

Combatants select from an entire range of tactics 
and technologies that are appropriate to their own 
societies; therefore, this chapter first explores how 
the concept of hybrid war has captured the latest 
incarnation of this trend and how it is affecting 
modern conflicts. After defining the challenges that 
hybrid war presents, the chapter moves on to explore 
specific manifestations of the phenomenon and how 
they challenge the United States. First, it discusses 
what has changed and what remained the same in 
insurgency and counterinsurgency. Then it explores 
the humanitarian issues that are an integral part of 
modern battlefields. Expanding the arena of conflict, 
the chapter next deals with the changing character 
of maritime and air power in the 21st century. The 

F–15E takes on fuel from KC–10 during combat mission over Afghanistan
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discussion of maritime conflict begins with the 
planned structure of the U.S. fleet and the trends that 
will impact that structure and closes with recom-
mendations for how to deal with these trends in an 
era when maritime power is of increasing impor-
tance. Next, we examine the complex and flexible 
amalgam that is airpower and how it has adapted 
to the changing character of modern war. A final 
section provides a much longer term historical view 
of what constitutes asymmetry and the changing 
character of war.

The Challenge of Hybrid Warfare
The National Defense Strategy issued in 2005 

was noteworthy for its expanded understanding 
of modern threats. Instead of historical emphasis 
on conventional state-based threats, the document 
identified traditional, irregular, terrorist, and disrup-
tive threats, outlined their relative probabilities, and 
acknowledged increased vulnerabilities to more un-
conventional types of conflict. Moreover, the strategy 
even noted the overinvestment in traditional means 
of warfighting and the need for the United States to 
shift the focus and resources to other means.

Although intrastate wars and civil strife have oc-
curred more frequently than interstate wars through-
out history, their strategic implications and operation-
al effects have had little impact on Western militaries, 
especially that of the United States. Instead, the U.S. 
Armed Forces have focused on state-based threats 
and high-intensity conflicts or conventional warfare. 

The result has been overwhelming American military 
superiority, which has been measured in terms of 
conventional capabilities and global power projection. 
However, American force capabilities and investments 
must change as new enemies and altered conditions 
influence both the frequency and character of war.

After the National Defense Strategy appeared, a 
number of American and foreign observers compli-
mented the Department of Defense for moving be-
yond a preoccupation with conventional warfighting. 
But they also cited an increased blurring of distinc-
tions among various forms of warfare, rather than 
the clear-cut categories outlined in the strategy. The 
Pentagon itself suggested that most future complex 
challenges would involve synergy from the simultane-
ous application of multiple approaches. The National 
Defense Strategy explicitly stated that potential chal-
lenges could overlap and that “the most dangerous 
circumstances arise when we face a complex of chal-
lenges. . . . [T]he most capable opponents may seek 
to combine truly disruptive capacity with traditional, 
irregular, or catastrophic forms of warfare.”1

Many defense analysts suggest that future conflict 
will be multimodal, combining various methods of 
warfare to increase both their frequency and potential 
lethality. This threat is frequently described as hybrid 
warfare where adversaries can employ unique com-
binations of all forms of warfare specifically targeted 
to U.S. vulnerabilities. Criminal activities can be 
considered part of this threat because they destabilize 
government authority and abet insurgents by provid-
ing resources. Such activities could involve smuggling, 
narcoterrorism, illicit transfers of advanced explosives 
and weaponry, or exploitation of urban gang networks.

Major challenges in the future will be posed not by 
a state that chooses a single approach but rather by 
states or groups that select an approach from a menu 
of tactics and technologies. Such potential enemies 
will blend diverse elements in innovative ways to suit 
their own strategy, culture, and geography. As Michael 
Evans of the Australian Defence Academy warned 
prior to the Quadrennial Defense Review: “The possi-
bility of continuous sporadic armed conflict . . . means 
that war is likely to transcend neat divisions into dis-
tinct categories.”2 Still others point to the increasingly 
complex operating environment with large civilian 
populations, dense urban areas, and complex informa-
tion activities that will abet the hybrid challenger. 
Colin Gray predicted that “there is going to be a blur-
ring, a further blurring, of warfare categories.”3 The 
British and Australians are exploring the implications 
of this blurring and the desired countercapabilities Soldier fires AT–4 rocket launcher during firefight near Asadabad, Afghanistan
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required to effectively operate against hybrid threats. 
In fact, British thinking on the subject has surpassed 
American doctrine and incorporated hybrid threats 
within the construct for irregular warfare.

In many respects, Hizballah represented the rising 
tide of hybrid threats. The 34-day battle in Lebanon in 
2006 revealed Israeli weaknesses, which had implica-
tions for American defense planners. Combining an 
organized political movement with decentralized cells 
that used adaptive tactics in areas outside Lebanese 
government control, Hizballah demonstrated that it 
could inflict as well as take punishment. Specifically, 
highly disciplined, well-trained, and distributed cells 
contested ground against modern conventional forces 
with a mixture of guerrilla tactics and technology 
in dense urban centers. Like the jihadist defend-
ers of Fallujah during April and November of 2004, 
Hizballah skillfully exploited the urban terrain to lay 
ambushes, evade detection, and hold strong defensive 
positions in close proximity to noncombatants.

The Israelis grudgingly admitted that Hizballah 
resistance was several orders of magnitude more 
difficult to deal with than were counterterrorism 
operations on the West Bank or in Gaza. More im-
portantly, the degree of training, fire discipline, and 
lethal technology wielded by Hizballah was far more 
advanced. The tactical combinations and technologi-
cal innovations employed by Hizballah were particu-
larly noteworthy. The antitank guided missile systems 
used against the defensive positions and armored 
vehicles of the Israel Defense Forces, coupled with 
decentralized tactics, were surprises. At the battle of 
Wadi Salouqi, for instance, a column of Israeli tanks 
was halted by these tactics. The antitank weapons 
in the Hizballah arsenal included the Russian-made 
RPG–29, AT–13 Metis, and AT–14 Kornet, with a 
range of 3 miles. The Israelis found that AT–13s and 
AT–14s were effective but not necessarily formidable 
against their own first-line Merkava tanks.

Hizballah even launched some armed unmanned 
aerial vehicles that challenged the Israelis to detect 
them, including Iranian Mirsad-1s or Ababil-3 Swal-
lows. In addition, there is evidence that Hizballah 
invested in signals intelligence and monitored the cell 
phones of Israel Defense Forces as well as uncon-
firmed reports of de-encrypting Israeli radio traffic. 
Hizballah also appeared to use advanced surveil-
lance systems and advanced night vision devices. The 
employment of C802 antiship cruise missiles also 
provided another side of hybrid warfare.

Perhaps the most unusual asset demonstrated by 
Hizballah was its stock of 14,000 rockets. Many were 

old and relatively inaccurate, but thanks to help from 
Iran or Syria, Hizballah also possessed newer missile 
systems that could reach deep into Israeli territory. 
These missiles were used to terrorize the civilian 
population as well as attack Israeli military infrastruc-
ture. The fact that Hizballah could launch as many 
rockets on the last day of the war as the first gave 
these old rockets a strategic impact far beyond their 
limited tactical value.

Hybrid wars represent more than traditional 
conflicts between states and other armed groups. 
They incorporate different modes of warfare includ-
ing conventional capabilities, irregular tactics and 
formations, terrorist acts of indiscriminate violence, 
and criminal disorder. Hybrid wars can be conducted 
by states and various nonstate actors. Separate units 
or the same unit can conduct such multimodal activi-
ties that are operationally and tactically directed and 
coordinated within the main battlespace to achieve 
synergistic effects in the physical and psychological 
dimensions of conflict. Moreover, these effects can be 
achieved on all levels of war.

At the strategic level, many wars have had both 
regular and irregular components. However, in most 
conflicts the two occurred in different theaters or 
different formations. Examples include the Conti-
nental Army and militias in the Revolutionary War, 
the Army of Northern Virginia and Mosby’s Rangers 
in the Civil War, British regulars and Spanish guer-
rillas in the Peninsula War, the British 8th Army and 
Bedouins under T.E. Lawrence in World War I, and 

Soldier launches RQ–II Raven umanned aerial vehicle, Afghanistan
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the North Vietnamese army and Viet Cong troops 
in the second Indochina War. But hybrid wars are 
different in that they blur capabilities or apply them 
in the same battlespace. The integration of irregular 
and conventional forces operationally and tactically 
is a new phenomenon.

The future does not portend separate threats rel-
egated to distinct slices of a conflict spectrum. Tradi-
tional conflict will remain the most dangerous threat, 
but hybrid warfare will become more common. It will 
pose threats that blur and blend different methods 
and modes of warfare at the same time. Therefore, the 
most distinctive change in the character of war will 
involve combining various types of combat rather 
than a widening number of distinct challenges.

Hybrid wars blend the lethality of state military 
power with the irregular protracted conflict. Accord-
ingly, potential adversaries such as states, state-
sponsored groups, and self-funded actors will exploit 
advanced capabilities, including encrypted command 
systems, man-portable air-to-surface missiles, and 
other lethal systems. They will employ insurgent 
tactics such as ambushes, improvised explosives, and 
assassinations, and also combine high-tech capabili-
ties such as antisatellite weapons with terrorism and 
cyberwarfare directed against financial targets.

Such challenges are not limited to nonstate actors. 
Conventional forces can be transformed into irregu-
lar units with new tactics similar to the Iraqi fedayeen 
in 2003. The evidence suggests that several Middle 
Eastern nations are modifying their militaries to 
exploit this mode of conflict. This development will 
make it increasingly difficult to characterize national 
forces as traditional and nonstate actors as irregulars. 
Future threats will present a more diverse array of 
effective countermeasures to Western capabilities as 
Hizballah clearly demonstrated.

Regardless of state sponsorship, the lethality and 
capacity of organized groups are growing as incen-
tives to exploit nontraditional modes of war increase. 
This transformation will mean modifying current 
views about frequency and content of future conflicts. 
Irregular and protracted forms of conflict have been 
castigated as the tactics of the weak, employed by 
nonstate actors who lack the means to do anything 
else. That judgment is misleading since future adver-
saries may exploit such means precisely because they 
are militarily effective. In fact, such measures may 
come to be seen as tactics of the smart and nimble, 
rather than the weak and under-resourced.

The rise of hybrid warfare does not represent the 
end of traditional or conventional warfare, but it 

introduces a complicating factor in the 21st century. 
Instead of thinking about conventional or irregu-
lar warfare, defense planning must be expanded to 
include hybrid combinations. Instead of conventional 
or irregular threats presenting an either/or situation, 
both types of warfare must be contemplated, perhaps 
simultaneously. The implications of added complexity 
are significant. As John Arquilla of the Naval Post-
graduate School observed: “While history provides 
some useful examples to stimulate strategic thought 
about such problems, coping with networks that can 
fight in so many different ways . . . is going to require 
some innovative thinking.”4

The Department of Defense recognized the need for 
exploring the nature of this complex challenge. Secre-
tary of Defense Robert Gates discussed hybrid threats 
with the senior leadership as part of the broader issue 
of reprogramming the investment and capability mix. 
Consequently, the Pentagon has initiated research on 
the problem including large joint exercises.

Future conflicts will not be easily parsed in simple 
classes of conventional and irregular war. Many de-
fense analysts acknowledge the blurred lines between 
them. Conventional and irregular forces, combat-
ants and noncombatants, and physical or kinetic and 
virtual dimensions of conflict will be blended and 
blurred to pose complex challenges. Defense planners 
can no longer think in terms of conventional or ir-
regular enemies. They must adapt to hybrid warfare.

Counterinsurgency Warfare
The United States has been slowly and painfully 

relearning the lessons of counterinsurgency. This 
process is reflected in efforts to develop a unified 
response to deal with insurgencies in both Afghani-
stan and Iraq. Of particular importance has been an 
understanding that insurgencies are no longer unified 
political movements such as those of Mao Tse-tung 
or Ho Chi Minh, but rather coalitions of the angry 
responding to perceived threats to their way of life. 
This evolution from single political actors to coali-
tions was evidenced in the anti-Somoza Nicaraguan 
movement, the anti-Soviet insurgencies in Afghani-
stan and Chechnya, the anti-Israeli organizations in 
Palestine, and the anti-American insurgencies in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. All of these movements can be best 
described as anti movements; they were not linked by 
any cause other than ejecting an outside power. Once 
that goal is accomplished, the insurgents know they 
will have to fight each other to resolve whose vision of 
the future will prevail in the contested area.

Inevitably, new insurgent coalitions have learned 
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from past counterinsurgency operations. Their most 
critical innovation is the understanding that against 
the outside power the message is the insurgency. They 
realize that they cannot inflict a military defeat on 
that outside power. There will be no Maoist third-
phase conventional offensive that will crush the 
government forces. Instead, they plan to defeat the 
outside power by breaking its political will. They will 
accomplish this objective through effective strategic 
communications against that outside power while 
positioning themselves for the inevitable internal 
conflict that will follow the withdrawal of the outside 
forces. Thus, their strategic communications cam-
paign will address both external and internal audi-
ences by targeting the outside power while addressing 
potential supporters and neutral states.

Today, insurgencies arise spontaneously rather 
than under central planning and direction. For 
example, in the first Palestinian Intifada, Afghanistan, 
and Iraq, the insurgents launched effective strategic 
campaigns without unified leadership. They dem-
onstrated emergent intelligence where independent 
actors following basic rules create strategic effects, 
and thus precluded any form of decapitation strategy. 
Of particular note was the bombing campaign in 
Iraq over the summer and early autumn of 2003. 
The insurgents attacked the Jordanian embassy, Red 
Cross, and United Nations. By doing so, they ensured 
that the U.S. coalition would get little or no help 
from Arab nations, nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), or international bodies. While this brilliant 
bombing campaign appeared to be planned, there is 
no indication the insurgents had a unified command. 
Thus, the intelligence behind the strategic campaign 
has the properties of emergence.

The development of coalitions of the angry that 
conduct aggressive strategic communications and 
that have links to emergent intelligence poses greater 
challenges to counterinsurgency operations than 
traditional Maoist movements. Nevertheless, the 
basics of counterinsurgency remain valid. Before any 
counterinsurgency effort can gain the support of the 
people, it must provide security. Moreover, that secu-
rity cannot be transient and must protect all members 
of the society who have sided with the government 
against the insurgency. Just as some members of the 
public refuse to testify against drug pushers because 
of their fear of retaliation, most citizens in a country 
torn by insurgent violence avoid being associated 
with a government that cannot protect them.

Another basic element of counterinsurgency 
remains unchanged: the hope for a better future. 

However, that concept of a better future must origi-
nate with the local people, not with outsiders. While 
the United States has promoted democracy in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, Islam stresses justice over democ-
racy. The problem is compounded by a naïve belief 
that one form of democracy—national elections—is 
better than alternative local forms of democracy. This 
has led some to push national elections on societ-
ies which are not ready for complex powersharing 
arrangements. Remember, it took the English almost 
450 years to advance from the Magna Carta to a par-
liamentary democracy. Yet some have planned to take 
a society with no experience in democracy from a 
dictatorship to a democracy in only a couple of years.

While the basics of counterinsurgency have not 
changed, the difficulty of achieving them has in-
creased. Since the Nation no longer confronts a single, 
unified movement, it must understand the political, 
economic, social, and religious motives of various 
groups, which range from preserving a certain way of 
life to imposing a new type of government or a stricter 
form of religion and from protecting criminal enter-
prises to seeking revenge or personal gain. As noted, 
these coalitions are not committed to common beliefs 
but rather band together to fight outsiders. There is not 
even unity within major factions. Instead, each faction 
is networked together, often by preexisting political, 
social, or religious linkages. These simple networks 
allow insurgents to share information to attack outsid-
ers, although they do not fully trust each other.

While not every counterinsurgent must be a state 
builder, efforts to establish security must be based on 
understanding players and intentions in any given 
area. There will not be a national-level solution but 
rather local responses to issues that motivate fighters 
in that area. Even when events are addressed, such as 
the Anbar Awakening, counterinsurgents must sus-
tain powersharing compromises among the various 
groups to prevent the outbreak of civil war.

A final dangerous development in insurgencies 
is that nonstate actors in general and insurgents in 
particular have greater communications, technologi-
cal capabilities, and arms than at any time in the past, 
which has made it possible to overmatch govern-
ments in many regions.

One key question is how often insurgencies will 
occur in the future. If the United States is convinced 
that it will never fight such enemies again, then it can 
ignore the problem and focus on other issues. But 
if defense planners accept that insurgents threaten 
strategic American interests, then they must be 
prepared to defeat them and develop a strategy for 
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counterinsurgency operations. Since each insurgency 
has unique problems, each requires a unique ap-
proach. However, despite the fact they present unique 
challenges, each counterinsurgency effort will require 
an all-of-government approach.

And how does the United States achieve an all-of-
government response? Does it require every compo-
nent of the government to deploy trained personnel 
to respond to insurgencies, or does it task the military 
to provide the necessary personnel? If civilian agen-
cies are forced to respond, what percentage of their 
personnel will be committed? How much will such 
operations cost and what laws must be enacted or 
amended to carry out these missions? Moreover, how 
extensive is the potential disruption to agency man-
power policies in achieving a deployable force?

Similar obstacles are posed by all-military solu-
tions. For example, if the Services must field the 
necessary response, can they recruit the necessary 
personnel? Should the military activate selected Re-
servists who have comparable jobs in the civil sector? 
Or should the military form units in either the Active 
or Reserve Components to accomplish these mis-
sions? And if so, how should the military revamp its 
force structure to gain such capabilities? What types 
of units are reduced or eliminated to free up person-
nel required to execute these new missions?

At the core of agency responsibility is the question 
of strategic communications. How can the United 
States engage in strategic communications to defeat 
insurgents while reinforcing its own political will? 
Given the centrality of strategic communications and 
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our notable failures in the recent past, an effective 
campaign is essential to counterinsurgency opera-
tions. However, the fragmented nature of insurgen-
cies often increases the problem of developing that 
strategy. For example, a first-hand cultural under-
standing is essential to developing such a success-
ful campaign. Unfortunately, American personnel 
systems do not support a career pattern that permits 
government employees to develop a sufficiently deep 
level of understanding. Thus, developing counterin-
surgency strategy requires reconsidering the career 
paths for professionals in the field established by cur-
rent personnel systems.

Once the civil and military roles are adequately 
delineated, the United States can build the requisite 
capabilities in the host government. Insurgencies are 
easiest to defeat at their inception and best defeated 
by indigenous forces. As such, they require a network 
of American specialists to advise on governance, 
economics, and local security. They should be a corps 
of professionals trained to support a cooperative 
security engagement strategy. In addition to these 
advisers, the military should provide training and 
equipment to assist indigenous security forces.

An additional challenge in developing a success-
ful counterinsurgency strategy is the amount of 
manpower required. The ratio most often cited is 1 
security officer for every 50 citizens. In Afghanistan 
alone, this guideline would demand nearly 600,000 
personnel. Since this number is beyond the capabili-
ties of the United States or its allies, the only solution 
is developing forces in the host nation. Even then, to 
meet this standard, 2 percent of the population would 
be needed in the security forces. Paying for this mobi-
lization poses another challenge.

Advisory capacity will also be a major issue for the 
United States. Those nations threatened by insurgent 
movements typically lack the ability to provide key 
services. They require advisers in a range of ministries 
in addition to advisers for local security. In addition 
to building these capabilities, the statutory authorities 
and funding necessary to successfully achieve this 
strategy must be determined. Given the unpredict-
ability and length of insurgencies, counterinsurgency 
strategies should be at least multi-year and perhaps 
even multi-decade in scope.

Even if the United States can successfully disengage 
from Iraq and Afghanistan, it must be prepared to 
meet other insurgent threats that are sure to arise. The 
Nation will require organizations, training, and skills 
to conduct effective counterinsurgency operations 
against coalitions of the angry.

Humanitarian Issues in Conflict Zones
The American military has dealt with humanitar-

ian problems throughout its history, whether these 
involved victims of natural disasters or refugees in 
wartime. Since the 1990s, however, these problems 
have been constant in U.S. military operations, and the 
trend is likely to continue over the next decade. Some-
times humanitarian problems such as in Kosovo are 
the cause of military intervention and at other times 
they exist as a consequence of ongoing conflicts.

Military intervention involving humanitarian crisis 
may have one of two outcomes. First, an uncertain 
peace may follow the decisive end of fighting among 
warring parties. While various policies of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Euro-
pean Union on Kosovo and Bosnia remain open to 
criticism, the policies postintervention brought stabil-
ity and allowed for relatively bloodless peacekeeping 
and nation-building. Second, conflicts may not end 
decisively, such as those in Iraq and Afghanistan.

To win against an insurgency, the host government 
must establish its legitimacy by providing its people 
with security, humanitarian assistance, basic public 
services, governance, and the start of postwar recon-
struction. As a major force combating insurgents in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, the U.S. military has become 
deeply involved in the humanitarian and reconstruc-
tion efforts as a part of efforts to win the support 
of the people. Lack of security in many areas has 
further magnified military participation in humani-
tarian activities. The inability of underfunded and 
understaffed Department of State and U.S. Agency 
for International Development (USAID) activities 
also has drawn the military into the humanitarian 
sphere. American forces are now operating on the 
same playing field as civilian NGOs and international 
organizations. This inequality was exacerbated in the 
case of Iraq where the Department of Defense was 
initially placed in charge of postwar operations. In 
fact, the traditional humanitarian lines between civil 
and governmental entities generally tend to disappear 
in areas dominated by insurgency.

Various points of friction dominate humanitarian 
affairs. First, in both Afghanistan and Iraq, the enemy 
learned that attacking NGOs was a low-risk, high-
reward strategy. For the insurgent, there is a payoff 
in attacking humanitarian organizations, particularly 
those that are unprotected, allied with the United 
States, or associated with unpopular religions. By at-
tacking the military, the insurgent invites retribution. 
By attacking an element of either the United Nations 
or an NGO, the insurgent may strike a blow against 
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the government’s effort to create legitimacy at the lo-
cal level, especially if the NGO subsequently chooses 
to cease operations in that area.

Second, colliding bureaucratic cultures also create 
problems. In Afghanistan, for example, special opera-
tions personnel initially fought in civilian clothes 
using concealed weapons, leading to objections from 
NGOs. This practice was changed by the military in 
2002 but continued to be raised by NGOs into 2004. 
Meanwhile, well-intentioned military members ad-
vised NGO personnel that they were part of the same 
team and that civil affairs and other units were eager 
to coordinate humanitarian efforts, which is a poor 
choice of words. Most civilians resent being coordi-
nated by military or governmental entities while the 
military regards coordination as simply a low-level 
activity that involves everyone. NGOs associate coor-
dination with control, whereas the military associates 
it with interaction and communication.

Third, local reconstruction teams can become a 
point of friction. In late 2002, the Provincial Recon-
struction Teams (PRTs) came into being in Afghani-
stan. These interagency teams of 50 to a few hundred 
personnel were designed to further security and 
reconstruction and promote host-government inter-
ests. There are 50 teams in both Iraq and Afghanistan, 
including 13 teams in Iraq that are non-regional and 
embedded with maneuver units and 14 in Afghani-

stan fielded by the coalition. While they have solved 
problems, they have created some as well.

PRTs initially heightened concerns of nongovern-
mental and international organizations as well as 
career diplomats over a military takeover of stabiliza-
tion and reconstruction activities. Critics have also 
noted a lack of standardization, basic operational 
concepts, and doctrine among the various teams. On 
balance, however, PRTs have been a plus for coalition 
efforts and useful in resolving disputes between gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental organizations. The 
teams have institutionalized American or coalition 
presence and also made it easier for NGOs to interact 
with both Department of State and USAID personnel.

As General David Petraeus stated to counterinsur-
gency military commanders in 2003, money is am-
munition. This observation illustrates a fourth point 
of friction. Beginning in 2002, unit commanders who 
often could not wait for help from USAID or PRTs 
began to get Commander’s Emergency Relief Program 
(CERP) funding for relief and reconstruction tasks. 
Since then, these funds have become a multibillion-
dollar effort. As a result of this explosion in CERP 
funding, 20 percent of development assistance goes 
through the Pentagon. This form of humanitarian 
assistance has become a point of bureaucratic friction 
despite attempts by military commanders to work in 
close coordination with USAID and the PRTs.

Marines conduct operation in Helmand Province, Afghanistan, April 2009
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A fifth point of friction is the weakness of Ameri-
can instruments of power in the diplomatic and 
economic spheres. Despite a Presidential directive 
in 2005 making the Department of State the lead 
agency for stabilization and reconstruction, economic 
and security assistance amounts to only 5 percent 
of the Pentagon budget. The United States spends 
approximately $20 on defense for every $1 spent on 
Department of State and USAID programs combined. 
The last requested increase in defense budget equals 
the entire State-USAID budget. Moreover, the 8,000 
Foreign Service Officers are simply inadequate to 
meet the requirements of 2 conflicts, 265 diplomatic 
and consular posts, and activities in over 120 coun-
tries. While Congress protects and expands defense 
funding, it barely supports the Foreign Service, which 
is roundly criticized for not solving problems that it is 
not adequately resourced to tackle.

The future promises more stability operations and 
humanitarian activities. U.S. participation in Iraq and 
Afghanistan will continue for some years to come. 
In short, the problem of failing and failed states will 
dominate international relations. While it is fair to 
believe that the Nation will be cautious of undertak-
ing further commitments, it is easy to envision large-
scale stability operations with or without convention-
al violence. Thus, the military role in humanitarian 
affairs will remain large in both conflict situations and 
natural disasters.

The United States must continue to build on recent 
progress in promoting stabilization and reconstruc-
tion activities. The Department of Defense has 
elevated stability operations as well as irregular 
warfare in doctrine and training. The Department of 
State has established an Office of the Coordinator for 
Reconstruction and Stabilization, which is supported 
by Secretary of Defense Robert Gates among others. 
USAID has also organized a military liaison office 
and, along with the Department of State, assigned 
senior advisers to combatant commands. The Depart-
ments of Defense and State, USAID, and U.S. Institute 
of Peace are working on whole-of-government and 
whole-of-society approaches to humanitarian prob-
lems. One promising initiative is the Consortium on 
Complex Operations, which is a virtual think tank for 
governmental agencies and other interested parties. 
Moreover, U.S. Africa Command and U.S. Southern 
Command function as interagency organizations in 
their areas of responsibility, a development that has 
brought praise as well as criticism. However, all of 
these organizational developments are still new and 
must be allowed to mature.

Despite some renewed interest, the U.S. military 
does not want to take the lead in stabilization and re-
construction activities. Although improving skills and 
programs for stability operations is important, nation-
building is not a core military competency. It is an area 
for civilian leadership. In fact the last two Secretaries 
of Defense have been at the forefront in advocating 
substantially greater capabilities for stability operations 
in the Department of State and USAID. If the Nation 
fails to do this, then the military role in humanitarian 
operations will grow even larger—to the detriment of 
all concerned. Thus the Nation must consider ways to:

n improve interagency planning for complex 
contingencies

n dramatically increase the budget and manpower 
of the Department of State and USAID for stabili-
zation and reconstruction activities, development 
assistance, and public diplomacy

n broaden congressional understanding of the 
need for a multilevel civilian response corps

n maintain current emphasis by the military on 
stability operations and irregular warfare

n institutionalize and codify the military response 
to natural and other humanitarian disasters

n disentangle the legislative authorities for hu-
manitarian activities and stability operations

n refine U.S. actions and programs to prevent 
deadly conflict and state failure.

The Changing Nature of Maritime  
Conflict

Like other maritime forces around the world, the 
U.S. Navy is engaged in a major fleet reconstruction 
program. Over the next three decades, its acquisi-
tion plan calls for reaching a fleet of 313 ships and 
submarines, with some 70 percent intended for 
major combat operations and the balance for other 
missions. This program offers long-term planning 
stability. Seven major projects already are approaching 
either lead-ship stage or full production. Moreover, a 
new-generation CVN–21 super-carrier, the CVN–78 
Gerald R. Ford, will go into production this year. The 
resulting fleet will have 11 aircraft carriers, 143 major 
surface combatants, 66 submarines, and 93 amphibi-
ous, support, and expeditionary ships. This acquisition 
plan could transform the Navy into a force best suited 
to cope with the new conditions of the 21st century.

There are two problems with the plans for this 
fleet expansion. The first is that, in numerical terms, 
the naval force has declined since the Cold War to 
less than half of its size in the 1980s. This decline is 
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alarming given the growing maritime capabilities of 
other nations such as China. Accordingly, the Chief 
of Naval Operations has warned that the present plan 
is insufficient and that the 313-ship Navy will not be 
adequate for missions in the coming years.5

The second problem with the planned expansion 
is the general view that the Navy will not be able 
to meet its target of 313 ships. Meeting this target 
would require constructing about 10 ships each year 
from now to 2037 at an estimated cost of $25 billion,6 
which is unlikely in the present fiscal environment. 
The problem is aggravated by the high operational 
tempo resulting from the conflicts in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. This tempo has shortened the antici-
pated life of both ships and aircraft while reducing 
the propensity for Sailors to reenlist and maintain 
existing force levels. For example, many observers 
were startled when two advanced Aegis ships recently 
failed their inspections and were declared unfit for 
service. These ships had deteriorated more quickly 
than expected largely because of operational tempo. 
Moreover, with the rate of technological change 
occurring today, it is increasingly difficult to have 
incremental modernization. Instead, the Navy is 
forced to identify transformational leaps in platform 
specification as evidenced by the Littoral Combat 
Ship, the DDG–1000 Zumwalt-class destroyer, and 
the CG (X) next generation cruiser programs. These 
are inherently riskier and costlier to fix when things 
go wrong. For all these reasons, alternate fleet struc-
tures as low as 220 ships have been predicted, which 
would clearly aggravate the resources-commitments 
gap still further.

The issues of fleet size and funding confronting the 
United States are part of a trend affecting all the na-
vies of the world. Individual platforms, sensors, and 
weapons are simply getting more expensive relative to 
available resources for naval procurement. The result 
in Europe and much of the Asia-Pacific region has 
been substantial downsizing of naval forces. Although 
the capabilities of remaining platforms are greater, 
overall coverage and flexibility suffer.

U.S. planners are torn between the demands of 
major combat and those of stabilization operations. 
Combat operations require high-intensity sea-control 
capabilities for deepwater antisubmarine warfare, 
antiair warfare, and ballistic missile defense with 
seabased nuclear deterrence. Such operations are de-
signed for combat with traditional symmetrical peer 
competitors. By contrast, stabilization operations are 
aimed at asymmetrical threats. These operations de-
mand capabilities required for expeditionary warfare 

such as projecting naval forces and supporting forces 
ashore. Stabilization also includes maritime domain 
awareness, small ship operations, and activities with 
coast guards. Finally, these operations are used for 
constructive naval engagement with other countries 
in areas such as surface ships and inclusive naval 
procedures. These types of operations are not cheap. 
Recent asymmetrical conflicts—such as the USS Cole 
incident in Aden, the ambush of a boarding party 
from the Royal Navy frigate HMS Cornwall by the 
Iranian Republican Guard, and the hit on the well-
armed Israeli corvette Hanit by a C–802 missile fired 
by Hizballah forces in Lebanon—indicate the extent 
of the demands on maritime operations.

Balancing these demands against the require-
ments of hedging against a near-peer competitor is 
far from easy. A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century 
Seapower is candid about the “tensions . . . between 
the requirements for continued peacetime engage-
ment and maintaining proficiency in the critical 
skills necessary to fighting and winning in combat.”7 
For example, while it is true that helicopters can 
deliver ordnance in a high-intensity war as well as 
humanitarian aid in a tsunami relief operation, it is 
also the case that a month spent learning Arabic is 
a month lost training for high-intensity operations. 
More specifically, the best ships for maritime security 
operations are often ocean and inshore patrol vessels, 
but these would be of limited utility in a conflict 
in the Taiwan Straits. Allocating scarce resources 
between competing sets of commitments is the most 
difficult conceptual issue facing naval planners.

In addition, the current focus on Iraq and Afghani-
stan aggravates planning. Priority is given to defense 
projects bearing on those conflicts and places others 
related to future contingencies on a back burner. This 
mindset affects the Navy and its allies in two ways. 
First, it jeopardizes or at least delays long-term proj-
ects that may be equally important as those projects 
associated with current operations. Second, it raises 
issues about the utility of naval power at a time when 
boots on the ground seem the main requirement. De-
spite an obvious shift in naval priorities from power 
at sea to power from the sea, the contribution that na-
vies make remains both out of sight and out of mind. 
For example, in Great Britain over half the contingent 
deployed in Afghanistan was naval personnel, includ-
ing marines, helicopter pilots, and medics. However, 
the Royal Navy got little credit because it operated 
more or less as army personnel. Some conclude that it 
might make sense to treat all naval personnel as such, 
a result of believing that navies do not matter as much 
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as they did in the past. This attitude negatively affects 
the debate whenever an expensive naval project is 
presented to the media or the political establishment.

The importance of seapower for the global economy 
is growing. Globalization in fact rests on the container 
and modern shipping industry. Low and decreasing 
seaborne freight rates mean that the cost of shipping 
$700 television sets from China to Europe is no more 
than about $10 per set. This helps keep American 
and European costs of living and rates of inflation 
down, encourages China to industrialize, and makes 
industrial relocation possible from both Europe and 
North America to the Far East. Lower costs also 
prompt the diversification of production lines in an 
increasing number of countries. Seaborne commerce 
produces mutual dependence among members of the 
international community in industrial production and 
consumption. The world is seen as an increasingly 
interconnected nexus of partners with high degrees of 
mutual economic as well as political interdependence 
in which the world’s seas play a vital part.

Nevertheless, the system is under threat. Today, 
globalization relies on a supply-chain philosophy of 
just enough and just in time, which increases vulner-
ability to disruption. This situation is compounded 
by low stocks of life essentials such as oil and food 
that many states retain. The all-round maritime 
development of countries in the Asia-Pacific region, 

especially China and India, suggests a sophisticated 
appreciation of the fact that the 21st century will 
prove the maritime century. There seems little doubt 
that by 2050 seapower will drive international events. 
But whose seapower will it be?

Solutions to these issues are likely to be sought 
in three ways. The first is making resources more 
cost-effective through better project management. 
This includes the establishment of a real partnership 
between the Navy and the defense industrial base 
that would prevent the kind of risk and blame-shift-
ing characteristic of the Littoral Combat Ship while 
encouraging innovation such as the leasing by the 
Royal Navy of offshore patrol vessels from Vosper-
Thorneycroft.

A second solution is making the best use of 
technology. While Iraq and Afghanistan indicate that 
superior technology is not the answer, it offers an 
important advantage. Networked naval forces can be 
dispersed and concentrated. Modularization provides 
design and operational flexibilities unheard of 20 
years ago. Improved propulsion systems enable mod-
ern platforms to deliver more days at sea, allowing 
commanders to do more with less. But technological 
innovation presupposes an availability of manpower 
that many navies find difficult to achieve.

Finally, defense planners around the world must 
recognize that the range of risks and threats is wider 

U.S. Marines investigate hole in earthen berm separating Iraq and Syria during Operation Al Anbar Border Initiative 
Phase II, north of Qaim, Iraq, to prevent smuggling between Syria and Iraq
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than the resources available to even the most power-
ful individual nations. Furthermore, many risks and 
threats are challenges to all countries. This calls for 
the development of maritime partnerships, estab-
lishment of cooperation and coordination agree-
ments, and recognition that operations may be best 
conducted through multilateral compromises on 
decisionmaking and standard operating procedures. 
The maritime consensus necessary to defend global 
trading must be seen as integral to operations rather 
than as unimportant peacetime activities.

The changing character of maritime conflict points 
to the importance of seapower in the future. None-
theless, financial, industrial, and other trends may 
well impede the kind of ambitious fleet reconstruc-
tion plans discussed above. The Nation will be hard-
pressed to balance the demands of the challenges 
maritime forces must address together with a greater 
reliance on international partnerships.

Airpower in a Nutshell
America has undergone a nonlinear growth in 

airpower over the past three decades. Its ability to 
contribute to combat operations at the high end of 
the conflict spectrum is exponentially greater because 
of the convergence of low observability or stealth, 
freedom to attack fixed and moving targets with 
high accuracy from relatively safe standoff ranges 
irrespective of weather or time of day, and expanded 
battlespace awareness made possible by developments 
in command, control, communications, and comput-
ers and in information, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance. As a result of such improvements, airpower has 
acquired capabilities to set the conditions of victory 
in joint warfare against organized opponents that field 
conventional forces.

Four important rules must be stipulated to clarify 
the meaning of the term airpower. First, airpower is 
a shorthand way of saying air, space, and cyberspace 
power. Second, airpower does not refer only to combat 
aircraft or the combined assets of an air arm. Rather, 
in its totality, airpower is a complex amalgam consist-
ing of equipment and less tangible ingredients bearing 
on effectiveness, such as employment doctrine, 
concepts of operations, training, tactics, proficiency, 
leadership quality, adaptability, and practical experi-
ence. These soft factors vary among air arms around 
the world operating superficially similar kinds or even 
identical types of equipment. Yet they are given little 
heed in typical air capability analysis. Only through 
their combined effects can the success of raw hardware 

Changing and Enduring Aspects of Conflict

Conventional wisdom holds that transformation, however 
defined, is necessary to compete in the current environment. 
Although that may be true, change that is strategically or 
operationally misinformed can lead to irrelevance or worse. 
To avoid that outcome, those responsible for the structure 
and implementation of any military or defense transforma-
tion would do well to arrive at a clear understanding of which 
aspects of warfare are new and changing as well as which are 
not. The task is not an easy one because a number of assump-
tions about contemporary warfare have been broadly accepted 
without the benefit of critical examination.

One assumption is that the wars of the 21st century will differ 
greatly from those of the past, in that future wars will be asym-
metrical whereas previous conflicts were purportedly symmetri-
cal. A second assumption is that the key to military success is 
knowledge of the enemy and greater situational awareness. 
Another assumption is that military transformation can deliver 
success irrespective of the political context in which the conflict 
occurs. But asymmetry is the rule rather than the exception in 
war. Moreover, asymmetry itself is not a particularly useful term 
since knowledge is dependent on the time available to obtain it, 
and real-world time constraints mean militaries must be able to 
function in an atmosphere of uncertainty. The political context 
plays a decisive role in whether transformed militaries can 
deliver victory.

The term asymmetric has become enormously popular in 
defense literature. Its current usage falls into two categories. The 
first suggests that asymmetrical warfare is a newer and cleverer 
way of fighting, and thus the exception rather than the rule. The 
second category uses the term to describe any conflict that ap-
pears to differ from conventional or traditional ways of fighting. 
Examples of asymmetrical conflicts include the war on terror or 
any guerrilla war, insurgency, irregular, or small war, even stabili-
zation and reconstruction operations.

Both usages of asymmetric are flawed and misleading. The 
first presumes that belligerents have been and in most cases are 
symmetrical. Yet this presumption is not supported by historical 
analysis. In fact, in reviewing the historical record, the opposite 
is true. Symmetry between or among opposing forces is less 
common than asymmetry. Every enemy is asymmetric relative 
to its opponent in important ways. Likewise, every conflict is 
asymmetric. Asymmetry results from the interplay of political, 
cultural, economic, and geographic factors that cause communi-
ties to evolve differently. It is unavoidable and exists even when 
protagonists are not consciously using it to their advantage. It is 
also the state of nature—the rule rather than the exception.

The second usage of asymmetric requires accepting that 
irregular wars are less frequent than conventional conflicts. How-
ever, as Max Boot points out in Savage Wars of Peace, America 6 Continued on p. 159
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has fought more so-called small or irregular wars in 
its history than conventional ones. Moreover, the 
Nation has forces designed for such wars and has 
developed them over decades. One can argue over 
whether there are enough forces for this purpose or 
whether they are properly deployed, but the point re-
mains that asymmetrical conflicts are natural events, 
and fighting them has hardly posed an unfamiliar 
challenge for the United States.

Asymmetries are common in warfare and fall 
into two categories: kind or degree. Disparities in 
numbers, training, and leadership are asymmetries 
of degree. Basic differences in strategy, weapons, 
or sources of strength—Sparta, for instance, was 
clearly a land power and Athens a naval power—are 
examples of asymmetries of kind. Distinguish-
ing between asymmetries demystifies the term by 
providing a framework for understanding them. This 
categorization underscores the point that asymmetric 
wars are the rule and the types of asymmetry may 
vary over time.

Because asymmetry is the rule, describing 
enemies or types of conflicts as asymmetrical adds 
little to strategic analyses. In confronting asym-
metrical adversaries, those adversaries are also, by 
definition, facing asymmetrical adversaries. Thus, it 
is important to grasp the particulars. Simply put, how 
does the adversary differ from you and how should 
you alter your thinking to meet the challenge? And in 
a counterinsurgency, the adversary should be called 
insurgents. Second- and third-order questions, such 
as political objectives, weapons, and others, should 
be brought to the forefront.

Asymmetry is a natural state of affairs while sym-
metry is the exception to the rule. Military operations 
involve multiple asymmetries of both kind and de-
gree, and it is impossible to predict which particular 
difference or combination of differences will prove 
decisive. Consequently, the term asymmetric offers 
little value. It does not matter whether the next 
adversary or conflict is asymmetric. Rather, what mat-
ters are the second- and third-order questions that, 
in turn, ought to reveal how to maximize strengths 
and minimize weaknesses of a military force.

A debate has raged for over a decade over whether 
information-age technology will result in a revolution 
in military affairs. At the risk of oversimplification, 
the argument is focused on how much confidence 
should be placed in technology versus human judg-
ment. Certainly, knowledge is more desirable than 

ignorance, particularly in war. In addition, new tech-
nology is making more information, if not knowledge, 
available to operating forces. But knowledge is not 
an independent variable, separate from the actors, 
objectives, and actions in a given contest. When 
information is regarded as a dependent variable, the 
argument for making it a fundamental premise, as is 
the case for U.S. defense transformation, weakens 
considerably. This premise is based on the flawed 
assumption that decisions can usually be delayed 
until sufficient knowledge becomes available. While 
that may be true in some cases, it is by no means 
universal. It is certainly not true in a war where politi-
cal circumstances and other factors may force the 
timing of decisions.

Decisions on implementing the surge depended 
to some extent on information gained from strategic 
assessments from across Iraq. However, timing the 
surge was driven more by political concerns, both 
domestic and international. While knowledge gained 
by means of the assessment was the key variable 
to decisionmaking, it was dependent on timing. The 
required knowledge had to be gained within a certain 
timeframe. Knowledge not gained during that period 
was simply not available to decisionmakers at the 
time of the decision. Accordingly, decisions were 
made based on the best information available at the 
time.

Knowledge is largely a function of the time 
required to gain it. It is not infinite, and therefore 
decisions must be made before all the information 
is available. This implies that many decisions entail 
some degree of uncertainty and is particularly true in 
war where both sides are actively engaged in deny-
ing information to each other. Acquiring knowledge 
in war is a continuous, often violent activity, and 
requires intrusion into many different domains. Fur-
thermore, it is likely that legal and ethical constraints 
will limit such intrusions, despite advances in 
enabling technologies. Accordingly, leaders will not 
have the luxury of making decisions with complete 
knowledge. Rather, they will have to operate in an 
environment characterized by some degree of uncer-
tainty. Thus, the development of the ability to make 
decisions in ambiguous environments must remain 
an integral part of any transformation process.

It is generally accepted that military transformation 
is critical to strategic success. However, this judg-
ment assumes that transformation will proceed in the 
right direction and that political context—the constel-
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lation of power relationships that exists among key 
players whether states or nonstates—is unimportant. 
Unfortunately, history demonstrates that even a 
transformed military is not enough to overcome bad 
strategic decisions. To be sure, all parties involved 
in an armed conflict will make mistakes. Misper-
ceptions and misjudgments occur more often than 
thought. Although many mistakes can be corrected 
during the course of a war, one of the most difficult 
to overcome is the failure to appreciate the political 
context surrounding a conflict.

The rebuilding of the German Wehrmacht between 
World War I and II has long been touted as a textbook 
case of successful transformation. It involved creat-
ing a new air arm, an expanded navy, and notably 
land forces organized and trained for mobile warfare. 
However, that machine could not compensate for 
a flawed strategy, which failed to appreciate the 
political context, and particularly the position of the 
European powers and, ultimately, the United States.

The British, French, and Soviet militaries also 
transformed during the 1920s and 1930s, each 
shaped by political and cultural influences that 
made them unique. The British placed emphasis on 
preserving their maritime power, the French invested 
in static defenses, and the Russians moved toward 
reliance on tanks and heavy artillery. Nonetheless, 
strategic and political decisions made within the 
existing political context set the course for success 
or failure.

A cautionary note is found in ongoing defense 
transformation—established on the principles of 
speed, precision, knowledge, and jointness—that 
may yield a truly exquisite military machine. How-
ever, that machine will not necessarily be able to 
overcome strategic mistakes and generate success. 
In other words, transformation of the U.S. military 
cannot replace strategy.

Contemporary defense policymakers must chal-
lenge the conventional wisdom regarding war. A 
fixation on irregular or asymmetric warfare must not 
obscure either the enduring or changing character of 
warfare. At a minimum, we must avoid oversimplified 
labels such as asymmetric, which tell us little about 
the similarities and differences between adversar-
ies. Similarly, the talk about transformation, change, 
and reform must not obscure fundamental aspects of 
warfare, not least the crucial issue of strategy.

in producing desired combat results be determined.
Third, airpower is inseparable from battlespace 

information and intelligence. Thanks to the dramatic 
growth in the lethality and effectiveness of American 
airpower in recent years, it has become fashionable to 
speak increasingly not of numbers of sorties per target 
killed, but rather of number of kills per combat sortie. 
Nevertheless, airpower involves more than merely 
attacking and destroying enemy targets. It involves 
knowing what to hit and where to find it. On one 
hand, it is almost a cliché to say that airpower can kill 
anything it can see, identify, and engage. On the other 
hand, it is less widely appreciated that it can kill only 
what it can see, identify, and engage. Airpower and 
intelligence are opposite sides of the same coin. If the 
latter fails, the former is likely to fail as well. For that 
reason, accurate, timely, and comprehensive informa-
tion on enemy assets is not only a crucial enabler but 
also an indispensable precondition for success.

Fourth, properly understood, airpower is not the 
province of one Service alone. It embraces not just 
aircraft and other combat capabilities of the Air Force, 
but also the aviation assets of the Navy and Marine 
Corps, along with Army attack helicopters and sur-
veillance aircraft. Although the Air Force is the only 
Service that can provide full-spectrum airpower in all 
mission areas, recognition and acceptance of the fact 
that air warfare is an activity in which all four Services 
have important roles to play is a necessary first step 
toward a proper understanding and assimilation of the 
changed role of airpower in modern warfare.

As evidenced by successful U.S. combat operations 
against conventionally equipped forces since the Gulf 
War of 1991, airpower has become a strategic force. 
The effectiveness of earlier air offensives was limited on 
the operational and strategic levels because it simply 
took too many aircraft and too high a loss rate to 
achieve too few results. Today, airpower can make its 
presence felt quickly. Its superior power can affect an 
enemy from the outset of battle and the subsequent 
course of a joint campaign. Of course, all military force 
elements have gained the opportunity in principle to 
achieve such outcomes with new technologies and con-
cepts of operations. American airpower is distinctive 
in that it has pulled well ahead of surface forces, both 
land and maritime, in its capacity relative to our en-
emies. This progress is attributable not only to stealth, 
precision, and information dominance, but also to the 
abiding characteristics of speed, range, and flexibility. 
Current and emerging air employment options offer 
theater commanders the possibility of engaging and 

5 Continued from p. 157
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neutralizing enemy forces from standoff ranges with 
virtual impunity, thereby reducing the threat to U.S. 
troops who otherwise might have to directly engage 
the enemy and risk sustaining high casualties.

It is fundamentally wrong to assume that airpower 
can win conflicts without ground and naval involve-
ment. Yet although success in major wars will continue 
to require integrated participation by all forces, current 
air warfare capabilities promise to allow joint force 
commanders to conduct operations more quickly and 
efficiently than ever before. One can argue that air 
assets of all the Services have the potential to seriously 
degrade fielded enemy forces of all kinds, thus enabling 
other force elements to achieve objectives in combat 
with a minimum of pain, effort, and cost.

Perhaps the greatest payoff in transforming 
American airpower since the mid-1980s has been the 
increase in situational awareness of friendly forces 
while denying that capacity to the enemy. That infor-
mation advantage entails breakthroughs in targeting 
capabilities and creates a powerful force multiplier in 
concert with high-accuracy attack systems. Indeed, 
the area of sensor fusion is arguably more pivotal than 
any other technology development in the air warfare 
arena because it is the precondition for extracting the 
fullest value from new imposition options.

A second major payoff afforded by recent im-
provements in airpower is the potential that it holds 
for situational control from the outset of combat, 
such that the first blow can often predetermine the 
subsequent course and outcome of a major war. Air-
power, at least in principle, permits the attainment of 
strategic objectives through simultaneous rather than 
sequential means of plodding from tactical through 
operational to strategic levels with an exorbitant cost 
in lives and national treasure. This differs from what 
airpower classicists such as Giulio Douhet and his 
followers envisaged. America today has the ability 
with airpower to cause early destruction or neutral-
ization of enemy war-making potential. However, 
critical targets are no longer leadership, infrastruc-
ture, economic potential, and other objectives listed 
by the proponents of strategic bombardment. Instead, 
targets embrace key assets that enable enemy forces 
in the field to organize their actions. With the recent 
advent of offensive cyberspace warfare, the initial at-
tack may even be surreptitious.

Finally, the transformation of airpower has enabled 
U.S. forces to maintain constant pressure on the 
enemy from a safe distance, increase the number 
of kills per sortie, selectively target with near-zero 
unintended damage, substantially reduce reaction 

time, and cause a complete shutdown of the ability of 
the enemy to control its forces. While these and other 
payoffs are not all-purpose substitutes for a balanced 
force able to operate effectively in all mediums of 
warfare, they allow joint force commanders to rely on 
airpower to conduct deep battle for the greater extent 
of a joint campaign. This foreshadows an end to the 
need for friendly armies to plan on conducting early 
close-maneuver ground combat as standard practice.

In addition to its effective performance in higher in-
tensity combat involvements since 1991, the airpower 
of all the Services has been increasingly critical for 
counterinsurgency operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Although kinetic capabilities in irregular conflicts have 
proven less applicable than conventional warfare such 
as Operation Desert Storm or the 3-week high intensity 
fighting that ended the Iraqi regime, the achievements 
by coalition assets in Southwest Asia have disabused 
those people of the notion that airpower in counterin-
surgencies is rarely presented with lucrative targets. On 
the contrary, experience bears out the proposition in 
the Air Force counterinsurgency manual that airpower 
can be effectively leveraged in irregular warfare, 
notwithstanding the fact that such conflicts are over-
whelmingly ground-centric in nature.

Airpower has several advantages in counterin-
surgency warfare. First, it offers mobility and air 
dominance without which nothing else is possible. 
Moreover, its unique advantages in speed and range 
enable it to span large areas with a rapid-response 
capability while allowing coalition and indigenous 
ground forces to focus their efforts wherever needed. 
In addition, with theater-wide situational awareness, 
the air and space assets of joint force commanders 
can monitor ground operations for emerging threats 
in one region, bring firepower to bear in another, and 
provide critical border security in yet another. As for 
other advantages, air and space assets can disrupt 
insurgent’s freedom of movement and ability to mass 
forces, and also prevent an irregular conflict from 
spreading to conventional fighting. They also can 
geolocate, fix, and target insurgents and terrorists as 
well as provide prompt on-call medical evacuation of 
wounded to rear-area facilities. In addition, airpower 
affords minimal intrusiveness and makes a small 
footprint in other nations. Much activity of air-
power occurs outside the range of combatants on the 
ground. Yet it proves increasingly pivotal in shaping 
the outcome of joint counterinsurgency operations.

Perhaps the most innovative use of airpower in 
counterinsurgencies involves nontraditional intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (NTISR), 
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which currently is being performed by coalition 
fighters over Iraq and Afghanistan. NTISR assets are 
combat aircraft equipped with electro-optical and 
infrared sensors in their onboard targeting pods, the 
main purpose of which is not intelligence collection but 
strike support. Such aircraft are being increasingly and 
routinely used to fill the gaps in existing ISR coverage. 
Their targeting pods allow fighter pilots to provide real-
time situational updates to friendly troops in contact 
with enemy forces, often in conjunction with Predator 
unmanned surveillance aircraft operations. This de-
velopment has greatly improved the ability of coalition 
ground forces to locate and engage nearby insurgents.

Despite airpower enhancements in developed 
countries, including potential competitors such as Rus-
sia and China, America remains indisputably on the 
cutting-edge of technological innovations in the field 
of military aviation. Only the United States possesses 
high-end stealth capabilities such as found in B–2 
and F–22 aircraft. Moreover, there is a substantial gap 
between U.S. aerial combat assets and those of other 
nations in size, technical capability, extent of reach, 
sustainability, and breadth of operational and support 
services. Among the air forces of the world, only the 
United States maintains full-spectrum land- and 
seabased strike assets, intercontinental-range bombers, 
and supporting tanker, airlift, and space surveillance 
and targeting adjuncts, which offer the ability to engage 
in global power projection and all-weather precision 
attack. This description in no way demeans the air 
arms of allied and friendly nations around the world. 
Rather, it merely acknowledges the advantages that 
American airpower offers theater commanders. Most 
countries are likely to use their air arms only as part-
ners in a U.S.-led coalition. With the exception of the 
Israeli use but inconclusive effect of airpower against 
Hizballah in 2006, only America has demonstrated the 
capacity to organize and conduct a full-scale air cam-
paign in support of joint and combined operations. gsa
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Chapter 8
The Proliferation of Weapons of  
Mass Destruction

Problems of WMD Proliferation
Our worst fears regarding the proliferation and 

use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) have not 
been realized to date, but important trends bearing 
on nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons have 
made it increasingly possible that they will be.

WMD Use
The absence of catastrophic WMD use is the most 

positive WMD trend of the last decade. No nuclear 
weapons were detonated except for test purposes. As 
disruptive and costly as the 2001 anthrax letters in-
cident proved, only 5 people are known to have died 
and 22 to have sustained injury as a result of those 
letters. Terrorist use of chlorine gas in conjunction 

with high explosive attacks in Iraq in 2006 had little 
impact. A radioactive isotope, polonium, was used to 
assassinate Alexander Litvinenko in 2007.

Why there has not been catastrophic (or much 
of any) WMD use is unclear, particularly given 
how easy it would be for terrorist entities that have 
expressed interest in acquiring and utilizing such 
weapons to obtain some forms of WMD. The reasons 
probably reflect some combination of deterrence, 
offense, defense and interdiction, and technical 
obstacles. Sources of deterrence include the threat 
of retaliation, particularly against states, given the 
explicit U.S. threat of an “overwhelming response” 
to WMD use against it and its allies; fear of failure, 
given strengthened homeland security and force 

Iranian Shahab-3 missile, allegedly capable of carrying a nuclear warhead and reaching Europe, Israel, and U.S. forces in the Middle 
East, displayed in Tehran
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protection measures; and fear of alienating core 
constituencies, given the criticism increasingly 
directed against al Qaeda within the Islamic world 
for its violence against Muslims. The U.S.-led war on 
terror likely has denied al Qaeda and its co-travelers 
the time and space they need to develop WMD. And 
while some forms of WMD currently are accessible 
to terrorists, they may consider more familiar and 
more easily acquired high explosives sufficient or 
preferable for their purposes.

Nuclear Proliferation
WMD proliferation developments over the last 

decade have been mixed. There is little information 
available about actual terrorist development or ac-
quisition of WMD. On the state side, Iraq and Libya 
shed their WMD programs or legacies as well as 
their rogue state status. India and Pakistan emerged 
from U.S. sanctions imposed after their 1998 nuclear 
tests. This reflected in part those states’ geopolitical 
importance in the post-9/11 international secu-
rity environment, and in part efforts or assurances 
they made to contain their nuclear rivalry with one 
another and secure their nuclear capabilities. The 
recent U.S.-India agreement on civil nuclear coop-
eration1 was approved by the U.S. Senate in October 
2008 and signed into law by President George W. 
Bush. The agreement, signed by Indian External Af-
fairs Minister Pranab Mukherjee and his counterpart 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, represents an 
important effort to bring into the broader nuclear 
nonproliferation regime a nuclear weapons state not 
recognized as such under the Nuclear Nonprolifera-
tion Treaty (NPT).

In April 2003, North Korea became the first state 
ever to withdraw from the NPT (joining at least 
India and Pakistan as nonmembers), asserted its pos-
session of nuclear weapons in early 2005, and tested 
a nuclear device in October 2006. More recently, 
North Korea took significant initial steps toward 
implementing an agreement under the auspices of 
the Six Party Talks to abandon its nuclear weap-
ons program in return for specified economic and 
political concessions. In September 2008, however, 
North Korea moved to restart its Yongbyon nuclear 
facilities in protest over the Bush administration’s 
failure to remove North Korea from its terrorism 
blacklist, as was promised in the earlier agreement. 
While the Bush administration subsequently fulfilled 
that promise in October 2008, Pyongyang moved 
ahead with a test launch of a ballistic missile on April 
5, 2009, subsequently declared that it had restarted 

its nuclear weapons development program, asked 
International Atomic Energy Agency inspectors 
to leave the country in mid-April, and exploded 
another nuclear device in May. Thus, the path ahead 
for North Korea’s denuclearization remains long and 
the outcome more uncertain than ever.

Iran’s covert development of uranium enrichment 
and other nuclear weapons–relevant capabilities was 
exposed, at least to the general public, in 2003. Iran 
has defied international efforts, including sanctions 
imposed through United Nations Security Council 
resolutions, to halt its uranium enrichment activities 
and demonstrated the peaceful nature of its nuclear 
program. Although a November 2007 U.S. National 
Intelligence Estimate assessed that Iran had, in 2003, 
suspended those aspects of its nuclear program 
directly related to weaponization,2 the United States 
and its major European allies, among others, remain 
concerned that the continuing expansion of Iran’s 
uranium enrichment capability is removing the great-
est obstacle to its ability to develop nuclear weapons.

Syria more recently appeared on the nuclear stage. 
In September 2007, Israel bombed a site in Syria that 
U.S. Government officials and outside analysts con-
tend was a nuclear reactor nearing completion, built 
covertly and with North Korean assistance. Syria 
denies the nuclear nature of the site, but it moved 
quickly after the Israeli bombing to eliminate traces 
of the bombed structure.3

North Korea’s and Iran’s demonstrated or suspected 
pursuit of nuclear weapons, and perhaps also Syria’s, 
could set the stage for another round of nuclear 
proliferation. Following North Korea’s 2006 nuclear 
test, prominent individuals in Japan and South 
Korea called for their nations to reconsider their 
non-nuclear weapon status,4 although both nations’ 
governments reaffirmed their longstanding policy of 
not pursuing such weapons, and the United States 
reiterated its extended nuclear deterrence commit-
ments to these allies.5 While any additional defections 
from the nuclear nonproliferation regime could cause 
more states to reconsider their nuclear status, Japan’s 
defection would be disproportionately significant as 
it is one of the most prominent proponents of that 
regime and claims exceptional moral authority as the 
only country to have suffered nuclear attack.

Iran’s apparent pursuit of a nuclear weapons 
capability likely is a significant factor in the recent 
dramatic expansion in the number of nations in its 
region expressing interest in establishing civilian 
nuclear programs. Of the nearly 30 nations currently 
interested in joining the more than 30 that already 
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operate nuclear reactors, 13 are Arab or border Iran.6  
Some of these 14 nations perceive Iran as a security 
threat that is exacerbated by its nuclear program. 
Others may feel less directly threatened by Iran, but 
could feel their security threatened or their regional 
leadership positions challenged if other regional 
states acquired nuclear weapons in response to Iran’s 
nuclear program.

By expressing interest in establishing civilian 
nuclear programs, at least some of these states are 
signaling to Iran, their neighbors, and the United 
States that they are not prepared to cede the nuclear 
option to Iran or others in their region. They thereby 
may hope to dissuade Iran or other regional states 
from pursuing nuclear weapons programs and/or to 
motivate the United States and other international 
actors to do more to stop Iran’s program or otherwise 
address their security concerns. To the extent that 
they act on their interest in civilian nuclear energy, 
they can acquire expertise and infrastructure useful 
to a potential nuclear weapons development effort. 
While technologies exist that would allow these 
countries access to nuclear power without leading to 
a weapons capability, if any of these countries decide 
to develop their own capacity to enrich uranium 
and/or reprocess spent reactor fuel, they could pose a 
serious proliferation risk.7

The prospects for a new round of nuclear weapons 
proliferation will be significantly influenced by the 
extent to which the United States and the larger 
international community can contain the regional 
proliferation impulses fueled by North Korea’s, Iran’s, 
and Syria’s demonstrated or suspected nuclear weap-
ons programs.

Chemical and Biological Proliferation
In contrast to the nuclear efforts of North Korea, 

Iran, and Syria, no states are newly pursuing, or 
suspected of pursuing, in an overt or exposed 
manner, chemical or biological weapons. This 
probably reflects in part the fact that chemical and 
biological weapons programs are comprehensively 
prohibited by international conventions, to which 
almost all nations are signatories.8 Membership, of 
course, does not necessarily constitute compliance. 
The United States has expressed concerns about a 
number of parties’ compliance with these conven-
tions, among them Russia and China.9 Noncompli-
ance is hard to detect and harder to prove, however, 
because chemical and biological weapons programs 
can be concealed within dual-use facilities and ac-
tivities. Moreover, the Biological and Toxin Weap-
ons Convention has no enforcement mechanism, 
and no challenge inspections have been conducted 

Army Chief of Staff General George W. Casey, Jr., speaks during CBRNE incidents consequence management response 
force exercise
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under the Chemical Weapons Convention’s enforce-
ment mechanism.

Most concerns about chemical and biological 
weapons proliferation center on the spread of scien-
tific/technological and industrial capacity. Chemical 
manufacturing has globalized. Production no longer 
is dominated by a few, mainly Western, multinational 
companies, but now occurs in many more facilities 
spread over many more countries. This means that 
more people will be involved in chemical technology 
and manufacture. Growth has been particularly pro-
nounced in Asia. Production facilities also are get-
ting smaller and utilizing new technology: individual 
plants used to focus on the bulk production of just 
a few chemicals, while modern plants can economi-
cally produce a wide range. Furthermore, it may be 
harder to detect illicit activity in smaller plants that 
are utilizing new technology.10 Such developments 
could facilitate chemical weapons proliferation.

New tools, including robotics, micro reactors, and 
ever more powerful computing capabilities, have 
dramatically increased the number of new compounds 
that can be synthesized, and the rate at which they can 
be synthesized and screened. Commercial entities are 
creating large libraries of new chemical compounds, 
some of which may be highly toxic and useful for 
weapons.11 Nanotechnology is another rapidly devel-
oping area that could have important implications for 
chemical warfare, particularly for the identification 
and development of new or improved dissemination 
techniques. Ongoing work to use nanotechnology to 
improve the delivery of drugs for therapeutic purposes 
is one possible pathway.12 There is an increasing 
convergence of chemistry and biology as biological 
and other scientific disciplines are increasingly being 
applied to the search for new chemical compounds 
with particular effects on biological systems.13

The rapid pace of development in the biological 
sciences and biotechnology is making the expertise 
and technology to produce biological weapons more 
accessible, and also may be enabling new types of 
such weapons. Organisms are available throughout 
the world. Most of the requisite expertise and equip-
ment for biological weapons is dual-use, and much 
dual-use equipment is available for the production, 
processing, and dissemination of biological agents. 
The commercialization of bioreactors has made it 
easier to produce agents. Commercial technologies 
like agricultural sprayers, dry agent production tech-
niques, and, more recently, microencapsulation, could 
facilitate agent dissemination, which had always been 
one of the chief obstacles in weaponization.

Revolutionary insights in biology are lowering the 
educational threshold needed to produce a patho-
gen. The diffusion of advanced techniques in the 
biological sciences has made routine what was once 
advanced science, just as the commercialization of 
advanced biotechnology has made common what 
was once a sophisticated capability. The number of 
recorded genetic sequences has increased dramati-
cally. New classes of infectious agents have emerged, 
including prions, viroids, and satellite viruses/nucleic 
acids. The relatively new fields of synthetic biology 
and bioengineering already have enabled scientists 
to create the polio virus from scratch, and perhaps, 
in the not-so-distant future, will enable the “from-
scratch” creation of more pathogenic viruses, like 
smallpox (which no longer exists in nature), as well 
as the engineering of new organisms, some of which 
may prove conducive to weaponization.

Conclusions Regarding Proliferation
We still do not fully understand how the rapid ad-

vances in biological and chemical science and tech-
nology will change the landscape for biological and 
chemical weapons. These emerging developments 
are commercially driven and promise to yield many 
beneficial products for mankind. Yet like almost all 
scientific and technological progress, the potential to 
do good carries with it the potential to do harm, and 
where such potential exists, bad actors will endeavor 
to exploit it. The bad actors able to exploit the most 
technologically sophisticated developments first 
most likely will be states with offensive biological 
and/or chemical weapons programs, but commer-
cialization and globalization already have made the 
catastrophic use of biological and chemical weapons 

Electron microscope image of Vibrio cholerae bacteria, which infect the 
digestive system
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potentially accessible to terrorists. Rapid advances in 
science and technology likely will accord a continu-
ing advantage to offense over defense, as defensive 
responses lag behind the development of new forms 
of attack. As technical barriers decline, adversary 
intent will become an ever more important part of 
the biological and chemical threat equation.

These trends toward a more WMD-capable world 
represent a serious threat to the United States and the 
international community because they give a much 
broader range of actors, state and nonstate, a capacity 
to inflict destruction and disruption that historically 
was available only to a few large and powerful states. 
As dangerous as powerful states have proven over the 
ages, they at least constituted a narrower focus for in-
telligence, diplomacy, and defense. Even the effective-
ness of a Cold War–type nuclear deterrence becomes 
less certain as the number and nature of WMD-capa-
ble adversaries and rivals multiply, and particularly as 
terrorists acquire such catastrophic weapons.

International Net Assessment for the 
Second Nuclear Age

Strategic nuclear deterrence is becoming far more 
complex than in the “first” age. During the Cold War, 

the United States and its allies developed elaborate 
nuclear deterrence doctrines against a Soviet regime 
that turned out to be essentially conservative, stable, 
and unlikely to disrupt the status quo. After a short 
interlude in the 1990s, however, the world entered 
what Colin Gray has called “the second nuclear 
age,” characterized by the original nuclear powers 
plus emerging states that either now have, or likely 
soon will have, nuclear weapons. Not all of them 
are stable, which poses serious questions for allied 
policymakers regarding how they will respond to 
proliferated nuclear threats, particularly with regard 
to deterrence strategies.

In addition to the increasing number of nuclear 
powers, technological developments have added 
unprecedented wrinkles to deterrence strategies. 
Offensive systems are more accurate, harder to find, 
and more mobile; some, including missiles that can 
reach from Esfahan to Berlin, are also more available 
on the global weapons market. Longer range missiles 
are able to span half the globe or more. Antimissile 
defenses at the mid- and long-range level did not 
exist in the past, and now add complexity to deter-
rence calculations on both sides of the Atlantic and 
the Pacific. Japan, for instance, is adding modern-

Federal Agency for Radiation Protection investigator removes computer disk from home in Haselau, Germany, where traces 
of radiation were found linked to poisoning of former Russian spy Alexander Litvinenko
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ized antimissile-capable Aegis systems to its fleet. 
Additionally, the prospect that nonstate entities like 
terrorist groups could obtain nuclear weaponry casts 
doubt on the future reliability of deterrence strategies 
as they are presently understood.

The U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) defines 
deterrence as “the prevention from action by fear 
of the consequences. Deterrence is a state of mind 
brought about by a credible threat of unacceptable 
counteraction.”14 Fundamentally, though, “deter-
rence” is a difficult concept to prove, based as it is 
on causing something not to happen. Used against 
a more traditional nation-state with all the equities 
and responsibilities of statehood, strategies of dissua-
sion and deterrence are interwoven with traditional 
mechanisms used to maintain international stability, 
such as negotiations, treaties, arms control agree-
ments, and other diplomatic tools. The same is not 
necessarily the case, though, when opaque outlier 
states like North Korea gain nuclear weapons. States 
with authoritarian governments and tendencies 
toward bellicose behavior may be less likely to enter 
into stable relationships than states with a history of 
more responsible behavior. Along with arms control 
agreements, international inspection regimes, and 
other diplomatic and military strategies designed to 
maintain a stable international system, deterrence 
may have little appeal to the leaders of North Korea, 
Iran, or a state-sponsored terrorist group with access 
to nuclear weapons. The nuclear world has changed 
to such an extent that creating credible “second age” 
nuclear strategies of deterrence and use is not simply 
the extension of previous experiences in statecraft, 
but a new challenge entirely.

Net Assessment
If nations are to work together to maintain stable 

nuclear weapons strategies in a proliferating world, 
they must establish some mechanism to understand 
and react appropriately to potentially hostile nuclear 
powers whose cultural and operational frames of 
reference for nuclear weapons may be far different 
from those in the West.15 The predominant view 
that nuclear weapons are not “just a bigger bullet” 
is based on decades of increasingly sophisticated 
theorizing on the effects of nuclear persuasion, 
coercion, or deterrence. As a consequence, policy 
planners have long believed that nuclear forces serve 
primarily political functions. The United States and 
allies like the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), Japan, South Korea, and perhaps Israel are 
mostly concerned with the prevention of nuclear use, 

or wielding successfully the influence of the nuclear 
threat, rather than actual employment.

From that point of view, transparency concern-
ing nuclear arsenals, aims, and capabilities is a 
major step toward deterring nuclear use by unstable 
regimes, just as clarity regarding capabilities and 
intentions is fundamental to the two-way dialogue 
necessary for deterrence policies. At present, though, 
the United States and its allies have no mechanism to 
measure accurately the nuclear balance between their 
own capabilities and those of potential opponents, a 
fundamental requirement for clarity on both sides of 
a deterrence dialogue. Given the growing complexity 
of the strategic environment, the need for a process 
that pulls together allies in this most complicated 
arena, and the vital necessity for universal transpar-
ency regarding nuclear deterrent policies, the United 
States should propose and lead the development of a 
common method to assess the net strengths of allies 
against potential threats as they relate to nuclear 
deterrent policies.

Of course this would not be the first time the 
United States has led in the formulation of nuclear 
deterrent policies. During the Cold War, U.S.-led 
nuclear policy development was the centerpiece of 
NATO defense planning. To develop valid deter-
rence strategies, in the early 1970s, DOD established 
the Office of Net Assessment, whose purpose was 
to make an accurate assessment of the capabilities 
and intentions of the Soviet threat as it measured up 
against NATO. Since net assessment is fundamen-
tally the business of power balances, the term came 
to mean a process by which “Blue” (U.S. and NATO) 
and “Red” (Soviet and Warsaw Pact) forces could be 
weighed, wargamed, and studied, so policymakers 
could come to appropriate conclusions about their 
relative strengths. In the words of Paul Bracken, “Net 
assessment emphasizes that strategic interactions 
are shaped by the complex sprawling organizations 
that break complex problems into smaller ones. . . . 
Net assessment, thus, had its origins in the need to 
integrate Blue and Red strategy in a single place. This 
is where the term ‘net’ came from.16

So long as net assessment dealt with the roughly 
symmetrical balance between two peer adversaries, it 
could at least rely on roughly understood boundaries 
and the experience that came from decades of focus-
ing on a single threat. Using this tool, over time the 
United States and its allies built a highly proficient 
nuclear deterrent subculture within the military and 
certain civilian agencies that culminated in the Single 
Integrated Operations Plan (SIOP), a combined 
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nuclear war plan that took priority over all other 
allied military operational planning; when SIOP was 
invoked, the bottom line was nuclear war and the 
survival of the West. Of course, everything else took 
a back seat.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, 
the United States and its allies no longer focused on 
nuclear strategies with the same determination that 
had produced NATO nuclear strategy and the SIOP 
during the Cold War.17 U.S. “strategic” intelligence 
was reoriented from nuclear threats to the support 
of operational forces, particularly during Operation 
Desert Storm in 1991 and, after 9/11, in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Strategic intelligence staffs overall were cut; 
many of the intelligence analysts who spent their 
careers focused on Soviet nuclear missile sites were 
reassigned to other missions or retired. But with 
the emergence of potentially hostile nuclear capable 
states that are secretive by nature and often antago-
nistic to the West, there is a renewed need for expert 
strategic analysis and a realistic understanding of 
nuclear power balances. (Whether resources have 
followed the need remains an open question.) Shifts 
in allied policies and intra-alliance balances since the 
1990s indicate a need to refocus and reenergize allied 
nuclear policy development; in particular, this means 
agreeing on common net assessments of potentially 
hostile nuclear powers. Common net assessments are 
essential for a unified approach to deterring nuclear 
capable rogue states.

Since “deterrence” works best when accurately 
focused on the motives and objectives of potential 
foes, the re-invention and internationalization of net 
assessment requires the development of new meth-
ods of analysis to take into account the more varied 
cultural and political motives of newly nuclear states. 
All states, not only our friends but also potentially 
hostile closed states like North Korea or Iran, have 
unique decisionmaking traditions and processes. 
Discerning the motives and common ground among 
friends is tough enough; understanding the hidden 
political and military milieu of potential adversar-
ies is far harder. Future nuclear deterrent strategies 
must be developed in a cooperative, transparent, and 
joint environment, with broad political and military 
engagement among allies and partners. By the same 
token, each potential nuclear opponent will likewise 
require nuanced, tailored strategies appropriate to 
the specific circumstances. This is a call for highly 
detailed and accurate intelligence and analysis. As 
nuclear threats proliferate, allied intelligence agencies 
must return to Cold War levels of intensity to find 

out what makes certain ruling cliques or cadres tick, 
because what dissuades or deters one may be a spur 
to action for another.

Not all actors in international politics calculate 
utility in making decisions in the same way. Differ-
ences in values, culture, attitudes toward risk-taking, 
and so on vary greatly. There is no substitute for 
knowledge of the adversary’s mindset and behav-
ioral style, and this is often difficult to obtain or 
apply correctly in assessing intentions or predicting 
responses.18

Developing the ability to lead international 
second-age net assessments of emerging and exist-
ing nuclear threats should be a top priority for the 
United States, as a method to underpin successful 
future strategies of deterrence, as a way to reconcen-
trate U.S. intelligence and operational expertise on 
serious threats, and as a process to foster cooperative 
and sustainable international responses to nuclear 
proliferation.

Building the Structure
Any net assessment process requires focus and 

boundaries to keep it manageable. Commonly, 
these boundaries are set by mutually agreed conflict 
scenarios that include both military and political 
analyses. During the Cold War, the well-understood 
nuclear arsenals of the West on one hand and the 
Soviet Union on the other set the boundaries of Cold 
War nuclear net assessment. There were only two vi-
able scenarios: one in which war began by miscalcu-
lation, and one in which the Soviet Union attacked 
Western Europe and the United States. Though our 
knowledge of Soviet motives and intentions was 
never as good as we wished, certain assumptions and 
conclusions could be drawn by U.S. and allied poli-
cymakers.19 In either case, the overarching scenario 
became all-out nuclear exchange, in which first- and 
second-strike capabilities could be analyzed and 
described to senior policymakers.

Second-age nuclear net assessment, though, must 
deal with more complex possibilities. A three-tiered 
system can be developed to group systematically the 
weapons, command and control, and policymak-
ing structures of potential adversaries. The first, of 
course, comprises the “traditional” nuclear powers of 
Russia and China, the former of which maintains a 
substantial nuclear arsenal. Both potential adversar-
ies are signatories to the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty, and both are veterans of the decades-long 
series of negotiations and agreements to limit the 
spread of nuclear weapons and discourage their use. 
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Although neither state can be taken for granted, 
tensions between the two and the United States do 
not now rise to the level of concern about potential 
nuclear war.

The second tier may be more worrisome. India 
tested in 1974, but Pakistan and North Korea are 
more recently declared nuclear states, and Iran 
may well become a nuclear power within a decade. 
While Israel, India, and Pakistan are aligned with 
the United States, North Korea is a decidedly less 
friendly state with an opaque if uncertain leadership 
that periodically threatens Japan and South Korea. 
Additionally, North Korea is suspected of export-
ing nuclear weapons technology, most recently to 
Syria.20 Iran could become a nuclear power within 
the decade.21 Its leadership varies from the pragmatic 
to the zealous, though over decades it has been 
hostile to the West in general and the United States 
in particular.

Since the industrial capacity required to produce 
nuclear weapons can be built only by nation-states, 
access by nonstate groups to nuclear weapons can 
come either through sponsorship by a nuclear state 
or by the theft of sufficient fissile materiel to build 
a crude weapon. Tier three is therefore occupied 
by nonstate terror groups that either have potential 
nuclear state sponsors, and thus would be susceptible 
to pressure or control from their sponsor, or can 
manage on their own to obtain sufficient nuclear 
materials to produce their own weapon. Hizballah 
is potentially an example of the former, because it 
receives support from Iran. Al Qaeda is the unas-
sociated terror group that is most likely to be seeking 
stolen nuclear materials.

Net assessment of these third-tier threats differs 
from those of state actors because the weapons bal-
ance between the United States and the threat—the 
net in net assessment—is stated in different terms, 
and nuclear net assessment of nonstate entities relies 
more on highly discriminating intelligence regarding 
specific groups than generalized assumptions about 
terrorists. Each terrorist group and splinter group 
has distinguishing characteristics that might provide 
some leverage for dissuasion or deterrence. In his 
book, On Nuclear Terrorism, Michael Levi says:

Nuclear experts often hold intuitive assumptions about 
terrorism that are not borne out in the study of actual 
terrorist groups. At the same time, it is impossible to 
adopt traditional counterterrorism strategies to the 
nuclear program without accounting for the special 
properties of nuclear weapons. Thus, any assessment 

should interweave expertise on nuclear weapons with 
expertise on terrorism, something that has not always 
occurred in past analysis.22

Scenarios play a vital role in “bounding” a nuclear 
net assessment, which is not simply a catalog of the 
other side’s nuclear arsenals and governing systems, 
but a comparative analysis of the two sides’ total 
capabilities with regard to potential nuclear conflict. 
An initial key consideration is what scenario the 
assessment should use, since scenarios provide the 
essential context for any analysis. Just as the East-
West standoff was couched in terms of aggression by 
the Soviet Union against NATO, assessment of other 
potential nuclear threats must be undertaken within 
a scenario of the most likely nuclear conflict—for ex-
ample, a North Korean attack on the South. Military 
experts then must spin away portions of the conflict 
that do not affect nuclear outcomes.23 Assumptions 
on Red nuclear doctrine and a thorough knowledge 
of Red’s arsenals and the backgrounds and predi-
lections of Red’s leadership are prerequisites, since 
some battlefield reverses might trigger Red nuclear 
responses.

Wargame results of nuclear effects—missile attacks 
and defenses, weapons effects, and the like—provide 
“hard” data based on both sides’ weapons charac-
teristics, missile flight data and dispositions, and so 
on. “Soft” data on policy, leadership, and intentions, 
derived from intelligence sources, is also critical—
and in some ways more critical than the outcomes 
of weapons use. The data are arrayed in a four-way 
analysis that examines the scenario from four per-
spectives:

Blue against Red and Red against Blue can be 
standard gaming that pits the opposing sides against 
one another in the chosen scenario. For realism, all 
participants in a Blue-Red conflict must participate 
at some level; for example, in a North Korean sce-
nario, major Blue players would be the United States, 
Japan, and South Korea, but a host of other Blue 
actors would have equities in the conflict and should 
be represented; other Asian states, U.S. allies, and the 
United Nations come to mind. Within the U.S. Blue 
team will be players representing the appropriate 
U.S. combatant and allied commands. Red would be 
a tougher challenge, because although North Korea 
has no formal allies, other states might be presumed 
to be friendly and provide intelligence or other aid. 
Games are conducted in order to determine likely 
outcomes should deterrence fail, and are assessed 
from both the Blue and the Red perspective. Both 
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“hard” and “soft” assessments are made during the 
game, and planners may find it necessary to execute 
more than one game.24

Blue against Blue and Red against Red are seminar 
and conference-style debates conducted after the 
wargames, and are designed to examine fundamental 
assumptions or reservations that Blue or Red hold 
about themselves but that may not be true. For exam-
ple, how strongly does the North Korean government 
control its army? Would it actually devolve to ground 
commanders the authority needed to fight a modern 
war? What likely fissures would the threat of nuclear 
war open within the North Korean leadership? Are 
Blue missile defenses, based both in the immediate 
theater and around the world, really able to defeat 
certain modern missiles? Are allies sufficiently con-
fident in joint defensive systems that they would risk 
the security of their countries?

Following conclusions taken from the Blue and Red 
analyses, an inclusive assessment should be possible 
to address the balance of nuclear forces between Blue 
and Red in a specific theater—in this case, Northeast 
Asia—and those consequential variables that might tip 
a balance decisively one way or another. The nuclear 
net assessment does not set policy, but rather offers 
up a picture of the balance of forces and possible 
outcomes, and most important, an understanding 

of Red’s leadership, its motives and perspectives on 
nuclear use, and how it potentially would react in 
the most likely conflict scenario. An internationally 
derived nuclear net assessment would also encourage 
dialogue and intelligence-sharing among allies, and 
substantially support the development of common 
views on specific nuclear states and issues.

This process applies as well to a net assessment of 
nuclear terrorism, though some distinctions must be 
made between third-tier terrorists. Nuclear forensics, 
a process that makes possible the identification of 
the origins of nuclear material, could play a powerful 
role in detecting and thus deterring those states will-
ing to turn over nuclear materials to nonstate groups. 
In any case, all terrorist organizations have motives, 
hierarchies, cultures, and internal fissures that can be 
discerned in a “Red against Red” analysis, and thus 
can be balanced against Blue capabilities and doc-
trines. The purpose of nuclear net assessment is to 
find power balances; therefore, any splits and contra-
dictions in terrorist leadership or organizational fail-
ures that are highlighted—all logical outcomes of the 
assessment process—and a raised consensus among 
members of the Blue team would be advantageous 
to the development of common goals for countering 
nuclear terrorism. Michael Levi points out that states 
can play a role in discouraging nuclear terrorism:

Border Enforcement Security Task Force boarding team conducts security boarding on tanker off Long Beach,  
California, to enforce maritime laws and combat smuggling in ports
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If states can play an important role in facilitating 
nuclear terrorism beyond directly transferring nuclear 
materials to terrorists, targeting such relationships 
could undermine nuclear terrorism in a variety of 
ways. In the face of potential cooperation between 
states and terrorists, diplomacy might be used to break 
state-terrorist relationships, or at least to convince 
states that supporting nuclear plots might be unwise.25

An allied program to develop shared nuclear net 
assessments would be most likely to succeed initially 
if it were begun within a standing treaty organization 
like NATO, where defense staffs and officials have over 
time forged the intelligence-sharing and bureaucratic 
ties necessary for a robust assessment process. The 
United States should lead, principally because it com-
mands many of the new technologies, such as missile 
defenses. This project would require the development 
of consensus positions on intelligence, likely Red 
motives and alliance responses, as well as a vetting 
process at lower levels to ensure that military scenario 
development—the excruciatingly detailed description 
of missile sites, intelligence systems, and command 
and control systems—precedes and supports the more 
difficult identification and recruitment of experts in 
the softer fields of policy and political intelligence, 
both for Blue and Red. Older hands in the policy and 
weapons business will find considerable similarity 
between the present reorientation and deliberation 
on nuclear threats and SIOP planning decades ago. 
The primary difference is that the SIOP signified the 
failure of deterrence, the execution of the unthinkable, 
while nuclear net assessment will be a building block 
for a more nuanced nuclear deterrent policy.

An international net assessment program would 
focus policymakers, intelligence specialists, and 
military planners on allied nuclear objectives at a 
time when nuclear weapons appear likely to spread 
to irresponsible and potentially hostile states. Even 
if the United States, with its greater resources, agrees 
to lead an international net assessment program, 
getting consensus, assembling the right people, and 
doing the analysis is years away; begun soon, the first 
net assessment would probably be available about 
the time Iran fields its first nuclear weapon. But the 
alternative is worse: deterrent policies developed 
independently by leading states; little or no inclusive 
dialogue to develop agreement among allies; and the 
proliferation of nuclear weapons with no commonly 
held strategies, or even agreements on what the strat-
egy should be. It is time to begin building the first 
international nuclear net assessment.

Homeland Security and Defense
The capacity to launch attacks with catastrophic 

effects, particularly those involving WMD, are no 
longer marshaled only by states or state-sponsored 
groups, but also by small, organized terror cells or 
even lone individuals (such as the 1995 Oklahoma 
City bombing). From advances in biotechnology 
and pharmaceuticals to the prevalence of chemical 
manufacturing and the widespread availability of 
radiological materials such as Cesium, the threat is 
increasingly global and dynamic and blurs criminal 
intent with national security consequences. This 
makes fashioning an effective response to protect the 
homeland highly complex.

While new actors and capabilities emerge to pose 
a different kind of challenge to the homeland, they 
augment rather than replace more traditional dan-
gers, which did not disappear when new challenges 
appeared. State-based missile or nuclear weapons 
development and proliferation continue to menace 
U.S. and international security. Today’s threat con-
tinuum ranges from homegrown extremists to global 
opportunists to criminal networks to pariah states.

This dynamic security environment requires 
an equally dynamic and vigorous response. Much 
conceptual confusion, however, continues to plague 
efforts to effectively combat the danger of catastroph-
ic terrorism. Greater attention must be paid to the 
development of appropriate responses to a differ-
ent type of enemy—one that blurs the distinction 
between crime and terror, and one that can easily 
exploit traditional divisions between Federal, state, 
and local governments.

Al Qaeda is one such adversary: its attacks come 
with little or no warning, entail potentially cata-
strophic consequences, and have the potential to 
overwhelm the capabilities of first responders. The 
2007 National Intelligence Estimate makes this clear:

We judge the U.S. homeland will face a persistent and 
evolving terrorist threat over the next three years. . . . 
Al-Qa’ida is and will remain the most serious terrorist 
threat to the homeland. . . . . Al-Qa’ida’s homeland 
plotting is likely to continue to focus on prominent 
political, economic and infrastructure targets, with 
the goal of producing mass casualties. We assess that 
Al Qa’ida will continue to try to acquire and employ 
chemical, biological, radiological or nuclear mate-
rial in attacks and would not hesitate to use them if 
it develops what it deems is sufficient capability. The 
ability to detect broader and more diverse terrorist 
plotting in this environment will challenge current US 
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defensive efforts and the tools we use to detect and 
disrupt plots.26

Combating this threat requires coordinated proce-
dures and synchronized efforts across the state, local, 
and Federal levels of U.S. Government. And at each 
level, particularly the Federal level, departments and 
agencies charged with law enforcement and national 
defense must be organized and equipped to act in an 
integrated and mutually reinforcing manner. Home-
land security, conceptually and organizationally, 
brings together responsibilities and organizations 
that are spread out across the Federal Government. 
It attempts, through plans and strategies such as the 
National Response Framework, to link protection, 
detection, and response across the state, local, and 
Federal divide. The objective is to harmonize poli-
cies, develop effective capabilities, and deter adver-
saries. Four homeland security goals identified in the 
2007 National Strategy for Homeland Security are 
to prevent and disrupt terrorist attacks; protect the 
American people, critical infrastructure, and key re-
sources; respond to and recover from incidents that 
do occur; and, continue to strengthen the foundation 
of security to ensure our long-term success.

Who Does What?
In the United States, homeland security is a con-

certed national effort to prevent terrorist attacks, re-
duce the vulnerability to terrorism, and minimize the 
damage of and assist in the recovery from terrorist at-
tacks.27 The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
has the primary responsibility. Beyond the preven-
tion of terrorism, DHS also has the responsibility to 
prepare for, respond to, and aid in the recovery from 
natural and man made disasters, attacks that involve 
weapons of mass destruction, and other emergencies.

The Department of Justice enforces the law and 
defends the interests of the United States according 
to the law. The Attorney General, as chief law en-
forcement officer, leads the Nation’s law enforcement 
efforts to detect, prevent, and investigate terrorist 
activity within the United States.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is the 
investigative arm of the Justice Department. The FBI 
protects and defends the United States against terrorist 
and foreign intelligence threats, upholds and enforces 
the criminal laws of the country, and provides leader-
ship and criminal justice services to Federal, state, 
municipal, and international agencies and partners. 
The FBI is also responsible for crisis management of a 
terrorist event if it occurs in the homeland.

While homeland security is a national effort that 
involves various interagency actors such as Home-
land Security, Justice, and the FBI, homeland defense 
is a critical subset of homeland security. Homeland 
defense is the protection of U.S. sovereignty, terri-
tory, the populace, and critical defense infrastructure 
from external threats and aggression or other threats 
as directed by the President. DOD serves as the 
Federal agency with lead responsibility for homeland 
defense; DOD may execute homeland defense mis-
sions alone or with support from other agencies such 
as DHS.28

DOD also supports homeland security by assisting 
U.S. civil authorities. Homeland defense and civil 
support operations may occur in parallel and require 
extensive integration and synchronization. Civil sup-
port operations may also shift between missions—for 
instance, from homeland defense to civil support to 
homeland security, with the lead depending on the 
particular circumstances of the situation and desired 
outcome or mission objectives. In areas of overlap-
ping responsibility, the designation of a Federal 
agency with lead responsibility may not be predeter-
mined. In time-critical situations, on-scene leaders 
are empowered to conduct appropriate operations in 
response to a particular threat.29 As a result, the role 
of DOD may not be a fixed one during any particular 
crisis. Whether leading homeland defense operations 
against external threats, or supporting homeland 
security missions and tasks led by the Department of 
Homeland Security or other designated Federal lead 
agency, DOD’s uniquely trained force and capabili-
ties (including WMD detection, protection, and 
decontamination assets), coupled with command 
and control capacity from the tactical to the strategic 
level, make it an important component in homeland 
security.

DOD Homeland Defense
Defense of the homeland is DOD’s highest prior-

ity, with the goal to defeat threats at a safe distance 
from American soil.30 Therefore, while the U.S. 
military’s primary focus is on overseas combat 
operations in furtherance of national defense, DOD 
does have a role, albeit a primarily supporting one, 
in domestic homeland security. The traditional limits 
on DOD’s domestic role arise from deep skepticism 
after the Civil War over military forces acting in a 
domestic law enforcement capacity, embodied in 
the Posse Comitatus Act of 1878. In today’s threat 
environment, where surprise is likely and the effects 
potentially catastrophic, the tradeoff against this 
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prohibition is based on the premise that DOD may 
have the most ready and effective capabilities, per-
sonnel, and command and control for the homeland 
security mission. These capabilities, some argue, can 
save time during a response, and saving time may 
save lives. For example, DOD has a range of unique 
resources, from chemical, biological, radiological, 
and nuclear (CBRN) expertise to large-scale logistics 
execution and management capabilities. The ques-
tion then becomes how to effectively integrate those 
unique DOD capabilities with the civilian homeland 
security response, while respecting the principle of 
posse comitatus, which says that defense personnel 
should engage in law enforcement activities only as a 
last resort.

The Defense Department’s concept or philosophy 
for civil support in any particular case is based on the 
understanding that civil resources and capabilities 
will be exhausted before DOD plays a major role in 
a response. For example, the response to Hurricane 
Katrina brought into question fundamental assump-
tions of the role of the Federal Government and the 
specific role of DOD in supporting civil authorities 
as they respond to a catastrophic natural disaster. 
With the Federal response predicated on augment-
ing state and local civil authorities, it is justifiable 
to question whether this framework is reasonable 
and even workable where local and state capacity to 
respond to an event no longer exists and the social 
fabric of a large urban area is no longer functioning. 
Large natural disasters such as hurricanes, pandem-
ics such as an avian influenza outbreak, and CBRN 
attacks on, say, a state capital, certainly present the 
prospect of a situation where there was little, if any, 
remaining civil authority for a Federal response effort 
to augment. DOD plans call for civil support missions 
to be limited in duration and scope, and terminate as 
the crisis abates and civil authority is able to manage 
the situation effectively. While defense support to civil 
authorities will be a Total Force effort that utilizes 
both Active and Reserve elements as needed, the pri-
mary reliance for civil support will fall on the Reserve 
Component. Over time, “the goal is that the capacity 
of other agencies and state and local governments to 
respond to domestic incidents will be sufficient to 
perform their assigned responsibilities with minimal 
reliance on U.S. military support.”31

To satisfy the broader homeland defense require-
ment, DOD established joint doctrine to provide 
guidance on this role. This doctrine calls for secur-
ing the United States from attack through layered 
“defense-in-depth” that integrates capabilities in the 

forward regions, the geographic approaches to U.S. 
territory, and within national borders. For the for-
ward regions, or those areas far outside U.S. territory, 
the objective is to detect, deter, prevent, and defeat 
threats to the United States before they can mature to 
pose a threat to the homeland. For the approaches, 
the areas reaching from U.S. borders to the forward 
regions, the objective is to identify, characterize, and 
defeat threats as far away as possible. And for threats 
on U.S. soil, DOD must be able to take immediate, 
decisive action to defend against and defeat threats as 
they arise.

U.S. Northern Command (USNORTHCOM) has 
the operational responsibility for the conduct of 
military operations within the United States, utilizing 
forces to deter, detect, or defeat an incursion into 
sovereign territory. The command also maintains the 
responsibility for civil support activities for most of 
the United States.32  USNORTHCOM carries out civil 
support missions with forces assigned as required 
from all the armed Services, typically through the 
creation of a joint task force.

Conclusion Regarding Homeland Security and 
Defense

Threats to the United States are not static, and 
responding to them requires flexibility. As tradi-
tional threats evolve and new ones emerge, DOD’s 
homeland defense requirements will change and 
may require new approaches and tools, such as 
developing a joint command and control element 
for homeland defense and civil support missions, or 
a similar capability to manage the consequences of 
major catastrophic events, be they manmade or natu-
ral. Recognizing DOD’s unique role in protecting the 
United States and capitalizing on its unique capabili-
ties will assure U.S. security as the Nation adapts and 
responds to the emerging threat environment.

Proliferation and the Militarization of 
Space

Many concerns about WMD proliferation intersect 
issues related to the increasingly contested domain of 
space. Security through space and security in space 
are increasingly important issues. The proliferation of 
technology to disrupt or destroy satellites and other 
space assets is proceeding, even as reliance on these 
systems is growing. Not only are nuclear weapons and 
deterrent strategies interwoven with space systems, 
but also asymmetric attacks in space could pose po-
tentially devastating security consequences and create 
major social and economic disruption.
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Background
Since the launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union 

in 1957, the uses of space—for economic, military, 
scientific, mass media, and other socio-cultural 
purposes—have grown dramatically, as has the 
number of actors involved with space. Globaliza-
tion, arguably the defining dynamic of the 21st cen-

tury, is dependent on the space-enabled informa-
tion networks that have transformed the nature of 
human and technological interaction. Use of space 
is no longer just for superpowers. If one includes 
all parties that use at least some product or service 
created by activities conducted in space, then 
space activities directly benefit most people in the 
developed world and many in the developing world. 
From mobile telephones, Internet communications, 
and television to money transfers and automatic 
teller withdrawals, space-based technologies and 
services permit people to communicate, companies 
to do business, civic groups to serve the public, and 
scientists to conduct research. Much like highways 
and airways, water lines and electric grids, global 
utilities such as precision navigation and timing 
data (provided via satellite free of charge) form an 
increasingly important part of the global informa-
tion infrastructures. A truly international space 
industry has developed and has witnessed the 
emergence of several international consortia with 
no readily ascertainable national identity. Revenues 
for the commercial space sector now exceed $100 
billion per year. Today, commercial and even indi-
vidual customers worldwide can purchase launch 
services or global imagery and other remote sensing 
data that were once available only to governments.

As critical as the space-enabled information in-
frastructure is to continued global economic growth 
and vitality, the full extent of this dependency on 
space is not widely understood. And with this depen-
dency comes vulnerability, even if that vulnerability 
is often shared. Conflict involving threats to space-
related assets would have serious effects on informa-
tion flows vital to the global economy.

The military and national security uses of space 
have also grown. Intelligence information collected 
from space platforms has been an essential part of 
maintaining transparency in the international system, 
dating back to the “open skies” policy created by the 
space systems of the United States and the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War, to verify treaties through 
“national technical means” and be warned of missile 
attacks. Today, states use satellites for national security 
purposes to provide global communications capabili-
ties; conduct photoreconnaissance; collect mapping, 
charting, geodetic, scientific, and environmental 
data; and gather information on natural or man made 
disasters. This intelligence is essential to all aspects of 
national defense, from the formulation of policy to the 
management of crises and conflicts, the conduct of 
military operations, and the development of needed 

Rocket simulating speed and trajectory of North Korean rocket launched from 
Alaska as target for ground-based interceptor from Vandenberg Air Force Base, 
California
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capabilities. Space-based capabilities allow military 
forces to communicate instantaneously, obtain near-
real-time information that can be transmitted rapidly 
from satellite to attack platform, navigate to a conflict 
area while avoiding hostile defenses along the way, and 
identify and strike targets from air, land, or sea with 
precise and devastating effect.

At the beginning of the space age, many space sys-
tems and capabilities were specialized to perform one 
specific function for a single user. Today, many space 
systems have become dual-use in that they simultane-
ously support both military and civilian applications. 
For example, commercial imagery companies now 
provide a major portion of space imagery used by the 
U.S. Government, and commercial systems carried 
over 80 percent of satellite communications traffic 
during the combat phase of Operation Iraqi Freedom.

Moreover, while space may have been perceived as 
a strategic sanctuary in the past, today it is becoming 
an increasingly contested military domain like land, 
sea, or air, where satellites face a variety of threats 
such as space debris, crowding, jamming, and the 
diffusion of countersatellite technology to a larger 
number of actors via dual-use capabilities and dedi-
cated development.

Such capabilities are not just theoretical. China 
launched a direct-ascent antisatellite (ASAT) weapon 
on January 11, 2007, which struck a Chinese weather 
satellite in low Earth orbit. The successful test 
demonstrates China’s ability to threaten a number of 
satellites in low orbit, which may include those used 
for reconnaissance, remote sensing, surveillance, 
electronic surveillance, and meteorology, as well as 
some civilian satellites with military applications. 
These satellites and the International Space Station 
are also at increased, although not significant, risk 
from the debris cloud created by the Chinese ASAT 
test. The direct-ascent ASAT appears to be part of a 
larger Chinese ASAT program that includes ground-
based lasers and jamming of satellite signals.33

The United States has also demonstrated the abil-
ity to destroy satellites. On September 13, 1985, an 
F–15 fighter aircraft launched a miniature vehicle 
to destroy a defunct U.S. satellite. On February 21, 
2008, the United States used a modified Navy missile 
(the Standard Missile 3) to shoot down a crippled re-
connaissance satellite that was falling out of orbit and 
threatening to spill its toxic rocket fuel upon reentry.

The “Militarization” of Space
The “militarization” of space is an imprecise 

phrase. Some would note that space has been 

militarized for decades, with satellites used for 
intelligence and ballistic missiles that fly through 
space. Others think of militarization of space as 
involving kinetic weapons in space that could 
destroy either satellites or targets on Earth. Neither 
is a very enlightening or satisfactory way of looking 
at the issue.

There are two important military and security 
aspects for spacefaring nations or other actors to 
consider: security through space, and security in 
space.

Security through space implies the use of space 
assets to enhance the security posture of an actor 
or set of actors on Earth. Space capabilities may 
be used by an actor to prevent conflict and ensure 
stability through either transparency or deterrence. 
Transparency refers to the ability to “see” capabili-
ties as they develop and events as they unfold. De-
terrence could be holstered because space-based re-
connaissance provides warning as well as command 
and control for nuclear forces. Conversely, a nation 
may use its space assets to enhance its terrestrial 
combat capability through either force enhance-
ment or force application. Forces could be enhanced 
by the precision and capability of air, land, and sea 
forces through positioning, navigation, and timing; 
command and control; and intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance. Force application would 
result from actors developing ways to apply force di-
rectly from space to generate combat effects on the 
terrestrial battlefield, and from defenses that might 
be deployed in space to deter and protect against 
ballistic missile attacks.

Security in space concerns the protection of space 
assets themselves, whether used for military or civil-
ian purposes. Nations, particularly those that already 
possess a strategic advantage, will seek to maximize 
their freedom of action in space. To do so, an actor 
may seek capabilities in four areas. The first area 
concerns transparency. Situational awareness is es-
sential to identify potential threats in space. Equally 
important is the ability to track potential adversar-
ies’ ground-based activities as they relate to space. 
Second, security in space also involves protection. 
The fragile and vulnerable nature of space assets, 
particularly commercial and civil devices, suggests 
that protection measures be considered early in the 
design cycle of space systems. Military forces may be 
called upon to protect critical civilian assets. Denial 
is a third issue, because of the ability to negate an 
adversary’s space capabilities, through such means as 
6 Continued on p. 179
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There is a deep and longstanding worldwide recogni-
tion that the proliferation of nuclear weapons is 
dangerous and must be prevented. The ideal path 
to nonproliferation is to eliminate the reasons why 
countries may feel that they need nuclear weapons. 
Since, amid the world’s political complexities, that 
cannot always be swiftly or dependably achieved, the 
countries of the world have assembled a substantial 
structure of more specific instruments. The record of 
achievement by this structure since the 1968 conclu-
sion of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) is, 
in the round, not discouraging, and claims that the 
prevention regime now stands on the edge of an 
abyss are neither well founded nor helpful. There are, 
however, risks and dangers to be addressed in at 
least four areas:

n the problems of particular countries

n general weaknesses in the nonproliferation 
regime itself

n the danger of material diversion and terrorism

n the call for further disarmament by the nuclear-
armed states.

Country Problems
The nonproliferation regime faces one definite new 
breakout (by North Korea) and one potential breakout 
(by Iran). The United States and others with a stake in 
the outcome must maintain pressure on North Korea 
to live up to its agreements and also must keep a 
close watch on Pyongyang’s propensity for pernicious 
export activity. As long as Japan, in particular, sustains 
its mature refusal to let this beleaguered minor state 
provoke it into reversing its nonnuclear policy, a move 
that would be gravely unsettling region-wide, the North 
Korea problem is less troubling than that of Iran.

The size, resources, and location of Iran make it a 
much more important state. There may be no clear 
agreement among its leadership about ultimate 
goals, but present actions seem plainly to head 
toward creating at least a “threshold” capability, 
from which breakout to a deliverable nuclear weapon 
(with delivery vehicles already available) could be 
relatively swift. Even if progress went no further, 
that would be deeply damaging to the global regime 
and disruptive to Iran’s region. Efforts to avert this 
outcome, through a combination of incentives and 
penalties, must continue to command a high priority 
in the international community. Policy—and public 
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utterances about it—must, however, recognize an 
awkward tension. The hard truth is that if Iran is 
determined to continue down its current path, what-
ever the cost, it cannot permanently and depend-
ably be prevented, whether by military intervention 
(which would, at best, carry massive costs for the 
interveners and their allies) or otherwise. Efforts at 
prevention must resolutely continue, with no hints 
of ultimate willingness to acquiesce. But prudent 
planning should also consider what could be done, 
if prevention does eventually fail, to ensure both that 
Iran suffers a lasting penalty and that regional neigh-
bors do not feel compelled to traverse the same road.

A third country-specific issue, albeit one of a very 
different character, concerns India, a massive demo-
cratic state of increasingly positive global weight. 
Other states must balance their desire to assist in 
its nuclear energy program to ensure the program’s 
safety and security with the maintenance of an ob-
jectively even-handed approach to the operation of 
the nonproliferation system. This issue interacts with 
more general questions about the future working of 
the regime.

General Weaknesses in the Nonproliferation Regime 
An array of instruments and institutions that amount 
to a strong structure of constraint on proliferation has 
grown up around the cornerstone of the NPT itself—
including, for example, the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA), the Nuclear Suppliers Group, and the 
U.S.-led Proliferation Security Initiative. But partici-
pation in some of them remains less widespread or 
energetic than it should be, and at least three specific 
weaknesses need to be tackled if the regime is going to 
be more effective.

The first concerns verification of the NPT’s con-
straints. After the 1990–1991 Gulf War unmasked 
sweeping concealment and evasions by Iraq, a valu-
able Additional Protocol was given to the IAEA to apply; 
it would extend safeguards to help detect undeclared 
nuclear activity. But not enough states parties to the 
treaty have been willing to accept and implement the 
protocol, or to allocate adequate resources to the IAEA 
for its enforcement.

The second weakness is that Article X of the NPT al-
lows states parties to withdraw from it—as North Korea 
has intermittently done—simply by giving 3 months’ 
notice and some account (not subject to any evalua-
tion) of its reasons for doing so. An entitlement of this 
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kind is, of course, fairly normal practice in treaties, as 
the U.S. withdrawal from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile 
Treaty illustrated. But it is questionable whether such 
an easy escape clause is tolerable in a commitment 
that has become virtually a global norm, and where 
withdrawal by one party stands to undermine the 
treaty’s benefits and credibility for numerous other 
parties. It is unlikely that formal amendment of the 
treaty to remove the right entirely would be politically 
feasible. There would, however, be an advantage—not 
least for deterrence—in developing and agreeing to a 
clearly understood package of disadvantages that any 
state withdrawing from the treaty without manifestly 
compelling reasons must expect to endure.

The third weakness relates to the “threshold” 
problem, vividly exemplified by Iran’s behavior. Noth-
ing in the NPT prevents states parties from developing 
their capability in the field of civil nuclear energy, in 
ways that would have the effect (intentional or not) 
of making the step to producing nuclear weapons 
(using highly enriched uranium or plutonium from the 
reprocessing of spent fuel) just a matter of months, or 
at most a few years. In fact, Article IV specifically grants 
nonnuclear weapons states the right to “equipment, 
materials and scientific and technological informa-
tion for the peaceful uses of nuclear energy,” as long 
as they meet the safeguards requirements laid out 
in earlier articles. This provision has already proved 
harmful to long-term confidence in the regime, and its 
significance will be heightened by the likelihood that 
over the next few decades, for a combination of rea-
sons, nuclear power will play an increasingly important 
role in the energy mix for many countries.

This third weakness may well be, in the long run, 
the most important of the three. To rectify it, lead-
ing technologically capable countries will need to 
devise—preferably on the most cooperative basis that 
can be constructed—arrangements for the dissemina-
tion of nuclear energy technology that close off the 
threshold problem, yet are accessible, generous, 
politically nondiscriminatory, and dependable over the 
long term. Such carefully devised arrangements could 
convince recipient countries both that a fair and secure 
alternative path was available to meet their legitimate 
requirements, and that they should fully support ac-
tion against any intransigent holdouts such as Iran. 
Article IV of the NPT has always recognized the value of 
nuclear energy, but it has not been taken up with much 
vigor by the nuclear weapons states or, to be fair, by 
the nonnuclear weapons states themselves.

All these weaknesses will need to be acknowledged 
and dealt with at the next review conference of NPT 
parties in 2010. The last conference, in 2005, was a 
fiasco, largely for political reasons that need not be 
recapitulated here. Another fiasco could imperil confi-
dence in the entire regime. It would be an opportunity 
missed, moreover, for though the conferences are 
not the venue for detailed executive decisions, they 
can serve as both a setting for developing ideas and 
consensus about how to strengthen nonproliferation, 
and a political stimulus to concrete action by states or 
other collective bodies.

Nuclear Terrorism
Opinions differ widely on how real or likely the risk is 
that terrorists might obtain a nuclear bomb and use 

Delegates attend Six-Party Talks in Beijing on denuclearizing North Korea
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it to inflict vast damage. Even those who regard the 
probability as slight, however, would agree that all 
reasonable efforts should be made to keep the risk as 
low as possible. Action to that end may need to take 
many forms, but two particular international prospects 
seem worth pursuing.

One instrument was provided in 2004 by United 
Nations (UN) Security Council Resolution 1540. This 
resolution, framed in the wake of revelations about 
Pakistani physicist A.Q. Khan’s “nuclear black market,” 
was passed under Chapter VII of the UN Charter and is 
therefore mandatory for all member states. It requires 
each one to put in place, operate effectively, and 
report on legal and administrative measures to prevent 
nonstate actors from acquiring materials for weapons 
of mass destruction. Action to fulfill this obligation is 
by no means globally complete, and some less well re-
sourced countries are reported to be finding it difficult 
to implement the resolution fully. Where that is so, it is 
in the interest of leading states to be ready to help, as 
well as pressing for full compliance by all.

A second measure that could help to reduce dangers 
is the compilation of a thorough international data 
bank making it possible to swiftly trace the source of 
any fissile material used in a nuclear detonation. Such 
a bank would heighten the likelihood that any state 
that had been careless, or worse, in its stewardship 
of weapons-usable material would be exposed. This 
would have the corollary benefit of stimulating robust 
security and strengthening deterrence.

Reducing the Size and Salience of Nuclear Armories
It is politically (and many would say legally) impos-
sible to decouple the prevention of proliferation from 
what the nuclear-armed countries do to reduce the 
scale of their own arsenals, mitigate their dangers, and 
deemphasize them within the total security toolbox. 
The nonproliferation regime imposes constraints and 
burdens upon the nonnuclear weapons states, and 
their willingness to continue accepting these whole-
heartedly cannot be divorced from what most of them 
perceive about the fulfillment of the disarmament 
bargain indicated in NPT Article VI. The reassertion of 
that bargain was crucial to the indefinite extension 
of the treaty, agreed by consensus at the 1995 review 
conference, and it was reemphasized in 2000.

Until the end of the Cold War, the five official 
nuclear weapons states honored this clause of the 
treaty in the breach. Since then, all but China (which 
still has by far the smallest arsenal)—and especially 
the United States and Russia—have made a certain 

amount of progress in reducing both the numbers and 
kinds of weapons and delivery systems they possess. 
It might well be helpful if the facts of these reductions 
were more widely and vigorously publicized, and also 
if the possessors were more transparent about what 
they still hold. There remains valuable scope to do 
more, especially for the two weapons states with the 
largest stockpiles.

The 2002 Moscow Treaty limits U.S. and Russian 
strategic forces only at a single point in time, in 2012, 
and it has no verification provisions. It is important that 
a more robust and durable successor agreement be 
put in place. It would, moreover, be highly desirable, 
for several reasons, to reach an agreement to constrain 
and verify Russia’s nonstrategic armory, which is far 
larger than that of the United States. If such an agree-
ment required inducements from the U.S. side—for 
example, about the residual presence of U.S. nuclear 
arms in Europe, or the plans for a missile defense sys-
tem in Central Europe—they should not be dismissed 
out of hand.

Beyond limitation on the size of weapons stockpiles, 
there is a strong case for movement on at least three 
further issues:

n reconsidering whether any nuclear systems still 
need to be kept on short-notice alert

n taking the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty for-
ward to full ratification and implementation

n moving forward on a fissile material cutoff treaty.

In cold strategic logic, the latter two projects may 
be less important than advocates claim, but they have 
acquired a political weight that by now has force in its 
own right.

There remains the idea of eventually abolishing all 
nuclear armories. That goal was agreed at the 2000 
NPT review conference, and though at the 2005 confer-
ence the United States and France declined to reaffirm 
it, the aspiration has attracted growing attention in 
the past few years. However skeptical the nuclear 
weapons states’ governments may be, there is a good 
case that they should be prepared to engage—as the 
United Kingdom has already proposed—in serious 
exploration of the concept, if only to ensure that its 
formidable difficulties and potential drawbacks, both 
political and technical, are adequately understood 
and exposed.
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antisatellite programs, may permanently or tempo-
rarily shift the relative advantage in space. Finally, 
space control—a combination of protection and de-
nial strategies—is also significant. An actor desiring 
freedom of action in space may also wish to limit its 
adversary’s freedom of action, to remove a perceived 
threat. This requires maximizing both protection and 
negation capabilities.

Prospects for International Space Security
The prospects for international space security are 

uncertain not least because the international regime 
regulating the use of space is embryonic. The Outer 
Space Treaty, which was ratified unanimously by the 
U.S. Senate and entered into force in 1967, defined 
the initial principles for space activity and described 
the dominant paradigm of the international com-
munity regarding space:34

n Space is the province of all mankind—a “global 
commons.”

n Space is to be used only for peaceful purposes. 
No weapons of mass destruction will be placed in or-
bit, or installed on a celestial body such as the moon.

n All states have an equal right to explore and use 
space.

n International cooperation and consultation are 
essential.

n Signatories retain ownership of their space 
objects and bear responsibility for their space activi-
ties, including any damage inflicted on another state’s 
space objects.

Although most, if not all, spacefaring actors 
ascribe to the principles of the Outer Space Treaty, a 
number of issues have arisen to challenge the domi-
nant paradigm. The first problem concerns defini-
tions. The terms peaceful uses and common heritage 
of man have widely varying interpretations among 
space actors. Moreover, there is no agreed definition 
of what constitutes a space weapon (see sidebar). 
Sovereignty and property rights pose a second chal-
lenge. Economic development in space under the 
current paradigm is stunted by lack of legal defini-
tion concerning these issues. Finally, self-interest 
may prevail over a weak international regime. As 
more actors enter into the space domain, there may 
be a growing tendency to pursue unilateral interests 
rather than adhere to established norms. The Outer 
Space Treaty has no enforcement mechanism, if 
anyone should choose to take that step.

A reframing of the current paradigm may be re-
quired to accommodate the changing nature of space 
activity. Nations will likely seek alternative arrange-
ments in space if they perceive their security to be at 
greater risk. There are myriad ways in which the fu-
ture framework might evolve. Some alternative ways 
that nations may choose to enhance security, either 
individually or collectively, include unilateral strate-
gies; a balance of power approach; alliance-based 
arrangements; “rules of the road” through informal 
talks and agreements; frameworks for cooperation 
and interdependence in space, through existing alli-
ances and institutions, or a new multilateral process; 
and negotiated arms control or other legal restraints, 
bilaterally or through a multilateral treaty process.

From the standpoint of international security, one 
can identify an optimal condition of enduring stabil-
ity in the space domain. Its main attributes would 
include:

n a norm of unfettered access to space as a feature 
of amicable interstate relations

n a solid measure of protection, through indi-
vidual or collective measures, against the aggressive 
or capricious acts of spoilers

n a situation in which the real or perceived vulner-
abilities among space actors are minimized.

Ultimately, creating a condition of enduring 
stability in space will hinge on how tensions between 
national interests are addressed and whether there 
emerges over time a common perception of what 
actions tend, on balance, to strengthen or undermine 
stability. The simple truth is, if enduring stability 
is not the primary goal of major space powers, the 
prospects for military competition and conflict will 
increase. In a stable environment, space can enhance 
and strengthen the international system. Spacefaring 
actors may be driven by realistic self-interest to con-
sider adopting cooperative approaches in space to 
address issues of global concern, such as energy scar-
city, climate change, material resource scarcity, space 
situational awareness, space debris, and defense 
against Earth-colliding objects such as asteroids.

What Is a Space Weapon?
As with much else about space, there is consider-

able debate and uncertainty over what constitutes a 
space weapon, how such weapons might be defined, 
and how important it is to attempt to define and con-
trol such weapons. A 1991 study sponsored by the 

5 Continued from p. 175

6 Continued on p. 182
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Important Trends for WMD Proliferation

Proliferating nuclear Programs

Category Countries

nuclear non-proliferation 
Treaty–recognized nuclear  
weapons states

5    China, France, Russia, United Kingdom, United 
States 

other declared or suspected 
nuclear weapons states 

4    India, Israel,* North Korea,† Pakistan 
 
* Israel has not acknowledged its nuclear weapons status
†North Korea has asserted that it possesses nuclear weapons 
and has tested a nuclear device

other states with enrichment/
reprocessing facilities 

5    Brazil, Germany, Iran,* Japan, The Netherlands 

*Iran is under UNSC sanctions for NPT compliance issues

other states planning enrich-
ment/reprocessing facilities 

2    Argentina, Canada 

other states with civilian 
nuclear energy programs 

17    Armenia, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 
Finland, Hungary, Lithuania, Mexico, Romania, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine 

other states expressing interest 
in establishing civilian nuclear 
energy programs

29    Algeria, Australia, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Belarus, 
Chile, Egypt, Estonia,† Georgia, Ghana, Indonesia, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Latvia,† Malaysia, Morocco, Namibia, 
Nigeria, Norway, Oman, Poland,† Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
Syria, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, Venezuela, 
Vietnam, Yemen

†In conjunction with Lithuania to support the replacement of 
a reactor  scheduled to be shut down in 2009 due to safety 
concerns.

Sources: IAEA, Israel Atomic Energy Commission, United Nations, U.S. Department of State,  
International Security Advisory Board, IISS
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Increasing BioKnowledge

Source: Genetic Sequence Data Bank, NCBI-GenBank Flat File Release 166.0

n		Non-signatories to Nuclear Non- 
proliferation Treaty

n		Non-signatories to Biological  
Weapons Convention

n		Non-signatories to Chemical  
Weapons Convention1

1  Iraq has declared its intent to accede to the 
Chemical Weapons Convention

Sources: United Nations, Organisation for the Prevention 
of Chemical Weapons, U.S. Department of State
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United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research 
proposed the following definition:

A space weapon is a device stationed in outer space 
(including the Moon and other celestial bodies) or in 
the earth environment designed to destroy, damage or 
otherwise interfere with the normal functioning of an 
object or being in outer space, or a device stationed in 
outer space designed to destroy, damage or otherwise 
interfere with the normal functioning of an object or 
being in the earth environment. Any other device with 
the inherent capability to be used as defined above will 
be considered as a space weapon.35

This definition seems clear and comprehensive; 
it focuses on devices stationed in space or on Earth 
capable of creating weapons effects in space and de-
vices stationed in space capable of creating weapons 
effects in the Earth environment. Closer examina-
tion, however, reveals significant, and perhaps irre-
solvable, points of contention within this definition.

The first of these contentious points relates to 
the lack of clarity regarding where space begins and 
the meaning of the word stationed. Since neither 
of these terms is defined, this approach does not 
provide much assistance to analysts attempting to 
draw distinctions between space weapons and other 
types of weapons based on where they are located or 
normally operate.

A second and even more pervasive and conten-
tious point is raised by the last sentence of the 
definition that considers any other device with the 
inherent capability to create weapons effects to be 
a space weapon. This seems to be an extremely low 
threshold for a device to cross to be categorized as 
a space weapon, and it is doubtful whether it would 
create a useful analytical category. Consider, for 
example, that every satellite capable of maneuvering 
or transmitting has the potential to interfere with 
other satellites, or that a backhoe cutting the fiber 
optic cable from a satellite control ground station has 
surely interfered with the normal functioning of an 
object in the Earth environment; are every satellite 
and every backhoe to be considered a space weapon?

Other approaches to defining space weapons 
attempt to resolve the scope problem highlighted 
above by focusing on distinctions between dedicated 
weapons and systems with residual or latent capa-
bilities. For example, Michael Krepon and Michael 
Katz-Hyman define space weapons and offensive 
space warfare initiatives as “terrestrially based devices 

5 Continued from p. 179 specifically designed and flight-tested to physically 
attack, impair, or destroy objects in space, or space-
based devices designed and flight-tested to attack, 
impair, or destroy objects in space or on earth.” This 
definition respects the distinction between capabil-
ity and actuality; and it excludes residual or latent 
space warfare capabilities, such as ballistic missiles. 
Also excluded in this working definition are satel-
lites that provide essential military functions but do 
not serve as weapons platforms. In other words, the 
definition used here clarifies the essential distinc-
tion between the current primarily passive military 
uses of space, and the flight-testing and deployment 
of space weapons that some wish to pursue in the 
future. This definition also excludes activities that are 
specifically designed to interfere with the uplinks or 
downlinks of satellites. Jamming is treated separately 
from direct physical attacks against satellites because 
jamming has long been considered a part of warfare, 
whereas direct attacks in or from space would be 
consequential firsts in the history of warfare.

Of course, there are also potential problems with 
this more pragmatic definition. In general, because 
it excludes so many of the ways in which already-
deployed or readily available capabilities could 
easily interfere with space systems, it is questionable 
whether controls based on this definition would 
provide sufficient transparency, build confidence, 
or create much security for space systems. A related 
problem is the fact that many spacefaring actors 
already have numerous technologies that are capable 
of interfering with satellites, and so would not need 
to test or deploy such systems as dedicated weapons.

These longstanding problems with seemingly 
simple definitional issues, such as where space begins 
or what constitutes a space weapon, help to explain 
why it has been so difficult to develop many formal 
arms control measures for space, or even to advance 
less formal transparency- and security-building 
measures. When thinking about how to proceed in 
these areas, it should be instructive that decades of 
previous work have produced very little fruit. Major 
previous efforts that lack specific results include 
the focused superpower antisatellite arms control 
negotiations in 1978–1979 and the Defense and 
Space Talks begun in 1985, as well as many years of 
multilateral efforts at the Conference on Disarma-
ment and elsewhere. gsa
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1  The United States-India Nuclear Cooperation 
Approval and Non-proliferation Enhancement Act was 
signed into law on October 8, 2008.

2  National Intelligence Council, Iran: Nuclear Intentions 
and Capabilities, National Intelligence Estimate, November 
2007, available at <www.dni.gov/press/releases/20071203_
release.pdf >.

3  The transcript of the U.S. intelligence briefing 
on the Syrian nuclear site is available at <www.dni.gov/
interviews/20080424_interview.pdf>. The outside analysis 
referred to is that of David Albright and Paul Brannan at 
the Institute for Science and International Security, in par-
ticular to their April 24, 2008, and May 12, 2008, publica-
tions; available at <www.isis-online.org/publications/syria/
SyriaUpdate_24April2008.pdf> and <www.isis-online.org/
publications/syria/SyriaReactorReport_12May2008.pdf>.

4  For example, on October 13, 2006, South Korean 
parliament member Kho Jo-heung remarked, “We have to 
make the U.S. military bring back tactical nuclear weapons 
or possess our own nuclear weapons.” See “S. Korea Divided 
over Redeployment of U.S. Tactical Nuclear Weapons,” 
Yonhap, October 19, 2006. On October 15, 2006, Shoichi 
Nakagawa, chairman of the Japanese Liberal Democratic 
Party’s policy research council, stated that Japan needed “to 
find a way to prevent Japan from coming under attack” and 
that “nuclear weapons are one such option.” See Reuters, 
“Japan Should Reexamine Its Nuclear Weapons Ban, Ruling 
Party Official Says,” The Washington Post, October 16, 
2006, 16, available at <www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/
content/article/2006/10/15/AR2006101500657.html>.

5  For example, “Japan ‘is absolutely not considering’ 
building a nuclear arsenal in response to the North Korean 
nuclear test, Japanese Foreign Minister Taro Aso said 
Wednesday, moments after Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice reiterated that Japan was protected by the American 
nuclear umbrella.” See Glenn Kessler, “Japan, Acting to 
Calm U.S. Worries, Rules Out Building Nuclear Arms,” 
The Washington Post, October 19, 2006, A24. Regarding 
U.S. extended deterrence guarantees, Secretary Rice stated, 
“First, we are strengthening our strategic relationships in 
Northeast Asia. I made it clear last week that the United 
States has both the will and the capability to meet the full 
range, and here I stress, the full range, of our security and 
deterrent commitments to allies like South Korea and 
Japan.” Condoleezza Rice, Annual B.C. Lee Lecture, The 
Heritage Foundation, Washington, DC, October 25, 2006. 

6  These 13 nations are Algeria, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, 
Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, and Yemen.

7  The United States and the International Atomic 
Energy Agency Director both advocate, albeit by different 
means, changes to the current nuclear nonproliferation 
regulation to end the proliferation of enrichment and repro-
cessing capabilities to countries that do not already possess 
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In a globalized world, every region is important. 
When viewed through a regional prism, some 
international challenges are magnified while others 

appear more manageable. This section posits some 
of the more likely challenges that may arise in major 
regions over the next decade.

The Greater Middle East is the epicenter of conflict 
today. Iraq’s stability and Iran’s appetite for power could 
top the global security agenda within the next 5 to 10 
years. Declining U.S. support for Iraq may unleash 
divisive forces that lead to civil war and strengthen a 
nuclear-armed Iran under its Revolutionary Guard 
Corps. But if Iraq can increasingly stand on its own 
while the United States reduces its presence, and if a 
clash with Iran can be averted, then the region could 
become more stable before 2020. In particular, there 
may be scope for a renewed peace process by Israel 
and its neighbors. It is obvious that negotiations, with 
or without preconditions, will be mulled in many 
capitals. The United States will be pressed by its allies 
and partners—such as Israel, Jordan, Egypt, and the 
Gulf Arab states—who will look for reassurance in the 
face of a real and present danger as adversaries and 
spoilers remain suspicious of American motives. The 
United States might revive support for freedom and 
democracy, based on a recognition that reform comes 
from within societies, that effective governance takes 
decades to achieve, and that American values do not 
constitute a formula for regime change. Whether the 
Greater Middle East is more or less peaceful a decade 
from now may hinge on the capacity of Washington 
to work with a growing number of countries. But in 
a region noted for taking hesitant steps toward peace, 
any success will require significant investments of 
American prestige and largesse.

A growing insurgency in Afghanistan and along the 
Afghan-Pakistan border, which serves as an incubator 
for the Taliban, al Qaeda, and other extremist groups, 
ensures that South Asia will rival the Middle East as 

the most dangerous security challenge in the next 10 
years. The lesson of September 11, 2001, appeared to be 
that developed nations would not allow remote, almost 
ungovernable areas of the world to provide safe havens 
for terrorists—not when globalization has facilitated 
the destructiveness of ideologically motivated zealots 
who murder people of all faiths around the globe. But 
the antidote—stabilization, reconstruction, and state-
building—is far more costly and takes more patience 
than originally contemplated. An international effort 
is needed to strengthen the fledgling government in 
Kabul against political violence and extremism, build 
local security forces and institutions, and provide 
alternatives to an economy fueled by the trade in 
illicit narcotics. Both the United States and the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) will have to 
find effective ways to deliver nonmilitary assistance to 
the contested areas of Afghanistan, where Provincial 
Reconstruction Teams have been useful in recovery 
and state-building projects during stability opera-
tions. Meanwhile, finding the means to check violence 
emanating from Pakistan without undermining the 
new civilian government in Islamabad will require 
considerable finesse. Some may expect an increasingly 
powerful India to address regional problems, and no 
doubt it can help in reducing the risk of conflict with 
Pakistan, including nuclear escalation. But the role of 
India in solving the Afghanistan question is neces-
sarily circumscribed, as even positive acts on its part 
are likely to be misperceived by Islamabad. Instead, a 
long-term solution would involve helping the more 
than 40 million Pashtuns in Afghanistan and Pakistan 
attain a better standard of living. While India will 
become increasingly active on the regional and global 
level, it is likely to seek greater latitude in its external 
affairs than it enjoyed as the leader of the Non-Aligned 
Movement. Consequently, building a strategic partner-
ship with Delhi will be a gradual process. In addition, 
India will primarily focus on managing its economic 

Left to right: Israeli soldiers provide security in Jerusalem; Afghan villagers meet with joint team investigating allegations of civilian  
casualties in Tagab; Georgian defense officials meet Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Tbilisi
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development in the foreseeable future while retaining 
a cautious role abroad, which is inseparable from its 
democratic coalitions.

If the Middle East and South Asia are likely to 
dominate the security agenda in the near term, East 
Asia continues as the most promising region in which 
to promote international security. An ascendant China, 
while encouraging hedging by neighbors, is more 
likely to be regarded as a responsible stakeholder or 
frontline state in meeting 21st-century transnational 
challenges, be it energy security, water supplies, or the 
environment than as a spoiler. The Korean Peninsula 
will remain a flashpoint as long as the closed society 
in the North clings to nuclear weapons for its survival. 
Developing a serious diplomatic framework to achieve 
tangible progress in reversing that trend could be the 
springboard for a new level of multilateral coopera-
tion, including with respect to the Six-Party Talks 
that have been crucial in the nonproliferation effort. 
Although the region has overlapping agreements and 
forums, U.S. bilateral alliances, especially in the case of 
Japan, the Republic of Korea, and Australia, underpin 
regional security interests; maintaining alliances and 
transforming them into effective mechanisms for 
security cooperation will require sustained American 
leadership and involvement with the countries of the 
region. Moreover, the combination of problems facing 
the countries of Southeast Asia cannot be ignored. In 
all, East and Southeast Asia will continue to generate 
hope in a world seeking effective leadership and insti-
tutions to forge genuine solutions to current as well as 
future strategic challenges.

The conflict between Russia and Georgia in August 
2008 seemingly ended two decades of imagin-
ing Europe as a whole and free region. The price of 
hydrocarbons served as a catalyst for Russia’s startling 
economic revolution. Trade in energy resources, in 
turn, emboldened Moscow to assert itself, especially 
on the periphery of the old Soviet empire. While many 

observers were bewildered by the first intervention by 
Russia outside its borders since the Cold War, frustra-
tion had been mounting in the Kremlin because of real 
and perceived slights to its national prestige and inter-
ests. Yet a new Cold War is not looming on the hori-
zon, if only because few predict that Russia can manage 
its own enormous challenges, including diversifying 
an economy addicted to energy, achieving ethnic and 
religious integration in the face of demographic trends 
that sharply reduce the number of ethnic Russians, and 
maintaining control and legitimacy within a semi-
authoritarian state. But cooperating with Moscow in 
the next decade will be problematic, not least because 
of its neighbors. How Europe and the United States 
work with the countries on Russia’s periphery, from 
the Baltic to Ukraine and Georgia and energy-rich 
Central Asia, will be a major challenge in the short and 
medium term. Even cooperation among major powers 
over shared interests such as nuclear nonproliferation 
may be difficult, since Russia seems prone to take issue 
over its differences with the West rather than to seek 
areas of agreement. Whether the relationship between 
Russia and China deepens may turn on the ability of 
the United States to overcome its popular depiction as 
a unilateral military power and whether Beijing can 
convince Moscow that its ascendancy does not pose a 
challenge to Russia’s centrality in Eurasia.

A strong and prosperous united Europe will ensure 
that the transatlantic community performs its vital 
security role while dealing with emerging problems 
of the 21st century. Increasingly, the European Union 
and NATO seem more synergistic and less competitive 
than once feared. Yet Europe is divided on how much 
to focus on its own security versus that of the other 
regions of the world. Clearly, the challenges in the 
Balkans will continue, as future stability pivots on Ko-
sovo and Serbia. Turkey, which apparently has passed 
the high water mark of secular Kemalism, is torn by 
questions about its identity with regard to religion and 

Left to right: High-rise buildings in Beijing; Leaders from Germany, France, and Great Britain discuss financial crisis 
during EU summit, October 2008
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civil-military relations, demands by ethnic Kurds, and 
integration into Europe. Meanwhile, many European 
nations are increasingly concerned about terrorism on 
their soil, whether imported or homegrown, and seek-
ing ways to promote internal security and multicultural 
assimilation. In the aftermath of U.S. intervention in 
Iraq, some European governments implied a norma-
tive if not moral superiority to America, which they 
thought had slipped from its ethical moorings; a new 
administration in Washington provides an opportune 
moment to broach the Atlantic divide on issues of 
institutional values that have arisen in Europe and 
elsewhere in the recent past.

The myriad problems of Africa warrant greater 
attention than the international community has 
mustered until now. The continent is more accurately 
perceived as a series of subregions and not as a vast 
homogeneous land mass, with North Africa, the Sahel 
Belt, West Africa, Central Africa, the Great Lakes, 
East Africa, and Southern Africa presenting far more 
differences than similarities. The Horn of Africa—
Somalia, Sudan and Darfur, Ethiopia, and Eritrea—is 
the most dangerous area, both on land and offshore. 
Although weak states explain some of the risks, includ-
ing piracy and communal strife in Somalia, ethnic 
cleansing in Darfur can be attributed to Sudan, which 
could descend into civil war. Ineffective multilateral 
institutions and mechanisms for resolving conflicts 
point to the need for external assistance, but it remains 
unclear whether U.S. Africa Command can become a 
credible source of whole-of-government approaches 
to the problems of the region, only some of which are 
related to terrorism and military threats. While the 
United States and other developed nations agree on the 
need for increased cooperation with African states and 
organizations, the global financial crisis may curtail or 
delay integrated plans for assistance and collaboration 
with a new generation of enlightened African leaders.

Both positive trends and latent risks in the Americas 
pose a dilemma for Washington: while the region es-
chews a hegemon, it does not benefit from U.S. neglect 
or retrenchment. Brazil has emerged on the regional 
and international scene in an impressive fashion, 
though how it forges closer relations with the United 
States will define the region for the next decade. Mean-
while, the establishment of subregional communities 
and trading blocs offers the potential for dealing with 
problems through multilateral dialogues on the local 
level, provided an actor such as Venezuela does not 
succeed in destabilizing them. Regional security chal-
lenges will increasingly center on global and transna-
tional issues such as development, energy dependence, 
and the environment. The succession of Raul Castro 
in Havana does not necessarily imply that the future 
transition of Cuban society will be a crisis-free process. 
Moreover, despite enormous progress in the period 
since September 11, 2001, cooperation by the United 
States, Canada, Mexico, and The Bahamas on border 
security is a daunting task. Washington will have to 
cooperate with many states in the region to tackle basic 
problems rather than their symptoms, including pover-
ty, governance, and narcotics. Indeed, the last of these 
challenges underscores a wider problem—that of drug 
cartels and their associated criminal networks—which 
will only proliferate in the years ahead.

In the decade ahead, every region has the potential 
to contribute to international order and stability. But 
as nations attempt to enhance their own security and 
prosperity, new challenges will require innovative 
approaches and institutions. Moreover, some regional 
troubles may demand greater effort on the part of the 
international community as a whole. The combination 
of enduring threats and emerging global and transna-
tional issues will tax the most influential and fastest 
rising individual states and the most affluent regions, 
even while they deal with traditional concerns. gsa

Left to right: Djiboutians gather for opening of new well; Skyline of Sao Paulo, Brazil, overlooking Favela Morumbi 
slum
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Chapter 9
The Greater Middle East

The Greater Middle East:  
Strategic Change

From the 1970s, when the United States first as-
sumed responsibility for the security of the Persian 
Gulf, through the mid 1990s, the region called the 
Greater Middle East was relatively stable. Regime 
change occurred within families, parties, or tribes, 
was usually orchestrated, and was rarely challenged. 
Hafiz al-Assad ruled Syria for nearly 30 years, 
Saddam Hussein ruled Iraq for 35 years, the late 
King Hussein of Jordan held power for nearly 50 
years, and Sultan Qaboos has ruled Oman for almost 
40 years. Where leaders died suddenly, as with the 
assassinations of Egyptian President Anwar Sadat 
in 1981 or Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 
1995, the political system did not change. There were 
two exceptions to this political passivity: the 1979 
revolution in Iran that replaced the shah and the 
monarchy with clerics and an Islamic republic, and 
the military takeover in Sudan that brought General 
Omar Bashir to power in 1989.

The region’s wars occurred primarily in the Gulf: 
Iraq invaded Iran in 1980 and Kuwait in 1990; Iraq 
was defeated by a U.S.-led coalition in 1991. (The 
second U.S. invasion of Iraq, in 2003, was unusual in 
that the American military force liberated Iraq from 
Saddam’s grip and destroyed the existing political 
system, only to begin a long occupation while it 
tried to reinvent the government, politics, and the 
civic structure of the devastated country.) The main 
interests of the United States in this 25-year period 
primarily were ensuring access to oil and safe pas-
sage for shipping, containing the influence of the 
Soviet Union, supporting Israel, and maintaining 
a balance of power, especially in the Persian Gulf 
region. Washington preferred not to engage in the 
region’s wars, including the four Arab-Israeli wars, 
and used surrogates, such as the shah of Iran and the 
king of Saudi Arabia, when instability threatened 
U.S. interests in the Persian Gulf.

Two events propelled the United States to take 
a much more active and visible role in the region: 

U.S. convoy passes triumphal arch built by Saddam Hussein to commemorate Iran-Iraq War
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Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait in 1990, and the terrorist 
attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon on 
September 11, 2001. In the 1990s, the key security 
issues driving U.S. policy in the Greater Middle East 
were to maintain a secure and reasonably priced oil 
supply, support Israel, limit the spread of weapons 
of mass destruction (WMD), and keep Iraq and 
Iran—labeled pariah states for their wars, support for 
international terrorism, and efforts to acquire and 
use WMD—contained. The events of September 11 
moved international terrorism to the top of the list.

Today, U.S. interests remain focused on maintain-
ing access to oil, curbing nuclear weapons prolifera-
tion, eliminating terrorism, protecting Israel, and 
isolating those governments and parties, includ-
ing Iran, Syria, Hamas in Gaza, and Hizballah in 
Lebanon, that are deemed pariahs. The region of the 
Greater Middle East faces many problems, but four 
stand out as critical issues for U.S. strategic planning 
and security policy in the decade ahead: the future of 
Iraq, Iran’s regional ambitions and nuclear policy, the 
lack of an Arab-Israeli and Palestinian-Israeli peace 
process, and the impact of reform—or lack thereof—
in the Arab world.

Iraq and Iran: Risks and Opportunities
Iraq and Iran present a complicated and interwo-

ven series of policy dilemmas for the United States. 
Not a failed state, Iraq’s government—the first freely 
elected in its history—is struggling with sectar-
ian militias at war with each other, and politicians 
fighting for personal power, wealth, and national 
independence. Provinces and tribes are not fighting 
each other, nor are they fighting on the same side as 
each other. Most seek independence from the United 
States and from central authority concentrated in 
Baghdad, which most Iraqis have always opposed. 
The Shia-dominated government must work out the 
modalities of political and economic control in a 
government deliberately designed to be weak, decen-
tralized, and dysfunctional. Comparative suffering is 
still a measure of citizenship and prevents meaning-
ful moves toward national reconciliation. Yet the 
political process appears to be working, oil is flowing, 
the insurgencies have abated, and the central govern-
ment under Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki is trying 
to assert its authority while it balances the needs and 
demands of its powerful patrons, the United States 
and Iran.

Iran, for its part, is also in the midst of politi-
cal confusion and economic stress, and faces the 
prospect of tougher sanctions if it does not change 

its nuclear policy. Unanticipated oil profits not only 
eased economic burdens in many oil-producing 
countries, but they also raised popular expectations 
in an unstable market. The government in Tehran 
has not provided promised economic benefits, ade-
quate housing, or jobs sufficient to meet the needs of 
many Iranians, and Mahmoud Ahmadinejad won a 
disputed election in June 2009. The strategic interests 
of Washington and Iran intersect in Iraq.

Decisionmaking in Iran: Deliberate, Consensual, 
Ambiguous. The Islamic Republic of Iran is a con-
tradiction in terms to many observers and analysts. 
It is a republic and the only example of a modern, 
clerically dominated regime. It is a participatory 
democracy, yet resembles a totalitarian system in that 
it proclaims the absolute supremacy of a religion (Is-
lam), as interpreted by a clerical elite, over public and 
private life. Islam provides the moral compass for 
political governance and social behavior in Iran. It 
holds elections in which the people sometimes have 
a genuine choice, yet all candidates must be screened 
for ideological correctness. It has multiple sources 
of power and checks and balances, yet in the end 
one person, not elected by the people, is the ultimate 
decisionmaker.1 The result is confusion. It is difficult 
to know where real power lies in Iran, how decisions 
are made, and how informal networks of relation-
ships interact with formal structures of power.

Several trends shape decisionmaking on security 
issues and foreign affairs under Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei and the 8th parliament that was elected in 
March 2008.

First, decisionmaking is institutionalized and 
state-centered. Ayatollah Khamenei is a powerful and 
influential force in security policymaking. Unlike 
his predecessor, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who 
was not a nationalist and avoided identification with 
political factions, Khamenei is centered in the con-
servative camp. At times, he appears uncomfortable 
with policies and pronouncements made by President 
Ahmadinejad, whose outspoken views on foreign and 
security issues far exceed his constitutional limita-
tions. Khamenei uses his authority to discreetly offset 
decisions and appointments made by the president 
and his more extreme conservative faction. Multiple 
centers advise the Supreme Leader on security issues 
and policy options; some are traditional, such as 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, while others are ap-
pointed by the Supreme Leader to advise him from a 
perspective other than that of the “official” institu-
tions. Khamenei, for example, created the Supreme 
6 Continued on p. 194
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The World as Seen from Tehran

Iran’s ambitions as the preeminent power in the Greater 
Middle East are longstanding. The quest for regional 
hegemony began under the shahs and has been 
continued by the clerics of the Islamic Republic. Iranian 
foreign policy has always been designed to protect a 
nation and empire that was long coveted by more pow-
erful neighbors (Ottoman Turkey and Tsarist Russia), 
and divided into spheres of influence by the Great Pow-
ers of the 20th century (the Soviet Union, Great Britain, 
and the United States). Viewed through this historical 
prism, these ambitions have little to do with exporting 
its Islamic revolution or expanding its borders, although 
occasional reminders to the Sunni Arab–led Gulf Arab 
states of Iran’s territorial claims, and of the Shia and 
Persian-origin communities within their borders, serve 
to warn those states of their vulnerability.

Several factors shape Iran’s strategic and military 
priorities:

n  The need to secure Iran’s territorial and political 
integrity and recognition of the regime’s legitimacy. 
Iranians under both shahs and ayatollahs are proud 
of their long history as an empire and nation-state 
and of the role of Islam in shaping religious and po-
litical values. Like their Arab neighbor states, which 
were created and divided by 19th- and 20th-century 
European imperialism, they reject all foreign efforts 
to guide or deny their political, economic, or security 
aspirations.

n  The need to reassert Iran’s traditional role of 
regional hegemon in the Gulf and beyond. Iran’s lead-
ers see their country as encircled by real and potential 
enemies: Iraq, which used chemical weapons against 
Iranian troops and missiles against Tehran in their 
8-year war; the Gulf Arab states, which host the U.S. 
military presence and are seen as repressing their 
Shia communities; Pakistan, which is occasionally 
involved in hostile skirmishes with Iran on their com-
mon border and has encouraged anti-Iranian activity 
in Afghanistan; and Central Asia, once pro-Soviet, 
now a source of economic opportunity, sectarian risk, 
and occasional basing for U.S. military forces. Above 
all, the United States, a virtual neighbor since the oc-
cupation of Iraq in April 2003, and Israel are viewed as 
enemies. Both threaten Iran’s nuclear achievements 
and deplore Iran’s efforts to derail any peace process 
between Israel and the Palestinians or Israel and Syria. 

Washington, in particular, is seen as keen to keep the 
Persian Gulf as its militarized zone, maintain pro-U.S. 
regimes in Baghdad and Kabul, and marginalize Iran.

n  The need for an enhanced capability to defend 
Iran against any threat of military aggression. Tehran 
wants independence and self-sufficiency in strategic 
and tactical terms. It believes that it must build its 
own military industries, reconstitute a modern military 
force, and have minimal reliance on foreign suppliers. 
At the same time, Tehran is seeking to acquire nuclear 
technology and the capability to produce nuclear 
weapons, probably as a cost-effective way to com-
pensate for military weakness and relative strategic 
isolation.1

Iran’s leaders, whether moderate Persian nationalist 
or conservative Islamist, view the world with a mix of 
confidence and trepidation. Regardless of where they 
stand on the political spectrum, they likely share a 
common view of the threats to the security of the Irani-
an homeland and regime, and the measures necessary 
to protect Iranian interests. This consensus includes an 
assumption that at some point they will fight again and 
alone, just as they did from 1980 to 1988, and that 
Iran must be able to defend itself by itself.

N O T E

1  For further discussion of Iranian ambitions and regional 

reactions, see Judith S. Yaphe and Charles D. Lutes, Reassess-

ing the Implications of a Nuclear-Armed Iran, McNair Paper 69 

(Washington, DC: National Defense University Press, 2005).
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vative newspaper, warning that the IRGC “cannot 
tolerate the situation anymore” and threatening 
action against the reformist government of then–
President Mohammad Khatami. The student riots 
provided the government the opportunity to further 
centralize power and limit dissent. The Guard Corps 
was able to expand its power and influence inside the 
regime, while the government signaled that it would 
tolerate what it called a “democratic game,” provided 
the basic foundation of the Islamic Republic was not 
challenged.

Despite growing opposition to Ahmadinejad, his 
contested victory in the June 2009 presidential elec-
tion dampens immediate hopes for reform in Iran or 
a more moderate tone in foreign policy. Opposition 
to Ahmadinejad dates back at least to the parliamen-
tary elections in March 2008.4 In that election, his 
supporters won 70 percent of the 290 seats, but one 
of his most vocal critics, Ali Larijani, became speaker 
of the parliament and remains one of the compet-
ing centers of power in Iran. Moreover, in the 2009 
presidential election defeat of Mir-Hussein Moussavi, 
many Iranians took to the streets to protest potential 
election fraud, suggesting an unprecedented degree 
of disgruntlement over Ahmadinejad. Although 
Moussavi is by no means a liberal reformer, his ap-
parently softer stance on nuclear issues and concern 
about Iran’s isolation would no doubt have made it 
easier for outside powers to engage Tehran.

U.S.-Iran: The Legacy of Missed Opportunities. 
The list of possible opportunities for reconcilia-
tion between the United States and Iran is long 
and often recited as if all the opportunities were 
real ones. Some were meant seriously by one side 
and dismissed offhandedly by the other. Most were 
interpreted as indicating weakness in the other. Few 
were pursued, and the limited results they achieved 
were satisfactory to both sides. When Iran offered to 
cooperate during operations in Afghanistan follow-
ing the events of September 11 and during the U.S. 
war on Iraq in 2003, Washington’s response was to 
quietly accept both of Iran’s offers and, in the latter 
case, declare Iran part of the reviled “axis of evil.” 
When then–Secretary of State Madeleine Albright 
offered Iran security discussions in 1997, Iran heard 
the Clinton administration deny it legitimacy and 
recognition by rejecting any dealings with Iran’s 
“unelected” leaders. When the last American held 
hostage in Lebanon was released in 1991 after 7 years 
of captivity by Hizballah, Iran asked why the United 
States was not grateful to then–President Ali Akbar 
Hashemi-Rafsanjani.

Council on Foreign Relations after Ahmadinejad is-
sued some of his more outrageous policy statements. 
Issues once negotiated by the Foreign Ministry, such 
as the nuclear enrichment issue, are now under the 
control of the president’s security establishment. 
Ahmadinejad did not take power away from the 
Supreme Leader. The Supreme Leader exercises au-
thority behind an opaque screen. Governance in Iran 
is a push-back system—Ahmadinejad has a strong 
sense of what authority the president should exercise 
and has pushed the envelope to see how far he can go 
before the Supreme Leader pushes back.

Second, strategic decisions are shaped by military 
security perceptions, not by diplomats or clerics. 
Policies once fashioned around ideological cor-
rectness or export of the revolution have become 
more purposeful and pragmatic, intended to end 
Iran’s strategic isolation and establish its authority 
in the region. Discussions on key issues are held in 
the National Security Council (NSC), with recom-
mendations to the Supreme Leader based on group 
consensus. No Iranian official would oppose a deci-
sion recommended by the NSC and confirmed by the 
Supreme Leader, especially one citing the need for a 
strong national defense as the primary reason for de-
veloping nuclear power and new weapons systems.2

Third, veterans from the Iranian Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC), military, and security services 
probably have a greater role in decisionmaking than 
clerics. Once a central feature of the Islamic state, 
the number of clerics in the parliament has dropped 
from 140 in the early 1980s to 32 in the latest parlia-
ment. Two non-clerics have served as speakers in 
parliament, and the current president, while reli-
gious, is not a cleric. The IRGC was created after the 
1979 revolution to be a praetorian guard for the new 
regime. It reports directly to the Supreme Leader, 
but over the past decade, it has expanded its role in 
security issues and provincial government, as well 
as the government bureaucracy.3 In addition, it has 
become an economic engine through its investment, 
job creation, and import-export activities.

The shift in power from the clerics in government 
to the IRGC began in July 1999, when local conser-
vative militias orchestrated by the IRGC savagely 
beat students at the University of Tehran. In what is 
seen by many Iranians as the most serious internal 
threat to the regime to date, students protesting 
conditions at the university publicly demanded the 
ouster of the Supreme Leader. In response, 24 senior 
IRGC officers published a letter in a leading conser-

5 Continued from p. 192
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Both Tehran and Washington were delighted with 
the collapse of the Taliban and Ba’athist regimes, but 
neither saw a need to prevent the slide from coopera-
tion, however limited, to confrontation. Iran certainly 
agreed with short-term U.S. goals in Iraq—a quick 
war followed by an equally rapid withdrawal of forces 
and the institutionalization of democratic practices, 
especially elections. The differences were over longer 
term issues: a secular democratic state or an Islamic 
republic; simple and majoritarian, and therefore 
sectarian, rule, or the protection and participation of 
minorities in governance. Underlying the differences 
was a basic shift in how national priorities would be 
identified: would Iraq remain as the eastern front of 
the Arab world, as defender of Sunni Arab nation-
alism against the Persian Shia threat, or would it 
become part of the western wall of the Iranian Islamic 
Republic, provider of strategic depth to Iran against 
threats from the Arabs and Israel? If both sides hoped 
the new Iraq would serve as a model for emulation 
and change in the region, what was the model?

In 2003, Iran was in a weakened position, seem-
ingly encircled by the United States, which had 
pro-American governments and military forces in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Turkey, the Gulf states, and the 
Central Asian republics bordering Iran. Some Irani-
ans talked of the “Iraqification” of Iran—meaning the 
takeover of important posts, such as the Justice Min-
istry, by officials born in Iraq. Others predicted that 
Iran’s most respected Shia scholars and clerics, many 
of whom oppose Khomeini-style theocratic rule, 
would flee to Najaf, where they could freely ques-
tion the religious legitimacy of the Islamic Republic. 
Worry about being the next target for American 
efforts at regime change, and the apparent U.S. rejec-
tion of an opening for talks, heightened the paranoia 
in the Iranian political establishment.

Six years after the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the tide 
has turned. The Iranian regime is stronger and more 
certain of its ability to shape events in the region, 
while the United States and its allies are perceived 
as weakened by years of insurgency and terrorism 
in Iraq. The regime in Tehran has become more 
stable, more repressive, and less amenable to foreign 
pressure than in its earlier decades. Iraq’s new politi-
cal elite has established close ties with the Iranian 
regime, and Ahmadinejad used the first visit by an 
Iranian leader to Baghdad in February 2008 to offer 
political and economic assistance to Baghdad and 
advertise their close ties.

What Does Iran Want in Iraq? Iran has key stra-
tegic interests in Iraq, many of which are similar to 

those of the United States. The 8-year war with Iraq 
in the 1980s left both countries with high casualties 
and extensive damage to their economic and military 
infrastructure. Iraq had used chemical weapons 
on Iranian territory and was working on acquiring 
nuclear weapons; Iran had none. Iraq had managed 
to both heavily subsidize the war and meet civilian 
needs with $80 billion in “loans” from the oil-rich 
Gulf countries of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE), and Qatar, and arms sales 
from the United States, Russia, and most European 
countries; Iran had no loans, no debt, and a badly 
damaged military. For the next 15 years, as Iraq faced 
war and crippling sanctions for its invasion and oc-
cupation of Kuwait, Iran began carefully reconstruct-
ing its image and its regional role.

The Islamic Republic wants an Iraq that is stable, 
united, and nonthreatening, and one that is an 
economic, political, and strategic ally facing common 
enemies—Israel, the United States, anachronistic Arab 
monarchies, and obstreperous minorities, such as 
the Kurds. Iran assumes it is by right the preeminent 
power in the Persian Gulf and the Greater Middle 
East region. It has the largest population, largest land 
mass, largest military, and oldest culture and civiliza-
tion. It believes it is the economic engine of the region, 
the most innovative in the application of science and 
technology, and the leader of the world’s Muslims. Iran 
would prefer Iraq to be an Islamic state under shariah 
law similar to its own theocratic façade, but if forced to 
choose between a precarious Islamic state and a stable 
unitary state, would almost certainly choose the latter.

Iraqi oil minister tours K3 oil refinery, a main source of income for Al Anbar 
Province and jobs for Iraqi citizens
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Iran’s “region” is more than the Gulf or Central 
Asia. It extends from Afghanistan through the Gulf, 
Iraq, and Turkey to Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and 
Israel. As the preeminent power, it expects to be 
consulted on all issues affecting the region, in much 
the same sense that Syrian President Hafiz al-Assad 
interpreted his and Syria’s role. Iran believes that 
the roads to a U.S. exit strategy from Iraq, to a peace 
settlement in the Arab-Israeli conflict, and to stabil-
ity in the Gulf run through Tehran. Without Iran, the 
country’s leaders believe, there can be no peace, no 
resolution of conflict, and no “justice.”

Iran wants to expand its influence and authority 
in the region, but it is not interested in territorial 
expansion. Rather, it seeks to build its clout through 
a policy of aggressive outreach short of war—
by building and supporting surrogate networks 
throughout the region, providing political support 
and economic assistance to key actors, bolstering 
trade and commercial ties with neighboring coun-
tries, and signing security and defense agreements. 
In implementing its strategies, Iran operates on two 
intertwined principles to build its networks of sur-
rogates, intimidate opponents and critics, and make 
foreign policy: the first is plausible deniability, and 
the second is deliberate ambiguity.

How successful has Iran been in this effort? The 
question resonates today as it did 25 years ago, when 
Iran began constructing its Lebanon policy and 
building Hizballah. How much control does Iran 
exert over surrogates such as Hizballah and Hamas? 
Are extremist leaders, such as Lebanese Hizbal-
lah’s Hassan Nasrallah or Iraqi Mahdi Army head 
Muqtada al-Sadr, totally subservient to the wishes 
of Iran’s Supreme Leader and the doctrine of clerical 
rule? Would Hamas do more than pray for Iran if the 
latter was threatened with imminent attack? Or do 
they act independently of Iran, as do Lebanese and 
Palestinian nationalists willing to work within their 
respective systems of government so long as they can 
shape them? The answer probably remains the same 
today as it was in the 1980s: there is great personal 
loyalty and devotion to the ideals of the Islamic Rev-
olution and to its clerical leaders, but a tendency to 
pursue self-interest, with or without Iran’s approval. 
Iran may not be consulted on all operations, or if it 
is, may not approve, but it would not openly oppose 
actions by Hizballah or Hamas, or risk a breach with 
its most successful surrogates.

Iraq as Risk and Opportunity. In their 8-year-long 
war, both Saddam Hussein and Ayatollah Khomeini 
made certain judgments about the other’s country. 

Khomeini assumed Iraq’s Shia would join the Shia 
Islamic Republic to defeat the secular, Sunni Arab–
dominated regime in Baghdad; Saddam assumed 
the Arabs of Iran’s Khuzistan Province would join 
Arab Iraq to defeat the mullahs. Both were wrong. 
Iraq’s Shia Arabs fought to defend the state of Iraq 
from defeat by Persians and were rewarded by Sadd-
am for their loyalty; Iran’s Arabs remained loyal to 
the republic.

The collapse of Saddam’s regime in April 2003 gave 
Iran an unanticipated opportunity. Its primary re-
gional enemy was gone. Iraqi Shia militants who had 
spent two decades in Iranian exile could now return 
and demand a role in the post-Saddam government. 
Iran had created the major exile group—the Supreme 
Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI)—
as an umbrella organization for Iraqi exiles; it was 
led by members of a prominent pro-Iranian clerical 
family, Ayatollah Muhammad Baqr al-Hakim and 
his brother Abd al-Aziz al-Hakim.5 Iranian pilgrims 
could now visit the Shia shrine cities of Najaf and 
Karbala while traders, businessmen, diplomats, inves-
tors, security personnel, and intelligence operatives 
could easily cross the virtually unguarded 900-mile 
border. Iran called for free elections and democratic 
institutions in the new Iraq, correctly assuming that 
the majority Shia population would win any election 
and, for the first time in history, govern Iraq.

With opportunity, however, comes risk. Iran is 
pouring money into Iraq in the form of business 
investment and community reconstruction. It is 
refurbishing the mosques and shrines of Najaf and 
Karbala, building community infrastructure, and 
providing various forms of support—including 
money, advisors, training, and intelligence—to many 
of the political factions and government ministries, 
especially the Interior Ministry, according to accounts 
told by Iraqis and reported in the press. In early 2008, 
President Ahmadinejad, on the first visit made by an 
Iranian leader to Iraq, offered Iraq development as-
sistance, including joint projects for oil, pipeline and 
refinery construction, and a billion-dollar loan. Iraq 
turned down the loan offer but signed economic and 
trade agreements, and issued tenders for construction 
of a pipeline to Iran. Iran has funded virtually every 
Shia candidate standing for election to the National 
Assembly. Some Iraqis claim that the IRGC supports 
Sunni extremist factions in the center and north of 
Iraq as well in order to expand its influence and assets 
there. It expects, in return, a compliant government 
in Baghdad willing to accede to its vision of the New 
Iraq. By contrast, some of the oil-rich Gulf states—
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once the source of more than $80 billion in loans to 
help Iraq defeat Iran—are only now beginning to 
approve debt relief (Saudi Arabia and the UAE) and 
nominate ambassadors to Baghdad. They still oppose 
additional assistance to Iraq.

Economists disagree over the impact Iranian 
promises of development assistance will have on 
Iraq. While the assistance may help in the very 
short term, Iran, they say, cannot give Iraq what it 
needs most: the advanced technology and capital for 
industrial, oil, and gas-field development. Iran needs 
the same help, most of which is unavailable to it 
under sanctions. Iran’s influence in Iraq is probably 
at its highest point now. Over time, that influence 
will lessen. Iraq will no longer need the goods and 
services that Iran now supplies, trade will diminish, 
and Iraq could become an investor in Iran.

According to interviews with Iraqis, a growing 
number of Iraq’s Shia, Sunni Arab, and Kurdish 
populations are uneasy with the extent of influence 
Iran and the IRGC wield in Iraq. They raise several 
important questions: How extensive is Iranian influ-
ence in Iraqi ministries (especially Defense, Interior, 
and Intelligence)? Have Iranians been involved in 
targeting Iraqi intellectuals, academics, or military 
officers for assassination? Are the Iranians, through 
the IRGC, communicating with or assisting al Qaeda 
or other extremists in Iraq? Are the Iranian religious 
scholars in the seminaries of Qom trying to displace 
those of Najaf from the intellectual and spiritual 
leadership of Shia Islam, or to join them?

Whether Iran is engaged in all, some, or none of 
these activities, an increasing number of Iraqis are 
growing uncomfortable with the pattern of Iranian 
involvement in their affairs. Iraq’s Sunni Arabs have 
long warned about the influence of the turbans 
(clerics) in politics, and many label Iraq’s Shia Arabs 
as Persians or Safavids (meant as an insult referring 
to the 16th-century Persian dynasty that waged and 
lost several wars with the Sunni Ottoman Empire in 
Iraq’s provinces). More importantly, Iraqi Shia Arabs 
in greater number reject Iran’s efforts to control their 
country’s politics, economics, and security. This 
includes Iraqis—clerics and government officials—
who belonged to clandestine Shia movements under 
Saddam and did not seek exile and safe haven out-
side Iraq. These sentiments are expressed discreetly 
to avoid raising Iranian ire and do not reflect consen-
sus among Iraq’s many political elements.

Iraq’s government must balance American 
complaints that Iran is supporting anti-U.S. acts 
of terrorism in Iraq with Iranian demands that 

the United States leave Iraq and the Gulf. Support 
from both Washington and Tehran is critical to the 
survival of any government in Baghdad. Thus far, the 
Nuri al-Maliki government has managed to bring 
Americans and Iranians together for several meet-
ings in Baghdad, and Tehran appears to have reined 
in Muqtada al-Sadr by insisting he abide by his 
ceasefire and draw down his militia. Muqtada is not 
an Iranian loyalist. That role is reserved for SCIRI 
(now called the Islamic Supreme Council in Iraq), 
which has proven itself a much more witting tool and 
ally of Iran. The negotiations between Baghdad and 
Washington over a treaty defining relations and a 
status of forces agreement were made more difficult 
because of Iran’s concern that Iraq would agree to al-
low the United States access to military facilities that 
could be used to monitor and attack Iran.

The Gulf Cooperation Council: Avoiding 
Risk, Seeking Opportunity

Since the early 1960s, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Bahrain, Qatar, the UAE, and Oman have preferred 
to have governments outside the region defend them, 
define their security policies, and provide for their 
needs. New to acting like states rather than tribes, not 
yet wealthy from oil, and accustomed to letting tradi-
tion determine the governance and institutions of civ-
il society, the smaller Arab states of the Persian Gulf 
initially followed their colonial protector, Great Brit-
ain, to shelter themselves from the Arab and Persian 
nationalist storms that periodically swept through 
the neighborhood. The exception was Saudi Arabia, 
which enjoyed better relations with the United States 
than with the United Kingdom. When the British 
decided they could no longer afford to protect the 
Gulf Arabs and withdrew in 1971, the small and frag-
ile Gulf states turned to the United States to assume 
the British mantle.6 Concerned about possible Soviet 
encroachments in the Gulf, President Richard Nixon 
created the Twin Pillars policy, which designated Iran 
and Saudi Arabia as proxies for a U.S. military pres-
ence in the region.7 This was followed by the Carter 
Doctrine on U.S. military engagement in the Gulf and 
the expansion of the American force presence and 
operations during the 1980–1988 Iran-Iraq war.

Through the 1970s and 1980s, the Arab states of 
the Gulf faced the hegemonic ambitions of Iran, first 
under the secular and intensely nationalistic regime 
of the shah and then under the revolutionary Islamic 
Republic of Iran, also nationalistic and determined 
to export its revolution across the Gulf. In between 
Iranian challenges came Iraqi feints at territorial 
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acquisition, as well as attempts to gain influence in 
decisionmaking on Gulf and wider Arab political, eco-
nomic, and strategic affairs. In 1981, as the Iraq-Iran 
war continued and Iran broadened its efforts to export 
its Islamic revolution, the six states formed the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC).8 It was not intended to 
be a political or security organization similar to the 
European Union (EU) or the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO); instead, its members focused 
on common economic interests, such as forming a 
common customs union and trade zone and cooperat-
ing in local police and security matters.

Despite a prohibition by Ayatollah Khomeini 
against relations with the Saudis, today’s Iranian gov-
ernment values its expanding ties to Saudi Arabia and 
the other Gulf Arab regimes. Even the UAE maintains 
links to Iran, despite their seemingly intractable dis-
pute over ownership of three small islands in the Gulf, 
the Tunbs and Abu Musa. Iran’s outreach extends to 
Shia communities in Iraq (approximately 55 to 60 
percent of the population), Saudi Arabia (10 to 15 
percent of the population, concentrated primarily in 
the oil-rich Eastern Province), Kuwait (approximately 
20 percent), and Bahrain (about 75 percent). Iran’s 
approach to neighboring Arab states and their Shia 
communities has changed over the years. Initially, it 
consisted of efforts to organize antiregime move-
ments through the local mosques and prayer houses, 
led by local Shia clerics or Iran-based activists. Since 

Khomeini died in 1989, however, Iranian efforts have 
focused on diplomatic overtures to restore relations 
with its Gulf neighbors, primarily Saudi Arabia.

The Gulf Arabs’ Security Vision
Gulf Arab security policies have traditionally been 

based on risk avoidance, collective reaction, and reli-
ance on nonregional powers to ensure security and 
survival. The strategy is to avoid provoking either of 
the dominant and powerful governments in Baghdad 
and Tehran, pay for protection, use arms sales as an 
extension of foreign policy, and above all, maintain 
a balance of power in the Gulf. Iraq’s invasion and 
occupation of Kuwait in 1990 should have exposed 
the weakness in this form of strategic thinking, but 
the Gulf governments still prefer to maintain the 
kind of balance of power under which they once felt 
comfortable—a balance maintained by cordial rela-
tions with regional powers and backed up by a more 
distant U.S. presence.

Several developments in the past few years have 
produced a significant shift in the strategic thinking 
of the Gulf states. The first was the spread of religious-
based terrorist attacks following the al Qaeda attacks 
of 9/11. Al Qaeda and other extremist elements 
accuse the Al Sa`ud and other ruling families of being 
un-Islamic puppets of the United States and have 
conducted terrorist operations on Saudi and Ameri-
can targets in Saudi Arabia. Saudi youth have been 
recruited for operations in Iraq, and press reports 
indicate Gulf nationals have been caught both in Iraq 
and on their return to the Peninsula states.

The second major development is the rise of politi-
cal and sectarian movements demanding reform. All 
of the Gulf states are witnessing the growing political 
influence of ultraconservative religious, ethnic, and 
tribal factions. These factions demand a greater role 
in decisionmaking, constitutional limitations on 
ruling family power, adherence to a strict version of 
Islamic law, and an end to corruption in government. 
In Kuwait, for example, elections for the national 
assembly in May 2008 saw Islamists and tribal 
conservatives win nearly half of the seats. These 
conservative elements are now challenging the ruling 
Al Sabah family for the right to appoint cabinet min-
isters and for limitations on the power of the amir.

The collapse of Saddam Hussein’s regime and the 
installation of a non-Sunni government in Bagh-
dad has also had a major impact on the Gulf states, 
which see risk whether Iraq fails or succeeds. A failed 
Iraq means more cross-border terrorists entering or 
returning to the Gulf intent on overthrowing the tra-

U.S. Navy Inshore Boat awaits permission to dock at Khawr Al Amaya oil  
terminal as part of security mission in Persian Gulf
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ditional ruling elites. It also raises the risk of sectarian 
or ethnic unrest in countries where significant minor-
ity populations have long been discriminated against 
by Sunni Wahhabi prejudices and Arab nationalist 
sentiment. If Iraq succeeds in stabilizing under a 
democratic-leaning, elective form of governance, 
especially one with a weak central government and 
strong semi-independent provincial authorities, then 
the Gulf states worry about the export of “advanced” 
political ideas, which they say their countries do not 
need or are not prepared to adopt. Either strategically 
or tactically, Iraq will no longer be the eastern flank 
of the Arab world and protector of the Sunni world 
against the Persian Shia crescent; rather, it will pro-
vide strategic depth for a hegemonic-minded Iran.

The Gulf Arab states have only recently begun to 
express unease with a nuclear-empowered Iran. Loath 
to provoke Iran by denying its right to nuclear energy 
capability, the Gulf Arabs now speak openly of their 
concerns about Iran developing nuclear weapons, its 
insistence on full-cycle control of uranium enrich-
ment, and its plans for as many as 20 more nuclear 
powerplants strung out along the northern shore of 
the Gulf. They deny that Iran would use a nuclear 
weapon against them, but their fears of weaponiza-
tion appear at this point to rival their fear of environ-
mental damage from a Chernobyl-style accident or 
natural disaster (such as an earthquake at a nuclear 
plant built on or near a fault), and Iran’s lack of 
responsible planning or preparation for consequence 
management in the event of a nuclear accident.

Finally, the Gulf Arabs worry that the United States 
will launch a war against Iran or negotiate security 
issues with Iran without consulting Gulf friends and 
allies. Should the United States launch military opera-
tions against Iran, it would be the fourth Gulf war in 
one generation. Gulf rulers would like Washington to 
consult them before making any overtures—hostile 
or friendly—toward Iran. Privately, many admit that 
they would feel compelled to support America, but 
are uncertain about the willingness of the United 
States to honor its commitments to their stability and 
security (meaning their survival).

Response to Risks
The GCC states are consumers and not producers 

of security. They publicly urge the United States to 
get out of Iraq—but only after establishing a secure 
and stable government there. For them, Iraq is the 
litmus test. If the United States does not stay the 
course in Iraq, then how strong will its commit-
ments be to the Gulf governments? Their response to 

these new risks has been to reconsider their strategic 
options. The most important shift has been to seek 
stronger commitments to their security from the U.S. 
and European governments and from new friends 
and customers in Asia (China, India, and Japan) 
who may be willing to extend security guarantees 
in exchange for assured access to oil, investments, 
and arms sales. The extent of their discussions with 
European and Asian governments is unclear, but 
France, Spain, and Germany have been talking with 
individual members of the GCC about security issues 
(France will deploy a 500-man contingent to the 
UAE). Although China, India, and Japan are increas-
ingly dependent on Gulf oil and gas, none appears 
interested in contributing to Gulf security or protect-
ing sea lanes and access to those commodities.

In response to Iran’s nuclear aspirations and threat, 
the Gulf Arab states have announced their interest in 
acquiring nuclear facilities similar to Iran’s civilian 
nuclear energy program. Together, the GCC states 
control nearly half the world’s known oil reserves, 
but mostly in response to Iran’s nuclear programs, 
several states have expressed interest in nuclear 
energy for domestic consumption. The Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) sent a team of 
experts to Riyadh in 2007 to discuss building nuclear 
energy plants. Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the UAE 
seem especially interested, but all declare that any 
nuclear energy facilities built would be placed under 
IAEA and Nonproliferation Treaty safeguards.9

Underlying these options is the desire to keep the 
diplomatic door open and maintain correct relations 
with Iran. In keeping with tradition, the GCC al-
lowed Ahmadinejad to speak at its annual summit in 
December 2007. Saudi Arabia then welcomed him to 
make his first hajj, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca 
and Medina required of all Muslims. This was the 
first appearance by an Iranian at a GCC meeting and 
the first hajj visit by a sitting Iranian president.10

Israel and the Arabs: The Price of Peace
Hopes for change in Israel’s relations with the 

Palestinians and its Arab neighbors rose in 2008. 
Where once everyone predicted the conflict would 
stagnate at best or Palestinian society would com-
pletely break down at worst, Israel and Palestinians 
engaged in extensive negotiations, Israel and Syria 
started indirect talks, and Israel permitted U.S.-led 
train-and-equip measures to upgrade Palestinian 
security capabilities.

Syrian President Assad will make no decision 
until and unless the new leadership in Israel proves 
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strong enough to deliver on any promises and un-
less the United States engages actively in the coming 
months. Indeed, it is widely believed that Assad’s 
motivation for peace talks is to enhance relations 
with the United States and the West. At the same 
time, Damascus remains in close contact with 
Iran, Hizballah, and Hamas, unwilling to risk the 
certainty of these alliances for the sake of uncertain 
concessions from Jerusalem. What seems certain 
is Israel’s inability to take any decisive steps soon 
because of its prolonged domestic political crisis, 
Syria’s reluctance to reenter direct negotiations with 
Israel without U.S. involvement, and continued in-
fighting among Palestinians for control of a failed 
state and process. None of the leaders appears able 

to gain popular or official support for the far-reach-
ing compromises under consideration.

Resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict is a vital 
national security interest of the United States. 
American attention—or lack thereof—to advancing 
the peace process by resolving conflicts between 
Israel and the Palestinians and Israel and its Arab 
neighbors affects regional perceptions of, and 
willingness to support, U.S. policies and actions. 
American approaches to the Palestinian dilemma 
and Washington’s tendency to apply different 
standards to Israel have been used, in particular, to 
undercut regional support for the U.S. war against 
terror and efforts to promote regional security. Gov-
ernments that have supported U.S. regional security 
policies in the past have come under increasingly 
heavy domestic criticism for their pro-American 
ties. Some may now be focused more on their own 
internal security issues and new threats from reli-
gious extremists and political reformers. For them, 
the Palestinian issue may be of lesser importance, 
but the fate of the Palestinians resonates with Arab 
and Iranian popular opinion and cannot be safely 
ignored.

The Options
Several plans to restart the peace process are on 

the table. Their outlines have been discussed since 
2000, when President Bill Clinton made an effort 
to reach a settlement before he left office. At that 
time, the talks hinted at ways to resolve the most 
pressing issues, with both sides apparently consid-
ering concessions. The Palestinian right-of-return 
could possibly be settled by limiting the returnees to 
refugees from the 1948 war, or by allowing Palestin-
ians to “return” not to their previous homes in Israel 
but to the new Palestinian state. Israel’s borders with 
the new Palestinian state might resemble, but would 
not be restricted to, the pre-1967 borders, and, as 
promised in the Oslo Agreement, no new settlements 
would be established. There also could be agreement 
that land could be swapped to allow Israel to keep 
some settlements around Jerusalem and two other 
areas in exchange for land elsewhere in the West 
Bank. There was even a hint that the Palestinians 
might gain control over Palestinian-inhabited areas 
of East Jerusalem, minus the Old City and the non-
Muslim religious sites, which would remain under 
Israeli control. The talks failed.

Variations have surfaced since then, but the fail-
ure of the George W. Bush administration to pursue 
peace between the Arabs and Israel until its last Israeli soldiers provide security in Jerusalem

U
.S

. A
rm

y 
(J

im
 G

re
en

h
ill

)



201GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

the Greater Middle East

Israeli Settlements and Palestinian Refugee Camps on the West Bank

Dead
Sea

Gu l f
o f

Aqabah

Med i t e r r a nean  Sea

J
o
rd

a
n
 R

iv
e
r

HAIFA

NORTHERN

TEL AVIV

CENTRAL

JERUSALEM

SOUTHERN

Bayrut
(Beirut)

LEBANON

SYRIA

Occupied
Terr i tor ies

West  Bank

Gaza  Str ip

NEGEV

Sinai

JORDAN

EGYPT

SAUD I  ARABIA

ISRAEL

Zahlah

Sayda
(Sidon)

Al Qunaytirah

Dar’a

Al Mafraq

Jarash

Az Zarqa’

Madaba

Ariha
(Jericho)

‘Amman
(Amman)

GOLAN
HEIGHTS

Irbid

As Suwayda’

Sur
(Tyre)

Qiryat
Shemona

Safed
An Naqurah

Nahariyya

‘Akko

Hefa
(Haifa)

Teverya
(Tiberias)

Nazerat
(Nazareth)

‘Afula

Jenin

Nabulus

Tulkarm

Hadera

Netanya

Qalqilyah
Herzliyya

Ashdod

Ashqelon

Qiryat Gat

Khan Yunis Be’er Sheva’
(Beersheba)

Dimona
Zefa’

Zin

Sde Boker

Mizpe Ramon

Bi’r Hasanah

Al Kuntillah
Ra’s an Naqb

Yotvata

Al ‘Aqabah
Elat

Taba

Ma’an

Al Jafr

Yeroham
As Safi

Al Karak
Al Qatranah

Ghazzah
(Gaza)

Al ‘Arish

Bi’r Lahfan

Abu ‘Ujaylah

Al Khalil
(Hebron)

Bayt Lahm
(Bethlehem)

Jerusalem
(Al Quds)

Tel Aviv-Yafo

Ramla
Ness Ziona Rehovot

Ram Allah

Dimashq
(Damascus)

INTERNATIONAL BOUNDARY

PROVINCE

PALESTINIAN REFUGEE CAMP
(Established since 1948)

EMERGENCY CAMP
(Established 1967)

ISREALI SETTLEMENTS
West bank (246), Gaza (33)
and Golan Heights (44)

WEST BANK and GAZA
(As defined by the 1949 Armistice)

GOLAN HEIGHTS
(Syrian Territory occupied 
by Isreal since 1967)

NUCLEAR FACILITY

OIL PIPELINE

DEMILITARIZED ZONE



202 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A S S E S S I N G  C O M P L E X  R E G I O N A L  T R E N D S

Syria: Stabilizer or Spoiler?

Can Syria be a force for stability in the Middle East, or will it always be a spoiler? Since the advent of the 
Hafez al-Assad regime in 1970, Syria’s external actions have been characterized by two mutually exclusive 
dynamics: on some occasions, Syria cooperated with the American order—the so-called Pax Americana—
in the Middle East; at other times, Syria was at the forefront of those challenging that order. Despite the 
appearance of a dichotomy, however, Syrian foreign policy is consistent. The tension between Syria’s 
contradictory modes of behavior is explained by its quest to recover the Golan Heights, occupied by Israel 
in 1967.

Syria functions as a stabilizing force when its leaders’ focus on Syrian interests (that is, the recovery of 
the Golan Heights) is taken into account. There are multiple examples of Syria’s stabilizing actions: its ac-
ceptance of the U.S.-brokered 1974 disengagement of forces agreement with Israel following the October 
1973 war; its intervention in Lebanon in 1975 to tame the Palestinian Resistance Movement; and its 
alliance with the U.S.-led coalition against Iraq in 1990. In 1991, Syria accepted Washington’s invitation to 
the Madrid Conference (in fact, Hafez al-Assad was the first Middle East leader to accept that invitation); 
this conference opened the way to the Oslo Agreement between Israel and the Palestinians, and to the Jor-
danian-Israeli peace treaty. More recently, Syria agreed to attend the Annapolis Conference in November 
2007, thereby endowing it with greater legitimacy among the Arabs. The Bashar al-Assad regime agreed 
to attend on condition that the issue of the Golan Heights was added to the agenda of the conference.

Despite this positive record, however, Syria has also played the spoiler role when its interests were not 
taken into account. For example, Syria, along with Iraq, mobilized the Arab world against Egyptian Presi-
dent Anwar Sadat’s separate peace with Israel; torpedoed the May 17, 1983, agreement that would have 
established a separate peace between Israel and Lebanon; and, along with Iran, tried to destabilize Leba-
non prior to the 2007 Annapolis Conference. Nevertheless, when offered a seat at the table, along with the 
promise that the Golan would be discussed, Syria joined the negotiations, much to Iran’s displeasure.

As evident from this pattern of behavior, the recovery of the Golan is the hinge upon which Syrian for-
eign policy swings. By extension, Syria’s external actions reflect Washington’s efforts to help Syria recover 
the Golan: when the United States actively pursues that goal, Syria cooperates. Conversely, when Wash-
ington excludes Damascus from a potential deal between Israel and other Arabs, Syria does what it can to 
sabotage it, including the use of terrorism. From a Syrian perspective, how Washington acts with regard to 
the Syrian-Israeli conflict will determine whether Syria is a spoiler or a stabilizer in the Middle East.

This has significant implications for U.S. policy in the region. Peace between Syria and Israel, based on 
the United Nations land-for-peace formula, is among the requisites for regional stability. Hence, if Syria’s 
grievance is addressed, namely Israel’s withdrawal from the Golan Heights (in return for Syria’s recognition 
of Israel within secure boundaries free from the threat of war), Syria will have no more use for militant anti-
Israel groups. Peace between Syria and Israel would then marginalize Hizballah and Hamas. It would also 
isolate Iran. The onus is thus on Washington.

year in office, or to adequately support President 
Mahmud Abbas, has made resolution nearly impos-
sible. No direct talks were held between 2001 and 
2008, and no draft agreement has been presented 
to either the Arab or Israeli governments or their 
publics. As in 2000, too much pressure was brought 
to bear for a quick resolution to the six-decade-old 
conflict on leaders who lacked the support of their 
governments and publics for these compromises. 
Indeed, little has been done to prepare Israelis or 
Palestinians for the kinds of concessions under dis-
cussion since 2000, and both the Israelis and Pales-

tinians are probably waiting to see what a new U.S. 
administration will offer. Several choices remain:

n Israel appears ready for discussions about the 
key issues, but will seek assurances of American 
support for Israel’s positions. Israel may be unwill-
ing to freeze settlements or dismantle unauthorized 
outposts, and may continue to expand existing settle-
ments around East Jerusalem, while also completing 
the security wall.

n The Palestinians need immediate progress 
toward a settlement—including an Israeli settlements 
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freeze—if the government of President Abbas is to 
retain control of the West Bank and counter rival 
Hamas’ hold over Gaza. Abbas needs something 
tangible to demonstrate his skills at negotiating with 
the Israelis, and his ability to create and maintain a 
stable, secure Palestine.

n Hamas wants to consolidate its hold on Gaza 
and obtain international assistance. It and Israel may 
have been preparing for contact in July 2008 when a 
prisoner swap was arranged; some high-value Hamas 
prisoners held in Israel were to be exchanged for the 
bodies of two Israeli soldiers and kidnapped soldier 
Gilad Shalit abducted in the 2006 war. Hamas has of-
fered Israel a truce (hudna) rather than a permanent 
negotiated settlement several times. Israel rejected 
these offers and any dealing with Hamas so long as 
rocket attacks on Israel continue. They may, however, 
find it convenient to renew the current ceasefire.

n Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah tabled an Arab 
peace proposal in 2002 and again in 2007 that offered 
Israel official recognition, normalization of relations, 
and secure borders in exchange for its withdrawal 
to the pre-1967 borders.11 Gulf Arabs have permit-
ted some openings to Israeli business interests and 
hosted Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni at a trade 
conference in Qatar in 2008. Abdullah also invited 
a prominent Israeli Orthodox rabbi to an interfaith 
religious conference held in Spain in July 2008. 
The Arab states hope that by no longer question-
ing Israel’s existence and focusing instead on Israeli 
withdrawal to the pre-1967 boundaries, all issues can 
be resolved, thereby allowing the focus to shift to the 
threat posed by Iran to Saudi and Arab interests.

n Syria has held indirect discussions with Israel 
through Turkish mediators. As it was in the 1990s, 
Syria’s price for peace is return of the Golan on its 
terms (pre-1967 lines). At issue is more than the 
Golan; it is control of the sources of water for most 
of northern Israel and Jordan. This was one of the 
reasons for the failure of Hafiz al-Assad’s negotia-
tions with Israel in the 1990s.12

Will opportunities exist for active U.S. peacemak-
ing in the Arab-Israeli context? If not, can the United 
States do anything to help create such opportunities? 
The issues that need addressing are well known—the 
right of return for Palestinians, secure borders for 
Israel and Palestine, no new or expanded settle-
ments, divided versus undivided Jerusalem—but the 
proposed solutions have yet to be officially presented 
or publicly debated. The Arab initiative can help the 
peace process by giving Palestinians the confidence 

to take hard but necessary decisions to reach a settle-
ment, but it will not be enough for the Palestinians 
that the Arab states will pay for those decisions. This 
could present an extraordinary opportunity for U.S. 
diplomacy to build on this foundation and bring the 
parties toward the historic tradeoffs and the detailed 
plans necessary to construct a two-state solution.

The Obstacles
Serious obstacles need to be removed before 

progress can be made. The trend toward political and 
religious radicalization is growing not only among 
Palestinians, but also among some Israelis and their 
hardline American supporters. A two-state solution 
has been at the core of Middle East peace efforts, but 
there are indications that support for it is waning. 
Hamas’ victory in the 2006 Palestinian legislative 
elections was attributable as much to a failure of the 
peace process as it was to a rejection of the failed 
Fatah–Palestine Liberation Organization leadership 
style, growing disenchantment with secular solu-
tions, growing religiosity, corruption, and misman-
agement. Hamas’ appeal in 2008–2009 is feeding off 
similar discontent within Middle Eastern society, 
especially the conviction that peace with Israel is not 
possible and thus “Islam is the solution.”

Completion of the security fence separating Israe-
lis from Palestinians may also carry a subtle warning 
of a shift in Israeli thinking about the viability of a 
two-state solution. Long before the establishment of 
the Jewish state, Zionist pioneers, immigrants, and 
those Jews born in Eretz Yisrael (the land of Israel) 
assumed Israel would fit into and be a part of the 
Middle East physically and psychologically. Some Is-
raeli strategic thinkers now look more toward Europe 
for succor.13 They and others in the United States talk 
of Israel as part of a democratic alliance of states that 
share the same political values and institutions. Israel 
is one of the six Mediterranean states considered 
junior partners of the EU and conducts joint train-
ing exercises with NATO. Is membership in the EU 
and NATO in Israel’s future? More importantly, do 
Israelis see a strengthened connection to both orga-
nizations as a new security check that would possibly 
undercut European support for the Palestinians and 
wean Israel from its long-time dependence on its 
“special relationship” with the United States?

Several other obstacles could intrude on restarting 
Palestinian-Israeli and Arab-Israeli talks:

n A failed Palestinian state will leave Israel with no 
partner for negotiations. The authority of the Pales-
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tinian Authority and its scope of control have been 
circumscribed since Hamas’ 2007 election victory 
and takeover of Gaza. Palestinian Authority President 
Abbas and the PLO-Fatah are losing credibility both 
among their own people and on the international 
scene. One of the most critical aspects of a success-
ful peace process is to ensure that the Palestinian 
Authority does not collapse and remains a partner in 
negotiations with Israel.

n The weakness of Israel’s governing coalition will 
stall progress. Israeli governments are almost always 
drawn from quarrelsome parties with deep divisions 
and a taste for high-risk political gambling. Israeli 
leaders often dangle promises of settlement and fears 
of an existential threat to rally support in an election. 
The campaign and elections of February 2009 were 
no different.

n Isolating Syria would slow but probably not pre-
vent limited progress on Israeli-Palestinian discussions. 
At issue is Syria’s willingness to end its ties to Hizbal-
lah, Hamas, and ultimately Iran, in exchange for con-
cessions on the Golan. Engaging Syria would limit its 
capacity to derail progress on Palestinian-Israeli talks.

n Another Israel-Hizballah war would almost 
certainly disrupt if not break down any peace process. 
Lebanon’s internal stability, which in 2008 had not 
been a priority for Washington, needs attention from 
the United States and its allies.

What Is to Be Done?
Most U.S. administrations begin their terms 

expecting to focus on domestic economic issues and 
stabilizing the Gulf region. Few have relished tack-
ling the Gordian knot of the Palestinian-Israeli peace 
process, but none ultimately has been able to ignore 
it. Some suggestions for the new U.S. administration, 
drawn from past experiences, include:

n Avoid focusing on short-term fixes and delaying 
discussion of the main issues of Palestinian return, 
settlements, and borders. All are difficult issues, es-
pecially Jerusalem, but baby steps will no longer buy 
time or ease tensions. Interim or partial agreements 
usually fail to build confidence on either side and 
will only breed more distrust.

n Isolating Syria will not encourage a change in 
behavior. Damascus will need to succeed in its goal 
of regaining the Golan if it is to risk altering its ties 
with Iran and Hizballah.

The Challenge of Political Reform
The period since 2001 has seen the rise and fall of 

international interest in political reform in the Arab 
world. Where there once was heady optimism and en-
thusiasm, there is now increasing pessimism and de-
spair. The current struggle for political reform began 

U.S. M1A1 tanks move across desert in Kuwait, Operation Desert Storm
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In the years since 1991 and Kuwait’s liberation from 
Iraqi occupation, many states in the Middle East 
region have instituted political reforms. Some of 
the changes have been significant, others minimal, 
intended more as window dressing to impress 
domestic populations and foreign critics than as real 
change. Most regional governments now hold elec-
tions for a tame parliament or municipal councils. 
Some monarchies have broadened political partici-
pation for nonroyal elites and women. Progress has 
been uneven at best, with many governments unwill-
ing to move at a faster pace than conservative tribal 
and religious elements.

Kuwait in many respects has been the vanguard 
of change in the Gulf. The first state to have an 
elected parliament (1963) and to dissolve it when 
it refused to follow government guidance, Kuwait 
today has the most independent and transparent 
system in the region. Kuwait also illustrates the 
limitations of political reform. Twice since 1961, the 
ruling Al Sabah family suspended parliament indefi-
nitely. After liberation in 1992, however, the family 
bowed to heavy domestic and American pressure, 
agreeing to reinstate the National Assembly and call 
for new elections if it were dissolved.

Kuwait’s parliamentarians have ventured into 
areas of power and politics where few in the Arab 
world have dared go. They have been encouraged in 
this by dysfunctional factionalism within the ruling 
family. Liberals, nationalists, Islamists, and tribal 
deputies compete with each other and the govern-
ment for public attention. The result has been a 
parliament that can block reform when it wishes but 
cannot take positive action on its own. Moreover, 
tribal deputies, who are anxious to secure economic 
benefits for their followers, frequently clash with 
Islamist deputies who have a different social and 
economic outlook. Both have a far more conserva-
tive social vision than the Al Sabah government, and 
favor rolling back government decisions, especially 
on postwar reconstruction and investment issues 
and educational reform (which they regard as too 
secular, insufficiently religious, and too permissive 
of mixed sexes). They oppose votes for women, 
demand that women wear the hijab (headscarf), and 
oppose women cabinet ministers. They seek the right 

to question members of the government, including 
Al Sabah family members, veto laws approved by 
the government, form political parties, name cabinet 
members, and approve the prime minister, who they 
believe could be a commoner. In response, the gov-
ernment dissolved the parliament in 2008, rejected 
calls to dismiss officials, and reduced the number of 
voting districts from 25 to 5 to weaken the conserva-
tive Islamist-tribal bloc. The ploy failed. No women 
have been elected to the National Assembly and the 
conservative alliance now holds nearly half the seats 
in parliament, a significant increase over its numbers 
in the previous parliament.

Elsewhere in the region, democratic reform has 
taken place, but it has rarely changed the funda-
mental nature of politics. Bahrain had a parliament 
briefly from 1973 to 1975. It was not restored until 
2002. Shia make up approximately 75 percent 
of the population but only 17 of its 40-member 
parliament. The king and tribes from its Sunni Arab 
minority rule this small, oil-poor state, and the 
government is criticized for trying to shift the popu-
lation balance by granting citizenship to foreign 
Sunnis. Bahrain’s Shia parliamentarians demand 
an end to political, employment, and religious 
discrimination; all parliamentarians would like the 
right to question cabinet members. Oman, Qatar, 
and Saudi Arabia have experimented with munici-
pal elections. Only the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
has had no elections, though it has adopted an odd 
step by designating a small number of citizens who 
may vote when elections are held—in short revers-
ing the normal democratic arrangement by having 
the rulers pick the voters rather than the other way 
around. Kuwait, the UAE, and Oman have women in 
their cabinets, but Bahrain took an even more un-
usual step in 2008 when it named a Jewish woman 
as its ambassador to the United States.

The political deadlock in Kuwait has led its 
citizens to speculate that the ruling family will once 
again abandon democracy by suspending parlia-
ment. Once seen as a positive model for other Gulf 
states, Kuwait’s democratic experiment is currently 
at an impasse, which critics can now cite as a rea-
son to avoid adopting democratic reforms in their 
own country.

Kuwait: Democratic Vanguard or the Next Islamic Republic?
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decades ago, and not just when its lack was identified 
as a possible contributing factor to the rising popular-
ity of religious extremism. Popular demand for reform 
is unlikely to disappear, especially as deep political 
problems related to governance in the Middle East 
show little sign of abating. Even if the United States 
scales back on its commitment to regional political 
reform, as it seems now to be doing, and security con-
cerns appear more pressing for most regional regimes, 
demands for change in governance will continue and 
are likely to complicate U.S. security efforts.

Regional Reform Trends . . . 
Middle Eastern societies have changed in some 

fundamental ways over recent decades, and the pace 
of change is not likely to slow. Political conflicts and 
the vicissitudes of high oil prices in consumer states 
have shifted power and influence in the region. The 
rapidly growing population in many Middle East 
societies has created a “youth bulge,” and even though 
growth rates show signs of slowing, the ripple effects 
of that bulge will be felt for years to come. The rapid 
expansion of education has created a literate popula-
tion in many states, but the quality of that education 
has left the labor force poorly prepared for a global-
ized economy. The era after independence saw most 
regimes make strong commitments to provide for the 
material needs of their population. Whether socialist 
or capitalist, republic or monarchy, the state assumed 
responsibility for providing food, health care, employ-
ment, and education to the entire citizenry. In recent 
years, however, governments have worked hard to 

jettison many of these commitments, with uncertain 
success (even oil-rich states with small popula-
tions, such as Kuwait, have shown some discomfort 
with the level of material benefits they are expected 
to provide). But with an uneven record at best of 
participation in a globalized economy, the decline of 
the welfare state leaves behind social, economic, and 
political tensions that will be difficult to resolve.

Interstate conflicts will also likely show little sign 
of abatement. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict may be 
moving away from settlement, regardless of the signs 
of possible truce between Israel and Gaza, Syria, and 
Lebanon. This and the possibility that Iraq could dis-
integrate has set off a new round of regional rivalries 
and tensions. Such conflicts have domestic reper-
cussions because they undermine the legitimacy of 
existing regimes that seem unable to pursue a clear 
policy toward, much less address, such conflicts.

In short, regional regimes are likely to appear in-
creasingly unable to meet popular needs and respond 
to regional challenges. Widespread political cyni-
cism has set in, with existing political elites widely 
regarded as corrupt, ineffective, and unaccountable. 
Such cynicism has rarely taken revolutionary form—
the stability of existing regimes is remarkable in 
light of their poor policy performance—and that is 
unlikely to change because rulers have become adept 
at suppressing, dividing, and coopting opposition 
movements. Instead of dramatic upheaval, the region 
is likely to pass through a period in which rulers are 
weak but not unstable, continuously fending off pres-
sure to reform but unable to respond effectively to 
economic and political challenges.
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Complicating the U.S. Mission
Given these realities, pursuit of U.S. national secu-

rity interests in the Greater Middle East is likely to be 
complicated in three ways:

n Long-term government-to-government security 
relationships can be pursued, but they could be un-
popular and embarrassing to regional governments. 
Jordan, for example, is one of America’s closest and 
oldest security partners in the region. Yet Amman 
strives to obscure the depth of its cooperation from 
its public. This is likely to be a continuing pattern in 
the region. It will make bilateral relations sometimes 
rocky, especially if weak regimes feel compelled to 
scale back on security ties.

n The United States will become—whether it likes 
it or not—an unwitting player in domestic politics in 
the region. Because it has built its security posture 
on good government-to-government relations, 
the United States is seen as “propping up” regional 
autocracies. In some ways, this perception overstates 
its capabilities; autocracy is very much a home-
grown phenomenon, and America’s ability to sustain 
unpopular regimes, while real, is greatly exaggerated. 
At a minimum, Washington will find itself a political 
football; at a maximum, it will be called upon to help 
support regimes that have lost the confidence of their 
own people.

n The United States may become involved in 
governance missions. The wall between security 
interests and governance issues characteristic of past 
decades of U.S. regional policy has collapsed. Gover-
nance issues, when they were raised in Washington, 

. . . and U.S. National Security Interests
At first glance, domestic debates over the kind 

and quality of political reform would seem to 
have little relevance for the security presence and 
strategic regional interests of the United States, or 
its relations with friendly governments. If regimes 
believe that they are not likely to face revolution-
ary challenges, then it would seem possible for 
Washington to maintain longstanding stable 
government-to-government relations. The United 
States has been careful to mute its rhetoric on the 
necessity of political reform and the virtues of 
Western-style democracy, and most rulers appear 
willing to continue their cooperation with the 
United States despite popular criticism. If a replay 
of the 1979 Iranian revolution occurs, however, and 
a regime hostile to the United States replaces a criti-
cal security partner, then U.S. arrangements and 
relationships will be at serious risk.

If domestic political difficulties are unlikely to 
pose a dramatic challenge to U.S. security interests, 
there are some important exceptions. Support for 
al Qaeda and other extremist movements among 
dissidents in the Arab world grew with the convic-
tion that the United States was a more important 
target than their own governments. This popularity 
reflects an Arab “street” frustrated with the U.S. 
stance on the Palestinian issue, support for Israel, 
and protection of rulers seen as corrupt and un-
Islamic. Al Qaeda’s leaders argue that the best way 
to confront domestic political shortcomings is to 
expel the United States from the region. Al Qaeda 
was spectacularly successful in 2001, but it has been 
far less successful in shifting the debate within 
regional societies. Most Islamist movements remain 
focused on domestic agendas.

The pressure for political reform will likely 
confront the United States with more subtle chal-
lenges. In a region of unpopular regimes that lack 
domestic legitimacy, Washington will continue to 
find that good government-to-government relations 
aggravate rather than undermine its unpopular-
ity. Moreover, blame for the persistence of regional 
crises—most notably if the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict continues and should Iraq fail—will be 
linked directly to U.S. policies. Demands for politi-
cal reform and the unresolved nature of regional 
conflicts will not disrupt U.S. business relations 
with governments in the region, but the United 
States will continue to be identified with unpopular 
policies and regimes and unjust regional realities.
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were generally addressed through diplomacy and 
foreign assistance, not through defense and security 
relationships. That began to change with the 2003 
Iraq War and the U.S. military’s uncharacteristic role 
in post-Saddam governance and operations against 
the endemic insurgencies. On a more modest level, 
greater attention will be paid by political leaders to 
the governance implications of security arrange-
ments. U.S. security assistance, for instance, may 
need to be designed in such a way as to bring issues 
of civilian control of the military and security forces, 
political accountability, and respect for human rights 
to the attention of the recipients.

A general implication of these challenges is an 
increased likelihood that when regional tensions 
are highest, and the United States needs security 
cooperation the most, regional partners will be the 
least reliable. Even regional actors with a long his-
tory of security cooperation with the United States, 
such as Saudi Arabia, are clearly coming to view the 
relationship as a problem to be managed as much as 
it is a source of support. It is increasingly common 
to hear once-close U.S. allies in the region indicate 
that they regard the United States much more warily 
than previously. Many say they now see it more as 
a source of political instability in the region than a 
security guarantor.

Coping with Change
After 2003, the United States embarked on an 

ambitious project of regional transformation. The 
new administration will be forced to deal with the 
consequences of that project’s shortcomings. This 
will encompass two related challenges:

n How can we pursue political reform in a less 
messianic fashion? It is clear that the nature of re-
gional governance will complicate the U.S. posture 
in the region and that political reform must be part 
of a long-term strategy. But the tools the United 
States has used to promote political reform were de-
veloped for use in the former Soviet bloc and Latin 
America—very different places, whose governments 
(in the 1990s) welcomed U.S. assistance in bringing 
reform. When the United States turned its attention 
to the Middle East, it found such tools ineffective, 
and the attempt to add a new tool (Iraq-style forced 
regime change) is hardly one that is likely to be 
used repeatedly. Washington will need to find tools 
for pursuing political reform that are effective but 
gradual.

Islamists: Why They Won’t Go Away

The challenge of political Islam is often viewed through a security prism, 
an unsurprising perspective after the attacks of September 11, 2001. 
But from a regional perspective, Islamist movements are better seen as a 
long-term political challenge than as a short-term security threat.

Islamist movements are broadly based social movements that 
encompass a wide variety of activities—social, educational, charitable, 
missionary, and political. In the second half of the 20th century, the 
authoritarian political environment in the Arab world actually led many 
to deemphasize politics: those who wished to build more Islamic societ-
ies found opportunities to do so through quieter paths, such as building 
kindergartens or encouraging students to form religious study groups.

In a paradoxical fashion, this led Islamist movements to become 
more powerful political actors. No longer are Islamists organized in 
tightly formed, hierarchical ways that are easier to control or suppress. 
Instead, they tend to be loosely organized social movements with deep 
roots and broad constituencies; these are very difficult for governments 
to contain or root out.

In the 1970s and 1980s, some Islamist movements began to reenter 
politics. The most radical groups insisted that any regime failing to 
implement Islamic law was illegitimate and should be overthrown. Such 
radical movements challenged regimes in Egypt, Syria, Algeria, Saudi 
Arabia, and other places. But in all cases, they were defeated. Al Qaeda 
is attempting to unite the remaining fragments of these groups into an 
international network that turns its attention from overthrowing regional 
regimes to combating the Western forces that it holds responsible for 
propping up regional dictators.

But while the radicals have captured the headlines in recent years, they 
hardly represent the mainstream. Other, far larger groups embarked on a 
very different path. They continued their efforts to reform society in other 
realms while taking advantage of whatever political openings occurred 
to organize more freely, develop political programs, and even run for 
office. For these groups, the political struggle is only one part of a broader 
mission of social progress, and they see their role as reformist rather than 
revolutionary. They aim not to replace the regime but to transform it.

These groups, best exemplified by the Muslim Brotherhood and its 
offshoots in various countries, can shift between calls for far-reaching 
change and more soothing, conservative, and modest reform propos-
als. The fact that they are Islamist, that they have broad constituencies, 
and that they share some common origin with the radicals leads many 
regimes to treat them as security threats. The problem is that such an 
approach leads to short-term repressive measures that do little over the 
long term to confront the challenge posed by this strain of political Islam. 
Regimes find over time that Islamists, because of their deep social roots, 
cannot easily be suppressed, which has led a few to experiment with 
political strategies of incorporation by seeking to pull such groups into 
the system rather than stamp them out. The deep authoritarian streak 
that characterizes most regimes in the region, however, militates against 
such a political approach.
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n How can we balance short-term crisis manage-
ment with long-term reform? The turn away from 
political reform since 2006 is marked, but it is not ab-
solute. And the reasons are clear: the press of political 
crises in the region has made political reform seem like 
a long-term luxury rather than a short-term need—
and indeed, with the strong showing of Islamists in 
regional politics, it has come to be seen as a long-
term luxury that complicates short-term problems. 
The United States will have to find a way to promote 
political reform in a manner that balances long-term 
strategies with short-term crisis management.

Elements of a New U.S. Strategy
When oil sold for $20 a barrel and Asia was not 

a major consumer of the world’s energy resources, 
the United States had greater leverage on the Gulf 
states. And when the United States first entered Iraq 
in 2003, its influence was at its highest point. Neither 
lasted long. What, then, are U.S. options for the is-
sues outlined here?

Engagement or Isolation for Iran and Syria?
American administrations since the 1979 Islamic 

revolution and hostage crisis have believed that the 
Iranian regime’s most important goal was recogni-
tion of its legitimacy and that talking to Iranian 
leaders would be tantamount to recognition and a 
reward for bad behavior. The tactic may have been 
effective in the 1980s, when Iran was at war with 
Iraq and considered a rogue state intent on export-
ing its extreme version of Islamic revolution to Iraq, 
Lebanon, and the Gulf. But denial of recognition 
may no longer be the sole trump card for Wash-
ington. Neither Ahmadinejad nor Supreme Leader 
Khamenei seems intimidated by U.S. refusal to 
recognize the Islamic Republic. Equally important to 
Ahmadinejad and most Iranians are recognition and 
acceptance of Iran’s claims as the dominant power in 
the Gulf region, and a participant to be consulted in 
matters dealing with the Greater Middle East, includ-
ing Israeli-Palestinian and Lebanese issues, and the 
Islamic world in general.

Similarly, offering to hold talks with Iran or Syria 
does not imply recognition of or approval for bad be-
havior. It would, however, signal Iran’s neighbors and 
the Greater Middle East region that the United States 
is willing to revitalize diplomacy and seek areas of 
common ground. Washington and Tehran have some 
key interests in common; for example, both have a 
huge stake in Iraq’s survival as a unified state that 
functions within acceptable parameters and quells 

its sectarian unrest. Washington’s refusal to talk to 
Iran has placed the burden of responsibility for failed 
negotiations on the United States. An offer to enter 
talks, however, would shift the onus of obstruction-
ism onto Iran.

Other steps the United States could take include 
an end to the vilification of Iran or Syria as rogue 
states. Frequent public condemnation of Iran and 
outraged responses to Ahmadinejad’s vituperative 
statements only serve to enhance his stature among 
Iranians and the Arab street. Conversely, recogniz-
ing Iran’s security perceptions and giving it a voice 
in a regional forum would allow Iran the political, 
economic, and strategic interaction it seeks, but 
would also set the agenda and terms of engagement 
on the basis of Iran’s behavior before it tries to make 
demands based on its nuclear status. Washington 
could offer to end or eliminate some of the sanctions 
that preclude economic development in Iran. The 
sanctions clearly hinder Iran’s efforts to develop its 
economic infrastructure; in July 2008, the French oil 
company Total pulled out of plans to develop some 
Iranian oil projects because of political pressure and 
economic risk. Acquiescence to a pipeline project to 
carry Central Asian gas and oil through Iran would 
be an important signal that the United States is 
aware of Iran’s economic needs. It could also defuse 
potential Iranian dependence on Chinese investment 
in the energy sector of its economy.

Promote Cooperation or Isolation between 
Iraq, Iran, and Their Gulf Neighbors?

For the next 10 to 15 years, Iraqis will need to 
concentrate on reinventing themselves, their iden-
tity, their political institutions, and their economic 
infrastructure. To do so, they will need cooperation 
from their neighbors to stabilize trade and devel-
opment plans and maintain secure borders. The 
United States needs to encourage Iraq’s neighbors—
especially Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and 
Syria—to assist Iraq in border security and to end 
arms, narcotics, and human trafficking. In the long 
term, Iraq could return to challenge Iran for the 
coveted position of paramount leader of the Gulf 
region. It could also resume efforts to build up its 
new military into more than a defensive force and, 
if Iran has crossed the nuclear weapons threshold, 
try to acquire WMD again.

Iraq and U.S. friends in the Gulf will continue to 
move cautiously in developing ties to Iran. Those 
ties, for now and the foreseeable future, will probably 
6 Continued on p. 211
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The sea channel that abuts Iran’s coastline at the entrance to the 
Persian Gulf is often described as the world’s most important waterway 
because of the huge volume of oil exported through it daily. The Strait 
of Hormuz is located at a narrow bend of water separating Oman and 
Iran, and connects the biggest Gulf oil producers, such as Saudi Arabia, 
with the Gulf of Oman and the Arabian Sea. At its narrowest point, 
the strait is only 34 miles (55 kilometers) across. It consists of 2-mile 
(3.2-kilometer)-wide navigable channels for inbound and outbound 
tanker traffic as well as a 2-mile-wide buffer zone.

The Strait of Hormuz, Iran, and the Risk: A Fact Box

n Oil flowing through the strait accounts for 
roughly 40 percent of all globally traded oil supply, 
according to the U.S. Energy Information Administra-
tion. The figure fluctuates with changing output from 
the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries. In May 2007, the International Energy Agency 
estimated 13.4 million barrels per day (bpd) of crude 
passed through the narrow channel on tankers. An 
additional 2 million barrels of oil products, including 
fuel oil, are exported through the passage daily, as 
well as liquefied natural gas.

n Exports from the world’s largest liquefied natural 
gas exporter, Qatar, also pass through the strait en 
route to Asia and Europe, totaling some 31 million 
tons a year.

n Ninety percent of oil exported from Gulf produc-
ers is carried on oil tankers through the strait.

n Japanese officials say 90 percent of their oil 
imports come from the Gulf. Industry sources report 
that more than 75 percent of Japan’s oil passes 
through the strait.

n One of U.S. Central Command’s key missions in 
the Gulf is to ensure the free flow of oil and energy 
supplies. Between 1984 and 1987, a “tanker war” 

took place between Iran and Iraq, in which each nation 
fired on the other’s oil tankers bound for their respec-
tive ports. Foreign-flagged vessels were caught in the 
crossfire. Shipping in the Gulf dropped by 25 percent 
because of the exchange, forcing the intervention of 
the United States to secure the shipping lanes.

n Iran has admitted to deploying antiaircraft and 
antiship missiles on Abu Musa, an island strategi-
cally located near the strait’s shipping lanes and 
claimed by the United Arab Emirates. In 2008, Iran 
announced the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps 
naval force would establish a post at the point where 
shipping enters the Gulf.

n The Energy Information Administration predicts 
oil exports passing through the strait will double to 
between 30 million and 34 million bpd by 2020.

n Merchant ships carrying grains, iron ore, sugar, 
perishables, and containers full of finished goods 
also pass through the strategic sea corridor en route 
to Gulf countries and major ports such as Dubai.

n Heavy armor and military supplies for the U.S. 
Armed Forces in Iraq and other Gulf countries pass 
through the channel aboard U.S. Navy–owned, U.S.-
flagged, and foreign-flagged ships.

Published by Reuters, July 1, 2008.

Sources: International Energy Agency, U.S. Energy Information Administration, United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 
GlobalSecurity.org, U.S. Navy Military Sealift Command, and Clarkson shipping consultancy.

Some additional facts about the Strait of Hormuz:
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security issues that are not specifically military. 
Most states in this region share transnational 
problems: terrorism, religious and nationalist ex-
tremism, organized crime, arms smuggling, illegal 
immigration, environmental pollution, drug and 
human trafficking, disease, poverty, lack of water 
resources, and desertification. Turkey, for example, 
under the Islamist AK Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi, or Justice and Development Party) has 
been looking east to the Arab world and Iran for 
a new role in regional developments and coopera-
tion against common enemies. It has a significant 
investment in Iraqi reconstruction and trade with 
Iran, and Ankara cooperates with Iran to contain 
anti-Turkish PKK (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan, or 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party) terrorists sheltered in 
Iraqi Kurdistan.

Offer the GCC Expanded Security Guarantees 
and a Smaller Military Presence?

In the face of a nuclear-capable Iran or a rearmed 
Iraq, the Gulf Arabs are likely to seek expanded U.S. 
guarantees of enhanced protection and promises to 
defend them if a confrontation is imminent. This 
could include advanced missile defense systems 
or even inclusion under the American nuclear 
umbrella. They are not likely, however, to support 
an American policy of preemptive strikes to lessen 
their Iran problem or to welcome the presence of a 
substantial U.S. military force on bases or with access 
to base facilities. Nor will they join Iran in a security 
arrangement that would preclude a U.S. presence in 
the Gulf, reflecting in part their understanding that 
the U.S. military presence allows them to improve 
relations with Tehran now and Baghdad some day. 
At the same time, the Gulf regimes are wary of closer 
ties to the United States, fearing popular protest 
against the costs of the U.S. presence and depen-
dence on its military for protection that their own 
governments should be able to provide.

Push Hard on American-style Political Reform 
or Insist on Timetables for Change?

Even without U.S. pressure, the governments of 
the Greater Middle East will face daunting challenges 
over the next decade, including rising demands for 
an end to authoritarian rule (whether monarchies, 
ruling families, single parties, or tribes), and greater 
restrictions on or opportunities for women. There 
may be problems of overdevelopment and a risk to 
the fragile Gulf ecosystem from increased tanker 
traffic, lack of potable water, or a nuclear accident or 

remain limited to cooperation on trade, commerce, 
police matters, and sharing of intelligence on drugs 
and narcotics trafficking. They are not likely to 
include any significant security pact whose terms 
express a demand for the immediate withdrawal of 
U.S. military forces from the region. Gulf govern-
ments may prefer to avoid antagonizing their larger 
and dangerous neighbors, but they also realize that 
the U.S. presence and commitments to their security 
allow them the freedom to negotiate with former 
enemies Iran and Iraq.

Pursue Effective Deterrence and Collective 
Defense Options at the Same Time?

Continued arms sales to the region are no pana-
cea for countering a nuclear-armed Iran, but two 
alternatives are frequently mentioned. Both have 
drawbacks. The first is a regional nuclear-free zone, 
but neither Israel nor Iran seems interested. The 
second is to turn the GCC into a regional defense 
and security organization that would include Iraq, 
Yemen, and, eventually, Iran. Unfortunately, the 
GCC would be hard pressed to become the Persian 
Gulf ’s or Middle East’s equivalent of NATO, the 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Eu-
rope, or the EU. Moreover, pan-regional solutions 
will not work; they are too broad in scope, and too 
vague in purpose.

The United States could cooperate with its Euro-
pean partners and those Asian states dependent on 
the region’s energy resources to support the estab-
lishment of a subregional security organization as a 
venue for threat reduction talks, confidence-building 
measures, and cooperative political, economic, and 
security unions. This could be a venue to discuss 
security measures to keep sea lanes in the Persian 
Gulf open and protect access to and shipment of oil. 
China, Japan, and India are becoming increasingly 
dependent on the Gulf states for their energy needs 
(Japan receives 90 percent of its oil from the Gulf, 
and China and India meet probably half of their 
energy needs with Gulf oil). Yet all depend on the 
United States, and the United Kingdom to a lesser 
extent, to protect the Strait of Hormuz. A regionwide 
security venue could encourage them to participate 
in regional measures to protect the strait and Gulf 
shipping. Their participation would encourage Iran, 
Iraq, and the Gulf states to join.

Similarly, Washington should engage Europe, 
non-Gulf Arabs (Egypt and Jordan), and Asian 
powers with influence in the region to address 

5 Continued from p. 209
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Turkey Faces East

After decades of passivity and neglect toward the Middle East, Turkey is once again becoming an active player in that region. 
For most of its republican history, Ankara did not consider the Middle East a foreign policy priority. The official ideology of the 
republic, Kemalism, turned its back on the Islamic world and pursued an exclusively Western path. This one-sided orientation 
began to change with the end of the Cold War. It reflected Turkey’s new geostrategic horizons, cooling ties between Europe 
and Turkey, and perceived threats and opportunities in regions surrounding Turkey. As a result, first under the late Turgut Ozal 
(prime minister from 1983–1989 and president from 1989–1993), and more recently under the Justice and Development 
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, or AKP) from 2002 to the present, Turkey became more involved in the Greater Middle East. 
In recent years, Ankara adopted a more active approach toward the Israeli-Palestinian issue, sent troops to support the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization mission in Afghanistan, contributed to the United Nations forces in Lebanon, assumed a leader-
ship position in the Organization of the Islamic Conference, attended Arab League conferences, established closer ties with 
Iran, Iraq, and Syria, and improved its economic, political, and diplomatic relations with most Arab and Muslim states.

Turkey is deeply polarized over its Muslim, secular, and national identities, and Turkish foreign policy is certainly not 
immune from such divisions. In one camp, secularist critics of the AKP government maintain that Turkey’s activism in the 
Middle East abandons the republic’s Western vocation and orientation. These skeptics usually focus on AKP’s Muslim 
political pedigree and tend to see a hidden Islamic agenda behind openings to the Arab world. In the opposing camp are 
those who argue that such an Islamic agenda simply does not exist, mainly on the grounds that the AKP is the most pro–
European Union (EU) political party in the Turkish domestic political scene. Despite its Islamic roots, the AKP has indeed 
worked much harder than previous Turkish governments to improve Ankara’s chances of EU membership. Such efforts 
were eventually rewarded with the opening of accession negotiations between Turkey and the EU in December 2005. Since 
neither of the camps is able to convince the other, this polarized debate continues. Ankara’s Middle East policy also pres-
ents a dilemma for policymakers in Washington, who are often puzzled by Turkey’s rapprochement with countries such as 
Syria and Iran.

What is the rationale behind Ankara’s new interest in the Middle East? There are two conflicting drivers of Turkish policy, 
namely the Kurdish challenge and neo-Ottomanism. Turkey’s Middle East policy is increasingly driven by the tension between 
these two alternative visions and priorities. Neo-Ottomanism seeks to transcend the Kemalist norms of the republic, which 
define Turkey’s preoccupation with its Kurdish challenge. Kemalism considers Kurdish ethnicity and nationalism as existen-
tial threats to the national and territorial integrity of the Turkish Republic. Even the Kurdish language and cultural rights for 
Kurds are deemed dangerous, on the grounds that they make Kurdish assimilation—the official policy of the republic since 
1923—much more difficult. The nationalist aspirations of Kurds in Iran, Iraq, and Syria pose a similar challenge for Turkish 
foreign policy. As a result, when the Kurdish question dominates Ankara’s agenda, Turkish foreign policy becomes apprehen-
sive, reactive, and insecure.

Neo-Ottomanism, by contrast, seeks to rise above this Kemalist myopia. Compared to Kemalism, neo-Ottoman instincts are 
more self-confident and less focused on the Kurdish threat. Neo-Ottomanism embraces a grand geostrategic vision in which 
Turkey is an effective and engaging regional actor, working to solve regional problems as a bridge between East and West. 
Rather than pursue a neoimperialist policy aimed at resurrecting the Ottoman Empire, however, neo-Ottomanism is essen-
tially about projecting Turkey’s “soft power” as a Muslim, secular, democratic, capitalist force. Similar to French Gaullism, it 
seeks Turkish “grandeur” and an influential foreign policy. Today, Turkey appears torn between these two alternative visions 
of foreign relations. While the Kurdish challenge forces Ankara to be reactive, cautious, and sometimes overly insecure, 
neo-Ottomanism motivates Turkish policymakers to be more audacious, imaginative, and proactive. Needless to say, the 
secularist Kemalist mindset is uncomfortable with the neo-Ottoman vision, which it perceives as unrealistic, adventurist, and 
pro-Islamic.

In dealing with the Middle East, the challenge for Ankara will be to balance its Kemalist and neo-Ottoman instincts. The 
challenge posed by the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (known as the PKK) movement plays into the hands of Kemalist hardliners in 
the military, which means that in the short term, the Kurdish question is likely to remain a central factor in the formulation of 
Turkey’s national security policy. Although Turkey has legitimate concerns about terrorism, military means alone will not solve 
the Kurdish question. Much hinges on Turkey’s success in becoming a more liberal democracy, where cultural and political 
rights for Kurds are not perceived as a national security threat. Ultimately, whether Turkey can positively engage the Middle 
East and solve its Kurdish dilemma will require reconciliation between the neo-Ottoman and Kemalist visions, both at home 
and in foreign policy.
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oil fire. The region also faces a challenge to keep its 
small, rich populations happy and expatriate labor 
unorganized and isolated (more than 85 percent 
of the population of Qatar and the UAE is foreign 
labor, for example). Washington will need to choose 
its issues carefully, especially since a strong public 
stance on domestic political reform often triggers 
local cynicism that the United States does not live 
by its ideals and that its security is heavily reliant on 
dysfunctional or unpopular regimes in the region.

The United States has key national security 
interests and objectives in the Greater Middle East. 
The U.S. military is likely to be present in the Gulf 
for some time. The desire to reduce the U.S. military 
footprint in Iraq and the vulnerability of forward-
deployed forces need to be balanced against the 
diplomatic and deterrent value of a visible U.S. 
military presence in the Gulf. If friends and enemies 
no longer see U.S. forces and operations, they may 
conclude that the Gulf governments are once again 
vulnerable to intimidation or outright threat and that 
the United States is less likely to defend its interests 
and honor its security commitments in the region. 
As U.S. policymakers approach decisions on the 
future forward presence posture for the Gulf, several 
political realities need to be taken into account:

Iraq, Iran, and Syria are not perceived by the Arab 
states as major and imminent threats to regional 
security, and most believe the United States needs to 
shape strategies to engage them positively.

Palestine is important. The fact or perception of 
Israeli intransigence, as well as divisions within the 
Palestinian Authority and U.S. reluctance to take the 
lead in finding a solution, shapes public attitudes and 
damages U.S. influence in the Greater Middle East to 
a significant degree.

Political change in Iran may come smoothly or 
violently, but it will not alter a defense strategy based 
on the acquisition of a nuclear capability and is 
unlikely to lead to major reversals in Tehran’s foreign 
and security policies. The 2005 presidential election 
was fought between conservatives and reformists, but 
the 2009 battle was waged mainly between the “strict” 
conservatives loyal to Ahmadinejad and the “prag-
matic” conservatives around Mir-Hussein Mossavi.

Is there a Sunni-Shia confrontation ahead? Probably 
not, although some scholars and leaders in the region 
predict it, or at least feign concern about it.14 The Shia-
Sunni tensions that wrack the region are, if not unprec-
edented, certainly impressive in their intensity. They 
are a consequence of the 2003 war and pose security 

problems for the region. Iran’s ultimate goal in Iraq is 
to prevent Iraq from reemerging as a threat, whether of 
a military, political, or ideological nature. Iraq’s failure, 
its collapse into civil war, or the emergence of indepen-
dent ethnic or sectarian-defined ministates would have 
huge implications for disaffected minorities in Syria, 
Turkey, Iran, and the Gulf states.

Convincing Iran that the United States is not set 
on regime change there will be very difficult. A major 
factor in Iran’s policymaking calculus is a desire to 
maintain “strategic depth” in Iraq. Iranian leaders 
will remain convinced that the United States and 
Israel will continue to plan on the use of force to stop 
Iran’s nuclear program. The ability to retaliate against 
U.S. troops in Iraq, as well as against Israel via 
Hizballah in Lebanon, is seen by Iranian officials as 
leverage that diminishes the chances of an American 
attack on Iran. gsa

N O T E s

1  Supreme Leader Khamenei was chosen by the circle 
around Ayatollah Khomeini and serves for life; he is subject 
only to a yearly approval by the elected Council of Guard-
ians. The president of Iran, however, can serve two terms 
successively, and then must stand down before he can run 
again in a general election.

2  In a speech before the 2008 Majles election, Supreme 
Leader Khamenei declared that “Allah would reprimand 
those voters who failed to support the controversial nuclear 
power program.”

3  IRGC leaders must have favored the election of one 
of their own as president. Ahmadinejad joined the para-
military basij as a youth and fought in the Iran-Iraq war as a 
member of the IRGC.

4  In the March 2008 parliamentary elections, 4,500 
of 7,200 registered candidates ran for office. Most of those 
disqualified by the Council of Guardians were reformists, 
but a grandson of Ayatollah Khomeini was also rejected 
on the ground that “he lacked loyalty to Islam and the 
constitution.”

5  Muhammad Baqr al-Hakim was the spiritual leader 
of the movement; he was assassinated in August 2004 
outside the Imam Ali Mosque in Najaf. Abd al-Aziz was in 
charge of the SCIRI militia, the Badr Brigade, and fought 
with Iranian forces against Iraq in the Iran-Iraq war. He 
currently heads the organization. Apparently at the sugges-
tion of the Iranians, SCIRI changed its name to the Islamic 
Supreme Council of Iraq in 2007.

6  For a short history of the U.S. military engagement 
in the Persian Gulf, see Richard Sokolsky, ed., The United 
States and the Persian Gulf: Reshaping Security Strategy for the 
Post-Containment Era (Washington, DC: National Defense 
University Press, 2003).
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7  The United States first entered the Gulf with a small 
naval presence—the U.S. 5th Fleet—in 1947 in Bahrain and 
a U.S. Air Force presence in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, from 
the 1940s through the early 1960s.

8  In 2001, the GCC extended a special status to Yemen 
but is reluctant to extend full membership to Yemen, Iraq, 
or Iran.

9  Other nations that have said they plan to construct 
civilian nuclear reactors or have sought technical assistance 
and advice from the IAEA, the Vienna-based United 
Nations nuclear watchdog agency, in the last year include 
Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Turkey, and Yemen, as well as several 
North African nations. See Bob Drogin and Borzou Dara-
gahi, “Arabs make plans for nuclear power,” Los Angeles 
Times, May 26, 2007.

10  Iranian sources claim the GCC invited Ahmadinejad 
to speak, but Gulf officials say the Iranian invited himself to 
Doha for the summit. He reportedly spoke about a 12-point 
plan for regional security, but no further information has 
been made available.

11  See <www.al-bab.com/arab/docs/league/peace02.
htm>.

12  Details on these and other meetings are available at 
the following Web sites: for Clinton 2000, see <www.pros-
pectsforpeace.com/Resources/Plans/Clintonpeace.doc>; 
for the 2001 negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians 
in Taba, see <www.peacelobby.org/moratinos_document.
htm>; for the nonofficial Israeli-Palestinian Geneva Initia-
tive in 2003, see <www.geneva-accord.org/mainmenu/
english>; and for the Ayalon-Nusseibeh principles agreed in 
2003, see <www.7th-day.co.il/mehumot/ayalon.htm>.

13  See Ronald D. Asmus and Bruce P. Jackson, “Does 
Israel Belong in the EU and NATO?” Policy Review (Febru-
ary and March 2005), 47–56; and Uzi Eilam, Israeli Member-
ship in NATO: A Preliminary Assessment, Tel Aviv Notes No. 
99 (February 11, 2004).

14  See Vali Nasr, The Shia Revival: How Conflicts within 
Islam Will Shape the Future (New York: Norton, 2006); and 
statements by King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia and King 
Abdallah II of Jordan warning of the danger from a resur-
gent Iran and Shia community.
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Chapter 10
South Asia

S outh Asia is a region of startling strategic 
contradictions, at once the locus of booming 
high-tech economies and crushing poverty, 

of vibrant multireligious, multiethnic democracy and 
bitter insurgencies fueled by ethnic, economic, tribal, 
and sectarian grievances. The most daunting trans-
national threats converge in the South Asian zone: 
narcotics trafficking, human trafficking, prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction, and terrorism. 
With the populations of China and Russia combined 
in an area the size of the contiguous United States 
west of the Mississippi, South Asia presents strategic 
challenges of unparalleled diversity, ranging from 
the preservation of a stable balance between nuclear- 
and missile-armed rivals to the conduct of irregular 
mountain warfare. In one part of South Asia, the 
principal policy challenge is how to create the most 
rudimentary capacity for effective governance, while 
elsewhere it is managing the process by which an 

emerging India takes its place among the leading 
powers of the world.

Afghanistan: The Quest for Stability and 
Legitimacy

In the months following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, 
the international community seemed to have learned 
not to underestimate the stake it had in Afghanistan. 
Chronically too poor to afford to govern itself or 
meet the basic needs of its scattered and ethnically 
diverse population, the Afghan state has always 
been vulnerable to conflicts exacerbated or trig-
gered by foreign powers. The most recent of these 
conflicts, which began with the 1978 coup d’état by 
Soviet-trained army officers, had finally left most 
of the country under the rule of the Taliban. This 
movement of rural clergy imposed a harsh version 
of Islamic sharia law on a society badly damaged 
by uncontrolled violence. The Taliban’s parochial 
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Afghan villagers meet with joint team investigating allegations of civilian casualties in Tagab
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leadership, which lacked all experience with the 
international system, became increasingly dependent 
upon both the Pakistani intelligence agency, the 
Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), and 
Osama bin Laden, who reestablished his global ter-
rorist operation on Afghan soil when he was expelled 
from Sudan in May 1996.

Once the United States and the Afghan forces it 
armed and funded ousted the Taliban regime in late 
2001, the international community set out under the 
framework of the Bonn Agreement (December 2001) 
and later of the Afghanistan Compact (January 2006) 
to rebuild the institutions of governance that seemed 
to hold the key to preventing yet another violent 
cycle of Afghan history. Since the adoption of the 
compact, however, the limited progress it symbol-
ized has badly unraveled. Both the leadership of al 
Qaeda and a diverse, locally rooted insurgency have 
exploited the strategic mistakes of the United States, 
the weakness of Afghanistan’s shattered institutions, 
and the contested and loosely governed status of 
the areas in Pakistan’s frontier with Afghanistan to 
reconstitute their leadership infrastructure and carry 
out insurgencies in both countries.

Creating a stable and peaceful Afghanistan 
requires an integrated strategy that incorporates 
political and developmental, counterterrorist, 
and counterinsurgency components. Moreover, it 

requires recognition that the Afghan government’s 
ability to prevent its own territory from being used 
as a base for international terrorism depends on the 
integrity and democratic development not only of 
Afghanistan itself but of Pakistan as well.

Background
The problem of Afghanistan ultimately goes back 

to the power vacuum left by the collapse of Safavid 
and Moghul power in the area between Persia and 
India in the 18th century. Unable to extract sufficient 
resources from the barren terrain to govern the area’s 
diverse and fractious population, the newly formed 
Afghan empire turned to conquering its wealthier 
and more fertile neighbors as its main source of 
revenue. It was partly to stop such depredations 
against its Indian empire and partly to prevent Russia 
from advancing toward India from central Asia that 
Britain created the multi-tiered security structure 
whose lines continue to define the geopolitics of 
Afghanistan and Pakistan to this day.

The independence and partition of India in 1947 
altered the strategic stakes in the region. Afghanistan 
promptly repudiated the validity of the line separat-
ing itself from the tribal areas of the former Indian 
empire. When the United States refused the govern-
ment’s request for aid, it turned to Moscow to build 
its national army. An April 1978 coup by communist 

Afghan National Army commandos return to base after air assault mission to capture suspected insurgents in Khowst 
Province, March 2009
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military officers led to a massive Soviet invasion in 
1979; in response, the United States, Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia, and others began spending billions of dollars 
to back the anticommunist Afghan mujahideen and 
their Arab auxiliaries—and thereby laid the founda-
tions for an infrastructure of regional and global jihad. 
The result has been some 30 years of almost uninter-
rupted fighting that has left Afghanistan devastated.

The United States treated Afghanistan’s collapse 
into warring chiefdoms—many of them allied with 
neighboring states or other external forces—as a 
matter of little concern once Soviet forces departed 
in 1988. Washington saw no potential benefit from 
involvement in Afghanistan’s politics; Afghans and 
Pakistanis saw that the United States had no perma-
nent interest in and took no consistent responsibility 
for the region. It took 9/11 to force Washington to 
recognize that a global terrorist opposition had cre-
ated a base for itself among the ruins of Afghanistan, 
using the very human and physical capital that the 
United States and its allies had armed and supplied, 
through Pakistan’s intelligence services, in pursuit 
of a Cold War agenda over a decade before. It was 
this recognition, not the immense humanitarian 
emergency in Afghanistan, that led the United States 
and others to send tens of thousands of troops and 
spend billions of dollars to establish internationally 
recognized institutions in the country.

The Afghan Environment Today
The United States had a doctrine and capacity for 

overthrowing hostile regimes; neither it nor interna-
tional institutions has adequate doctrine or capacity 
to rebuild states and societies. The U.S. administra-
tion originally declined to finance reconstruction 
or to participate in any part of the security sector 
except for training the army, which it saw chiefly as 
a partner in counterterrorism. The Afghan Na-
tional Army has been a relative success. As of June 
2009 some 86,000 recruits were on the books and 
it was set to expand to 134,000. It depends heavily, 
however, on embedded U.S. trainers as well as on 
U.S. financial, logistical, airlift, and medical support. 
It cannot undertake independent operations. The 
police are in far worse condition than the army, as 
the United States did not become involved in their 
rebuilding until 2006. The justice system, necessary 
for the police to do their job, is so corrupt as to be 
nonfunctional.

Failures in security have undermined gains in 
political legitimacy. Under the process outlined in 
the Bonn Agreement of December 2001, an interim 
government chosen at the Bonn talks presided over 
a transition that gradually restored the institu-
tions of the Afghan state, but in a more democratic 
framework. A constitution adopted in January 2004 
provided for a presidential system and a bicameral 
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legislature, as well as provincial and district councils 
in accord with Afghanistan’s system of centralized, 
unitary government. The process culminated in the 
inauguration of both houses of the National Assem-
bly in December 2005.

The Bonn Agreement was then followed by the 
Afghanistan Compact, adopted in London in January 
2006, which provided for a program of state-building 
(security, governance, and development) to enable 
the government to meet its obligations. The combi-
nation of a rising security threat and the departure 
of some senior reformist ministers from the cabinet, 
however, meant that institution-building has largely 
stalled. Instead, corruption fed by currency inflows 
from drug exports and foreign aid threatens to 
engulf the government, which Washington estimates 
controls fewer than 20 percent of Afghanistan’s 
365 districts. The insurgents control slightly fewer 
districts, while most are contested or ungoverned by 
any organized entity.

Economic development has led to some successes, 
notably the enrollment of half of all school-age 
children in school, and a decrease in infant and child 
mortality. Nevertheless, while the total licit gross 
domestic product has grown robustly, the living stan-
dards of much of the population have declined in the 
face of increasing prices of food and fuel. Unemploy-
ment is estimated at about 60 percent. While poppy 
cultivation is restricted to the most conflict-affected 
provinces for now, the drug industry, accounting for 
one-quarter to one-third of the total licit plus illicit 
economy, continues to expand throughout the coun-
try, as discussed in greater detail in the next section.

After the expulsion of the Taliban and al Qaeda 
leadership from Afghanistan in 2002, U.S. counter-
terrorism policy impeded reintegration of the many 
former Taliban who would have stayed in Afghani-
stan, as the Afghan government could not guaran-
tee they would not be detained. Consequently, the 
Taliban regime shifted wholesale to Pakistan, as did 
al Qaeda. While Pakistan captured hundreds of al 
Qaeda members, losing many troops in the process, 
it quietly welcomed the Afghan Taliban. The U.S. 
administration, focused on the upcoming conflict 
in Iraq, moved intelligence and military assets to 
the Persian Gulf, devoting few to surveillance of the 
Taliban’s activities.

As a result, since the fall of 2005 there has been 
a steady annual increase in the tempo, sophistica-
tion, and effectiveness of attacks by insurgents and 
terrorists in Afghanistan. Increasingly sophisticated 
tactics have included suicide bombing, modeled on 

techniques used in Iraq. The timing of the escalation 
of the insurgency may be due to the time required to 
reorganize; it may also be due to a political decision 
made by Pakistan in response to the handover of 
military command from the U.S.-led coalition to the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the 
increasing Indian presence in Afghanistan. U.S. intel-
ligence finds continuing links between the Pakistani 
ISI and the Afghan Taliban and other insurgents; the 
Afghan and Indian governments charge that Pakistan 
directs their activities.

The link between Pakistan and the insurgency 
in Afghanistan has now become the most serious 
obstacle to the stabilization of Afghanistan. The al 
Qaeda safe haven in Pakistan is protected by the 
umbrella organization Tehrik-i Taliban-i Pakistan 
(TTP, Taliban Movement of Pakistan). The TTP 
collaborates with militant groups that have fought 
in Kashmir, as well as with Uzbeks and Chechens. It 
has built a support base among the local population 
using a combination of money (funds from al Qaeda, 
Persian Gulf donors, and drug and other traffick-
ing), force (death threats against tribal elders), and 
the provision of public services such as justice. The 
Afghan Taliban’s Shura (council), located in Quetta, 
capital of Pakistan’s Balochistan Province, directs 
insurgent operations in southern Afghanistan and 
loosely oversees the rest of the movement. An of-
ficially subordinate but largely autonomous center of 
Afghan Taliban leadership based in Pakistan’s North 
Waziristan Agency is the network commanded by 
Jalaluddin Haqqani and his son, Sirajuddin. The 
Haqqanis collaborate closely with al Qaeda and the 
TTP. Another center of Afghan insurgency is Gul-
buddin Hikmatyar’s faction of Hezb-i Islami, based in 
northwest Pakistan and northeast Afghanistan.

All of these Afghan groups were closely supported 
and monitored by Pakistan’s ISI and had bases and 
logistical structures in Pakistan for many years 
before 9/11. Afghan and Indian intelligence have 
long charged that ISI directly organizes the most 
spectacular attacks and acts through these groups—
charges that gained credence when U.S. intelligence 
sources claimed to have evidence of an ISI role in the 
July 7, 2008, suicide bombing of the Indian embassy 
in Kabul.

Strategic Imperatives
The core challenge now faced collectively by the 

United States, NATO, other troop contributors and 
donors, and the Afghan government is the exis-
tence of a transnational movement of terrorists and 
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insurgents, spanning the Durand line (the tenuous 
border established by the British between Pakistan 
and Afghanistan in 1893) and providing a safe haven 
from which al Qaeda and its allies can plan, train for, 
and potentially carry out renewed terrorist attacks 
comparable to 9/11. This movement is fueled by the 
lack of legitimacy and capacity of the Afghan state, 
the Pakistan military’s perception of the post-9/11 
political arrangement there as a security threat, the 
political conflict between the two states over the 
status and management of the border region, and 
turmoil in the governance of Pakistan itself.

In the coming months, the U.S. administration 
will confront an urgent task affecting the political le-
gitimacy of the Afghan government: the presidential 
elections of August 2009. Hamid Karzai remained the 
frontrunner, though much of Afghan and interna-
tional opinion has concluded that he had serious 
shortcomings as a leader. Furthermore, under current 
security conditions, it was going to hold a contested 
election in all parts of the country whose results 
would be accepted as legitimate. Failure to elect a 
legitimate president will undermine the founda-
tional legitimacy of the government. Whatever the 
process, the maintenance of some degree of stability 
will require urgent political, financial, and security 
assistance from the Obama administration and global 
community.

Legitimacy will also require a thorough cleansing 
of the Afghan administrative apparatus of criminal 
elements. As many of those who will have to be dis-
missed lead armed groups, the Afghan president will 
require strong backing from the international com-
munity. Making the government work better with 
less corruption requires an urgent effort to establish 
a nationwide computerized payments system for the 
government payroll, which still does not exist after 
7 years.

The Afghan government and its international 
partners are discussing the possibility of a negoti-
ated political solution with insurgents. The interna-
tional coalition’s current red lines are no partici-
pation by al Qaeda or those associated with it; no 
sharing of control over the territory or government; 
and no safe areas or ceasefires before reaching a 
political agreement.

There is currently no adequate plan to sustain the 
Afghan National Security Forces. The current cost 
structure requires foreign funding for the foresee-
able future, and that funding is largely dependent on 
supplemental appropriations from the U.S. Congress. 
One proposal is to put the security forces on the U.S. 

recurring budget; another is to finance them through 
an international trust fund. The creation of well-
armed but unsustainable security forces could pose a 
threat to the future of the country.

Counternarcotics and economic development have 
to be considered together, as narcotics production is 
the largest industry in the country. Afghanistan has 
become a monetized economy, and farmers will not 
return to subsistence agriculture. As discussed in 
greater detail elsewhere in this volume, the economic 
alternative to the drug industry is not another “crop,” 
but jobs. Such jobs need not be in rural areas or even 
in Afghanistan. Rural communities need money, not 
plants.

No amount of reform in Afghanistan can resolve 
the insurgency and the terrorist safe haven that it 
provides, however, unless cross-border support from 
Pakistan is also addressed. The festering problems 
of transnational insurgency and al Qaeda’s presence 
in the tribal agencies are so closely related to the 
deterioration of security and governance throughout 
Pakistan, the strategic posture of Pakistan’s security 
establishment (including its nuclear deterrent), and 
the weakness of civilian institutions in Pakistan that 
they cannot be addressed without a comprehensive 
strategy that deals with both Afghanistan and Paki-
stan in their entirety, as well as with the broader re-
gion beyond. For example, unilateral military action 
by the United States may, in exceptional cases, target 
the top leadership of al Qaeda in Pakistan or TTP 
support to insurgents in Afghanistan, but such action 
cannot address the expansion of Taliban control in 
Pakistan itself and may trigger a backlash that aggra-
vates rather than mitigates the strategic challenge. A 
sustainable political solution in Afghanistan depends 
on a sustainable political solution in Pakistan, one 
that makes cross-border cooperation and the opera-
tion of international forces there much more feasible.

A regional strategic perspective on Afghanistan, 
however, must go beyond Pakistan. For one thing, 
it must address Pakistan’s concerns about Indian 
paramilitary and intelligence activities in Afghani-
stan. The new U.S. administration might also do 
well to reconsider engaging Iran on cooperation in 
Afghanistan, as well as the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization.

Afghanistan: The Challenge of Narcotics
According to a recent United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime (UNODC) report, 157,000 hect-
ares of opium poppies were cultivated in Afghanistan 
in 2008, a reduction of nearly 19 percent from the 
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previous year and slightly below the 165,000 hectares 
cultivated in 2006. Thanks to higher crop yields, 
however, at 7,700 metric tons, the amount of opium 
produced from this crop remains more than one-
third higher than in 2006. Despite recent progress, 
Afghanistan still supplies some 90 percent of the 
global opiate market; as the UNODC stated in 2007, 
“No other country in the world has ever produced 
narcotics on such a deadly scale.” The explosion of il-
licit drug production makes defeating the insurgency 
and building a viable state in Afghanistan more dif-
ficult. The drug trade finances illegal armed groups, 
empowers nonstatutory power holders, sustains 
criminal networks, and corrupts government, all of 
which undermine the establishment of stability, good 
governance, and rule of law in the country.

The weak Afghan state, together with endemic 
violence and poverty, contributes to the growth of 
the country’s illicit drug industry. Therefore, all of 
Afghanistan’s stakeholders must cooperate to find 
a solution that brings together the development of 
security, governance, rule of law, and the economy—
the same elements that must comprise a comprehen-
sive strategy for defeating the insurgency that afflicts 
the country. Massive eradication of opium poppies 
alone will help in neither reducing the illicit drug 
industry nor defeating the insurgency.

Background
Afghanistan has a relatively short history of opium 

production. Before 1978, the country produced only 
100 tons of opium a year, though production had 
increased tenfold by 1992. The growth of the illicit 
drug industry was caused by decades of continu-
ing violent conflict and a long drought cycle that 
destroyed the rural economy. The country, accord-
ing to journalist Pierre-Arnaud Chouvy, was on the 
verge of attaining food self-sufficiency at the time of 
the Soviet invasion but has since seen its irrigated 
farmland halved. During the 1990s, the amount of 
arable land—only 12 percent of the total territory 
to begin with—declined by more than a third. As 
a result, farmers began to view the production of a 
high-value, easily marketable commodity such as 
opium as the only way to survive in an unpredict-
able and dangerous environment. Opium is nearly 10 
times more lucrative to produce than any practicable 
alternative crop, such as wheat ($5,200 per hectare 
versus $545 per hectare). Even factoring in bribes 
and rake-offs by traffickers, Afghans see opium as 
sufficiently profitable that 14 percent of the popula-
tion grows the crop. Many farmers claim that they 

would prefer a licit income but see no alternative to 
growing opium in order to support their families.

The market incentives to grow opium poppies 
were established as part of a drug-based political 
economy that developed during the 1992–2001 civil 
war and the fighting that followed the 2001 U.S.-
led intervention. Western support to the various 
Afghan factions dried up in the early 1990s in the 
aftermath of the communist regime’s collapse, and 
as a result some groups turned to the illicit drug 
industry to mobilize new sources of financing to 
fuel their continuing power struggle. This reliance 
on drug revenue created not only a ready number of 
poppy producers but also a vast supporting network 
of financiers, protectors, traffickers, and political 
patrons who became vested in the industry. The 
situation persisted during the post-Taliban period, 
as the U.S.-led coalition co-opted the local militias 
and warlords, who controlled the drug trade, into 
ousting the Taliban and fighting terrorism. The 
absence of an international peacekeeping force or 
a viable central authority allowed these powerbro-
kers to dominate local administrations and resist 
counternarcotic efforts. Militia leaders, warlords, 
insurgents, and drug traffickers flourished in such 
an environment.

Current Challenges
The struggle against Afghanistan’s illicit drug 

industry exhibits three key characteristics: the pre-
vailing insecurity in the area where opium produc-
tion is concentrated; the consolidation of the drug 
trade by a network of politicians and traffickers; and 
disagreements over counternarcotics strategy among 
members of the international community.

Opium cultivation in Afghanistan is concentrated 
in areas of the country where security is poor, access 
is difficult, and economic development is sluggish. 
In 2007, 70 percent of Afghan opium was produced 
in the five southern provinces where the insurgency 
is strongest. In contrast, a significant reduction in 
poppy cultivation was seen in more stable and ac-
cessible areas in the north. It is thus clear that the 
suppression of the drug trade is intimately linked to 
the provision of security.

The consolidation of the drug trade by a net-
work of traffickers and politicians has spawned a 
parallel polity that provides financial and market-
ing services, security, and conflict resolution more 
effectively than the Afghan government. Filling a 
void created by poverty, violence, and lawlessness, 
the network influences every aspect of political, 
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economic, and social life. It influences farmers, 
wage laborers, small district-level traders who col-
lect opium resin from the farm gate or small shops, 
refiners and wholesalers who run labs and trade in 
large quantities, smugglers who transport drugs 
across international borders, local commanders and 
power holders who provide protection and sponsor 
processing facilities, and government officials who 
give favors through misuse of the law enforcement 
system. Everyone affected by the network, from or-
dinary people to complicit government officials, has 
an interest in the trade’s survival. Therefore, dealing 
with the problem requires targeting all the elements 
in a comprehensive way.

Unfortunately, counternarcotic efforts in Afghani-
stan have been plagued by the lack of a strategic 
vision shared by the Afghan government and the 
international community. Attempts have been made 
to mimic other countries’ counternarcotic successes, 
but many of these lessons are not applicable to the 
current situation in war-ravaged Afghanistan. Fur-
thermore, many donors have tended to push simple 
fixes, such as eradication, that are politically appeal-
ing at home but disconnected from the realities of 
Afghanistan.

Responding to the Challenges
A sustainable counternarcotics strategy must be 

comprehensive and holistic. It must address not 
only poppy eradication but also the factors that have 
allowed the illicit drug industry to grow so substan-
tially during the past 30 years. In effect, one-third 
of the country’s economy must be destroyed and 
rebuilt in a way that does not destabilize the state in 
the process. Such an undertaking will require time, 
resources, and the integration of law enforcement, 
interdiction, alternative crop development, security, 
and diplomatic efforts. Above all, it requires building 
the Afghan government’s capacity to crack down on 
traffickers and corrupt officials. The international 
community must help the Afghan government build 
such a capacity and coordinate support for efforts in 
the region and beyond.

The Afghanistan National Drug Control Strategy 
is based on four priorities: disrupting production 
and trafficking networks; providing alternative liveli-
hoods for farmers; reducing demand; and building 
institutions. It serves as a useful starting framework 
for Afghan counternarcotics efforts. Donor countries 
have endorsed it, but they consistently disagree about 
priorities. The most visible disagreement involves the 

Over 400,000 vehicles are on the streets of Kabul
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disruption component and centers on whether prior-
ity should be given to trafficking interdiction or crop 
eradication. In the past, the United States favored the 
aerial spraying of herbicide on poppy fields, but the 
Afghan government feared that such a tactic would 
drive farmers into supporting the Taliban. Mean-
while, NATO refused until late 2008 to involve itself 
in either fighting traffickers or destroying drug labs 
and markets, further demonstrating the international 
community’s lack of cohesion.

For 6 years, an emphasis on eradication has over-
shadowed all other aspects of counternarcotics efforts. 
Eradication is not sustainable unless it is paired with 
the development of alternative livelihoods for farmers, 
and it can even be counterproductive, by driving the 
population into the arms of insurgents and further ag-
gravating an already insecure environment. Moreover, 
the laws of supply and demand dictate that a reduc-
tion in opium production will not necessarily lead to 
a reduction in the amount of money that the industry 
generates. For instance, the Taliban cut opium produc-
tion in 2001 from 3,276 tons to 185 tons but, because 
of a rise in the price of opium, saw income grow from 
$1.1 billion to $7.3 billion.

A second option for disrupting the illicit drug 
industry involves the interdiction of resin and 
processed opium after the crop leaves the farm. Such 
interdiction can lower the farm-gate price of opium 
and thus discourage farmers from growing poppies. 
Since 70 to 80 percent of the money from the illicit 
drug industry goes to traffickers—who are far fewer 
in number than farmers—the targeting of traffick-
ers has fewer negative consequences than simple 
eradication. Unfortunately, the Afghan government’s 
interdiction capacity is limited, and the criminal 
justice sector responsible for processing drug-
related crime is weak. Thus, international forces are 
needed to enhance interdiction capacity. For years 
the NATO-led International Security Assistance 
Force (ISAF) exhibited a reluctance to involve itself 
in drug interdiction. NATO finally recognized in 
October 2008 that counternarcotics operations are 
an appropriate part of ISAF’s mission, although it left 
each force-providing country free to decide whether 
its personnel would participate in such operations.  
A more robust ISAF initiative in targeting opium 
stockpiles, drug laboratories, and trafficking routes 
would not only aid Afghan counternarcotics and 
counterinsurgency efforts, but also help curtail the 
flow of Afghan opium to Europe.

Afghanistan’s neighbors have an important role 
to play in drug interdiction. Drugs are trafficked 

through Central Asia to Russia and through Pakistan 
and Iran to Europe. Corrupt border guards in Russia 
and the Central Asian states facilitate rather than 
impede traffic along the first route. The Afghan gov-
ernment is unable to exercise effective control on its 
border with Pakistan, particularly in the insurgency-
ridden Nangarhar, Khowst, and Paktia Provinces 
adjoining Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas, where al Qaeda has found a safe haven. Iran 
has stepped up interdiction efforts because of its own 
domestic addiction problem, but the Afghan-Iranian 
border remains hard to control in the face of stiff 
resistance by groups operating in the area.

Not only has the Afghan government been un-
able to control narcotics trafficking in the country’s 
insecure areas, but it has also failed to prevent the 
drug network’s formation of a narco-state within 
the country. Efforts to disrupt this incipient narco-
state have been stymied by the protection of traf-
fickers by government officials; corruption within 
the police and judicial systems; the lack of investi-
gative capacity; and a general absence of political 
will. Sources inside the Afghan government admit 
that they have lists of high-ranking officials suspect-
ed of links to the drug trade, but such lists are of 
no use unless the Afghan government can develop 
an investigative capacity and working courts and 
demonstrate the political will to use them. Oth-
erwise, law enforcement agencies will continue to 
arrest and prosecute foot soldiers without bringing 
the kingpins to justice.

Some groups have suggested that the illicit drug 
industry’s demise can be achieved by legalizing some 
opium poppy production. For example, the Senlis 
Council, an international policy think tank, has pro-
posed legalizing poppy crops that are put toward the 
production of legal opiate drugs such as morphine 
and codeine. The organization announced that a 
licensing system would be able to regulate between 
licit and illicit production. In practice, however, it 
would be extremely difficult to implement such a sys-
tem in the country’s insecure areas. Afghan authori-
ties do not currently possess the ability to control the 
country’s poppy production and would not have the 
resources to regulate a dual system of licit and illicit 
production. Rampant corruption would only exacer-
bate the problem, as officials would be pressured to 
determine who could and could not produce opium 
poppies legally. The authorities would be better 
served in attempting to wean farmers from opium 
poppy production and provide them with alternative 
livelihoods.
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As for alternative livelihoods for farmers, efforts to 
implement substitute crops will succeed only as part 
of a comprehensive strategy that includes assistance 
in processing, transporting, and marketing new 
products. Over the past several years, some farmers 
in Herat have successfully made the transition to 
growing saffron, which has the potential to earn up 
to $2,000 more per hectare than opium, taking into 
account crop yields and price differentials. The lack 
of adequate processing capability, a reliable transpor-
tation infrastructure, and marketing skills, however, 
prevents farmers from receiving full market value for 
the crops. But with the recent worldwide rise in food 
prices, a temporary subsidy for licit crop production, 
particularly in the more stable areas, followed by a 
gradual removal of the subsidies may prove to be an 
attractive way for the Afghan government to help 
farmers shift to alternative livelihoods.

The illicit drug industry in Afghanistan will disap-
pear only when a functioning, stable, and effective 
Afghan state emerges. To this end, Afghanistan must 
focus on development as the way to rid itself of pop-
py cultivation. The Afghan government must work 
to increase security, rule of law, good governance, 
and economic growth. There are no quick and simple 
solutions. Reorienting a full one-third of Afghani-
stan’s economy without destabilizing the country 
requires an enormous amount of resources, a large 
administrative capacity, and plenty of time. Only a 
comprehensive and holistic approach is appropriate 
to Afghanistan’s unique and fragile situation.

Provincial Reconstruction Teams in  
Afghanistan: An Enduring Innovation

Modern counterinsurgency was born on Decem-
ber 7, 2001, in the grey, windswept desert of southern 
Afghanistan. On that day, Kandahar, the last Taliban 
stronghold, fell to the combined forces of indigenous 
Afghan fighters, precision American airpower, and a 
few intelligence and unconventional warfare teams 
following a 7-week campaign. With only 110 Central 
Intelligence Agency officers and 400 special forces 
operators directly engaged, the coalition found itself 
responsible for a war-wrecked, barely administered, 
almost totally undeveloped country of 32 mil-
lion. This sudden victory thus posed a forbidding 
stabilization challenge. As the Taliban and al Qaeda 
reasserted themselves, the mission evolved from 
postconflict reconstruction (envisaged in the Decem-
ber 2001 Bonn Agreement) into counterinsurgency, 
counterterrorism, counternarcotics, and contested or 
“in-conflict” reconstruction.

The Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT), an 
early innovation of this new era, has endured in 
Afghanistan and been copied in Iraq. PRTs were 
devised in late 2002 to replace the ad hoc Joint 
Regional Teams and Coalition Humanitarian Liaison 
Teams. The first PRTs deployed in late 2002 and early 
2003 into the Afghan provinces of Gardez, Kunduz, 
and Bamiyan. Initially, PRTs were controlled directly 
by coalition contributors, but some, and eventually 
all, later came under the operational control of the 
ISAF as it assumed responsibility for all of Afghani-
stan in late 2006. As of 2008, there were 26 PRTs in 
Afghanistan, 14 provided by the United States and 12 
by its allies.

A PRT is a self-protecting, self-deploying civil-
military team that, as described in the original draft 
PRT handbook developed by ISAF, is “able to pen-
etrate the more unstable and insecure areas because 
of its military component and . . . stabilize these areas 
because of the combined capabilities of its diplo-
macy, military, and economic components.” In their 
initial conception, therefore, PRTs were intended as 
an interagency early entry capability, allowing the de-
livery of governance and development assistance to 
the population before security was fully established. 
This notion of PRTs as postconflict reconstruction 
assets (criticized by some in the aid community as 
“small-scale reconstruction agencies, but with over-
heads off the charts”1) has, however, evolved with 
the campaign. PRTs now perform an integrating task 
that synchronizes both governance and develop-
ment aspects of counterinsurgency and stabilization: 
an in-conflict rather than a postconflict role, and a 
“security support” rather than a “reconstruction sup-
port” function. Because of changing functions and 
the dangerous environment, most PRTs now operate 
in close partnership with maneuver units.

Composition, Variants, and Operating Methods
Early PRTs had 50 to 100 people comprising a mil-

itary protection force, logistics and communications 
support, an integrated military-civilian headquarters, 
and civilian development and governance specialists. 
Some included specialists in humanitarian assistance, 
policing, finance, agriculture, engineering, water 
supply, education, or public health. More recently, 
“human terrain” teams, composed of anthropologists 
who deploy with combat brigades to help military 
commanders in the field understand local cultures, 
have worked alongside PRTs, and some PRTs (such 
as the Asadabad PRT in Kunar) have developed their 
own organic human terrain–mapping capability.
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In theory, a U.S. PRT is led by a co-equal com-
mand team comprising a military officer (usually 
an Army or Air Force lieutenant colonel or Navy 
commander), a State Department Foreign Service 
Officer, and a Foreign Service Officer or personal 
services contractor from the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development. In contrast to the American 
“integrated team” model, non-U.S. PRTs tend to have 
military and civilian components that operate sepa-
rately and coordinate their activities loosely. Over 
time, as the insurgency spread and the environment 
became more dangerous, PRTs grew with the addi-
tion of security and intelligence personnel, giving 
the military a greater role in their operations. Most 
U.S. PRTs now number 80 to 100 people, of whom 90 
to 95 percent are military. Due to the Army’s heavy 
commitment in Iraq, the other U.S. Services have 
provided many personnel for PRTs in Afghanistan, 
six of which are commanded by Navy and at least 
another six by Air Force officers.

Some countries have fielded powerful reconstruc-
tion task forces that regularly engage in combat and 
provide advisory teams to Afghan security forces. 
The Australian force, for example, which operates 
under the Netherlands PRT in Uruzgan, has over 
400 personnel based on a combat engineer battalion. 
It cooperates with its own Special Operations Task 
Group and fields heavy mortars, armored vehicles, 
unmanned aircraft systems, and heavy construction 
equipment. The Canadian PRT in Kandahar province 
numbers 330 and includes diplomats, corrections 
officers, development specialists, police, and military 
personnel. At the other end of the spectrum, the 
Turkish PRT in Wardak is civilian-led, operates 
strictly within its local area, and focuses on educa-
tion, health, literacy, training programs (including 
police training), and construction projects. The 
Spanish (Baghdis) and German (Faizabad) PRTs take 
a similar approach, conducting parallel military and 
civilian efforts, while the British, who lead the PRT 
in Helmand, have stated their belief that “civilian 
effects should be delivered by civilian agencies,” 
and accordingly staff their PRT predominantly with 
civilians.

How PRTs Operate
Two operational examples illustrate the field meth-

ods of U.S.-led Provincial Reconstruction Teams.
Operation al Hasn was conducted during No-

vember 2006 in the Tagab Valley, east of Bagram, 
by the U.S. Special Operations Task Force 33, the 
United Arab Emirates Task Force 8, and the U.S.-led 

Bagram PRT. The operation included engagement 
with communities, focused information operations, 
and cooperation with civil officials. Abdur Sattar 
Murad, governor of Kapisa, and Afghan army, police, 
intelligence, and provincial government officials were 
closely involved from the outset. Afghan officials 
vetted and approved all targets in advance, and 
the governor was forward deployed to the tactical 
operations center from the third day. Information 
operations (based on local radio stations, with Gov-
ernor Murad as the central player) generated popular 
support, while Afghan army and police and coalition 
units, including the Bagram PRT, created a 2-week 
“surge” of presence to clear enemy mobile forces and 
marginalize local guerrilla cadres. Afghan forces then 
garrisoned these secured areas, intending to create a 
permanent presence once coalition operations began 
to wind down. This operation featured advance 
purchasing, prepositioning, and rapid distribution of 
humanitarian assistance by the PRT, using the U.S. 
commander’s emergency response program funds, 
and the rapid exploitation of maneuver success 
through a combination of development assistance 
and governance. Unfortunately, coalition maneuver 
units subsequently moved on to other tasks and the 
PRT lacked the capacity to sustain a permanent pres-
ence in the area, leading to a gradual return of the 
enemy as Afghan units operating without coalition 
partners were co-opted or forced out.

In another example, Combined Joint Task Force 
76 (CJTF–76) conducted Operation Big North Wind 
in Kunar during autumn 2006. The operation aimed 
initially to exacerbate divisions within the popula-
tion of the Korengal Valley as leverage to separate 
the population from the enemy. Units focused on 
improving conditions in the northern sector of 
the valley only, ignoring the tribally and ethnically 
distinct southern sector. U.S. and Afghan forces 
established a persistent presence in the village of 
Omar, constructing a footbridge, a school, and a 
water scheme, refurbishing a mosque, and building a 
bridge across the Pech River, with close cooperation 
from the Asadabad PRT. Meanwhile, coalition forces 
mounted combat operations against Taliban fighters 
in the southern part of the valley. Simultaneously, 
the Afghan government administrator of Manogai 
district, Mohammed Rahman, applied strict resource 
and population control measures, preventing anyone 
except people needing medical assistance from enter-
ing or leaving the area, until local Korengali leaders 
would negotiate with him about government access 
to the population. This was the governor’s decision, 
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not that of coalition commanders, which helps to 
emphasize the fact that the key aspect of this opera-
tion was an Afghan-led political maneuver. U.S. 
forces combined kinetic operations with PRT-led 
engineering activity, civil development, route and 
population control, and humanitarian and economic 
assistance, in cooperation with Afghan officials 
applying political negotiations and civil population 
control measures, to support a political strategy to 
extend government control into an enemy-domi-
nated area. This operation was more successful than 
Operation al Hasn in bringing government access to 
the Safi peoples of Omar and Kandigal because de-
velopment infrastructure and a permanent presence 
prevented Taliban insurgents from returning to their 
previous strongholds.

Evaluating Effectiveness
Numerous assessments have been made of PRT 

effectiveness, including academic studies, articles 
in military journals, studies by the United States 
Institute of Peace and the Congressional Research 
Service, as well as by nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) and aid organizations. Conclusions naturally 
vary, but these diverse studies generally suggest that 
PRTs are more effective when they:

n are brought into maneuver commanders’ plan-
ning processes fully and early

n develop an extremely detailed understanding 
of social, tribal, ethnic, and religious groupings and 
networks, and communicate this knowledge effec-
tively to maneuver commanders

n work in close partnership with maneuver units 
and synchronize their development efforts with 
combat operations to support an integrated political 
strategy

n are complemented by a robust and well-staffed 
Embassy PRT section, including “PRT plus” staff 
with specialist expertise that can be called upon in 
response to the needs of the teams

n are supported by integrated command and con-
trol arrangements that ensure common interagency 
guidance to team members

n support effective local government officials and 
community leaders, put Afghan officials publicly in 
the lead, and work to give communities a sense of 
ownership over projects

n maintain close oversight of projects and contrac-
tors via permanent presence or frequent visits

n coordinate short- and medium-term reconstruc-
tion and security with longer term development 

programs under the Afghan National Development 
Strategy

n see themselves as operating in a “support to 
stabilization operations” framework rather than 
competing with aid agencies or NGOs

n enable local economies and government officials 
by helping locals set priorities and assisting them, 
rather than providing for them.

The term PRT has evolved over time and now 
means different things in different contexts. At one 
end of the spectrum, in Afghanistan, the Uruzgan 
PRT described above is basically a combat unit with 
organic reconstruction and governance compo-
nents. Conversely, embedded PRTs in Iraq comprise 
eight people only, function as a brigade reconstruc-
tion staff, and have no independent operational 
capability. Likewise, the name suggests that the PRT 
is responsible for a province and provides equal 
coverage across it; this is often not the case.

While some NGOs initially criticized the PRT 
program for blurring the line between military and 
humanitarian assistance, over time the emerging 
consensus is that PRTs fill a critical niche in the array 
of stabilization, reconstruction, and counterinsur-
gency missions. But PRTs are not a panacea: they 
provide a specific stabilization-support function for 
the nonkinetic aspects of counterinsurgency and 
reconstruction, but they are not a comprehensive 
solution to development or governance challenges.

Counterinsurgencies since 9/11 have been 
conducted in tribal societies, under extremely tight 
resource constraints, with force levels tradition-
ally considered hopelessly inadequate for classical 
counterinsurgency, and where host-nation govern-
ments are simultaneously being built from almost 
nothing. Innovative approaches to reconstruction 
and governance in insecure, undeveloped, and 
infrastructure-free environments have therefore been 
essential. PRTs, an early innovation of this new era, 
have proven effective and are therefore likely to be an 
enduring feature of the counterinsurgency repertoire.

Pakistan: Moving Away from the Brink
Pakistan is a state that has stood on the brink 

of chaos for years, is now at the epicenter of jihadi 
terrorism, and has enabled nuclear proliferation. 
Nevertheless, there is room for cautious optimism. 
Pakistan has had its second free election, moderate 
forces (including a civilian president) are nominally 
in power, and all of the major states with which 
Pakistan has important relationships—the United 
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States, India, China, and Saudi Arabia—do not want 
to see it collapse.

After stripping away the rhetorical excess so 
common in discussions on Pakistan, three questions 
are dominant. First, what are Pakistan’s long-term 
interests, and how can Islamabad alter its actions and 
its relations with other actors in the region? Second, 
what are the areas of concern for others regarding 
Pakistan? And third, what would a stable Pakistan 
look like in the long term?

Pakistan’s Interests and Foreign Policy
The past is only one guide to the future, but it 

offers some lessons regarding Pakistan’s long-term 
interests and foreign policy.

First, the U.S.-Pakistan relationship has been 
episodic and discontinuous, driven on the American 
side entirely by larger strategic calculations during 

the Cold War, and more recently by the need for 
military allies in the ill-named ‘war on terror’. On 
the Pakistani side, the purpose of the alliance was to 
obtain resources and political support for Pakistan’s 
contest with India. This dynamic, which informed 
the Pakistani army’s circumspection regarding 
American support, was epitomized by General Mu-
hammad Zia ul-Haq, president from 1977 to 1988, 
who compared it to living on the banks of a river: 
“The soil is wonderfully fertile . . . but every four or 
eight years the river changes course, and you may 
find yourself alone in a desert.”2 At the same time, 
anti-Americanism grew among Pakistani civilians, 
who saw the U.S. alliances to be perpetuating the 
army’s hold over Pakistani society.

Second, Pakistan’s role during the Cold War and 
the subsequent U.S.-led war in Afghanistan made its 
economy dangerously reliant on foreign aid, primar-
ily from the United States but also from other coun-
tries. This aid, however, was never made contingent 
upon any set of policies, including economic and 
social reform. Pakistan has consequently failed to 
adjust to a new, globalizing economy, despite growth 
rates of over 6 percent.

Third, relations with India have improved gradu-
ally, following a border confrontation in 2002 that 
threatened to turn into full-fledged war. But despite 
the continuance of a wide-ranging “composite dia-
logue” and the advent of various confidence-building 
measures, the peace process still remains on shaky 
ground. Indian apprehensions about Pakistani-spon-
sored terrorism and latent Pakistani fears concern-
ing Indian military superiority mean that a single 
dramatic event has the capability to erase 4 years of 
efforts.

Fourth, Pakistan’s failures to adequately address 
the problems on its western border cannot be blamed 
solely on Pakistani decisionmaking. Certainly, 
Pakistan is somewhat restrained by its natural af-
finity for the Taliban and its fears that a pro-Indian 
government will consolidate itself in Kabul. The 
Pakistani army, however, is also ill equipped to 
fight a counterinsurgency war in the tribal areas in 
support of American efforts, and cooperation with 
the U.S. Government in this regard has not been 
adequate. Moreover, continued squabbling with the 
Karzai government, particularly over the unsettled 
Pakistan-Afghanistan border, has not helped.

Fifth, China and Saudi Arabia remain the prin-
cipal foreign influences in Pakistan other than the 
United States. Both have their own interests and 
6 Continued on p. 229

Rescue workers search through rubble of Marriott Hotel in Islamabad, Pakistan, 
after truck bomb killed 44 people, September 2008
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FATA 
Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) 
comprise a quasi-autonomous mountain region along 
the Afghan border in which lack of central govern-
ment control has permitted the development of a safe 
haven for terrorists and insurgents. Established during 
the 19th century as one of several tiers of progressively 
diminishing British control along the northwest 
frontier of India, the seven agencies of FATA are 
subject to an administrative regime that not only 
permits the tribes to govern themselves under their 
own laws and customs but also denies them many of 
the political and civil rights of other Pakistani citizens. 
FATA is the least developed part of Pakistan, with per 
capita income about half the national average.

Kashmir
For six decades, Pakistan and India have disputed the status of Jammu and 
Kashmir, a Muslim-majority princely state whose ruler opted to join India at 
independence in 1947. Pakistan’s attempt to reverse this decision by force led to the 
area’s partition into the Indian State of Jammu and Kashmir (10 million people, 
99,948 sq km); a semi-autonomous area within Pakistan known as Azad Kashmir 
(3 million people, 13,297 sq km); and the sparsely populated Northern Areas 
(870,000 people, 72,496 sq km), also controlled by Pakistan but with a special 
administrative status. Pakistan and India have fought three major wars and 
countless skirmishes along the Line of Control separating their respective portions 
of Kashmir. In addition, the Indian-controlled portion is the arena of a bloody 
insurgency conducted in large part by Pakistani-sponsored militant groups. 

�e Baloch
�e Baloch, a nomadic tribal people inhabiting the desert and mountain areas of 
southwestern Pakistan, southern Afghanistan, and southeastern Iran, have presented 
security problems for the Pakistani government ever since independence. Believing 
that Islamabad siphons o� the energy and mineral resources of their region while 
providing little in return, the Baloch have been characterized by deep unrest that 
occasionally �ares into open insurgency, which erupted again in 2004. �e Pakistani 
government—which has blamed both India and Iran for inciting trouble in the 
region—has a substantial economic interest in sustained peace with the Baloch given 
the importance of the area as a prospective energy transit route.

�e Pashtuns 
Some 45 million Pashtuns live in Afghanistan and Pakistan, divided by the 
so-called Durand Line that was drawn by the British in 1893 to separate their 
Indian Empire from the Kingdom of Afghanistan. Of these, fewer than 20 percent 
reside in the remote mountain areas of FATA and the adjacent Afghan provinces. 
Pashtun culture is heavily in�uenced by the tribal social norms known as 
Pashtunwali, which emphasize such traditional values as honor, hospitality, and 
reciprocity. However, Pashtun life has not been immune from the e�ects of war, 
migration, and globalization, and millions of Pashtuns today live and work in quite 
di�erent conditions than those of their forefathers.

PAKISTAN’S TROUBLED BORDERS

Ethnic Pashtun Lands
FATA

Princely Jammu and Kashmir

Line of Control
Indian-Administered Kashmir 
Pakistani-Administered Kashmir 

AK Azad Kashmir
FATA Federally Administered Tribal Areas

NWFP North-West Frontier Province

Pakistan’s Troubled Borders
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At least 40 million and perhaps as many as 50 million 
Pashtuns live in Afghanistan and Pakistan. They con-
stitute 40 to 50 percent of Afghanistan’s people and in 
Pakistan are the largest minority group, making up 15 
to 20 percent of the population. Although their original 
homeland is situated between the Hindu Kush in cen-
tral Afghanistan and the Indus River bisecting Pakistan, 
Pashtun communities are now scattered over a vast 
territory, from the Amu Darya River on Afghanistan’s 
northern border with Central Asia, to the southern 
Pakistani port city of Karachi on the Arabian Sea, which 
has one of the largest urban Pashtun populations.

With war, invasion, and endemic civil violence as 
constant features of Pashtun history, the group has 
never been fully integrated into a single empire, state, 
or political system. This historic pattern of political 
instability also preserved and reinforced the tribal 
nature of Pashtun society. While some writers have 
tried to understand Pashtun society by tracing the 
genealogies of tribes, clans, and lineages, it is best 
understood by looking not only at its internal struc-
ture but at its wider environment as well.

Today, the Pashtun live under various political ar-
rangements and engage in a wide variety of economic 
activities, some involving a high degree of globaliza-
tion. The social makeup of Pashtun communities 
varies according to whether they are rural or urban, 
the degree of their inclusion or seclusion from the 
surrounding societies, and the extent of their absorp-
tion by modernity and development. All of them, 
however, are characterized by the prevalence of what 
anthropologists call “segmentary lineages.” Such a 
system conceives of societies in hereditary tree-like 
hierarchies. In the Pashtun case, the smaller lineages, 
or zais and khels—male descent groups—merge into 
larger tribes and tribal confederations.

Most Pashtuns speak Pashto, an Indo-European 
language related to Persian, as their mother tongue. 
But bilingualism is now common in urban areas and 
regions with mixed ethnic populations. Some small 
groups still identify themselves as Pashtuns despite 
speaking a different first language because of their 
ethnic heritage; the former ruling family of Afghani-
stan is a case in point. Nevertheless, Pashto still 
remains a key identity marker of Pashtuns because 
use of the language is closely tied to the notion of 
observing the code of Pashtunwali.

Rooted in the tribal organization of the society, 
Pashtunwali embraces a number of values that it 

shares with surrounding Muslim societies, but it also 
includes a set of fundamental ideals of individual 
and collective behavior seen as specific to Pashtuns. 
Pashtunwali includes the handful of norms to which 
it is frequently reduced by Western writers—honor, 
hospitality, and reciprocity (often confused with 
revenge)—but the whole is much more complex than 
that. Pashtunwali also includes the values of forgive-
ness, equality, egalitarianism, and chivalry, as well as 
the institution of the jirga or council of elders, which 
is summoned for the resolution of disputes and to 
deliberate on new threats and challenges. Over cen-
turies, some Pashtun tribes have developed their own 
peculiar narkh, or sets of unwritten customary laws to 
implement the principles of Pashtunwali.

The overwhelming majority of Pashtuns are Sunni 
Muslims of the Hanafi school, although the Turi tribe 
in the Kurram Valley of Pakistan, some clans of the 
neighboring Bangash tribe, and small communities in 
Afghanistan are Twelver Shia. Some sufi orders, too, 
have a considerable following among Pashtun tribes. 
Over the past three decades, however, the Pashtun 
regions in Afghanistan and Pakistan have become 
home to a brand of political Islam that now manifests 
itself primarily in the form of global jihadism.

Pashtuns were not the chief actors in bringing 
this change to their society. The transformations 
began when the Cold War boiled into a hot war 
after the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. What 
began as an indigenous nationalist resistance to the 
communist occupation of Afghanistan was swiftly 
transformed into a religious struggle, partly because 
of Pakistani fears that the perpetuation of Afghan 
nationalism might lead to the strengthening of Afghan 
irredentist claims to Pakistani territory and boost 
domestic Pashtun ethno-nationalism within Pakistan 
itself.

Three decades of war in the Pashtun borderlands 
created new classes, alliances, and leaderships at the 
expense of the old ones. For the first time in history, 
networks of puritanical Sunni clerics and Islamist 
militant commanders became more powerful than 
the traditional secular tribal and political leadership. 
This transformation of the Pashtun social fabric, ac-
complished over the course of years through external 
patronage and billions of dollars of covert and overt 
funding from outside for armed factions, culminated 
in the rise of the Taliban in both Afghanistan and 
Pakistan. By default, this enabled al Qaeda (the lead-

Twenty-first Century Pashtuns: Change amid Continuity
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ership and core of which is largely Arab) to use the 
Pashtun regions in both states as safe havens.

Pashtuns themselves are the people most af-
fected by the violence wracking their homeland in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. Over the past 30 years, the 
conflict has taken more than a million Pashtun lives. 
In addition, Pashtuns now have one of the world’s 
largest displaced populations. Most of their social 
and political institutions have been undermined or 
destroyed. While tremendous sums of money have 
been invested over the years in the warfare (estimates 
range from $50 billion to $100 billion), there has 
been little investment in human development and 
economic prosperity.

As a result, Pashtuns today are among the most 
underdeveloped people in the world. The key 
indicators of quality of life—life expectancy, literacy, 
employment, food security, and rule of law—invari-
ably place Pashtuns living in their ancestral lands 
alongside the nations of sub-Saharan Africa at the 
bottom of global rankings.

Thirty years of war have done much to undermine 
the rule of law and promote a huge criminal economy 
based on opium cultivation, from which Pashtun 
farmers realize only a tiny fraction of the proceeds. 
Meanwhile, globalization has touched Pashtun soci-
ety primarily through the millions of Pashtun workers 
who form a large share of the expatriate underclass 
in the oil-rich Gulf states. While remittances from the 
diaspora serve as one of the few sources of wealth 
for the community remaining in the Pashtun home-
land, the money is a mixed blessing, often altering 
traditional village power relationships while simulta-
neously providing the wherewithal to resolve by force 
the inevitable ensuing feuds. Few of the funds sent 
home from Dubai and Kuwait are funneled into the 
generation of further wealth, let alone into meeting 
social needs (such as building schools and clinics).

Despite the stereotype of Pashtuns as culturally 
disposed to violence and disorder, elections and the 
jirgas held in both Pakistan and Afghanistan over 
the past decade demonstrate that Pashtuns are tired 
of wars and conflicts on their land and are looking 
forward to a peaceful and emancipated future. But 
the realization of that dream will need patience, 
the sustained cooperation and assistance of the 
international community, and commitments by both 
Pakistan and Afghanistan to invest in the political and 
economic development these groups need.

influences. Saudi Arabia, for example, remains clos-
est to the faction of the Pakistan Muslim League led 
by Nawaz Sharif. China’s influence has been seen 
mostly in military matters. It has long been a sup-
plier of conventional weaponry and had a key role in 
Pakistan’s nuclear development, but it could possibly 
distance itself from Pakistan as it crafts its own new 
relationship with India.

Lastly, Pakistan’s nuclear status remains paradoxi-
cally an enabler of and an impediment to its foreign 
policy objectives. The government’s decision to retain 
a level of opacity surrounding the A.Q. Khan prolif-
eration network has hurt its international standing 
and ensured that it is unlikely to receive conces-
sions from the international community similar to 
those recently offered to India. At the same time, a 
nuclear deterrent gives Pakistan a stronger hand in 
its dealings with India. Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal also 
complicates its relationships with China (its one-
time nuclear benefactor), Saudi Arabia (a potential 
recipient of nuclear supplies or weaponry), and Iran 
(a former recipient of technology and a possible 
regional competitor).

Concerns and Priorities
Notably, many of the central issues dominating 

the discourse concerning Pakistan today are carried 
over from the 1980s: Pakistan’s uneven alliance with 
the United States against an overarching threat (then 
the Soviet Union, now al Qaeda), nuclear prolifera-
tion, democratization (or the lack thereof), and a 
frail India-Pakistan peace process. In the 1980s, the 
United States clearly prioritized its proxy war against 

5 Continued from p. 226

U.S. troops and Afghan army commandos conduct operations to disrupt 
Taliban activity in eastern Afghanistan
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the Soviets in Afghanistan over all other consider-
ations, including democracy and nonproliferation. 
Today, the one-dimensionality of that relationship is 
only slightly less evident.

At the same time, several important trends have 
been overlooked by the Pakistani government, 
as well as its external supporters. These include 
Pakistan’s unbalanced economic development, its 
crumbling educational system, and the growth of 
Islamic radicalism. When drawing up a list of major 
concerns for the present and future, the following 
five issues seem to be critically important.

Containing Terrorism. The existence and actions 
of violent groups that target Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
India, and the United States and its NATO allies 
have become a central concern. Pakistan, which has 
witnessed a sudden rise in domestic terrorism over 
the past few years, now shares a similar perspective 
on terrorism as other victims in the region. Pakistan 
needs to acknowledge that past policies to use terror-
ist groups for strategic purposes had serious negative 
side effects. The government should also recognize 
that terrorism can only be dealt with through long-
term preventative policies and therefore should 
address its deeper ideological and social roots. Of 
paramount concern are Pakistan’s weak educational 
infrastructure and the lack of adequate employment 
opportunities, which together increase the allure of 
Islamic extremism.

Nuclear Weapons. Islamabad is certainly envious 
of the generous offer to India by the United States to 
accommodate its nuclear weapons program and re-
sume the supply of civilian nuclear fuel, equipment, 
and technology. Pakistan would likely have received 
similar treatment had it not been for the A.Q. Khan 
proliferation network. The network has been publicly 
revealed, some measures have been taken to staunch 
proliferation activities, and light punitive action has 
been taken against Khan. Pakistani officials bristle 
at suggestions of nuclear irresponsibility, but seri-
ous problems evidently remain. Most importantly, 
Pakistan’s nuclear export control system is inad-
equate. Looking ahead, the prospect of an Iranian 
nuclear weapon and the subsequent spread of such 
technology to other Gulf states will refocus attention 
on Pakistan’s role as a potential proliferator. Should 
the domestic political situation improve and a more 
transparent policy toward the A.Q. Khan network 
prevail, Pakistan’s admission to a nuclear “halfway 
house” should be considered.

Democratization. Pakistan’s democratization is in 
both its own interests and those of the United States, 

India, and Afghanistan. The Pervez Musharraf gov-
ernment and its supporters argued that democratiza-
tion would bring incompetent politicians or radical 
Islamic groups to power. The latter argument has 
been disproved by the recent election. The former 
may be true, but Pakistan needs to give its politi-
cians a fair chance to fail. In 1999, Musharraf, then 
chief of army staff, asserted incorrectly that the army 
could run Pakistan more efficiently than civilians. 
Events of recent years have made clear that this was 
not the case. It remains to be seen whether Pakistan’s 
civilian institutions (both bureaucratic and political) 
are strong enough to revive themselves, but it is clear 
that a return to military rule is not a viable solution.

Relations with Neighbors. For the first time, India 
is not a primary factor in Pakistani domestic politics, 
while Pakistan’s rocky relationship with the Karzai 
government in Afghanistan has taken center stage. 
Pakistan’s engagement in Afghanistan is largely 
shaped by the belief that the Karzai government—
although ridiculed in Islamabad—is dangerously 
sympathetic to India. Indian influence in Afghani-
stan may even expand in the vacuum left by any 
future American and NATO withdrawal. To a lesser 
extent, there is a similar Pakistani concern regard-
ing the intentions of Iran. As there is a Pakistan-
India-China strategic triangle, there is an evolving 
Pakistan–Saudi Arabia–Iran one, although it has not 
yet been nuclearized.

Pakistan’s Identity. Finally, there is real concern 
over the very future and identity of Pakistan. To a 
degree verging on hysteria, foreign observers have 
argued that Pakistan is, or will become, a failed state 
and that it is, or could become, a radical Islamic 
country. Until recently, these concerns were largely 
dismissed by many Pakistanis, but even they now 
know that there is a real threat to Pakistan from ideas 
and movements that have been nurtured or ignored 
over the years. The Pakistani army itself has become 
the target of ridicule and armed attack, and Paki-
stan is now the main training ground for European 
Muslim terrorists.

Future Prospects
Over the last 7 years, Pakistan has squandered the 

opportunity to correct many of its old mistakes. Yet 
regional and domestic political developments could 
benefit Pakistan in coming years.

The regional developments that suggest optimism 
are largely to be found in the changing India-Paki-
stan relationship. The introduction of nuclear weap-
ons, plus the failure of either side to alter the status 
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quo by conventional means or diplomacy, could 
mean the end of 60 years of outright conflict over 
Kashmir. Former President Musharraf can be faulted 
for many things he did during his time in office, but 
he did ultimately accept the present line of control 
in Kashmir as permanent after trying to change it by 
both force and diplomacy. This does not mean the 
end of the conflict by any means, and the present and 
future governments may stumble into yet another 
crisis, but both states are thinking about expanding 
the benefits of peace: trade, cultural links, the ability 
to deal with water and population issues. Pakistan’s 
internal threat now exceeds that of the threat from 
India, and the Pakistani army must redeploy and 
retrain to meet this threat, although this will take 
considerable time and resources.

There are also domestic sources of change that give 
reason to be confident about the future. The election 
that brought the current government to power—an 
election that was more or less free and fair—demon-
strates that Pakistan is the “moderate Muslim state” 
that its leaders have claimed, but not allowed, it to 
be. The coming months and years will test the ma-
turity of Pakistan’s civilian political leadership. They 
will certainly need help from the army, which in 
turn badly needs their support to deal with domestic 
security threats.

Pakistan’s unique set of weaknesses and contradic-
tions means that its long-term stability should be a 
priority not just for its own government, but also for 
other regional actors, including the United States, In-
dia, China, and Saudi Arabia, all of whom can exert 
different levels and kinds of influences. While many 
of the problems facing Pakistan today are grave, do-
mestic and regional developments provide a window 
of opportunity for improvement. By working on the 
range of issues outlined above in conjunction with 
other influential governments, the Pakistani leader-
ship can perhaps avert long-term instability and turn 
the country from a “failed state” into a moderate, 
peaceful, and economically vibrant nation.

India: The Confounding Power
India presents a confounding profile of national 

power. Its rapid economic growth rates of recent 
years, increasing international trade and investment, 
accumulation of huge foreign exchange reserves, 
growing energy consumption, and more activ-
ist diplomacy could make India a rising power of 
potentially global consequence. At the same time, 
however, its enormous poverty, unresolved disputes 

The South Asian Nuclear Balance and  
Strategic Stability

India and Pakistan maintain a relatively stable nuclear environment. 
This may come as a surprise, given the history of nuclear-related 
crises between the two countries—as many as six between 1983 and 
2002, according to some accounts. Nevertheless, both states have 
adopted policies and doctrines to ensure the physical security of their 
nuclear forces and components and to maintain those nuclear forces 
at reassuringly low levels of operability and alert (except in crisis).

This does not mean, of course, that the danger of nuclear war in 
the subcontinent is negligible. Emerging trends in both conventional 
and nuclear balances may prompt potentially destabilizing changes 
in doctrine and posture on one or both sides. Domestic politics, in 
Pakistan in particular, may lead to changes in civil-military relations 
and nuclear decisionmaking that could alter perceptions of the threat 
environment. Furthermore, the abundance of nonstate militant groups 
in the region, many with transnational or revolutionary agendas, 
raises the risks to the physical security of both nations’ nuclear weap-
ons and components to a much greater degree than in most other 
nuclear states.

India
India has adopted a policy of minimum nuclear deterrence. Indian 
doctrine calls for assured, but not necessarily immediate, retaliation 
in response to weapons of mass destruction attacks on its territory 
or armed forces, and India remains committed to a policy of no first 
use. This approach lessens requirements for sophisticated command 
and control or high levels of readiness in the force structure. Autho-
rization to employ nuclear weapons is exclusively in the hands of the 
political council of the Nuclear Command Authority, headed by the 
prime minister. Although the doctrine calls for eventual deployment 
of a nuclear triad (land, sea, and air delivery), India’s current arsenal 
remains small: dozens, rather than hundreds, of weapons, delivered 
by land-based missiles and aircraft. The existing missiles—Prithvi and 
Agni 1 and 2—are mobile systems with enough range to cover many 
Pakistani targets but not ones in northeastern China.

India’s capabilities will increase with time. It has tested the Agni 3 
missile, which will cover a wider range of Chinese targets, as well as 
the K–15 submarine-launched missile. Press reports state that India 
will soon take possession of one or two Akula-class submarines under 
lease from Russia and that a domestically produced nuclear subma-
rine is in the advanced stages of design. These will form the basis for 
a seabased leg to the nuclear triad, equipped either with the K–15 or 
a nuclear-armed cruise missile. The development of new warheads for 
seabased delivery systems, however, may increase pressure for an ad-
ditional round of nuclear tests to verify not only the new systems but 
also the thermonuclear design of 1998. Additional tests would com-
plicate Indo-U.S. relations and might compromise the U.S.-India civil 
nuclear agreement, which will provide India with a unique opportunity 6 Continued on p. 233
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(as a nonsignatory of the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty) to acquire commercial nuclear technology and 
nuclear fuel on the international market.

Pakistan
Pakistan also remains committed to minimum nuclear 
deterrence, but Pakistani deterrence is based on the 
principle of the threat of nuclear first use: in the event 
of war with India, Pakistan will use nuclear weapons 
as necessary for the survival of the state. Pakistani 
authorities have articulated four broad red lines 
that, if crossed or threatened, might prompt nuclear 
response. These are the destruction of significant 
portions of the Pakistani armed forces; occupation 
of significant amounts of Pakistani territory; actions 
that impose unacceptable economic costs to Pakistan 
(perhaps including naval blockade or shutting off ac-
cess to the Indus River waters); or deliberate attempts 
to split Pakistan along ethnic lines.

Pakistan is also pursuing nuclear modernization 
and has recently tested both the Ghaznavi medium-
range missile and the Babur cruise missile. The 
former has sufficient range to cover most targets in In-
dia. The latter eventually may be deployed in ground, 
air, or sea-launched versions. Recent revelations sug-
gest A.Q. Khan’s proliferation network offered foreign 
customers both a Chinese fission weapon design and 
a more sophisticated, presumably Pakistani, design. 
Each is therefore likely present in the Pakistani inven-
tory. Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal probably numbers 
in the dozens and can be delivered by aircraft and 
mobile missiles. Nuclear components are separated, 
and physical control of both nuclear materials and 
delivery systems is in the hands of the military. Unlike 
India, Pakistan’s nuclear planning, procurement, and 
decisionmaking bodies are dominated by the military, 
although the decision to use nuclear weapons is in 
the hands of a combined civilian-military national 
command authority, with the president having the 
final say.

Long-term Trends
Although the regional nuclear balance appears rela-
tively stable, three long-term trends may undermine 
this apparent stability and lead to a more dangerous 
nuclear environment. The first is the presence of 
other nuclear actors on the borders of South Asia. 
India’s nuclear doctrine envisions China as a potential 
adversary. Pakistan, although focused primarily on 
India, may have to adjust to the presence of a nuclear-

capable Iran on its western border. Both states, 
therefore, will feel pressure to build new forces in 
response to multiple adversaries, and also to counter 
their primary regional foe’s improvements, generating 
an arms “creep,” if not an arms race.

The second trend is related to India’s economic 
growth, which allows it to modernize its military and 
obtain substantial conventional advantage, over 
time, against Pakistan. This gives India the options to 
rapidly penetrate Pakistani territory or locally destroy 
Pakistani conventional forces—the objective of the 
Indian Army’s new “Cold Start” doctrine—and also 
the possibility to conduct conventional air attacks on 
Pakistan’s nuclear forces and command and control 
system. Indian military leaders, analysts, and experts 
regularly question Pakistan’s nuclear doctrine or 
its ability to use nuclear weapons. Changing Indian 
capabilities and intentions may force Pakistan to 
adopt less relaxed levels of readiness and deploy-
ment in the nuclear force, which will increase the risks 
of nuclear use either through accident or through 
misperception in crisis.

The third trend is related to domestic politics in 
both countries, where democratic elections must ac-
commodate ethnic and regional parties as well as re-
spond to radical religious and nationalist movements. 
Domestic politics therefore exacerbates unpredict-
ability in relations between India and Pakistan, as 
radical parties seek to capitalize on perceptions of 
threat or hostile intent or to utilize irredentism as 
a political mobilizing force. Both states suffer from 
significant internal political violence generated by a 
multiplicity of groups. These groups pursue a range 
of aims, but at least some of them—particularly 
those linked with al Qaeda and the Taliban—have 
expressed interest in obtaining nuclear weapons. 
In the case of Pakistan, members of the nuclear 
community are known to have consulted with al 
Qaeda and other groups, which prompted substantial 
upgrades in Pakistani physical security and chains of 
custody. The physical control of nuclear components 
becomes much more complicated in crisis, when both 
states might consider moving either components—in 
order to assemble devices or mate them with delivery 
systems—or nuclear-armed missiles themselves via 
road or rail. Nuclear components and weapons are 
much more vulnerable to seizure by hostile groups 
once they have left the safety of their storage areas—
a matter of concern to the entire international com-
munity, in the event of regional crisis.
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with neighbors, and internal ethnic, social, and envi-
ronmental cleavages and challenges also constrain it. 
Even if in absolute terms and by a range of conven-
tional indices India today remains a limited power, 
its trends, scale, and comparative potential raise 
questions about its structural role in the emerging 
international system.

Too often, debate over whether India is a rising 
global power obscures the implications of the simul-
taneous strengths and weaknesses of the country’s 
power as they are manifested in its external interests. 
This combination of strengths and weaknesses, com-
bined with India’s own perceptions of its interests 
and the instruments of power available to it, will 
shape its actions in the world. It is with this combina-
tion that the international community must contend.

From Independence through the Cold War
During the 60 years of its independence, India has 

had diffuse and diverse relations with the interna-
tional community. India’s closest security ties were 
for a long time with the Soviet Union; its economic 
ties were relatively evenly spread among the West 
(North America and Europe), the former communist 
bloc, and the Middle East; and its principal political 
links have been with the “South” or lesser developed 

countries. Meanwhile, India’s closest educational, 
cultural, and personal ties have been with the West, 
especially the United States and Britain.

Notwithstanding this rich diversity of interactions, 
however, India was less thoroughly integrated into 
the broad international system than it might have 
seemed, to its own disadvantage. It was overly depen-
dent upon one country, the Soviet Union, for mili-
tary hardware and political support on key issues. 
Conversely, it was estranged from the United States 
and isolated from other key countries and regions of 
increasing importance to the post–World War II in-
ternational order, including China, Japan, and much 
of Asia. It was unable to exert a “pull of attraction” as 
a partner for trade, investment, or other commercial 
opportunities, and by the end of the Cold War found 
itself remarkably isolated from international relations 
considering its geographical position, large size, and 
ambitions of its political and diplomatic elite.

Since the end of the Cold War, India’s international 
role has steadily evolved. With the disappearance of 
its main Cold War partner, economic reforms were 
launched and policy decisions taken that shifted 
India’s place in the world. These ranged from the 
detonation of nuclear weapons to the initiation of a 
“Look East” policy that sought enhanced ties with 
the rest of Asia as a way to compensate for the loss 

Soldier destroys opium poppies while on patrol with Afghan police
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of political, economic, and military support from the 
former Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc countries, and 
to escape isolation and marginalization in a U.S.-led 
“new world order.” Some two decades later, India’s 
policy adjustments have created new interactions 
between it and the international community and 
potentially augur further change in the years ahead.

Exercising Indian Power
India’s external power and interests can essen-

tially be divided into two categories, economic and 
politico-security, with the latter encompassing India’s 
involvement in multilateralism.

Economics is a growing factor in India’s interna-
tional strength and interests, an important shift from 
the last six decades during which India had an essen-
tially closed economy. This shift in orientation is the 
main factor accounting for predictions of India’s rise 
in the international system. Its increasing integration 
into the international economy has been primarily 
in the areas of trade (especially service exports and 
energy imports), borrowing, and remittances from 
the Indian diaspora. Of lesser but growing impor-
tance are investment (both inward and outward) and 
outward foreign aid.

There are two broad constraints on the impact 
these elements will have on India’s external interests 
and power. The first is a set of domestic consider-

ations, particularly the need for equitable growth 
that will both reduce overall poverty levels and 
provide employment for India’s large population of 
underemployed young people. The second is the low 
base, relative to the size of its population, from which 
India’s economic rise is starting. For example, India 
accounts for only about 1 percent of global trade 
and worldwide foreign direct investment. Moreover, 
while economic interaction with certain countries 
such as the United States and China and regions 
such as the European Union (EU) is critical to India, 
the opposite is not true. Hence, India accounts for 
only about 1 percent of U.S. two-way trade, while 
the United States accounts for more than 10 percent 
of India’s. Similarly, India accounts for only about 
1.4 percent of China’s, 0.6 percent of Japan’s, and 1.7 
percent of the European Union’s trade.

This mixed and asymmetrical profile of Indian 
economic power and interests suggests that India’s 
international role and behavior will likely follow 
certain consistent patterns.

First, the United States will remain critical to In-
dia’s economic interests because it is India’s largest 
export market (though China is catching up fast), 
its largest source of private commercial borrowing, 
and the key to its access to multilateral aid, and 
because it hosts a large Indian diaspora that not 
only accounts for an estimated 50 percent of remit-
tances but also creates nonmonetary wealth such 
as networks and influence useful to India’s global 
engagement. The United States is also emerging as 
the largest destination of India’s own foreign direct 
investment (FDI).

Second, in terms of regions, Europe and the 
Persian Gulf are critical to India in different ways. 
The EU accounts for the largest share of India’s trade, 
excluding petroleum. Including petroleum, the 
Persian Gulf is India’s largest regional trade partner. 
The EU, however, remains the largest regional source 
of FDI, though Gulf and Middle East investments 
in India are increasing. Other regions have risen or 
declined in importance. Eastern Europe and Russia 
(the one-time members of the Soviet-era Council for 
Mutual Economic Assistance) no longer account for 
much of India’s trade or other economic interac-
tions. On the other hand, East and Southeast Asia’s 
increasing importance to India is especially notable, 
and the growth rates of Indian economic interaction 
with Africa and Latin America are higher than other 
regions, albeit from a considerably lower base. Africa 
is emerging as an important source of Indian energy 
supplies and as a destination for Indian aid and proj-Afghan security guard stands watch as opium is destroyed outside Kabul
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ect exports—which partly explains India’s hosting of 
the first India-Africa summit this year. A third fea-
ture of India’s external economic power and interest 
profile is the degree of its diversification; roughly 50 
percent of trade (both exports and imports) is with 
countries other than its top 10 partners.

The implications of the above contours of India’s 
external economic power and interests for India’s 
international engagement more generally are as 
follows:

Given that no single region is overwhelmingly im-
portant to India’s external economy, and that nearly 
50 percent of its trade is with non–top 10 bilateral 
partners, India must pursue overlapping global, 
bilateral, and regional efforts to achieve its trade 
objectives. India will be active everywhere, from 
Latin America to Africa, because marginal gains 
matter when the absolute amounts of its trade are so 
low. (India’s total world exports in 2007 were only 
$100 billion, less than half the value of the U.S. trade 
deficit with China alone.)

The diversity and diffusion of countries and 
regions that contribute to its economic interests 
will complicate India’s ability to maintain coher-
ence in its external economic strategy. It will seek 
to shape the outcome of global trade talks on the 
one hand (not least because of the need to address 
domestic agricultural interests), while pursuing free 
trade–type agreements (for example, with the Gulf 
Cooperation Council [GCC] and the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations) and new multilateral 
arrangements (for example, India–Brazil–South 
Africa [IBSA]) on the other, to garner absolute 
and incremental trade gains as well as to leverage 
its negotiating power with competing partners. 
Bilateral deals will be especially important, and so 
will engaging the Indian diaspora, which is strongly 
present in five of the eight “nodal” countries that 
account for almost half of India’s trade.

Finally, nothing India can do economically vis-à-vis 
a foreign country or region matters more than what it 
must do at home to reform and develop its economy 
to attract the world. Moreover, the social and politi-
cal, not to mention economic, demands for poverty 
alleviation, equitable growth, and more employment 
mean that India’s external economic engagement 
and negotiations will reflect a carefully considered 
calibration of what is possible in domestic terms for an 
elected government to sustain and stay in power.

As with economics, India’s political and security 
interests and the power it has available to pursue 
them are diverse and diffuse across regions and 

countries. India’s main international diplomatic 
and security interests revolve around the following 
objectives:

n strategic autonomy, attained through a combina-
tion of multipolarity and national strength

n international acceptance of the status quo in 
Kashmir, or at least reduced pressure to change it

n wider and deeper access to defense and high-
tech imports

n de facto and de jure recognition as a nuclear 
weapons state

n a permanent seat on the United Nations (UN) 
Security Council

n a leading role in international and regional 
organizations.

Because of the limits of Indian power and the 
nature of the objectives themselves, pursuing them 
requires wide-ranging, overlapping, and often incon-
sistent engagement on diverse bilateral and multilat-
eral tracks. For example:

n The quest for strategic autonomy under condi-
tions of limited national capacity requires persistent 
efforts to broaden options by fostering multipolar 
relationships, from IBSA to the recently formed 
BRIC (Brazil-Russia-India-China) nexus.

Pakistani paramilitary soldiers protect supply route to U.S. and NATO troops in 
Afghanistan from militant attack

A
P 

Im
ag

es
  (

M
oh

am
m

ad
 S

aj
ja

d
)



236 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A S S E S S I N G  C O M P L E X  R E G I O N A L  T R E N D S

n Realizing the benefits of a far-flung Indian 
diaspora requires engagement with countries from 
North America through Australasia.

n Attaining a permanent UN Security Council 
seat mandates coordination with other countries 
also seeking reform of the council’s structure, such as 
Japan, Brazil, and Germany. Gaining other member-
ships, such as in the Asia-Pacific Economic Coopera-
tion (APEC), requires even wider outreach.

n Gaining support for policies regarding Kashmir 
and Pakistan requires cultivating interlocutors such 
as the United States, Russia, Japan, and key members 
of the EU and GCC.

India’s evolving power profile and interests also 
indicate a likely shift in its approach to multilateral 
institutions. It is noteworthy that, for the most part, 
India is either not a member or at most an observer 
in the multilateral groupings, such as the Group 
of Eight, that are most important to achieving its 
economic and political objectives, while it is a full or 
even founding member of organizations that are ei-
ther underfunctioning (such the South Asia Associa-
tion for Regional Cooperation and the Bay of Bengal 
Initiative for Multisectoral Technical and Economic 
Cooperation) or have outlived their usefulness 
and relevance (such as the Non-aligned Movement 
and G–77). While domestic political pressures will 
continue to require a certain level of commitment 
to groups symbolizing the solidarity of the global 
“South,” economic and security realities are increas-
ingly leading India to pursue its own version of ad 
hoc multilateralism. Such an approach is leading 
India to promote new multilateral arrangements in 
which it is a full member (such as IBSA and BRIC), 
to seek an increased role in others (for example, the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization and APEC), and 
to participate actively in the debates of those group-
ings such as the World Trade Organization that can 
provide (or deny) benefits to Indian interests.

Future Prospects for Indian Strategy
This complex picture of India’s power is unlikely 

to change in the next 4 to 8 years. By most indices 
and analyses, India will continue to increase its 
economic and politico-security profile incrementally 
and steadily, but certainly at a much faster pace than 
during the first half-century of independence. Only 
an unlikely major disruption such as war or domestic 
crisis is liable to interfere with this prognosis.

Therefore, the combination of weaknesses and 
strengths in India’s power and consequent interests 

suggests an international approach that will be char-
acterized by:

n An increasing emphasis on key bilateral rela-
tionships, in contrast to India’s traditional focus on 
region-wide and multilateral organizations. Apart 
from pursuing a concrete set of calculated interests, 
this approach is consistent with India’s own self-
image and ambitions as a major power. The specific 
countries to be engaged will vary according to the 
interest affected, but Russia will remain important 
for weapons and spare parts, China for trade, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates for oil, and the 
United States for everything.

n To the extent that it continues to follow regional 
approaches, India’s future focus is likely to remain on 
Asia and the Persian Gulf. The relative importance of 
the EU will ebb while Africa probably will continue 
to grow in importance.

n India will be active everywhere, using a mixed 
kit of diplomatic and economic tools, because the 
strengths and weaknesses of its power profile dictate 
a search for marginal and incremental gains at every 
opportunity. As a result, India cannot be “assigned” 
by other countries to a region where cooperation is 
to be pursued.

In essence, India will persist in a revised version of 
its post-independence policies that seek to make the 
best of its strengths and weaknesses by being active 
everywhere and through varying mechanisms. What 
is perhaps the most fundamental difference between 
now and the past is that India will go forward from 
a base of new strengths, including its attractive-
ness as an economic partner, as a cash-paying arms 
purchaser, as a high-demand energy consumer, and 
as a diplomatic partner whose decisions—whether 
on trade talks or climate change—will have increas-
ingly important implications for the international 
community. gsa
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Paradigm Shift: Dealing with  
Russia after 08/08/08

The Russian-Georgian war in August 2008 put 
an end to nearly two decades of Western attempts 
to design and build a new transatlantic security 
architecture with Russia as its easternmost pillar. 
Three successive U.S. administrations—those of 
George H.W. Bush, William J. Clinton, and George 
W. Bush—and their European Allies sought to 
integrate Russia into Western security and political 
structures as a partner that, with the passage of 
time and progress of internal reforms, would fully 
embrace Western values and interests. Russia’s inte-

Chapter 11
Russia/Eurasia

gration into the Group of 8 (G–8), special relation-
ship with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), and partnership with the European Union 
(EU) were supported and actively promoted by 
the United States based on the premise that Russia 
would transform and that, as a result, its values and 
interests would coincide with those of the United 
States. The war in Georgia put an end to that vision 
and signaled to the United States and its European 
Allies that modern-day Russia requires a new and 
different approach.

Then–Russian Federation President Vladimir Putin delivers remarks at 2007 Munich Security Conference
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A Promising Start
Russia’s integration into Western security and 

political structures, which was pursued by the United 
States and its Allies in tandem with the steady expan-
sion of their security sphere from its Cold War–era 
boundaries eastward, was part and parcel of an 
American policy guided by a vision of Europe whole, 
free, and at peace with itself and its neighbors. It 
was a vision of the continent without dividing lines, 
without spheres of influence, and without competing 
political-military blocs.

That Russia did not embrace this vision from 
the outset is well known. Moscow opposed the 
expansion of NATO as the centerpiece of the new 
European security framework, and it resented the 
European Union’s absorption of former Soviet 
satellites, motivated by the belief that the West was 
expanding its sphere of influence at Russia’s expense 
while Russia was weak. For a long time, however, 
the EU and NATO Allies viewed Russia’s intransi-
gence as a legacy of the Cold War that Russia would 
eventually shed as it regained domestic stability and 
prosperity and realized that its true interests would 
be best served by partnership with the West.

U.S. and European leaders were not ignoring Rus-
sia’s opposition to Western security policies. NATO 
and EU expansion projects moved along despite 
Russian complaints, because they were viewed then 
as the best way to put an end to the continent’s 

division while integrating Russia at the same time. 
Western Allies were under strong pressure from 
Moscow’s former satellites to open NATO and EU 
doors to them. The Allies had two options: to devise 
a wholly new security system for Europe to replace 
both NATO and the defunct Warsaw Pact, or to build 
on the foundation of the Cold War–era institutions 
and adapt them to the new times. Russia, limping 
from one economic or political crisis to the next 
and focused on its domestic problems, was in no 
position to play a constructive role in either of these 
two pursuits. The rest of Europe could not wait, and 
the Allies moved on, building the post–Cold War 
security structure on Cold War–era foundations, but 
reserving for Russia a seat at the table once it recov-
ered from its time of troubles.

An Unexpected Recovery
Russia’s domestic recovery has been followed by 

its gradual return to the international arena as a 
major actor, especially around its periphery, where 
Moscow has felt its interests were concentrated. 
What is noteworthy is that Russia’s recovery and 
return to prominence in the international arena 
were not accompanied by a shift in Russian attitudes 
toward the Western-designed and -built security 
architecture. More than a decade after NATO and the 
European Union embarked on the path of expansion 
in Central and Eastern Europe, Russian resentment 

Russian arms sales have been steadily increasing since 1998, but saw a decline in 2007 due to a sharp cut in purchases from China, the largest 
importer of Russian weapons. Sales have suffered other setbacks, such as the return of a MiG–29 delivery by Angola due to the poor quality of 
the aircraft and suspension of a tanker contract with China. Russia continues to be one of the top arms exporters in the world, ranking second 
after the United States and accounting for 25 percent of all arms exports during the period of 2003–2007. Recent figures show that Russia had 
a record year for sales in 2008, totaling $8.35 billion in arms exports.

Source: SIPRI online database on arms transfers, available at <www.sipri.org/contents/armstrad/at_db.html>.
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of their moves remained palpable. The notion that 
with domestic political stability and a measure of 
prosperity Russia would move closer to Western val-
ues and embrace the new, non–zero-sum approach 
to international relations stipulating that NATO and 
EU gains would be also Russia’s gain, was apparently 
mistaken.

Moreover, not only was Moscow resentful of 
NATO and, to a lesser degree, EU moves farther east 
and closer to Russia’s border, it felt aggrieved by the 
new European security system’s actions; the conflict 
in Kosovo and its settlement, both of which Russian 
authorities viewed as illegitimate, left a deep impres-
sion on their attitudes toward NATO and the EU. 
NATO’s military action in Serbia, they complained, 

was undertaken in spite of Russian objections, and 
Russia was too weak to intervene and stop it.

As Russia regained its strength, it took steps 
beyond mere protestations and complaints against 
NATO actions. Ukraine and Georgia, whose leaders 
have been among the most eager advocates of their 
countries’ membership in NATO, have seen their 
energy prices rise dramatically, and both experience 
occasional disruptions in their fuel deliveries from 
Russia. The three Baltic states, Latvia, Estonia, and 
Lithuania, formerly occupied by the Soviet Union 
and newly admitted into NATO and the EU, experi-
enced disruptions in fuel shipments from Russia and 
occasional trade sanctions as well. In 2007, Russia 
suspended its participation in the Conventional 
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Russia has continued to be the primary supplier of arms to Syria, Iran, India, and China, and has recently signed large arms 
agreements with Venezuela. While some customers have changed since the 1990s, India and China in particular remain the 
primary purchasers of Russian arms and equipment.

Source: SIPRI online database on arms transfers, available at <www.sipri.org/contents/armstrad/at_db.html>.
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Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty to protest NATO 
expansion, U.S. plans to deploy missile defense com-
ponents in Europe, and the NATO Allies’ decision 
to hold treaty ratification hostage to the withdrawal 
of Russia’s remaining troops from Georgia and 
Moldova.

Speaking in Munich at a major security conference 
in February 2007, then-President Vladimir Putin de-
livered a warning to the West that NATO’s course of 
expansion and disregard for Russian interests would 
lead it into a new Cold War with Russia. Georgia 
and Ukraine—NATO’s presumed next targets for 
expansion—in a sense represented a new frontier for 

NATO, which to date had not admitted a bona fide 
ex-Soviet state (the three Baltic states had never been 
formally ceded to the Soviet Union by the West). 
Georgia and Ukraine emerged as battleground states 
between the West and Russia, which has drawn a red 
line around them, insisting that NATO should stay 
out of Russia’s traditional sphere of influence and 
interests.

Russia has reemerged from a period of introspec-
tion and reconstitution forced upon it by the breakup 
of the Soviet Union and the ensuing economic and 
political calamities, but it has reemerged with a very 
different outlook on the world, its place in it, and the 

The size of the Russian armed forces has continued a steady decline from its Soviet 
heights with drastic reductions visible in active personnel and combat readiness. 
Russian armed forces suffer from a broad range of endemic problems ranging from 
a lack of housing for personnel to shortages in serviceable equipment and funding 
for upgrading aging arsenals with new technology. However, Russia’s plans remain 
ambitious, working to maintain a military with one million personnel while mod-
ernizing and reforming the component services.
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nature of relationships with key partners, than had 
been expected by both internal and external observ-
ers at the outset of the post-Soviet era. The interna-
tional system, in this world view, is organized around 
a series of major powers that balance their interests 
against each other and act as gravitational poles for a 
collection of smaller and lesser countries that follow 
them as satellites in orbit. Russia’s first foreign policy 
priority is to be recognized as a major, “system-
forming” power, responsible—along with the United 
States, Europe, China, and perhaps a handful of 
other regional actors—for maintaining the inter-
national system in a state of equilibrium, achieved 
by balancing among the major powers. The second 

priority, related to the first, is to secure an exclusive 
sphere of influence around Russia’s periphery, where 
Russian interests would not be challenged by other 
major powers. This notion had gradually emerged in 
Russian foreign policy discussions over the course 
of several years, but was most clearly articulated 
by President Dmitry Medvedev following the 2008 
Georgian war as a sphere of Russia’s “privileged” 
interests, not to be tampered with by outsiders.

Notwithstanding the formal pretext for the war 
in Georgia, it would be difficult to mistake Russian 
military action in Georgia for anything other than a 
clear message to Georgia and arguably to Ukraine, 
as well as to Moscow’s Western interlocutors, that 
its red lines should be respected, that its warnings 
are to be taken seriously, and that it is no longer to 
be treated as a transitional entity without a clear 
sense of its own place in the international system. It 
was, furthermore, an indication from Moscow that 
it had not embraced the “non–zero-sum, win-win” 
approach to European security that the architects of 
NATO and EU enlargement had banked on, and that 
Russia has always viewed as an opportunistic expan-
sion of the Western sphere of interests at the expense 
of its own. Having reemerged from its domestic 
troubles, Russia was signaling that it would not be 
a joiner in a Western-designed European security 
system, but would instead insist on having a hand in 
shaping one.

Different Values, Different Interests
At the center of disagreements between Russia on 

the one hand and the United States and Europe on 
the other is the question of values and their role in 
international relations. Values, particularly demo-
cratic values, occupy a prominent place on U.S. 
and European foreign policy agendas. In those—
not infrequent—instances when tensions develop 
between them, finding a compromise is rarely an 
easy task. The search for balance between values and 
interests has proven to be one of the most enduring 
challenges for makers of U.S. foreign policy from the 
earliest days of the republic.

In post-Soviet Russia, the tradeoff between values 
and interests has been settled—at least for the fore-
seeable future—unequivocally in favor of interests. 
According to leading Russian policymakers, interests 
should play by far the dominant role in foreign 
policy formulation, and relations between countries 
should be based on the balance of their interests. 
Speaking in Berlin in June 2008, President Medve-
dev proposed to European leaders to develop a new 
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Russia has recently switched to a 3-year budget framework and has made 
considerable changes to the presentation of budgetary data, much of which 
has become classified again. However, projections suggest that defense expen-
diture will continue to increase in the near future as military spending has 
become a priority for the Russian government.

*Estimated numbers, based on an average exchange rate of 1USD:34Rbl and expen-
diture estimates
Source: International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2007–2009 
editions.

Russian Defense-Related Security Expenditure  
(2007–2011 Projected)
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security architecture for Europe based on “naked” 
national interests.

Having suffered great setbacks at the end of the 
Cold War and retreated from vast territories in Eu-
rope and Asia, Russian policymakers tend to view se-
curity and interests in tangible, material terms rather 
than ideas and values. The fact that the ideas and 
values that the United States and Europe would like 
Russia to embrace are a product of foreign political 
cultures is a particular concern for these policymak-
ers. Moscow views the prospect of NATO expansion 
into Georgia and Ukraine as a double challenge: 
it represents the projection of foreign values into 
Russia’s declared “privileged” sphere of interests, and 
it denies Russia a measure of physical security and 
control over key elements of the infrastructure that it 
relies on for access to European markets for oil and 
gas deliveries.

For the West, NATO expansion to Ukraine and 
Georgia represents one of the few remaining steps 
toward a Europe that is whole, free, and at peace. 
For Russia, the specter of Ukrainian and Georgian 
membership in the Alliance is the point of no sur-
render, beyond which a retreat will spell the end to 
Russian greatness as a European power. Principle 
and geography have thus come together to define a 
major challenge to Europe’s security and stability in 
the years to come.

But the gap between Russia and the West in 
general, and the United States in particular, goes 
beyond values to include the considerable differ-
ences between U.S. and Russian perceptions of their 
respective interests.

For many Americans, the dividing line between 
democratic values and interests is virtually imper-
ceptible. For many Russians, their treasured stability 
and present degree of prosperity are associated with 
a particular political regime—that of Putin—and 
its pronounced turn in a rather more authoritarian 
direction than was seen during the previous decade. 
This view is not only embraced by the elite, but is 
also endorsed by many of the rising middle class, 
who see in it the restoration of social stability and the 
prospect of increased prosperity. For most Russians, 
the authoritarian turn of the government and the 
reduction in space for independent social and politi-
cal action has not yet encroached upon the expanded 
sphere of personal freedoms that the new middle 
class has come to enjoy. The rising power of the 
state has been brought to bear disproportionately on 
relatively small segments of the general population, 
such as opposition political activists, some religious 
minorities, and so on. Most Russians, at present, fear 
the consequences of political instability as a much 
greater threat to their economic prospects than 
the current course charted by Vladimir Putin and 

President Obama meets with Russian President Medvedev at Winfield House in London, April 2009
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Ukraine

Political and civil development1

Year 2000 2008

Political Rights (10–1) 4 3*

Civil Liberties (10–1) 4 2*

Status Partially Free Free

*Lower score indicates improvement.

corruption Perception Index2

Year 2000 2008

Corruption Perceptions Score (1–10) 1.5 2.5

Comment: Ukraine continues to progress as a democracy.

Human development Index3

Year 2000 2008

Human Development Index Value (0–1) 0.748 0.788

Country Human Development Index Rank 80 76

Comment: There has been consistent improvement in the quality of living.

ukranian Military reform4

Year 2000 2007

Defense Budget ($B) 0.441 1.81  (IISS)

Defense Budget as % of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 1.4 1.28  (IISS/EIU Numbers)

Active Duty Personnel 303,800 129,925

Comment: Ukraine is investing in military reform and the establishment of a more streamlined force.

ukrainian Economic Growth5

Year 2000 2007

GDP (current US $B) 31.30 141.20

GDP per head (US $B at PPP) 111.60 7,008

Unemployment Average (%) 5.70 2.30

Current Account Balance (US $M) 600 -5,918

External Debt (US $M) 12,200 69,038

Foreign Exchange Reserves Excluding Gold (US $M) 1,200 31,784

Comment: The real economy continues to expand as unemployment declines.

demographics6

Year 2000 2007

Population (m) 49.18 46.38

Population  Growth (%) -1 -0.9

Comment: The country still faces demographic challenges as the population continues a slow decline.

1 Freedom House, Freedom in the World, 2008 Edition, available at <http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=363&year=2008>.
2 Transparency International, Corruption Perceptions Index, available at <http://www.transparency.org/policy_research/>.surveys_indices/cpi.
3 UNDP, Human Development Report 2007/2008, 2007 Edition, available at <http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/global/hdr2007-2008/>.
4 International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance, 2001 and 2008 editions.
5 Economist Intelligence Unit, Country Report: Ukraine (October 2000, September 2008).
6 World Bank, Development Data and Statistics, available at  
<http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/DATASTATISTICS/0,,menuPK:232599~pagePK:64133170~piPK:64133498~theSitePK:239419,00.html>.
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continued by Dmitry Medvedev, and they believe 
that renewed efforts at democratization are more 
likely to resemble the chaos of the 1990s rather than 
to lead to even greater prosperity and liberty.

As a result, even if the Russian political system were 
to be rapidly and painlessly democratized, the world 
might not see much change in actual policies. The 
Russian elites, and by extension the growing middle 
class that is employed by these elites and has benefited 
from their prosperity, envision that Russia’s economic 
prosperity over the next decade (and by extension its 
resurgence as a major power) is tied to several factors. 
First is the continued role of the state as the main 
driver of reforms and as a major player in the eco-
nomic life of the country. Second is the reemergence 
of Russia as the “transit chain” for Eurasia, beginning 
with the transmission of energy resources but growing 
to encompass other industries such as metallurgy and 
manufacturing. The vision is for Russia ultimately to 
become the financial and economic center of a group 
of countries that stretches from the eastern European 
members of the EU to China and the northern Middle 
East, not unlike the sphere of influence the Russian 
empire had 150 years ago. Third, Russia must work to 
rejuvenate a number of industrial sectors, including 
the nuclear power and defense industries, not only on 
the basis of rents from Russia’s energy sector, but also 
from increased arms and military technology sales 
around the world. Finally, Russia must make use of 
its economic resources to acquire Western companies 
that, ideally, can both further assist in the transforma-
tion of the Russian economy and extend Russian influ-
ence in the global economy.

At present, such goals conflict with U.S. prefer-
ences, which are to have multiple energy suppliers 
and multiple routes that bypass Russia and send 
Eurasian energy to the West; isolate “rogue states” 
and deny them access to advanced technologies and 
weapons; and encourage the reorientation of former 

Soviet republics away from economic and politi-
cal dependence on Russia toward the Euro-Atlantic 
community.

Russian Recovery: A Bumpy Ride
Russia’s reemergence as a major actor in the 

international arena has not occurred as originally 
hoped for and planned by its partners in the West. 
Its economic performance has impressed many, as 
its economy grew at spectacular rates for nearly a 
decade, and the painful memories of the nadir it 
reached in the late 1990s receded. A closer look at 
Russian economic performance, both its drivers and 
constraints, however, reveals many clouds on the 
country’s economic horizons, and suggests that it will 
take difficult decisions, skill, and luck for Russia to 
consolidate its recovery, navigate through the current 
economic turbulence, and securely launch itself on 
the path of sustainable development.

Russian gross domestic product (GDP) has gone 
from almost $300 billion in 1998 to approximately 
$1.7 trillion in 2008. GDP per capita has grown from 
approximately $6,000 in 1998 to nearly $16,000 in 
2008. Prior to the onset of the global financial crisis, 
Russia had the third largest currency reserves in the 
world (after Japan and China), over $500 billion. 
Its reserves are currently estimated at nearly $400 
billion, after the Russian government has spent over 
$200 billion supporting the ruble.

The global financial crisis has hit Russia hard. The 
Russian economy is expected to contract by 2 percent 
in 2009, after growing at nearly 6 percent in 2008. 
Russia’s stock market has lost nearly three-quarters 
of its value since its high of May 2008. Although the 
country appears far better equipped to handle global 
financial turbulence now than it was a decade ago at 
the time of the Asian financial crisis, the shock of the 
economic downturn, after years of what appeared to 
be open-ended growth, is severe.

Russia’s Demographic Decline

 Population
Life Expectancy at Birth

for total Population (Male/Female)
Birth rate death rate

Russia 140,702,096 65.94 (59.19/73.1) 11.03/1,000 16.06/1,000

Brazil 196,342,592 71.71 (68.15/75.45) 18.72/1,000 6.35/1,000

India 1,147,995,904 69.25 (66.87/71.9) 22.22/1,000 6.4/1,000

China 1,330,044,544 73.18 (71.37/75.18) 13.71/1,000 7.03/1,000

Source: Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook, available at <https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/>.
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The outlook for Russia remains clouded by a 
combination of challenges for which there is no near-
term cure. Russia suffers from a host of structural 
weaknesses that will severely constrain its ability 
to act in accordance with its aspirations as a great 
power. The Russian population, currently at about 
141 million, is declining and projected to fall to 128 
million by 2025. It is experiencing a demographic 
“catastrophe” that no other industrialized nation 
has experienced in peacetime. Its infrastructure 
needs vast investments, estimated to be as high as 
$1 trillion. Its industrial base has been starved of 
investment for decades, and its defense industries 
have suffered the same fate. The demographic crisis 
has resulted in domestic labor shortages and limited 
the supply of recruits for the military, which relies 
mostly on conscripts to fill its ranks. The cash cow of 
the Russian economy, its oil and gas industry, is hav-
ing to deal with declining production from fields de-
veloped long ago. New fields will take a long time to 
develop and will be expensive. The Russian economy, 
no longer merely relying on oil and gas revenues, 
has become “addicted” to oil—a phenomenon that is 
distorting many other sectors of the economy. Sus-
taining this habit will be costly; withdrawing from it, 
painful. The economic crisis and its adverse effect on 
Russian finances undercut the ability of the Russian 
government to undertake the ambitious programs it 
had sketched out earlier in this decade to address the 
structural problems of the Russian economy.

One of those programs is the long-anticipated 
plan for an ambitious military reform, including 
major modernization of the country’s armed forces. 
The Russian military has made a visible comeback by 
comparison with the previous decade. For most of 
the current decade, defense spending has been rising, 
training has improved, and the military has under-
taken a number of high-profile missions—long-range 
bomber flights, naval deployments, and maneuvers—
designed to demonstrate to the world that Russia 
still matters as a military power. The war in Georgia 
was the most dramatic reminder to Europe and the 
United States not to write off Russia militarily.

A more robust Russian military posture, manifest-
ed in the Georgian campaign and military exercises, 
reflects both the increased attention of the political 
leadership to the nation’s military capabilities and 
improvements in the actual capabilities. The military 
reform program announced by President Medvedev 
in 2008 and reiterated subsequently in 2009, entails 
an ambitious new military reform program intended 
to reduce the size of the military bureaucracy, re-
structure and reduce the size of the armed forces, and 
modernize their hardware, all with the aim of making 
the Russian military a more potent fighting force. 
Medvedev’s proposed reform targets the longstand-
ing and most difficult challenges facing the Russian 
military. Many attempts have been made before to 
tackle them; few have been successful, due to power-
ful institutional resistance in the military and lack of 
resources. The economic crisis adds to this long list of 
major obstacles facing Russian military reformers.

The future of Medvedev’s reforms is therefore in 
doubt. Nonetheless, as the Georgian campaign has 
demonstrated, even with its current resources, the 
Russian military by virtue of its size is the preemi-
nent force in its neighborhood—something that the 
United States and its Allies will have to take into 
account as they contemplate how to sustain their 
engagement with Russia and its neighbors.

Russian domestic politics has regained a measure 
of stability on Putin’s watch that would have been 
hard to imagine only a few years earlier. Putin and 
Medvedev have been popular among their citizens, 
the opposition has been marginalized, and few Rus-
sians seemed to object to the Kremlin’s imposition of 
its own brand of democratic rule described alterna-
tively as “managed” or “sovereign.”

However, the economic crisis is likely to take its 
toll on Russian domestic politics as well. The appar-
ent social contract between the Putin-Medvedev 
government and the Russian people—constraints 

Oleh Dubyna, head of Ukrainian state energy firm Naftogaz, points to 
map indicating that if Naftogaz fulfills all demands from the Russian side, 
several Ukrainian regions will be left without gas supplies, January 2009

A
P 

Im
ag

es
  (

Ju
lia

 K
el

ln
er

)



247GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

russia/Eurasia

on political freedoms in exchange for stability and 
prosperity—is threatened by the economic crisis as 
well. Despite the leadership’s assurances that Russia 
was immune to global economic turbulence, Russian 
citizens have experienced the country’s difficulties 
first-hand—falling currency, rising prices, and un-
employment. The government’s efforts to support the 
falling ruble and the vast sums of money it has spent 
on that task suggest that it is extremely sensitive to 
the social and political consequences of the country’s 
economic difficulties. The Russian government’s 
worries about the impact of the crisis on domestic 
stability are grounded in Russian realities.

Russian domestic politics is not the picture of 
tranquility that Putin’s and Medvedev’s strong ap-
proval ratings might lead one to believe. Russia in the 
early 21st century is not the Soviet Union of the late 
20th century. Millions of Russians have now travelled 
abroad. They have largely unimpeded access to the 
Internet; they are free to read Western literature and 
news reports about developments in Russia and else-
where in the world. They enjoy a significant measure 
of freedom to express themselves, as indicated by the 
lively Russian-language blogosphere. Public opinion 
data describe a population that is alienated from the 
ruling elite but that has accepted certain restrictions 
on personal freedoms in exchange for the stability 
and economic security of the new era, which stands 
in stark contrast with the despair and turmoil of the 
previous decade. It is, however, a population that, ab-
sent the promise of further economic growth, could 
prove difficult for the ruling elite to control.

Challenges Abroad
As if these domestic problems were not enough, 

Russia is facing major new challenges in the interna-
tional arena. It is surrounded by weak states in Central 
Asia and the South Caucasus that in turn border on 
the world’s most turbulent area—the greater Middle 
East. Should one or more states on Russia’s doorstep 
stumble, others could fall like dominoes along and 
across its southern frontier. This would not be a new 
phenomenon for Russia, which saw its security threat-
ened during the previous decade when the Taliban 
declared their plans for an Islamic caliphate in Central 
Asia. Few Russian policymakers are likely to have 
illusions about their ability to control Russia’s borders, 
something that the Russian security services were un-
able to do during the 1990s, when the war in Chech-
nya became a rallying cause for foreign volunteers ea-
ger to support their Chechen Muslim brethren in their 
struggle for independence from Russian occupiers.

The recent war in Georgia has not made Russia 
more popular in its immediate neighborhood. Sup-
port for Russia has been lukewarm at best among its 
closest neighbors, all of whom had to one degree or 
another been looking to build and expand ties with 
NATO and the EU, and all of whom have been taught 
the lesson of not sticking their necks too far out for 
fear of Russian punishment. All of Russia’s neighbors 
are bound to proceed from this point with great cau-
tion in forging ties with NATO or the EU, but none 
is likely to abandon these efforts. Moreover, the EU’s 
lead role in the settlement of the Georgian war is 
drawing the organization into a region in which, until 
recently, it had been reluctant to involve itself. Despite 
Moscow’s insistence on an exclusive sphere of influ-
ence around its periphery, its neighborhood has long 
been open to new partners besides NATO and the 
EU, most notably Turkey in the Caucasus and China 
in Central Asia. It appears highly improbable that in 
the aftermath of the Georgian war, this trend will be 
reversed and Russia’s neighborhood will revert to its 
exclusive sphere of influence. To the contrary: Russia’s 
neighbors are more likely now to hedge against its 
attempts to reassert itself at their expense by pursuing 
quiet, cautious engagement with other powers.

What Next?
Triumphant in the aftermath of its victory over 

Georgia, Russia is confronting a combination of chal-
lenges at home and abroad that suggests that despite 

Russian armored vehicles moving toward the border with North Ossetia, 
70 km (43 miles) north of Tskhinvali, South Ossetia, August 2008
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its assertiveness and insistence on revising some key 
aspects of the post–Cold War order in Europe, Rus-
sia is hardly in a position to disrupt the international 
system. Considering the multitude and nature of 
the challenges facing Russia, common sense would 
suggest that it has a compelling interest in preserving 
and strengthening that system.

Russia wants to be recognized as a major power 
with its own sphere of influence, but it is unable to 
secure that position and stand up to other major 
powers. Russia wants to challenge U.S. dominance 
in international affairs, but it has a stake in a special 
relationship with the United States because of the 
special, unique status that relationship confers on 
Russia. Russia needs foreign investment and know-
how, but it does not want outside interference in its 
internal affairs and wants to limit foreign investors’ 
access to key sectors of its economy. In sum, Russia 
wants a bigger stake in the international system, but 
is not prepared to pay the full price for it.

Russia is also a country that, despite all the diffi-
culties associated with forging a productive relation-
ship with it, will remain very important to the United 
States as either a partner or an adversary. The task 
of managing this relationship will remain one of the 
leading concerns of U.S. policymakers for a long time 
to come.

Enduring Aims
The United States and its Allies will remain com-

mitted to the same four essential objectives with 
respect to Russia as before the Georgian war:

n the security of Russia’s nuclear arsenal and sup-
port for global nonproliferation efforts

n a secure and stable Europe, with regional con-
flicts resolved through negotiations

n a secure and sustainable energy flow from Rus-
sia to international markets

n the independence and sovereignty of Russia’s 
neighbors.

This is not an exhaustive list of Western interests 
in Russia, but merely a list of the essential ones. 
Some of these interests, such as the flow of energy 
from Russia to world markets, parallel Russia’s own 
interests. Others, such as the independence and 
sovereignty of Russia’s neighbors, will be areas of 
tensions and competition.

Different Means
To achieve their objectives, the United States 

and its Allies will need to devise a new approach to 
Russia and its neighbors. It will require coordina-
tion, patience, and communication on the part of 
6 Continued on p. 251

Russian atomic agency chief and head of Iran’s Atomic Energy Organization at joint press conference at Iran’s 
Bushehr nuclear powerplant as officials began test-run of Iran’s first nuclear plant, February 2009
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Russia and Arms Control1

As U.S.-Russian relations evolve from an unfulfilled 
partnership toward an association based on balance 
of interests and power, arms control has regained a 
measure of importance by comparison with the previ-
ous decade, when it was considered largely a relic of 
the Cold War. Both the United States and Russia still 
maintain nuclear arsenals that can be justified only in 
the Cold War terms of mutually assured destruction. 
Arms control agreements and their attendant verifica-
tion regimes provide a measure of transparency and 
predictability to both sides’ nuclear postures that oth-
erwise would be difficult to achieve. Russian interest in 
arms control can be explained by an overall preference 
for traditional diplomacy and concerns about the 
unconstrained nature of U.S. defensive and offensive 
strategic programs and the long-term impact of these 
programs on the U.S.-Russian strategic balance. A re-
turn to a more traditional, formal arms control agenda 
could serve U.S. interests as well. It would contribute 
to a stronger overall global nonproliferation regime as 
a sign of U.S. and Russian adherence to their Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty commitments to reduce their 
arsenals and would provide the United States with ad-
ditional leverage to press Moscow for greater coopera-
tion on issues that are more important to Washington, 
such as Iran’s nuclear program or Russian theater 
nuclear forces.

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty
The United States and Soviet Union signed the first 

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) on July 31, 
1991. START officially entered into force on December 
5, 1994, limiting long-range nuclear forces—land-
based intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), and 
heavy bombers—in the United States and the newly 
independent states of the former Soviet Union. Each 
side can deploy up to 6,000 attributed warheads on 
1,600 ballistic missiles and bombers. (Some weapons 
carried on bombers do not count against the treaty’s 
limits, so each side could deploy 8,000 or 9,000 actual 
weapons.) Each side can deploy up to 4,900 warheads 
on ICBMs and SLBMs. START also limits each side 
to 1,540 warheads on “heavy” ICBMs, a 50 percent 
reduction in the number of warheads deployed on the 
SS–18 ICBMs in the former Soviet republics.

START contains a complex verification regime. 
Both sides collect most of the information needed 
to verify compliance with their own satellites and 

remote sensing equipment—the National Technical 
Means of Verification. But the parties also use data 
exchanges, notifications, and on-site inspections to 
gather information about forces and activities limited 
by the treaty. The United States and Russia completed 
the reductions in their forces by the designated date of 
December 5, 2001.

START expires in December 2009. The United States 
and Russia have held discussions about the treaty’s fu-
ture, but the two sides have sharply different views on 
what that future should look like. Neither side wishes 
to continue the treaty as is and there are a number of 
potential stumbling blocks for agreement. Differences 
are likely to emerge on the establishment of new rules 
for counting deployed nuclear weapons, stockpiles, 
and means of delivery. Other issues could include 
any further reductions in the number of deployed 
warheads, the regulation of multiple warhead mis-
siles (MIRV), development and testing of new nuclear 
weapons, and means of delivery. If no agreement can 
be reached within the year, it is likely the two sides will 
seek an extension of the existing treaty but only under 
the condition and expectation that it will be replaced 
by 2010.

Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces Treaty
The United States and the Soviet Union signed 

the Treaty on Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF 
Treaty) on December 8, 1987. The United States and 
Soviet Union agreed to destroy all intermediate- and 
shorter range nuclear-armed ballistic missiles and 
ground-launched cruise missiles, which are those mis-
siles with a range between 300 and 3,400 miles. The 
launchers associated with the controlled missiles were 
also to be destroyed. The signatories agreed that the 
warheads and guidance systems of the missiles need 
not be destroyed; they could be used or reconfigured 
for other systems not controlled by the treaty. The So-
viets agreed to destroy approximately 1,750 missiles, 
and the United States agreed to destroy 846 missiles, 
establishing a principle that asymmetrical reductions 
were acceptable in order to achieve a goal of greater 
stability. The parties had eliminated all their weapons 
by May 1991.

The INF Treaty returned to the news in 2007. Russia, 
partly in response to U.S. plans to deploy a missile 
defense radar in the Czech Republic and interceptor 
missiles in Poland, has stated that it might withdraw 
from the INF Treaty. Some Russian officials have 
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claimed this would allow Russia to deploy missiles 
with the range needed to threaten the missile defense 
system, in case it were capable of threatening Russia’s 
strategic nuclear forces. Analysts outside Russia have 
also noted that the Russians might be responding to 
concerns about the growing capabilities of China’s mis-
siles or those of other countries surrounding Russia. 

Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty
The United States and Russia signed the Strategic 

Offensive Reductions Treaty, or Moscow Treaty, on 
May 24, 2002. The treaty entered into force on June 
1, 2003, and is due to remain in force until December 
31, 2012, after which it could be extended or replaced 
by another agreement. In theory, the parties might be 
able to increase their warheads above the 2,200 limit 
as soon as the treaty expires. The treaty also states that 
either party may withdraw on 3 months’ notice. This 
provision differs from the withdrawal clause in previous 
treaties, which required 6 months’ notice and a state-
ment of “extraordinary events” that led to the nation’s 
withdrawal.

Article I contains the only limit in the treaty, stating 
that the United States and Russia will reduce their 
“strategic nuclear warheads” to between 1,700 and 
2,200 by December 31, 2012. The text does not define 
“strategic nuclear warheads” and, therefore, does not 
indicate whether the parties will count only those war-
heads that are “operationally deployed,” all warheads 
that would count under the START counting rules, or 
some other quantity of nuclear warheads.

It does not contain any monitoring or verification 
provisions, and there are no restrictions on nonstra-
tegic nuclear weapons. During hearings before the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 2002, Secretary 
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and Secretary of State 
Colin Powell agreed that the disposition of nonstrategic 
nuclear weapons should be on the agenda for future 
meetings between the United States and Russia, al-
though neither supported a formal arms control regime 
to limit or contain these weapons.

Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty
In late 1990, 22 members of the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Warsaw Pact 
signed the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) 
Treaty, agreeing to limit NATO and Warsaw Pact non-
nuclear forces in an area from the Atlantic Ocean to the 
Ural Mountains. The participants signed the so-called 
Tashkent Agreement in May 1992, allocating respon-
sibility for the Soviet Union’s treaty-limited items of 
equipment (TLEs) among Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, Moldova, Russia, Ukraine, and Georgia. 
It also established equipment ceilings for each nation 
and the implied responsibility for the destruction/
transfer of equipment necessary to meet these national 
ceilings.

The CFE parties negotiated a Flank Agreement in 
early 1996. This agreement removed several Russian 
(and one Ukrainian) administrative districts from the 
old “flank zone,” thus permitting existing flank equip-
ment ceilings to apply to a smaller area. CFE placed 
alliance-wide, regional (zonal), and national ceilings on 
specific major items of military equipment. It sought 
to promote stability not only by reducing armaments, 
but also by reducing the possibility of surprise attack 
by preventing large concentrations of forces. The CFE 
Treaty also provides for detailed data exchanges on 
equipment, force structure, and training maneuvers; 
specific procedures for the destruction or redistribution 
of excess equipment; and verification of compliance 
through on-site inspections. Its implementation has 
resulted in an unprecedented reduction of conven-
tional arms in Europe, with over 50,000 TLEs removed 
or destroyed; almost all agree it has achieved most of 
its initial objectives.

On April 26, 2007, in his last state of the union 
speech, President Putin announced a “moratorium” 
on Russian CFE compliance, pointing to, among other 
things, the fact that the NATO nations had not rati-
fied the treaty as adapted. A Russian request to the 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
for a special conference of CFE signatories in June was 
granted. The conference failed to resolve any of the 
outstanding issues, and the state parties were unable 
to find sufficient common ground to issue a final joint 
statement.

N O T E

1  This text is based on Amy F. Woolf, Arms Control and 

Nonproliferation: A Catalog of Treaties and Agreements, Congres-

sional Research Service Report for Congress (Washington, DC: 

Congressional Research Service, April 9, 2008).
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both the United States and Europe. It will require a 
much keener sense of priorities with respect to U.S. 
objectives vis-à-vis Russia than what was implicit 
in the old, non–zero-sum-game approach, whereby 
U.S. interests were presumed to be the same and 
of equal urgency as Russia’s and therefore did not 
require tradeoffs by the United States. In the future, 
the United States may have to choose between Rus-
sian support for U.S. nonproliferation objectives and 
NATO membership for some of Russia’s neighbors.

Coordinating actions between the two sides of the 
Atlantic and among the Group of 7 partners will be 
essential, considering the asymmetrical but uniquely 
important relationships the United States and Europe 
have with Russia. The United States and Russia have 
the special relationship that is rooted in the Cold 
War and the legacy of their nuclear competition. 
Europe and Russia have geographic proximity, trade, 
and human ties that bind them together. Together, 
Europe and the United States are in a unique posi-
tion to influence Moscow. Their failure to agree on a 
common vision and set their priorities accordingly 
could be fatal to the entire enterprise of developing a 
new approach to Russia.

The Allies should tackle the challenge of a new 
Russia policy with alacrity, but with patience that 
does not count on quick results. Considering the 
breadth, depth, and longevity of popular support 
for the Kremlin’s policies, elite, middle class, and 
rank-and-file attitudes will not change quickly. The 
United States and its Allies should allow themselves 
ample time to demonstrate to Russia the benefits of 
cooperation, as well as the costs of competition.

Communication will be essential, for the Allies 
will need to reach their critical target audience—the 
Russian people. Western dialogue with Russia should 
make clear that the goal of the United States and 
Europe is not to isolate Russia, but rather to encour-
age its greater openness to Western contacts and 
cooperation.

To that end, the Allies should weigh carefully any 
steps they might be tempted to take as retribution for 
Russia’s war in Georgia. For example, does it make 
sense to hold up Russian membership in the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) if membership carries 
with it the possibility of greater Russian openness to 
international pressures, and a greater Western ability 
to influence Russia through WTO institutional ar-
rangements?

By contrast, the G–8 could be an appropriate 
venue for letting Russia know that its actions in 

Georgia are not without consequences. The group 
lacks formal institutional structure and responsibili-
ties, but has an established parallel format, the G–7, 
that allows the United States and its key Allies to 
address major issues of the day without Russia.

Which Way NATO after the War in Georgia?
The assumption that Russia will accept—eventual-

ly—NATO enlargement and see it as beneficial to its 
interests has proven unrealistic, at least for the fore-
seeable future. The notion that NATO enlargement 
has been accompanied by its transformation into a 
‘new’ organization, different from its Cold War-era 
predecessor, has faded in the wake of the Georgian 
war, threatening Russian statements aimed at Poland 
and the Czech Republic, and the cyber attack on 
Estonia in 2007. NATO’s Article V guarantee, always 
viewed as the cornerstone of the Alliance, had none-
theless lost some of its saliency when the Cold War 
ended, and a new confrontation in the heart of Eu-
rope seemed unthinkable. Renewed concerns about 
Russia and its direction have once again underscored 
the importance of ‘old’ NATO with its Article V 
guarantee, especially to NATO’s newest members, 
who continue to treat the Article V guarantee no less 
seriously than they did during the Cold War.

Moreover, the Georgian war has demonstrated 
that extending NATO membership, or holding out 
the possibility thereof, to countries that the Alliance 
is not fully committed to defend makes them poten-
tially more vulnerable to Russian pressures. NATO’s 
Bucharest promise to eventually admit Georgia 
arguably left that country more vulnerable to Russian 
actions than if the Allies had said nothing about its 
membership prospects.

With Georgian and Ukrainian NATO prospects on 
hold, the United States and its European allies need 
to develop a new formula for integrating these two 
countries, whose Euro-Atlantic aspirations are not in 
doubt, into European political and security archi-
tecture. The approach adopted by the United States 
and Europe after the Cold War—NATO membership 
first, EU second—has worked well elsewhere in East-
ern Europe, but is unlikely to work in Ukraine and 
Georgia. Many European allies of the United States 
are opposed to Ukrainian and Georgian membership 
in NATO, even if some of NATO’s newest members 
are strongly in favor of it. The debate surrounding 
this issue promises to be deeply divisive for the alli-
ance and—ultimately—probably inconclusive, and is 
therefore likely to do more harm than good.

5 Continued from p. 248

6 Continued on p. 253
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In recent years, the Russian government has empha-
sized the urgency of socioeconomic development in 
the Russian Far East, a region mired in economic and 
social stagnation. The Russian Far East (or the Far 
Eastern Federal District) has always lagged behind 
European Russia economically. Russia has long felt 
strategically vulnerable in the region due to its remote-
ness from the center of Russian power in Europe and 
its proximity to rival powers China and Japan. Today, 
the region is facing yet another threat: a demographic 
decline of unprecedented proportions. The region’s 
population has declined by almost 15 percent since 
1989 and is projected to continue falling over the 
next decade, giving China’s ponderous proximity and 
vibrant economic growth a highly sinister aspect in 
the eyes of many Russians. The Russian government 
has stated on numerous occasions its commitment to 
reverse the situation in the region, though its chances 
of accomplishing that task appear in doubt.

At the heart of the Kremlin’s vision for the Russian 
Far East is a plan for a massive development project 
known as the Far Eastern energy complex, which 
will include pipelines, regional gasification efforts, 
electrical grids, rail lines, and even tunnels to Sakhalin 
Island’s oil and gas fields. The government has also 
drawn up a blueprint for a socioeconomic development 
plan, wherein it would invest as much as $300 billion 
in the infrastructure of the region. The accomplish-
ment of such a plan would definitively mark Russia’s 
strategic reemergence in northeast Asia after almost 
two decades of marginalization.

The centerpiece for the energy complex is the 
East Siberian–Pacific Ocean (ESPO) oil pipeline. The 
pipeline is under construction and will travel roughly 
3,000 miles from the town of Taishet in an oil-produc-
ing region northwest of Lake Baikal to a terminus on 
Kozmino Bay, near Vladivostok on the Pacific Ocean. 
The cost for the first stage of the pipeline is expected 
to exceed $12 billion. The second stage would likely 
cost more than $15 billion. The primary partners in the 
project are Transneft, a state-owned pipeline monop-
oly, which would be responsible for constructing the 
pipeline, and Rosneft, a state-controlled oil company.

The ESPO pipeline captured the attention of many 
observers beginning in 2002, as the Chinese and 
Japanese governments became engaged in a diplo-
matic tug-of-war over the route of the still-uncompleted 
pipeline. The Chinese government thought that it 

had reached an agreement for the construction of 
a pipeline to the refining center of Daqing in north-
eastern China in 2002. But the Japanese government 
intervened at the eleventh hour and put forth an 
attractive proposal for a Pacific-bound pipeline, which 
the Russian government tentatively agreed to in 2004. 
As of 2008, however, there is still no firm commitment 
from the Kremlin as to which branch will have priority, 
though it appears that the pipeline eventually will go to 
both places.

As part of a national energy strategy published in 
early 2006, the Kremlin announced that it plans to 
increase gas and oil exports to the Asia-Pacific region 
from their current level of 3 percent of total Russian 
energy exports to 30 percent. The ESPO pipeline 
would be expected to export 80 million metric tons of 
oil annually by the year 2020 (or roughly 1.6 million 
barrels of oil per day). As of the end of 2006, however, 
East Siberian fields were producing only 1 million tons 
per year. Thus, the commercial viability of the project 
is still in doubt, unless new discoveries are made in 
Eastern Siberia.

Nevertheless, the Russian leadership sees the issue 
of Russian Far Eastern economic development in terms 
of national security; therefore, economic viability is 
not an overriding factor. In a speech several years ago, 
Vladimir Putin warned that if the economic and social 
conditions in the Russian Far East were not improved, 
residents of the region would be speaking Chinese, 
Japanese, or Korean in future generations. Later, he 
warned that the crumbling socioeconomic situation in 
the region was a “threat to national security.” Ironically, 
in order to complete these massive Far Eastern develop-
ment projects, the Russian government will probably 
need to import—at least temporarily—foreign labor.

Aside from the ESPO pipeline’s commercial feasibil-
ity, and doubts surrounding the overall viability of 
the ambitious $300-billion government-sponsored 
development project in the Far East, there is the 
larger question of whether Moscow’s plans for the Far 
East are likely to restore Russia’s position as a major 
power in northeast Asia or to further marginalize it by 
increasing its dependence on Chinese labor, Chinese 
markets, and Chinese imports of industrial equipment, 
consumer goods, and the like. If, as some Russians 
fear, economic development of the Far East comes at 
the price of its de facto colonization by China, then 
what is Russia’s interest in it?

The Russian Far Eastern Energy Complex and Russia’s  
Reemergence in East Asia
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Nor are U.S. interests in this situation easily identi-
fied. On the surface, more oil pumped into the global 
marketplace from anywhere would appear to serve U.S. 
interests as an energy consumer. Given China’s thirst 
for oil, quenching it with the help of Russian producers 
appears overall to benefit the economic interests of the 
United States.

The question is whether Moscow’s attempts to reas-
sert itself in northeast Asia will prove to be a factor for 
increased regional stability or tension. What if its cur-
rent plans lead to more, not less, Russian dependence 
on China as a trade and investment partner? What if 
the result of this development is that Russia emerges 
as Beijing’s junior partner in the region? It is highly im-
probable that in the next decade Russia could, through 
its “pipeline diplomacy,” gain a position of influence in 
northeast Asia remotely comparable to its current clout 
in Europe thanks to its energy role there. The most 
optimistic forecasts predict that East Siberian oil would 
only account for 15 percent of Chinese and Japanese 
oil imports. Therefore, the completion of the ESPO 
pipeline is unlikely to drastically change the strategic 
balance in northeast Asia, and despite its ambitions, 
Russia’s options are likely to remain constrained in the 
Far East.

How would Russia try to avoid or cope with this 
predicament? Would it lead to renewed Russian-
Chinese tensions? Or would Moscow simply accept the 
inevitable and agree to ride China’s economic coattails 
in the region? Would that in turn lead to Russia falling 
in as China’s junior partner? None of these scenarios 
has obvious implications for U.S. interests in northeast 
Asia, beyond further complicating the situation in the 
region. All of them, however, call attention to the evolv-
ing situation in northeast Asia, including Russia—a 
region where the United States has much at stake, and 
where fading Cold War memories are likely to produce 
more, not fewer, tensions.

5 Continued from p. 251
Instead, the United States and Europe should 

launch a new trans-Atlantic project to help Ukraine 
and Georgia launch firmly toward their goal of EU 
membership. The project would entail a U.S.-EU 
commitment to support Ukrainian and Georgian 
reforms necessary for the two countries to under-
take in order to become viable candidates for EU 
membership, as well as a commitment from the 
EU to consider them eligible for membership once 
they implement those reforms. Ukraine, much like 
Georgia, should be focused on domestic consolida-

tion and a lengthy reform agenda whose purpose 
should be to move them ever closer to the goal of EU 
membership. This approach should make it pos-
sible for the United States and Europe to continue 
working toward their goal of Europe whole and free, 
while avoiding new divisions within the Alliance and 
new tensions with Russia, whose cooperation both 
Europe and the United States need in the Middle 
East, the Far East, and Afghanistan.

Frozen Conflicts
The war in Georgia has demonstrated that the so-

called frozen conflicts on the territory of the former 
Soviet Union can thaw in unpredictable and danger-
ous ways. Moreover, the explicit connection made 
by Russia (and prior to that, ironically, by Georgia) 
between Kosovo on the one hand and South Ossetia 
and Abkhazia on the other suggests that the argu-
ment put forth by U.S. and other European officials 
that there is no similarity between the two types of 
conflict, and that therefore the former is not a prece-
dent for the latter, lacks credibility. There can be little 
doubt that the Kosovo settlement—leading up to its 
independence from Serbia—was seen as a precedent-
setting event in Georgia with its breakaway territo-
ries, as well as in Russia. With the map of Georgia de 
facto redrawn as a result of Russian military actions, 
the premise of a return to status quo ante through 
negotiations to restore Georgian sovereignty within 
its Soviet-era borders appears highly unrealistic. 
What, then, is the way ahead and out of the impasse 
that these frozen conflicts have reached?

There appear to be few alternatives to deadlock 
other than for the United States and its EU partners 
to acknowledge that the Kosovo settlement could 
serve as a precedent for settling frozen or separat-
ist conflicts. This approach calls for considerable 
compromise on the part of the United States and 
Europe, premised on the strength of their systemic 
advantages, as well as a long-term and profound 
commitment to the well-being and security of the 
Caucasus region. This course of action would recog-
nize, in principle, that the Kosovo experience could 
constitute a precedent for settling frozen conflicts in 
the Caucasus, provided that certain critical condi-
tions are met. These conditions should be patterned 
after those established for Kosovo but adapted to the 
specific circumstances of each conflict situation.

This course of action would require a full and 
impartial examination of the successes, failures, 
shortcomings, and missed opportunities of the 
Kosovo experience, so as to draw the correct lessons. 
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Before embarking on this course, the international 
community—under the auspices of major interna-
tional organizations—would have to fully record, 
analyze, and assess the Kosovo experience to produce 
an impartial lessons learned document, including 
recommendations on what and what not to do in 
future crisis situations, that could provide a road 
map for the future.

A shift of this magnitude in U.S. policy does 
not need to come without preconditions set by the 
United States and Europe. In exchange for conceding 
that Kosovo could serve as a precedent for resolving 
separatist conflicts in the South Caucasus, the United 
States and the European Union could and should 
insist that international recognition be accorded the 
de facto states only as a result of their own domes-

tic transformation and their ability to fulfill com-
mitments in the areas of civil society, rule of law, 
political reforms, return of refugees, minority rights, 
and willingness to negotiate peaceful settlement 
with their former metropoles. The United States and 
Europe would thus take an impartial approach to 
the issue of frozen conflicts, but would offer a path 
toward their eventual resolution rather than stay on 
the open-ended course of attempting to negotiate 
settlements that have little or no chance of accep-
tance by either party to the conflicts. 

Taking Russia at Its Word
In recent months, Russian leaders have issued 

several appeals to the West to devise a new security 
architecture for Europe. Lacking specificity, these pro-
posals have been viewed with suspicion in the West, 
where some have interpreted them as an attempt to 
weaken NATO and the transatlantic ties. This pro-
posal is worth exploring, however, as an opening to 
a new dialogue about European security and its un-
derlying principles. With skillful diplomacy, patience, 
and a firm commitment to their core principles, the 
United States and its European Allies, as well as quite 
a few other countries around Russia’s periphery, 
would have a strong hand to negotiate a new arrange-
ment with Russia that, just like the Commission on 
Security and Cooperation in Europe a generation ago, 
will not replace NATO, but will provide a new venue 
for Russia and the West to address their differences.

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization: 
The Lowest Common Denominator

The establishment of the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) in 2001 has been referred to 
as the emergence of a new anti-Western alliance in 
the heart of Eurasia; as a Russian-Chinese condo-
minium in Central Asia; and as the start of a new, 
powerful regional bloc that could rise to dominance 
in Eurasia if it were to admit to its ranks India and 
Iran. These descriptions seem to ignore, or at the 
very least underestimate, some of the fundamental 
trends in Eurasia, particularly as they pertain to the 
changing fortunes of Russia and China, as well as 
the outlook for the four Central Asian states that 
make up the rest of the organization (Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan).

After 7 years, the SCO remains much less than 
the sum of its parts. The fact that it brings together 
the two biggest countries in the world and more 
than 2 billion people (counting the observer states 
of Mongolia, Pakistan, India, and Iran) is likely to 

Man changes figures on exchange rate display as Russian ruble dropped 
against U.S. dollar and Euro, February 2009
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foster an inflated notion of the organization’s cohe-
sion and capabilities. The number and size of SCO 
member-states say nothing about its vision, interests, 
differences, and ability to act. A closer look at the 
organization reveals that it is, paradoxically, held 
together to a large degree by its differences. To be 
sure, organizations that are established to manage 
their members’ differences can make a valuable con-
tribution to the security of both their members and 
the international community. But when considering 
their capabilities and potential, it is important to 
keep in mind their inherent limitations.

Not an Alliance
Unlike NATO, the SCO is not an alliance. It does 

not have a binding set of agreements among its 
members about joint action or mutual assistance 
in case of need. The SCO does not have committed 
military capabilities or command arrangements. 
It is an organization that, far from promulgating 
internal cohesion in its ranks, has held respect for 
each member’s differences as one of its key founding 
principles.

Far from being an alliance, the SCO resembles a 
loose association of countries with diverse inter-
ests, where the balance between cooperation and 
competition is shifting gradually toward the latter. 
The shared interests of the organization’s biggest and 
most important members, China and Russia, are out-
weighed by their competing interests. Although both 
play a very important role in Central Asia and in the 
SCO, Russia and China are going in very different 
directions and face different strategic predicaments, 
which in turn shape their respective interests in 
Central Asia and the SCO.

China’s Gain
China’s interests in Central Asia, which presently 

manifest most clearly in the economic sphere, in the 
future are unlikely to be limited to trade, invest-
ment, and energy flows. Central Asia borders on 
China’s western provinces, where separatist Uyghur 
movements have long challenged Chinese control. 
The breakup of the Soviet Union and the resulting 
destabilization of Central Asia must have been a 
worrisome development for Chinese leaders, one 
that they certainly are not prepared to accept as 
precedent-setting.

From China’s point of view, Central Asia repre-
sents an opportunity for a long-term investment in 
an important area, which nonetheless is secondary 
to the premier strategic arena for Beijing: the Pacific 

Rim. Chinese interests in Central Asia pale in com-
parison to Chinese interests in the East: Taiwan, and 
relations with North Korea, Japan, the United States, 
and a whole host of neighbors in Southeast Asia. 
With its strategy for securing its Western provinces 
resting on the domestic pillars of economic develop-
ment and ethnic assimilation, Beijing appeared con-
tent to leave Central Asian security to Russia and the 
United States, while expanding its economic ties in 
the region. The fruits of that expansion have begun 
to ripen in recent years, as China emerged as a major 
player with regard to Central Asian energy resources.

Thus, membership in the SCO has served China 
well, giving it a major voice in Central Asian affairs 
without antagonizing Russia or alarming regional 
leaders, and while keeping the United States at bay.

Russia’s Loss
Russia, despite its economic rebound and inter-

national resurgence during Vladimir Putin’s tenure 
as president, is a country in a state of long-term 
decline. Demography, geography, and globalization, 
the factors that will define its glide path and strategic 
direction, are largely outside its leaders’ ability to 
manage in the short and medium term. China looms 
large on the agenda of Russian policymakers in all 
three of these areas.

There are fewer Russians than there were a decade 
ago, and likely to be fewer still as time goes by. With 
a total population projected at 128 million by 2025, 
Russia will need to import labor to sustain economic 
growth, develop new mineral resources, and man its 
military.

Russia’s geography does not leave the country’s 
leaders much room for maneuver. The country 
shares a 3,600-kilometer border with China in 
the Far East. This is a situation that many Russian 
analysts view with growing unease, considering the 
demographic imbalance between the two neighbors 
and China’s latent territorial claims against Russia, 
as well as a Chinese economic dynamism that acts 
like a magnet for nearby regions of Russia, which are 
experiencing a much weaker gravitational pull from 
the rest of their country.

Russia shares an even longer border—6,800 
kilometers—with Kazakhstan, which also shares a 
1,500-kilometer border with China. Once the domi-
nant power in Central Asia, Russia is having to adjust 
to the fact that since the breakup of the Soviet Union, 
the region’s geographic proximity to China has en-
abled the latter to expand its presence and influence 
in Central Asia.
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This combination of geography and politics has re-
sulted in a new and complex challenge for Russia: it 
has to keep a wary eye on the unstable Central Asian 
region, which borders on Afghanistan and Iran, and 
it has to contend with growing Chinese economic 
and political influence there. The benefits that Russia 
has long derived from its proximity to Central Asia, 
particularly the ability to exploit the region’s mineral 
wealth and control its exports, are being eroded by 
Chinese economic expansion and pursuit of Central 
Asian resources, in particular oil and gas, just as Rus-
sia is becoming more dependent on Central Asian 
gas to make up its own shortfall in production from 
existing fields.

The unfavorable picture for Russia is further 
clouded by the effects of globalization, including 
rapid technological change and the emergence of 
new manufacturing powerhouses in Asia, coupled 
with abundant and cheap labor, also in Asia. These 
developments render Russia—with its crumbling 
infrastructure, limited and comparatively expensive 
labor supply, and obsolete industrial base—unable to 
compete, especially with China.

A Tough Neighborhood
There is no doubt that Russian-Chinese rela-

tions have improved immeasurably since the era of 
Sino-Soviet confrontation. But Russia remains deeply 
suspicious of its giant neighbor and shares only a 
limited agenda with China in Central Asia, for which 
the SCO provides a useful vehicle.

One of the key items on that agenda is to limit the 
U.S. presence in the region. This has long been a key 
objective of Russia, given the priority it has assigned 
to the task of securing an exclusive sphere of influ-
ence in the territories of the former Soviet states. Rus-
sian zeal for containing U.S. influence in Central Asia 
subsided somewhat in the aftermath of September 
11, and Moscow most likely saw an added benefit to 
its security interests from the demise of the Taliban 
regime in Afghanistan. The long-term U.S. military 
presence on Central Asian bases, however, has been 
an irritant for Russian policymakers, as demonstrated 
by Russia’s reported push to expel the United States 
from the Manas airbase in Kyrgyzstan in 2009.

Moscow’s and Beijing’s positions were pushed 
closer together as the United States embarked on a 
course of democracy promotion in the second George 
W. Bush administration. Both saw the U.S. initiative 
as fraught with dangerous destabilizing consequences 
that would not necessarily be contained in one 
Central Asian country, or even in the entire region, 

and that could spill across their borders to endanger 
their own domestic stability. United in their opposi-
tion to U.S. influence, Moscow and Beijing have used 
the SCO to declare their region-wide opposition to 
Washington’s pursuit of democracy.

This Russian-Chinese united front has served the 
interests of the Central Asian countries as well. Their 
leaders, ranging from mildly authoritarian to klep-
tocratic, were eager to enlist the support of the two 
giant neighbors in opposition to U.S. policy.

The Central Asian states’ interests are also well 
served by the SCO. For these relatively small coun-
tries, long isolated from the outside world and forced 
to navigate an independent course in what one of 
them described as a “tough neighborhood” with little 
advance warning when the Soviet Union broke up, 
the SCO has served as a vital forum for engaging two 
giant and important neighbors.

Wary of the two giants, however, and fearful of 
domination by them, the Central Asian countries 
have pursued their own careful balancing act intend-
ed to offset growing Chinese and Russian influence 
in the region with ties to other powers. Key among 
them has been the United States, whose presence in 
Central Asia has served as a useful check on Russian 
influence and could play a similar role vis-à-vis 
China in the future. But for the Central Asian coun-
tries, any rapprochement with the United States has 
to be balanced with ties to China and Russia for fear 
of provoking their negative responses. There is also 
the danger of getting too close to the United States 
and in the process exposing the region to too much 
destabilizing U.S. influence. For all of these pursuits, 
the SCO has proved a reliable and useful vehicle.

No Greater than the Sum of Its Parts
Despite its utility to all of its participants, the SCO 

as an organization is hampered by limitations that 
stem first and foremost from members’ diverging 
interests. Russia and China are competing for influ-
ence in the region. The Central Asian countries want 
to have a common forum for engaging Russia and 
China but, fearing their domination, do not want 
to endow the organization with too much power 
and authority. At the same time, they would like to 
maintain ties to the United States, Europe, and other 
powers that are taking more and more interest in 
Central Asia. However, they do not want to be too 
closely associated with the United States, fearing its 
disruptive influence on the region’s politics.

Russia’s military campaign against Georgia, and its 
subsequent recognition of the two breakaway territo-
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ries of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, have introduced 
new tensions into the SCO. Russia’s neighbors and 
erstwhile colonies, some of which still have sizeable 
Russian populations, no doubt feel vulnerable and 
fear that Russia will intervene in their domestic affairs 
or, worse, use force against them under the same pre-
text that Russia used in Georgia, namely, protecting 
its citizens abroad. For China, Moscow’s decision to 
recognize South Ossetia and Abkhazia was an unwel-
come surprise, considering Beijing’s own problems in 
Tibet and Sinkiang and of course with Taiwan. This 
lack of support for Russia’s move was evident in the 
lukewarm reaction from the SCO summit partici-
pants in August 2008, in Dushanbe, Tajikistan.

Amidst all this discord and competition, one pat-
tern appears to emerge as the critical long-term trend 
in the region: China’s continuing economic expan-
sion, and with it, growing influence in Central Asia, 
most likely at the expense of Russian influence. The 
SCO is almost an ideal vehicle for Beijing’s interest 
in the region: it provides China with a major voice in 
regional affairs but is in no way binding and leaves it 
full freedom to pursue its bilateral initiatives in Cen-
tral Asia and elsewhere. As China is pursuing its eco-
nomic and ultimately political agenda in the region, 
Russia and the United States provide for the region’s 
security. It is an arrangement that in the short and 
medium term serves its stakeholders well. gsa
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Chapter 12
East and Southeast Asia

T oday, East Asia’s vitality and connectedness 
are astounding. Economic, political, and social 
developments in the region have created new 

linkages and opportunities. Northeast and Southeast 
Asia are connecting with each other through trade, 
investment, and cooperation across a spectrum of 
goods and services.

Yet within this same dynamic East Asia, three 
trends and concerns play a key role in the security 
considerations of countries in the region: a rising 
China and how the United States manages that key 
relationship; a potentially fragile North Korea with 
nuclear weapons and how the region grapples with 
that country’s nuclear program and potential succes-
sion crises; and the preservation of and relationship 
between traditional bilateral alliances and multilat-
eral and regional approaches to security.

One obvious dilemma is that of managing U.S.-
China strategic competition within a broader U.S. 
China strategy. While China is restrained in its 
international behavior, seeking to reassure neighbors 
of its peaceful intentions as it continues to expand 
its regional and global influence, it also has launched 
an ambitious military modernization program that 
complicates the U.S. ability to pursue a multifaceted 
relationship with it.

In this context, both U.S. allies in Northeast Asia—
Japan and the Republic of Korea (ROK)—confront 
a complex strategic environment characterized by 
the uncertainty posed by North Korea’s pursuit 
of nuclear weapons. They also are challenged by 
a fragile global economy, concerns about how the 
region will be transformed by China’s resurgence, 
and the implications of that resurgence for their own 
security and relationship with the United States. 
This highlights the need for managing expectations 
and building mature partnerships as the strategic 
landscape evolves.

The current pattern of interaction among Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member 
states is very different from the environment of 
conflict and confrontation in which ASEAN was 
established in 1967. The present-day vitality and 

connectedness of Southeast Asia do not imply that 
ASEAN states have overcome their internal and exter-
nal challenges, however. In fact, all face a diverse set 
of problems, some of which are an outgrowth of the 
issues that brought ASEAN together in the first place.

Just how important is Asia? Carefully weighting 
Asia’s potential provides an integrating thread, giving 
context to Asia’s economic emergence and exploring 
the centrality of the United States in Asia’s rise.

Managing Strategic Competition with 
China

One critical foreign policy challenge for the 
Obama administration will be dealing with a more 
powerful China that generally behaves in a restrained 
manner and seeks to reassure its neighbors of its 
good intentions, while simultaneously developing 
advanced military capabilities and expanding its re-
gional and global influence. The United States should 
welcome restrained and responsible Chinese behav-
ior, but must also recognize and prepare for the more 
complex policy challenges a strong China will pose. 
A more powerful China will have a major impact on 
Asia-Pacific security and create new challenges for 
U.S.-China relations.

U.S. Strategy toward China
China has defied the predictions of those who 

expected its communist system to fail in the after-
math of the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. Instead, a brief period 
of political retrenchment was followed by continu-
ing economic reforms that have produced rapid and 
sustained economic growth, albeit with only limited 
political reforms.

In 1995 and 1996, Beijing’s seizure of Mischief 
Reef in the South China Sea and its use of missiles to 
intimidate Taiwan stoked regional fears of a hostile 
and expansionist China. Worried that the United 
States and other countries might seek to contain it, 
China’s leaders sought to allay regional concerns 
through a combination of military restraint, friendly 
diplomacy, active participation in multilateral and 
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regional organizations, and offers to allow others 
the chance to benefit from China’s rapid growth. 
Simultaneously, Beijing launched an ambitious mili-
tary modernization program (with double-digit real 
defense budget increases) and worked to expand its 
influence within Asia and beyond. China’s restrained 
behavior over the last decade has limited the willing-
ness of its neighbors to balance against its rising 
power, but has not eliminated concerns about how a 
stronger China might behave in the future.

Awareness of China’s power potential and uncer-
tainty about its long-term evolution have been key 
considerations in U.S. strategy. Instead of defining 
China as a partner or adversary, the United States has 
sought to reap the benefits of cooperation while hedg-
ing against China’s potential emergence as a future 
threat. The first element of U.S. strategy emphasizes 
cooperation and integration into global institutions as 
a means to influence Chinese behavior and shape Chi-
na’s future evolution in positive directions. The second 
emphasizes maintenance of U.S. military capabilities 
and alliances as a hedge against a potentially aggres-
sive future China. Ideally, U.S. alliances and military 
capabilities should discourage aggressive actions and 
encourage Beijing to pursue its goals through peace-
ful means. The challenge is to keep the elements in 
balance, so that overemphasis on cooperation does 
not leave the United States in an unfavorable strategic 
position, while overemphasis on the military hedge 
does not push China toward confrontation.

Within this strategic context, the Bush administra-
tion increased cooperation with China on a range of 
important economic and security issues including 
energy security, nonproliferation, and counterterror-
ism. It also tried to influence Chinese thinking about 
its own long-term interests by proposing a vision 
of China as a “responsible stakeholder” that both 
benefits from and plays an important role in main-
tenance of the current international system. This 
concept, elaborated in a 2005 speech by then–Deputy 
Secretary of State Robert Zoellick, recognizes China’s 
increasing influence on the international system and 
seeks to obtain Chinese support to sustain the global 
institutions and norms that have helped enable its 
remarkable economic success. It aims to expand the 
scope of U.S. and Chinese common interests and to 
place potential conflicts of interests within a larger 
framework of cooperation.

The responsible stakeholder concept is funda-
mentally sound but has ambiguities that deserve 
attention. First, there is no clear definition of what 
constitutes “responsible behavior” in many areas of 
international relations. China is unlikely to accept 
a definition of responsibility based on what is most 
helpful for American interests or most congruent 
with American policy. The United States will have 
difficulty holding China accountable to international 
rules and norms that Washington itself does not 
always respect. Second, Zoellick’s speech acknowl-
edges the reality of increasing Chinese influence in 
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Asia but avoids specifying which Chinese interests 
are legitimate and must be respected by the United 
States; it also does not clarify the extent to which the 
United States is willing to consider changes in exist-
ing rules and institutions to accommodate Chinese 
concerns and interests. Finally, the concept assumes 
China will have influence within an international 
system where the United States plays the leading role. 
If U.S. power wanes, this assumption may eventually 
come into question.

The China Challenge
A strategy of engaging and hedging that seeks 

to integrate China into the international system as 
a responsible stakeholder makes sense in light of 
uncertainty about China’s future. But U.S. policymak-
ers have not fully grappled with the challenges posed 
by a China that behaves in a restrained and generally 
responsible manner while simultaneously developing 
strategic capabilities that may threaten U.S. inter-
ests. Chinese military planners—like those in other 
advanced militaries—are interested in developing new 
technologies and capabilities that can increase military 
effectiveness. This does not make China uniquely ag-
gressive, but it does raise questions about how a stron-
ger China might use these capabilities in the future.

China is modernizing its forces and developing 
new capabilities to deal with a range of internal and 

external contingencies. Concerns about the pos-
sibility of Taiwan independence have been the key 
driver of Chinese military modernization since the 
mid-1990s, but China is now laying the founda-
tions for military capabilities that can perform other 
missions, such as protecting its territorial claims and 
sea lines of communication. China is reshaping its 
military to take advantage of opportunities provided 
by advanced command, control, communications, 
computers, intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance and precision strike. Areas of particular 
concern include China’s modernization of its nuclear 
arsenal and efforts to develop advanced space and 
counterspace, cyber warfare, and conventional force 
capabilities that may limit U.S. military access to the 
western Pacific. These capabilities represent a nascent 
antiaccess capability designed to limit U.S. strategic 
mobility in the western Pacific, limiting the U.S. mili-
tary’s ability to fulfill its security commitments.

Beijing’s near- to midterm objective is not to 
match U.S. military capabilities across the board, but 
rather to create sufficient U.S. vulnerability to ensure 
that Washington behaves cautiously when core 
Chinese interests, such as preventing Taiwan from 
attaining de jure independence, are at stake. China’s 
investments in advanced strategic capabilities even-
tually are likely to challenge current U.S. dominance 
in some key areas. The United States should and will 

Vietnam’s first oil refinery, opened February 2009, will meet one-third of nation’s petroleum needs
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make investments to improve its own capabilities. 
China nevertheless will reap some operational ad-
vantages from its own investments and develop some 
ways to limit American ability to apply its military 
capabilities in a conflict. Continued U.S. dominance 
in key strategic areas is preferable but may be tech-
nologically impossible (due to the offense-dominant 
nature of some strategic domains) or unaffordable 
(due to high costs and competing demands).

One potential U.S. response might involve efforts 
to dissuade China from acquiring advanced military 
capabilities. Dissuasion was a prominent theme in 
Bush administration strategic documents such as the 
2001 and 2006 Quadrennial Defense Reviews and 
the 2005 National Defense Strategy. U.S. strategic 
documents do not single out China as an object 
of dissuasion, but several academic analysts have 
examined dissuasion’s potential applicability to the 
China case. Successful dissuasion requires persuad-
ing the other state that it will not derive the hoped-
for benefits from investments in strategic capabilities 
or that the direct and indirect costs of pursuing 
advanced capabilities will outweigh the potential 
benefits. Three main avenues have been explored 
in the academic literature: pursuing competitive 
strategies that invite China to engage in costly arms 
competitions that it cannot win; raising the political 
and economic costs of Chinese efforts to develop and 
deploy advanced strategic capabilities; and linking 
U.S. economic and strategic cooperation with China 
to restraint in its strategic development programs.

All three approaches are problematic when applied 
to China. Although it may be possible to raise the 
costs of Chinese behavior that violates established 
international rules and norms, the utility of advanced 
military technologies means that dissuasion is un-
likely to prevent China from developing additional 
advanced nuclear, space, conventional, and cyber 
capabilities.

Managing U.S.-China Strategic Competition
An all-out arms race is not inevitable, but the 

United States will have to think more seriously about 
how to deal with China if it no longer enjoys un-
questioned dominance in key areas. Washington will 
need to be willing either to accept greater costs and 
risks in the pursuit of its interests or to scale back its 
objectives. The U.S. military has operated success-
fully in high-risk situations in the past, but the ex-
pectation that the U.S. military will be dominant and 
able to carry out major operations with few casualties 
will need to be revised. Some degree of vulnerability 

is inevitable, but the United States should seek to 
maintain a balance that makes the use of force more 
costly for China than for the United States and thus 
maintains some U.S. freedom of action.

Given ongoing military operations and competing 
demands, many in the nuclear, ballistic missile de-
fense, space, and cyber communities are likely to be 
frustrated at resource, technology, and policy limita-
tions that restrict the development of advanced U.S. 
capabilities. These strategic communities will focus 
intently on Chinese efforts in their areas, and seek to 
draw leadership attention and resources to their mis-
sions. Their Chinese counterparts will do the same. 
If U.S. efforts do not sustain dominance, some mem-
bers of these communities are likely to appeal to the 
broader political system to attract more attention to 
their concerns. The structure of U.S.-China strategic 
competition suggests that nuclear, missile defense, 
space, and cyber issues will be at least irritants—and 
potentially major destabilizing factors—in bilateral 
relations for some time to come.

The ultimate effect will depend on whether these 
strategic issues can be compartmentalized or wheth-
er they come to dominate the broader relationship. 
Those Americans with responsibilities for specific 
strategic domains are likely to urge that their con-
cerns be linked with wider bilateral issues as a way 
to increase U.S. leverage. Such a move, however, may 
undercut broader U.S. efforts to integrate China fully 
into the international system as a responsible stake-
holder. Because different elements of the government 
have different responsibilities and perspectives, the 
effort to strike the right balance between cooperation 
with China and strategic competition in particular 
domains is likely to be an enduring tension in U.S. 
China policy.

The Road Ahead
The U.S.-China relationship will remain ambigu-

ous, with substantial areas of cooperation coexist-
ing with strategic tensions and mutual suspicions. 
The United States and China are not inevitable 
enemies, but managing the competitive aspects of 
the relationship will require wise leadership on both 
sides of the Pacific. Even though the United States is 
likely to maintain its technological edge, China will 
develop some advanced strategic capabilities that will 
allow it to inflict significant damage on U.S. forces 
in the event of a military conflict. If the countries 
manage their relations carefully, the negative effects 
of strategic competition on the broader relationship 
may remain modest. If strategic conflicts of interest 
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become prominent—most likely over Taiwan—
then competition may intensify and poison other 
aspects of the relationship. Conversely, if the Taiwan 
issue appears on a path toward peaceful resolution, 
strategic competition will likely be more muted. In 
any case, Sino-American strategic competition has 
begun to move beyond Taiwan to include concerns 
about respective future military capabilities and 
relative influence. Even as the two militaries explore 
potential areas of security cooperation, each appears 
increasingly concerned about the other.

The United States will need to improve its ability 
to pursue a multifaceted relationship with China 
within the context of its overall strategy. This should 
involve cooperation where American and Chinese 
interests are compatible, combined with active efforts 
to engage China to influence how it defines and pur-
sues its interests. Given U.S. security commitments 
and the importance of U.S. alliances for Asia-Pacific 
security, the maintenance of robust military capabili-
ties will remain an important part of U.S. strategy. 
Because of the difficulty of dissuading China from 
acquiring additional advanced strategic capabilities, 
the United States must be prepared to compete vigor-
ously with it in important strategic domains while 
simultaneously seeking to limit the impact of this 
competition on the broader bilateral relationship.

How can U.S.-China strategic competition be 
managed effectively? One way is to try to place 

some limits on any competition that might make 
both sides worse off. For example, unrestrained 
nuclear competition or all-out efforts to weaponize 
space would require huge investments that might 
ultimately produce no strategic advantages once the 
other side’s response is factored in. Mutual restraint, 
strategic understandings, and informal limits on the 
development or deployment of particular capabilities 
may be valuable to reduce or manage competition. 
The United States is using its strategic dialogue and 
military-to-military contacts with China to try to 
address its strategic concerns and to correct misper-
ceptions about U.S. strategic intentions. Official and 
unofficial dialogues on nuclear issues and ballistic 
missile defense over the last decade have played a 
useful role in making each side aware of the other’s 
concerns and have had modest success in reduc-
ing mutual suspicions. These efforts are continuing, 
and can be enhanced (including a dialogue on space 
issues), albeit with modest expectations about their 
ultimate impact.

A second approach is to keep the competitive di-
mensions of U.S.-China relations within the context 
of a broader, generally cooperative relationship that 
is of huge importance to both countries. By placing 
narrow areas of strategic competition in proper pro-
portion, leaders can make informed decisions about 
how important these areas are, what investments 
are appropriate, and what damage to the broader 
relationship is justified in terms of strategic benefits. 
Clearly, the specifics of the U.S.-China balance in 
particular strategic domains would become very 
important in a military crisis. Both sides should be 
careful not to let concerns about worst-case scenarios 
and unlikely contingencies steer the broader relation-
ship. Handled properly, these concerns can remain 
remote contingencies rather than the primary drivers 
of policy.

A third way is to recognize that integrating China 
into the international system as a responsible stake-
holder requires showing Beijing a path by which it 
can pursue its legitimate aspirations through peace-
ful means. As John Ikenberry has written, the current 
liberal international order is remarkably flexible and 
has done a good job so far of accommodating China’s 
rising power. The United States will have to recog-
nize that if China is to make greater contributions to 
maintaining the international system, it will expect 
a greater voice within that system. The original 
formulation of the “responsible stakeholder” concept 
was silent on the question of which Chinese interests 
were legitimate and deserving of respect. The United 

Chinese President Hu Jintao (left) with Japanese Prime Minister Yasuo 
Fukuda during Hu’s visit to Tokyo, May 2008
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States will not be able to ignore this question forever; 
answering it will likely require some adjustments in 
both the international system and U.S. foreign policy 
goals. Just as markets provide ways to reconcile 
competing economic interests, however, an open 
international system can provide ways to reconcile 
competing strategic interests without war.

A final point is that the division of labor implicit 
in a strategy of engaging and hedging—with the 
State Department and economic policymak-
ers concentrating on engagement and military 
policymakers concentrating on the hedge—can 
potentially result in a lack of focus and increase the 
difficulty of making appropriate tradeoffs between 
U.S. economic and security interests. The issues 
involved are complex, and reasonable people can 
disagree about the answers. An enduring consensus 
is likely to be elusive. Strong political leadership and 
effective use of the National Security Council as a 
coordination mechanism will be essential to the 
successful implementation of an effective strategy 
for dealing with a stronger China.

The U.S.-Japan Alliance: Managing  
Expectations

In Northeast Asia, Japan is faced with both im-
mediate and long-term security challenges. A nuclear 
North Korea, armed with ballistic missiles capable of 
reaching Japan, represents Tokyo’s immediate chal-
lenge. China represents the long-term strategic chal-
lenge. Despite guarded optimism about recent trends 
in the Japan-China relationship and their accelerat-
ing economic engagement, Japan is at the same time 
cognizant of China’s growing military power. Bei-
jing’s 20-year run of double-digit increases in defense 
spending and its lack of transparency are matters for 
growing concern in Japan. In Southeast Asia, China’s 
diplomatic standing as well as its political and com-
mercial influence are perceived as rising across the 
region, adding to Japan’s strategic uneasiness.

Domestic Situation
The 2008 Economic Survey of Japan by the Orga-

nization for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) projected the economic expansion 
that began in 2002 to continue through 2009, with 
growth rates in the range of 1.5 to 2 percent. By 
mid-2008, however, rising energy and commodity 
prices, declining consumer spending, and a fall-off 
in industrial production and housing construction 
combined to temper growth forecasts. To revive the 
economy, the government of Prime Minister Taro 

Aso proposed a stimulus package of tax cuts and 
increases in government spending, likely to increase 
government debt which in 2007 amounted to 180 
percent of gross domestic product (GDP). At the 
same time, a rapidly aging population will increase 
claims on the government’s financial resources for 
health and social welfare spending.

Building on its historic victory in the 2007 Upper 
House elections, the opposition Democratic Party of 
Japan (DPJ) is actively seeking to displace the Liberal 
Democratic Party (LDP)–New Komeito Party ruling 
coalition. An intensification of politics, includ-
ing foreign policy and national security issues, will 
mark Diet deliberations as each side maneuvers for 
electoral advantage. This political logjam, coupled 
with the stultifying internal effects of bureaucratic 
scandals, has brought policy decisionmaking in 
Japan to a standstill.

From 2001 to 2006, under successive LDP-Komeito 
governments headed by Prime Minister Junichiro 
Koizumi, Japan moved to support Operation Endur-
ing Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom by deploy-
ing the Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) to assist 
refueling operations in the Indian Ocean, the Air 
Self-Defense Force to Kuwait to provide airlift supply, 
and the Ground Self-Defense Force to Iraq to assist 
in postwar reconstruction. Although he deployed 
the Self-Defense Forces under United Nations (UN) 
Resolution 1368, Koizumi anchored his decision 
to authorize the deployments as a function of the 
U.S.-Japan alliance, in support of Japan’s sole alliance 
partner. In a March 23, 2003, convocation address to 
the National Defense Academy, Koizumi defined the 
alliance as “absolutely invaluable” to Japan. The prime 
minister explained that Japan could not count on U.S. 
support on North Korea if Japan did not support the 
United States in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Koizumi’s term as prime minister provided unusu-
al political continuity to Japanese policy. His succes-
sor, Shinzo Abe, however, failed to last 1 year, resign-
ing after the LDP lost control of the Upper House of 
the Diet to the DPJ in the July 2007 election. Abe’s 
successor as prime minister, Yasuo Fukuda, who also 
resigned unexpectedly in September 2008, had to 
deal with the consequences of the election defeat, an 
opposition aimed at forcing dissolution of the Diet 
and a Lower House election, and the resulting legis-
lative and policy gridlock. Fukuda’s LDP successor, 
Taro Aso, faced Diet elections shortly after his own 
elevation to the LDP leadership position. In the short 
term, Japan’s governments are not likely to experi-
ence the continuity of the Koizumi years.
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In the present political context, alliance-related 
issues—such as implementing the Defense Policy 
Review Initiative (DPRI), relocating the U.S. Marine 
Corps’ Futenma Air Station to northern Okinawa 
and troop relocation to Guam, and maintaining 
present levels of host nation support (HNS)—have 
become matters of active policy and political debate. 
Should the DPJ form the core of a successor govern-
ment, the new government will seek adjustments in 
the HNS budget as well as amendments to the Status 
of Forces Agreement. Moreover, former DPJ presi-
dent Ichiro Ozawa has long held that Japan can only 
deploy the Self-Defense Forces overseas under UN 
auspices, a position he underscored in his opposition 
to the 2007 reauthorization of Japan’s Anti-Terrorist 
Special Measures Law, which authorized the MSDF 
refueling operations in support of Operation Endur-
ing Freedom.

Looking Outward
Japan’s difficult fiscal environment will continue to 

affect defense and foreign policy budgets. For political 
reasons, defense budgets have been maintained at 1 
percent of gross national product; the 2008 defense 
budget, however, lowered spending to 0.89 percent. 
Fiscal constraints are similarly apparent in Japan’s 
declining Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) 
budget. For 2007, the Development Assistance 
Committee of the OECD reported that Japan’s ODA 
disbursements totaled $7.7 billion, a reduction of 30 
percent from the previous year. As a result of the 2007 
reduction, Japan—formerly the leader in ODA—
has dropped from third to fifth place among ODA 
donors. Concerned with Japan’s drop in international 
standing, the Fukuda government made an effort 
to increase ODA spending in Africa and Southeast 
Asia. This effort toward greater diplomatic and ODA 
activism was driven in part by concerns with China’s 
growing presence and influence in both regions.

At the time of the 1991 Persian Gulf War, Japan’s 
security responsibilities under the U.S.-Japan alli-
ance, in addition to the defense of the home islands, 
extended 1,000 nautical miles out from Japan for sea 
lane defense. Despite strong financial and diplomatic 
backing for the coalition forces, Japan was criticized 
in the United States for its risk-averse “checkbook 
diplomacy.” Moved in part by such criticism, as well 
as a growing recognition that Japan should be more 
actively engaged in efforts to support international 
stability and security, the Diet in 1993 adopted legis-
lation to allow Japan to participate in UN peacekeep-
ing operations.

Meanwhile, a series of events during the 1990s—
the 1993–1994 North Korean nuclear crisis, the 1996 
Taiwan Strait crisis, and North Korea’s launch of a 
Taepo Dong missile over Japan in 1998—underscored 
the tenuous nature of the security environment in 
which Japan existed. These developments prompted 
efforts by Tokyo to strengthen its alliance with the 
United States, culminating in the Tokyo Declaration 
of April 1996 and Japan’s subsequent commitment to 
provide rear-area support to U.S. forces for contin-
gencies in the areas surrounding Japan.

In the Diet debate over legislation to implement 
Japan’s rear-area support commitment, members 
tried to get some clarification from the Foreign Min-
istry concerning the geographic reach of “areas sur-
rounding Japan.” The Foreign Ministry, in an effort 
to maintain flexibility with regard to the applicability 
of the concept, retreated to diplomatic ambiguity 
and defined it as functional rather than geographic. 
Following the attacks on the World Trade Center, the 
MSDF deployed to the Indian Ocean in support of 
Enduring Freedom.

Reauthorization of the MSDF mission, however, 
eventually fell victim to politics. Once in control of 
the Upper House, the DPJ, in a possible preview of 
its national security policies should it gain control of 
the government, refused to reauthorize the mission 
because it lacked a specific UN mandate. In January 
2008, Japan passed the New Anti-Terrorism Special 
Measures Law, which reauthorized the MSDF mis-
sion through January 15, 2009. The law was again ex-
tended through January 2010. The Iraq Special Mea-
sures Law, which authorized the Air Self-Defense 
Force to transport personnel and goods for the UN 
and Multinational Force between Kuwait and Iraq, 
terminated December 12, 2008. Japanese ground and 
air units were withdrawn shortly thereafter.

Looking back to 1991, the record of the past 17 
years points to growing Japanese involvement in 
support of international stability and security. It is in 
the national interest of the United States that Japan 
continues to focus outward.

The Road Ahead
The major challenge facing the new administra-

tion is to continue to strengthen the U.S.-Japan 
alliance and to sustain and encourage Japan’s slowly 
evolving engagement in support of international 
stability and security.

At the strategic level, there is a firm consensus on 
the central importance of the U.S.-Japan alliance. 
There is, however, a gap between strategic consensus 
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The U.S.-Japan Alliance: Key Documents

A series of documents issued by the U.S.-Japan Security Consulta-
tive Committee constitute a framework and work program for the 
alliance. These include the February 2005 Joint Statement; the 
October 29, 2005, “Joint Statement on the U.S.-Japan Alliance, 
Transformation and Realignment for the Future”; the May 1, 2006, 
joint statement, “United States–Japan Roadmap for Realignment 
Implementation”; and the May 1, 2007, statement on “Alliance 
Transformation: Advancing United States–Japan Security and 
Defense Cooperation.”

The February 2005 Joint Statement marked the convergence of 
a common strategic vision and a shared understanding that the 
alliance enhances the security of the two partners, the Asia-Pacific 
region, and the cause of “global peace and stability.” The docu-
ment set out a number of common strategic objectives toward the 
region and beyond and judged the consolidation of the U.S.-Japan 
partnership to be in the interest of “peace, stability, prosperity 
worldwide.”

The October 2005 Joint Statement identified specific areas for 
improved security and defense cooperation, and provided for a re-
alignment of the U.S. force posture in Japan as well as a joint study 
on roles, missions, and capabilities. Realignment centered on the 
relocation of U.S. Marine forces from Okinawa to Guam and the 
return of the Marine Corps Air Station at Futenma to the Okinawa 
prefectural government.

Subsequent joint statements reaffirmed the common strategic 
objectives, provided a detailed roadmap for realignment, and 
strengthened missile defense and operational cooperation.

and performance on “nuts and bolts” issues. The 
relocation of the Futenma Air Station and the 8,000 
Okinawa-based Marines to Guam are issues the new 
administration will inherit. Implementation will 
require careful and continuing attention.

The realignment issues are operational in nature 
but are strategic in consequence, and will be central 
to the health of the alliance over the next decade. For 
the United States, the alliance is the cornerstone of its 
strategy toward the Asia-Pacific region and a central 
element of U.S. global strategy.

The new administration has inherited an ac-
tive program in missile defense cooperation, the 
enhancement of which—including encouraging 
the Japanese government to adopt comprehensive 
legislation to protect classified information—will 
lead to greater integration of defense capabilities 
and strengthen Japan’s defenses against the ballistic 
missile threat posed by North Korea. Missile defense 
cooperation will serve to reassure Japan of Wash-
ington’s commitment to its security over the next 
decade and beyond, as would a U.S.-Japan dialogue 
on extended deterrence, should the nuclear challenge 
posed by North Korea remain unresolved.

The new administration has an opportunity to put 
its own historic stamp on the alliance and the U.S.-
Japan relationship. The year 2010 will mark the 50th 
anniversary of the U.S.-Japan Treaty for Mutual Co-
operation and Security. A new joint vision statement 
along the lines of the 1996 Tokyo Declaration, which 
carried the alliance into the post–Cold War world, and 
the 2005 Joint Statement of Common Strategic Objec-
tives, which globalized alliance cooperation, could re-
affirm mutual commitments to the alliance and shape 
its direction toward midcentury. Without progress on 
DPRI implementation, however, a new vision state-
ment would lack a firm operational foundation.

Japan will also host the 2010 meeting of the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum. This 
will provide another opportunity for the United 
States and Japan to cooperate to promote the vision 
of an Asia-Pacific free trade area (FTA). A trans-
Pacific FTA comports with historic U.S. interests of 
being “included” in East Asia.

As for broader cooperation among U.S. allies 
in Northeast Asia, both Japan and the Republic of 
Korea have expressed interest in reestablishing tri-
lateral coordination with the United States on issues 
that go beyond North Korea to shared regional and 
global concerns. Since the initiation of the Six-Party 
Talks, thought has been given to seeing the structure 
evolve into a successor Northeast Asia Peace and Se-

Japanese and U.S. lawmakers hold first meeting under newly created official 
Japan-U.S. parliamentarian exchange organization, Washington, DC, June 
2008
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curity Mechanism. Absent the complete denuclear-
ization of North Korea, however, such a mechanism 
remains a distant possibility.

Nevertheless, the new administration will find that 
multilateral cooperation has built outward from our 
alliance-rooted strength in the region. The concept 
has not been exclusionary, but one that stems from 
our shared values and complementary interests, and 
allows the alliance partners collectively to engage 
others with greater confidence.

The U.S.–ROK Alliance: Building a  
Mature Partnership

The Republic of Korea confronts a complex stra-
tegic environment. To its north, across the Demilita-
rized Zone (DMZ), the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK) remains a closed, unpredictable 
society. The DPRK’s conventional military, although 
degraded, remains formidable in terms of num-
bers, but it is North Korea’s attempted development 
of nuclear weapons and ballistic missile delivery 
systems that defines the major security challenge. At 
the same time, North Korea’s totalitarian political 
system, its aging and ill political leadership, and its 
fragile and failing economy combine to raise the 
specter of unrest, instability, and regime collapse. 
Well aware that the financial cost of reunification to 
the government of South Korea is generally expected 

to dwarf the sum involved in German unification 
at the end of the Cold War, ROK governments have 
cautiously addressed the issue.

Beyond the peninsula, South Korea’s booming 
economic relations with its immediate neighbors, 
China and Japan, are balanced by longstanding terri-
torial disputes, intense political nationalism, and the 
unhappy legacy of conflict and colonialism.

China is South Korea’s top trading partner, with 
two-way trade amounting to $145 billion in 2007, 
nearly one-quarter of the ROK’s total trade. This 
gives Beijing considerable leverage in Seoul. China’s 
diplomatic leadership in the Six-Party Talks, aimed at 
resolving North Korea’s nuclear challenge, also is well 
appreciated in Seoul. Yet China’s growing economic 
influence in North Korea and its claim to the ancient 
territory of Koguryo, which includes large areas of 
ancient Korean kingdoms, have raised concerns that 
China’s long-term interests and objectives toward 
the peninsula may not correspond to those of South 
Korea. Keeping the past alive, South Korea’s his-
tory textbooks record China’s numerous military 
advances into the peninsula and the subservience of 
Korea’s tributary status.

Japan is South Korea’s third leading trading 
partner, with two-way trade in 2007 totaling $63.6 
billion. Yet memories of the Japanese empire’s an-
nexation and harsh occupation of Korea from 1905 

Chinese bank clerk counts foreign exchange banknotes at branch of Agricultural Bank of China, Liaocheng
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to 1945 remain intense and volatile in South Korea’s 
body politic, and complicate management of the 
bilateral relationship between Seoul and Tokyo. Visits 
to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine by Japan’s politi-
cal leaders to honor their country’s war dead, which 
include 14 Japanese Class A war criminals, and the 
sovereignty dispute over the Liancourt Rocks have 
the potential to reignite still-smoldering resentments.

The Advent of the Lee Administration
On December 19, 2007, Lee Myung-bak of the 

right-center Grand National Party (GNP) was elected 
president of the Republic of Korea. Lee’s victory 
marked the end of a decade of left-center govern-
ments under Presidents Kim Dae Jung and Roh 
Moo-hyun. Lee, a former president of Hyundai Con-
struction Company and mayor of Seoul, campaigned 
on a platform of economic revitalization, a policy 
toward North Korea that demands reciprocity, and a 
commitment to strengthen the ROK–U.S. alliance.

In contrast to the income redistribution policies 
of the previous government, Lee’s economic policies 
highlight deregulation, investment incentives, tax 
cuts, and pro-growth and chaebol-friendly initia-
tives (chaebol are large family-controlled firms with 
strong government ties), all aimed at making South 
Korea the world’s seventh largest economy, raising 
per capita GDP to $40,000 and achieving a 7 percent 
economic growth rate. Early in 2008, however, in 
light of rising oil prices and a slowdown in the U.S. 
economy, Lee’s economic team lowered projected 
growth figures to 6 percent, while the Bank of Korea 
forecast a 4.7 percent growth rate. Both the Samsung 
Economic Research Institute and the state-run Korea 
Development Institute estimated growth at 5 percent 
for 2008 despite unfavorable external economic con-
ditions. By mid-year, slowing growth, combined with 
the rising prices of oil and agricultural commodities, 
combined to raise concerns of stagflation.

With regard to North Korea, the Lee government 
announced plans to assist the DPRK’s economic 
development, proposing to raise per capita income 
to $3,000 over 10 years, helping to create over 
100 export companies, and creating over 300,000 
industrial jobs—conditioned on North Korea’s co-
operation in denuclearization. The new government 
also made clear that it would review the large-scale 
economic infrastructure projects announced at the 
October 4, 2007, South-North Summit between 
former President Roh and North Korea’s Kim Jong 
Il to ensure that the projects served the economic 
interests of South Korea. The Lee government also 

announced that it would not refrain from criticizing 
North Korea’s human rights violations. Seoul’s new 
willingness to criticize North Korea and its emphasis 
on reciprocity in its dealing with Pyongyang marked 
a departure from the policies of leftist governments 
since the June 2000 summit in Pyongyang.

U.S.–ROK Alliance Relations
Improving relations with the United States is at 

the center of Lee’s foreign policy. As a presidential 
candidate, Lee made clear his intent to strengthen 
the ROK–U.S. alliance; as president, he proposed 
the development of a “Strategic Alliance for the 21st 
Century” that would expand alliance cooperation 
from the peninsula to East Asia and beyond. Lee also 
stressed the importance of the U.S. ratification of the 
Korea–United States (KORUS) Free Trade Agree-
ment signed by his predecessor in 2007. Legislation 
to implement the FTA is pending in the U.S. Con-
gress and the ROK national assembly.

For over 50 years, South Korea has been allied 
with the United States. Since its inception, the al-
liance has served to deter the outbreak of a second 
Korean War, while allowing South Korea to devote 
its resources to the development of a world-class 
economy and a vibrant democracy. Over the years, 
however, South Korea’s prosperity, growing national 
confidence, and emergence as a stable democracy 
have combined to build political pressures to restruc-
ture and transform the alliance.

Officials of the Lee government characterize al-
liance management under Presidents Kim and Roh 
as “ten lost years.” While it is true that ROK–U.S. 
relations experienced political turbulence in South 
Korea from 2000 to 2008, it is also true that signifi-
cant steps were taken to transform the alliance into a 
more equal military and political structure.

Strategic dissonance in policies toward North 
Korea marked relations between Seoul and Washing-
ton in the years following the June 2000 South-North 
Summit, which served to foster more benign views 
of North Korea in the ROK. Subsequently, large 
numbers of South Korean citizens came to see North 
Korea as a poor, weak, and highly insecure neighbor, 
whose intractable, belligerent behavior was often 
attributed to U.S. policies, which were perceived as 
isolating or pressuring the regime in Pyongyang. In-
dicative of this trend, the ROK’s Ministry of Defense 
2005 White Paper ceased to identify North Korea as 
an enemy, and, in a 2004 South Korean public opin-
ion poll, the United States was viewed as a greater 
threat to peace than was North Korea.
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Roh came into office in 2003 with a highly nation-
alistic agenda, determined to redress long-perceived 
inequities in the ROK–U.S. relationship. With regard 
to the alliance, Roh made the transfer of wartime 
operational control of ROK forces back to South 
Korean command the touchstone of his efforts to 
transform the alliance into a more equal structure.

At the same time, the Bush administration, in re-
sponse to the 9/11 terrorist attacks, initiated a global 
transformation of U.S. forces aimed at making them 
lighter and more readily deployable. On the Korean 
Peninsula, this imposed a new security requirement 
on U.S. forces—in addition to being prepared to 
defend South Korea, they were also to be prepared to 
deploy off the peninsula to deal with the threat posed 
by international terrorism.

This combination of U.S. and ROK imperatives to 
meet the security challenges of the post-9/11 world 
and the demands for greater equality within the al-
liance resulted in consecutive bilateral negotiations: 
the Future of the Alliance Talks (FOTA) and the 
Strategic Policy Initiative (SPI). The talks resulted 
in the redeployment of U.S. forces from bases at the 
DMZ to the Osan-Pyongtaek area and the Taegu-
Pusan area; the return of approximately 60 camps 
and installations to the ROK; the relocation of the 
Yongsan Garrison in downtown Seoul to Pyongtaek; 
and the transfer of wartime operational control to 
the ROK by April 17, 2012. South Korea’s “Defense 
Reform 2020” provides for the acquisition of es-
sential upgrades in command and control, commu-
nications, computers, and intelligence capabilities to 
support transfer of operational control. At the same 
time, the United States agreed to provide necessary 
bridging capabilities through 2020. While some in 
South Korea continue to express uneasiness with the 
readiness of the ROK military to assume wartime op-
erational control, the initiative continues on track.

The Road Ahead
The ability of the United States and the Republic 

of Korea to advance their bilateral relationship and 
strengthen the alliance will depend on the interplay 
of a number of factors: the capacity of the Lee gov-
ernment to overcome its initial stumbles and govern 
effectively in the face of vocal and determined oppo-
sition; the implementation of FOTA and SPI agree-
ments; the success of the ROK’s Defense Reform 
2020; the maintenance of coordination on policies 
toward North Korea; and the fate of KORUS.

Less than 2 months after its inauguration, the Lee 
administration met with an unexpected reversal when 

his Grand National Party escaped with a narrow ma-
jority victory in the National Assembly elections. The 
narrowness of the victory, 153 out of 299 seats, was 
in part due to the defection of 26 GNP members to 
an alliance led by Park Geun-Hye, Lee’s unsuccessful 
rival for the GNP presidential nomination.

In advance of his summit visit to Washington, Lee 
announced his decision to implement the commit-
ment, made by the Roh government, to re-open the 
Korean market for U.S. beef (U.S. beef imports had 
been banned since 2003, following the outbreak of 
mad cow disease in the United States). Many South 
Koreans saw the announcement as an arbitrary 
exercise of power, one that put Lee’s relationship 
with Washington ahead of the health of the Korean 
people. Massive demonstrations, first by students and 
civil society organizations, later supported by opposi-
tion parties, resulted in plummeting public approval 
ratings for the president, the reorganization of the 
president’s staff, strikes by the Korean Confederation 
of Trade Unions, opposition parties’ refusal to allow 
the opening of the National Assembly, and finally, a 
presidential apology.

Lee’s emphasis on reciprocity in South-North 
relations—demanding denuclearization as a condi-
tion for economic assistance—meant that for many 
months in 2008 South Korea had refused to send 
food and fertilizer to North Korea. With public 
pressures building for a response to reports of an 
intensifying famine in North Korea, however, Lee 
reversed his position. In his address to the open-
ing of the National Assembly, he called for renewed 
dialogue with North Korea “to alleviate the pain of 
the North Korean people.” In reply, an editorial in 
North Korea’s Rodong Sinmun newspaper blasted the 
president for his responsibility for the aggravated 
state of North-South relations.

Challenges and Opportunities
In the midst of transforming the bilateral U.S.–

ROK alliance, President Lee is facing determined 
opposition on defense budget issues, including 
appropriations for Defense Reform 2020, for the 
Special Measures Agreement (Host Nation Support), 
and for implementation of the FOTA and SPI agree-
ments on the redeployment of U.S. forces on the 
peninsula. Also, the opposition is determined to raise 
issues related to the environmental cleanup of U.S. 
bases returned to the ROK.

The Lee government has repeatedly emphasized 
the strategic importance of the alliance with the 
United States, and Lee has made clear his interest in 
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turning the Cold War–origin alliance into a “Strate-
gic Alliance for the 21st Century,” expanding its scope 
from the peninsula to East Asia and beyond. Korean 
officials frequently point to the Tokyo Declaration of 
April 1996, which defined a post–Cold War role for 
the U.S.-Japan alliance, as a model. Cooperating with 
the ROK in defining such an alliance would allow the 
administration the opportunity to put its mark on a 
new initiative in Asian security.

Efforts to develop a new vision of the alliance, 
however, have diverted attention from implementa-
tion of the FOTA/SPI agreements. Despite a shared 
understanding on the importance of the alliance, a 
gap exists between strategic consensus and actual 
performance on nuts-and-bolts issues. Funding and 
implementation of FOTA/SPI—operational issues 
with strategic consequences—will require the careful 
and continuing attention of the new administration 
in Washington.

The Obama administration has inherited the 
KORUS Free Trade Agreement. Senior ROK officials 
have privately communicated that a U.S. failure to 
ratify the agreement would be “a major blow” to the 
Lee government. Furthermore, such an outcome 
would negatively affect the U.S.–ROK relationship 
and mark a significant retreat from the commitment 
of past administrations, Democratic and Republican 
alike, to free trade.

North Korea: Choices for the New  
Administration

The challenge of halting North Korea’s pursuit of a 
nuclear weapons program has now bedeviled Ameri-
can Presidents for over two decades. The George 
H.W. Bush administration attempted to bring North 
Korea under International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) inspections after becoming concerned about 
North Korea’s Yongbyon gas-graphite power reactor 
in the late 1980s. When discrepancies arose between 
North Korea’s declaration and evidence gathered by 
IAEA inspectors during 1992, the ensuing dispute 
sparked the first North Korean nuclear crisis and led 
to bilateral negotiations under the Clinton adminis-
tration that resulted in the Geneva Agreed Frame-
work. By the terms of this deal, North Korea froze 
construction and promised to eventually dismantle 
its plutonium-based nuclear program upon delivery 
of two light-water reactors for electricity production 
by a U.S.-led multinational consortium.

Lack of political will among the parties to the 
agreement, the withholding of funding by the newly 
elected U.S. Republican Congress, and delays in the 

timetable for provision of the two light-water reac-
tors as promised in the Agreed Framework caused 
relations between North Korea and the United States 
to deteriorate over the next several years, and sowed 
the seeds for the next North Korean nuclear crisis.

Background
In 2002, the U.S. Intelligence Community con-

cluded that the DPRK had pursued a covert uranium 
enrichment path to achieving nuclear weapons 
capability in contravention of the Clinton-era agree-
ment, spawning a second crisis over North Korea’s 
nuclear ambitions. U.S. allegations to this effect dur-
ing an October 2002 visit to Pyongyang by President 
Bush’s special envoy, Assistant Secretary James Kelly, 
sparked an angry response from the North Koreans 
and the unraveling of the Agreed Framework. In re-
taliation for a U.S. decision to halt deliveries of heavy 
fuel oil that had been promised under the framework 
agreement, North Korea expelled IAEA nuclear 
inspectors and reinstalled fuel rods that had been 
put in storage near Yongbyon since the mid-1990s. 
Following on-again, off-again six-party negotiations 
established in 2003 that included China, Russia, 
Japan, South Korea, North Korea, and the United 
States, North Korea’s apparent October 2006 test of a 
nuclear device dramatically illustrated the policy fail-
ures of successive administrations. The test catalyzed 
a uniformly negative international response, includ-
ing rapid passage of UN Security Council Resolution 
1718, which placed severe economic sanctions on the 
DPRK. The implementation of those sanctions was 
suspended, however, when the Bush administration 
pursued bilateral U.S.–DPRK negotiations in the 
context of the six-party negotiations.

The outcome of those negotiations was a February 
13, 2007, implementing agreement and a more spe-
cific October 3 agreement in which the DPRK was 
to shut down, disable, and dismantle its Yongbyon 
nuclear facilities. These agreements would allow 
IAEA monitors to return to the complex, and offer 
a “complete and correct declaration” of its nuclear 
facilities, programs, and materials. In return, the 
United States would remove North Korea from the 
list of state sponsors of terrorism from the Trading 
with the Enemy Act; Japan-DPRK relations would 
improve; and North Korea would receive one million 
tons of heavy fuel oil or its equivalent from the other 
parties (with the exception of Japan). The agreement 
was built on a Six-Party Joint Statement of Principles 
for addressing the North Korean nuclear issue that 
had been completed on September 19, 2005, a year 
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prior to North Korea’s nuclear test. The “grand bar-
gain” that had been envisaged in the joint statement 
traded North Korea’s denuclearization for multilat-
eral economic support and the political benefits of 
diplomatic normalization with the United States, 
under agreed-upon principles of “action for action.”

The February 13, 2007, agreement covered only 
the first steps that would have to be taken toward 
North Korea’s full denuclearization. They were to be 
completed within 90 days, but it took until summer 
to complete only the first phase of the agreement. 
North Korea also missed a December 31, 2007, 
deadline for submitting a “complete and correct” 
declaration of its nuclear program, materials, and 
facilities; it was finally submitted in June 2008. With 
this, President Bush notified Congress that he would 
remove North Korea from the list of state sponsors of 
terrorism within 45 days. However, North Korea re-
fused to agree to the verification measures requested 
by the United States, ROK, and Japan, and took 
initial steps to refurbish nuclear facilities at Yong-
byon. Following what is believed to be a verification 
protocol, the Bush administration announced that it 
had delisted North Korea on October 10, 2008.

On April 5, 2009, North Korea, in the face of 
international opposition, conducted a missile test over 

Japan into the Pacific Ocean. On May 25, Pyongyang 
tested its second nuclear device. In response the 
United Nations Security Council, on June 13, adopted 
UNSC 1874, sanctioning North Korea for its action.

The Obama administration faces multiple chal-
lenges with respect to North Korea: reinitiating 
nuclear talks, verifying any accords, and managing a 
possible regime transition. This task may have been 
made more difficult by the fact that there remain 
ambiguities in the agreement regarding some com-
ponents of the verification regime. These issues are 
complicated by the fact that Kim Jong Il experienced 
a “medical event”—a possible stroke—that may have 
temporarily incapacitated him in mid-August 2008. 
Although the continuity of his leadership within 
North Korea apparently has not been challenged, 
this event has highlighted the possibility of internal 
political instability in the North, with uncertain 
implications for both regional stability and nonpro-
liferation.

The first issue is Kim Jong Il’s health. Although 
reported to have recovered from the August 2008 
medical event, the uncertainty regarding his physical 
condition appears to have accelerated the process 
of structuring a succession. Judging from recent 
pronouncements from Pyongyang, Kim appears to 
have settled on his youngest son, Kim Jong Un, as 
his successor. The medical event and Kim Jong Il’s 
subsequent recovery also may constitute a de facto 
test of loyalty among those closest to him. How 
North Korean powerholders have responded to Kim’s 
ill health could affect their subsequent standing in 
North Korea’s leadership hierarchy. Kim’s vulner-
ability also may influence North Korean bureaucratic 
organs in their willingness to carry out orders. A top 
priority for the United States is to assess the impact 
of the political situation inside North Korea for 
Pyongyang’s external priorities, especially as they 
relate to the task of denuclearization.

Kim Jong Il’s health situation also has exposed the 
need for greater coordination and more active shar-
ing of contingency plans among the United States 
and North Korea’s neighbors. Once such planning 
has occurred in the context of the U.S.–South Korea 
and U.S.-Japan alliances, there might be an oppor-
tunity to initiate a deeper discussion of such issues 
with China, especially as it relates to coordination 
of humanitarian assistance to North Korea and best 
practices for responding to refugees in the event of a 
political vacuum inside North Korea.

Uncertainty regarding the future direction of 
North Korea’s political leadership may also influence 

North Korean leader Kim Jong Il (second from right) talks with Wang Jiarui 
(left), head of Chinese Communist Party’s International Department, 
Pyongyang, February 2009
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North Korea’s tactical and strategic approaches to 
the Six-Party Talks. In response to the international 
outcry that followed the April 5 missile test and the 
May 25 nuclear test, Pyongyang announced that it 
would no longer participate in the Six-Party Talks, 
restart the Yongbyon reactor, and pursue a uranium 
enrichment program. While the United States, China, 
Japan, the ROK, and Russia have called on Pyongyang 
to return to the Six-Party Talks, it is not likely that 
the talks will resume in the near future. North Korea’s 
actions may suggest that Pyongyang is attempting to 
maximize leverage in dealing directly with the United 
States on a bilateral basis or, conversely, that it has no 
intention of surrendering its nuclear ambitions. 

A major challenge that has beset past administra-
tions when they tried to determine an effective policy 
strategy toward North Korea has been the need 
to reconcile the constraints imposed by America’s 
regional policy objectives with the parameters of 
America’s global nonproliferation objectives. A suc-
cessful approach has not yet been forged that can 
meld the objectives of nonproliferation while also 
strengthening America’s regional role and cred-
ibility. The Bush administration sought to manage 
this dilemma by increasing both the stakes and the 
level of responsibility felt by North Korea’s neighbors 
through the six-party negotiations process. But in 
the course of pursuing such a policy, differences have 
persisted between those who believe that U.S. objec-
tives are best served by preventing North Korea from 
engaging in proliferation of nuclear technologies or 
weapons to other countries, and those who believe 
that it is necessary to roll back North Korea’s pro-
gram as a means of supporting nonproliferation as 
an enforceable norm. This debate is likely to continue 
in the new administration.

North Korea’s immediate neighbors should be 
most concerned about a nuclear North Korea. The 
six-party process brought together those neighbors 
as the main actors, but has been relatively inef-
fectual in achieving concrete results. The priorities 
of regional powers such as China (and even South 
Korea) place stability above North Korea’s denucle-
arization, despite a rhetorical consensus in favor of a 
nuclear-free Korean Peninsula. As a result, there are 
limits both to regional support for U.S.-led coercive 
approaches and to the degree of pressure that North 
Korea’s neighbors are willing to apply even in the 
context of support for diplomacy. In fact, China and 
South Korea have been more interested in pressing 
the United States to avoid coercive options than in 
pressuring North Korea to give up all components 

of its nuclear program. This approach has enabled 
the North Koreans to engage in careful tactics that 
permit them to retain ambiguity about their overall 
nuclear status while reaping maximum rewards for 
limited cooperation.

The Road Ahead
As the Obama administration determines the 

priority of issues and the means by which it pur-
sues North Korea’s full denuclearization, it will be 
important not to imply in word or deed that a new 
status quo that includes a North Korea with a limited 
nuclear arsenal would be acceptable. The administra-
tion also will have to weigh various coercive options 
against continued negotiations in some bilateral or 
multilateral form as alternatives to achieve North 
Korea’s denuclearization. The depth of this ongo-
ing policy dilemma over North Korea’s program 
is compounded by the contradiction between the 
widespread perception that North Korea’s denucle-
arization may be impossible without regime change, 
and the priority that North Korea’s immediate 
neighbors place on maintaining regional stability. 
This underscores the need for more active pursuit of 
coordinated contingency planning to deal with the 
effects of political instability in North Korea.

The Bush administration’s approach to negotia-
tions fell short of achieving North Korean denucle-
arization. The new U.S. administration may be in a 
stronger position to negotiate effectively with North 
Korea. Possible policy approaches include continu-
ing six-party negotiations by offering North Korea 
a last chance to pursue political normalization in 
exchange for North Korea’s denuclearization, while 
promoting more active compellance efforts among 
other participants in the Six-Party Talks; setting 
aside the six-party process and bolstering a common 
resolve among the other parties, thereby convinc-
ing regional partners to push North Korea toward 
denuclearization; pursuing a bilateral “dealmaking” 
approach in which the United States quietly offers 
concrete economic and political incentives in return 
for the removal of North Korea’s plutonium from the 
country (along the lines of the “preventive defense” 
efforts led by Defense Secretary William Perry in the 
mid-1990s); and quietly beginning a policy dialogue 
with South Korea, and subsequently with China, on 
how various parties might respond to contingencies 
should North Korea face future political instability. 
As a practical matter, any solution to the North Ko-
rean nuclear crisis will require regional acquiescence 
and support if it is to be effective. But the top priority 
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of China and South Korea has been to prioritize 
regional stability over destabilizing regime change or 
nonproliferation. For this reason, the first step for the 
Obama administration is likely to be negotiations, 
preferably by affirming the U.S. commitment to the 
principles enshrined in the 2005 joint statement and 
requiring North Korea to do the same. At the same 
time, there is much more that the other participants 
in the Six-Party Talks can and should do to encour-
age North Korea that it is essential to regional stabil-
ity to fully implement the joint statement. If negotia-
tions fail, there will be expectations in the United 
States that the other five parties will take concrete 
actions to address the North Korean threat, but it is 
still not clear at this stage that the other parties will 
perform according to U.S. expectations. The United 
States will have to devise a strategy that strength-
ens political will in Northeast Asia in support of a 
denuclearized Korean Peninsula.

The new U.S. administration should reaffirm com-
mitments to nonproliferation by reenergizing strate-
gic nuclear arms reduction negotiations and provid-
ing continued leadership to address the difficult cases 
of North Korea and Iran. But such statements will be 
taken seriously only if the United States also imple-
ments a policy that continues to insist that a nuclear 
North Korea will not be accepted as part of a new 
status quo on the peninsula and in the region. Effec-
tive U.S. leadership in managing the North Korean 
nuclear issue can demonstrate that the United States 
remains an essential actor in dealing with pressing 
regional security issues, in ways that no other single 
party is able to do. Strengthened cooperation with 
other parties in the six-party process will limit North 
Korea’s scope to play off of the respective strategic di-
lemmas of the other parties and will foreclose North 
Korean alternatives to cooperation.

A prerequisite for strengthening cooperation 
among the other five parties is more effective coor-
dination with allies in South Korea and Japan. An 
approach that begins with allies and builds out to 
other parties would ensure that multilateral coordi-
nation within the Six-Party Talks does not contradict 
American alliances, and emphasize that U.S.-led 
diplomacy can make important contributions to 
stability as a supplement to U.S. military alliance 
commitments in the region.

President Obama has inherited the task of achiev-
ing North Korea’s denuclearization, following two 
decades of repeated failures. His administration is in 
a better position than any of its predecessors to join 
hands in promoting the kind of regional solidar-

ity necessary for a breakthrough with North Korea. 
Nevertheless, the perils are great. The administration 
could also stumble if it fails to align nonproliferation 
and regional security.

Reengaging with Southeast Asia and 
ASEAN

The Obama administration likely will be respond-
ing to criticism by U.S. allies and friends in Southeast 
Asia1 that Washington has not been sufficiently 
engaged in Asia-Pacific regional affairs in recent 
years. This perceived neglect has been attributed in 
part to the Bush administration’s preoccupation with 
other issues around the globe (Iraq, Afghanistan, 
terrorism, North Korea, and Iran). The fact is that 
when the United States does reengage more fully in 
Southeast Asia, it will find that China’s resurgence 
has transformed the region.

Challenges Confronting ASEAN States
From its initial boom in the 1960s, Southeast Asia 

has been an extraordinarily dynamic region driven 
by high rates of economic growth and moderniza-
tion. In little more than a generation, real per capita 
incomes in Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, and 
Brunei—and in many urban areas elsewhere—have 
quintupled. The sea lanes that traverse the Malacca 
Straits and the South China Sea have become the 
world’s busiest, in terms of both volume and value. 
Most societies of the region have changed almost 
beyond recognition. Never in history had so many 
people had their lives transformed for the better—
that is, until China launched on the same trajectory 
about 15 years later. Economic development has 
been accompanied by less dramatic, but nevertheless 
substantial, political development.

Change of this speed and scope creates inevitable 
strains and tensions throughout most of ASEAN. 
Economic growth in the region is uneven, both 
within countries and particularly among them. In the 
same archipelago with Singapore, which has living 
standards higher than Great Britain, for example, lies 
East Timor, one of the poorest and least developed 
countries on the planet. Sharing a border with boom-
ing Thailand is remote, isolated, dependent Laos, 
where modernization remains an idea, not a fact. 
Economic change often produces political fragility, as 
existing institutions and authorities are challenged by 
newly empowered, or aggrieved, groups. Southeast 
Asia has more than its share of still-developing de-
mocracies. A country as sophisticated and modern-
ized as Thailand has been unable to break the cycle 
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of recurrent military coups. The Philippines seems 
locked in a perpetual state of political incapacity, 
aggravated by frail leadership, endemic corruption, 
and weak government institutions. Indonesia, by 
contrast, has effected a democratic transition that has 
amazed even the most knowledgeable (and sympa-
thetic) observers. Meanwhile, Vietnam, not unlike 
China, maneuvers uncertainly between a Marxist au-
thoritarian order and a free-enterprise, open society.

The most graphic evidence of systemic political 
weakness in ASEAN is the persistence of secession-
ist movements that challenge the legitimacy of the 
state itself in Thailand, the Philippines, Burma, and, 
to a lesser degree, Indonesia. Many of these are the 
legacy of past empires (European and indigenous) 
that left significant groups disenfranchised, isolated, 
and disaffected.

The emergence of Islamist terrorist networks has 
been one manifestation of societal change and stress. 
When young Southeast Asian militants returned 
home from fighting in Afghanistan in the 1980s, they 
found societies vulnerable to their newly absorbed, 
violent dreams of an Islamic renaissance. Ethnic 
divisions, particularly between the Chinese urban 
minorities that are ubiquitous throughout the region 
and the majority indigenous non-Chinese, can also 
reflect the strains of modernization as one group 
(usually the Chinese) fares better economically than 
the others. Even the piracy that bedevils regional sea 
lanes (the crowded Malacca Straits has the highest 
rate of piracy in the world) reflects economic dis-
parities: it is no surprise when some boatmen from 
poor seafaring villages on the east coast of Sumatra, 
watching great wealth pass by in the Malacca Straits 
with no hope of benefit, try to seize what they can. 
Inevitably, breakneck economic growth has also pro-
duced widespread environmental despoliation—for 
which nature exacts a price. Recurrent floods in the 
Philippines, massive uncontrolled fires in Indonesia, 
and the virtual disappearance of traditional fishing 
grounds are all of a piece.

Significant interstate tensions exist as well. 
Unresolved territorial disputes complicate relations 
between Vietnam and China and among multiple 
claimants to the Spratly Archipelago and the South 
China Sea itself. Lesser maritime disputes have 
impaired relations among Singapore, Malaysia, and 
Indonesia. Very recently, an old boundary dispute 
between Cambodia and Thailand has rekindled, with 
troop movements and bellicose statements by national 
leaders. Burma represents a special, difficult case: 
not only is it geographically part of the region and a 

member of ASEAN, but it is also a political pariah 
and economic recluse that remains unintegrated into 
regional institutions, spurns widely held political and 
economic values, and resists efforts to foster greater 
regional cohesion. The Thai-Burma border remains 
perpetually neuralgic. Vietnam’s relationship with 
China is a complex amalgam of communist fraternity 
and geopolitical rivalry. For Vietnam’s military and 
security officials, the great strategic challenge is to 
carve out greater freedom of action under the suspi-
cious gaze of the increasingly powerful and ambitious 
behemoth to the north. Meanwhile, as these various 
forces work with and against one another, growing 
economies have permitted growing support for mili-
tary budgets in much of the region.

Collective Efforts of ASEAN Members
Despite these challenges, the efforts of ASEAN 

states to work collectively have translated into a 
number of economic cooperation and integration 
initiatives, which include China’s positive engage-
ment in the region and the spurring of regional 
security dialogues. ASEAN has attracted attention 
and partnerships both inside and outside the region. 
Its external relationships today are based on its 1997 
strategic paper, ASEAN Vision 2020. They range from 
extended relationships with China, Japan, and the 
ROK in a forum called ASEAN Plus Three, to bilateral 
trading arrangements between its member coun-
tries and China, Japan, and the ROK, to cooperative 
relations with Dialogue Partners (Australia, Canada, 
China, the European Union, India, Japan, the ROK, 
New Zealand, the Russian Federation, and the United 
States) and the United Nations Development Program. 
ASEAN also maintains relations with a number of 
intergovernmental organizations and actively partici-
pates in the APEC forum, the Asia-Europe Meeting, 
and the East Asia–Latin America Forum.

The ASEAN Plus Three relationship is an out-
growth of the Asian financial crisis of 1997. China, 
Japan, and South Korea, together with ASEAN, 
initially sought a mechanism that would support 
regional efforts to prevent, or at least mitigate, the 
effects of such a crisis in the future. This relationship 
has since expanded beyond finance and economics. 
During the 2002–2003 Severe Acute Respiratory 
Syndrome crisis, and in the midst of severe avian 
influenza outbreaks, for instance, ASEAN Plus Three 
engaged ministers of health and other senior officials 
in multiple levels of dialogue to explore prevention 
and mitigation strategies. Since then, other nontradi-
tional security challenges have found their way into 
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the ASEAN Plus Three agenda, as well as throughout 
other broader ASEAN venues.

Southeast Asian views of China have changed 
dramatically since the mid-1990s. China’s embrace 
of multilateral diplomacy, its efforts to reassure 
Southeast Asian countries of its benign intentions, 
and its booming economy have led countries in the 
region to see China more as an economic oppor-
tunity than as a strategic threat. This view stems in 
part from the reality that China is a neighbor and 
its economic, political, and military resurgence will 
have an impact on the region. China’s growing influ-
ence is especially evident in poorer countries such as 
Burma, Laos, and Cambodia. Others in the region 
have endeavored, bilaterally and through ASEAN, to 
benefit from the opportunities afforded by China’s 
boom, while at the same time seeking to create an 
environment conducive to China’s peaceful integra-
tion in regional and global affairs. ASEAN never-
theless remains wary of China’s overtures and has 
sought to use the United States as a balancing force 
within the region. In particular, ASEAN has rejected 
Chinese attempts to propose greater cooperation 
on “hard” security matters in favor of “soft” or non-
traditional security matters such as terrorism and 
human and drug trafficking.

The explosion of opportunities for closer engage-
ment in the region, however, also has given rise to 
questions concerning relations between ASEAN and 
other countries and the sustainability of regional 
architectures. Questions about regional architectures 
remain a complex issue. ASEAN does not appear 
wedded to a single organizational architecture; 
instead, it tends to see value in overlapping circles of 
cooperation. The East Asian Summit brought in In-
dia, New Zealand, and Australia; APEC involved the 
United States and some Latin American countries. 
In principle, ASEAN appears content to work within 
its own and other existing regional mechanisms 
(including APEC, the ASEAN Regional Forum, 
ASEAN Plus Three, and the East Asian Summit) in 
the belief that a community must be based on a sense 
of common destiny and the ability to cooperate in 
the pursuit of common interests, and that the goals 
and principles of a Southeast Asian community will 
eventually emerge as a natural evolution of interac-
tion and consensus-building in the region.

Prospects for ASEAN Cooperation
Any political portrayal of Southeast Asia must 

acknowledge the remarkable effort over four decades 
to build institutions that seek to integrate the region 

economically, politically, and psychologically. ASE-
AN is the centerpiece of this effort. Although it is 
easy to disparage the organization as being far more 
talk than action, ASEAN nevertheless has succeeded 
in its core purpose, which is to create processes and 
a mindset that can prevent the myriad strains within 
the region from becoming flashpoints for military 
conflict. Moreover, ASEAN has, to a remarkable 
degree, given Southeast Asia a central role in much 
of the multilateral diplomacy of Asia. Whether this 
achievement can be sustained into the future as 
larger players become more active on the Southeast 
Asian stage is an open question.

The diversity of the region and its geography, con-
taining both maritime and continental states, creates 
economic competition and differences of interests 
among the member states. Domestic concerns—
economic growth, political and regime stability—
are often key drivers. Obstacles to collective action 
come to the surface in disputes over intra-ASEAN 
sovereignty, the intransigence of the Burma problem, 
and China’s ability to win over weaker ASEAN states 
through economic influence. While sovereignty and 
the principle of noninterference provide a com-
mon face to ASEAN identity (often referred to as 
the “ASEAN way”), internal political development 
and economics dictate national interest for these 
countries, often producing obstacles to intra-ASEAN 
cooperation.

The ASEAN leadership has recognized that the 
changing geopolitical landscape (and the rise of Chi-
na and India in particular) means ASEAN cannot be 
complacent about its success. ASEAN concerns were 
reinforced by a McKinsey competitiveness study, 
which warned that the association may be in danger 
of losing its competitiveness and had only a few years 
to respond or be marginalized.2 ASEAN commis-
sioned the Eminent Persons Group to provide practi-
cal recommendations on the organization’s future 
direction and the development of an ASEAN Charter 
(which was signed on November 20, 2007). ASEAN 
sees two broad challenges for its organization: first, 
shaping community-building efforts among its mem-
bers and second, maintaining ASEAN’s centrality 
as it deals with its dialogue partners. In connection 
with this second challenge, ASEAN leaders express 
concern about the telling relative absence of the 
United States in Southeast Asia.

The inability of ASEAN states to work collectively 
is clearly reflected in its institutional weakness. ASE-
AN’s response to the humanitarian crisis in Burma 
that resulted from Cyclone Nargis in May 2008 
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CHINA’S GLOBAL REACH
China’s reemergence as a major power is 
demonstrated not only by its economic and military 
potential, but also by the government’s increasing 
use of “so� power” in the international sphere.  
Successful in its economic liberalization without 
equivalent political reform, China has established an 
active foreign policy that promotes its vision of a 
harmonious world via a framework emphasizing 
“peaceful coexistence.”  More importantly, the 
country’s increasing role in the global economy and 
its continued investment abroad have increased 
China’s economic interdependence along with its 
international in�uence. 

Domestic spending on business education and 
technological development, combined with 
improved diplomatic representation in developing 
countries around the world, demonstrates China’s 
commitment to the furthering of its presence 
abroad.  Meanwhile, foreign investment and interest 
in China show no sign of waning.  Today it is a 
major center of international trade, and the web of 
economic relationships it has formed provides an 
important source of in�uence. 

As China sets its sights on a more active role in the 
international arena, it continues to espouse a desire 
for a “more just and equitable international order” 
more favorable to developing nations.  �is diverse 
grouping of states is where China’s leadership 
aspirations are most evident today.  However, the 
current global economic crisis is slowing China’s 
economy and trade signi�cantly, which will reduce 
its demand for imports (and economic leverage over 
suppliers).  Chinese e�orts to support exports are 
likely to raise tensions with economic partners.
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demonstrated its potential to act as a mechanism for 
regional cooperation. Yet such optimism concerning 
ASEAN’s effectiveness rapidly evaporated as internal 
disagreements over Burma’s lack of human rights 
progress dragged on. ASEAN also remained unin-
volved in the Thai-Cambodia border issue, despite 
Cambodia’s plea for it to intervene and help end the 
dispute. ASEAN’s reflexive noninterference has been 
attributed to its design and function as an institution. 
Some suggest that while the principle of noninterfer-
ence facilitates consensus-building among members 
on some issues (such as nontraditional security 
challenges and economics), in the long term, it may 
pose other problems for the organization. Following 
ASEAN’s refusal to become involved in the Thai-
Cambodia dispute, Cambodia appealed directly to 
the United Nations. Such action has the potential 
to weaken ASEAN’s authority within the region 
in the absence of an effective dispute settlement 
mechanism, and brings into question the contradic-
tion between the principle of noninterference and 
ASEAN’s desire to establish a political and security 
community by 2015.

Despite its strong economic partnership with 
many Southeast Asian states, a sustained military 
presence, cooperation on counterterrorism, and, 

more recently, its response to Southeast Asian con-
cerns about nontraditional security challenges, the 
United States is perceived as lacking a comprehen-
sive strategy and sustained commitment toward the 
region. Some assert that the United States exercises 
its strategic presence primarily through its bilateral 
and multilateral security relationships, and believe 
that military and other security assistance in today’s 
strategic environment are insufficient for the United 
States to maintain its presence.3 But the majority 
laments its lack of diplomatic engagement, most no-
tably with ASEAN, whose desire for greater regional 
integration and vision of an East Asian community 
has placed it at the center of “some very creative 
diplomacy.”4 The new administration’s level of atten-
tion to the region will go a long way toward either 
reassuring ASEAN that Washington’s commitment 
is undiminished, or convincing the region that 
Washington’s attention is indeed diverted. Signaling 
the U.S. Government’s intention to sign the Treaty 
of Amity and Commerce, placing the newly created 
U.S. Ambassador to ASEAN in the region, and par-
ticipating consistently and at a high level in ASEAN 
meetings would go a long way toward telegraphing 
the message that our future is still tied up with the 
prosperity and well-being of the region.

Antigovernment protesters and supporters of ousted Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra attack prime minister’s car, Bangkok, 
April 12, 2009
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Weighting for Asia
Just how important is Asia? As eminent experts 

and indisputable data tell us, Asia’s economic weight 
and consequent importance to the United States 
and the world are increasing at an awesome pace. 
Asia has 6 of the world’s 20 largest economies,5 9 
of the world’s 20 largest foreign exchange reserves,6 
and many of the world’s fastest growing economies 
over a sustained period of time. As a corollary, Asia’s 
significance to the United States continues to grow. 
A new initiative of the East-West Center entitled 
Asia Matters for America demonstrates that Asia is 
a rising source of exports, employment, investment, 
and student revenue, not only nationally but also 
disaggregated across U.S. states and congressional 
districts.7 No longer is Asia’s importance confined 
to or concentrated on a handful of states, especially 
those on the coasts of the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. 
Led by the renewal of Chinese power, the anchor of 
Japanese strength (still the second largest economy 
in the world), the progress of South Korea, Taiwan, 
Malaysia, and Thailand, and the stirrings of India, 
Vietnam, and Indonesia, Asia’s economic gravity 
and dynamism are facts of international life unseen 
in centuries. Recent books have transformed reality 
into zeitgeist, declaring the arrival of “three billion 
new capitalists” based on the “great shift of wealth 
and power to the east” and a “power shift” based on 
“China and Asia’s new dynamics.”

Prognostications of Asia’s arrival to power have 
animated American discourse for over a century. 
Waves of anticipation (and anxiety) have crashed 
on the shores of reality; Japan’s aggressive rise was 
staunched by World War II, Japan’s economic boom 
in the 1980s burst on its own, while the 1997 finan-
cial crisis interrupted a decade of fast growth across 
Asia. Today, however, conventional sense holds 
that Asia has crossed the Rubicon, not as an act of 
war, but as a sign of arrival to power and prosperity 
without a chance of return. This may turn out to be 
true, but there are caveats and enigmas about Asia’s 
arrival—and its future path.

Both absolutely and relatively, Asia’s macroeconom-
ic weaknesses are surprising. For example, Indonesia’s 
GDP is slightly less than Sweden’s. Accounting for 
population differences (230 million versus 9 million, 
respectively), it is much less. Alternatively, India’s and 
South Korea’s economies combined are about equal to 
California’s. The reasonable retort is that the potential 
of Asian economies exceeds that of many countries, 
primarily from Europe, who occupy the top tier. 
Perhaps this is true. Largely for demographic reasons, 
Europe’s economies are alleged to have lower ceilings 
than most of Asia’s. But Asia is not immune from such 
constraints, particularly in its two largest economies, 
Japan and China, whose populations are aging rela-
tively rapidly. Moreover, large-scale immigration as a 
means to address demographic constraints and labor 
needs may not be an option in Asia as it has been in 
the past in Europe, given Asia’s different notions of 
society, nationality, and citizenry.

More importantly, a second caveat about Asia is 
its still-provisional nature, as a region where internal 
and external upsets could derail economic prog-
ress. Of Asia’s five biggest economies (Japan, China, 
India, South Korea, and Australia), the prospect of 
a domestic crisis sufficient to imperil, not simply 
slow or temporarily interrupt, economic growth is 
likely only in China and possibly India. Neverthe-
less, even if Asia does not confront an acute threat of 
economic collapse, its massive unfinished nation- and 
state-building challenges keep the future conditional. 
Indeed, one of the striking contrasts in the analytical 
expectations of Asia is the gap between the positive 
portrayal of the whole region and the mixed reviews 
of its constituent countries. Hence, while region-wide 
assessments portend “power shifts,” “new dynamics,” 
and even “new hemispheres,” and proclaim phenom-
ena signaling vitality such as “thunder” and “fire” from 
the east, country-based appraisals offer more contra-
dictory conclusions. Countering the many studies of 

North Korean and South Korean officials meet for inter-Korean prime ministerial 
talks, Seoul, November 2007
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China’s achievements are those predicting its collapse. 
Considerations of Japan’s economic future veer 
between expectations of revival and terminal decline. 
For every study anticipating India’s emergence is an-
other acknowledging its “strange” or “turbulent” rise. 
In addition, a host of possible external shocks, from a 
cross-strait or Korean conflict, to North Korean rogue 
actions, to a major power clash, could damage the 
entire region’s economy. It is difficult to envision such 
shocks in Europe, Latin America, or Africa (though 
not so difficult in the Middle East). In short, Asia’s 
macroeconomic achievements are evident but mixed, 
and their future uncertain.

Asia’s rising economic weight in America’s 
economy is full of surprises, too. While U.S. exports 
of goods and services to the Asia-Pacific region 
exceed those to the European Union, and four Asian 
countries have consistently been among the top 10 
U.S. trading partners, U.S. exports to all of Asia are 
marginally more than its exports to Canada alone. 
Certainly the growth rates of exports to Asia in 
general and to specific Asian countries are high, but 
not so high as to come close to dislodging Canada 
and Mexico from their spots as first and second 
U.S. trade partners. On investments to and from 
Asia, the asymmetries are more striking. The direct 
investment position abroad on a historical cost basis 
shows that by the end of 2005, U.S. investments in 
Asia were about a third of investments in Europe, 
just $20 billion or so more than in Latin America, 
and $50 billion less than in Great Britain alone. Of 
the $376 billion in U.S. investment in Asia, nearly a 
third, or $113 billion, was in Australia, with the other 
$263 billion spread over China (the smallest at $16 
billion), Hong Kong ($37 billion), Singapore ($48 bil-
lion), Japan ($75 billion), and other Asian countries.

Asia’s investments in the United States are similarly 
skewed. They are less than a third of Europe’s, though 
much higher than Latin America’s U.S. investments. 
But it is Australia and Japan that together account for 
over 90 percent of Asian investment in the United 
States, while the rest of Asia combined accounts for 
just 8 percent. Again, however, trends are changing. 
For example, India’s investments in the United States 
are now approaching the level of U.S. investments in 
India. Other considerations of Asia’s importance to the 
United States are even more complex and nuanced. 
American imports from Asia are massive (hence big 
trade deficits), but they keep inflation down and pro-
vide consumers choice and value. A significant share 
of these imports, particularly from China, comes from 
U.S. companies operating there. This fact qualifies the 

strength of these national economies, but also raises 
their importance to the United States.

A final consideration is the continuing centrality 
of the United States for Asia’s economic emergence, 
both globally and vis-à-vis the United States. For 
all of America’s current difficulties, the sinews of 
its structural strengths (for example, demography, 
education, stable political system, geographical 
location, and strong civil society) are profound. 
America’s relative power will ebb in this century as 
other countries rise—especially in Asia. But the rise 
of others cannot happen without a vibrant United 
States, and the United States will in turn gain op-
portunities from them. Hence, the United States and 
Asia will continue to be increasingly interlinked, and 
declarations that America and Asia are “de-coupling” 
economically are premature.

The bottom line is that the world, including the 
United States, is increasingly, and correctly, “weight-
ing” for Asia economically. But Asia’s journey is 
incomplete and enigmatic. Thus, the world also is 
still waiting for Asia.

East Asia is increasingly important for American 
prosperity and security. It houses 29 percent of the 
world’s population and produces about 19 percent 
of global GDP. Asia accounts for 30 percent of total 
U.S. trade and includes 8 of the top 15 destinations 
for U.S. exports. One of the biggest stories is China’s 
remarkable economic reforms, which have produced 
a sustained growth rate of more than 8 percent for 
almost 30 years. China’s economic success, supported 
by sophisticated regional diplomacy, has turned Bei-
jing into a key economic partner for most countries 
in Asia (including U.S. allies) and underpinned a 
dramatic expansion of Chinese regional influence. 
But Asia is also home to Japan’s huge economy, a 
dynamic South Korea, a rising India, and successful 
Southeast Asian economies. It is the most economi-
cally dynamic region of the world, and Asian coun-
tries now hold about two-thirds of global foreign 
exchange reserves. This shift in economic power as 
Asia and Asian countries gain greater weight in the 
world economy is producing parallel changes in the 
political and security spheres. Asians feel that they 
deserve a greater voice in global economic and gov-
ernance institutions, and the economic and increas-
ing military power of China (and to a lesser degree 
India) has already begun to reshape regional politics.

The United States still holds a strong position 
within a changing region. Unmatched U.S. military 
power, enabled and supported by its regional alli-
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ances, provides hard security in Asia that no other 
country or set of security institutions can replace. 
Countries in Asia look to the United States to provide 
balance against a rising China whose regional ambi-
tions remain unclear and which has maritime and 
territorial disputes with many countries in the region. 
This is seen nowhere more clearly than from Tokyo, 
where close integration into a bilateral ballistic missile 
defense network is emblematic of effective practical 
cooperation under difficult political restraints.

The U.S. market is a key factor for regional 
economic growth with many of the goods produced 
by regional production networks throughout Asia 
ultimately winding up in the United States. The nega-
tive impact of the severe worldwide financial crisis 
and the ongoing U.S. economic slowdown on Asian 
economies and stock markets illustrates the continu-
ing importance of the U.S. economy. In the face of 
persistent complaints about the Bush administra-
tion’s distraction from Asian issues due to the Middle 
East and overemphasis on a narrow counterterrorism 
agenda, there is considerable appetite among Asian 
governments for a more active U.S. regional role.

Despite these strengths, the U.S. position is begin-
ning to be challenged in both the traditional and 
nontraditional security domains. Rapid growth has 
allowed China to make substantial investments in 
military modernization, many of which are focused 
on antiaccess capabilities that may eventually chal-
lenge the U.S. ability to operate in the western Pacific 
and to fulfill its traditional security responsibilities. 
China also is developing increased power projection 
capabilities, including both nuclear-armed missiles 
and more accurate and longer range conventional 
ballistic missiles, which can threaten Taiwan and 
Japan. Intense diplomatic efforts to constrain and 
eliminate North Korea’s nuclear weapons ambitions 
and potential so far have failed to prevent North 
Korea from testing a nuclear device, heightening re-
gional concerns about nuclear proliferation. The abil-
ity of the Six-Party Talk process to produce verifiable 
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula remains in 
doubt, and will be an important policy challenge for 
the new administration.

At the same time, countries in the Asia-Pacific are 
grappling with an increasingly important nontra-
ditional security agenda that requires cooperative 
solutions and has a direct impact on the day-to-day 
lives of the people. Issues such as energy security, ter-
rorism, infectious disease, disaster relief, and maritime 
security have the potential to affect the regional stabil-
ity and security necessary for continued economic 

development. Asia-Pacific countries have begun to 
address these issues through a variety of political and 
security organizations including the ASEAN regional 
forum, the East Asian Summit, the unofficial Council 
on Security and Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific, the 
Shangri-La Dialogue, and a series of bilateral efforts. 
Although some Asian experts see these organiza-
tions as a foundation for a new cooperative secu-
rity approach, they remained limited in both their 
practical accomplishments and their ability to address 
contentious traditional security issues such as territo-
rial disputes and potential conflicts on the Korean 
Peninsula and in the Taiwan Strait. Nevertheless, these 
organizations are becoming focal points for regional 
cooperation as well as venues for great power competi-
tion. Major powers such as China, Japan, and India see 
nontraditional security issues as a means of justifying 
new military capabilities and expanding their regional 
influence in a nonthreatening way. The United States is 
an active player on both traditional and nontraditional 
security issues in the Asia-Pacific, but it will need a 
more consistent and comprehensive approach if it is to 
maximize its positive influence in the region.

U.S. alliances continue to provide the founda-
tion for the U.S. hard and soft security presence in 
the region. Indeed, the Bush administration made 
concerted efforts to repair and strengthen the politi-
cal and security foundations of the key U.S. alliances 
with Japan and South Korea. Alliance transformation 
is deepening security cooperation and leading to 
shifts in responsibilities within each alliance. With 
political foundations strengthened, the new admin-
istration will be able to follow through on planned 
relocations of U.S. forces, and on efforts to build the 
capabilities of its alliance partners. This will require 
consistent political engagement, close attention to 
detail, and patience during consequential negotia-
tions over burdensharing and roles and missions.

A “business as usual” attitude toward U.S. alliances 
will be insufficient. Japanese security experts are con-
cerned about potential threats from China and North 
Korea and are raising concerns about the credibility 
of extended deterrence that must be addressed. The 
issue of Kim Jong Il’s poor health is a reminder that 
collapse or crisis in North Korea are real possibilities, 
and could involve the U.S.–ROK alliance in both new 
military tasks and delicate, short-fused diplomacy 
with other regional powers. China has become a 
key economic partner for Australia, making inroads 
“down under.”

There are, of course, many opportunities for 
enhanced relations available to the United States. 
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The interoperability and combined capabilities 
developed with U.S. allies (including Australia, 
Thailand, the Philippines, and Japan) can be applied 
outside alliance structures to deal with regional 
challenges in cooperation with other countries. 
The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and 2005 Pakistan 
earthquake relief efforts show the strong potential 
for regional security cooperation and the attrac-
tiveness of combining soft power with military 
capabilities. The challenge for the United States is to 
develop new models of open security cooperation 
and work with allies, partners, and other interested 
countries to address a broader range of security 
issues. In some cases the United States may take the 
lead, and in other cases we may be more effective in 
supporting regional initiatives.

The Obama administration has inherited a reason-
ably sound foundation for U.S. power in Asia, along 
with new and growing challenges. It will need to 
articulate a clear regional vision and policy priorities 
in order to reassure Asian countries that the United 
States will adopt a strategic approach and devote suf-
ficient high-level attention to implement its propos-
als. Doing so will require more effective integration 
of U.S. economic and security policies to convert U.S. 
power potential into actual regional influence, espe-
cially in the face of increasing Chinese influence.

Asia-Pacific nations will watch U.S. statements 
about China with particular care, and track closely 
the outcomes of Sino-American relations. They not 

only support U.S. efforts to encourage positive Chi-
nese behavior through active engagement under the 
“responsible stakeholder” framework, but also want 
an active U.S. role that maintains regional balance and 
limits their vulnerability to Chinese pressure. The re-
gional nightmare scenario is a U.S.-China conflict that 
destroys regional stability and forces the nations of the 
Asia-Pacific to choose sides. The most difficult chal-
lenges the new administration faces in Asia involve 
positioning China properly within the framework of 
a broader U.S. regional strategy, and striking the right 
balance between the cooperative and competitive ele-
ments of the U.S.-China relationship.

The potential of the Asia-Pacific cannot be over-
stated, both for stable economic growth and political 
cooperation as well as for disruption and instability. 
America’s own potential, in the region and for the 
region, is equally profound, clearly appreciated, and 
closely tracked throughout Asia. East Asia’s challeng-
es are its opportunities as well for the United States, 
for which expectations remain very high throughout 
the region. gsa

N O T E s

1  Southeast Asia here is defined as the 10 countries 
comprising the Association of Southeast Asian Nations: 
Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar/Burma, the Phil-
ippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Marine Corps Air Station Futenma, Okinawa
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Chapter 13
Europe

Rethinking Euroatlantic Security  
Structures

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
backed by strong U.S. military and political com-
mitments to the Alliance, has been the primary 
guarantor of Europe’s defense from armed attack 
since 1949. With the end of the Cold War, NATO 
assumed new roles: building defense and security 
partnerships with new democracies in Central and 
Eastern Europe that prepared many for Alliance 
membership; extending dialogue and cooperation 
on political-military issues to Russia, Ukraine, and 
other states of the former Soviet Union; and lead-
ing complex military and stabilization operations 
in the Balkans and Afghanistan. Throughout its 
existence, NATO also has performed the vital job 
of promoting intra-European as well as transat-
lantic collaboration regarding threat assessments, 
political-military strategy, defense planning, equip-

ment standards and interoperability, and training 
and exercises.

Yet NATO’s “unipolar moment” has passed. Most 
Europeans want to preserve robust transatlantic links 
through NATO that are reinforced, in many cases, 
by basing, information-sharing, and other bilateral 
ties to the United States. Russia’s behavior in Georgia 
in the summer and fall of 2008 and its muscular 
statements of intent to “protect the life and dignity of 
[Russian] citizens wherever they are” have renewed 
interest in NATO’s collective defense role, particu-
larly among Eastern and Northern Europeans. Many 
Europeans, however, no longer view the most press-
ing threats to their security, or the tools needed to 
address them, as predominantly military. And while 
public opinion polls indicate a modest recovery in 
positive European views of the United States since 
the Iraq-related nadir of 2003–2004, European 
publics remain less confident than a decade ago that 

NATO members discuss expanding ISAF operations and missions in Afghanistan, June 2006
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U.S. interests, strategy, and policies will closely match 
their own. Hence, Europeans increasingly endorse 
the notion that, to protect and advance their com-
mon interests and values in defense- and security-
related matters, NATO must share the stage with the 
European Union (EU).

Defining how this shared responsibility should 
be carried out in practice will prove difficult for 
Europeans, notwithstanding the fact that 21 of 27 EU 
member states belong to NATO and 5 others work 
with NATO, sometimes quite intensively, through the 
Partnership for Peace (PFP). This task is complicated 
by profound differences between NATO and the EU 
in terms of their respective functions, structures, and 
procedures, as well as internal tensions over strategy, 
capabilities, and the uneven political will of their 
members.

NATO under Pressure
NATO’s solidarity and effectiveness are being tested 

in the caldron of Afghanistan, where European Allies 
and PFP members are contributing some 27,500 of 
nearly 56,500 troops that make up the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF).1 European leaders 
broadly agree that if Afghanistan were to become 
a “failed state” rather than a fragile one, terrorist 
networks would again be able to operate there with 
relative impunity, posing a direct threat to an unstable 
and nuclear-armed Pakistan and, eventually, the 
European and North American homeland. At the 
same time, many European officials fear the trends in 
Afghanistan are unfavorable, and public support in 
Europe for the ISAF effort is wavering. Despite Allied 
and PFP member troop increases in Afghanistan 
since NATO’s April 2008 Bucharest Summit, there is 
little prospect that Europe will provide significantly 
larger forces in 2009 and beyond. Indeed, over the 
next 2 years, some Allies plan to scale down or termi-
nate their presence in southern Afghanistan where, 
contrary to initial expectations, their involvement in 
combat missions frequently has overshadowed peace-
keeping and reconstruction tasks.

NATO’s difficulty in meeting force requirements 
for ISAF extends beyond troop levels. Some Allies 
continue to invoke so-called caveats that restrict how 
and where their nation’s forces can be employed by 
the ISAF commander. European leaders understand 
the inherent dangers of a two-tier NATO, in which 
some members are more fully committed than 
others. Still, certain important ISAF contributors 
would face serious domestic opposition were they to 
shift their focus from the relatively stable northern 

and western regions to higher risk operations in 
the south and east. None of the European Allies is 
prepared to contemplate military involvement inside 
Pakistan, despite the acknowledged problems posed 
by virtual sanctuaries for Taliban, al Qaeda, and 
other opposition militant forces along the Afghani-
stan-Pakistan border.

In addition, the costs associated with ISAF are 
taking a heavy toll on some troop contributor 
nations. Under standard NATO practice, nations 
must absorb the lion’s share of costs associated with 
their participation in operations. This is a particular 
disincentive to Allies who have the political will to 
sustain or increase troop contributions in the most 
demanding missions but lack sufficient resources to 
do so. Several Allies nevertheless resist suggestions 
to increase NATO’s common funding for operations 
or collective assets; faced with low and relatively 
stagnant defense budgets, they fear greater NATO 
common funding would come at the expense of 
national programs and priorities.

Afghanistan also raises hard questions regarding 
NATO’s role in long-term stabilization missions. The 
“Comprehensive Approach” agreed at the Bucha-
rest Summit aims to integrate international civil-
ian and military assistance to support the Afghan 
government’s efforts to build capable security forces; 
develop the economy; improve governance and rule 
of law; and tackle the narcotics problem. Europe-
ans, however, have not taken a common approach 
regarding their militaries’ engagement in such 
nontraditional roles. And some European officials 
worry that the United States might try to have NATO 
build its own civilian capabilities for use alongside 
the military in stabilization operations—a move that, 
in their view, would duplicate and undermine efforts 
by the United Nations (UN), EU, and other interna-
tional actors.

Finally, NATO’s deepening engagement in Af-
ghanistan has raised doubts in several European cap-
itals regarding overall strategy and priorities. None 
of those governments openly contests the need for 
NATO’s commitment and success in expeditionary 
operations or advocates a return to Cold War models 
of territorial defense. But their officials increasingly 
fret that NATO might lose its raison d’être of col-
lective defense—and vital parliamentary and public 
support—by focusing too heavily on out-of-area 
missions that seem disconnected from threats closer 
to home. For some Allies, the scaling back of the 
25,000-strong NATO Response Force after its failure, 
in 2007, to maintain full operational capability—due, 
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in part, to troop and capability shortfalls that many 
Allies attributed to their commitments in Afghani-
stan, the Balkans, and Iraq—exemplifies tensions 
between the requirements of ongoing missions and 
those that might be needed for Article 5 contingen-
cies. This sentiment is reinforced by a widespread 
European perception that U.S. strategic priorities 
have shifted, perhaps permanently, from Europe to 
the greater Middle East and northeast Asia.

Russia, for example, is a growing security concern 
for several European Allies. Even before long-
simmering tensions between Russia and Georgia 
exploded into violent combat in August 2008, 
Moscow had taken a series of moves—suspending 
its compliance with the Conventional Armed Forces 
in Europe Treaty, opposing Kosovo independence, 
warning of military countermeasures to the planned 
deployment of U.S. missile defense assets in Poland 
and the Czech Republic, and (according to some 
European officials) abetting the 2007 cyber attack 
against Estonian public and private institutions—that 
signaled a more assertive posture vis-à-vis NATO. 
Some, especially Poland and the Baltic states, have 
argued for additional signs of NATO’s preparedness 
to meet its collective defense commitment, along the 
lines of increased NATO contingency planning and 
exercises to deter and, if necessary, respond to any 
direct military intimidation by Russia. Meanwhile, 
other Europeans question whether the Alliance is do-
ing enough to prevent or, if necessary, respond to the 
proliferation of dangerous weapons technologies and 
delivery systems in the greater Middle East, potential 
large-scale terrorist attacks against NATO countries, 
or the threat of energy supply interruptions. 

Faced with such questions, many Europeans 
foresee difficult debates during preparation of a new 
strategic concept for the Alliance, a process launched 
at the NATO 60th anniversary summit in April 2009. 
The purpose of this public document is to help 
reestablish a solid transatlantic consensus on, and re-
newed commitment to, Alliance goals, strategy, and 
capabilities. This presupposes, of course, that NATO 
successfully manages its most pressing challenges—
notably in Afghanistan—in the meantime.

EU Seeking to Define Its Role
Nearly a decade after its formal launch, the EU’s 

European Security and Defense Policy (ESDP) is 
firmly rooted within the EU’s legal and institutional 
frameworks. ESDP is supported by civilian and 
military decisionmaking structures that roughly 
parallel NATO’s (albeit with much smaller staffs), 

and the 2003 European Security Strategy document 
(updated in late 2008) that underlies ESDP sets out 
a broad vision of EU policy goals and approaches. 
The record of some 20 ESDP military and civilian 
operations undertaken to date is generally positive, 
although most of these have been modest in size, of 
limited duration, and relatively low risk. The notion 
once floated by a few European officials that ESDP 
would develop into a “counterweight” to American 
influence in Europe and beyond has been largely dis-
credited. But while EU governments frequently differ 
over the priorities and resources they are prepared 
to assign to ESDP, even the most “Atlanticist” among 
them have come to accept ESDP as a legitimate and 
important pillar of the EU’s global influence.

Within the EU, debate regarding ESDP largely 
revolves around the balance between military and 
civilian tools for crisis management and how best to 
generate additional military and civilian capabilities. 
ESDP’s initial focus was largely military, very ambi-
tious, and heavily influenced by European lessons 
learned from the Balkan conflicts of the 1990s. For 
example, in 1999 the EU pledged to develop, by 2003, 
the ability to deploy, within 60 days, some 50,000 to 
60,000 military personnel to crisis spots thousands 
of miles from Europe, and to sustain them for at 
least 1 year for tasks ranging from humanitarian 
operations to peacekeeping and separating warring 
parties. Faced with substantial capabilities short-
falls, however, the EU shifted its attention in 2004 
to creating some 15 battle groups, each comprised 
of approximately 1,500 troops; two such formations 

Leaders from Germany, France, and Great Britain discuss financial crisis 
during EU summit, October 2008
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serve in alert status for 6-month periods and, in 
theory, would be able to deploy within 10 days of 
an EU decision and sustain operations for up to 120 
days. (To date, the EU has not operationally deployed 
a battle group, but EU officials cite Africa as the most 
likely venue for any future use.)

Some EU governments continue to place priority 
on the development of military capabilities within 
ESDP. They favor the periodic conduct of “autono-
mous” military operations—that is, operations with-
out NATO assistance available through the “Berlin 
Plus” arrangements agreed between NATO and the 

EU in 2003—to demonstrate ESDP’s practical value, 
encourage higher defense spending, and build habits 
of intra-European cooperation in increasingly chal-
lenging missions.2 They also favor expanded joint 
research, development, asset pooling, and acquisition 
programs managed by the EU’s European Defense 
Agency (EDA). That said, in recent years the limits 
of such efforts have become clearer. For example, the 
2008–2009 ESDP operation in Chad and the Central 

African Republic proved more difficult and expen-
sive than anticipated. In addition, European defense 
budgets remain stubbornly low and in many cases 
excessively weighted toward personnel expenditures, 
limiting the possibilities of significant new invest-
ments in EDA programs, especially if such programs 
are seen by some members as duplicative of NATO 
efforts or biased to give advantage to another mem-
ber’s defense industry.

Increasingly, EU members look toward their 
civilian capabilities—including police mentors and 
experts in justice, corrections, customs, and public 
administration—as key tools to be deployed in crisis 
prevention or crisis management operations. These 
capabilities can be used in conjunction with EU 
financial and developmental assistance and, depend-
ing on the circumstances, alongside an ESDP or 
NATO military component. Recruiting, training, and 
deploying qualified civilians for these purposes have 
not been easy in some cases; the EU finds itself, in ef-
fect, competing with its member governments. Still, 
the EU is accumulating valuable experience through 
several ongoing civilian ESDP missions, notably in 
Kosovo and Afghanistan.

European governments will remain careful to pro-
tect national prerogatives in the conduct of foreign, 
defense, and security policies. As a former EDA chief 
executive has pointed out, no EU member “will allow 
itself to be forced to enter conflict, or to change how 
it spends its defense budget, by ‘Brussels’—whether 
an EU institution, or a majority of its partners.”3 
The past decade’s trend toward greater coordination 
within the EU, however, is unlikely to be reversed, 
despite the setback to ratification of the Lisbon 
Treaty occasioned by its defeat in the June 2008 Irish 
referendum.

This will not be an easy transition for the EU. It 
will need time to overcome its institutional impasse. 
Depending on the issue at hand, the EU might some-
times appear more assertive with its transatlantic 
partners and, at other times, more hesitant. A deep 
and enduring transatlantic rift is not preordained, 
since most Europeans favor continued engagement 
with, not estrangement from, the United States. But 
as their “European” sense of identity continues to 
deepen, their past deference to U.S. “leadership” will 
continue to erode.

A New Security Triangle?
For most Europeans, the need for a close, coopera-

tive, and pragmatic relationship between NATO 
6 Continued on p. 291

Turkish president and first lady attend memorial ceremony in Japan
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Europe: A Normative Superpower?

The real power of a postmodern, post–Cold War state, 
some scholars allege, lies not in military or economic 
or other coercive power but in normative power. States 
exhibit normative power by successfully promoting 
principles such as democracy, rule of law, or human 
rights across the international arena through pro-
cesses based on legitimacy, leading by example, and 
suasion rather than use of material or physical force 
and threats. By resting on legitimacy, normative power 
is independent of force and possibly undermined by 
its use. In this dimension, the argument continues, 
Europe is a superpower, outstripping the United States 
and other major or emerging powers in flexing a new 
kind of muscle on the world stage.

Normative power has resonance among both those 
who fret that Europe has a limited autonomous secu-
rity capacity and those who disapprove of it possessing 
one. Neither the concept of normative power nor the 
assessment of its ascendance in Europe finds much 
empirical validity, however. This sidebar briefly notes 
the areas in which Europe has allegedly demonstrated 
normative power, reviews the concept of norms, and 
suggests some ways (albeit ones not diametrically op-
posed to security power) in which Europe has indeed 
done influential things with them.

The normative power approach argues that through 
dialogue and example, Europe, and especially the 
European Union (EU), has raised the salience of some 
issues and has promoted changes in domestic and 
international practices and understandings, thus 
acting as a “civilizing power.”1 A core set of EU actions 
and priorities is usually associated with the normative 
power approach. The most cited example is its role 
in spreading international human rights in the form 
of promoting the abolition of the death penalty, first 
within the EU and then abroad. But supporters of this 
view also claim Europe has spread values such as civil 
activism, transnational collective action, and sup-
port of peace by promoting development rather than 
intervention, making “sustainable peace” initiatives a 
central part of policy in the Balkans and Afghanistan, 
and championing other policies that emphasize crisis 
prevention rather than military intervention.2 In truth, 
however, the EU has not significantly shaped domestic 
opinion regarding the death penalty in the state that 
has been the biggest target of its rhetorical action: the 
United States. And norms that explicitly favor crisis pre-
vention and eschew intervention have not taken hold, 
even among Europe’s leadership. Normative authority, 

then, does not seem to be a significant source of power 
and certainly not one that Europe can easily harden to 
meet specific policy objectives.

Moreover, the emergence of an EU defense and 
security dimension, from rapid reaction forces to the 
European Defense Agency (EDA), is often construed 
by “normative power Europe” proponents as a further 
challenge to the idea. They mournfully note an EU 
“march towards military potency”3 that undermines the 
concept of a normative actor. Normative power, thus, 
seems a fragile thing: difficult to leverage where it does 
exist and easy to erode, if it is part of a zero-sum game 
juxtaposed with the use of force. This is ironic, as the 
EU has been one of the most innovative international 
organizations in history with respect to the creation 
of more formal international law and rule-based com-
mitments. It is also unclear that EU influence in either 
security affairs or the creation of international rules has 
shrunk over time, making it worth reconsidering what 
we mean by “norm” and what the EU has done with 
norms.

It is generally accepted that one of the most innate 
human social behaviors is rulemaking—and rules or 
norms, whether constitutions, contracts, or table man-
ners, underpin social interaction over groups and time. 
They allow people to make all kinds of social transac-
tions from building communities to doing business 
where the delivery of goods or services is separated 
by long distances or periods of time. Far from being a 
special and exclusive concept, international human 

ISAF French task force commander and district governor inaugurate new 
bridge in Kalakan, Afghanistan, May 2008
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rights norms are simply one kind of rule that fall on 
a spectrum of what scholars such as Douglass North 
have identified as “institutions.”4

Broadly construed, institutions can be said to vary 
along two dimensions: specificity and “bindingness.” 
At one end of this spectrum fall something like com-
mercial contracts—binding, specific, and detailing 
what parties will do and the consequences for failing to 
do so—so that everyone shares a fairly clear under-
standing of what it looks like if they are out of compli-
ance with those rules.

International law, which is typically only applicable 
to broadly aggregated actors such as states, tends to 
reside at the more distant end of the binding spectrum. 
However, detailed charters of human rights, for ex-
ample, can be influential in that the more specific they 
are, the more precise and concrete grounds they pro-
vide for negotiating behavior and discussing whether, 
at a minimum, actions are consistent or not with those 
rules. General norms like democracy, civic activism, 
and rule of law—the various alleged examples of the 
EU’s normative power by cultural example—reside at 
the extreme far end of the binding and specific spectra, 
however, which is why they are rather dubious levers in 
international arenas. A focus on general concepts also 
overlooks some interesting things the EU has done 
with rules.

At its inception in the 1950s, what is today called 
the EU—comprising weak supranational bodies, using 
procedures strongly favoring unanimous decisionmak-
ing by member states, and governed by treaties that 
established an international law that was binding 
only on states rather than individuals—did not look 
particularly different from other international organiza-
tions. Over time, however, it dramatically transformed 
how rules are created and used within Europe and, as 
it became more of an international actor, across the 
world. Through a series of activist rulings in the 1960s, 
the EU’s high court, the European Court of Justice (ECJ), 
used a set of technical, concrete cases dealing with 
the details of trade law to announce some principles of 
broad importance. In these rulings, it established the 
supremacy of EU law over national law and the principle 
that EU law is applicable to citizens as well as member-
states and is “intended to confer upon them rights.” 
This “constitutionalization” of the treaties and turn to 
precedent-based decisionmaking by the ECJ was the 
first step toward the dramatic “institutionalization of Eu-
ropean space,” a trend that continued as the European 
Parliament and Commission grew in power, yielding a 
vast legislative output that significantly structures what 
can and cannot be done within and by Europe.

This body of law has had consequences for both 
European security policy and EU interlocutors. De-
tailed, binding, and technically specific EU rules have 
diffused across the EU and beyond. The most sweeping 
example of this has been the adoption of the acquis 
communautaire—the body of EU law accumulated thus 
far—by its new member states, which has in the matter 
of a decade transformed the business, tax, and con-
tracting landscape and inserted a modern legal code 
into former communist countries. EU antitrust laws 
now significantly affect international firms, and its new 
regulations on defense procurement and the creation 
of a European defense market will have an impact on 
non-European as well as European technology research 
and development. Detailed EU provisions on passen-
ger screening and data privacy have direct implications 
for U.S. homeland security and immigration practices.

Thus, the EU has constructed a densely institution-
alized space in which binding and specific—indeed, 
notoriously technocratic—norms are promulgated 
with great consequence for actors, whether they are 
individuals, governments, or international firms. 
When these norms have security implications and 
are coupled with Europe’s economic weight, they are 
increasingly significant for non-Europeans in ways 
that have real implications in international space. It is 
also an instructive case study in the conditions under 
which norms can come to matter internationally—as 
they move further down the dimensions of “binding-
ness” and specificity, driven by motivated, activist 
international actors. Therefore, although Europe as 
a normative superpower—in the sense depicted by 
academics—has not and is unlikely to ever come to 
pass, it is perhaps the most compelling example extant 
of the growing importance and dynamics of rules and 
institutions in the international setting.
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and the EU is no longer seriously contested. The 
operational strains on Europe’s pool of forces caused 
by commitments in the Balkans, Afghanistan, Leba-
non, and Africa, combined with projected low levels 
of European defense spending, serve as a powerful 
brake on efforts within either organization to expand 
existing missions or create new and potentially du-
plicative structures. And when it comes to doctrine, 
training, and equipment interoperability, European 
military commanders understand that inconsistent 
practices within NATO and the EU could increase 
the inherent risk of military operations.

A formal “division of labor” between the two 
organizations, advocated by some European security 
experts, is unlikely for the foreseeable future. EU 
governments would find it as difficult to agree on a 
fixed ceiling for ESDP military operations—in terms 
of force size, capabilities, and deployment regions—
as NATO would find it difficult to set a bottom 
limit for its involvement. And neither organiza-
tion is prepared to subordinate its decisionmaking 
autonomy to the other. In practice, however, certain 
notional differences in each organization’s level of 
ambition already are taking shape. On the one hand, 
for example, none of the EU members is prepared to 
engage in large-scale combat operations without the 
United States, although only the United Kingdom 
(UK) has been willing to state this publicly. On the 
other hand, many Europeans believe that the EU has 
a comparative advantage, thanks to its array of devel-
opmental and civil-military tools, in crisis prevention 
and management in Africa.

Moreover, some initial assumptions on the nature 
of NATO and EU cooperation have proved too 
narrow. For example, many European defense and 
military planners believed during the period from 
1999 to 2002 that NATO and the EU would not be 
involved simultaneously in the same country. The 
transitions from NATO-led to EU-led security opera-
tions in Macedonia in 2003 and Bosnia-Herzegovina 
in 2004, followed by continued partnerships between 
the organizations in both instances, demonstrated 
otherwise. More recently, civilian ESDP missions, fo-
cused on rule of law and police training, have taken 
hold alongside NATO operations in Kosovo and 
Afghanistan. Although formal NATO-EU linkages 
are hampered by continuing political blockages—
largely due to disputes involving NATO ally Turkey 
and EU member Cyprus—the precedents set by 
practical cooperation in Kosovo and Afghanistan 
are promising indicators of improved collaboration 

between the two organizations on a “comprehensive” 
civil-military approach.

From a European perspective, however, Euroat-
lantic security cooperation cannot be limited to the 
NATO–EU relationship. Globalization has blurred 
the dividing lines between external and internal 
(or homeland) security. Many problems of greatest 
concern to European publics fall under the purview 
of EU structures that have little or no connection to 
ESDP instruments; among these are illegal immi-
gration, so-called homegrown extremism, transna-
tional crime, critical infrastructure protection, and 
environmental security. And while such problems 
can have a serious impact on transatlantic relations, 
many have limited, if any, direct connection to 
NATO’s core competencies.

An important and growing bilateral U.S.–EU re-
lationship already exists in areas such as counterter-
rorism, transportation security, nonproliferation, and 
combating transnational crime. Moreover, pragmatic 
approaches can open the way for expanded opera-
tional cooperation, as demonstrated by the 2008 
U.S.–EU agreement to place some 100 American 
civilian trainers and mentors within the EU civilian 
ESDP mission in Kosovo. But as the EU increasingly 
serves as the Europeans’ venue for strategic discus-
sions and decisionmaking on these and other interre-
lated security issues, the United States will want to 
ensure that its views are taken into account before 
EU policies are set in stone. This, in turn, will pose 
an increasingly difficult policy question for Washing-
ton: where does it draw the line between discussing 
strategic questions at NATO, where there is a U.S. 
seat at the table alongside its European Allies, and at 
the EU, where the United States and “Europe” sit at 
opposite sides of the table?

There are inherent limits to bilateral U.S.–EU rela-
tions insofar as defense matters are concerned. One 
is the obvious mismatch of memberships: the United 
States is more loath to put at risk its military and po-
litical relationships with the non-EU Allies (Canada, 
Turkey, Norway, and Iceland) by circumventing 
NATO councils to consult, plan, and operate with the 
21 other Allies who are EU members. Another, albeit 
less obvious, factor is equally important: NATO’s 
strength and effectiveness derive, in large part, from 
the multinational nature of its civilian and military 
structures, where Americans, Canadians, and Eu-
ropeans sit side by side to discuss, plan, decide, and 
implement a broad range of political and military 
functions. A bilateral U.S.–EU relationship would 
not include those structures, and duplicating them 

5 Continued from p. 288
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makes little sense. Similarly, letting them atrophy 
is a recipe for “decoupling” the United States from 
Europe in a manner that would put both at risk.

One point seems clear: the transatlantic commu-
nity is unlikely to come to grips with today’s wider, 
more complex security agenda absent a continued 
transformation of both NATO and the EU, much 
improved cooperation between them, and a demon-
strated willingness by the United States and Europe 
to work flexibly and pragmatically with both organi-
zations to advance common interests and values.

European Strength in an  
Unpredictable World

September 11 came late to Europe, but more than 
7 years after 2001, it is in the European conscious-
ness. Among Europe’s larger countries, the analysis 
of the changing security environment is converging 
with that of the United States. Germany’s Weissbuch 
(“White Book”) of October 2006 and France’s livre 
blanc (“White Paper”) of June 2008 overlap with 
the most recent national strategy papers released by 
Britain (March 2008) and the United States (March 
2006). These are all compatible, too, with the NATO 
Comprehensive Policy Guidelines of November 
2007. In a world that is described in the French 
White Paper as “neither better nor more dangerous” 
than two decades ago but “more unpredictable” and 
“exposed to new vulnerabilities,” the transatlan-
tic partnership is no longer divided along Robert 
Kagan’s celestial lines of Mars and Venus. A healthier 
understanding of Europe’s capabilities and a sober-
ing appreciation of America’s limits now define the 

transatlantic partnership as a more balanced rela-
tionship between relative strengths and weaknesses.

Following sharp clashes over Iraq, Europe’s new-
est political leaders are generally pragmatists who 
can work well together and with their main partner 
across the Atlantic. So it is, most visibly, with French 
president Nicolas Sarkozy, whose warm embrace 
of the United States parallels his interest in closer 
relations with the UK and support for an enhanced 
ESDP that would complement rather than compete 
with NATO. “We need both,” said Sarkozy in June 
2008, adding, “A NATO and European defense that 
oppose each other makes no sense.” This apparent 
willingness to end the so-called French exception is 
welcome in the UK, whose most important bilateral 
relationship is with the United States, and Germany, 
which traditionally has been torn between its two 
central but estranged partners and institutions of 
choice. As a result of these shifts in perspective, the 
four main Euroatlantic powers can at last agree on 
the main precondition of Euroatlantic solidarity: 
there can be a distinctive “European” way only to the 
extent that it is framed as a cooperative Euroatlantic 
endeavor, but conversely, there can be no cohesive “At-
lanticist” way unless it acknowledges specific European 
preferences and needs, even when these seem distinct 
from U.S. preferences and needs.

Learning to Say “Yes”
The French “return” to NATO in 2009 is signifi-

cant not only in terms of added value for NATO, 
but also because of the opportunity it provides for 
a broader rethinking of U.S.-European and intra-

Michel- Sec II, Chapter x
Figure x

Source: International Institute for Strategic Studies, �e Military Balance 2008.
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European relations: the EU with the United States, 
and NATO with the EU. Admittedly, current French 
expectations echo those of former president Jacques 
Chirac, who in December 1995 called for America 
to share leadership responsibilities (including high 
NATO command assignments for Paris), and for 
Europe to build up its defense policy (with an 
indispensable assist from the UK). At the same time, 
the French government does not want to abandon 
its “freedom to commit [its] armed forces” by having 
them “permanently placed under NATO command 
in peacetime.” Yet changed political circumstances 
should now make it easier for both France and the 
United States to voice and manage these expectations 
more effectively. The United States must help the UK 
to say “yes” to France in Europe, now that the French 
government is willing to say “yes” to NATO. France 
in turn should help Germany say “yes” to a more 
vigorous ESDP, based on a more consistent secu-
rity strategy than was put in place by Javier Solana 
in 2003. Finally, the United States, Britain, France, 
and Germany have to be willing to say “yes” to each 
other, so that the 32 members of the EU and NATO 
(including the 21 common European members) can 
achieve a much-needed strategic unity along national 
and institutional lines.

The past 5 years have shown that the states of 
Europe cannot play an effective role in the world, in 
analytical or in policy terms, when only one or two 
national capitals collaborate at a time. To be effec-
tive and credible in that role, the EU must mitigate 
its internal divisions, which can lead any of its 27 
members to block the will of the 26 others, as hap-

pened with the June 2008 Irish referendum on the 
2007 Lisbon Treaty. Thus, ESDP is an intra-European 
debate that begins with two participants (France and 
Britain). Germany then joins in before the debate is 
enlarged to six or seven (with Italy, Poland, Spain, 
and even Sweden). Eventually, it is extended to all 
EU members.

Although better aware of their own limits, the 
French remain torn between their traditional passion 
for autonomy and their newly found need for inter-
dependence. The French military’s current equip-
ment and capabilities are the product of a Gaullist 
orthodoxy that prevailed some 30 years ago and 
still assumes a state-based, symmetric enemy (that 
is, the Soviet Union). But the rise of asymmetrical 
threats and operations that are smaller and of greater 
frequency is compelling France’s strategic plan-
ners to make changes that were not part of France’s 
previous White Book released in 1994. The goal of 
France’s forces now is to be the first to enter a major 
theater of operations—apparently on the principle 
that security concerns convey a right of interference 
(droit d’ingérence sécuritaire). Paris, however, does 
not wish to do so alone, nor with only a few poorly 
prepared EU partners. The new tests for the French 
military are tests of efficacy and synergy: with a 
shrunken army said to be inadequately equipped 
and resourced, France needs to do more with less. 
It can only hope to do so by working with its Allies. 
The questions remain: if not with the United States 
and thus with NATO, with whom; if not with the UK 
and through the EU, how; if not now, with Sarkozy, 
when?4
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The French approach to ESDP is not yet compel-
ling for Prime Minister Gordon Brown or for the 
UK in general, where France’s longstanding interest 
in a fully operational EU military headquarters to 
plan and manage EU military operations remains 
especially contentious. Some fear such an EU head-
quarters will partially duplicate NATO capabilities 
without bringing added value. Over the years, British 
skepticism regarding an EU operational headquar-
ters has been shared by the United States. The UK’s 
opposition to such a move, however, is less a vote for 
NATO, where France is poised to increase its partici-
pation, than it is a vote against the EU, which the UK 
always appears about to depart. The United States 
can now encourage the UK to join France in an effort 
to build new capabilities for a Euroatlantic West that 
combines NATO and the EU. At the very least, and 
to facilitate the next steps of the European security 
debate, the EU needs to constitute a new mechanism 
to help coordinate the work of the EU’s civilian staff 
with NATO’s military personnel.

Besides the importance of Anglo-French unity, 
Germany holds the key to the future of ESDP, and 
the key to Germany is its leadership. That a German 
commitment has been missing since the EU estab-
lished ambitious new headline goals in 2004 is all 
too clear. For the past two decades, German defense 
expenditures have fallen steadily—from 2.8 percent 
in 1989 to 2.2 percent in 1991, to 1.5 percent in 

2001, to 1.3 percent in 2006. Yet the goals of the 2006 
Weissbuch are compatible with ESDP and NATO 
targets (Headline 2010 and Comprehensive Political 
Guidance), especially as they relate to threat assess-
ment, force transformation, and Bundeswehr reform. 
In the new political context created by closer bilateral 
and multilateral relations (between France and the 
United States within NATO; Britain and France 
within the EU; and the United States, the EU, and 
NATO within an expanding Euroatlantic communi-
ty), a second Angela Merkel–led governing coalition 
after the autumn 2009 elections in Germany could 
exert, by 2010, the leadership needed to resume an 
evolution in German security thinking that began 
in 1994, when a constitutional court ruling enabled 
the deployment of German troops abroad during the 
waning years of Helmut Kohl and the contentious 
chancellorship of Gerhard Schroeder.

Converging Views
Without a doubt, the states of Europe and the 

United States faced one of their most difficult crises 
ever over the use of force in Iraq. Before the war, a 
more united Europe might have better influenced the 
Bush administration’s decisions for war or provided, 
within a more cohesive alliance, the additional 
capabilities needed for the nonmilitary missions that 
followed the decision to go to war. Aside from Iraq, 
however, the United States and the states of Europe, Michel- Sec II, Chapter x

Figure x
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as well as the institutions to which they belong, do or 
can now agree on many endogenous factors (political 
and economic interests, ambitions, values) and exog-
enous realities (threats, risks, and partnerships that 
are all in turn nurtured by historic experiences and 
geographic location). Thus, it is mostly agreed that:

n A diverse and interconnected array of issues—
military (including the proliferation of weapons 
of mass destruction), political (good governance), 
economic (access to and manipulation of vital 
resources), social (pandemics and even poverty), 
environmental (climate change), and human (demo-
graphic curves)—creates an increasingly complex, 
unpredictable, and unfamiliar security situation. The 
members of the Euroatlantic defense community and 
their institutions are neither adequately prepared 
nor properly equipped to address many of these, 
whether in terms of capabilities and know-how, 
organization, or policies. Nor can many, if any, of 
these threats be addressed exclusively with any single 
tool, military or otherwise. Most of them require a 
mixture of military and civilian capabilities, as well 
as a combination of national and institutional tools. 
Thus, the new goal of an emerging strategic vision is 
for a “more integrated” or “comprehensive” approach 
that can “bring together the objectives and plans 
of all departments, agencies, and forces involved in 
protecting our [Britain’s] national security”—a view 
also articulated in the new French strategy, which 
is designed to combine, “without confusing them, 
defense policy, homeland security policy, foreign 
policy, and economic policy.”

n Such multifaceted security concerns require a 
major overhaul of national and institutional capabili-
ties, including national capabilities for the exercise 
of hard power, nonmilitary capabilities for the use 

of soft power, and joint capabilities that will enable 
the use of both hard and soft power. Admittedly, 
the United States (and NATO) has pursued this 
path for some time, though not as effectively with 
regard to the nonmilitary dimensions of security 
policy: in 2002, the United States Government still 
spent a mere $13 billion in external assistance versus 
the EU’s $36 billion. For the countries of Europe 
and their Union, it is especially difficult to upgrade 
military power because of budget pressures that 
leave national governments with little more than 
cost-cutting options. The intensity of this pressure 
varies from country to country, however; it is less 
in France than in Germany, but more than in the 
UK, for various reasons. The UK, for instance, is not 
sensitive to the EU pressures exerted on euro-zone 
members. The resulting emphasis on “capability 
over quantity” may sound more like a political alibi 
than strategic thinking or raw necessity, but even in 
the UK, where defense spending has had its longest 
period of sustained growth since the 1980s (with the 
2010 budget projected to be 11 percent higher in real 
terms than in 1997), it is recognized that the armed 
forces are stretched to the point of exhaustion, and 
the defense industry is approaching panic levels over 
the thinness of its order books.

n Relative to such a community, the notion of 
exclusive security “neighborhoods” for either side 
of the Atlantic is too limiting. In a globalized world, 
everywhere “over there” can intrude anywhere “over 
here.” Seemingly eager to cure the EU of its “parochi-
al myopia,” the states of Europe should be willing to 
strive for a strategy that goes global—along the stra-
tegic arc sketched by the French and stretching from 
the Atlantic via the Mediterranean to the Persian 
Gulf and the Horn of Africa, and on to South Asia. 
For the French, this means a commitment of scarce 
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funds in areas that would enable them to know early 
(intelligence) and thus, like the UK, engage promptly 
(carriers), strike visibly (Rafale fighters), and stay 
late (gendarmerie, which represents a sizable share 
of the French defense budget). Germany’s goal is to 
contribute quickly with smaller, more mobile crisis 
intervention forces for high-intensity, short-durabili-
ty conflicts, or to field longer duration, low-intensity 
operations for postconflict stabilization. But no 
strategic paper and no declaratory policy can make 
up for the limits of national capabilities and will: the 
French White Paper anticipates 377 billion euros in 
military spending from 2009 to 2020, which, even at 
the current favorable exchange rate ($581 billion), 
would barely exceed the current annual U.S. defense 
budget. Hence an emphasis, again, on the virtues 
of efficacy: while French defense spending remains 
relatively high (2.5 percent of gross national product, 
about the same as in 2001), it falls to 1.7 percent 
if pensions and gendarmerie are excluded; more 
tellingly, 40 percent of that budget is for combat per-
sonnel and operational duties, as opposed to about 
60 percent for administration and supporting roles 
(the reverse of the British budget, which the French 
government aims to emulate).

n Spurred by its members, the EU now agrees that 
international terrorism is a “significant threat”—
though not “the decisive ideological struggle of the 
21st century” postulated by the United States—whose 
global reach and potential access to weapons of mass 
destruction make it fundamentally different from 
previous expressions of local terrorism in postwar 
Europe. Even Germany agrees on the “need to 
expand the constitutional framework for the deploy-
ment of armed forces,” including on home soil, as “a 
result of the growing threat that terrorist attacks pose 
to German territory,” and in order “to secure access 
to energy resources” as a primary security interest 
potentially threatened by nonstate aggressors. Yet 
while every EU country has been making significant 
efforts in all areas singled out in the EU’s counterter-
rorism strategy—”prevention, protection, pursuit, 
and response”—Europe offers nothing comparable to 
a homeland strategy à l’américaine, still makes little 
room for the use of military instruments abroad, 
even in the areas of “pursuit” and “response,” and 
continues to show a deep national reluctance to share 
intelligence widely within the EU.

n NATO and EU member expectations that Russia 
might emerge quickly as a strategic partner have 
dampened. In August 2008, the war between Russia 
and Georgia confirmed that traditional threats, in 

the form of massive territorial invasion by large 
military forces, remain real and can demand the 
sort of collective response mandated by Article 5 
of the North Atlantic treaty, but now over a much 
larger geographic area than was envisioned in April 
1949. This means that while NATO must keep the 
membership door open to Georgia and Ukraine, no 
date for such enlargement can be set until NATO’s 
current members reach a consensus over the most 
effective ways to discourage Russia from trying to 
reestablish a commanding influence at its periphery. 
Outside Europe and beyond Russia, emerging poles 
of power in Asia (especially China, but also India 
and Japan) will need to be brought in as stakehold-
ers in a new multilateral order. The members of the 
EU and NATO will also need to engage, reform, and 
strengthen other institutions—including the Group 
of Eight, UN Security Council, International Mone-
tary Fund, and World Bank—a goal that is especially 
emphasized in the British national strategy paper. In 
this context, former Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice’s renewed emphasis on “transformational diplo-
macy” as a display of “realistic idealism” restores the 
old-fashioned imperatives of stability and order, and 
suits Europe’s predilection for a new multilateralism 
that insists on good governance, civil society, social 
and political reforms, rule of law, and so forth.

Learning to Act Together
As the Obama administration prepares for the 

difficult agenda that looms ahead, in and beyond 
Europe, it is comforting to find that in recent years, 
the views of at least the 32 states of the EU and 
NATO have become more compatible regarding their 
total security environment; the logic of unity can at 
last prevail over that of division. Nevertheless, in a 
reversal of Cold War conditions, even as Europeans 
and Americans are growing closer in spirit, the risk 
is that they might remain distant in practice. This is 
especially true with regard to the use and usefulness 
of military force, and it is especially significant with 
regard to Iran, a key priority outside the Euroatlantic 
area. Relations with Iran will be a driver of future 
policy decisions involving the expected but gradual 
withdrawal of American and coalition forces from 
Iraq, improved stabilization and reconstruction ef-
forts in Afghanistan, the instability of Pakistan, and 
some resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Over the past few years, EU unity, U.S.–EU coop-
eration, and Alliance solidarity on Iran have been 
impressive—but only thus far. As is to be expected 
from the members of an alliance, as distinct from a 
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single-mission coalition, some Allies have agreed at 
least to delay what they might otherwise have done 
sooner (a military strike), while others have agreed 
to what they otherwise are reluctant to do (impose 
more economic sanctions). Throughout, consultation 
has been a prerequisite to consensus, although it was 
originally by and for a few (the United States and the 
so-called EU–3—Britain, France, and Germany) be-
fore it was extended to the EU and NATO. Yet there 
should be no illusion: however united the Alliance 
may seem to be on the goal—to deny Iran access to 
nuclear weapons—its members are still divided over 
the means, whether it is the use of military force by 
members or an Israeli decision to make use of its 
forces, with or without U.S. consent. Notwithstand-
ing vague references to “preemptive engagement 
[that] can void serious problems in the future” writ-
ten into the EU strategy paper after its endorsement 
by member states at the Thessaloniki Summit of 
June 2003, there is little place for preemption in the 
national strategy of the leading European states and 
their Union. In 2009, or possibly a bit later, that dis-
tinction will be tested as Americans and Europeans 
are called upon to debate what is to be feared more, 
a nuclear Iran or a war with Iran. The question will 
be how and when best to deter Iran—with military 
threats before Iran achieves, or approaches, nuclear 
status, or afterward with threats of instant “oblitera-
tion,” as then-president Jacques Chirac warned. 
The United States and Europe do not always share 
the same priorities regarding other problems in the 
Greater Middle East. “Why are we in Afghanistan?” 
or “Why should we be involved with Pakistan?” are 
questions raised in Europe with a different sense 
of urgency than in the United States. Nor is there 
much discussion on either side of the Atlantic of the 
“years after” in Iraq, when the withdrawal of most 
coalition forces will have been completed, likely 
ahead of the next U.S. Presidential election in 2012. 
Nor, finally, is there a solid consensus on the terms 
of diplomatic engagement in the Middle East, for 
instance, on whether Syria or Hamas or Hizballah 
can be legitimate interlocutors for some even when 
they are dismissed by others, or even between Israel 
on the one hand, and the United States and the states 
of Europe on the other.

On these and many other issues, one of Chirac’s 
earlier questions lingers unanswered: “Who does 
what?” he asked in 2000, during the EU’s so-called 
finality debate. It is an equally valid question for an 
emerging Euroatlantic finality debate. The ques-
tion raises three distinctive but overlapping sets of 

national and institutional issues: what degree of au-
tonomy can or should the EU and its members have 
relative to NATO and to each other; what degree of 
autonomy can or should NATO and its members 
have relative to the EU and to each other; and what 
degree of autonomy can or should the United States 
have relative to NATO? Admittedly, these questions 
cannot be answered convincingly on paper until 
they have been tested empirically, over time. Still, 
the appeal of recent strategic documents—the recent 
British, German, and French White Papers, as well 
as the past EU Strategy Security Paper, the White 
House national security paper, and even the NATO 
Comprehensive Political Guidance—lies not only in 
what they and their state sponsors want to do about 
the world and its problems, but also in what they say, 
directly or by implication, about the Alliance or the 
EU, and their members.

For Europe, the EU, the United States, and NATO, 
in all their various relationships, asserting a will to 
act in common on the basis of compatible values, 
overlapping interests, and common goals may go 
a long way toward recasting an alliance that has 
seemed to be adrift in recent years. At this moment, 
there is an unusual opportunity for the Obama 
administration, as it reviews its National Security 
Strategy in 2009, to rely on the areas of conver-
gence discussed here to define a compatible, if not 
identical, Euroatlantic strategic approach (EU–U.S., 
U.S.–NATO, and NATO–EU–U.S.) to the daunting 
challenges of the post–Cold War, post-9/11, post-
Iraq world ahead.

Balkan Challenges
Since the end of the Cold War, the Balkan region 

has presented major security challenges to the United 
States, NATO, and the EU. Several Balkan wars erupted 
from the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia in 
1991, leaving a powerful legacy of distrust among the 
region’s governments and populations.

After a slow initial response from Europe (and 
hesitation by the United States) to wars involving 
Croatia, the former Republic of Yugoslavia (dominated 
by Serbia), and Bosnia-Herzegovina, the NATO-led 
Operation Joint Endeavor, backed by a 60,000-troop 
Implementation Force, began its deployment in De-
cember 1995 to enforce the Dayton Peace Agreement. 
In March 1999, in an effort to halt a humanitarian 
catastrophe involving Serbian-led ethnic cleansing in 
Kosovo, NATO launched an air campaign, Opera-
tion Allied Force, against Serbia. Three months later, 
when Serbian forces began to withdraw from Kosovo, 
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NATO established Operation Joint Guardian with the 
50,000-troop Kosovo Force (KFOR). In December 
2004, NATO transferred its military security tasks in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina to an EU force (EUFOR-Althea), 
but some 16,000 KFOR troops remain in Kosovo.

In February 2001, interethnic tensions flared into 
armed conflict between Macedonian government 
security forces and Albanian extremists. NATO and 
the EU responded by coordinating negotiations that 
led to the August 2001 Ohrid Framework Agreement, 
opening the door to numerous amendments to the 
Macedonian constitution and far-reaching legislative 
changes. NATO also launched successive operations 
to disarm ethnic Albanian groups, destroy their weap-
ons, and protect international monitors overseeing the 
implementation of the Ohrid settlement. Operating 
under the Berlin Plus arrangements, NATO trans-
ferred its military security role in Macedonia to the 
EU’s Operation Concordia in March 2003, which was 
followed in December by an EU civilian police mis-
sion, Operation Proxima, through December 2005. By 
July 2006, Macedonia was able to conduct parliamen-
tary elections that, while marked by confrontations 
within ethnic Albanian and ethnic Slav political par-
ties, were assessed to meet EU and NATO standards.

Despite the qualified successes of NATO- and 
EU-led stabilization efforts, regional conflicts and 
the risk of state failure have reemerged as looming 
challenges in the Balkans. These have become even 
more pronounced since the declaration of Kosovo’s 
independence in February 2008.

The Future of Kosovo and Serbia
Kosovo and Serbia will determine future Balkan 

stability and security. The Serbian parliament unani-
mously approved a new constitution in September 
2006, declaring its independence and reaffirming 
its position that Kosovo—with its overwhelmingly 
ethnic Albanian population—remained an integral 
part of Serbia. Two international efforts—led first 
by a UN special envoy and later by a “troika” of the 
United States, the EU, and Russia—failed to broker 
an agreement between Belgrade and Pristina during 
2006–2007. After Kosovo declared independence in 
February 2008, the United States and more than 40 
EU and non-EU countries extended recognition to 
the new Kosovo state, while Serbia, Russia, China, 
and some Balkan neighbors opposed it. This ambigu-
ous situation has resulted in a hardening of national-
ist positions and increased political instability.

Limited international recognition of Kosovo’s inde-
pendence has serious consequences. Kosovo’s ethnic 

Serbian population, which constitutes the majority of 
the population north of the Ibar River, wants nothing 
to do with Pristina. They consider themselves part 
of Serbia and enjoy support from Belgrade, backed 
by Russia. Under its continuing UN mandate, KFOR 
protects both ethnic Serbs and ethnic Albanians in 
Kosovo. After the Kosovo constitution came into 
force in June 2008, full powers devolved from the 
UN Mission in Kosovo to Kosovo’s state institutions, 
except in the areas of justice and policing, which 
remain, for a transition period, under the jurisdiction 
of a new EU rule of law mission.

Since Serbia and Russia do not recognize the 
legitimacy of an independent Kosovo, the EU mis-
sion could come into conflict with Belgrade’s efforts 
to create a separate Kosovo Serb parliament and to 
protect ethnic Serbs (which Belgrade considers as 
Serbian citizens) in northern Kosovo. With tensions 
seething just below the surface, KFOR will be needed 
for some time to protect the ethnic Serbs who 
remain in small enclaves south of the Ibar River and 
those ethnic Albanians still living north of the river. 
The longer the existing standoff continues, the more 
regional tensions will increase, possibly creating a 
new “frozen” conflict that will undermine long-term 
prospects for Balkan stability.

However the Kosovo question is resolved, the in-
tegration of Serbia and Kosovo into the Euro atlantic 
mainstream will be a major challenge. Serbia’s 
politics are still roiled by bitterness and resentment 
over the wars of secession that split apart Yugosla-
via. NATO invited Serbia to join PFP in November 
2006 and has encouraged its cooperation with other 
partners and Allies in the region. In April 2008, the 
EU and Serbia signed a Stabilization and Association 
Agreement (SAA).5 NATO and the EU will need to 
reach out to Serbia to help democratic reform there 
and coordinate its PFP and SAA activities, while 
working with its Balkan neighbors to create a secure 
and stable surrounding environment. At the same 
time, KFOR will need to continue to protect both 
ethnic communities while the EU mission in Kosovo 
facilitates the institutional development of judicial 
and police authorities.

Bosnia-Herzegovina: Unresolved Issues
In many respects, the transition in 2004 from a 

NATO-led stabilization force to EUFOR-Althea has 
become, after a bumpy start, a positive example of 
cooperation through the Berlin Plus arrangements. 
Some 2,200 EUFOR-Althea troops remain in Bosnia-
Herzegovina under a UN mandate, coordinating 
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6 Continued on p. 301

closely with a small NATO headquarters in Sarajevo, 
which assists Bosnia-Herzegovina in defense reform, 
counterterrorism, and intelligence-gathering. Mean-
while, the EU has shifted its overall emphasis from 
stabilization to support for Bosnia-Herzegovina’s “in-
tegration” into Euroatlantic structures. For example, 
the EU Police Mission has mentored the fledgling 
multiethnic police service, which is struggling to 
cope with exploding organized crime and human, 
drug, and arms trafficking.

More needs to be done. NATO and the EU will 
need to better focus and coordinate their programs 
and activities to combat organized crime and to 
counter terrorism. Areas needing priority attention 
include police reforms and amendments to the Bos-
nia-Herzegovina constitution that would strengthen 
the powers of the central government relative to the 
ethnic entities.

For example, although Bosnia-Herzegovina cre-
ated a new state-level defense ministry in January 
2006 and joined PFP later that year, it faces obstacles, 
largely explained by ethnic mistrust, to moving 
other institutions from the entity level to the state 
level. The prime minister of Republika Srpska (the 
ethnic Serbian region of the country) continues to 
resist police reform under a state-level ministry of 
the interior. In 2006, proposed amendments to the 
Bosnia-Herzegovina constitution, which would 

have accomplished such reform, failed to acquire 
the necessary two-thirds majority in both houses of 
parliament. The Bosniak (Muslim) leadership wants 
to eliminate the separate ethnic entities and build a 
stronger centralized state, while ethnic Croats want 
constitutional reforms to guarantee their security 
and equality. For their part, Republika Srpska lead-
ers want, at most, a loose federation of two entities; 
some have threatened to use the Kosovo “precedent” 
to hold a referendum on its constitutional status 
within Bosnia-Herzegovina.

EUFOR-Althea’s mission will be accomplished 
when Bosnia-Herzegovina’s state-level institutions 
have been consolidated and are functioning ad-
equately. No one can predict when this will happen, 
however. Recognizing that local politicians must 
ultimately accept responsibility for the result, the EU 
Office of the High Representative believes it is still 
premature to shift to state-level institutions, prefer-
ring that the EU Special Representative remain in the 
country for at least another year. The issue of a new 
constitution is now coming to the fore as well. Since 
70 percent of the population wants to join the EU, 
the EU agreed to sign an SAA in June 2008 not as a 
reward for merit, but as an incentive for administra-
tive reforms.

Italian ISAF troops search for weapons cache in Musahi Valley, south of Kabul
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Turkey at a Crossroads

Turkey faces a defining moment in its history as it 
tries to handle the twin challenges of deteriorating 
civil-military relations and maturing demands from 
its ethnic Kurdish population. How it manages these 
challenges will significantly affect its relations with the 
United States, the EU, and NATO.

Relations between the civilian government—led by 
the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi, or AKP) and its popular prime minster, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan—and military leaders have taken a 
turn for the worse since April 2007, when the military 
attempted to counter AKP’s nomination of foreign min-
ister Abdullah Gul to become Turkey’s president. (Gul’s 
wife wears a headscarf, which the military, in particu-
lar, sees as a threat to secularism.) The AKP picked up 
the challenge by calling for early elections in July 2007, 
which handed Erdogan an unprecedented victory. 
Turkey, it seemed, had once again narrowly averted the 
abyss of a coup d’état.

Another showdown, however, developed a year 
later, when the constitutional court—at the instigation 
of the judiciary, military, and other elements of the 
arch-secularist establishment—agreed to consider 
charges that the government had violated constitu-
tional provisions guaranteeing a secular state. A ruling 
against the government would have closed down the 
AKP and effectively banned its members from holding 
office and other political activity. In July 2008, faced 
with domestic and international pressure, the court by 
a narrow margin decided not to close the AKP, but to 
punish it by imposing a fine.

These developments have alarmed EU members 
who have generally been sympathetic to the AKP’s 
efforts—however erratic—to substantially reform 
Turkey’s judicial and political system in line with the 
EU’s Copenhagen Criteria. Had the constitutional court 
banned the AKP, the EU likely would have suspended 
its accession negotiations with Turkey, further distanc-
ing the Turks from Europe and, more broadly, from 
Western institutions. At a minimum, EU consideration of 
Turkey’s membership would have been pushed down 
the road for several years. The court case demonstrated 
the fragility of Turkish-EU ties. Those Europeans who 
have second thoughts about Turkish accession will be 
scrutinizing the evolution of the civil-military divide.

The court’s decision was a setback for hard-line 
secularists, but this does not mean that the Turkish 
political system is out of the woods. The decision 
clears the way for the consideration of a badly needed 

new and liberal constitution. By recalibrating the role 
of the military in society and politics, such an effort 
could reignite the divisions in Turkey between the vast 
bulk of the population and elites, between civil society 
and the state apparatus, and between democrats and 
those who believe that the state trumps individual 
liberties and rights. A more turbulent political picture 
could also have economic reverberations.

Similarly, continued political uncertainty will affect 
the other challenge facing Turkey: the Kurdish ques-
tion. Turkish Kurds are far more politically mobilized 
than ever before. They have drawn inspiration from the 
Kurdish experiment in autonomy in northern Iraq and, 
while unwilling to secede from Turkey, are adamant in 
their demands for certain cultural and basic rights from 
Ankara. The two issues intersect in another way: the 
main Kurdish political party (which, like the AKP, has 
been threatened with closure) and the AKP account 
for the totality of Kurdish votes in Turkey. Kurds expect 
that these parties will deliver new solutions to their 
problems and likely will rally behind the party that 
best meets their aspirations for greater autonomy. 
The Kurdish question is another arena of civil-military 
discord and is the single most important determinant 
of Turkey’s policy toward Iraq.

The AKP closure case distracted the Turkish body 
politic from more pertinent and important issues of 
foreign and domestic policy. Turkish-American relations 
improved with Washington’s decision to support limited 
Turkish cross-border operations in Iraq’s Kurdish area. 
Yet those relations continue to face an important test 
in Iraq—in particular, over northern Iraq. The United 
States expects that Turkey will engage with the Kurdistan 
Regional Government to resolve outstanding disputes. 
The AKP government has indicated that it is interested 
in greater dialogue with Iraqi Kurds and Baghdad, but it 
will need U.S. support. The question of relations with the 
Iraqi Kurds is an explosive issue because of their ties to 
Turkey’s Kurds. How the AKP government manages the 
competing pressures coming from Turkey’s disparate in-
fluential sectors will help determine the future character 
of Turkey. The danger is that a Turkish government that 
just muddles through may alienate Europe and Turkey 
from each other. Such an outcome will mean that Ankara 
will be less likely to cooperate on issues such as Iran or 
human and drug smuggling. Alternatively, Ankara may 
seek to invoke Turkish “exceptionalism” to win American 
support, thereby placing Washington in a quandary with 
regard to its European Allies.
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Macedonia: Renewed Tensions
Though Macedonia passed the elections test in 

2006, recent Kosovo events have renewed intereth-
nic tensions. Skopje has so far refused to recognize 
Kosovo’s independence. Ethnic Albanians want to do 
so, but Macedonian Slavs remain hesitant to upset 
Belgrade and feel threatened by growing Albanian 
nationalism. Immediately before NATO’s April 
2008 Summit, the Democratic Party of Albania left 
the ruling coalition because the government did 
not meet its demands, which included recognizing 
Kosovo. It only returned to the coalition because of 
its desire to see Macedonia invited to join NATO. 
When Greece blocked Macedonia’s invitation (due to 
a longstanding dispute over the formal name of the 
Macedonian state), this shock also heightened inter-
ethnic relations and contributed to violent incidents 
surrounding the June 2008 parliamentary elections, 
further clouding Macedonia’s international image.

A near-term solution to the name dispute appears 
unlikely. Meanwhile, Macedonia’s frayed interethnic 
relations, heightened by differences over Kosovo, 
will bedevil the government and cast an additional 
shadow over regional stability.

Avoiding a Wider Crisis
Issues surrounding Kosovo’s independence have 

helped to stoke renewed Balkan tensions. If left unat-
tended, these could well provoke a series of uncon-
trolled and enormously damaging events. Consid-
ering NATO’s post–Cold War investment in the 
Balkans, the Alliance’s prestige would experience a 
considerable setback if its Balkan missions unraveled. 
The EU, which has made enormous strides since the 
early 1990s, more than ever needs to coordinate its 
efforts with NATO. If the EU and NATO fail in the 
Balkans, transatlantic ties could be weakened at the 
time of greatest need.

European Counter-radicalization  
Strategy

Europe’s security challenge is as much focused in-
ternally as externally. Preventing terrorism is a high 
priority across Europe, and that objective is being 
pursued by major European nations through various 
counter-radicalization policies. The UK may well be 
the bellwether for countering terrorism in Europe. 
Although there have been terrorist attacks in the UK 
since September 11, it has also successfully thwarted 
prospective attacks. The UK counterterrorism plan, 

called Operation Contest, was developed in 2003 (but 
was made public only in 2006). The UK plan differs 
from the approach taken by France, the European 
country with the largest Muslim population.6

The UK Experience
The UK has suffered repeated terror attacks or at-

tempted attacks in the past few years, beginning with 
the Dhiren Bharot radiation plot in the summer of 
2004, the July 2005 London underground/bus bomb-
ings (known as the 7/7 bombing ), the Heathrow 
airline plot in August 2006, and the Haymarket/Glas-
gow airport episodes in June 2007.

The Heathrow plot, in particular, might have been 
a watershed for the UK government, which had been 
largely focused on managing the threat through 
the criminal law system. Shocked to find that the 
majority of the perpetrators in the 7/7 bombing 
and Heathrow plot were born and raised in the UK, 
authorities realized that they had a homegrown 
terrorism problem, albeit one with a pervasive link 

to Pakistan and Kashmir, the original homelands of 
the majority of British Muslims. The radicalization 
of British Muslim youths begins at home, often with 
advanced training in violent extremism at al Qaeda 
training camps in Pakistan’s Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas over which the government of Pakistan 
has minimal control.

In addition to building up its security and police 
departments, the UK government in late 2006 made 

Australian soldiers patrol in Tarin Kowt, Afghanistan, as part of ISAF mission
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a strategic decision to focus on prevention by reach-
ing out to British Muslim youths before they were at 
risk of becoming violent extremists. Significant funds 
were allocated over several years to the Department 
of Communities and Local Government to deepen 
contacts between municipalities and local Muslim 
communities. The government is also funding coun-
ter-radicalization projects through the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office to assist cities and villages in 
Kashmir and Pakistan where the extended families 
of many British Muslims still reside. Finally, a nerve 
center for counter-radicalization efforts, the Office 
of Security and Counter Terrorism, has been set up 
in the Home Office. Part of the government’s goal is 
to build up resilience within the wider community 
while encouraging moderate Muslims to stand up, as 
some did following the Glasgow attack, and say, “Not 
in my name.”

The government also created a strategic communi-
cations unit to ensure that all government depart-
ments and civil servants are giving a consistent mes-
sage, which is to emphasize the “shared values” of all 
Britons and to avoid language or labels that demon-
ize the Muslim community.7 The key to successful 
prevention, in the government’s view, is the ability to 
mobilize its own Muslim community to isolate and 
identify those who are espousing violent extremism 
and plotting attacks in Britain.

The French System
At the heart of traditional British and wider Eu-

ropean multiculturalism is a reluctance to assert the 
superiority of any value system and an attitude of tol-
erance toward the diverse immigrant communities. 
The traditional French approach, by contrast, is to 
impose its state-derived value system: the republican 
ideal that subordinates ethnic or religious identity 
to a universal secular citizenship based on Liberté, 
Egalité, Fraternité. Those who reject republican ideals 
face a system defined by laïcité, or secularism, which 
sets limits on expressions of religion in the public 
sphere. In short, the French approach relies on as-
similation.

When it comes to combating extremism, the 
French system of assimilation is buttressed by a 
tougher legal regime than is found in the UK and 
other European countries. French law prohibits hate 
speech and authorizes the preventive detention of 
those who incite violence, more or less indefinitely. 
These measures make it easier to deport extremists, 
even if they hold French passports. French law also 
permits the security apparatus to engage in more 

extensive surveillance techniques. A specialized ju-
diciary branch for terrorism has evolved, with judges 
who act in some ways as prosecutors.

The French do not devote nearly as many resourc-
es to counter-radicalization as the British because, 
in their view, Muslims in France have not become 
nearly as radicalized. The French challenge is more 
socioeconomic. “Angry young men” in the depressed, 
largely North African and African areas outside Paris 
and other major cities suffer from joblessness and 
social exclusion, and the solutions may lie less in 
UK-style counter-radicalization than in affirmative 
action–type outreach programs, not unlike those 
adopted in the United States in the 1960s, following 
race riots in several American inner cities.

While France has been spared much of the 
extremist Islamist rhetoric and pressure for cultural 
“shariaization” that appears elsewhere in Europe, the 
UK model is perhaps more relevant to the rest of Eu-
rope than France’s assimilation policy. This is because 
most other countries, like the UK, have had a “live and 
let live” policy of multiculturalism toward their Mus-
lim communities until Islamist terrorism came to their 
cities. They will be watching closely to see whether the 
UK’s counter-radicalization program is successful.

Where Europe May Be Heading
Certain assumptions are made by European 

counterterrorism strategists about the causes of 
violent extremism. The very use of the term violent 
extremists in the title of the UK Home Office’s 2008 
“Prevent Strategy” report appears to suggest that 
nonviolent extremists—or extremism in and of it-
self—are not the primary concern. British politicians 
are debating whether it makes sense in the long term 
to engage and empower political Islamists, including 
supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood, who espouse 
nonviolence, as a way of isolating and diminishing 
the violent extremists from the Takfiri/jihadi/Salafist 
schools. Some argue that the government should 
reach out beyond the so-called gatekeepers, such as 
the Muslim Council of Britain, whose agenda pro-
motes primarily grievance politics and “victimhood,” 
in which criticism of Islamist radicalism is often 
branded “Islamophobia.”

Rather than adopting a simplistic binary view of 
European Muslims as either violent or moderate, it 
may be useful to adopt a three-tier differentiation 
comprising:

n extremists who blend Takfiri/jihadism with 
Salafism and who justify violence against fellow Mus-
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lims for apostasy and against non-Muslims deemed 
infidels;

n political Islamists who advocate cultural separat-
ism and sharia, Muslim issues in foreign policy, and 
a politics of victimhood and grievances, and who put 
their British, Dutch, or Danish national identity and 
civic responsibilities second to their obligations to 
fellow Muslims at home and transnationally; and

n the majority of Muslims who view Islam as 
a faith, not a political ideology, and who identify 
primarily as citizens of the European country where 
they live, not as members of a transnational political 
community.

Some contend that the Muslims who should be 
empowered by governments are those who reject the 
ideological underpinnings of jihad, which postulates 
a possible religious-based war in the near term or 
long term between Muslims and non-Muslims. They 
argue that it is shortsighted to empower political Isla-
mists who are ideologically committed to long-term 
jihad and the establishment of Islamic governments, 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood, in the hope of 
weakening violent extremist al Qaedists, who advo-
cate the immediate political decapitation of Western 
and moderate Muslim leaders.

While tactically it may make sense for police and 
security officials to engage with nonviolent political 
Islamists in order to thwart imminent terrorism from 
homegrown violent extremists, there is a seemingly 
well-placed concern that violent extremists come 
from and are nurtured by communities where politi-
cal Islamism is the prevalent ideology.8 If so, the cru-
cial task of governments would be to empower those 
Muslims who are willing to debate the ideological 
Islamists over their respective visions for Muslim 
life in Europe. In short, some experts argue that the 
visions of Islamist and counter-Islamist Muslims 
are vastly more different than the visions of violent 
extremists and political Islamists.

By recognizing the full implications of the Islamist 
challenge as a war of ideas, governments might avoid 
the trap of empowering one group of Islamists to 
outflank another. Currently, the UK government 
is promoting Islamic studies as a way of counter-
ing the narrative of violent extremists who prey on 
Muslim youth with only a superficial understanding 
of the Koran and Islam. While the idea of teaching 
the benevolent and tolerant aspects of the Koran is 
laudable, the actual funding for new Islamic studies 
initiatives in British universities, typically starved 
of state funding, comes from Persian Gulf countries 

that often are interested in promoting a rigid Wah-
habist perspective of Islam. Once again, some worry 
that it is shortsighted for the government and British 
universities to promote Islamic studies and scholar-
ship that dilute rather than reinforce identity with 
British national interests.

Cold War Analogy
While historical analogies can be as misleading as 

they are illuminating, the Cold War provides useful 
lessons on how—or how not—to conduct battles 
for ideas. During the Cold War, the United States 
sought ways to buck up Western Europe against the 
inroads of communism. While some Cold Warriors 
such as Sidney Hook railed against socialists and 
other leftists together with communists, the Central 
Intelligence Agency took a different tack by fund-
ing Encounter, a European cultural and political 
magazine dominated by socialists who opposed 
communism. Just as the West embraced the Stephen 
Spenders of British cultural life to win the hearts 
and minds of Europeans in the propaganda war with 
the Soviet Union, today European governments are 
reaching out to moderate Muslims to engage in the 
battle of ideas with anti-Western Islamists. Again, 
the question of which so-called moderate Muslims to 
engage is critical.

The European socialists who received support 
from others in the Western community fundamen-
tally supported, and were loyal to, their respective 
governments, though they clashed over certain of 
their policies. Similarly, the Muslims who might 
be empowered in the current battle for hearts and 
minds are those who feel they are citizens in their 
countries, with affirmative responsibilities as well as 
rights, and who support European values notwith-
standing sharp disagreement over specific domestic 
and foreign policies. Some groups, however, may 
simply be pursuing long-term goals that are incon-
sistent with the future of the liberal democratic state 
system in Europe.

Non-Muslim Elites Begin to React
There is a new phenomenon in British intellectual 

life. Among the majority, non-Muslim community, 
there appears to be an increasing willingness to 
assert and promote “Britishness,” a British ver-
sion of the national aspirations associated with the 
“American dream.” A more coherent British identity 
would make it easier for immigrants to become 
British and understand their obligations as British 
citizens. Standpoint magazine was launched in 2008 
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to celebrate, debate, and articulate Western values, 
albeit in an inclusive way intended to engage non-
Western British citizens. Such measures appear to be 
early signs of pushback against assertive Islamism. 
Some Europeans are beginning to question the 
reflexive moral relativism of a hyper-secularized 
society where people are reluctant to assert that some 
values are better than others. There is, arguably, a 
general, increasing recognition that the liberal values 
of toleration, equal opportunity, and gender equality 
are superior to those value systems that promote 
intolerance and the subordination of women to men.

Convergence between Multiculturalism and 
Assimilation

Countries such as Britain, Germany, and the Neth-
erlands were steeped in multiculturalism and respect 
for cultural autonomy among ethnic and religious 
groups. They are, however, slowly moving in the gen-
eral direction of a French-style state-derived identity. 
Meanwhile, under President Nicolas Sarkozy, the 
French are backing off from a rigid assimilation 
model by recognizing distinctions among their 
religious and ethnic communities, albeit as a means 
of targeting deprived ethnic communities in order to 
further their upward mobility and integration into 
the French system.

Europe is likely to pursue a multipronged, 
sometimes contradictory policy of reaching out to 
the moderate elements in Muslim communities, 
beefing up community policing and counterterrorist 

surveillance, clamping down on immigration from 
countries outside the EU with large Muslim popula-
tions (for example, ones in South Asia, the Middle 
East, North Africa, and perhaps Southeast Asia), and 
thinking harder about what it means to be British, 
Danish, or Dutch, so that immigrants can have a 
better idea of what social norms they are expected to 
accept.

Meanwhile, long-term demographic trends loom 
over the entire integration and social cohesion and 
radicalization issue. As indigenous European birth-
rates plunge and Muslim families remain larger than 
non-Muslim families among the second and third 
generations, it may be crucial for societies to find a 
way to encourage Muslim women to avail themselves 
of educational opportunities and join the workforce. 
Statistics show that the birthrates of educated work-
ing Muslim women will converge with the lower 
birthrates of indigenous Europeans. The rates for 
stay-at-home Muslim mothers without higher educa-
tion will not.9

A vocal minority of political Islamists in a Europe 
that is 5 percent Muslim would seem a manageable 
challenge.10 Presently, the offspring of non-Muslim 
immigrants tend to intermarry, become secular, and 
have fewer children than the offspring of Muslim im-
migrants, who tend to marry within their own ethnic 
group, remain religious, and have several children.11 
If demographic trends continue, we are looking at a 
Europe in 2050 where one out of every three children 
under the age of 15 is Muslim.12 Security officials 
worry that the demographic preponderance of Mus-
lims in cities and towns across Europe would make 
it far more difficult to counter the separatist agendas 
of Islamists and the cultural penetration of sharia 
law. The long-term prognosis for terrorism in Europe 
would seem to depend on the ability of governments 
to empower Muslim counter-Islamists with a narra-
tive that is convincing for the next and much larger 
generation of European Muslims. gsa
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Portuguese KFOR soldiers patrol in Mitrovica, April 2008

KF
O

R 
(A

rm
en

d
 A

q
ifi

)



305GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

Europe

authorized the deployment of an additional 17,000 U.S. 
military personnel to Afghanistan.

2  For an explanation of “Berlin Plus” arrangements, see 
NATO Web site at <www.nato.int/issues/nato-eu/evolution.
html>.

3  Nick Witney, “Re-energizing Europe’s Security and 
Defence Policy,” European Council of Foreign Relations, 
July 29, 2008, available at < www.ecfr.eu/content/entry/
european_security_and_defence_policy>.

4  For a survey of current French defense issues, see 
Leo G. Michel, Defense Transformation à la française and 
U.S. Interests, Strategic Forum No. 233 (Washington, DC: 
National Defense University Press, September 2008).

5  The Stabilization and Association Agreement process 
establishes special political and trade relations between 
the EU and Western Balkans countries with a view toward 
promoting democratic reform and economic development 
in those countries and their eventual accession to the Euro-
pean Union.

6  UK Home Office Guide, “The Prevent Strategy: 
A Guide for Local Partners in England: Stopping People 
becoming or supporting terrorists and violent extrem-
ists,” and a shorter companion guide, “Preventing Violent 
Extremism: A Strategy for Delivery,” both issued in May 
2008.

7  The Research, Information, and Communications 
Unit is a cross-governmental strategic communications 
resource on counterterrorism set up in 2007 and located 
within the Home Office.

8  Some argue that engaging political Islamists even on 
a tactical basis does not make sense. See Melanie Phillips, 
“This country is so pro-Muslim it is giving succor to the 
extremists who would destroy us,” Daily Mail, July 8, 2008, 
available at <www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1033189/
This-country-pro-Muslim-giving-succour-extremists-
destroy-us.html>.

9  Kirk Scott and Maria Stanfors, “Fertility of the 
Second Generation: Do children of immigrants adjust 
fertility to host country norms?” Lund University, Sweden, 
3, available at <http://epc2008.princeton.edu/download.
aspx?submissionId=80047>.

10  Currently, the number of Muslims in Western Euro-
pean countries ranges from 1 percent in Spain to several 
countries in the 3 to 5 percent range to over 8 percent 
in France. See B. Marechal, A Guidebook on Islam and 
Muslims in the Wide Contemporary Europe (Louvain-la-
Neuve: Academia Bruylant, 2002).

11  Eric Kaufmann, “Eurabia? The Foreign Policy Impli-
cations of West Europe’s Religious Composition in 2025 and 
Beyond,” paper presented at the International Studies Asso-
ciation Conference, San Francisco, CA, March 26, 2008, 13, 
16.

12  Anne Goujon et al., “New Times, Old Beliefs: Project-
ing the Future Size of Religions in Austria,” in Vienna Year-
book of Population Research 2007, available at <www.oeaw.
ac.at/vid/publications/VYPR2007/Yearbook2007_Goujon-
et-al_pp237-270.pdf>.

Contributors

Leo G. Michel (Chapter Editor) is a Senior 
Research Fellow in the Institute for National 
Strategic Studies (INSS) at National Defense 
University (NDU). Mr. Michel’s work focuses 
on transatlantic defense and security issues. Be-
fore joining INSS in July 2002, he was Director 
for North Atlantic Treaty Organization Policy in 
the Office of the Secretary of Defense.

Dr. Henri J. Barkey is the Bernard L. and 
Bertha F. Cohen Professor and Chair of the 
International Relations Department at Lehigh 
University. He is also a nonresident senior 
associate in the Carnegie Endowment for In-
ternational Peace Middle East Program. He has 
authored, co-authored, and edited five books, 
among them Reluctant Neighbor: Turkey’s Role 
in the Middle East (U.S. Institute of Peace Press, 
1997), Turkey’s Kurdish Question (Rowman and 
Littlefield, 1998), and European Responses to 
Globalization: Resistance, Adaptation and Alter-
natives (JAI Press, 2006).

Dr. Margaret McCown is Associate Research 
Fellow in the Center for Applied Strategic 
Learning at NDU. She was previously a Fellow 
at the Max Planck Institute for Research in Col-
lective Goods. Dr. McCown writes on European 
law and politics and on policy simulations.

Jonathan S. Paris is a London-based political 
analyst and former Fellow at the Council on 
Foreign Relations. He is currently an Adjunct 
Fellow at the Hudson Institute, a Fellow at the 
University of Buckingham Centre for Security 
and Intelligence Studies, and an Associate Fel-
low in the International Centre for the Study of 
Radicalization at King’s College London.

Dr. Simon Serfaty holds the Zbigniew Brzez-
inski Chair in Global Security and Geostrategy 
at the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, where he previously served as Director 
of the Europe Program. He is also Professor and 
Eminent Scholar in U.S. foreign policy at Old 
Dominion University. His most recent book 
is Architects of Delusion: Europe, America, and 
the Iraq War (University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2007).



306 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

The Seven Africas
Africa’s challenges and opportunities are as 

diverse as the continent itself. Africa is perhaps bet-
ter considered as a series of subregions, including 
the following seven: North Africa, the Sahel, West 
Africa, Central Africa, the Great Lakes region, East 
Africa, and Southern Africa. Africa’s many conflicts 
tend to be local and entrenched, but the Horn of 
Africa and Sudan pose particular security challenges 
in the next 5 to 10 years. For the United States, a 
clear understanding of history may help to overcome 
the temptation to react to superficial events rather 
than to deal with underlying problems and long-
term solutions. Enduring challenges such as fragile 
institutions and poverty have rich but different 
histories, geography, and identities. Both conflict and 

Chapter 14
Africa

opportunities abound, but the United States is only 
one of the external actors and not equally active or 
welcome in all areas.

North Africa
North Africa’s five countries have similarities, but 

each is also distinct. The three countries classically 
referred to as the Maghreb (Morocco, Algeria, and 
Tunisia)1 retain a French orientation. In this region, 
the United States is mostly seen as a potential market 
(or, in the case of Algeria, a real market) for raw 
materials and primary industries and, in the case of 
Morocco, as an ally.2 The governments of all three 
Francophone Maghrebi states—but particularly Al-
geria—are challenged by radical Islamist movements 
of differing intensity; the so-called al Qaeda Orga-

Djiboutians gather for opening of new well
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nization in the Land of the Berbers (established in 
2005 by the now-deceased Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi) 
attempts to address them all, working through and 
with a variety of front or allied extremist groups. 
Nonetheless, there is a range of homegrown Islamist 
movements, some political and nonviolent, and some 
radical, that challenge the countries’ leaders.

Algeria has promoted the removal of Western 
Sahara from Moroccan sovereignty since the Span-
ish colonial occupiers ceded it back to Morocco in 
February 1976. Algeria’s sponsorship of the armed 
movement known as POLISARIO (Frente Popular 
para la Liberación de Saguia El-Hamra y Rio de Oro, 
or Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-
Hamra and Río de Oro), which has claimed the right 
to self-determination of the territory, continues to be 
a flashpoint between Algeria and Morocco. Despite 
the size difference between Algeria and Morocco, the 
latter has historically fared well in military engage-
ments with Algeria. As a result, an ongoing military 
buildup by Algeria must be viewed with concern. 

Libya is closer than ever to change. Its leader, 
Muammar Qadhafi, is aging and Libyan institutions 
remain frail. The country’s export wealth from oil 
has risen, and foreign investment in new oilfields 
has been offset to some degree by failure to suffi-
ciently maintain older infrastructure. In recent years, 
Libya has opened up considerably, especially as the 
international isolation that followed the bombing of 
Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, in 1988 
is coming to an end. But the urgent reality is the 
growing immobility of Qadhafi and the belief that his 
reign may be drawing to a close, without adequate 
provision for succession. Qadhafi has said that one of 
his sons, Saif al-Islam, would succeed him. However, 
neither Qadhafi nor his immediate entourage will 
give Saif al-Islam visible support, leading to specula-
tion that the immediate post-Qadhafi era could be 
marked by a strenuous power struggle.

Several groups oppose Qadhafi, including the 
moderate Senussi Muslim movement—the Sanussi-
yyah—centered on the Cyrenaica region of Eastern 
Libya, and generally supportive of a restoration of 
the Senussi monarchy. The Senussi movement is the 
diametric opposite of the Wahhabist movement in 
that the Senussi is tolerant, liberal, and moderniz-
ing. However, there are also radical Islamists in the 
Wahhabist or Salafist mold functioning as an active 
opposition in Libya. Stability in Libya will be a key 
element in ensuring the modernization of North 
Africa and its incorporation into the Mediterranean 
trading basin.

Egypt, Libya’s neighbor, also faces the question 
of leadership succession. President Hosni Mubarak 
turned 80 in May 2008. One of the President’s son’s, 
Gamal, appears to be in line for succession, as sug-
gested by his movement through the ranks of the Na-
tional Democratic Party. But it is not clear whether 
such a succession would be challenged and, indeed, 
whether Gamal Mubarak would have the public, 
military, and political support necessary to address 
the challenges that could come from a presently 
constrained opposition movement. Certainly, there is 
a vibrant opposition, much of it radical and religious.

Egypt’s political and cultural dominance of much 
of the Middle East, North Africa, and to a lesser 
degree of Africa as a whole means that the Egyp-
tian succession process is of strategic importance, 
especially with the added weight given by Egypt’s 
control of the Suez Canal and the Red Sea. Egypt, so 
dependent on U.S. military and civil support since 
the Camp David Accords of 1978, has been under a 
formal state of emergency since the assassination of 
President Mubarak’s predecessor, Anwar Sadat, in 
1981. In recent years, however, Egypt has become 
less politically involved with the United States, and 
it is possible that the next generation of Egyptian 
leadership may decide to move still further from a 
tacit alliance unless the United States undertakes 
initiatives that prepare for, and preempt, such a shift 
in Egyptian attitudes.

Sahelian Africa
Extending from Mauritania to Chad (but en-

croaching culturally on the eastern parts of West 
Africa and the northern part of Central Africa), the 
Sahel is an area of transition. Its very name, Sahel, 
in Arabic means the shore, reached after crossing the 
Sahara. The main foreign influences on the Sahelian 
states remain France and Morocco, even if the Sahel’s 
most troubled areas (Darfur in western Sudan and 
northern Nigeria) are now increasingly Muslim in 
outlook, albeit of African Islamic moderation. 

There is a growing concern about potential 
radicalization in this area because this part of the 
continent is home to some of the poorest people, 
institutions are brittle, and the United States has a 
low profile. The Sahara plays an overriding role, not 
least because of the southern drift of the Algerian 
radical Islamist movement and the growing inter-
est of the Wahhabist al Qaeda Organization in the 
Land of the Berbers movement. Stemming radical 
Islamist movements is delicate but feasible because 
they are culturally heterogeneous and generally not 
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welcomed by the African populations to the south. 
Significantly, Wahhabist and Salafist Islamic groups 
have contended for influence in this area along with 
groups sponsored (until 2003) by Saddam Hussein 
and Qadhafi. Iraqi-sponsored Ba’athists, for example, 
were behind coup attempts in Mauritania, culminat-
ing with the defeat of Ba’athists in the Mauritanian 
army in 2003, the same year that the prime minister 
moved to suppress al Qaeda elements that had been 
trying to establish a base of operation. 

West Africa
West Africa is an area of extreme cultural diversity, 

where European—specifically, French, Portuguese, 
and British—influences overlap. It is also an area of 
extreme economic disparity, where the various econ-
omies range from poor (Burkina Faso) to nationally 
wealthy (Nigeria) with a number of countries (Cam-

eroon, Ghana) aspiring to middle-income status. 
Nigeria is the natural regional power, but it is a dan-
gerously splintered one, with its northern Sahelian 
region aspiring to retain the national domination 
inherited from colonial times and the Biafra War, 
while the Niger Delta states have been torn apart 
by a mounting low-intensity conflict. The conflict 
has its roots in a growing distortion of state-federal 
relations that have seen the central government take 
what the Delta states feel is a disproportionately large 
share of oil and gas export revenues, while neglecting 
infrastructural and human needs.

The Niger Delta crisis emerged through 2008 as 
perhaps the single greatest threat to the supply of 
foreign energy to the United States, Europe, and 
China. Nigeria’s federal government was constrained 
in dealing effectively with the crisis because legal 
challenges to the legitimacy of the presidential elec-
tions of April 2007 were still being considered by the 
nation’s supreme court. Some analysts estimated that 
the disruptions and threats to Niger Delta oil and 
gas production contributed at least 20 percent to the 
significant rise in oil prices in mid-2008.

Nigeria’s leadership in creating the Gulf of Guinea 
Commission in recent years has attempted to weld 
some cohesion among the countries along the 
Western African coast, almost all of which were, 
or potentially were, energy-producing states. This 
organization and the Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS) are key to building 
effective indigenous institutions that can address the 
rich diversity represented by the region’s states and 
populations. At the same time, a growing network 
of energy pipelines is extending through the region, 
with the vision of ultimately linking South Afri-
can west coast energy resources with other energy 
production up the entire Western African coast, and 
ultimately by undersea pipeline across the Mediter-
ranean to southwestern Europe. In the meantime, 
the pipeline network is a building block for regional 
modernization and economic growth.

Central Africa
The heart of the continent, Central Africa, 

hinges on the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC), a country still rebuilding from more than 
three decades of rule by President Mobuto Sese 
Seko. This was followed by “Africa’s First World 
War” (1998–2003), the deadliest conflict in the 
world since World War II that left almost 4 million 
dead. Beyond the DRC, the region includes parts 
of West Africa (the Gabon, most of the Republic of 

Muammar Qadhafi was elected chairman of the 12th African Union Summit 
in Addis Ababa, February 2009
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Congo–Brazzaville), as well as northern Angola and 
western Zambia.

This is a totally underdeveloped area of immense 
potential wealth. Blessed with a low population-to-re-
sources ratio, Central Africa is perhaps the richest part 
of the whole continent and, if well governed, could 
aspire to middle-income status. The DRC, which was 
once approaching this level of development, has today 
the lowest per capita income on the continent.

Significantly, the linkage between the DRC with 
the neighboring Great Lakes state, Rwanda, is largely 
through ethnic and clan relationships, which is why 
substantial numbers of Hutu Rwandans—and much 
of the Hutu Interahamwe militia—fled to the DRC 
following the Rwandan civil war of 1994. This link-
age also accounts for the profound influence that 
Rwandan President Paul Kagame has over the DRC 
government—and much of the territory of the DRC. 
It is not coincidental that both the DRC and Rwanda 
were controlled as a colony (the Belgian Congo) and 
League of Nations mandate protectorate (Rwanda) 
by Belgium. Both territories shared not only some 
ethnic and cultural overlap, but also a common, and 
searing, experience under Belgian control until less 
than a half-century ago.

The Great Lakes
The Great Lakes region is made up of only two 

full-fledged countries—Rwanda and Burundi—but 
also comprises regions of others (eastern DRC, 
western Uganda, and western Tanzania). This is a 
densely populated mountainous region (approximate 
to those of the Netherlands or the Asian great river 
deltas), and overpopulation is perhaps the main 
problem. The genocidal cycles that the region has pe-
riodically suffered since 1959 have been attributed in 
many ways to an intensive but traditional agriculture, 
which finds it difficult to support a rapidly expand-
ing population. This theory, however, has been 
strongly contested, with other theorists pointing to 
the Belgian occupiers’ predilection for favoring the 
promotion of the Hutu people over the traditionally 
ruling Tutsi. Although sharing a common language 
(Kinyarwanda), religion (Roman Catholicism), and 
culture, the Tutsi have Nilotic ethnic origins (from 
the Hamitic regions around southern Ethiopia) while 
the Hutu have Bantu origins (from southern Africa). 
The whole region remains extremely explosive, and 
the war provoked by the flight of Hutu militia from 
Rwanda into the DRC is still simmering in the East-
ern Congo, with or without Rwandan involvement.

The “peace agreement” that began to take effect in 

Burundi with elections in 2005 remains extremely 
fragile because it rests on the capacity of a stagnant 
agricultural economy to integrate thousands of 
disenfranchised Hutu who expect miracles from the 
new dispensation. Rwanda itself remains delicately 
balanced, despite recent economic growth, given the 
Tutsi-led government of President Kagame’s success-
ful presentation of itself to the international commu-
nity as inclusive, balanced, and democratic. Kagame, 
however, retains a strong grip on the internal security 

situation, especially in light of the 1994 genocide that 
failed to stop the Tutsi from seizing back the power 
the Belgians had taken from them and given to the 
Hutu. The spillover potential of the as-yet-unresolved 
conflict—particularly the eastern DRC component of 
it—remains significant. In spite of its small area, the 
Great Lakes region has roughly 40 million inhabit-
ants, vastly more than the 14 million affected by the 
Chad/Darfur conflict in North Africa. The United 
States has barely begun to understand and address 
the Great Lakes region, although the appointment of 
an experienced Africa-oriented U.S. Ambassador to 
Rwanda in late 2008 upgraded Washington’s focus on 
the region.

East Africa
East Africa is one the most culturally coherent 

areas of the continent, both because of the relative 
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Nigerian air force brigadier general, chairman of Africa Endeavor 2008 planning 
committee, explains objectives of U.S. European Command–sponsored exer-
cise to U.S. Embassy Nigeria Chief of Mission
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closeness of the precolonial cultures and because the 
whole region received a strong British imprint during 
the colonial period. The core area is constituted by 
the three countries of the former British East Africa—
Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania—but the socioeconom-
ic coherence of the region extends to Malawi and to 
large parts of Zambia. This is an area of relative politi-
cal equilibrium since Uganda grew out of civil war 20 
years ago. The residual violence in northern Uganda 
is now more Sudan-related than homegrown.

The whole region is slowly moving toward a mid-
dle-income position, provided it can avoid political 
backsliding (as in Kenya recently, or in Uganda poten-
tially the day President Yoweri Museveni departs). But 
there are no structural causes making political strife 
probable, other than the ethnic differences, such as 
those that rose to the surface during the 2008 Kenyan 
elections. Ethnic and religious differences remain the 
subtext for politics in Kenya, in particular.

This is an area of relative democratic governance, 
with a strong potential for more given the impor-
tance of the civil society. This is also the part of the 
continent that has perhaps the most positive view of 
the United States.

Southern Africa
Southern Africa comprises two former Portuguese 

colonies, Angola and Mozambique, along with the 
former British colonies—Botswana, Zambia, Zim-
babwe, Namibia, Lesotho, and the Republic of South 
Africa—and the former British Protectorate, the 
Kingdom of Swaziland.

Southern Africa is in many respects the most 
economically developed part of the continent, with 
additional vital geographic significance, given its 
domination of the Cape of Good Hope. South Af-
rica’s gross national product equals that of the whole 
of the other sub-Saharan Africa states. In South 
Africa, the key may be managing economic growth 
among the black population without disenfranchis-
ing the whites. This will require sustaining rela-
tive stability and strong economic discipline—and 
therefore foreign investor confidence—following the 
country’s second leadership transition since the end 
of apartheid rule in 1994.

In Angola, the challenge is how to distribute 
nationally the growing oil wealth presently concen-
trated in the hands of a culturally marginal minority 
of coastal white, half-caste, and black assimilados, 
whose victory in 2002 over the National Union 
for the Total Independence of Angola—after three 
decades of civil war—gave unchecked power to the 

Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola gov-
ernment of President José Eduardo dos Santos.

The political, economic, and social outlook for 
Zimbabwe remained unpredictable at the end of 
2008, given the reluctance of Zimbabwe African 
National Union–Patriotic Front leader and President 
Robert Mugabe to relinquish real power in the face 
of national elections. As of late 2008, Mugabe was 
continuing to flout a power-sharing agreement that 
kept him in the presidency, but which brought Mor-
gan Tsvangarai to the Prime Ministership; Mugabe’s 
unilateral appointments, including of a second vice 
president, met no immediate, effective opposition. 

Quite apart from poor governance and human 
misery, the problems of Zimbabwe are not restricted 
to that country alone. The country’s prevalence of 
HIV/AIDS, unchecked through years of national 
isolation, has spawned a virulent and (as yet) incur-
able form of tuberculosis that has the potential for 
broad international transmission. With some 2 mil-
lion Zimbabwean refugees already living in difficult 
conditions in South Africa, many just outside Cape 
Town, the trouble has already begun to spread and 
can only get worse if stability in Zimbabwe is not 
created to avert further outflows of refugees. 

Unaddressed, and pointedly ignored by the great 
power of the region, South Africa, has been the 
protracted issue of the restoration of Swaziland’s 
stolen territories. A significant part of Swaziland’s 
territories were apportioned out to Mozambique 
(then a Portuguese colony) and South Africa (then a 
British colony) by the United Kingdom, acting in its 
capacity as the invited Protector of the Kingdom of 
Swaziland.

America’s Security Role: The Horn of 
Africa

The Horn of Africa, stretching from North to East 
Africa, is arguably the area of greatest security engage-
ment for the United States. There are at least three 
broad, interlocking sets of problems in the Horn:

n security and economic growth in Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, Somalia, Somaliland, and Kenya

n political, ethnic, and religious developments, 
which are critical for stability and moderation in the 
greater Middle East

n maritime security in the Red Sea and Suez 
sealanes, which increasingly link the affairs of Horn 
states with those of the Middle East (Yemen, Saudi 
Arabia, Israel, and Iran) and Indian Ocean area 
(India, Pakistan, Malaysia, and Australia).
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While U.S. engagement in the complex affairs of 
the Horn of Africa has deepened in recent years, 
it is far from new. During the 1970s, authoritarian 
socialist governments with close links to the Soviet 
Union ruled Ethiopia and Somalia. Previously close 
relations with the West, including the United States, 
had largely dissipated. Human rights abuses were 
flagrant, and the economies, plagued by Soviet-
state socialism and civil war, fell into disarray. Both 
countries concluded military cooperation agree-
ments with the Soviet Union, including hundreds of 
Soviet and Soviet bloc advisors and massive amounts 
of Soviet weapons. Particularly in Somalia, as did 
the United States before, Soviet aircraft and naval 
vessels had virtual sovereign use of vital airfields and 
port facilities. Operating out of Somalia, the Soviet 
Union posed a serious threat to U.S. alliances—and 
shipping—in the Persian Gulf, Indian Ocean, and 
Red Sea, including the southern approach to the 
Suez Canal. The Horn of Africa thus had become a 
significant zone of East-West confrontation.

Somalia
Suddenly, in October 1977, Somalia leader Siad 

Barre sent his army to “liberate” the large ethnic 
Somali Ogaden region of Ethiopia. Moscow swiftly 
stopped all military assistance to Somalia, withdrew 
its advisors, and poured weapons and advisors into 
Ethiopia. What became a major Soviet presence 
in Ethiopia began when the Carter administration 
withdrew its support for Emperor Haile Selassie 
I, who was overthrown by army major Mengistu 
Haile Mariam; when denied U.S. support, Mengistu 
allied himself with the Soviet Union. Soviet help 
for Mengistu included several well-trained, heavily 
armed brigades of the Cuban army. The Somalis were 
quickly routed by the Soviet-backed Ethiopian forces, 
and Siad Barre turned to America for help. Only 
too happy to counter growing Soviet influence in 
the Indian Ocean region, the United States provided 
considerable military and economic assistance. The 
U.S. Navy began using Somali airfields and ports, 
particularly at Berbera in the former area of British 
Somaliland, which, with the collapse of the Siad 
Barre government, withdrew from the Somalia union 
of 1960 and later reasserted its independence as the 
Republic of Somaliland in 1991. Despite U.S. as-
sistance, Siad Barre’s autocratic rule had led by 1990 
to widespread dissatisfaction and civil war, resulting 
in his ouster in 1991. A prolonged drought in the 
late 1980s plus the depredation of the continuing war 
resulted in famine. Some 500,000 people had died by 

mid-1991, generating pressure for outside interven-
tion when the feuding Somali warlords disrupted 
food deliveries by the United Nations (UN) and the 
International Committee of the Red Cross.

Civil war among Somali-based militants was ac-
companied by a drought that caused some 400,000 
deaths by the summer of 1992. UN efforts to end 
the civil war so that humanitarian assistance could 
be delivered had failed. President George H.W. 
Bush, with the approval of the UN Security Council, 
organized an international coalition of some 30,000 
troops in a unified task force under the command 
and control of the United States. It began operations 
in December 1992. By March 1993, humanitar-
ian assistance was flowing freely, and the country 
was stable enough for a new force (United Nations 
Operation in Somalia II or UNOSOM II) to replace 
the unified task force. But, once again, the UN effort 
failed. It became embroiled in a renewed Somali 
civil war and suffered serious casualties. In an effort 
to support UNOSOM II—and the prestige of the 
United Nations—President Bill Clinton dispatched 
Task Force Ranger, a unit of special operations forces, 
to neutralize the most powerful of the militias in-
volved in the conflict led by Mohamed Farrah Aidid. 
However, U.S. forces were taken by surprise and lost 
18 men in the first Battle of Mogadishu. Pakistani 
and Nigerian units lost substantially more troops in 
the engagement, and the Pakistani forces were vital 
in helping recover U.S. personnel. Under pressure 
from an enraged Congress, President Clinton or-
dered the withdrawal of all U.S. forces. Without U.S. 
support on the ground, an attempt by UNOSOM II 
to continue operations came to an end by March of 
1994. The Somali civil war continued and, over time, 
an Islamist movement emerged as the most probable 
actor for ending the violence.

After the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, the 
United States feared that al Qaeda and Taliban rem-
nants could find sanctuary in Somalia following their 
defeat in Afghanistan. It established multinational 
naval and air patrols to prevent such an incursion 
and created Combined Joint Task Force–Horn of 
Africa (CJTF–HOA). Based in Djibouti, CJTF-HOA 
was designed to carry out political, military, and 
economic activities—particularly in Ethiopia and 
Kenya—aimed at combating terrorism and strength-
ening the capacity of regional governments and the 
well-being of their populations.

In Somalia, by late 2005, the United States had 
become afraid that an indigenous politico-religious 
movement—the Islamic Courts Union (ICU)—was 
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gaining strength and could pose a serious terrorist 
threat, collaborating with al Qaeda. Like the Taliban 
in Afghanistan, its initial apparent success in ending 
widespread clan-based violence and crime, but-
tressed by its religious zeal, garnered substantial 
popular support. By the fall of 2006, ICU militias 
were threatening to overrun the Somali Transitional 
Federal Government (TFG). Although recog-
nized by the UN, the TFG was too weak to enter 
Mogadishu. The ICU was also threatening to move 
into the Ogaden region of Ethiopia where ethnic 
Somali guerrillas were already active. This caused the 
Ethiopian army—supported with considerable U.S. 
assistance including two airstrikes—to move into So-
malia. Once it had done so, it quickly routed the ICU 
militias whose remnants were pushed into the region 
near the Kenyan border. The TFG was reestablished 
in Mogadishu but had almost no authority and was 
dependent on the Ethiopian army, which was itself 
under almost daily harassment by ICU remnants and 
other disgruntled Somalis.

Although weakened by the actions of some 40,000 
Ethiopian military forces, Somali Islamist radicals, 
strengthened by a growing upsurge of an anti-Ethio-
pian insurgency, retained a capability to regroup and 
rearm should Ethiopian forces withdraw, or should 
they be able to circumvent efforts to prevent them 
from receiving external assistance.

Attempts by the international community to resolve 
the serious problems of Somalia came to naught. Fol-
lowing a United Nations-brokered peace, Ethiopian 
forces withdrew from Somalia in January 2009. In the 
same month a moderate Islamist, Sheik Sharif Sheik 
Ahmed, was installed as President. As of June 2009, 
fierce fighting continued between the government and 
Islamist groups opposed to it, which has resulted in a 
significant number of casualties and displaced persons 
especially in and around Mogadishu. 

In late 2008, towns outside the capital were still 
falling to the ICU. Significantly, the ICU has received 
significant financial and weapons support from the 
Eritrean government in a bid to weaken Ethiopia, 
and various Somali officials, particularly the presi-
dent, have benefited financially and in other terms 
from support from Yemen. Given the president’s 
background as the former warlord of Puntland, this 
has boosted armed attacks on the pro–Western Re-
public of Somaliland, which has worked closely with 
the United States and United Kingdom on counter-
terrorism issues.

Ethiopia
Ethiopia has been wracked by civil war. In 1990, 

two allied secessionist movements rapidly gained 
strength, one band in Eritrea, and one in the Tigray 
Province of Ethiopia. By May 1991, Ethiopia leader 
Mengistu Haile Mariam had fled the country, and the 
Tigray People’s Liberation Front leader, Meles Zenawi, 
found himself, with significant Eritrean People’s Liber-
ation Front (EPLF) military support, in the Ethiopian 
capital, Addis Ababa. The United States, at this time 
preoccupied with the collapse of the Soviet Union, es-
sentially sanctioned Meles’ seizing control of Ethiopia, 
even though his secessionist war had been fought to 
wrest Tigray away from Amhara-dominated Ethiopia. 
Meles, however, had been allied with the EPLF leader, 
Isaias Afwerki, and, with the support of the former, as 
a result of a 1993 UN-monitored referendum, Eritrea 
split from Ethiopia to become an independent state.

Following Eritrea’s independence, the two coun-
tries, led by erstwhile allies, enjoyed an amicable 
relationship. However, relations began to sour, bilat-
eral attempts at policy coordination and economic 
cooperation faltered, and border incidents recurred 
in 1997. The failure of the two governments to bridge 
their policy differences, defuse their simmering 
tensions, and resolve the underlying causes of their 
deteriorating bilateral relations led to full-scale war 
by June 1998. Demanding a return to the status quo 
ante, Ethiopia declared war on May 13, 1998, and 

General William Ward, USA, Commander, U.S. Africa Command, speaks at 
change of command ceremony for Combined Joint Task Force–Horn of Africa at 
Camp Lemonier, Djibouti, February 2009
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abandoned its use of Eritrea’s ports. A joint U.S.-
Rwandan initiative and an Organization of African 
Unity (OAU) attempt failed to prevent further 
escalation. The war was joined and unfolded in three 
intermittent rounds: June-July 1998, February 1999, 
and May-June 2000.

Persistent efforts by the United States, the OAU, 
and the United Nations succeeded in brokering 
the Algiers Agreements, namely the Agreement on 
Cessation of Hostilities of June 18, 2000, and the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement of December 12, 
2000. The war ended. The peace accord provided, 
among other things, the establishment of a neutral 
body, the Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission 
(EEBC), with the mandate to delimit and demarcate 
the colonial treaty border based on the pertinent co-
lonial treaties (1900, 1902, and 1908) and applicable 
international law.

The two governments agreed that the decision 
was to be final and binding. The peace agreement 
was guaranteed by the United Nations and the OAU. 
The Boundary Commission issued its delimitation 
decision on April 13, 2002. Contravening the terms 
of the agreement, Ethiopia refused to uncondition-
ally accept the boundary commission’s decision and 
withdraw its forces from territories awarded to Eri-
trea. Ethiopia obstructed the physical demarcation of 
the boundary, thereby impeding the full implementa-
tion of the Algiers Agreements and causing the long 
impasse of neither peace nor war between the two 
countries.

After 4 years of fruitless effort (from April 2002 to 
November 2006, during which attempts to demarcate 
a land boundary floundered over Ethiopia’s refusal to 
cooperate and scant support from the UN Security 
Council), the Boundary Commission issued a dead-
line. In November 2006, the EEBC gave the parties 1 
year in which to erect or allow it to erect the pillars 
on the boundary, failing which it would demarcate 
by coordinates. At the end of the deadline, Novem-
ber 26, 2007, the EEBC declared that the boundary 
stood demarcated in accordance with the coordi-
nates and reaffirmed that the delimitation decision of 
April 2002 and the demarcation by coordinates were 
legally binding on the parties per the Algiers treaty.

Subsequently, the mandate of the United Nations 
Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea was terminated July 
31, 2008, and the Boundary Commission has ended 
its operations, as stated in its 27th and final report 
submitted by the UN Secretary General to the UN 
Security Council on October 2, 2008. It remains for 
the Security Council to endorse the EEBC’s virtual 

demarcation, catalyze physical demarcation, and 
facilitate reconciliation between Eritrea and Ethiopia.

The war caused enormous destruction of property, 
huge loss of human life, and hundreds of thou-
sands of internally displaced people, and entailed a 
significant lost opportunity for development on both 
sides. The Eritrean and Ethiopian economies and 
peoples have suffered as their governments pursue 
the politics of a zero-sum game in futile efforts to 
undo each other, prolong their authoritarian rules, 
and postpone a durable solution. Furthermore, the 
unresolved Eritrea-Ethiopia conflict has a perva-
sive spillover effect; it exerts a negative impact on 
the internal stability of both countries as well as on 
regional peace and security in the strategic Horn of 
Africa, in general, and on the Somali and Sudanese 
crises, in particular, as both governments operate 
to undermine each other by supporting each other’s 
domestic and regional opponents.

The resolution of the conflict and the ensuing 
normalization of bilateral relations and restoration of 
political and economic cooperation between Eritrea 
and Ethiopia would not only serve the interests of the 
two countries and their peoples but also contribute 
to regional peace and security in the volatile Horn 
of Africa. The United States must thus consider the 
benefits of a nuanced regional stance and a balanced 
policy in the Horn that promotes conflict resolution 
and peacemaking in accordance with international 
law; enables it to use its considerable assets to influ-
ence events; and promotes democracy, rule of law, 
and good governance conducive to sustainable devel-
opment in the region. If stability can be maintained, 
then there is reason to believe that Ethiopia can 
increase its role as the great heartland power of the 
Horn, with some 70 million people, and capacity to 
increasingly influence the security of the Red Sea and 
Suez sea lines of communication. 

Sudan
In 1989, General Omar Bashir seized power in 

Khartoum in partnership with radical Islamist leader 
Hassan al-Turabi. They opened Sudan’s doors to Isla-
mist radicals from other countries: Hamas, Abu Nidal, 
Black September, Hizballah, and the Egyptian organi-
zations, the Islamic Group and Al Jihad (led by Ayman 
al-Zawahri). In 1992, the Sudanese government gave 
safe haven with freedom to train, equip, and operate 
to Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda organization, 
which had been expelled from Saudi Arabia. The gov-
ernment also provided large tracts of the best farm-
land and major construction contracts. In the early 
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1990s, Al Jihad conducted suicide attacks on senior 
Egyptian officials in Egypt and other countries. This 
culminated in an unsuccessful attempt to assassinate 
Mubarak during his 1994 visit to Ethiopia (Al Jihad 
later became part of al Qaeda). In December 1992, 
an al Qaeda fatwa was issued in Khartoum calling for 
worldwide Islamist terrorist activities directed against 
the United States as well as Saudi Arabia. In Janu-
ary 1993, al Qaeda blew up a hotel in Yemen, which 
was being used by U.S. forces en route to Somalia. In 
October 1993, bin Laden claimed responsibility for the 
“Black Hawk Down” attacks upon U.S. forces in Moga-
dishu. This was a false claim but it greatly enhanced al 
Qaeda’s stature in some Muslim communities.

In the early years of the 21st century, Ethiopia was 
no longer supporting oppositionists to the govern-
ment in Khartoum. However, Eritrea was harbor-
ing ethnic separatists from eastern Sudan and a 
northern Sudanese political organization at odds 
with President Bashir’s Islamist administration in 
Khartoum. U.S.-backed peace talks between John 
Garang’s Sudanese People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) 
and the Bashir government got under way in 2002, in 
which the Intergovernmental Authority on Develop-
ment (IGAD) played an important role. Its members 
included both Ethiopia and Eritrea. The Compre-
hensive Peace Agreement between North and South 
Sudan was completed in January 2005.

The continued confrontation between Ethiopia 
and Eritrea has had a deleterious impact on develop-
ments in Darfur. As a means of pressure to prevent 
the Khartoum government from establishing closer 
relations with Ethiopia, Eritrea has provided finan-
cial support and weapons to some of the Darfur rebel 
groups fighting the Sudanese army in collaboration 
with Libya (and the government of Chad). This is 
another example of the interlinked web of issues 
confronting countries in the Horn. At the same time, 
however, Sudan and Eritrea have worked together on 
anti-Ethiopian issues, while currently Ethiopia and 
Sudan are working harmoniously on defining their 
collective border, which had been unresolved since 
the British/Egyptian occupation of Sudan ended in 
the 20th century.

Djibouti
Despite a small, ethnically divided population and 

threatening neighbors, Djibouti has made surprising 
progress over the past decade. The longstanding mili-
tary presence of the French, and more recently of the 
United States, has provided security and political sta-
bility. Other countries have also provided economic 

assistance. More importantly, Djibouti’s strategic 
location near the oil-rich countries of the Gulf has 
provided an economic boom for investors from the 
Gulf and other countries. The Djibouti government 
wishes to expand shipping and other facilities con-
necting the Gulf and the rest of the world. The huge 
economic benefits have been such that the entire 
population has benefited, further enhancing stability 
and attracting more investment.

The presence of CJTF–HOA in Djibouti has suc-
ceeded in preventing al Qaeda and other terrorist 
networks from gaining a major foothold in the Horn 
as had been feared. Civic action programs and other 
assistance from the United States, and assistance 
from other countries such as the United King-
dom and France, has effectively neutralized them. 
However, all the countries of the Horn—not only the 
worst case of Somalia—have major internal problems 
that provide ready kindling for Islamist radicals to 
start future fires. Obviously, the negative view of the 
United States in some Islamic communities creates 
problems, as does the sizeable U.S. assistance to and 
support for the authoritarian government in Ethio-
pia, which is all too widely misperceived as a junior 
partner to a putative anti-Islamist war.

Underlying Trends and Concerns
The United States has historically looked at the 

Horn of Africa primarily through a strategic lens 
(for example, the Cold War and the global fight 
against extremism), with periodic responses to hu-
manitarian crises. Underlying long-term problems 
of ethnic and religious tensions, tribal and clan 
differences, governance, and poverty have not been 
given the same priority. When they have, no nos-
trums have been discovered. This is also the case for 
other outside actors that are more concerned with 
economic and social issues (such as the World Bank 
and the African Development Bank), as well as 
regional political organizations such as the African 
Union and IGAD.

There are also immense and growing problems 
associated with demography, climate, and water. This 
is especially true for Ethiopia, because of its large and 
rapidly growing population, as well as Somalia. The 
climate is prone to periods of drought and famine. 
This has combined with efforts—largely ineffectual 
despite foreign assistance—to modernize agricul-
tural development and with internal conflict to keep 
domestic food production far below the minimum 
needs of the population. International food prices 
have been rising speedily. The United States and 
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other traditional suppliers are no longer able to sup-
ply the large amounts of subsidized food needed for 
the Horn. The major long-term political impact of 
this situation is self-evident.

In light of the recent past, close attention should 
be paid to several potentially serious security prob-
lems in the Horn of Africa:

n a renewal of major conflict between Ethiopia 
and Eritrea, nominally over unresolved territorial 
issues

n the continued upsurge of Islamist radicalism in 
Somalia and potential sanctuary for terrorist net-
works such as al Qaeda

n the collapse of the Comprehensive Peace Accord 
in Sudan (see the essay on Sudan in this chapter), 
which would have far-reaching consequences on 
economic development, energy, migratory flows and 
refugees, and external interference. 

Persistent Conflicts
The media perception of Africa is as a continent 

in conflict, and yet most of Africa is at peace. Where 
there is insecurity, it is often related to poverty-
driven crime, but it is important to note that most 
external perceptions of Africa are stereotypes that, 
if they were ever accurate for even parts of the con-
tinent, are usually years or even decades out of date. 

The reality of Africa is that it has many areas of calm 
and many areas of real economic and social promise.

This does not mean that the legacies of colonial-
ism, tribalism and ethnicity, language barriers, and 
the like have been entirely overcome, but African 
states are moving at different rates toward national 
identities beyond the postcolonial era. Even so, sub-
stantial intrastate and interstate conflicts continue. 
But there are also mechanisms and institutions for 
conflict resolution that may support greater stability 
and peace in the years ahead.

Active or simmering armed conflicts in Africa 
include the following:

n the unresolved conflict over the future of the 
former Spanish Western Sahara, which is now legally 
part of Morocco

n the Touareg rebellion on the Algeria/Mali 
Sahara confines

n the rebellion in Chad
n the northern Central African Republic rebellion
n the Sudanese civil war in Darfur
n various low-intensity regional guerrilla conflicts 

in Eritrea, with some directed toward Djibouti
n the ongoing Eritrean-supported Oromo Libera-

tion Front rebellion in Ethiopia and a number of 
other ethnic-based insurrections in Ethiopia, includ-
ing the simmering Ogaden rebellion

Villagers wait to see U.S. medical personnel from Combined Joint Task Force–Horn of Africa in Milo, Ethiopia
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n the unresolved border war between Eritrea and 
Ethiopia, which has substantial potential for resur-
rection into a major conventional war

n clan warfare in Somalia (the former Italian 
Somaliland) internally, and the separate confronta-
tions between Somalia and Somaliland, particularly 
originating from Puntland

n the Lord’s Resistance Army remnants hover-
ing between southeastern Central African Republic, 
northeastern Democratic Republic of Congo, south-
ern Sudan, and northern Uganda

n the Nkunda rebellion in North Kivu (DRC)
n Frente de Libertação do Enclave de Cabinda (Lib-

eration Front of the Enclave of Cabinda) remnants in 
the Cabinda enclave (Angola)

n a presently dormant conflict in Côte d’Ivoire, 
where part of the national territory escapes govern-
ment control

n the escalating armed conflict between various 
groups and the Nigerian federal government in the 
country’s oil- and gas-producing Niger Delta over 
states’ rights and revenue-sharing.

There are of course many other regions where so-
cial, cultural, or ethnic unrest lies semi-dormant and 
could reignite under appropriate conditions. Within 
this context, at the intersection of the Uganda/Ethio-
pia/Sudan/Kenya quadri-borders, a cluster of pastoral 
tribes (mainly the Karimojong, Dessanech, Nyanga-
tom, Toposa, and Turkana) are engaged in recurrent 
cross-border cattle raiding. In the Lower Congo, the 
Bundu dia Kongo ethno-religious sect lives in a state 
of semipermanent political secession from the DRC. 
And in the Caprivi Strip, the Lozi tribe hopes to (re)
create a country (Barotseland) out of various pieces 
of Zambia, Namibia, and Botswana. All of this unrest 
matters, but none of it seriously threatens the security 
of any established state, however weak.

Other areas of political tension exist, but in most 
of these cases—including, for example, the refusal of 
the people of the Bakassi Peninsula to allow them-
selves to be recategorized as Cameroonian citizens 
while claiming to remain part of Nigeria—armed 
conflict may well be avoided. In addition, Swaziland’s 
claims to recover territories expropriated during the 
British Protectorate era and placed under South Afri-
can and Mozambican control could generate military 
reactions from the states now controlling former 
Swazi lands and people.

In some African states, issues of leadership suc-
cession remain areas of security concern, although 
Africa has moved strongly toward democratic 

processes which have, as their principal value, the 
orderly transition from one government or leader 
to the next without causing major disruptions to 
the processes of building national institutions and 
economic progress. If it continues, this significant 
move toward orderly succession of governments—
with the support of armed forces, which are becom-
ing increasingly committed to civilian control—will 
move much of Africa toward greater stability. There 
remain areas, even beyond North Africa, however, 
where this process has not yet taken root, and those 
countries where no plan for constitutional succession 
processes are in place are states that run the risk of 
both instability and economic dislocation.

Quite apart from outdated external perceptions 
of stability and security in Africa, the challenges and 
conflicts that do arise there are not, in general terms, 
the same. Each situation has distinct characteristics 
that require external assistance to be carefully tai-
lored to the local historical and cultural context. 

Even so, the overriding problem is that of how 
modern African states were created and how they 
have developed. In many instances, African states are 
both too strong (vis-à-vis their civil society) and too 
weak (when considering the developmental needs 
they should tackle). Even Somalia, where the state, 
having disappeared, cannot be said to be at the heart 
of the present anarchy, fits within this theory: one 
of the reasons the state disappeared in Somalia was 
that the excesses of the Siad Barre administration 
(1969–1991) contributed not only to its own demise 
but also to discrediting the very notion of the state in 
a nomadic, ultra-democratic society that was highly 
suspicious of the state concept from the outset. 
There are few African states in which the economy 
has the significant degree of independence from 
the state that is evident in most highly developed 
industrial societies, but a number of African societies 
are diversifying, becoming more complex and less 
state-centric.

Weak civil societies, where they continue to exist 
in Africa, cannot stand up to delinquent and often 
rogue states. Countries such as Rwanda or Angola 
had no civil society worth the name, and the state 
(or the rebels) was enabled to create significant 
levels of disorder. However, the December 2007 
Kenya election resulted in the killing of about 1,500 
people, but a powerful civil society was one of the 
factors that then brought under control a potentially 
deadly civil conflict. Similarly, whether the situation 
resulting from the 2008 parliamentary and presi-
dential elections in Zimbabwe will end up in civil 
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war largely depends on the confrontation between 
the fairly developed Zimbabwean civil society and 
the Zimbabwe African National Union–Patriotic 
Front political structures and leaders that continue 
to retain significant authority, despite the powershar-
ing agreement achieved on September 15, 2008, with 
Morgan Tsvangirai (as prime minister) of the Move-
ment for Democratic Change. Any dislocation within 
Zimbabwe is likely to exacerbate the flow of refugees 
from the country, and particularly into neighboring 
South Africa.

Borders and Interstate Conflict in Africa
Porous artificial borders, stemming from colonial 

occupation, are a source of criminal activity and 
other security challenges. At its creation in 1962, the 
OAU, seeking to avoid a series of territorial wars in 
postcolonial Africa, laid down, as a principle, that 
national borders set by colonial powers should be-
come fixed and agreed upon among the independent 
states of Africa. This minimized interstate conflict—
certainly over borders—for the next half century, but 
did not eliminate all problems. The AU, which suc-
ceeded the OAU as the collective forum for African 
states in 2002, continued its predecessor’s stricture 
on the maintenance of the former colonial boundar-
ies, but this did not eliminate a series of attempts to 
redraw the African map.3

Conflict Resolution and Stabilization  
Mechanisms

Although the African Union lacks adequate 
resources, it has helped to foster a gradual transfor-
mation of acceptable norms and good governance in 
Africa. 

Other regional bodies include ECOWAS, founded 
in 1975, and headquartered in Abuja, Nigeria. 
ECOWAS functions through a commission, in some 
respects similar to the European Union (EU).4 Also 
like the EU, ECOWAS has a parliament, in which the 
15 member states are represented, and which gives 
the body some executive authority over the region.

There are a range of other regional bodies, such 
as the Southern Africa Customs Union (SACU), the 
world’s oldest customs union (created in 1889). Since 
2002, SACU has had an independent secretariat and 
a headquarters established in Windhoek, Namibia. 
Other regional governance bodies include the Gulf of 
Guinea Commission, which brings together the ener-
gy-producing states of the gulf on Africa’s west coast. 
Others include the Community of Sahel-Saharan 
States (CSSS), formed in 1998; the IGAD in eastern 

Africa, created in 1996 to supersede the Intergov-
ernmental Authority on Drought and Development, 
founded in 1986; the Southern African Development 
Community, established in 1980; the East African 
Community, originally founded in 1967 and revived 
in 2000; the Arab Maghreb Union, formally joined in 
1989; the Economic Community of Central African 
States, established in 1983; the Common Market for 
Eastern and Southern Africa, formed in 1994; and a 
range of other specialist cooperative organizations, 
including one dealing with the interstate sharing of 
criminal intelligence, for example, and others, such 
as the West African Monetary Union, which was cre-
ated in 1994 to promote a common currency.

There are, then, a significant array of mechanisms 
that enable interstate dialogue and cooperation, and 
these have led to an effective pattern of cooperation 
minimizing major conflict on the continent in recent 
decades.

The growing move by the United States to focus at-
tention on Africa, which gained momentum with the 
end of the Cold War in 1990, has led to the creation of 
U.S. Africa Command (USAFRICOM), which effec-
tively stood up as an independent military command 
in October 2008 and is headquartered in Stuttgart, 
Germany. USAFRICOM clearly supports the projec-
tion and protection of U.S. interests in Africa, but it is 
unique as a military command in that it works closely 
with nonmilitary elements of the U.S. Government 
to project “soft power” approaches5 designed to help 
stabilize and build Africa, on which the United States 
is becoming increasingly dependent for energy.

By 2005, Africa—particularly the Gulf of Guinea 
states, such as Nigeria—was providing more oil to 
the United States than the Middle East.6 America was 
expected to import as much as 25 percent of its oil 
and gas from the Gulf of Guinea states by 2015, not 
only making U.S. interest in the stability of the region 
of paramount importance, but also adding wealth 
to the region. What has been significant has been 
the low percentage of the gross domestic product, 
which African states, on average, commit to defense 
spending. In 2007, when global military spending 
reached an estimated $1.34 trillion, the entire Afri-
can continent spent only $18.5 billion on defense, 
with South Africa having the highest defense budget 
in sub-Saharan Africa.

The role of USAFRICOM is to assist in con-
flict resolution in Africa, in concert with local 
governments, and to assist in humanitarian actions, 
while at the same time helping to improve the profes-
sional development of African armed forces. Aside 
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from direct security benefits for the region, this also 
contributes to continuing the process whereby Afri-
can militaries gain an increasingly respected place in 
supporting the framework of democratic governance.

African states have turned more to legal mecha-
nisms than to conflict to resolve interstate differ-
ences. A major example was the case in the Inter-
national Court of Justice in The Hague, which in 
October 2002 decided the ownership of the disputed 
700-square-kilometer oil-rich Bakassi Peninsula 
between Nigeria, which had run the area historically, 
and Cameroon. The court decided, after a 10-year 
court case, in favor of Cameroon. The area was rein-
corporated into Cameroon on August 14, 2008.

The Bakassi Peninsula example may be one that is 
followed by Swaziland in pursuing its claims against 
South Africa for the restoration of Swazi territory 
occupied by South Africa since that country was a 
British colony. But there is a difference, in terms of 
conflict resolution, between African states deciding 
themselves to pursue internationally binding arbi-
tration and external powers forcing international 
legal settlements. A case in point was the distortion 
of the African solution to resolving the Liberian 
civil war.

Nigeria had lost many of its youth fighting to 
bring an end to the Liberian civil war and there-

fore had no love for Liberian leader Charles Taylor, 
whose forces had opposed them. Nonetheless, as 
a means of resolving the conflict, Nigeria offered 
asylum to Taylor as a means of letting him volun-
tarily depart Liberia. Taylor accepted, but the United 
States—having initially urged the asylum option 
on Nigeria—had now begun to press Nigeria to 
extradite the infamous Taylor to face International 
Criminal Court charges. In forcing Nigeria to accept 
extradition, the option of providing asylum as a 
means of removing embattled leaders was discred-
ited. It is possible that this affected the decision by 
Mugabe to fight to retain power in that country, 
despite having lost the 2008 elections. An African 
solution had worked in several other cases, includ-
ing removing the Ethiopian Dergue leader, Mengistu 
Haile Mariam, in order to minimize the damage 
caused by civil war. From the vantage point of 
some in Africa, external interference in a successful 
mechanism for conflict reduction was unhelpful.

Global Attention to Africa at a Critical Time
Africa’s mineral and energy resources have be-

come a major focus for foreign investors during the 
first decade of the 21st century, a trend likely to con-
tinue to expand in importance. The People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) has turned to Africa to meet its rap-

USS Iwo Jima passes under Mubarak Peace Bridge transiting the Suez Canal, March 2009
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idly growing energy needs, and this has contributed 
significantly to competition for Africa’s products. 
There is little doubt, then, that this competition will 
place increased pressure on U.S. and European ad-
ministrations to commit more political, diplomatic, 
and other resources to ensure the stability—and the 
friendship—of African states.

High resources prices, not only for oil and gas 
but also for iron ore and a range of other miner-
als, gems, and gold, mean that some African states 
will prosper. Of special importance, however, is 
the question of whether this will help or hinder 
balanced national growth, bearing in mind that the 
oil boom of the 1960s and later in Nigeria effectively 
took the workforce away from agriculture to seek 
some of the energy wealth in the cities. This caused 
the rapid and unplanned growth of cities—with 
commensurate increases in poverty and violence—
while at the same time reducing Nigeria from a net 
food exporter to an import-dependent nation. A 
number of African leaders have begun stressing the 
need for a return to agriculture as a core of national 
economic success and have begun moves to encour-
age investment and political and infrastructural 
support for the primary sector.

The United Nations in 2000 adopted the Millen-
nium Development Goals as a means of creating a 
focus for reducing poverty by 2015. Critics of this 
approach, however, have said that these goals risk la-
beling some African states as “failures,” even though 
they have made strides in achieving, for example, 
improvements in education in a timeframe that was 
far shorter than one in which the United States made 
comparable progress.

Nonetheless, Africa’s new centrality as an energy 
and mineral resource for the world has concentrated 
a growing level of policy interest in the continent 
from the industrialized world, which has seen the 
merit in fighting HIV/AIDS. This attention is likely 
to increase, with benefits for African economies, par-
ticularly as competition for resources grows among 
the United States, Europe, and China. The PRC has 
already displaced a number of Western companies 
for priority in minerals development and in energy 
projects in Africa, and this competition will become 
politically significant, both in Africa and in the 
industrial societies, over the coming decade.

This, in turn, will factor into the costs of energy 
and raw materials to U.S. and global consumers. The 
sharp spike in world oil prices in 2008 was partially 
attributable to unrest in the Niger Delta region, sug-
gesting an urgent need for international support for 

conflict resolution and good governance in Africa.
USAFRICOM could well become a critical ele-

ment in helping to galvanize U.S.-African relations, 
given that the command is more an instrument for 
military-led diplomacy than one for power projec-
tion. USAFRICOM, in fact, represents a milestone in 
the American employment of soft power and gives 
the United States a range of tools between pure di-
plomacy and force projection, especially given the re-
ality that USAFRICOM can be used to assist African 
nations in resolving security, emergency response, 
and national development projects. 

Toward Possible Incremental Solutions
The impatience of the international community 

with Africa has been a major impediment toward 
progress. Three more long-term approaches that 
the United States and other countries could take 
to advance progress would focus on education and 
diplomacy.

A first step toward a long-term investment in 
Africa would be to revitalize Africa Studies in 
universities. The level of knowledge about Africa in 
the Western world is much lower than it was during 
colonial times.

A second step toward advancing African devel-
opment would reverse the current “brain drain” by 
providing more economic opportunities for African 
students to work in Africa. Building further African 
capacity in higher education, including through in-
ternational partnerships with universities throughout 
the world, could contribute to this effort.

Thirdly, expanding diplomatic interaction with 
Africa would upgrade the level of attention paid 
to Africa and Africa’s many problems and oppor-
tunities. Clearly diplomacy must avoid reducing 
Africa to single issues, whether terrorism or energy, 
and instead help to deal with Africa with all of its 
diversity.

Sudan and the Threat of Civil War
The forces pulling Sudan apart since its indepen-

dence from Great Britain in 1956 accelerated over a 
3-year period from 2006 to 2008. These trends com-
bined with the growing weakness of central authority 
have significantly increased the potential for the dis-
integration of the Sudanese state, which would cause 
a humanitarian, human rights, political, and security 
crisis for the Horn of Africa greater than any it has 
witnessed in the past. Of key importance in this are 
the Darfur conflict and the deteriorating North-South 
relationship that are driving the current crisis.
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The Darfur Crisis
Three ethnically African Darfur tribes—the Fur, 

Zaghawa, and Massalit—launched a rebellion against 
the Sudanese government in early 2003. These tribes 
rebelled over their brutal treatment by the Arabs 
who have long dominated the regional government 
in the province and the poor conditions caused by 
the underdevelopment of the region by successive 
central governments. In 2003–2004, the Sudanese 
government engaged in an “ethnic cleansing” cam-
paign designed to eliminate the base of support for 
the rebellious tribes, in which they destroyed 2,700 
villages, systematically executed any young men 
who might be potential recruits to the rebellion, and 
engaged in a campaign of intimidation that degen-
erated, either deliberately or accidentally, into the 
systematic mass rape of women and girls.

The ethnic cleansing campaign was carried out by 
the Sudanese air force (with the help of the Syrian air 
force) and the Janjaweed militia, a decades-old Arab 
supremacist movement (known previously as the 
Arab Gathering) whose aim has been the reclaiming 
of nomadic grazing areas encroached on by farmers 
from African tribes. The Arab Gathering was reor-
ganized by the Sudanese government in 2003 after 
its regular military forces were repeatedly defeated 
in battles with the rebels. It was the third tribal war 
Darfur was to suffer in 20 years.

An estimated 250,000 people, most civilian, have 
died in the civil war that has driven more than 2 
million people into internally displaced camps now 
supported by a massive international humanitarian 
aid effort run by UN aid agencies and international 
nongovernmental organizations. Sixty percent of 
the cost is funded by the U.S. Government. The vast 
majority of deaths—about 96 percent—occurred 
during the first 2 years of the rebellion. In 2007 
and the first half of 2008, the death rate fell to an 
average of 100 per month, with the huge drop as-
sociated with the influx of international assistance 
to provide relatively secure camps for the internally 
displaced. 

The Darfur peace agreement signed by one of 
the two main rebel factions in April 2006 in Abuja, 
Nigeria, has not brought peace to Darfur as it has not 
been implemented by the Sudanese government and 
has not had broad public support. One of the major 
rebel leaders—Abdul Wahid Nur—did not sign the 
agreement, has continued to mobilize public opposi-
tion to it, and has threatened to kill his own followers 
who support the agreement or participate in any ne-
gotiated peace settlement with the Sudanese govern-

ment. The peace talks sponsored by the UN and AU 
in Sirte, Libya, in October 2007 failed because Abdul 
Wahid Nur, along with other minor rebel leaders, 
refused to attend, arguing that there needed to be 
peace and security on the ground before negotiating 
any peace settlement.

The two original Darfur rebel factions have now 
atomized into, by some counts, as many as 50 small-
er groups with no central command and control, a 
very tenuous connection between the armed rebel 
groups and the rebel political leaders, no supply 
system for provisioning the troops (which means 
they live off what they steal), and no clear political 
agenda. Negotiating a political settlement with 50 
armed groups with no clear leader would be virtu-
ally impossible.

Four neighboring countries—Libya, Chad, Eritrea, 
and Egypt—along with some others have interests 
in Darfur, many of which are in conflict with each 
other. Egypt wishes peace and stability at nearly any 
price, as they fear the breakup of the Sudanese state 
or its takeover by radical Islamist forces. Chad is 
locked in an undeclared war with the Sudanese gov-
ernment driven by internal Zaghawa tribal politics, 
as President Idriss Deby of Chad is a Zaghawa and 
is a blood relation of one of the rebel leaders. The 
Zaghawa provide most of the strongest and most 
effective rebel military commanders and are most 
feared by the Sudanese government. Eritrea and 
Libya have both attempted unsuccessfully to broker 
(each separately outside the UN or AU negotiations) 
unification efforts among the rebels and a peace 
agreement between the Sudanese government and 
the rebels, as they see their regional prestige and 
political influence affected by their ability to bring 
peace. Both have more influence on the ground 
among the rebel factions than any Western country, 
the AU, or UN.

Unless the interests of the four regional powers are 
aligned with each other and with the contestants in 
the conflict, and the rebel groups have been unified 
into one chain of command bringing the military 
and political leadership together, no peace agreement 
will be possible. It is unlikely the Darfur crisis will be 
settled in the near or medium term; the best that can 
be hoped for is to prevent further deaths, stabilize 
the economic and social systems, and get UN/AU 
troops approved by the Security Council to increase 
security.

The authorized strength of the hybrid UN/AU 
force in Sudan, as set out by the Security Council 
6 Continued on p. 322
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Counterterrorism in Africa

Combating terrorism in Africa did not begin on 
September 11, 2001. It began in the 1990s in Sudan, 
where Osama bin Laden operated and where an attack 
against Egyptian President Mubarak was organized.1 
Three years later, in 1998, al Qaeda cells blew up the 
U.S. Embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam. In retali-
ation for these attacks, the United States, in addition 
to an attack in Afghanistan, bombed a chemical plant 
in Sudan, claiming that it was producing elements for 
chemical weapons for al Qaeda. From the time of these 
attacks, moreover, U.S. policy in Somalia became 
preoccupied with searching out, capturing, and killing 
the perpetrators of those attacks who were believed to 
have taken refuge there. More recently, terrorist acts 
in Europe, particularly the train attack in Spain, have 
been linked to cells in Morocco, Bosnia, and Algeria, 
which interact with North African residents in Europe, 
and both Morocco and Algeria have been victims of 
recent terrorist bombing attacks. Jihadists returning to 
these and other African countries from Iraq are consid-
ered a serious threat.

Since the September 11 terrorist attacks, the U.S. 
focus on terrorism in Africa has become much more 
pronounced. For the first time since 1993, the United 
States has deployed a sizeable contingent of U.S. 
troops on the continent, with the establishment in 
late 2002 of CJTF–HOA. In addition, President Bush 
announced a $100 million counterterrorism initiative 
for East Africa and the Horn in 2003. Counterterrorism 
efforts became even more pronounced in U.S. Africa 
policy after the Islamic Courts Union took power in 
Mogadishu in 2006, leading to the Ethiopian invasion 
of Somalia, with tacit U.S. support, and the current 
fighting that now consumes that country.

At the same time, U.S. European Command spear-
headed a series of training and military support opera-
tions in the Sahel, aimed at the Algeria-based Great 
Lakes Policy Forum; the program later blossomed into 
the much larger Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Initia-
tive that now involves both North African and Sahelian 
states. Most importantly, the Pentagon established 
USAFRICOM to bring together its varied programs 
on the continent, a sign of increasing U.S. focus on 
security in Africa. USAFRICOM will focus on two threats: 
terrorism and the security of energy supplies primarily 
from West Africa. As noted below, it also may well have 
to focus on the drug cartels gaining headway in Africa.

It is clear that Africa is no more immune to the 
threats from terrorism than any other continent. Its 

combination of relatively weak states, ethnic and 
religious diversity and sometimes discrimination, its 
poverty, and in many places its “ungoverned spaces” 
all lend Africa a significant susceptibility to the growth 
of radical and sometimes internationally connected 
movements that employ terrorism. Some of these 
are aimed specifically at African governments (for 
example, the radical Islamic Maitatsine and “Taliban” 
in Nigeria, or the pseudo-Christian Lord’s Resistance 
Army in northern Uganda); others clearly have a more 
international agenda (for example, the al Qaeda cells 
along the east coast of Africa and presumably the 
North Africans and Sudanese who have returned to 
their home countries from training and participating in 
the insurgency in Iraq).

However, while the war on terror usually relates to 
internationally linked terrorists, Africans face other 
security threats of equal or greater significance, posing 
a question of focus for U.S. as well as African counter-
terrorism efforts. There are several organized rebellions 
or insurgencies in Africa, while not always classified as 
terrorists, which wreak terrible havoc on African people 
and threaten national stability. These include various 
militias in eastern Congo, who have been the target of 
the International Criminal Court for their crimes against 
humanity, the insurgents in the Niger Delta of Nigeria, 
who have shut down more than 10 percent of Nigeria’s 
oil production, and the Janjaweed militia in the Darfur 
region of Sudan. It is notable that USAFRICOM lists 
the Lord’s Resistance Army, the Democratic Forces for 
the Liberation of Rwanda, and the obscure Afrikaner 
Boeremag in South Africa along with a host of Islamic 
groups as among the “Terror Groups in Africa.”2 An-
other problem is the growing use of African countries 
for transit of drugs to Europe. Guinea-Bissau, a severely 
poor country in that region, has become a major opera-
tional site for Colombian cartels. The link of narcotics 
and terrorism has been demonstrated in Latin America 
and could easily take hold in Africa.

African states have responded to this threat in 
different ways. In West Africa, Sahelian states have 
welcomed U.S. help in gaining control over their ungov-
erned spaces but still face unrest from within those ter-
ritories. Counterterrorism programs in these countries 
in fact often run counter to efforts to pacify historically 
restive groups, such as the Taureg, who trade across 
boundaries and resent increased government security 
presence. Other countries, such as Kenya and South 
Africa, facing the growth of Islamic terrorist groups, 
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have struggled to balance the need for new security 
legislation with the preservation of newly gained civil 
rights. Some, like Chad and the previous government 
of Mauritania, have used the terrorist threat to solidify 
policies of suppression and antidemocratic practices, 
while solidifying U.S. support for their antiterrorist poli-
cies. And at least one, Zimbabwe, has turned the issue 
on its head, countering U.S. and other international 
criticism of its antidemocratic practices by labeling its 
domestic opponents as “terrorists.” At the same time, 
operating in isolation, Zimbabwe has become a major 
host to terrorist-related Islamist organizations, launder-
ing funds and narcotics.

Two major challenges now loom in the African and 
U.S. responses to terrorism. Many Africans and some 
U.S. critics are concerned that USAFRICOM and other 
U.S. antiterrorism programs signal an increased milita-
rization of U.S. policy in Africa. These critics argue that 
only a continual intensive attack on the root causes 
of terrorism and violence—that is, poverty, authori-
tarianism, discrimination, weak states, and similar 
conditions—will effectively combat such threats. They 
contend that a focus that relies too heavily on security 
will encourage authoritarian practices and undermine 
Africa’s move toward more democratic governance.

A second challenge relates to the continued ability 
of the Africa Union to provide leadership in conflict 
resolution and the timely provision of peacekeepers as 
it has done in recent years in Burundi, Darfur, and Côte 
d’Ivoire. Following the difficulties that the AU force in 
Darfur has encountered, the current security crisis in 
Somalia may have dragged the AU into an untenable 
situation that could fundamentally undermine the 
promise of that organization as a force for peacemak-
ing. After promising a force of 8,000 to replace the 
Ethiopians in Somalia, the AU has mobilized only 
2,000 from Uganda and Burundi, a force which has 
become caught up in the violence. This occurred at the 
same time that the AU may experience diminishing 
support from Nigeria—which has historically provided 
the bulk of African peacekeeping forces—and perhaps 
South Africa (both distracted by domestic security 

and political issues), the most influential countries in 
Africa, as leaders change in those countries.

Fortunately for the United States, most African states 
share the concern over terrorism and are prepared to 
cooperate in fighting it for their own safety and secu-
rity. They are also beset, however, with other priorities 
and limitations. The United States has the tools to 
respond broadly, with recent initiatives such as the 
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), 
the Millennium Challenge Account, and generally rising 
aid levels. It has skillful diplomats and the ability to call 
on the United Nations and others to advance complex 
political solutions, as will surely be needed in the Horn. 
Keeping these fully engaged along with direct security 
programs, the partnership with Africa in this area can 
be advanced and deepened.

N O T E s

1  Arguably, it began much earlier with such incidents as 

the terrorist assassination—ascribed to Islamists—of Sadat in 

October 1981, and the uprising of Islamist Maitatsine movement 

from Northern Nigeria, in Lagos in the early 1980s.
2  Brigadier General Jeffrey Marshall, ARNG, “EUCOM 

Engagement in Africa,” briefing presented to the Conference on 

AFRICOM at Airlie House, VA, September 23, 2007, 16.

5 Continued from p. 320

U.S. Ambassador to Egypt Margaret Scobey and Admiral 
Mullen meet with Egyptian minister of defense, Field 
Marshal Mohammed Hussein Tantawi, in Cairo, April 
2009
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in July 2007, is 19,555 military personnel and 6,432 
police. The difficulties faced by the force in provid-
ing security are underscored by the fact that even 
by the end of March 2009 the total strength of the 
force numbered only 15,351 uniformed personnel.

The Current Crisis
The carnage in Darfur has diverted international 

attention from the revived crisis between the north 
and the south, which could result in the dissolu-
tion of the Sudanese state, bringing with it much 
worse bloodshed than what Darfur has experienced. 
Sudan is no longer simply a humanitarian and 
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human rights crisis. Any disintegration of Sudan 
would open its neighbors to instability, prompt 
mass population movements across borders, and 
would likely draw destabilizing forces, which feed 
off state weakness, or worse, chaos, to the region. 
At one point in 2007, al Qaeda added Darfur to 
one of its usual web sites, portraying it as its new 
battleground with the West, and threatened that 
if Western troops disguised as UN peacekeeping 
troops were sent to Darfur, their holy warriors 
would follow them to do battle.

Comprehensive Peace Agreement
The United States played a central role in initiating 

the peace process that ended the civil war in 2002, 
facilitating the negotiations and acting as a guaran-
tor of the agreement along with other countries. 
The Comprehensive Peace Agreement signed in 
2005 ended, albeit temporarily, 22 years of civil war 
between the north and the south, which claimed the 
lives of 2.5 million southerners. Many of the easiest 
provisions of the agreement have been implemented: 
new governments have been formed in the south 
and north, nearly $4 billion in oil revenues have been 
transferred to the southern government’s treasury, 
the northern army has been withdrawn from the 
south, the economy of the south is beginning to 
boom, and most importantly, there is no war, and 
millions of displaced people are beginning to return 
to their homes in the south.

The north and south came close to war in Oc-
tober and November 2007 over the failure of the 
north to implement the more transformational 
provisions of the Comprehensive Peace Agree-
ment, which would threaten the National Congress 
Party’s (NCP’s) hold on power. In July 2007, the 
north essentially rejected several generous compro-
mises proposed by the south, which went beyond 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement to resolve the 
status of Abyei, the disputed oil-rich area between 
the north and the south and ancestral seat for cen-
turies of the Ngok Dinka kings (the most powerful 
southern tribe). These events, particularly the Abyei 
dispute, led to the south’s withdrawal in September 
from the Government of National Unity, established 
under the Commonwealth Parliamentary Associa-
tion. Command and control in both the Sudanese 
armed forces (SAF) and the SPLA are weak, and the 
potential for a local commander to initiate hostili-
ties without any higher approval remains a grave 
risk. Omar Bashir and Salva Kiir, the northern 
and southern leaders, pulled back their sides from 

war by mid-December 2007, just in time to avoid a 
further escalation of the crisis. In late December, 
the south rejoined the government, after eight of 
nine Comprehensive Peace Agreement issues were 
resolved, at least on paper.

An unavoidable flaw in the design of the agree-
ment is that the northern and southern parties to 
the agreement charged with its implementation 
are preparing to unseat each other from power in 
the elections required by the agreement. Originally 
scheduled to take place in 2009, the elections have 
been delayed until at least 2010; the stated reason 
being that more time is required to conclude census 
work and establish election committees. Those elec-
tions could either reduce the pressure building up 
in the political system and force leaders to address 
many of the grievances of the people who live on the 
periphery of the country, or they could cause the dis-
solution of the country if the NCP attempts to steal 
the elections or refuses to leave office if they lose, 
or if the campaigns generate widespread ethnic vio-
lence. A political deal between the Nile River Arabs 
and Southern Sudanese to run in a coalition offers 
some chance of reducing the risk that the elections 
will destabilize the country.

Strategy of the National Congress Party
The ruling National Congress Party (NCP) had 

its roots in the National Islamic Front, the historic 
Salafist political party in Sudan, which unseated the 
last democratically elected government of Sudan in 
a coup in July 1989, in part to stop that government 
from signing a peace agreement between the north 
and south. Although the NCP remains an Islamist 
party, its driving motivation at this point is simply 
staying in power.

Successive governments of the Nile River Arabs 
have pursued a policy for 25 years to maintain them-
selves in power, which has exacerbated the ethnic, 
racial, and religious divisions in the country. This 
policy involved four tactics:

n arming destitute and poorly educated Arab 
tribes from the rural areas of the west to do the kill-
ing, unleashing them first against the south in the 
1980s and then more recently against the Darfuris

n turning one rebel tribe against another by pay-
ing it off, arming one against another, promising land 
and jobs, and spreading disinformation

n causing massive population displacement of 
rebel tribes to destroy their way of life, culture, and 
value system, undermine their traditional tribal 
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leadership, weaken traditional family life, destroy 
the structure of their economy, and make them more 
vulnerable to conversion to radical Salafist teaching

n keeping the fighting away from Khartoum at 
all costs, and developing the center (where the Nile 
River Arabs live) of the country at the expense of the 
periphery (where the rest of the population lives in 
poverty and underdevelopment).

This strategy worked for 25 years, but it is now 
rapidly unraveling. Arab tribes allied with the NCP 
in Khordofan and Darfur have switched sides or 
stayed neutral. Southern populations displaced by 
the war are now returning home angry about what 
the Nile River Arabs have visited on them. Twice 
now—once upon southern leader John Garang’s 
death in 2005 and again when a large force of 
well-armed Darfuri rebels (with 200 vehicles) at-
tacked Omdurman, a suburb of Khartoum, in May 
2008—Khartoum has seen widespread violence. The 
war is now moving to the center. And finally, the 
south itself has been united, however fitfully and 
incompletely, and its diverse ethnic groups are now 
directing frustration and anger on the Arabs in the 
north. The Nile River Arabs know that they are at 
risk and that the war threatens to consume them as it 
approaches their center of power.

The NCP has clearly identified its vital interests 
and is driven by a nearly obsessive survival instinct. 
It is strongly believed that the leaders of the ruling 
party would not endanger their own survival or com-
promise their essential interests no matter how much 
international pressure is placed on them, unless that 
pressure itself posed a greater threat to the survival 
of the administration.

NCP leaders believe there is a conspiracy in the 
West in general, and in the United States in particu-
lar, to destabilize the country, remove them from 
power, and ultimately facilitate Sudan’s breakup as a 
nation-state. They see—with some logic—the UN/
AU hybrid peacekeeping force as a disguised attempt 
to carry out this strategy. The more aggressively the 
international community pursues war crime trials 
and the Western advocacy movement demands 
justice in Darfur, the greater and more aggressive the 
NCP resistance will be to the UN/AU peacekeeping 
force in Darfur.

The Nile River Arabs are growing more paranoid, 
defensive, and fearful that they will be unable to 
resist much longer their adversaries in the west and 
the south. As a result, they are more obstructionist, 
difficult to deal with, and insecure.

Economic growth in Sudan, driven by rising oil 
revenues, has in the past provided the NCP and the 
Nile River Arabs who run it with the revenue to insu-
late themselves from outside pressure, allowed them 
to buy off groups within the country that oppose 
them, ensured the Arabs in the center of the country 
are prosperous and unemployment low, guaranteed 
a growth rate of 12 to 14 percent per year, and al-
lowed them to arm themselves and support a massive 
internal security apparatus that has kept them in 
power. Despite this revenue, the forces of dissolution 
are growing more powerful and are causing unease 
among the prosperous business community in the 
center. The U.S. economic sanctions regime put in 
place during the Clinton administration and then in-
creased, expanded, and extended by President Bush 
in his Executive order of April 2007 makes it illegal 
for the United States to do business with or use dol-
lars in trade with dozens of commercial enterprises 
associated with the Sudanese military and security 
apparatus, which provides their funding outside the 
regular budgetary processes. This new sanction has 
caused enough havoc in the banking and financial 
system of the country that the Sudanese business 
community has begun pressing the government for 
a resolution of the crisis and a normalization of rela-
tions with the outside world.

Military Balance of Power
Unlike most authoritarian governments, the 

Sudanese state does not have a monopoly on the 
use of violence. The Sudanese People’s Liberation 
Army (SPLA) was formed by John Garang when he 
began his revolt against the Nile River Arabs in 1983, 
and now has 22 years of combat experience. It has a 
larger infantry than the Sudanese government’s army 
does. The Comprehensive Peace Agreement specifi-
cally allows international assistance in transforming 
the southern military, which the U.S. Government 
has been supporting, though this does not include 
weapons systems.

Two major factors have led to a serious reduction 
in the combat readiness of the SAF between 2003 
and 2006. The first was a major purge of officers and 
enlisted men in 2005 and 2006. More than a thou-
sand officers and tens of thousands of enlisted men 
who had been trained in the west or who displayed 
strong leadership skills were forced into early retire-
ment because these two groups were seen as those 
most likely to lead a potential coup.

Secondly, in August 2006, the Bashir government 
embarked on a major military offensive in Darfur 
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that was a major embarrassment. The SAF were 
roundly defeated in every battle, as they have been 
since, demoralizing the military even more. The SAF 
do maintain a monopoly of airpower, though the 
air force is modest, and its armored units are much 
stronger than those of the south. The military power 
of the Sudanese army, particularly their infantry 
forces, is now substantially diminished. 

Fragility of the State
Military vulnerability is not the north’s only weak-

ness at this moment. The Nile River Arabs fear that 
they are losing control of the country. Khartoum 
in 2007 and 2008 was pervaded by fear of what 
might happen if war were to break out between the 
north and south, or the Darfuri rebels were to take 
Khartoum. When John Garang died in a helicopter 
crash—under questionable circumstances—in July 
2005, many of the several million southern migrants 
in Khartoum rioted, burning Arabs and looting their 
businesses, because they believed the accident was a 
disguised assassination. Some displaced Darfuri men 
raped Arab women in Khartoum, telling them this 
was in retaliation for the rape of their wives, sisters, 
and daughters.

Some northerners now refer to southerners as 
a cancer on the country and welcome their poten-
tial separation, a sentiment that would have been 
inconceivable in 2005 or 2006 when the unrelenting 
refrain of NCP leaders was that Western powers 

were not doing enough to encourage the unity of the 
country and to discourage southern secession. The 
risk of widespread retributive violence in the greater 
Khartoum area is high if the war in the periphery 
were brought to the center of the country, a risk that 
should be the focus of any international or bilateral 
initiatives trying to resolve the crisis.

The NCP has become more repressive when it has 
sensed internal or outside threats to its survival. The 
Western strategy of confrontation has not succeeded 
in producing a solution to the Darfur crisis. The 
alternative U.S. approach in dealing with Sudan has 
been a policy of engagement. That policy produced 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, the one for-
ward-looking accomplishment of the Bashir govern-
ment, and while it has been erratically implemented, 
it ended the war between the north and south and 
stabilized the country.

The United States could now consider a renewed 
push to resolve the tensions and pull Sudan back 
from the brink of dissolution. Elements of that 
“grand bargain” could include:

n a step-by-step normalization of relations between 
the United States and Sudan in exchange for full im-
plementation of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
by the NCP, free and fair elections, proper execution 
of the referendum on southern independence in 
2011, and full cooperation in the introduction of the 
remaining UN/AU troops in Darfur

UN and AU leaders meet with rebel leaders before Darfur peace talks, October 2007
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n resolution of the Abyei dispute through a land-
for-oil bargain in which the north would agree to the 
Abyei Commission boundary sought by the south 
and the north would get a fixed percentage of the 
revenues of the oil fields there until they are depleted

n some way of resolving the International Crimi-
nal Court insistence on war crimes trials through 
some internal judicial process controlled by the Su-
danese (which, under court protocols, would obviate 
the authority of the court)

n a political agreement of the SPLM (the south-
ern political party) to run in a coalition with one or 
more of the Nile River Arab parties, which would 
also include some participation by the NCP in the 
new government without its control over the security 
apparatus of the country

n a broadened and accelerated U.S. Government 
reconstruction program in southern Sudan, which 
will increase the chances for southern success.

Challenge of African Development
Helping Africa reduce poverty and achieve self-

sustaining development is the greatest humanitarian 
challenge facing the international community and 
the United States. It is also an important security 
challenge. Africa’s underdevelopment breeds extrem-
ism, crime, and disease, which can spread rapidly 
with globalization.

Excluding the relatively advanced countries of 
North Africa, where life expectancy exceeds 71 years, 

the 48 countries comprising sub-Saharan Africa 
have an average life expectancy of 50 years. It trails 
all other regions of the world in terms of virtually all 
poverty indicators. Twenty-seven percent of children 
under 5 are malnourished and about 41 percent of 
the population lives on less than a dollar a day. The 
primary school enrollment rate is 68 percent.

However, in the past few years, annual eco-
nomic growth in sub-Saharan Africa has exceeded 
5 percent. Since 1996, 25 countries have sustained 
relatively high growth—at least 4 percent annually—
and are making some progress in reducing poverty. 
More than half have reduced child malnutrition and 
mortality and increased access to clean water, and a 
few are reducing the spread of HIV/AIDS.

Background
Underlying the region’s underdevelopment is ane-

mic long-term economic growth. Between 1960 and 
2005, income per capita grew at about one-fifth the 
average rate for other developing countries (0.5 ver-
sus 2.5 percent). Many factors explain this, starting 
with the colonial legacy. Borders drawn by European 
colonial powers resulted in a highly fragmented 
region: 48 generally very small states, including 15 
landlocked and 6 island ones. This resulted in small 
markets and higher intraregional transportation 
costs than any other region in the world. The colonial 
powers left little by way of capable institutions and 
trained Africans. 

However, 40 to 50 years after the African nations 
gained independence, their disappointing perfor-
mance should not be laid only at the feet of the 
colonial powers. With numerous coups, conflicts, 
and poor policies, many governments have struggled 
to establish stability and legitimate, effective gover-
nance. Donors share responsibility, as foreign aid 
often promoted Cold War or other foreign policy 
priorities more than development. In the 1980s, for 
example, Zaire and Somalia were among the U.S. 
Government’s largest aid recipients. Furthermore, 
donor efforts have not always been well designed or 
executed, and some approaches, such as support for 
import substitution, have been discredited. At the 
same time, external powers have often exerted over-
whelming pressures to shape African governance and 
actions in the postcolonial era.

Key Issues
Low Economic Growth. Without self-sustaining 

growth, nations will depend on receiving foreign 
aid or exploiting their natural resources to reduce 

Chinese engineers unload equipment kits upon arrival at Nyala, Sudan, as part 
of UN–African Union Mission in Darfur
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poverty. While 13 countries in sub-Saharan Africa 
have achieved middle-income status, 9 others have 
regressed since 1960. Growth was especially weak 
during 1974–1995 but has improved. The two coun-
tries with the most remarkable turnarounds were 
Mozambique and Rwanda, which averaged 8.3 and 
7.6 percent annual growth rates respectively, during 
1996–2005. Their success is attributable to both 
stability and improved economic policies.

Low levels and productivity of investment—driven 
by geography, demography, and government policy—
have constrained regional economies. Geographic 
drawbacks include the region’s fragmentation, 
landlocked and island economies, and disease-prone 
tropical location. High fertility rates have resulted in 
a larger and younger population. AIDS has decimat-
ed the most productive part of the region’s popula-
tion, especially in southern Africa. Bad policy has 
helped make the cost of doing business higher than 
in any other region.

While African governments and donors are work-
ing in these areas, regional integration, infrastruc-
ture, and higher education require more attention. 
Redrawing borders to reduce fragmentation is off the 
table, but regional investment should be promoted 
to gain cross-border economies of scale, such as the 
West African gas pipeline network. There should also 
be increased support to subregional intergovern-
mental organizations, whose institutional capacity 
is—with some exceptions, such as ECOWAS—weak, 
for reducing tariff and nontariff barriers to trade and 
for research in agriculture and other areas of com-
mon interest.

Landlocked countries such as Uganda suffer 
greatly when coastal countries such as Kenya allow 
their ports, roads, and rail networks to deteriorate. 
Greater investment is needed in rural and trunk 
roads, energy, communications, and ports. Except in 
a few countries supported by the Millennium Chal-
lenge Account, U.S. foreign aid for infrastructure has 
been insignificant in recent years.

To reduce poverty, investing in primary education, 
especially for girls, is vital. Here, there has been sig-
nificant support by African governments and donors, 
including the United States. With the growing youth 
bulge, more effort is needed for vocational training 
to increase productive youth employment and lessen 
susceptibility to recruitment by extremist or criminal 
elements. More investment is also needed in higher 
education to build a larger workforce that can take 
advantage of new technologies to enhance business 
productivity. The United States has provided little 

foreign aid for higher education in the past decade.
Poor Governance. The World Bank assesses gover-

nance according to six indicators:

n voice and accountability
n political stability
n government effectiveness
n regulatory quality
n rule of law
n control of corruption.

Judged against these, performance has generally 
been dismal; only the former Soviet Union scores 
worse in a majority of indicators. While half of 
sub-Saharan African countries are oil or mineral 
exporters, for most this has been a curse. Resource 
revenues have reduced incentives to promote other 
areas of the economy (most particularly agriculture), 
increased volatility of revenues, and enabled leaders 

to rely less on taxation from their citizens, and con-
sequently, to be less accountable to them.

Lack of accountability has resulted in inappro-
priate public expenditure; fewer and less effective 
government services, such as for education and 
health; and policies favoring narrow interests. It has 
also led to legendary corruption, which erodes public 
trust in government. In Transparency International’s 

UN–African Union Mission in Darfur officials meet with Arab nomads as part 
of ongoing efforts to consult with all parties and groups affected by the 5-year 
conflict
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Low Undernourishment
Less than 20% of population

Medium Undernourishment
Between 20-39% of population

High Undernourishment
Greater than 40% of population

Degree of Undernourishment /
% of Population Undernourished (2002–2004)

Moderate or Low Water Stress
More than 2,000 cubic meters per person per year

Potentially Severe Water Stress
Between 1,000-1,999 cubic meters per person per year

Severe Water Stress
Less than 1,000 cubic meters per person per year

Degree of Water Stress /
Per Capita Water Availability (2005)

Source (for both stats):  World Development Indicators 2008
Map Creation:  UUorld, Inc. with GPO
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Undernourishment, Refugees, and Oil in Africa

Internally displaced

Refugees

(total in millions)

Uganda, 1.86

Sudan, 1.52

Cote d’Ivoire, 0.74

Democratic Republic of Congo, 0.70

Somalia, 0.40

Chad, 0.40

Central African Republic, 0.16

Zambia, 0.12

Leading oil Producers in Africa
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Countries with the Largest Numbers of 
Refugees and Internally Displaced

china’s Growing Interest In Africa

The United States and the Western European countries have long possessed 
significant strategic interests in Africa, stemming from its geographic loca-
tion, valuable resources, historic links, and, since September 11, 2001, its 
role in the Global War on Terror. But now China, too, perceives a strategic 
interest in Africa, both as a source of raw materials and a market for 
manufactured goods. The Chinese have acquired part or majority owner-
ship of oil ventures in Algeria, Angola, Equatorial Guinea, Ethiopia, Libya, 
Nigeria, and Sudan, and have mining interests in Zambia, Zimbabwe, and 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. To promote their objectives, the 
Chinese have provided favored trading partners with arms, military gear, 
and military services, causing concern in the United States. Although deny-
ing any connection to these Chinese initiatives, the United States is also 
increasing its military-support activities in Africa, giving the impression of 
a U.S.-Chinese arms rivalry.

4Recipients of U.S. military aid to Africa include: *Algeria, Angola, Benin, 
Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Central African 
Republic, *Chad, Cote d’Ivoire, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Djibouti, 
Egypt, Ethiopia, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, 
Lesotho, Liberia, Libya, Madagascar, Malawi, *Mali, *Mauritania, Mauritius, 
*Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, *Niger, *Nigeria, Republic of Congo 
(Brazzaville), Rwanda, Sao Tome e Principe, *Senegal, Sierra Leone, South 
Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, *Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia.    

*Member, Trans-Sahara Counter-Terrorism Partnership

4Recipients of Chinese arms sales and military aid to Africa include: 
Burkina Faso, Kenya, Niger, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Sudan, 
Tanzania, Uganda, and Zimbabwe.

Sources: U.S. aid: U.S. Dept. of State, Congressional Budget Justification for Foreign 
Operations, Fiscal Year 2009 (Washington, D.C., 2008). Chinese data: Amnesty Interna-
tional, People’s Republic of China: Sustaining Conflict and Human Rights Abuses: The 
Flow of Arms Continues (London, 2006).



Low Undernourishment
Less than 20% of population

Medium Undernourishment
Between 20-39% of population

High Undernourishment
Greater than 40% of population

Degree of Undernourishment /
% of Population Undernourished (2002–2004)

Moderate or Low Water Stress
More than 2,000 cubic meters per person per year

Potentially Severe Water Stress
Between 1,000-1,999 cubic meters per person per year

Severe Water Stress
Less than 1,000 cubic meters per person per year

Degree of Water Stress /
Per Capita Water Availability (2005)

Source (for both stats):  World Development Indicators 2008
Map Creation:  UUorld, Inc. with GPO
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2007 Corruption Perceptions Index covering 179 
countries, Botswana was the only African country 
among the 40 least corrupt. Through elections, a 
free press, and parliamentary scrutiny, democracy 
improves accountability. Africa’s 8 countries ranked 
among the 80 least corrupt are all electoral democra-
cies judged free or partly free (in terms of individual 
political rights and civil liberties) by Freedom House. 
Yet among sub-Saharan Africa’s 16 most corrupt 
countries, only 5 are electoral democracies and 4 
judged free or partly free.

Most regional countries have faltered in build-
ing capable government institutions and transpar-
ent processes. Brain drain and HIV/AIDS have 
decimated government ranks in some countries, 
which have made the economic growth rates in 
recent years significant and remarkable. Many 
governments have built complex regulatory systems 
beyond their capacity to administer and the private 
sector’s ability to comply. Simplification, such as 
eliminating steps required to start a new business, 
reduces demands on government, enables more 
consistent enforcement, and lessens opportunities 
for corruption.

Botswana demonstrates that good governance 
is possible in a resource-rich economy. Key to its 
success has been prudent leadership and concern 
for accountability and rule of law. Its government 
has imposed self-discipline in spending mineral rev-
enues, requires minimum rates of return for public 
investments, and sets standards for service delivery. 
While the United States and other donors should in-
vest in capacity-building of government institutions, 
they should focus more on helping governments 
learn from the experience of Botswana and other 
good regional performers.

Conflict. If making productive investment in 
Africa is difficult during stable times, it is nearly 
impossible in times of conflict. Although the number 
of conflicts in Africa has fallen in recent years, many 
remain and others loom. The costs of a civil war 
worldwide are huge, reducing economic growth by 
an estimated 2.3 percent per year over the typi-
cal 7-year duration. Moreover, conflict spills over 
to neighboring countries with refugees and loss of 
transport routes, export proceeds, and remittances. 
When ethnic violence in Kenya erupted after the 
elections in December 2007, processing of credit 
card transactions in Tanzania nearly ground to a 
halt because they were cleared in Nairobi. In human 
terms, conflict has been devastating, causing millions 

of deaths, even more people displaced, destruction of 
livelihoods, and breakdown in social services.

The largest ongoing conflicts are in Sudan, the 
eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, and Somalia. 
The first two have each already resulted in 2 to 4 mil-
lion lives lost, while all three have resulted in millions 
more refugees and internally displaced, often leading 
to conflict being carried into neighboring states, such 
as (in the case of the Sudanese fighting) Chad. Sev-
eral neighboring countries have supported or been 
directly engaged in the fighting. Many other countries 
have more localized conflicts occurring in regions 
often distant from their capitals, such as in northern 
Uganda, Ethiopia’s Ogaden, and Nigeria’s Niger Delta. 
Still others, once in conflict but now peaceful such as 
Sierra Leone, are fragile and could revert to conflict; 
recidivism within 10 years is about 50 percent.

The causes of conflict are many and complex, and 
deep understanding of local contexts is imperative 
if there is to be success in preventing or mitigating 
them. Conflict in sub-Saharan Africa has become 
a growth industry for governments and academia. 
At times, African mediation of conflicts has been 
superb, but unfortunately, resources available to 
African leaders to resolve conflicts in their region 
has too often been lacking. A major case was the 
inability of African governments to field operational 
transport aircraft to insert peacekeepers into the 
Darfur conflict region, a problem which could have 
been resolved by the provision of C–130 spare parts 
to the Nigerian air force. The quiet diplomacy of 
South African President Thabo Mbeki in Zimbabwe 
has been perceived as ineffective in stemming the 
plunge of a regional economic powerhouse into ab-
ject poverty and chaos, although a significant goal of 
South Africa in mediating the Zimbabwe dispute was 
to constrain—rather than inflame—the flow of Zim-
babwean refugees to South Africa. In this respect, 
Mbeki was relatively successful, and conscious of the 
fact that HIV-initiated diseases, such as new forms 
of tuberculosis, were being carried into South Africa 
from Zimbabwe, and potentially could be carried to 
the world community.

Significantly, African peacekeepers have proven 
invaluable in resolving regional conflicts, at high ca-
sualty costs to the donor forces, such as the high loss 
of Nigerian personnel in support of U.S. efforts in 
Somalia, or in taking the lead in Liberian and Sierra 
Leonean peacekeeping.

Given that it is unlikely that either the United 
States or European Union wishes to field substantial 
forces to resolve African conflicts, more needs to be 

5 Continued from p. 327
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done to support the capabilities of African forces so 
that they can be easily and efficiently transported in 
to peacekeeping areas, and then adequately sup-
ported there.

The Peace and Security Council of the African 
Union, the most important arm of the preeminent 
regional organization on the continent, has a sec-
retariat of just four professional staff. The Inter-
governmental Authority on Development, the only 
subregional organization focusing on conflict in the 
violence-prone Horn of Africa, is still ineffective 20 
years after its creation because of limited funding 
and staffing as well as interstate conflict. Donors have 
made efforts to build the capacity of such organiza-
tions, and they should do more, but the need for 
strong African leadership and staffing is paramount.

Seizing the Challenge
Promoting economic growth, improving gover-

nance, and reducing conflict in sub-Saharan Africa 
are long-term challenges that will face the interna-
tional community and future U.S. administrations. 
For the United States, effective engagement and 
progress might focus on four areas: actively engaging 
in helping resolve conflicts, promoting African lead-
ership in addressing these challenges, building unity 
of effort among international and U.S. Government 
agencies engaged in the region, and reestablishing a 
leading intellectual role for the United States.

Engage in Conflict Resolution. U.S. engagement 
and leadership in leveraging implementation of 
agreed obligations under international law, such as 
in the case of the Eritrea-Ethiopia impasse, could 
contribute to securing the peace and help reduce 
or eliminate the regional spillover impact of such 
seemingly intractable conflicts. Peace, stability, and 
security would lay a solid foundation for Africa’s 
rapid and sustainable development and allow African 
states to focus their resources and efforts on address-
ing their domestic problems.

Promote African Leadership. While some foreign 
assistance from the United States and other donors 
has been useful, much has actually undermined Af-
rican development by fostering dependency and lack 
of African leadership. For example, programs to fight 
HIV/AIDS have proven most effective in countries 
such as Uganda, which have shown strong politi-
cal leadership from the top. Other African leaders 
need to do much better, even though, for example, 
HIV/AIDS had been less of a problem for Nigeria 
until that country was asked to insert peacekeeping 
forces into Liberia to resolve the civil war there; this 

resulted in homecoming Nigerian troops suffering a 
15 percent contagion rate, with consequent impact 
on Nigerian society, as a penalty for having under-
taken the onerous and protracted humanitarian task 
on behalf of the international community.

The President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief 
should rebalance its efforts to focus less on one-off 
grants and more on promoting leadership and build-
ing capacity of governments to address the HIV/
AIDS scourge over the long term and to deal with 
linked, consequent diseases, such as the new strain 
of tuberculosis that evolved from the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic in Zimbabwe. With smart diplomacy and 
a dose of humility, the U.S. Government should pro-
mote African leadership in identifying and resolving 
African problems. Significantly, Africans responded 
to the program of “African solutions to African 
problems,” sponsored by Nigeria’s leadership under 
then–President Ibrahim Babangida. The United 
States should also help strengthen African govern-
ment institutions and enhance their partnership with 
private business and civil society. Furthermore, it 
should promote regional approaches, encouraging 
Africans to work with each other in attacking com-
mon problems, to pressure each other to do better, 
and to learn from each other what works best and 
what does not.

Achieve U.S. Unity of Effort. It is not only Africa 
that is fragmented. So is U.S. Government foreign 
assistance to the continent, which is now provided by 
more than 20 governmental agencies and departments. 
While the U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID) used to provide the majority of U.S. foreign 
aid to sub-Saharan Africa, its share has declined mark-
edly in favor of the Millennium Challenge Account, 
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, and other 
agencies. Coordination among them is often lacking. 
At times, policies and assistance programs work at 
cross purposes, such as subsidies for American cotton 
growers undermining several African economies, as-
sisted by USAID, that rely on cotton exports. The 2007 
creation of the Bureau of Foreign Assistance in the 
State Department was a positive step in integrating aid 
provided by State and USAID. It helped make aid more 
supportive of U.S. strategy, but it does not govern aid 
channeled through other agencies and its implemen-
tation has been flawed. Moreover, it has not reduced 
congressional earmarks and directives, which result in 
micromanagement of the aid budget in Africa and a 
loss of focus. Aid reform needs to encompass all U.S. 
foreign aid, tie it better to other tools of statecraft, and 
get the administration and Congress focusing together 
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on fewer priorities. Several commissions and scholars 
have recently proposed how to accomplish this.

Regain Intellectual Leadership. While the U.S. 
Government is still the largest donor in Africa, it has 
ceded intellectual leadership to other donors in many 
areas. Still strong in health, it lacks capacity in key 
areas for Africa’s development, such as infrastructure 
and higher education. More broadly, our ability to 
provide leadership through knowledge and partner-
ships on the ground has suffered through acute staff 
shortages, caused by a USAID reduction in force in 
the late 1990s, insufficient recruitment by State and 
USAID, and redeployment to Afghanistan and Iraq. 
Good ideas are often more powerful than funding, 
but they depend on staff with world-class expertise 
and local knowledge. They do not all have to be 
American. Local recruitment of qualified African 
professionals is highly cost effective and should be 
expanded. With added expertise, the United States 
will be better positioned to listen to and work with 
partners on the ground, monitor developments, and 
lead in areas of greatest concern. gsa

N O T E s

1  By modern definition, the Maghreb as a geopolitical 
grouping is now taken to include Algeria, Ceuta (a Spanish 
exclave), Libya, Mauritania, Melilla (a Spanish exclave), 
Morocco (including Western Sahara), and Tunisia.

2  Morocco and the United States in 2004 signed a Free 
Trade Agreement, which was regarded an important step 
toward President Bush’s vision of a Middle East Free Trade 
Area by 2013. The treaty was ratified by Congress on July 
22, 2004.

3  The revolutionary group, Tigray People’s Liberation 
Front, when it led the coalition that took power in Addis 
Ababa with the collapse of the Ethiopian Dergue in 1991, 
agreed voluntarily to cede the Ethiopian territory of Eritrea 
to the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, which had been an 
ally in fighting the Dergue government of Ethiopia. Despite 
the voluntary nature of that redrawing of the national 
borders, disputes developed between Eritrea and Ethiopia, 
leading to conventional war between the two. Significantly, 
however, Ethiopia was not a nation that came into being as 
a result of European colonization, and therefore could be 
said to be exempt from the Organization of African Unity/
African Union (OAU/AU) ruling. Similarly, the Kingdom of 
Swaziland was not a colonial creation, but had voluntarily 
ceded management of the state to the United Kingdom 
as a Protectorate, and thus could be said to be exempt 
from the OAU/AU stricture, and could therefore—as the 
United Kingdom in fact recommended when it departed 
in 1960—demand the return of Swazi territory, which had 
been administratively handed by Britain to South Africa 

and Mozambique, without legal authority. Also, the creation 
of Somalia in 1960 was a voluntary union between two 
already independent states (the former British Somaliland 
and former Italian Somaliland), and therefore outside the 
OAU/AU stricture, which means that when the former 
British Somaliland withdrew in 1991 from the Somalia 
union, following the collapse of the Siad Barre adminis-
tration, Somaliland’s legal sovereignty was theoretically 
intact, although no AU states have yet formally recognized 
Somaliland’s sovereignty. There have been other moves to 
redraw African boundaries in areas that were covered by 
the OAU/AU stricture, such as the attempt to create the 
state of Biafra out of Nigeria’s energy-producing region in 
1967; the Bakongo ethnic split between Republic of Congo 
(Brazzaville), Democratic Republic of the Congo (Kinshasa), 
and Angola remains unresolved since 1975; the contentious 
Kinyarwanda diaspora from 1959 to the present; and others.

4  In 2005, the combined gross domestic product for 
the Economic Community of West African States was esti-
mated at $139 billion.

5  For example, on January 1, 2006, Bush approved 37 
sub-Saharan African countries as eligible for tariff prefer-
ences under the African Growth and Opportunity Act 
(AGOA). This annual determination signifies which coun-
tries are making continued progress toward a market-based 
economy, rule of law, free trade, economic policies that 
would reduce poverty, and protection of workers’ rights. 
Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, and Togo were the only countries in 
the region not approved for the AGOA.

6  A Bank of America report of April 2006 noted that 
U.S. imports of African oil reached 921 million barrels, 
or 18.7 percent of the U.S. total, in 2005. That surpassed 
imports from the Middle East, which supplied 839 million 
barrels, or 17 percent. Imports from Africa had increased 
by 51 percent since 2000 at the same time supplies from 
the Middle East fell from more than 900 million barrels to 
839 million, or from 22 percent to 17 percent of total U.S. 
imports.
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A Complex Regional Setting
Where does a diverse Western Hemisphere—com-

prising 35 nations and 22 territories of the United 
Kingdom, France, the Netherlands, Denmark, and 
the United States—fit into U.S. strategic thinking?

Historically, the United States took the hemisphere 
for granted, while also keeping at bay other nations 
interested in projecting their influence among the 
states of Latin America and the Caribbean. Wash-
ington characterized its habitual policy as strategic 
denial and used economic and democratic develop-
ment supported by military presence and security as-
sistance to achieve its goal. With the end of the Cold 
War, the United States abandoned strategic denial 
and embarked on a search for a modern, sustainable 
framework based on respect and partnership, rec-
ognizing the emergence of more vibrant democratic 

Chapter 15
The Americas

economies, regional integration, and the spread of 
globalization.

During the past 20 years, most Latin American 
and Caribbean nations have embraced democratic 
governance and adopted more liberal market poli-
cies. This convergence has kept the region moving 
forward, albeit less impressively than Asia. Brazil and 
Mexico, now major global actors, are among several 
states benefiting from greater economic and trade 
opportunity. For many smaller countries, particularly 
among the states circumscribing the Caribbean, rela-
tions with the United States have followed demo-
graphic, cultural, and economic integration. Some 
others, mainly in South America, have taken up the 
banner of populism and denounced the influence of 
globalization and “savage capitalism” championed by 
the American superpower. These states promise that 

Concrete and steel fence divides Nogales, Arizona (left), from Nogales, Mexico
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the government, rather than the market, would help 
the poor battle the rich.

Set against this often contentious but generally 
peaceful regional backdrop, Washington policy as-
serts that if its nearest neighbors are not secure and 
stable, then the United States will be less secure. Four 
priorities underpin this policy: strengthening demo-
cratic institutions, promoting prosperity, investing in 
people, and bolstering security. In effect, this latest 
geostrategic formulation resembles past thinking; it 
remains narrowly focused on economic and security 
issues and preoccupied with the stability of coun-
tries. The strategic potential of the region forming 
new communities tends to be overlooked.

U.S. global power increasingly resides within the 
region, not simply within U.S. borders. The Americas 
are the source of about half of U.S. oil imports as well 
as large percentages of imported electricity, natural 
gas, essential strategic minerals, agricultural products, 
manufactured goods, and human labor and capital on 
which the U.S. economy relies. Growing interdepen-
dence, improvements in the region’s infrastructure 
and telecommunications, and a continuous process of 
social and cultural integration are changing U.S. so-
ciety. Even confronting the security challenge posed 
by transnational crime, which is heavily influenced 
by the money and violence associated with regional 
drug trafficking, requires increased and more effective 
cooperation with other state and nonstate actors.

The United States remains the most important 
trading partner for Latin America and the Carib-
bean. However, the region’s trade in commodities, 
increasing international demand, and wide-ranging 
efforts to promote trade, manufacturing, and capital 
investment have spawned both partnerships outside 
the hemisphere and a faster rate of economic growth 
than at any time since the 1970s. The international 
competition for trade and influence has begun to 
impose practical limits on the U.S. Government’s 
ability to dominate events in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. While neighbors avoid challenging the 
power of the United States, parts of the region are 
becoming more distant, independent, and willing to 
cultivate U.S. competitors and adversaries. Despite 
recent U.S. efforts to be less intrusive and become a 
sensitive neighbor, Latin America and the Caribbean 
have not forgotten Washington’s hegemonic tendency 
to intervene, sanction, and condition trade and as-
sistance for national gain. Diminishing U.S. influence 
in the world—advanced most recently by the 2008 
financial crisis—has thus far done little to reduce a 
lingering and pervasive perception of U.S. arrogance. 

A new administration has an opportunity to turn the 
page on intraregional relations and tap into some of 
the existing regional trends to do so.

A new development is taking shape in response 
to U.S. disengagement, growing anti-American 
sentiment, and the region’s recent prosperity. Nations 
are coalescing in subregional communities around 
emerging leaders, such as Venezuela, Brazil, and 
Trinidad and Tobago. These groups are more willing 
to accept responsibility for their problems and want 
to improve their bargaining power with the rest of 
the world to improve trade and investment, reduce 
dependence on the United States, and work with 
North Americans on their own terms.

In what some call the “post-American” era, U.S. 
leaders must find a policy approach that can deal 
with the sea change that is taking place in the hemi-
sphere. Washington needs to adapt to the emerging 
trends and patterns while simultaneously encour-
aging strategic cooperation among Canada, Latin 
America, the Caribbean nations, and the subregional 
communities to solve problems and seize opportu-
nities. The region’s tendency toward integration is 
important, and the United States must define the 
nature and scope of its involvement in this sensitive 
environment. The way ahead necessitates curbing 
the parochial mindset that still influences policies. 
Instead, the United States should recognize the limits 
of its influence, being mindful of the need to rebuild 
confidence in its leadership. The future place of the 
Americas in U.S. thinking must not focus on the pri-
macy of the United States in relation to its neighbors. 
Rather, the focus should be on an unprecedented 
opportunity to build a secure foundation of recipro-
cal support and cooperation, reducing protectionism 
among all countries of the hemisphere in an era of 
uncertain global affairs.

This chapter explores the contemporary con-
text for U.S. relations with 34 neighboring states 
and the need for a new strategic approach built on 
three values: respect for the views of other states; a 
willingness to work with states either individually 
or as communities in reciprocal ways; and a careful 
focus on nurturing trust. The accompanying North 
American atlas provides a snapshot of the extensive 
interdependency that exists between the United 
States, Canada, and Mexico. Particular attention is 
given to the growing challenge of regional criminal 
organizations and networks, the most serious secu-
rity problem in the Americas.

The chapter first examines six major countries or 
issues. The first issue is the opportunity afforded by 
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the emergence of Brazil as a rising regional leader 
and a successful global actor. A second issue is the 
trend toward subregional integration, which may 
help to deal with common problems at a local level 
but could also give rise to new tensions. A third 
theme is the predominance of complex global and 
transnational challenges in regional security, with a 
specific focus on climate change and environmental 
degradation, food security, and energy. A fourth 
issue is whether Cuba will become a flashpoint or an 
opportunity because of further political and socio-
economic change in the wake of Fidel Castro’s tenure 
as leader. Security along America’s borders with 
Canada, Mexico, and The Bahamas since 9/11 is a 
fifth issue of importance in the decade ahead. Finally, 
the chapter asks how, in practical ways, the United 
States should respond to a loss of influence in the 
Americas, the challenges to its leadership there, and 
how to seize opportunities to advance both regional 
and U.S. interests.

Engaging a Rising Brazil
Brazil continues to emerge as a regional and global 

power. When President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva’s 
second mandate comes to an end in 2010, Brazil will 
have enjoyed two decades of stable economic growth, 
while further consolidating its democracy, promot-
ing the integration of the South American continent, 
and seeing a steady expansion of its voice in global 
issues. With a population of almost 200 million and 
half of South America’s gross domestic product (al-
most $1.7 trillion estimated purchasing power parity 
for 2006), Brazil has achieved significant progress 
in reducing poverty and inequality, according to 
the International Monetary Fund World Economic 
Outlook Database. While the country displays sharp 
social contrasts and lags in education, progress has 
been made by expanding both agriculture and indus-
try and by tapping into the fortune of new bioenergy 
sources and petroleum reserves in a favorable world 
market.

Brazil is actively advancing diplomatic and 
economic initiatives that are redesigning relations 
with South American neighbors and creating new 
strategic partners outside of the region. With its 
modern industrial, agricultural, and financial sectors, 
Brazil has become an important actor in all the trade, 
direct investment, energy, and environment issues 
on the global agenda. Meanwhile, the country has a 
tradition of strong public diplomacy in promoting 
ideas and interests, which tends to be well received 
worldwide.

In the coming years, the United States will have to 
decide what kind of relationship it wants with Brazil. 
It can either engage Brazil to forge a partnership that 
can promote mutual security interests with consulta-
tion and collaboration, or it can continue its current 
course as a passive observer of Brazil’s expanding 
role as a protagonist in global politics and emerging 
leader on the South American international scene.

Historically, relations between the United Sates 
and Brazil have been intense and complex in the 
areas of trade, investment, and science and technol-
ogy. Brazilians are large consumers of U.S. cultural 
trends and technology. Yet in the past decade Brazil’s 
leaders have diversified the country’s ties with Asia, 
the European Union, and its immediate neighbors’ 
markets, all of which have helped the country to 
weather economic adjustments and constraints 
emanating from Washington. From agriculture, min-
ing, and fuels to electronics and aerospace, Brazilian 
companies are aggressively expanding and finding 
new niches in competitive markets. The discovery of 
extensive offshore oil and gas reserves may result in 
the country becoming a major global supplier. Such 
a prospect may increase the value that China, Japan, 
and countries from the European Union already see 
in Brazil and could challenge how the United States 
is viewed relative to the Brazilian agenda.

The Lula administration seeks to continue the tra-
dition of conducting foreign policy with moderation 
and positioning Brazil as a reliable broker among 
actors in conflict. For instance, over the last 10 years, 
Brazil played a decisive role in solving the Peru-
Ecuador dispute in 1998, galvanized the support of 
the Organization of American States (OAS) for the 
United States in the aftermath of 9/11, engaged in 
the stabilization of Haiti, and encouraged the Rio 
Group to limit the dispute between Ecuador and 
Colombia in 2008. Brazil has been actively engaged 
in multilateral collaboration and discreet coordina-
tion on counterterrorism with both neighbors and 
the United States regarding strengthening border 
controls and flows, especially in its tri-border area 
with Argentina and Paraguay.

The dominant view among government leaders 
is to promote Brazil as a “rising power,” a project 
last observed in the 1970s. This outlook focuses on 
initiatives that help make Brazil a global player in a 
multipolar world. There is an emphasis on greater 
interdependence with partners and the avoidance of 
having to depend on the political will of major pow-
ers, especially the United States. One could say that 
Brazilian officials do not trust the United States as a 
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reliable partner to assist the country in securing its 
intrinsic vital interests. The source of such a posture 
goes beyond current ideological mismatches; it 
reveals itself in arguments that the United States un-
dermined Brazil’s drive to increase its own national 
power in the 1970s and 1980s. The grievance is more 
vivid because the victims of U.S. interference were 
critical technologies, especially weapons systems, 
nuclear energy, missiles and nuclear-propulsion 
programs, and attempts to gain inroads in the com-
mercial international arms market. Direct political-
military collaboration between the two countries 
and professional military exchanges among services 
over the past 30 years could have forged confidence, 
but they have been routine and modest at best. Save 
for equipment integrated in its national monitoring 
system over the Amazon, in recent decades Brazil 
has turned regularly to Europe to seek partners for 
modernizing weapons acquisition and has shied 
away from supporting any military initiative un-
dertaken by the United States that involved foreign 
intervention.

Amidst Brazil’s concentration on becoming a 
rising global power, there is an opportunity for a 
new approach between the United States and Brazil 
over the next few years. To seize this opportunity, 
Washington will need to consider issues that Brazil-
ian decisionmakers believe are decisive to further 
collaboration. Unequivocal U.S. signals to Brazil will 

be necessary. Commercial relations aside, it will take 
concrete steps by Washington to convince Brazilian 
strategists and opinionmakers that the United States 
is committed to a tangible and lasting partnership on 
matters of international security. For many Brazil-
ian officials, the U.S. Government’s talk of strong 
political-military cooperation that favors Brazilian 
projects usually dies at the water’s edge with U.S. 
regulations, legislative barriers, and political restric-
tions that limit Brazil’s access to technology, markets, 
and the ability to use purchased military systems and 
know-how without conditions affecting its own com-
mercial endeavors, such as avionics in Super Tucano 
aircraft.

The United Nations (UN) stability operation in 
Haiti, enforced since 2004, is an important issue in 
bilateral relations. Yet it provides great risk for the 
interests of the United States. Brazilians are begin-
ning to question the value of being a key actor with 
a large presence committed to sustaining the current 
mission in the Caribbean neighbor of the United 
States where Washington itself has invested little. 
The outcome, costs, and uncertain length of the UN 
mission could become an issue of political debate in 
Brazil. The opportunity exists to work together on 
the ground in Haiti. An untimely end to the opera-
tion without consolidating democracy and setting a 
path for solid economic development for Haiti could 
place new burdens on the United States and risk a 

Petroleo Brasileiro, Brazil’s oil company, started extracting oil beneath ocean floor in September 2008
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return to direct unilateral humanitarian intervention.
As a critical measure of confidence, the Obama 

administration must consider what political support 
it wants to throw behind Brazil so that its defense 
sector can access American technology to meet the 
next wave of modernization for its armed forces. The 
government is on the brink of deciding which over-
seas partners (France, Russia, Ukraine, India, Israel, 
and China, among others) to collaborate with, while 
seeking to share and transfer sensitive technologies, 
partner on industrial production, and collaborate in 
developing new weapons systems, including a new 
generation of fighter planes and nuclear-propulsion 
submarines. In Brazil, programs such as these are 
important in setting the stage for the pattern of 
engagement for decades to come.

The United States needs to determine the degree 
to which it wishes to support Brazilian diplomatic 
initiatives on security issues in South America. Since 
the resolution of the Peru-Ecuador dispute in 1998, 
Brazil has intensified its role as a moderating actor 
in support of peaceful resolution of disputes and 
controversies. This has led Brazil to suggest that the 
United States should restrain itself from intervening 
in that part of the Americas. Brazil has mobilized 
neighbors to build a new forum for defense dialogue 
through a South American Defense Council, pro-
moting it without the participation of Washington. 

While it is too soon to reveal all the implications and 
support for such a regional council, this initiative 
demonstrates a clear desire by the country’s domi-
nant security thinkers to hedge Brazil’s interests from 
the mercurial influences of populist movements such 
as that of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela.

Another movement that demands attention from 
the United States is how to address Brazil’s aspiration 
to hold a permanent seat in the UN Security Coun-
cil. Brazilian ambition in this matter mirrors that 
of others such as India, Pakistan, South Africa, and 
Japan. The country is an active contributor in shap-
ing UN reforms and has expanded its strategy to seek 
regional and global support for its goal. This drive 
may pit Brazil against the United States in defining 
the functions, roles, and membership of the Security 
Council. However dim the prospects for UN Security 
Council reform, the stance the United States takes 
on this issue will have a critical impact on bilateral 
relations.

The reality of global climate change and the con-
cepts of nationalism and sovereignty are key compo-
nents of Brazil’s debate about the Amazon tropical 
rainforest. Most Brazilians are very possessive about 
their control of that territory, and there are concerns 
about prescriptive efforts to internationalize parts of 
the region for preservation purposes. The protection 
of borders associated with the enforcement of Brazil-

Argentine MINUSTAH contingent provides security as World Food Program workers unload water bottles
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ian authority, including lands now demarcated as na-
tive Brazilian reservations, is a driving factor in the 
current defense review for increasing military pres-
ence in this region. The fear of foreign intervention 
in issues pertaining to the Amazon rainforest persists 
in the Brazilian internal political agenda. Segments 
of Brazil’s security leadership acknowledge a threat 
to the country’s sovereignty from encroachments 
by illegal trafficking and guerrillas from neighbor-
ing countries. They also hear foreign celebrities and 
pundits claim that the Amazon is a global asset and 
Brazilian management of the region harms the global 
environment. Among the most nationalistic military 
leaders, the United States is seen as the major threat 
to Brazil’s sovereignty over the Amazon by condon-
ing criticisms to Brazilian policies in that region.

Finally, both Brazilians and the international 
market are trying to evaluate the scope of the recent 
oil and gas fields located in deep coastal waters off 
the country’s east coast. Some estimates indicate that 
Brazil may become a major energy producer as it 
adds oil assets to biosources for fuels. If these esti-
mates turn out to be true, the income from future oil 
production will further project Brazil’s importance as 
a global and regional actor that plays a major role on 
the stage of political, commercial, and security issues. 
The U.S. Government needs to decide what kind 
of constructive relations it wishes to have with this 
resurgent power and act in a convincing manner.

Emerging Subregional Solidarity
A positive strategic development is taking shape in 

Latin America and the Caribbean as countries look 
to cooperate with neighbors on economic, political, 
and security issues. The trend takes two forms: a 
readiness to deploy military or police forces outside 
the homeland on UN peacekeeping operations, and 
a willingness to form subregional communities, 
independent of the United States, to attend to oppor-
tunities and problems that affect the group’s ability 
to attract capital and acquire bargaining power with 
other blocs or powerful states in the international 
system. “We believe that the region’s problems have 
to be solved in the region,” Chile’s foreign minister, 
Alejandro Foxley, said in September 2008. “I don’t 
like going around making others responsible.” This 
second trend in Latin American and Caribbean rela-
tions is the subject of this section of the chapter.

To be sure, the emergence of subregional solidarity 
does not eliminate all lingering tensions, and even 
less does it guarantee regional peace and prosperity. 
High-level meetings underscore the importance of 

issues, while resolutions and declarations express a 
commitment to address them. However, there are 
thorny points of tension that affect concrete action 
and can undermine the credibility and durability of 
communities, thus minimizing their prestige outside 
the hemisphere. Furthermore, each subregion has its 
own historic or emerging tensions, while other issues 
affect the whole region. With the United States on 
the sidelines, the South American community faces 
an ideological divide over governance. This divide is 
represented by the conflicting geopolitical interests 
between President Chavez’s Bolivarian socialism 
and a modern democratic alternative exemplified by 
Brazilian President Lula. From a larger perspective, 
there is also a need to resolve the hemisphere’s com-
plex maritime disputes that affect undersea resources 
and state control over sovereign waters. How North 
American, Latin American, and Caribbean commu-
nities handle these points of tension will influence 
U.S. geostrategic thinking about the Americas as a 
strong and reliable source of reciprocal support and 
cooperation in an era of uncertain global affairs.

Attempts to create political associations date from 
movements for independence. However, history, ge-
ography, and inadequate cross-border infrastructure 
in inhospitable terrain combined with U.S. interven-
tion have kept Latin America and Caribbean coun-
tries focused on introspective and defensive visions 
of their interests. With the exception of the OAS and 
its related bodies, the disparities between countries 
in size, level of development, and rate of economic 
growth—exacerbated by national rivalries—ham-
pered the effectiveness of early integration efforts. 
As a result, movement toward serious collaboration 
did not begin until the 1990s as most states ended 
traditional rivalries and began cooperating with 
neighbors. Summit meetings, trade negotiations, the 
recent creation of the UN Stabilization Mission for 
Haiti (MINUSTAH), and collaboration on the OAS 
Democratic Charter and other declarations increased 
the confidence and willingness of Latin American 
and Caribbean nations to act independently.

The region’s shift toward multilateralism con-
firms the influence of globalization on economic 
growth, which is occurring faster than at any time 
since the 1970s. In 2008, Latin America and the 
Caribbean have completed 6 consecutive years of 
growth with an average annual per capita growth 
rate of 3.5 percent. This trend is propped up by an 
expanding external demand for a wide range of 
commodities at high prices. China and India have 
joined Japan, the European Union, and the United 
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States as major trading partners for the region. This 
increase in trade benefits South America most, 
while Central American nations, being net energy 
and food importers, are the least favored. Improved 
relations within subregions also stem from two other 
determinants: the convergence of social, economic, 
and political thinking in the Americas, and Wash-
ington’s post–Cold War disinterest, exemplified by 
a diminished military presence, which has given its 
neighbors considerable political maneuvering space. 
These determinants also combine with the Brazilian 
and Venezuelan desires to be the bridge connecting 
all political currents in Latin America. As a result, 
confident Latin American and Caribbean states have 
coalesced in subregional groups with formal politi-
cal and economic structures, such as the Caribbean 
Community and Common Market (CARICOM), the 
Central American Integration System, and the Union 
of South American Nations (Union de Naciones 
Suramericanas, or UNASUR).

Competing Approaches to Governance
The Union of South American Nations, created 

in May 2008, seeks to consolidate a South American 
identity in the global arena and minimize the conti-
nent’s dependence on the United States. UNASUR, 
championed by Brazil, includes a 12-nation defense 
council and envisions a future regional parliament, 
common market, and common currency. In promot-
ing this community, Brazil hopes to integrate existing 
trade arrangements, namely the Common Market of 
the South and the Andean Community, while offset-
ting President Chavez’s attempt to position Venezue-
la as the South American leader with his six-member 
Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas (ALBA). The 
first test of the new community’s effectiveness came 
with a deteriorating political situation in Bolivia. 
In September 2008, UNASUR members met at an 
emergency session. However, they did not try to 
end the crisis. They backed the elected president 
and pressured opposition governors (prefects) to 
continue negotiations with the Morales government 
to solve it.

The turmoil in Bolivia draws attention to a fun-
damental tension in South America and, to a lesser 
degree, Central America. There is a restrained ideo-
logical and geopolitical battle under way between the 
two reformist approaches to national governance. 
UNASUR can play a pivotal role in managing this 
tension. Both sides want to correct glaring unequal 
distributions of wealth and opportunity, persistent 
poverty and, in some countries, mediocre economic 

performance. Both make use of populist appeals and 
exploit the media. The Bolivarian strategy, trumpeted 
by Venezuela, is to win power by election, conserve 
and concentrate it through constitutional changes, 
create loyal “circles” based on ethnic and class ap-
peal to secure it, and then introduce Cuban medical 
and other social cadres to benefit constituents. In 
this strategy, government maintains control with an 
authoritarian structure and transforms public insti-
tutions to serve its interests. The state implements 
radical anticapitalist policies, including price controls 
and subsidies; nationalizes natural resource and util-
ity sectors, such as petroleum and communications; 
and expropriates banks, key businesses, and land. 
Flush with oil wealth and controlling the economy, 
President Chavez concentrates on quick answers 
to sharing wealth rather than long-term solutions, 
taking every opportunity to blame the “demon” 
United States and its globalization for his domestic 
problems and to oppose “the empire’s” foreign poli-
cies. The ascent of this statist approach to governance 
in South America is also found in Bolivia and, to a 
lesser extent, Ecuador and Argentina. Presidential 
efforts to consolidate this strategy often are a cause of 
internal friction, as in Bolivia, and raise international 
concerns about foreign property rights and domestic 
stability.

Meanwhile, the modern democratic approach ex-
emplified by Brazil goes beyond the ballot box. This 
strategy works within the law to empower citizens to 
hold authorities accountable, strengthen government 
institutions, and target social and economic policies 
that facilitate inclusion and improve the standard 
of living. This approach stresses the importance of 
market forces, respects private property, and encour-
ages capital investment and trade to expand domestic 
business, reduce unemployment, and improve 
personal well-being. Varying degrees of state regula-
tion control inflation and try to ensure the economy 
works in the country’s best interests. This strategy 
for governance is consolidated in varying degrees in 
Chile, Colombia, Peru, and Uruguay, which, along 
with Brazil, account for more than 80 percent of 
South America’s economy. Much of these countries’ 
trade is with the United States.

Guided by geopolitical motives rather than 
ideological ones, Brazil wants a peaceful, integrated 
South America to become a serious global player. 
Brazil is the hub with the fifth largest economy 
in the world, an investment-grade rating, major 
energy finds, and broad-based partnerships with 
African countries, India, and China. It has long been 
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a country without enemies. Brazil benefits from a 
friendly and increasingly interconnected continent 
with a developing political and economic identity as 
a country not subordinate to the United States. To 
ensure Brazil’s freedom of action as an autonomous 
major power, the Lula government also recognizes 
that national defense must return to a position of im-
portance. His team has taken this step by articulat-
ing a strategic plan for defense that modernizes the 
armed forces, transforms their doctrine, and revives 
national defense industries. Brazil also championed 
the creation of a South American Defense Council 
under UNASUR as a place to allay suspicions and 
discuss security challenges and opportunities facing 
each country.

Venezuela, on the other hand, is motivated more 
by ideological interests and leverages its surging 
oil revenue to legitimize and export its socialist 
strategy. The Chavez government financially sup-
ports leftist politicians and political parties in many 
countries. There are allegations of covert donations 
to the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
and smaller radical movements in other American 
societies. Venezuela seeks strategic alliances and 
uses barter through the political trade integration 
initiative ALBA, discounts oil payment terms under 
PetroCaribe, and has purchased much of Argentina’s 
debt. Under President Chavez’s leadership, Latin 
America and the Caribbean would be without U.S. or 
other Western influences. He regularly calls for the 
creation of a South American version of the Orga-
nization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries and 
a development-focused Bank of the South, among 
other related initiatives.

To insulate his regime diplomatically and militar-
ily, and to raise the stakes for regional influence, 
President Chavez has found partners in Russia and 
Iran. Since 2005, Venezuela has ordered more than 
$4 billion worth of Russian weapons and military 
systems for defense, including fighter aircraft, he-
licopters, and antiair capabilities. Recently, Chavez 
received a $1 billion Russian loan to buy more. Rus-
sia has delivered 100,000 Kalashnikov assault rifles 
and is building factories in Venezuela for spare parts 
and ammunition. Moscow has accepted an invitation 
to conduct air and naval exercises in Venezuelan ter-
ritory (but declined a military base) and, in another 
context, agreed to cooperate on nuclear energy as 
well as oil and gas exploration. Venezuela has similar 
energy arrangements with Iran. Russian and Iranian 
envoys are active in Bolivia and other countries that 
have adopted the Bolivarian strategy.

It is important not to gloss over some fundamental 
differences between nations in South America, or to 
overstate the appeal of President Chavez’s strategic 
thinking, or to forget that the quest for trade and 
investment has caused governments to join in part-
nerships outside the hemisphere. That said, the “soft” 
rivalry between antithetical approaches to gover-
nance is setting a troubling direction and confronta-
tional tone for future continental affairs. UNASUR 
and its defense council are in a position to allay the 
tension. The willingness of the United States to work 
with Brazil and other interested countries in favor 
of stability and to avoid intervention will strengthen 
U.S. relations with the region.

Maritime Disputes
Longstanding maritime territorial disputes, 

controversies about ownership of undersea resources 
along boundaries, and concerns about maintain-
ing control over sovereign waters are regaining 
importance in the Americas. However, the region 
is poorly prepared to use legal remedies to settle 
these disagreements. The OAS lacks a coherent legal 
framework and 20 percent of its member states, 
including the United States, are not parties to the UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). This 
awkward situation presents emerging subregional 
communities with a serious point of tension.

As global warming melts polar ice and sea levels 
rise, the American nations have begun to face new 
challenges in redefining territorial boundaries. Many 
countries in the Caribbean Basin, for example, claim 
small, uninhabited islands that give them rights to 
the ocean and seabed for the surrounding 200 nauti-
cal miles, as defined by UNCLOS. As islands shrink 
and ultimately disappear, nations lose large portions 
of their maritime territories and, more importantly, 
the undersea natural resources they may hold.

Canada faces a related problem of sovereignty in 
the Northwest Passage. Although experts believe the 
passage will only be open briefly each year, Canada is 
asserting its territorial control and has declared the 
passage an inland waterway. The United States insists 
the passage is a series of international straits and not 
subject to the same restrictions as inland waters. Rus-
sia and Denmark have also made claims to the area. 
As a result, countries have begun moving appropri-
ate military capabilities to posts around the Arctic 
in anticipation of its future strategic importance. 
Furthermore, the settlement of this dispute through 
a multilateral channel is unlikely because the United 
States and Denmark have not ratified UNCLOS.
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Yet among the more complex and immediate 
maritime issues facing South America is the inability 
of Caribbean countries, which have relatively small 
security forces, to control their vast maritime territo-
ries. Few of these countries can police their 12-mile 
contiguous zone, much less their 200-mile exclusive 
economic zone (EEZ) as defined by UNCLOS. While 
the convention allows for pursuit of boats suspected 
of illicit activities if the chase begins in the pur-
suer’s territory, it leaves little room for countries to 
pursue criminals outside their own EEZ. To further 
complicate the issue, nearly 60 Caribbean maritime 
boundaries remain undefined. This deficiency in Ca-
ribbean territorial control becomes more significant 
as drug traffickers increasingly favor using waterways 
instead of land routes to move drugs across borders. 
Insular states, most notably those belonging to the 
Regional Security System in the eastern Caribbean, 
work to confront this challenge, but collectively they 
have limited resources and only involve a portion of 
the CARICOM community.

New technologies to retrieve ocean and seabed 
resources lead to new territorial disputes. The dis-
covery of new oil deposits along a border, as between 
the United States and Mexico, and the migration of 
fish, such as traditional movements that occur off 
the coasts of Peru and Chile, complicate neighbor-
ing country claims of an economic right to undersea 
resources. A subregional community in the Carib-

bean Basin, CARICOM, helped member states, all of 
which are party to UNCLOS, work out agreements 
to share benefits from migratory fish stocks and 
deep ocean minerals, but this example has not been 
emulated in other disputes.

In a region where many countries are not party 
to UNCLOS, early identification and resolution of 
potential maritime conflicts become increasingly 
important. The discovery of new undersea resources 
and the increased use of waterways for illicit trade 
exacerbate the complexity of the situation and 
increase the urgency of finding a solution. Without 
the acceptance of UNCLOS, interstate friction will 
intensify with little opportunity for effective legal 
solutions. Thus, until countries ratify the convention, 
the willingness of nations to solve a range of com-
mon problems by forming subregional communities, 
such as CARICOM, may be the only answer.

On the U.S. side, future administrations will 
confront subregional communities that have gained 
confidence in their ability to work together in al-
laying tensions and seizing opportunities. As these 
communities become more self-reliant, Washington’s 
strategy, diplomacy, and economic policies will have 
to be more multilateral and recognize a collaborative 
and supportive role for the United States, rather than 
pursuing our historical unilateralism in confronting 
shared issues in the region.

Emerging Global and Transnational  
Security Challenges

At the end of the Cold War, the great threat to 
democratic consolidation in Latin America was 
no longer external; internal threats arising from 
narcotrafficking and the only remaining insurgency 
in Colombia led the list of security issues in the 
region. By 1991, U.S. Southern Command had also 
flagged economic inequality as something that could 
give rise to increased conflict and violence. Over the 
last two decades, and especially since September 11, 
2001, transnational threats have become a growing 
component of the security challenges that affect not 
only Latin America, but also the world.

There are many kinds of transnational threats. 
Some will require a military response, but most are 
more appropriately addressed by civilian authorities 
such as the police, especially in the case of crime, and 
by other civilian agencies, in cases involving the en-
vironment, poverty reduction, or energy. While most 
people do not think about transnational threats in 
terms of national security, their central importance 
can no longer be ignored. Not only will the region’s 

U.S. Sailors and Mexican marines work to remove debris from school in 
Mississippi in aftermath of Hurricane Katrina
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militaries be needed to address these challenges, but 
also greater coordination and collaboration with 
civilian institutions will be central to resolving any 
immediate crises or finding long-term solutions.

In a region so bound by respect for sovereignty, it 
will be important to design transnational response 
mechanisms that encourage solutions that provide 
appropriate protections for the affected nation while 
allowing for greater cooperation in the future. This 
is a tall order. Regional security will depend on the 
emergence of programs that address the effects of 
climate change, for example, but also create trans-
regional projects that promote responses to these 
potentially devastating types of problems.

Finally, as the world becomes increasingly multi-
polar, the United States will face greater economic 
and political competition in the region. As emerging 
powers such as China and India seek to influence 
the hemisphere, the potential for tension with the 

United States will increase. Similarly, Russia is poised 
to establish a greater role as an arms supplier to the 
region’s armed forces. Iran is also flexing its diplo-
matic muscle through its recent outreach to Venezu-
ela. The growing influence of Brazil as a major global 
economic player and potential oil-producing power-
house presents both opportunities and challenges to 
U.S. interests. These emerging trends will require new 
economic and political alliances that can be viewed as 
an important opportunity for globalization and devel-
opment, or as a broader threat to U.S. security.

The Economy: Endemic Poverty
Latin America and the Caribbean have the most 

unequal income distribution in the world, accord-
ing to the 2008 World Development Indicators from 
the World Bank. Severe poverty and underdevelop-
ment have led many Latin Americans to engage in 
illicit activities for employment and sustenance. The 
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impact is especially great for countries with a youth 
bulge, where vast numbers of citizens are under 25 
years of age. Such a situation is considered a key 
indicator of a potentially conflictive environment. 
While this trend will peak by 2010 in countries such 
as Brazil and Mexico, it poses a threat to internal 
security as long as opportunities for economic gain, 
education, and work do not materialize.

The poverty rate in Latin America has been cut 
by more than half since 1950 (from 60 percent to 
perhaps 25 percent in 2007), according to the 2006 
World Bank report on Latin America, Poverty Reduc-
tion and Growth: Virtuous and Vicious Cycles. But as 
the UN Economic Commission for Latin America 
has shown, improvement has not been homoge-
neous. The decline is a product of reduced inflation, 
remittances, conditional cash transfer programs and 
other forms of aid, job creation from foreign direct 
investment, and growing economies. The continued 
reduction of poverty in Latin America can be helped 
to some extent by ensuring the region greater access 
to trade and new markets. This will require more 
attention to expanding foreign direct investment and 
promoting new types of industries such as alternative 
energies and revitalizing agriculture. Prospects for 
green jobs may help in some countries—especially in 
the Caribbean and Brazil. Securing titles to property 
also contributes to the reduction of poverty. Credit 
scarcity as well as bureaucratic and fiscal barriers 
to entrepreneurs also need to be addressed. Finally, 
the empowerment of women through increased 
educational opportunities and growing employment 
opportunities is also evident in many countries.

The Role of Energy
Latin America and the Caribbean have abun-

dant energy resources, but they are very unevenly 
distributed. In 2006, Venezuela, Mexico, and Brazil 
controlled 90 percent of the region’s oil reserves. 
Natural gas reserves are concentrated in Venezuela 
(60 percent), Bolivia (9 percent), Trinidad and To-
bago (7 percent), Argentina (6 percent), and Mexico 
(6 percent). A major new oil and natural gas find off 
the southern coast of Brazil augers potential future 
supplies, but these new sources are deep underwater 
and will take billions of dollars to extract. Moreover, 
they will not be available for at least 5 to 8 years.

The recent price hike of hydrocarbons has not 
translated into an increase in production. Instead, 
it has been accompanied by a decline in production 
in the region’s major players, Mexico and Venezuela. 
This is the product of underinvestment, resulting from 

both governments’ treatment of the national oil com-
panies as “cash cows,” combined with legislative and 
political environments adverse to foreign investment. 
Ultimately, this decline in production contributes 
to the continued rise in world oil prices, which puts 
downward pressure on the economy and dispropor-
tionately worsens the quality of life for the poor.

Oil-poor countries of Central America and the 
Caribbean face a pressing crisis: they are unable to 
pay for imported oil and gas. As a result, they have 
come to rely on support from Venezuela through the 
PetroCaribe initiative. In the short run, this will help 
save funds needed for social and economic develop-
ment through reduction in energy costs, but in the 
long run these states will face an energy crisis that 
requires investments in renewable energy resources 
to prevent long-term dependency on one source.

Latin America is distinctive for its vast renewable 
resources: hydropower, solar, aeolic, geothermal, and 
biomass. With some exceptions, most of the region’s 
potential in renewables has remained unexplored 
due to engineering difficulties, lack of economic 
incentives, environmental concerns, and an absence 
of governmental support. Brazil is at the forefront 
of the exploration of renewables in the region. Its 
success story with ethanol has generated consider-
able interest in biofuels across Latin America and in 
the United States, resulting in the U.S.-Brazil Biofuels 
Pact of March of 2007. This alliance of the two largest 
ethanol producers should become the foundation of 
a U.S. energy policy for the Americas.

Given the expected increase in energy demand by 
2030, great strides will be needed in the next 4 to 8 
years to set down the legal and regulatory mecha-
nisms for broader integration of the region’s energy 
sector. Important decisions in such countries as 
Mexico, Bolivia, or Venezuela may even be deferred 
by political obstacles. Different resource endowments 
make hemispheric uniformity on energy policy 
impossible, and it may be wiser to think of compat-
ibility in negotiating key aspects of the partnership.

Climate Change, Environmental Degradation, 
and Food Shortages

Climate change has led to increased natural 
disasters that will negatively impact the region unless 
a massive program of environmental adaptation is 
encouraged immediately. The security dimensions of 
this problem include sudden massive movements of 
populations, creating a new category of environmental 
refugees. Rises in sea level, which are already taking 
place, compound other environmental threats such as 
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hurricanes and earthquakes, which will demand mili-
tary rescue operations and humanitarian assistance.

With rising amounts of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere, it is also vital to retain forests, primarily 
the Amazon. According to recent satellite photo-
graphs, nearly 65 of every 100 hectares of forest lost 
worldwide between 2000 and 2005 were in Latin 
America. South America showed the largest defor-
estation in square miles, while Central America lost 
the highest percentage of forest. The leading cause of 
deforestation between 2000 and 2005 was the conver-
sion of forest to land for agriculture, particularly to 
the monoculture of soybeans. Haiti is now 94 percent 
deforested, and Honduras will lose all its forest cover 
in 30 years if its rate of deforestation is maintained. 
On a more positive note, reforestation is under way 
in countries such as Costa Rica and Saint Vincent. 
Currently Brazil is the only Latin American country 
aggressively using real-time high-resolution satellite 
imagery to track the rate and areas of deforestation. 
Few other countries can afford such technology 
without financial assistance. Such investments must 
be constant and long term if they are to be effective.

Deforestation also negatively affects the region by 
reducing biodiversity, intensifying flooding, eroding 
soil, and reducing rainfall and freshwater reserves, 
creating conditions favorable to the spread of tropical 
diseases. By affecting the weather in the hemisphere, 
deforestation also releases large amounts of carbon di-
oxide and other gases into the atmosphere, increasing 
the greenhouse gas effect. While many governments 
are already making some changes, insecurity from 
global warming needs to be countered with better re-
gional systems for emergency management and strong 
regional mitigation programs for greenhouse gases.

Predictions of sea level increases over the next 30 
to 50 years present a potential crisis as 60 percent 
of the Caribbean population currently lives on the 
coastline. Warming will also affect the agricultural 
cycles as higher temperatures result in different 
planting seasons and hence a greater need to import 
food. Recent food riots in Haiti and demonstrations 
in Mexico over corn prices illustrate the region’s vul-
nerability to disruptions in its food supply chain and 
underscore the global nature of food security.

The Role of Foreign Actors
Although the United States still is Latin America’s 

most significant partner, it has been consistently 
losing ground to other actors. Some countries, such 
as Canada, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, have 
engaged with the region for a significant amount of 

time. Others, particularly China, India, and Russia, 
have only recently been strengthening ties. Finally, 
there are new actors with little or no historical pres-
ence in the region, namely Iran.

The emergence of these new players can be 
explained by two factors. First, globalization of the 
economy has pushed the region to a new level of 
engagement with a wider range of international play-
ers from Asia and the Middle East. Second, Wash-
ington’s geopolitical attention has been diverted from 
Latin America as a result of the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. These events created a political vacuum in 
the United States, making it difficult to address the 
challenges in the region. This vacuum allowed room 
for Hugo Chavez, Evo Morales, and Rafael Correa 
to undermine the U.S. role in the region. In an in-
ternational environment of heightened competition 
for natural resources and market access, excluding 
the European Union and the United States, China 
has emerged as the most significant partner, in terms 
of political exchange, trade flows, and investment. 
China has assumed a pragmatic approach in its rela-
tions with the region and has kept the U.S. Govern-
ment informed of its actions.

Whether for political or commercial interests, Rus-
sia is making a strong comeback in Latin America. 
In 2006, Chavez met with then-President Vladimir 
Putin, after the acquisition of 100,000 Russian-made 
Kalishnikov assault rifles, helicopters, and other weap-
onry. In January 2007, Moscow and Caracas signed an 
agreement worth $15 million to develop Venezuela’s 
natural gas resources. Russia and Brazil have already 
achieved a strategic partnership agreement, and Russia 
is said to be considering launching rockets from the 
Brazilian spaceport of Alcantara.

Ties with Iran are at present mostly symbolic, 
but they present a challenge to U.S. policy, espe-
cially given Washington’s limited dialogue with 
outlier countries in the Middle East. The influence 
of Islamic extremism is weak in Latin America but 
could expand given the region’s porous borders. 
While the current risk of terrorism in the region is 
relatively low, the United States should work with 
regional allies to ensure that the breeding ground 
for recruitment is reduced through programs that 
promote education, good governance, and inclusion 
in productive economic activities.

To counter the influence of these new partners in 
Latin America, the United States needs to continue 
to engage and make determined demonstrations of 
goodwill, expand trade and investment offers, and 
support technological and scientific exchanges. How 
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the United States deals with Iran’s engagement in the 
region will differ from its reaction to the involvement 
of economic giants such as India and China.

Prospects for Addressing These Issues
If the greatest achievement of post–Cold War Lat-

in America was the expansion of democracy in the 
hemisphere, with democratic civil-military relations 
as a cornerstone of that policy, the next decade must 
build from this base by ensuring that the economic 
and social problems that dominate the political 
dialogue are tackled through bilateral and multilat-

eral engagement. Transnational threats cannot be 
controlled by any one state or external actor and will 
complicate the picture unless the United States and 
Latin American and Caribbean states agree on threat 
assessments and build a common agenda of action 
to address them. Bringing actors together to solve 
transnational threats will require the integration of 
civilian, military, and multilateral organizations to 
ensure a secure and stable environment.

The Cuba Challenge: The Next  
4 to 8 Years

Raul Castro, who has been misunderstood and un-
derestimated for decades, replaced his brother Fidel 
as Cuba’s president on February 24, 2008. His official 
transition into the presidency followed a 19-month 
period when Raul acted as provisional president after 

Fidel was incapacitated following major surgeries. 
Since then, Fidel has been too impaired to appear in 
public or play any real leadership role.

There were no reports of unrest or challenges to the 
new leadership. Many Cubans, weary of Fidel’s 49-year 
reign, seemed in fact to welcome the change. Raul’s 
collegial and reticent leadership style was particularly 
appealing after decades of Fidel’s grandstanding. His 
admission that Cuba’s dire economic problems were 
largely self-inflicted was refreshingly candid, and the 
populace knew that the decentralizing solutions he 
favored to solve them had been unacceptable to his 
brother. Raul also abandoned fidelista orthodoxy by 
encouraging relatively unfettered discussions about 
domestic problems and went on to make clear that 
his priority is to solve them. He is not known to have 
travelled abroad in several years and has not closely 
identified himself with foreign policy priorities.

Soon after being confirmed as president, Raul 
began to address Cuba’s internal problems. Imple-
menting limited economic reforms, he appeared to 
emulate the Chinese reform model of the early 1980s, 
with the emphasis on providing liberalizing incen-
tives to farmers and workers to spur productivity. He 
took steps to alleviate popular grievances by allowing 
Cubans to visit previously off-limits hotels and res-
taurants and to buy once-forbidden consumer goods. 
Although these and other innovations improved the 
lives of relatively few, they tended to elevate popular 
expectations for more sweeping change.

Raul has also moved away from some of his broth-
er’s draconian social policies. Artists and intellectuals 
have gained space, and homosexuals, mercilessly 
oppressed in the past, have been allowed to come 
out into the open. The death penalty has been largely 
suspended. Movies and other forms of entertainment 
incompatible with the regime’s traditional values 
have been aired. And a few remarkably irreverent 
Web sites that appeal to Cuban youth have been al-
lowed to function.

Nevertheless, consistent with the Chinese model of 
communism, Raul has no plans to dilute the regime’s 
monopoly of political power. As long as he and his fol-
lowers are in charge, there will be no democratization, 
and no opening for the small community of dissident 
and human rights activists. In 2009, however, the 
carefully planned release of some political prisoners 
to win relief from the economic embargo is likely. 
Raul’s more pragmatic policies will probably succeed 
in winning new support for Cuba in Europe and Latin 
America, possibly further isolating the United States.

President Raul Castro and Vice President Juan Almedia Bosque attend 
Cuba’s National Assembly
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Key Strengths and Vulnerabilities
There has never been another Cuban official below 

Fidel with power and prestige comparable to what 
Raul has amassed over the years. Through a network 
of military and communist party allies, some of 
whom have been his surrogates and friends since the 
late 1950s, Raul dominates Cuba’s three most power-
ful institutions:

n Raul is still the country’s only four-star general. 
After serving 49 years as defense minister, he named 
his crony and long-time vice minister, General Julio 
Casas Regueiro, to succeed him.

n In 1989, Raul also took control of Cuba’s second 
most powerful institution when another of his 
disciples, General Abelardo Colome Ibarra, was 
appointed to lead the Ministry of the Interior, which 
houses all security, police, and intelligence agencies.

n For years Raul has also been the principal force in 
the communist party, where his intimate friend Jose 
Ramon Machado Ventura exercises day-to-day leader-
ship. Together, they plan to strengthen the party by 
holding a long-delayed congress in late 2009.

These institutions, and the men who lead them, 
will remain the indispensable bulwarks of Raul Cas-
tro’s government and of whatever regime or regimes 
follow it over the next 4 to 8 years.

Paradoxically, this leadership team will also 
increasingly be the regime’s greatest vulnerability. 
Raul’s six vice presidents—who also constitute the 
inner sanctum of the party—are tough old veterans, 
many of whom have been at his side for 50 years. He 
depends on these generals and party apparatchiks 
because they will support and protect him. He knows 
how they think and perform and is unlikely to be 
surprised by any of them. Nevertheless, Raul (who 
turned 78 in June 2009) and his six vice presidents 
average slightly more than 70 years of age, constitut-
ing a safe, plodding, unimaginative gerontocracy 
that has no appeal to and little legitimacy with the 
country’s younger generations.

Raul’s alter ego, Machado Ventura, epitomizes his 
patron’s aversion to bringing younger men into his 
inner circle (Machado is several months older than 
Raul). Machado, the first vice president and next 
after Raul in the line of succession, has almost no 
standing with the populace. A former medical doctor 
with only loose connections to the military high 
command, his reputation is as a stern disciplinarian 
and austere party bureaucrat. Seemingly, his only 
qualification is his closeness to Raul.

Among the five other vice presidents, only one—
Carlos Lage, who is in his mid 50s—represents the 
middle generation of leaders. In a system where 
Lage’s generation is underrepresented and the youth 
are profoundly alienated, there is a real danger in the 
leadership choices Raul has made.

Many observers outside of Cuba had expected 
Raul to name a younger man—Lage for example—as 
first in the line of succession. A pediatrician with 
considerable top-tier government and party experi-
ence, Lage is reputed to favor liberalizing economic 
reform and is respected by foreign businessmen and 

diplomats. But he may have been too dependent on 
Fidel rather than Raul for his standing and perhaps 
somehow antagonized Raul during the years when 
he appeared to be Cuba’s third most influential civil-
ian leader. By insisting on the faithful but predictable 
Machado as his designated successor, Raul opted for 
the safest course in the short term, but one that could 
have dire consequences just a few years in the future. 
In effect, Raul gambled that cross-generational ten-
sions can be kept under control.

Cuba’s Lost Generation
Cuban youth have become notably more rest-

less over the last few years. Students (and former 
students expelled because of their activism) claim to 
be traveling across the island, endeavoring to enlist 

Cuban refugees depart from port of Mariel, Cuba, bound for Key West, 
Florida, during mass defection granted by President Fidel Castro, April 28, 
1980
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broader support for their grievances. Some of their 
professors appear to have allied with them. A new 
youth-based movement advocating university au-
tonomy, curricular independence, and free speech 
has attracted a considerable following. A petition to 
reopen a Catholic university shut down decades ago 
has been signed by thousands. In February 2008, 
two university students br ashly challenged a rank-
ing official at an academic forum—an unprecedent-
ed act of rebellion.

For some time, Cuban officials have worried 
openly about the generational divide. In one of his 
last major speeches, Fidel himself bemoaned the apa-
thy and disassociation of the youth, saying that “the 
revolution can destroy itself ”—a phrase repeated by 
other leaders and the official media—if the younger 
generations are not motivated to work enthusiasti-
cally for the communist system.

Later, foreign minister Felipe Perez Roque pressed 
the issue. He complained that alarmingly large 
numbers of youth (2.5 million in a population of 
slightly over 11 million) do not identify with the 
regime’s collectivist mentality. They have little or no 
appreciation of its myths and legends and, in short, 
are rejectionist. He described them as constituting 
two large cohorts who were born or came of age after 
the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the end 
of the communist subsidies that plunged the Cuban 
economy into severe depression. Perez Roque’s essen-
tial point was that Cuban youth today have known 
little but hardship and deprivation.

Raul shares these concerns. Soon after he assumed 
provisional power, he met with University of Havana 
students. In a moment of startling identification with 
their grievances, he encouraged them to debate and 
criticize the shortcomings they perceive. Later, when 
assuming the presidency, he said that Cuba has been 
“permanently opened to free debate.” Then, to clarify 
his intent, he added that the people must “question 
everything. . . . The best solutions can come from a 
profound exchange of differing opinions.”

Earlier, Raul had revealed that about 5 million 
Cubans had engaged in meetings across the island, 
encouraged by the regime. Anecdotal reports 
indicate that many of these meetings devolved into 
strident griping sessions, as Cubans vented their 
pent-up frustrations with problems including the 
broken transportation and housing sectors, the lack 
of jobs (especially for those with the best education), 
the decrepit state of most of the country’s infrastruc-
ture, and even the once-sacrosanct educational and 
public health systems.

Raul and his advisors learned from those commu-
nal meetings and soon began to address many of the 
problems identified. However, by encouraging open 
debate, they have perhaps dangerously raised ex-
pectations for more fundamental change and public 
engagement. They may be opening the floodgates of 
rising expectations that the political system itself will 
be loosened or reformed. They may be inadvertently 
encouraging antiregime mobilizations. Conversely, 
any retreat from the promises of greater openness 
might well induce a popular backlash.

A number of possibilities for change lurk in this 
generational warp. It is unlikely that the alienation 
of the youth, and the severe economic problems that 
fuel it, can be significantly ameliorated within the 
next few years. A deepening and coalescing of youth-
ful unrest, resulting in organized protests and dis-
sent, will therefore be increasingly likely. So far, no 
identifiable leaders have emerged from the younger 
generations, but they will be more likely to appear as 
the current regime leadership ages. Middle genera-
tion figures, now in their late 40s and 50s, will also be 
likely to embrace the grievances of the youth while 
trying behind the scenes to force radical departures 
from the communist party dictatorship. A Cuban 
Gorbachev, inclined to transform or dismantle the 
old system, could be just a few years from emerging 
as successor to Raul and his current circle.

Worst-case Scenarios
Any breakdown in command and control within 

the armed forces would quickly result in widespread, 
regime-threatening instability. Tensions within the 
military hierarchy probably run along generational 
and other fault lines in an institution where top 
commanders occupying the same positions for many 
years are now in their 60s, 70s, and 80s. There has 
never been a younger officer rebellion in the Castro 
brothers’ armed forces, but the possibility may now 
be greater than ever before. When Raul selected the 
colorless and reputedly corrupt General Julio Casas 
Regueiro to succeed him as defense minister, he may 
have aggravated underlying animosities and rivalries 
in the officer corps. Military unity and discipline 
could also be shattered if large popular demonstra-
tions against the regime broke out. Although police 
and security personnel would be the first line of 
defense in that event, military units may also be de-
ployed. In the event that military commanders were 
ordered to fire on civilians, some commanders would 
be likely to disobey, possibly sparking internecine 
conflict between loyalist and rejectionist officers.
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The possibility of extensive violence, even civil 
war, would steadily increase in direct correlation with 
widening fissures in military command and control. 
In this case, it would be all but certain that another 
massive, chaotic seaborne migration to south Florida 
would ensue as civilians fled unstable conditions and 
shortages of essential goods. Hundreds of thousands 
already anxious to migrate to the United States would 
try to flee on whatever craft might be available. Such 
a migration could easily exceed the size of the 1980 
Mariel boatlift, the largest of three such exoduses that 
have occurred since 1965, when more than 125,000 
Cubans fled. Controlling or deterring such an event 
with U.S. or any international forces would be unlikely, 
especially in the early stages.

However, all such previous mass migrations were 
orchestrated and impelled by Fidel Castro. His suc-
cessors, now and in the foreseeable future, will be 
unlikely to take similar action. Raul and his generals 
would be loath to force another exodus such as 
Mariel because they know the results would be dan-
gerously destabilizing on the island and could easily 
become regime-threatening. Thus, if another exodus 
occurs, it most likely will be the result of regime 
disarray rather than connivance.

Finally, the possibility of a wrenching succession 
crisis following Raul’s death or incapacitation must be 
considered. A heavy drinker for many decades, at the 
age of 78 he probably suffers from serious undisclosed 
health problems. For years he characteristically has 
disappeared from public view for weeks, sometimes 
even months, at a time. It is reasonable to speculate 
that on at least some of those occasions he was recov-
ering from some health crisis. Given his lifestyle and 
age, Raul could die suddenly, with almost no warning 
time for his designated successors to prepare.

The result might well be a chaotic and possibly 
violent struggle among military, intelligence, and 
party barons. Machado Ventura, the first vice presi-
dent, has little or no independent standing with the 
generals in command of the military and intelligence 
units. They might or might not agree to recognize 
him as the Castro brothers’ legitimate successor. In 
either event, a military-dominated regime would 
likely emerge.

Obviously, given the 4- to 8-year time frame of 
this analysis, a post-Raul succession seems inevitable. 
Under almost any conceivable scenario, other than 
the unlikely sudden disappearance of the communist 
regime, Cuba’s uniformed services and their com-
manders will dominate its future.

Little is known outside of Cuba about the gener-

als and other senior officers. Thus, it is impossible 
to estimate with any confidence what policies and 
priorities they would pursue, how constructively they 
would be able to collaborate, or where they would 
turn for external assistance. Similarly, it is nearly 
impossible to speculate about which commanders 
would be most likely to emerge dominant after Raul’s 
departure. Cuba’s most powerful institution is also 
the country’s most impenetrable.

Securing the Three Borders
The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, 

made it clear that the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans 
no longer insulate the United States from foreign 
aggression. It also became clear that an attack on 
one nation affects the safety, security, economy, and 
well-being of its neighbors. Hence, new strategies 
for protecting the country must strengthen its rela-
tionships with Canada, Mexico, and The Bahamas 
in order to meet challenges and common interests.

Before 9/11
The Atlantic and Pacific maritime approaches to 

North America have been controlled by the U.S. Navy 
in coordination with the Canadian Maritime Forces 
since 1940. As members of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) and the North American 
Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), the United 
States and Canada had a common doctrine and often 
trained or operated together in land, sea, and air 
domains. NORAD, a unique binational command cre-
ated in 1958, planned and coordinated air sovereignty 
and aerospace defense missions against strategic 
threats from the command center in Cheyenne 
Mountain, Colorado. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
the end of the Cold War, and the liberation of Kuwait 
in 1991, the United States and Canada had settled into 
a passive defense and security posture, in part due to 
the perception of a peace dividend that resulted in 
reduced military spending throughout the 1990s.

The Commonwealth of The Bahamas cooperates 
extensively with the United States on counternarcot-
ics interdiction measures. These include participation 
in Operation Bahamas and Turks and Caicos (OP-
BAT), which targets drug trafficking organizations 
transiting Bahamian territorial waters. As a maritime 
state, the Royal Bahamas Defence Force coordinates 
extensively with the U.S. Coast Guard and Navy.

In contrast to the Canada-U.S. alliance and The 
Bahamas–U.S. cooperative partnership, the Mexico-
U.S. defense and security relationship before 9/11 
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Working with Mexico

Mexico is suffering a crisis of public safety that the 
United States cannot minimize. Murders, organized 
kidnappings, and corruption rates have reached some 
of the highest levels in the world. Mexico’s government 
is locked in a violent struggle against powerful drug 
cartels that are also fighting each other for control of 
territory, resources, and manpower. The United States 
is the largest consumer of illegal drugs and the main 
source of the cartels’ high-powered weapons and kit. It 
also is beginning to suffer some spillover from the vio-
lence. The Bush administration accepted some shared 
responsibility for Mexico’s crisis and, in October 2007, 
jointly announced the 3-year, $1.4-billion Mérida Initia-
tive (including a small Central American portion) as a 
new kind of partnership to maximize the efforts against 
drug, human, and weapons trafficking.

As the level of violence along the U.S.-Mexico border 
has become sufficiently threatening, President Barack 
Obama has asked the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, Admiral Mike Mullen, to review how Washington 
might do more to help Mexico’s forces. But by only 
looking south, we ignore the seeds of a future domes-
tic problem that have been planted here. If Mexican 
and other Latin American narcogangs continue to 
grow in scope and power within our country, they 
may become the next-generation irregular challenge 
to the joint force. The United States and Mexico must 
find ways to perfect cooperation in the near term and 
confront a shared security problem together.

Mexico’s level of violence escalated in 2008 with 
nearly 6,300 people killed—many of them tortured and 
mutilated—up from 2,700 in 2007. The bloodshed and 
intimidation carried out with impunity suggest that the 
cartels have sometimes had the upper hand, par-
ticularly in the borderlands. In the United States, the 
gravity of Mexico’s situation had little effect on the first 
tranche of the Mérida Initiative. The package of equip-
ment, software, and technical assistance moved slowly 
through a reluctant U.S. Congress, where the funding 
request was reduced significantly and several condi-
tions were imposed. There were few signs of urgency.

These circumstances raise several important 
questions. Should relations with Mexico be higher on 
President Obama’s foreign policy agenda? How should 
the administration manifest its commitment to this 
neighbor, which not only shares intimate ties but also 
harbors memories of unfair treatment? Are there more 
meaningful and deeper ways to cooperate in address-
ing a common problem? Will Washington maintain sta-

tus quo commitment to Mérida while concentrating on 
preventing drug-related violence from spilling across 
the border? Will Mexico be driven to a level of national 
desperation that will force it to undertake long-term 
reforms to improve government performance and ties 
with the general population?

The crisis has deep roots. In the 1980s and 1990s, 
successive governments tended to pursue a “live 
and let live” response to lucrative, brutal, and well-
organized regional cartels. Because they provoked 
violence, jeopardizing public safety, direct confronta-
tions were minimized. With the demise of Colombia’s 
main syndicates in the mid-1990s, Mexican “families,” 
which had worked for the Colombians, took control of 
domestic drug trafficking. By the end of the decade, 
higher cocaine flows from Colombia led President Er-
nesto Zedillo of the Institutional Revolutionary Party to 
collaborate more aggressively with the United States.

The historic presidential victory of Vicente Fox and 
his center-right National Action Party (PAN) coincided 
with dramatic increases in narcotics-related vio-
lence. During his administration, drug cartels added 
profitable methamphetamine and heroin to the more 
traditional cocaine and marijuana they smuggled in 
bulk into the United States. New markets appeared 
in Europe and Mexico itself. The expanding narcotics 
trade encountered stronger U.S. resistance in the post-
9/11 era. Washington’s focus on securing the country 
from terrorists and illegal immigrants resulted in the 
construction of barriers along the 2,000-mile border 
with Mexico and more technology and law enforcement 
personnel to secure it.

Difficulty moving their product into the United States 
led to a vicious war within and among cartels for con-
trol of corridors and local domination of Mexican mar-
kets. This clash introduced ruthless militarized gunmen 
such as Los Zetas, manned with former members of 
the Mexican and Guatemalan army. President Fox tried 
unsuccessfully over 6 years to purge and reorganize 
federal police forces and rein in organized crime, ex-
traditing captured kingpins to the United States. Urban 
and rural instability escalated sharply, and a general 
climate of lawlessness encouraged more kidnappings 
and other types of criminal enterprise.

Felipe Calderón, also from the PAN, succeeded 
Fox in 2006. Although Mexican military units lacked 
the necessary training, President Calderón declared 
war on drug traffickers by committing the loyal armed 
forces—using more than 45,000 soldiers—in a series 
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of large-scale operations intended initially to restore 
public order in murder-wracked Ciudad Juárez, Tijuana, 
and other cities in northern Mexico. It quickly became 
apparent that the president actually was fighting to 
reassert state control over cartel-dominated areas. His 
ability to sustain government presence will be crucial 
until programs to improve military capabilities and 
reform the police at all levels can be accomplished.

The Calderón administration faces formidable ob-
stacles to ending Mexico’s fragmented sovereignty and 
regaining public confidence. The extent of drug-related 
corruption across government, especially in local po-
lice forces, far exceeds even pessimistic expectations. 
The sophistication of the criminal groups with their 
state-of-the-art military weapons and equipment—
much of it smuggled from the United States—often out-
classes the Mexican military. Furthermore, the cartels 
use kidnapping, brutality, and other forms of psy-
chological intimidation effectively. Some community 
political and business leaders have left their positions 
or moved their families to the United States.

The seriousness of Mexico’s insecurity was captured 
in the February 2009 State Department travel advisory 
for Mexico:

Some recent Mexican army and police confrontations 
with drug cartels have resembled small-unit com-
bat, with cartels employing automatic weapons and 
grenades. Large firefights have taken place in many 
towns and cities across Mexico, but most recently in 
northern Mexico. . . . During some of these incidents, 
U.S. citizens have been trapped.

Ironically, the advisory appeared as Mexico’s 
tourism industry reported that in 2008, 22.6 million 
foreign visitors, the majority from the United States, 
spent $13.3 billion, an increase of 3.4 percent over the 
previous year.

As the crisis intensifies in Mexico, Americans are not 
immune from cartel violence and corruption. Mexican 

ties to U.S. organized crime groups have long been es-
tablished. Major Mexican syndicates are now thought 
to be present in at least 230 American cities. Over the 
last 2 years, U.S. multiagency counternarcotics task 
forces have arrested more than 750 members of the 
Sinaloa cartel’s distribution network and 500 from 
the Gulf cartel. Police link recent assassinations and 
mass graves in Arizona and New Mexico to the cartels. 
Phoenix is now ranked the second worst place for kid-
napping globally, after Mexico City: 359 kidnappings 
took place there in 2008, all of them linked to traffick-
ing. The feared spillover of Mexican narcotics-related 
violence has, in fact, taken place—and is getting worse. 
Alarm bells are ringing, but a U.S. strategic game plan 
has yet to emerge.

Despite a prickly past and many differences, the 
United States and Mexico are interdependent, and they 
formalized that relationship with the North American 
Free Trade Agreement. Our border is the historic face 
of this complex relationship. With its network of power 
plants and transmission lines, gas and oil pipelines, 
and linked highway and rail systems, the borderland 
is strikingly vibrant and productive. There is a constant 
flow of people and vehicles in the millions. Beyond the 
border, the realization of greater mutual understand-
ing, and an enhanced and trusting relationship, is a 
work in slow motion.

This raises additional and substantial strategic and 
policy questions. What are American objectives? The 
Mérida Initiative can be reduced to assistance and 
cooperation, but to what end? How far is Washington 
willing to go to reduce the American demand for drugs, 
curtail arms smuggling south, exchange intelligence, 
and work with Mexico (and Central American states) 
to attack the cartels’ supply link to South America? Is 
integrated sea and air control over the approaches to 
North America feasible? In turn, how far is Mexico City 
willing to go to work intimately with its neighbor to the 
north, from whom Mexico traditionally has sought to 
remain independent?

was distant and noncommitted. Mexico’s traditional 
foreign policy, articulated as the Estrada Doctrine, 
favored nonintervention in the affairs of other na-
tions. This doctrine was legitimized by article 76 of 
the Mexican constitution, which empowered the 
senate to authorize Mexican troops to leave the limits 
of the country, permitted the passage of foreign 
troops through national territory, and allowed the 
stationing of task forces of other powers (for more 

than a month) in Mexican waters. Even if there was a 
desire to coordinate with foreign powers, the Senate 
represented a significant impediment.

In addition to different relationships between 
the United States and the three border nations, the 
military organizations of all four nations were orga-
nized differently. Since 1986, the United States had 
a geographic combatant command system wherein 
a single commander had combatant command of 
land, sea, and air forces in overseas theaters. Yet the 

5 Continued from p. 349
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defense of the United States was not assigned to a 
single geographic combatant command. NORAD fo-
cused on air sovereignty and aerospace defense, U.S. 
Joint Forces Command on maritime defense in the 
Atlantic, U.S. Pacific Command on maritime defense 
in the Pacific, and U.S. Army Forces Command on 
land defense. In Canada, commander, NORAD, com-
mander, Land Forces Command, and commander, 
Maritime Command, had similar responsibilities for 
their environments or armed services. The United 
States and Canada continued to focus on external 
threats in other theaters.

The Royal Bahamas Defence Force was a naval 
force with a coastal focus similar to the U.S. Coast 
Guard. The Defence Act tasks the force to defend The 
Bahamas, protect its territorial integrity, patrol its wa-
ters, provide assistance and relief in times of disaster, 
maintain order in conjunction with the law enforce-
ment agencies of The Bahamas, and carry out any such 
duties as determined by the National Security Council.

The Mexican armed forces consist of the Secretariat 
of National Defense (the army and air force) and the 
Secretariat of the Navy. The secretariats provide land, 
sea, and air defense of Mexico, and as required provide 
defense support to civil authorities in the aftermath of 
natural disasters. Both organizations have designated 
geographic regions for their subordinate commands.

Relationships between nations are formalized 
through the negotiation and approval of treaties 
and agreements. The number and type of bilateral 
treaties or agreements in force are key indicators of 
the maturity of diplomatic relationships between 
two nations. Starting with the Rush-Baggot Treaty of 

1817, Canada and the United States have had a long, 
cooperative relationship. According to the U.S. State 
Department, the United States has 42 bilateral agree-
ments with The Bahamas, 205 formal agreements 
with Mexico, and 252 nation-to-nation agreements 
with Canada in addition to over 200 Canada-U.S. 
military-to-military agreements.

As reflected in the table on page 353, the num-
ber of defense agreements with Canada and The 
Bahamas is significant, whereas those with Mexico 
on defense are much less so (only 5 percent). The 
majority of agreements with Mexico focus on narcot-
ics. Although all four neighbors are members of the 
United Nations and the Organization of American 
States, U.S. relationships with Mexico did not rise 
to the level of cooperation with The Bahamas and 
binational interoperability with Canada. During the 
1990s, a common threat perception did not stimulate 
increased diplomacy, military outreach, engagement, 
or spending among these four nations.

After 9/11
On September 11, a Canadian general offi-

cer heading NORAD scrambled U.S. fighters to 
respond to the aviation threat. On that same day, 
all civilian flights were grounded and the Canadian 
people took thousands of stranded travelers into 
their homes. The day after the attacks, NATO lead-
ership implemented Article 5, which states that an 
armed attack against one member shall be consid-
ered an attack against them all.

On October 7, 2001, the United States and Great 
Britain initiated Operation Enduring Freedom, launch-

Canadian transport delivers Hurricane Katrina relief supplies to Naval Air Station Pensacola, Florida
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ing attacks against the Taliban and al Qaeda. Canadian 
forces began deployments to Afghanistan in January 
and February 2002 and continued NORAD flights in 
support of Operation Noble Eagle. In addition to mili-
tary deployments and operations, on December 12, 
the governments completed the Canada-U.S. Smart 
Border Declaration, initiating a 30-point action plan 
to secure the flow of people and goods. For example, 
Integrated Border and Marine Enforcement Teams 
were expanded to other areas of the border to enhance 
communication and coordination.

Mexican President Vicente Fox expressed empathy 
for the victims of 9/11 and rejected all forms of 
violence and terrorism. By March 2002, the govern-
ments completed the U.S.-Mexico Border Partner-
ship Action Plan that outlined 22 points to secure 
infrastructure as well as the flow of people and 
goods. However, within a year, relations between the 
United States and Mexico were strained because of a 
recession that affected the economies of both nations 
and rising anti-immigration sentiments in the United 
States. In addition, the lack of tangible support for 
Operation Enduring Freedom and withdrawal from 
the mutual defense portion of the Rio Treaty in 2002 
created negative perceptions of Mexico.

Meanwhile, the General Assembly of the OAS met 
in Peru on September 11 and within 10 days labeled 
9/11 as an attack against all American states. How-
ever, The Bahamas, CARICOM, and other members 
of the Rio Treaty did not provide military support to 
allied operations in Afghanistan. As a result of the 
attacks, The Bahamas and CARICOM experienced 
an economic downturn as decreases in the tourism 
industry were fueled in part by a fear of flying and 
new travel restrictions. Unlike the Smart Border 
initiatives undertaken with Canada and Mexico, the 
U.S. administration did not attempt to negotiate a 
similar agreement with The Bahamas or other Carib-
bean nations. This eventually led to accusations that 
the United States turned its back on the Caribbean 
after 9/11.

Two years after the 9/11 attacks, the OAS con-
vened a special conference on security in Mexico 
City; that conclave affirmed the commitment to 
promoting and strengthening peace and security in 
the Western Hemisphere. Adopted on October 28, 
2003, the Declaration on Security in the Americas 
recognized that the states of the Western Hemisphere 
have different perspectives regarding security threats 
and priorities. Despite these differences, the declara-
tion achieved a consensus that threats to the Western 
Hemisphere include terrorism, transnational orga-
nized crime, the global drug problem, corruption, 
asset laundering, illicit trafficking in weapons, and 
the connections among the aforementioned threats, 
as well as the possibility of acquisition, possession, 
and use of weapons of mass destruction and their 
means of delivery by terrorists.

The conference members acknowledged the 
responsibilities of the OAS, inter-American, and 
international forces to develop cooperation mecha-
nisms to address these new threats, concerns, and 
other challenges based on applicable instruments and 
mechanisms. Still, the instruments and mechanisms 
were not well defined.

In addition, the special conference on security oc-
curred 6 months after the March 20, 2003, launch of 
Operation Iraqi Freedom. After 18 months of combat 
operations in Afghanistan, the United States and al-
lies invaded Iraq to the dismay of all three neighbor-
ing governments. Although Canada continued to 
support combat operations in Afghanistan, Prime 
Minister Jean Chretien refused to support the Iraq 
invasion without a clear connection between Saddam 
Hussein and terrorism. President Vicente Fox of 
Mexico was against an Iraq invasion without UN 
Security Council affirmation; and The Bahamas and 
the majority of Caribbean states failed to support the 
Bush administration’s call for war with Iraq. In 2003, 
the perceived relationships between the United States 
and its three neighbors sank to a new nadir.

U.S.–Western Hemisphere Agreements

 
total  

Agreements
defense Percent narcotics Percent

Canada–U.S. 252 67 27 0 0

Mexico–U.S. 205 5 2 44 21

The Bahamas–U.S. 42 16 38 3 7
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New Initiatives and Accomplishments
The strained relationship between the United 

States and its three closest neighbors continued 
for about 2 years after the invasion of Iraq. Behind 
the scenes, diplomats from Canada, Mexico, and 
the United States had been negotiating to improve 
cooperation on economic and security issues. 
On March 23, 2005, the Security and Prosperity 
Partnership of North America initiated cooperative 
approaches to:

n secure North America from external threats
n prevent and respond to threats within North 

America
n streamline the secure and efficient movement of 

legitimate and low-risk traffic across shared borders
n promote economic growth.

Based on the principle that security and prosperity 
are mutually dependent, the Security and Prosperity 
Partnership was the mechanism that facilitated open 
and frank discussions among government agencies 
of the three North American Free Trade Agreement 
partners. The Bahamas and Caribbean Community 
were not included.

While the U.S. Department of Defense, Canadian 
Department of National Defence, and the Mexican 
Secretariat of National Defense are not lead agen-
cies for any partnership initiatives, some progress 
has been made to enhance military-to-military 
relations. The United States and Canada created a 
binational planning group in 2002, which served 
as a catalyst for enhanced military cooperation. Its 
effects were multiple:

n Canada and the United States renewed the 
NORAD Agreement (2006) expanding the aerospace 
defense mission to include maritime warning.

n The Chief of Defence Staff and Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff approved a Basic Defense Docu-
ment (2006) that identified areas of cooperation.

n Commanders of U.S. Northern Command (US-
NORTHCOM) and Canada Command approved a 
Civil Assistance Plan (2008) to provide guidance for 
military-to-military assistance to civil agencies in the 
event of disasters.

n NORAD, USNORTHCOM, and Canada Com-
mand completed significant work in binational 
homeland defense and homeland security exercise 
planning and execution in order to enhance seamless 
interoperability among staffs, subordinate com-
mands, and over 30 federal agencies.

In September 2005, Mexican armed forces 
provided immediate assistance to victims of Hur-
ricane Katrina, creating significant goodwill between 
both nations. However, defense-to-defense contacts 
between Mexico and the United States progressed 
slowly until the election of President Felipe Calderon 
in December 2006. He was the catalyst for enhanced 
Mexico-U.S. relationships, encouraging his Secretary 
of National Defense and Secretary of the Navy to 
reach out to their American counterparts. In Febru-
ary 2007, Mexico provided USNORTHCOM with a 
naval liaison officer, who has been invaluable in coor-
dination with the Mexican armed forces. In addition, 
the commander of NORAD and USNORTHCOM 
has hosted more than 100 distinguished visitors from 
Mexico for information exchanges, including discus-
sions of how to respond to pandemic influenza.

In 2007, the government of The Bahamas and 
the U.S. Government launched Operation Enduring 
Friendship to enhance bilateral security and increase 
capabilities against illicit activities. Recognizing that 
security vulnerabilities in The Bahamas contribute 
to vulnerabilities in the United States, Enduring 
Friendship was created to counter illegal drugs, illegal 
immigrants, or terrorists attempting to traverse The 
Bahamas’ vast marine expanse. Enduring Friendship 
security assistance provides The Bahamas with four 
43-foot Interceptor Nor-Tech boats, designed for 
speed and maneuverability in both the ocean and 
shallow water, and associated support. The Enduring 
Friendship security assistance initiative also provides 
much-needed equipment to support the OPBAT 
work of the Royal Bahamas Defence Force, whether 
that work is search and rescue or interception of il-
legal poachers, illegal migration, or drug trafficking.

The Way Ahead
President Bush did not submit the Security and 

Prosperity Partnership to the U.S. Senate for treaty 
approval as required by the U.S. Constitution. Con-
sequently, many partnership initiatives continue at 
the discretion of the sitting administration. Foreign 
Affairs Canada and the U.S. Department of State 
would do well to develop a Comprehensive Defence 
and Security Agreement for approval by the prime 
minister and the President and ratification by the 
U.S. Senate. This would provide the needed political 
vision, legal authority, and overarching guidance for 
continuous improvement in defense and security on 
our northern border. In addition, unresolved issues 
such as the Northwest Passage and ballistic missile 
defense should not be ignored.
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Despite similar culture and customs with other 
Caribbean Community nations, The Bahamas shares 
a special relationship with the United States due to 
geographic proximity and shared concerns about 
common threats. Therefore, The Bahamas should be 
invited to participate in bilateral defense and security 
talks that are focused upon enhanced cooperation 
against air and maritime threats. The Bahamas and 
the United States should consider a NORAD-like 
agreement to establish a binational air and maritime 
command that ensures seamless information-sharing 
and synchronized operations against common 
threats. The Canada-U.S. relationship should serve as 
this model of interoperability.

The Mexican armed forces once eschewed 
coordination or cooperation with the U.S. defense 
establishment. However, senior leaders from Mexico 
have significantly increased contact and coordina-
tion with USNORTHCOM over the past 2 years. 
Although it may be premature to expect cooperation 
in homeland defense, bilateral cooperation in air and 
maritime surveillance and warning against external 
threats would not raise sovereignty concerns. In ad-
dition, the potential exists for cooperation between 
USNORTHCOM and the Mexican armed forces in 
bilateral military assistance to civil authorities along 
our shared border to save lives, prevent human suf-
fering, and mitigate damage to public property.

The OAS gathering in Mexico in October 2008 dis-
cussed the Western Hemisphere’s security challenges 
and concluded with the signing of a regional security 
declaration that aims to improve police education 
and coordination between law enforcement and other 
security authorities that combat organized crime. 
The current U.S. administration must recognize that 
sovereign neighbors require separate and unique 
approaches to defense and security relationships. A 
focus on synchronization, not integration, is the key 
to accomplishing mutually beneficial goals without 
violating sovereignty concerns. Following through on 
this regional security declaration, with coordination 
and cooperation among all four neighbors, will close 
gaps and seams currently exploited by transnational 
threats and drug trafficking organizations.

Responding to the Region’s Challenges 
and Opportunities

Understanding current and past U.S. actions in the 
Americas requires differentiating between the major 
challenges facing Latin America and the Caribbean 
nations and those facing the United States as it loses 
influence and has to compete with other American 

and external powers. Brazil, Venezuela, Russia, and 
China (as well as increasingly influential regional 
associations such as CARICOM and UNASUR) have 
demonstrated that the United States no longer enjoys 
hegemony in the region. The successful pursuit of 
interests in a peaceful and stable region will require 
Washington to find more effective strategies for deal-
ing with the root causes and not just the symptoms 
of uneven development.

A series of commanders at the U.S. South-
ern Command, for example, have summarized 
the region’s core challenge in one word: poverty. 
Combined with a number of pervasive underlying 
conditions including longstanding social inequities, 
uneven economic progress, the inequitable distribu-
tion of wealth, and significant levels of corruption, 
the environment for constructive development is 
inhospitable. Poverty is a key issue, but it is the result 
of broader developmental shortcomings that directly 
affect the ability of central governments to protect 
their citizens. Violent criminal organizations, includ-
ing gangs and groups engaged in illegal trafficking, 
take advantage of the region’s patchy development 
to threaten both government operations and human 
security. The U.S. Government—using its diplomatic, 
military, developmental, and other instruments of 
policy—must find cooperative ways to help Latin 
American and Caribbean governments as they try 

Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez addresses UN General Assembly
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to correct the major problems related to uneven 
development. These issues include promoting devel-
opment, tamping down anti-Americanism, improv-
ing civil-military relations, and stemming narcotics 
trafficking.

Major Issues Related to the Challenge
Development. Most countries in the Americas face 

the longstanding challenge of uneven development—
both domestically and regionally—across political, 
social, economic, and judicial dimensions. Revers-
ing this trend is a daunting task, but its resolution is 
imperative for the region to enjoy greater stability 
and prosperity. The unrepresentative nature of many 
governments, the character of the economic markets, 
the inefficiency and corruption of the justice systems, 
and weak governance contribute to a number of 
associated security threats including domestic crime 
and violence as well as transnational criminal net-
works. Organized crime, gangs, ungoverned spaces, 
terrorism—both imported and homegrown and 
related to narcotics—and the trafficking of drugs, 
persons, and small arms are the effect of an inability 
of national governments to provide an environment 
in which democracy thrives, the economy produces 
both wealth and jobs, and the rule of law pervades. 
By negotiating and ratifying free trade agreements, 
including those currently in progress with Colombia 
and Panama, the United States has an opportunity to 
assist Latin American and Caribbean governments in 
their efforts to create stable economies with adequate 
employment opportunities for their citizens.

Anti-Americanism. The spread of anti-American-
ism in the Americas has become a key U.S. con-
cern. The growing wave of populist leaders in Latin 
America, led by Hugo Chavez and his “21st-century 
socialism,” needs an adversary to succeed. Chavez 
and his acolytes look outward for a convenient target 
of blame for their country’s economic, social, and 
political problems. The United States, which is char-
acterized as having a foreign policy of either bullying 
its neighbors or neglecting the region, is the perfect 
scapegoat. For those countries with serious internal 
challenges—Bolivia, Ecuador, and Nicaragua—the 
idea of socialism for the 21st century, and its associ-
ated anti-Americanism, is not without some appeal.

The United States cannot afford to stand idly by, 
but neither can it overreact aggressively against 
Chavez and his supporters. Instead, Washington 
must walk a fine line between engagement with 
sectors of societies that are in opposition to the 
government and unintentionally legitimizing the 

anti-American leaders. Among the positive first 
steps the United States can take toward improving 
its relationship with neighbors is to admit mistakes 
when they have been made. For instance, Secretary 
of State Condoleezza Rice said that the United States 
was “shooting ourselves in the foot” by pressuring 
governments to grant immunity to American Ser-
vicemembers (by bilaterally waiving Article 98 of the 
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court 
or risk losing U.S. military assistance). Washing-
ton would be wise to continue to move away from 
similar coercive measures and put forward positive 
initiatives for the region based on a more subtle use 
of U.S. soft power.

Civil-Military Relations. To help states consolidate 
their control over national territory and protect their 
citizens, the Obama administration will have to work 
closely with public security and military forces. Such 
an approach can assist in creating a more secure 
environment conducive to social and economic 
development. However, this approach will also raise 
concerns about the condition of national civil-mili-
tary relations in various countries of the region. This 
developmental challenge actually has seen positive, 
albeit uneven, improvement in the Americas. The 
attraction and prevalence of military-based au-
thoritarian regimes faded after World War II. By the 
1990s, democratically elected civilians governed in 
most Latin American and Caribbean nations. The 
past 15 years have seen a further deepening of civil-
ian authority over armed forces, which has largely 
been accepted. Nonetheless, the continuing need to 
overcome past distrust between civilians and military 
officials will require much more time and effort from 
both sides. The United States can help by continuing 
to serve as an example of productive civil-military 
relations and provide ideas for the integration of 
both civilian and military efforts facing domestic 
and international security challenges. Education is 
the key to strengthening this fundamental relation-
ship. The United States could benefit from increasing 
funding of International Military Education and 
Training (IMET) programs, which can be used by 
government and nongovernment civilians as well 
as military personnel. Latin American and Carib-
bean ministries of defense also must make better 
use of these programs, rather than limiting IMET to 
military personnel.

Narco-trafficking. Narcotics trafficking is a serious 
security challenge affecting most countries in the 
Americas. This criminal business recognizes the 
significant importance of demand—for which the 
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Figure x. Alliances, Treaties, and Trading Communities of the Western Hemisphere
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SPP - Security and Prosperity 
Partnership of North America
The partnership was launched in March 
2005 as a trilateral effort to increase security 
and enhance prosperity among the United 
States, Canada, and Mexico through greater 
cooperation and information-sharing.

CARICOM - Caribbean Community and Common 
Market

The organization’s establishment was the result of a 
15-year effort to fulfill the hope of regional integration 
that was born with the establishment of the British 
West Indies Federation in 1958. The federation came 
to an end in 1962, but its end may be regarded as the 
real beginning of what is now the Caribbean 
Community.

UNASUR - Union de Naciones Suramericanas, or 
Union of South American Nations

UNASUR, set up on the model of the European Union, was 
made official in May 2008. It aims at the cultural, social, 
economic, and political integration of the South American 
peoples.

SICA - (Sistema de Integracion 
Centroamericana, or Central 
American Integration System)

The Central American countries have 
gone into a process of political, 
economic, social, cultural, and 
ecological integration through this 
system.

Dual Members:
UNASUR + CARICOM

Political
ALBA - (Alternativa Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra America, or
Bolivarian Alternative for Latin America)

ALBA was launched in Havana, Cuba, in 2005 within the framework of the Hemispheric Social Alliance. 
ALBA challenges the hegemony of neoliberal integration; it is a deliberate response to the proposed 
Free Trade Area of the Americas and its focus on the market as the source of efficiency and economic 
growth and prosperity. ALBA is defined as a form of integration that places at its center the fight against 
poverty and exclusion through social reform.
• Cuba
• Venezuela
• Nicaragua
• Bolivia
• Honduras
• Dominica

PetroCaribe
This Caribbean oil alliance with Venezuela to purchase oil on conditions of preferential payment was 
launched in June 2005. The payment system allows for a few nations to buy oil on market value, but only 
a certain amount is needed up front; the remainder can be paid through a 25-year financing agreement 
at 1 percent interest.

• Cuba
• Dominican Republic
• Antigua and Barbuda

PetroSur
PetroSur, a political and commercial company promoted by the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela with 
the support of other governments of the region, is directed to establish cooperation and integration 
mechanisms under the basis of complementarity and is called to use, fairly and democratically, the 
energy resources for the socio-economic improvement of the region.
• Venezuela
• Brazil
• Argentina

PetroAndina
The company, organized as a private company in July 2003 to search for, develop, and produce 
hydrocarbons in the Southern Cone of South America, has focused its activities in the Neuquen Basin of 
Argentina and conducts operations from its office in Buenos Aires. 
It is headquartered in Calgary, Canada.

• Bolivia
• Colombia
• Ecuador
• Peru
• Venezuela

• Grenada
• Guyana
• Jamaica
• Nicaragua
• Suriname
• St. Lucia

• St. Kitts and Nevis
• Saint Vincent and the Grenadines
• Haiti
• Honduras
• Guatemala
• Venezuela

• The Bahamas
• Belize
• Dominica

Economic
NAFTA (North America Free Trade Agreement)

This trilateral trade bloc in North America was created by the governments 
of the United States, Canada, and Mexico.
• Canada
• Mexico
• United States

CAFTA-DR - (Central America-Dominican Republic-United States 
Free Trade Agreement)

The agreement was designed to eliminate tariffs and trade barriers and 
expand regional opportunities for workers, manufacturers, consumers, 
farmers, ranchers, and service providers.
• Costa Rica
• El Salvador
• Guatemala
• Honduras
• Nicaragua
• Dominican Republic
• United States

Mercosur - (Mercado Comun del Sur)
The agreement was established by the Treaty of Asuncion in March 1991 
and took effect on December 31, 1994. Its purpose was to set up a 
common market and eliminate trade barriers among the signatory parties.
• Brazil
• Argentina
• Paraguay
• Uruguay

Andean Community - (Comunidad Andina de Nacionaes)
This community is formed of four countries that voluntarily joined to 
achieve more rapid, better balanced, and more autonomous development 
through Andean, South American, and Latin American integration.
• Bolivia
• Colombia
• Ecuador
• Peru

BARBADOS

ST. KITTS
AND NEVIS

ANTIGUA
AND BARBUDA

JAMAICA
HAITI

DOMINICAN REP.

DOMINICA

ST. LUCIA

ST. VINCENT AND
THE GRENADINES

GRENADA

TRINIDAD AND
TOBAGO

CUBA

THE
BAHAMAS
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Puerto Rico (U.S.)

Guadeloupe (FRANCE)

Martinique (FRANCE)
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Netherlands Antilles

St. Thomas

Port of Spain

The Caribbean
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Alliances, Treaties, and Trading Communities of the Western Hemisphere
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United States is largely responsible—as well as the 
need for the cultivation, production, and smuggling 
of illegal substances. The ease with which cartels 
operate reflects the region’s institutional weaknesses. 
Many governments lack adequate security forces to 
deter narco-trafficking. Fragile economies are unable 
to produce sufficient employment and prosperity, 
leaving farmers few options for supporting their 
families other than cultivating poppy and coca. Fur-
thermore, judicial systems are often overwhelmed, 
institutionally weak, or too corrupt to function 
effectively. Finally, societies themselves have begun 
to disintegrate, unable to escape the crisis of public 
order as murders, organized kidnappings, local 
crime, and corruption mount. With safety deterio-
rating and the government unable or unwilling to 
respond, a mix of fear and cynical indifference seizes 
control of people’s lives. The United States has an 
opportunity to play an active role by implementing 
broad-reaching, collaborative programs, such as the 
recent Merida Initiative, to address the multitude of 
factors that facilitate narcotics trafficking.

Creating Opportunities
While the United States has lost influence in the 

Western Hemisphere and Washington’s leadership is 
being challenged, Latin America and the Caribbean 
do not present a completely negative setting for U.S. 
security and prosperity. On the contrary, many coun-
tries have made considerable headway invigorating 
economic growth, diminishing poverty and inequal-
ity, empowering people, deepening democratic roots, 
and playing responsible roles on the international 
stage. The fact that Brazil and Mexico are emerg-
ing global players does not challenge Washington, 
nor does Hugo Chavez’s brand of radical populism, 
which most Latin American states have not adopted. 
In many ways the region presents a positive strategic 
environment. The issue the United States must ad-
dress concerns its willingness to adapt to the region-
wide sea change taking place in the Americas in 
order to advance its agenda. Is Washington inclined 
to redefine its role, build trust with neighbors, and 
become a partner of choice?

There are things that only states can do together 
to deal with manmade and natural problems they 
cannot solve alone. For the foreseeable future, part-
nership in the international system is less optional 
than imperative, but close collaboration is not an 
automatic step for any country, particularly one 
with the power and tradition of the United States. 
Its path to partnership necessitates creating the 

conditions needed to move forward. The first hurdle 
is overcoming society’s isolationist tendency already 
visible in debates about immigration and foreign 
trade and construction of a fence along the border 
with Mexico. The way ahead also involves reshaping 
longstanding U.S. concepts and approaches. The pa-
tronizing U.S. attitude that only the United States can 
tutor, provide assistance, and in many ways guide the 
region’s “developing states” persists in many official 
corridors. This mindset disregards the interests and 
sensitivities of other states. While anti-Americanism 
and global economic trends have given many Latin 
American and Caribbean nations real autonomy in 
world affairs, this attitude presents a serious obstacle 
for the United States.

The traditional minimalist U.S. approach to involve-
ment in the hemisphere stitches together a series of 
country and functional policies. The United States of-
ten treats its southern neighbors as if they were united 
beyond geography and history and a patchwork of 
common policies could fit all. This will not work today 
as a basis for regional cooperation. Washington should 
disaggregate for policy purposes highly diverse Latin 
American and Caribbean nations, forcing officials to 
think about and act separately toward individual states 
and subregional communities.

Without attention to geostrategic perspectives, 
the U.S. approach deals with subregional groups of 
countries as collections of bilateral contacts when 
what is needed are comprehensive, holistic views 
that draw attention to important policy and planning 
considerations, such as the nature of political and 
public security relationships among countries, lines 
of communication for legal and illegal commerce, 
and the influence of the zone’s geography on land, 
sea, and air movement. For subregional cooperation 
to be effective, it needs a comprehensive, unified 
strategic concept for that area to guide operations, 
set the direction for programs to strengthen national 
capacities, and build confidence and mutual trust.

The framework of a new U.S. strategic approach 
to the Americas should be built on a foundation of 
three values: respect for the views and sensitivities of 
other states; a willingness to work with states either 
individually or as communities in reciprocal ways; 
and a careful focus on nurturing trust. The structure 
itself should comprise ways to go about cooperat-
ing with Latin American and Caribbean countries 
or subregional groups. Two potential opportuni-
ties, which draw upon the Defense Department’s 
interactive capabilities, include the management of 
disaster response and joining regional peacekeeping 
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operations. The first opportunity, discussed at the 
September 2008 Conference of Defense Ministers 
of the Americas, would involve U.S. participation 
on a military working group in support of civilian 
relief agencies and organizations. The aim would be 
to standardize protocols for the use of the region’s 
military assets to improve communication, coordina-
tion, planning, and training for mutual responses to 
natural or manmade disasters. The second oppor-
tunity envisions offering to participate in MINUS-
TAH. Commanded by a Brazilian, this heavily Latin 
American peace operation is an important new 
feature in the region’s military collaboration. The U.S. 
participation consists of 3 military and 49 civilian 
police. The offer of engineer or medical unit augmen-
tation to MINUSTAH to assist Haiti’s painstaking 
recovery after three hurricanes could demonstrate 
U.S. willingness to join an existing Latin American 
force.

The complex challenges facing the Americas can-
not be resolved by military means. Moreover, the 
United States no longer has the political capital or 
the influence in the Americas to act unilaterally in 
confronting the challenges facing the region. Instead, 
a new administration in Washington must be willing 
to find ways to work collaboratively with partners in 
order to help them address both their immediate is-
sues and the underlying development problems that 
provide fertile ground for today’s and tomorrow’s 
threats to regional security and stability. gsa
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Section III
Recalibrating American Power

Secretary of Defense arrives for a commencement ceremony at the U.S. Military Academy
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P resident Barack Obama faces a world that is 
being shaped by an array of eight complex 
trends. These global trends do not manifest 

themselves equally: each region across the globe ex-
hibits divergent features of these trends that remain 
closely linked. Beset by financial crises and other 
pressing issues at home as it establishes legitimacy 
and influence in the eyes of the international com-
munity, the new administration must contemplate 
bold innovations enlightened by common sense 
to recalibrate the American role in the world. This 
recalibration is central to the administration as it 
seeks to recover America’s political legitimacy and 
influence. This section looks at sustaining a unique—
albeit evolving—U.S. role in the changing security 
environment.

American contributions to the international 
security arena are unsurpassed yet unsustainable. To 
manage global disorder, U.S. leadership and greater 
assistance by more actors are necessary to seize 
opportunities to cope with a range of serious chal-
lenges. Even critics often look to the United States for 
its active participation if not leadership in grappling 
with those challenges. In adjusting to a new role in 
the world, revisiting the rise to dominance of the 
Nation during the early part of the 20th century is in-
structive. The hard reality is that any relief is elusive: 
whether it concerns leading large-scale stabilization 
campaigns—including a soft landing for a new Iraqi 
government and vigorous support for the fledgling 
Afghan state—or effective ways to deal with ongoing 
humanitarian crises such as Darfur, America will un-
doubtedly play a crucial if perhaps more limited role 
in effective strategies. Building partnership capacity 
and expanding cooperation with other nations or 

groups of nations are processes that will supply the 
building blocks to address future security concerns.

One area in which the Nation will enjoy significant 
advantages while it ponders hard choices is the military. 
The Armed Forces face a widening spectrum of mis-
sions. In the words of Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates, the U.S. military cannot opt out of missions that 
do not conform to preferred notions of the “American 
way of war.” There is no one type of contingency or 
conflict for which the United States must be prepared. 
Instead, globalization and the effort to preclude 
confrontation with American forces may give rise to 
hybrid warfare in which adversaries—states, nonstates, 
or some combination of both—resort to a combination 
of means in an extended battlespace. The Army, which 
succeeded in mastering counterinsurgency operations, 

will seek highly trained Soldiers while also preparing 
for conventional missions. The Navy will pursue com-
petitive strategies to retain its irreplaceable, unrivaled 
strategic global mobility and maritime power for 
deep-ocean missions, as well as for persistent offshore 
presence in contested zones along the littorals. The 
Marines will focus on expeditionary capabilities in what 
some envision as the second era of small wars. Modern-
izing the Air Force will require making tradeoffs in 
fifth-generation fighters, next-generation bombers, and 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance platforms, 
while shaping new missions in energy security, cyber-
space, and space. Although the All-Volunteer Force has 
been a remarkable success for more than 35 years, an 
unprecedented era is dawning that will challenge the re-
cruitment and retention of a diverse and talented force. 
The Nation must rigorously yet cautiously balance the 
risks as well as coveted resources in matching current 
demands against future priorities.

Left to right: Iraqi soldier on patrol in Baghdad; Emergency vehicles around Pentagon, September 11, 2001
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There is a consensus in the United States in favor 
of realizing greater whole-of-government ap-
proaches. A comprehensive approach to national 
security will entail root-and-branch assessments 
of leadership, structures, processes, human capital, 
and expertise. It will also require reform starting at 
the top, where some complex problems will require 
authority at the highest level to work across seams of 
government. The U.S. Southern Command proffers 
a model for interagency cooperation that allows the 
commander to assume the leading or supporting 
role with civilian officials depending on the situation 
at hand. In terms of developing national security 
practitioners, joint professional military education 
must be rounded out with exposure of the officer 
corps to interagency and international affairs, as well 
as exposing the interagency community to the mili-
tary. Similarly, U.S. officials aiming for “joined-up” 
planning for complex contingencies would do well to 
build on existing guidance, which includes National 
Security Presidential Directive 44 and DOD Direc-
tive 3000.05. How to strengthen civilian capacity 
outside of the defense establishment should receive 
special attention. Finally, the recent transformations 
of both the intelligence and homeland security com-
munities are best seen as works in progress, with the 
reform of intelligence remaining open to debate and 
the enhancements in homeland security an ongoing 
challenge.

The penultimate chapter of this assessment consid-
ers how America can foster greater collaboration with 
allies and new partners through appreciation of the 
benefits and limits of multilateral action. Managing 
alliances is a persistent task, but such alliances are 
vital to the United States, particularly in the Asia-
Pacific region. In addition, strengthening Middle 
Eastern partnerships will be challenging for the 
Nation in promoting greater stability in that region. 
While rethinking the American role in the develop-

ing world, it may be useful to consider establishing 
a global alliance for progress, whereby economic 
growth and conflict prevention become the dual 
instruments of engagement. The more basic problem 
of building coalitions to deal with fragile, failing, and 
recovering states is likely to remain an ingredient of 
international security. The question will be how its 
various elements can be synchronized more effec-
tively. The United States must also stimulate broader 
appreciation of security assistance. Finally, getting 
accustomed to coalitions as a means of preserving 
global security is another prominent feature of a new 
security landscape.

From seizing opportunities and facing chal-
lenges to building alliances and countering threats, 
American leaders are best served by relying on tools 
of statecraft and strategies for engagement. The final 
chapter of this Global Strategic Assessment rehearses 
some of those strategies without attempting to cover 
the entire range of issues in need of fresh approaches. 
Strategies focused on rehabilitating the image of 
America in the world; advancing soft as well as smart 
power to influence rather than intimidate; prepar-
ing civilian agencies to work in operational settings; 
mobilizing other international actors; learning the 
lessons of previous eras to include the Cold War; 
developing indirect approaches to hasten the demise 
of terrorist groups such as al Qaeda; reassessing the 
strategic centrality of public diplomacy, strategic 
communications, and information operations while 
recasting America’s approach as one focused on 
peace, prosperity, and partnership; and ensuring that 
policy is girded by successful implementation. Any 
and all of these ideas in that last chapter provide a 
springboard for thinking about some aspect of strat-
egy as America recalibrates its role in the world. gsa

Left to right: RQ–4 Global Hawk is a high-altitude, long-endurance unmanned aerial reconnaissance system; Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton participates in humanitarian and civic assistance mission in Haiti, April 2009
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Chapter 16
American Contributions to  
Global Security

They that have power to hurt and will do none,
That do not the thing they most do show,
Who, moving others, are themselves as stone,
Unmoved, cold, and to temptation slow,
They rightly do inherit heaven’s graces
And husband nature’s riches from expense;
They are the lords and owners of their faces,
Others but stewards of their excellence.

—William Shakespeare

Balancing Leadership and Sustainability
By almost any measure, the United States con-

tributes more to the maintenance of international 
security than does any other single country. Beyond 
this, American officials aspire to be good stewards of 
international security, creators and problem-solvers 
rather than destroyers or lone rangers. When Amer-
ica’s actions fail to match its words or ideals, as they 
have on some occasions, its power to persuade and 
influence is sharply curtailed. Notwithstanding the 
real and perceived diminution of U.S. power in recent 
years, the United States remains the linchpin within 
the international system for traditional, hard security 
issues. Moreover, the limited will or capacity of other 
power centers to share the burdens of managing 
global order ensures that U.S. leadership, if exercised 
prudently, will remain in demand for years to come. 
America’s global security role, however, will have to 
be recalibrated if it is to be effective and sustainable, 
especially given the growing breadth and complexity 
of the global security environment. And as William 
Shakespeare observed long ago, sometimes power is 
conveyed less by its use than by its stoic restraint.

The power of the United States is multifaceted, 
including political clout, as exemplified by being 
one of the five permanent members of the United 
Nations Security Council, and economic power, as 
a convener of the Group of 7 (or 8 or 20), even if its 
share of gross domestic product has eroded from its 
peak 50 or 60 years ago. For the moment, the dollar 
is the world’s reserve currency, even though a grow-
ing number of voices question whether that should 

remain the case. But that preponderance has been 
most striking in the defense realm where America 
has continued to outspend other nations and enjoys 
unrivaled advantages in intelligence capabilities and 
airlift for the rapid deployment of its forces to all 
regions of the world. Whether or not the President 
of the United States can be considered the leader of 
the free world, he remains the elected leader of the 
strongest democracy. If America had not assumed 
a global security role after World War II, the world 
would surely be a less hospitable, less democratic, 
less prosperous place.

At the same time, the presence of the United States 
in the first decade of the 21st century has been seen 
by others as divisive, costly, and insensitive, however 
benign its intentions. The decision to intervene in 
Iraq has exacted a huge price, at once sapping the 
legitimacy and authority of the United States to lead, 
project power, and strengthen stability and security 
around the world. The administration of George W. 
Bush recreated an image of the United States as the 
global policeman. Awakened from its post–Cold 
War slumber by an attack on the homeland, the 
United States vowed to mete out justice to all comers, 
expending its preponderant power in the so-called 
global war on terror. The hyper-reaction to Septem-
ber 11, 2001, accelerated the perception of America 
in decline with its legitimacy, like the dollar, sharply 
discounted. The United States lacks the means to 
mobilize other nations around its security missions, 
even while the aspirations of rising powers appear 
unattainable in light of complex global trends for the 
foreseeable future. The cost of waging simultaneous 
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq is a burden that neither 
financiers nor military recruiters can shoulder indefi-
nitely, at least not without greater participation from 
other nations and more realistic objectives. Critics 
contend that the lack of a clear strategy and even 
less a coherent integrated or grand strategy further 
reveals the limits of American preponderance. A 
younger generation of Americans may question the 
wisdom of assuming responsibility for global secu-
rity; of greater importance, they may question the 
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value of retaining the ability to call the shots, enforce 
the peace, deter nuclear war, and intervene with rela-
tive impunity.

At a time when the United States is engaged in 
two major conflicts and in the midst of the worst 
economic downturn since the Great Depression, it is 
essential to reexamine even the most basic assump-
tions. Americans have become so accustomed to 
wearing the mantle of international leadership that 
they tend to forget that they eschewed all such ambi-
tions in the early 20th century. Does the absence of an 
effective system of collective security for enforcing 
peace, deterring war, and arresting terrorism and 
crimes against humanity mean that these burdens fall 
disproportionately on America by default if not by 
choice? While many would dispute that the United 
States is assigned this role, fewer would debate that 
it has played it since the end of World War II. Either 
way, how long can such a division of labor survive 
amid fluctuating trends in global power? Can the Na-
tion sustain its preponderant role? And even if that 
is possible, should it be the world’s policeman? There 
is nothing permanent about the U.S. global security 
role. Now that most Americans are aware that the 
United States is only one of several power centers, 
rather than some proto-empire or sole superpower, 
there is an opportunity to rebalance leadership with a 
sustainable, comprehensive strategy that not only in-

tegrates all instruments of policy, but also mobilizes 
other powers into action.

One thing that perpetuates the U.S. leadership 
role is an absence of other nations eager to assume 
such onerous responsibilities. Despite various allies 
and partners, America remains in a category by itself 
when it comes to deploying troops and weapons 
systems around the globe. Rather than building more 
effective international institutions in the decades 
since the Cold War, the United States has been boxed 
into a corner with few alternatives to deploying its 
own forces when major security threats arise. The 
Nation has become the indispensable security power 
in the world, but paradoxically its ability has been 
diminished and cannot endure in perpetuity.

That American conventional military preponder-
ance still exists is undisputed. The United States has 
faced no peer competitor since the demise of the 
Soviet Union. Nor did the end of the Cold War lead 
the dominant military power in the world to return 
to the “business of doing business,” as some advised 
after Victory in Europe Day. Western Europe has 
reduced defense spending in recent years. Although 
a few countries make significant contributions, it is 
clear that European power projection will remain 
circumscribed by history (two world wars), political 
will (military versus social welfare), and perceived 
threats (porous borders).

U.S. Soldiers and Afghan National Police patrol near Combat Outpost Sabari
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Although the rise of Asia obviously offers poten-
tial for global security, so far Asian powers have kept 
their concentration on the pursuit of economic goals. 
South Asian and East Asian economies have opted for 
cautious, gradual defense buildups, in effect decid-
ing military intervention threatens their growing 
prosperity. One nation that some consider has the 
long-term potential to supplant American power is 
feared more than admired by others for that reason. 
How a militarily capable and nationalistic China may 
attempt to shape the international environment in-
stead of becoming a reputable stakeholder has justified 
the continuing U.S. military presence in the region, 

which is supported by most countries even if they do 
not wish the United States to militarize the region. The 
rise in Asian military power—an arms walk, rather 
than race—offers no relief for American military com-
mitments, at least in the short to midterm. The Asian 
model continues to be a captive of economic strategy, 
whereas the unique aspect of the continuing U.S. lead-
ership role is that it is often detached from economic 
imperatives. The United States needs to find a constant 
and holistic strategy for exercising its role as a resident 
Pacific power, peacefully managing strategic com-
petition while increasingly expanding cooperation, 
especially over nontraditional security issues. In this 
endeavor, building on traditional alliances will remain 
critical, both to cope with traditional security issues 
and as a starting point for dealing with emerging 
regional and global challenges.

It is difficult to envision effective international 
efforts in the decade ahead to protect the world 
from the use of nuclear weapons, stabilize countries 
in conflict, and stanch genocide and humanitarian 
crises without significant U.S. leadership. Similarly, 
if new mechanisms are to be forged to help regu-
late the global order—including for finance, trade, 
energy, and the environment—active U.S. participa-
tion and leadership will be essential. No other state 
shares America’s unique attributes: a zeal to make the 
world a better place, potent expeditionary forces to 
project power on all continents and oceans, a large 
and open economy, and a melting-pot society built 
on freedom and the rule of law. The United States 
is recalibrating its security policy around smarter 
power rather than hard power alone, but the key to 
providing the Obama administration with purchase 
in the international arena remains diplomacy backed 
by a formidable military. Whether through settled or 
ad hoc collective security arrangements, no country 
appears ready to mobilize its instruments of power to 
address threats posed by state and nonstate actors.

The question is how to balance leadership with 
sustainability. There are a variety of ideas in this 
chapter that may assist the administration of 
President Barack Obama both to reassess the global 
security role of the Nation and to contemplate 
recalibrating its use of power. Historian Williamson 
Murray reminds readers of a world before America 
assumed such commanding heights in the arena of 
international security, as well as some of the signal 
contributions of America’s leadership. Elaine Bunn 
makes clear in her section that allied management 
and international diplomacy will be vital to buttress-
ing the fragile international nonproliferation regime. 
Linda Robinson outlines how in the coming months 
the United States can hand a more stable Iraq back to 
the Iraqis. Joseph Nye calls for the exercise of smart 
power, by which he refers more to how the Nation 
thinks rather than (and preferably before) it simply 
acts. All of these sections provide insights for the 
new administration as it tries to manage simultane-
ous crises and myriad long-term demands.

America—Accidental Superpower?
From the vantage point of the early 21st century, the 

rise of America to dominance among the other pow-
ers in the last century had a certain air of inevitability 
about it. However, for those who actually witnessed 
the beginning of the new century in 1900, there was 
little anticipation that the coming decades would 
result in the so-called American century. In fact, most 

U.S. Soldiers and Iraqi soldier prepare to patrol in Baghdad
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Europeans saw Germany with its scientific, economic, 
and technological strength as the more likely candi-
date to become the great power of the 20th century. 
That was certainly how many Germans saw matters, 
and they attempted to realize that vision at the cost of 
millions of lives and world wars.

Such attitudes reflected more than European preju-
dices about a country that had little history or culture, 
a military that had fought just one war—which was a 
civil war at that—and a people who consisted of the 
“tired, poor, huddled masses” from various nations. 
In contrast, early in the 20th century Germany had 
a homogenous population, superior technology, 
premier scientific expertise, leading industries, and a 
military forged in the wars of German unification that 
became the most capable fighting force in the world.

By 1918, the United States had become a signifi-
cant force in the balance of power. Thirty years later 
with the end of World War II, America became the 
dominant power in the world. The Nation would 
continue to dominate the international order during 
the Cold War. In retrospect, American dominance 
seems to have been a foregone conclusion, though it 
was anything but that. Admittedly, the ascendancy 
of the United States represented a combination 
of economic strength, geopolitical position, good 
fortune, gifted leaders, and appalling failures by its 
opponents. Nevertheless, contingency played a key 
role in American success. Specifically, there were 
turning points in the rise of the Nation: World War 
I, reaction to that conflict, World War II, and finally 
reaction to that conflict, which differed enormously 
from how things had unfolded in the 1920s.

U.S. foreign policy in 1900 was one of benign ne-
glect at best. Americans saw themselves as removed 
from the turmoil of the old world that so many 
European immigrants had fled in order to escape 
conscription laws and class prejudice. Moreover, the 
oceans had protected the United States in the century 
since it had gained independence. Thus, George 
Washington’s warning against “entangling alliances” 
made sense to those who paid attention to world af-
fairs. The outbreak of World War I in 1914 mobilized 
little support in the United States for intervention 
on either side. National attitudes did move swiftly to 
favor the Allies after German troops reportedly com-
mitted atrocities against civilians in Belgium, Luxem-
bourg, and France. Nevertheless, Americans had no 
intention of involving their country in a conflict on 
the other side of the Atlantic.

That disposition began to change when Germany, 
which was waging unrestricted submarine warfare 

against ships approaching the British Isles, advertised 
its aim to sink Lusitania on the front page of The New 
York Times in 1915. They achieved that objective 
and killed 1,198 of the 1,959 people on board the 
liner, including 128 Americans drowned in the Irish 
Sea. There is the possibility that if the Republican 
candidate in 1912, William Howard Taft, or the third 
party candidate, Theodore Roosevelt, won the elec-
tion, the United States would have entered the war at 
that point. Threatened with war, the Germans ceased 
their unrestricted campaign.

But Woodrow Wilson won a divided election 
in 1912, and was reelected 4 years later with the 
campaign slogan “He Kept Us Out of War.” It turned 
out to be an ironic catchphrase because Germany re-
sumed unrestricted submarine warfare in early 1917, 
which led the United States to eventually declare war. 
The outcome of World War I was close. American 
forces arrived in substantial numbers only in the 
summer of 1918, barely in time to tip the balance 
against the exhausted Reich.

The armistice resulted in a bad peace. The Treaty 
of Versailles, which attempted to make Germany pay 
for a war that it had started, was neither sufficiently 
harsh to keep it down nor mild enough to persuade it 
to accept defeat. Unfortunately, the Americans then 
withdrew from Europe, persuaded by intellectuals on 
both sides of the Atlantic that World War I had been 
caused by arms merchants and that anything was 

Marine light armored vehicles roll into Kuwait International Airport after 
retreat of Iraqi forces from Kuwait during Operation Desert Storm
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far better than war. During the 1920s, U.S. leaders 
refused to accept the notion that the Nation had re-
sponsibility even for the health of the world finances 
and the international economy, much less its security.

Instead, Americans focused on normalcy, isola-
tionism, and the economic bubble of the 1920s. The 
Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act in 1930 ended international 
trade and turned a major recession into the Great 
Depression, which turned rejection of the outside 
world into national self-indulgence. Then in 1933, 
Franklin Roosevelt emerged as the leader America 
desperately needed. However, he only lived to become 
President because an assassin’s shot missed him and 
instead killed the mayor of Chicago in early 1933. 
Coincidentally, 2 years earlier, Winston Churchill 
was almost killed in New York when he looked the 
wrong way when crossing the street and stepped off 
the curb into traffic. The survival of both men was 
essential to the rise of America: Churchill by keeping 
Britain in the war after the collapse of France, and 
Roosevelt by taking his country and people into the 
war. Without those two leaders in power in 1940, it 
is possible that the Anglo-American alliance may 
never have existed. Both recognized Adolf Hitler as a 
great threat. Roosevelt understood the moral danger 
of Germany. Churchill saw Hitler as not only a moral 
danger, but as a strategic one as well. He did not come 
to power until May 1940, at the precise moment when 
the Western powers had lost nearly all their strategic 
advantages after the fall of France.

Roosevelt took office almost simultaneously with 
Hitler becoming the German chancellor and con-
fronted two great strategic problems. First, he had 
to deal with the upheaval of the Depression, which 
he could not resolve simply by solving the country’s 
economic crisis. Only through reforms in the finan-
cial system and industrial sector could further crises 
be avoided. Those tasks demanded enormous focus 
and energy. Second, while Roosevelt recognized 
that Germany and Japan posed threats, Americans 
adamantly opposed involvement in world conflicts. 
Congress underlined that deep sense of isolation-
ism by passing neutrality laws in the mid-1930s that 
forbade economic dealings with belligerent na-
tions. Thus, as the international situation worsened, 
Roosevelt had little room to maneuver to provide the 
Nation’s support to those willing to resist aggression.

American isolationist sentiment was so deep 
that Roosevelt could only muster a small budget 
allocation for the Navy in 1934 by ordering warships 
under the Works Progress Administration to ease 
unemployment. In this sense, Congress willfully 

followed the dictates of the people until 1938 when it 
came to war planning. Only in 1938 did the Navy get 
substantial funding, and that was intended only for 
the defense of North America. The Army and Army 
Air Corps continued to receive only a pittance. The 
Czech crisis of September 1938 allowed Roosevelt to 
request funding to improve the Army Air Corps, but 
the Army itself did not emerge from the doldrums 
until the fall of France. At that point, some Ameri-
cans began to recognize the growing danger of the 
international situation.

The outbreak of a major European war in Sep-
tember 1939 split the country down the middle. 
Roosevelt was a lame duck because neither he nor 
most Americans considered the international situa-
tion desperate enough for him to seek a third term 
as President, something that had never happened 
before. The fall of France changed everything. 
Roosevelt initially considered that Britain was in a 
hopeless position. Thus, exchanges with Churchill 
underlined the desire on the part of Roosevelt to 
safeguard the Royal Navy if England fell to Germany. 
But Churchill was clear—he would not surrender. Yet 
without American economic aid, the British could 
not stay the course. Moreover, there were others in 
England willing to make a deal with Hitler.

In the midst of a third campaign for President, 
with isolationists in full cry, Roosevelt risked his 
political career by aiding Britain. Overruling his 
military advisors, Roosevelt ordered surplus arma-
ments, including destroyers, sent to England. This 
action required great determination in the face of the 
looming elections that Roosevelt won, which allowed 
him to guide the United States with immense skill 
through the major challenges of a world war. In this 
sense, the serendipity of Roosevelt’s survival of the 
attempt on his life in 1933 takes on added meaning.

Roosevelt ran again for President in 1944, despite 
failing health. His advisors pressured him to drop 
Henry Wallace as Vice President and put a relatively 
unknown senator, Harry Truman, on the ticket. If 
ever chance were a deciding factor in American his-
tory, this was it. Wallace would have been a disaster 
as President and could have lost the Cold War even 
before it began.

Truman on the other hand was an extraordinarily 
successful President. On the surface, he appeared 
unprepared by virtue of his education or back-
ground. But as a voracious reader of history, Truman 
developed a feel for international relations. More-
over, he was willing to make crucial decisions, such 
as dropping the atomic bomb. If he had difficulty in 
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understanding Joseph Stalin and the Soviet Union at 
first, he was a fast learner who chose extraordinarily 
good advisors. Truman stood fast against Moscow 
at critical moments, such as the Berlin blockade. 
The Marshall Plan, written during his administra-
tion, represented his willingness to engage in world 
affairs to a degree that was absent from American 
leadership after World War I. Yet perhaps his greatest 
strength as a President was making decisions regard-
less of public opinion. His motto, “The buck stops 
here,” underscores the readiness to take responsibil-
ity. Similarly, the great triumph of his administration 
was setting the course that established the parame-
ters of the contest with the Soviet Union and ensured 
that the United States played a role befitting its new 
economic and financial stature.

Contingency is a difficult matter to identify in 
retrospect. However, in thinking through the history 
of the past century, one should not lose sight of the 
fact that the rise of the United States to its current 
position was not inevitable. The Nation came close to 
abstaining from participation in World War I when 
a German victory would have limited the ability of 
America to influence European affairs. Then after 
World War I, the United States almost wrecked the 
international and global economic system through 
its shortsighted postwar isolationist policies.

Victory in World War II was the result of con-

tingency and chance. It is doubtful if anyone other 
than Roosevelt could have edged the United States 
slowly but deliberately into the conflict. He enabled 
Churchill to maintain a tenuous grip on power 
after the collapse of France. Finally, the emergence 
of Truman as a man of stature and substance was 
dependent on the idiosyncrasies of politicians trying 
to help Roosevelt win a fourth term. They picked the 
right man, but largely for the wrong reasons.

What looked nearly certain at the turn of the 
20th century—the rise of Germany to dominance in 
Europe—did not come to pass. Instead, an outlier 
country that no one expected to rise became the 
dominant power of the century. Yet even with its 
large population, favored geographic position, and 
powerful economy, this section has shown that 
America’s rise to power was not inevitable but grew 
out of a number of unpredictable events. No matter 
how certain the future looks, the prudent strategist 
hedges his bets.

Deterrence and Defense
The North Korean nuclear test in 2006 and the 

ongoing Iranian quest for nuclear weapons highlight 
how dramatically the international security environ-
ment has changed since the Cold War. Some believe 
the world is approaching a tipping point where 
changes in the international arena could have a 

Brigadier General Anthony C. McAuliffe gives glider pilots last-minute instructions before takeoff from England, 1944
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domino effect with countries scrambling to develop 
nuclear weapons or hedge capacities to quickly build 
nuclear arsenals. Under such a scenario, several U.S. 
allies who have previously renounced nuclear weap-
ons might reconsider the decision, including Japan, 
South Korea, and Turkey.

Until now, American security guarantees, includ-
ing extended deterrence in general and extended 
nuclear deterrence specifically, have been credited 
with persuading nations to renounce nuclear weap-
ons. The United States is the only country that makes 
an explicit commitment to use nuclear weapons 
to protect other nations, 28 in all, including North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) members, 
Japan, South Korea, and Australia. Testifying before 
Congress in 1997, Under Secretary of Defense Walt 
Slocombe stated that:

the role of U.S. nuclear capability in preventing the 
spread of nuclear weapons often goes unnoticed. The 
extension of a credible U.S. nuclear deterrent to allies 
has been an important nonproliferation tool. It has 
removed incentives for key allies, in a still dangerous 
world, to develop and deploy their own nuclear forces, 
as many are technically capable of doing. Indeed, our 

strong security relationships have probably played as 
great a role in nonproliferation over the past 40 years 
as has the [Non-Proliferation Treaty].

In a world of proliferation challenges, reexamining 
extended deterrence, including extended prospects 
for nuclear deterrence, must become a serious prior-
ity for the United States.

To extend deterrence, the Nation must first be able 
to deter. There have been reassessments of deterrence 
over the last decade or so, but there is no consensus 
on what deterrence means, whom to deter, which 
capabilities to include, and how deterrence could be 
most effectively accomplished. These questions are 
coupled with the acknowledgment that there is less 
confidence in deterrence today than during the Cold 
War. However, there is recognition in the United 
States that it makes sense to examine whether and 
how deterrence concepts could be adapted, adjusted, 
and applied to the challenges of the 21st century. This 
assessment must not only look at a range of potential 
adversaries and threats, but also explore methods 
and capabilities that would contribute to deterrence. 
The objective of deterrence operations according to 
the Joint Operating Concept released in 2006 is to 

People’s Liberation Army soldiers at Shenyang training base, China
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“decisively influence the adversary’s decisionmaking 
calculus in order to prevent hostile actions against 
U.S. vital interests. . . . An adversary’s deterrence 
decision calculus focuses on their perception of three 
primary elements.” These elements are: first, benefits 
of a course of action; second, the costs of a course 
of action; and third, the consequences of restraint 
(namely, not taking action).

The challenge of altering the decisionmaking 
calculus of a potential enemy can be examined by 
looking at three factors. The first requires under-
standing who makes decisions, how they think 
and what they care about, how they are affected by 
domestic politics, what they regard as key objectives, 
how they weigh risks and gains, and what they be-
lieve about the deterrer. All those questions demand 
expertise on the region, country, group, or leader in 
question that should depend not only on government 
agencies, but also on policy centers, academe, allied 
organizations, and so forth. Furthermore, answers 
to some of these questions are difficult to discern, 
and others may never be answered. But learning as 
much as possible would seem desirable in the case of 
deterrence. In this way, some of the unknowns will 
become variables in the planning process.

Second, adapting the capabilities that go beyond 
nuclear weapons to deter specific actions by specific 
players in specific situations also is important. Non-
nuclear deterrence can include both nonnuclear and 
nonkinetic passive and active strike defenses as well as 
nonmilitary tools such as diplomatic efforts, economic 
assistance, legal means, and even simple restraint.

Third, the clarity and credibility of American 
messages in the mind of the deteree are critical. U.S. 
policymakers must have the mechanisms to assess 
how their words and actions are perceived, how they 
affect the calculations of each adversary, and how 
they might mitigate misperceptions that undermine 
the effectiveness of deterrence. Thus, one aspect of 
reassurance depends on the trust of allies in the abil-
ity of the United States to deter actions against their 
interests. As the Nation reexamines deterrence, it must 
consider the requirements for extended deterrence in 
the evolving security environment. How can America 
convince allies and friends that it will meet established 
security commitments so that they do not feel the 
need to develop nuclear weapons or other capabilities 
that would be counterproductive? While U.S. views on 
deterrence emerge, so may those of its allies. Inevita-
bly, differences may arise over whom to deter, the role 
of offense and defense, and American versus other 
nations’ capabilities to underpin deterrence.

Extended deterrence is more than extended nucle-
ar deterrence. Conventional capabilities are playing 
a greater role in extended deterrence. Defenses, 
particularly missile defenses, have gained acceptance 
and even enthusiasm as a complement to extended 
deterrence. Forward presence and force projection 
are also ways to extend deterrence to allies. Beyond 
military capabilities, extended deterrence rests on the 
entire fabric of the alliance relationship, including 
shared interests, dialogue, consultation, coordinated 
planning, and the overall health of the alliance. In 
addition, extending deterrence to allies is based on 
the reputation of America as a security guarantor, 
which is shaped by its global behaviors. Some allies 
have been conflicted in this regard, fearing abandon-
ment and wondering if the United States will be there 
when needed. On the other hand, many fear military 
entrapment or entanglement by getting pulled into 
situations against their interests. To be assured, allies 
first and foremost need to have confidence in Ameri-
can judgment and reliability. Without this basic trust, 
specific capabilities do not really matter.

In terms of extended nuclear deterrence, however, 
guaranteeing reassurance and trust is more difficult. 
To achieve it, America must designate the charac-
teristics of the nuclear forces required to make this 
contribution to international security. Yet assuring 
one’s allies offers little help in that regard. Establish-
ing reassurance and trust does not define the size 
or composition of nuclear capabilities. It is impos-
sible to claim that, for example, unless the Nation 
modernizes with the Reliable Replacement Warhead 
or retains a certain number of nuclear weapons, allies 
will no longer be assured.

It is not impossible for allies to feel insecure about 
the size, composition, and basing of the U.S. nuclear 
arsenal. That situation occurred in the late 1970s 
when Chancellor Helmut Schmidt of Germany was 
concerned that Soviet SS–20 missiles could decouple 
the U.S. strategic nuclear force from the defense 
of Europe, which led to fielding Pershing II and 
ground-launched cruise missiles in Europe. In short, 
by itself, the deployment of nuclear armed Toma-
hawk cruise missiles (TLAM–N) off the coast of 
Europe was insufficient coupling to reassure NATO 
Allies. Since it guaranteed their security, Allies cared 
about the precise composition and disposition of U.S. 
nuclear forces.

Nothing indicates that allies are insufficiently 
assured about American nuclear forces because 
of their structure or technical characteristics, but 
they may be convinced of it by the self-denigration 
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of U.S. nuclear capability. In particular, talk of the 
United States being self-deterred, which has been 
used to champion new nuclear weapons, is counter-
productive for assurance and deterrence. Granted, 
it is a Catch-22: changes one thinks are required in 
a democracy cannot occur without public scrutiny 
and debate. Yet unless Americans reach a consensus 
to fill the identified gaps, pointing out gaps in U.S. 
nuclear capabilities can undermine assurance as well 
as deterrence.

According to some analysts, questions have arisen 
in Japan and Turkey about the credibility of the U.S. 
nuclear guarantee. There is interest in the Japanese 
defense community in discussing the exact types 
of conflict scenarios that could put the American 
nuclear guarantee into play. Such consultations 
are important in demonstrating the credibility of 
extended deterrence. For instance, must U.S. nuclear 
weapons be either deployed or deployable to a given 
region to reassure allies? At present, the only nuclear 
weapons deployed on allied territory are the remain-
ing air-delivered bombs in several NATO countries 
that could be delivered by dual-capable U.S. or allied 
aircraft. The nuclear weapons in South Korea were 
removed almost two decades ago, and the extension 
of nuclear deterrence in the Pacific region since then 
has been by offshore forces.

The capability to deploy nuclear weapons to assure 
partners or deter a regional threat has also declined 
over the years. The Presidential initiatives of 1991 
and 1992 eliminated most so-called tactical nuclear 
weapons. In 1994, the United States announced the 
decision to permanently give up the deployment of 
nuclear weapons on carriers or surface ships. While 
that decision retained the capability to redeploy 
TLAM–N on attack submarines, there have been 
budget debates almost every year over the TLAM–N. 
The Navy has sought to retire the missile because 
maintaining the capability requires special training 
for submarine crews and certification of some boats. 
That represents an allocation of people, time, and 
money that the Service would prefer to forego. Thus, 
the TLAM–N system has not been updated for years, 
and may soon atrophy regardless of the budgetary 
controversy. Yet Japan places enormous impor-
tance on the retention of the Tomahawk missile, 
even in a reserve status, as evidence of U.S. security 
guarantees. The question is whether Japan could be 
reassured about the nuclear guarantee by some other 
means.

If visible presence is essential for reassurance, 
perhaps other capabilities can be made visible. For 

example, the media can cover the deployment of 
nuclear-capable B–2 bombers to Guam or Diego 
Garcia. Even nuclear submarines can send a deter-
rence and reassurance signal, such as when America 
withdrew intermediate-range missiles from Turkey 
in 1960 as a consequence of the Cuban missile crisis. 
In that case, a Polaris strategic submarine, which was 
deployed in the Mediterranean, called at the port of 
Izmir to demonstrate continuing nuclear presence in 
the area. Yet the question remains: How much does 
visibility matter to the credibility of extended nuclear 
deterrence?

Beyond visible nuclear forces or forces deployable 
to the region, there could be other ways to demon-
strate the credibility of the U.S. extended nuclear 
deterrent. The options include discussions of nuclear 
scenarios, as suggested by some Japanese defense 
officials, or the institutionalization of exchanges on 
nuclear deterrence matters. Similarly, in light of the 
importance of the U.S.–NATO nuclear link in the 
perception of new Alliance members, the best way to 
promote that linkage in a changed environment also 
needs to be addressed.

In considering the size and composition of 
nuclear forces, it is necessary to address the issue of 
reassuring allies that the extended nuclear pledge 
remains viable and consider whether or not we will 
provide it to others who face new nuclear neighbors. 
However, planners should recognize that aspects of 
a nuclear posture that assure one ally may frighten 
another, whether those weapons are deployed on 
their territory or whether the United States mod-
ernizes nuclear weapons or develops new nuclear 
capabilities. As a result, American officials should 
consult with allies about what reassures them and 
which factors are most important to their remaining 
nonnuclear. Although it is unlikely the specifics of 
the nuclear arsenal will impact U.S. credibility, the 
perception of a lack of attention to nuclear issues 
could add up to allied concern. It is inattention that 
could undermine the nonproliferation aspects of its 
posture in providing cover for allies. In the end, if the 
United States is comfortable with its nuclear posture, 
it should make the case to allies that its security com-
mitments, including extended nuclear deterrence, 
remain strong. This alone may reassure allies.

In the long term, the larger question is whether 
the Nation will continue to play a major role in the 
world, underpinning global stability and specifi-
cally extending nuclear deterrence to other states. In 
the near term, however, as long as there are nuclear 
weapons in the hands of others, the United States 
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must sustain a safe and reliable nuclear weapons 
capability. As long as America has a leading role, its 
nuclear weapons will be about more than its own 
security.

Ending Conflict and Promoting Stability
The U.S. military is a far more battle-hardened and 

battle-weary force than it has been in three decades. 
As of July 3 2009, there were 130,000 American 
military personnel in Iraq and roughly 62,000 in Af-
ghanistan. And there are also significant operational 
commitments in Djibouti, the former Yugoslavia, 
the Philippines, Thailand, Honduras, and Colom-
bia. The United States has more troops deployed in 
real-world operations than since the Vietnam War, 
which involved as many as 500,000 Servicemembers 
in Southeast Asia. American troops are engaged in 
what are described as stability operations, which 
include counterinsurgency, counterterrorism, and 
nationbuilding—and, contrary to popular belief, are 
just as challenging and deadly as traditional combat 
missions of the past.

Although doctrine states that the primary role 
of the U.S. military is fighting and winning the Na-
tion’s wars, history indicates that stability operations 
have been the more common mission. They have 
included peacekeeping, counterinsurgency, and 
nationbuilding from the Western frontier of the 19th 
century to the South of the Reconstruction era, the 
Philippines at the end of the Spanish-American War, 
the Caribbean throughout the early 20th century, 
Europe and Japan following World War II, Panama, 
Somalia, Haiti, the Balkans, and current operations. 
According to the Defense Science Board 2004 Sum-
mer Study, the United States has lost more lives and 
treasure since the Cold War in stability operations 
than in traditional warfare. Increased emphasis on 
manmade and natural disasters in weak and failing 
states suggests that the Nation will have as much dif-
ficulty avoiding these crises in the future as it did in 
the past. Given the likelihood of stability operations, 
it is important to understand their nature and the 
factors determining their success or failure.

It may be tempting to ignore theoretical debates 
over terminology, but it would be a mistake. Words 
matter because they force us to agree on definitions, 
a process which in turn forces us to debate and fine 
tune our understanding about the nature of our 
environment and how we plan to operate. The term 
irregular warfare, which incorporates such disparate 
activities as stability operations, counterinsurgency, 
insurgency, and unconventional warfare in one single 

concept, is not useful. A term that means everything 
actually does not really mean very much at all.

In the Irregular Warfare Joint Operating Concept, 
stability operations are defined as a subset of counter-
insurgency or irregular warfare, which is confusing 
because one is not a subset of the other. Rather, it 
depends on the level of analysis. Tactically, stability 
operations represent a set of activities conducted 
during a mission in which the object is protecting 
people and establishing or maintaining order. In that 
context, stability operations could be a subset of a 
counterinsurgency campaign, conventional conflict, 
or irregular warfare, if such a thing actually exists. 
These are tasks in stability operations that the Army 
references in its full-spectrum doctrine. Full-spec-
trum operations are similar to the three-block war, 
which was explained by General Charles Krulak, the 
former commandant of the Marine Corps, in 1997:

In one moment in time, our service members will be 
feeding and clothing displaced refugees, providing 
humanitarian assistance. In the next moment, they 
will be holding two warring tribes apart—conducting 
peacekeeping operations—and, finally, they will be 
fighting a highly lethal mid-intensity battle—all on the 
same day . . . all within three city blocks.1

At the strategic level, counterinsurgency can be 
regarded as a type of stability operation in which 
systems under stress are returned to or converted to 
stability. As the Stability Operations Joint Operat-
ing Concept of 2006 explained, such operations are 
mounted in order “to assist a state or region that is 
under severe stress or has collapsed due to either a 
natural or man-made disaster.”2

The causes of systemic stress or failure vary. For 
instance, a system can fail or come under severe 
stress because of major interstate or civil war, 
insurgency, low-grade or chronic political unrest, 
economic crisis, natural disaster, or a deadly combi-
nation involving several factors. Each case also varies 
with respect to political, cultural, economic, social, 
and other preconditions, including the relative com-
petence and strength of the local government. When 
a system is under stress in this way, it is vulnerable 
to actions by spoilers from low-level criminals and 
gangs to dangerous warlords to insurgents, all of 
whom can exploit weak governance to generate 
chaos, violence, and social unrest. Even normal citi-
zens may turn to crime to survive in such dangerous 
and anarchic situations. Recent examples include the 
looting of Baghdad and the chaos in New Orleans in 
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the wake of Hurricane Katrina. In those cases, a vac-
uum was created by external stresses placed on the 
system, which was exploited by miscreants of various 
sorts. In Iraq, a violent insurgency was given space to 
grow. As both cases demonstrate, either stopping or 
reversing such pandemonium is extremely difficult, 
especially for outside forces unfamiliar with the 
cultural landscape, as occurred in Iraq.

The initial goal of outside intervening forces is 
stopping chaos and violence. That task is the opposite 
of traditional military operations (maneuver war-
fare), which is to create chaos for the enemy forces. 
In sum, traditional military operations are focused 
on breaking down a system, whereas stability opera-
tions are about strengthening a system of political, 
economic, and social institutions under stress, pre-
venting or reversing chaotic spirals into violence.

However, outside forces can only do so much. For 
stability to endure and human security to be main-
tained, the capacity of the local government must be 
restored or, in some cases, created in the first place. 
This may require full-scale nationbuilding depending 
on indigenous capacities to govern and the extent 
of damage sustained by existing institutions and 
resources.

Most successful stability operations have simple 
albeit not intuitive characteristics. Crafting a strat-
egy for success or deciding to intervene in the first 
place requires an understanding of what it takes 
to succeed in a given situation. The following “top 
five” rules of thumb are derived from current and 
emerging doctrine, lessons learned, and best prac-
tices in recent and historical cases. They provide the 
basis of a point of departure for making realistic 
and practical decisions.

1. Start with a Long-term Strategy: “Cheap coats 
of paint won’t work.” Success in stability operations 
is time consuming. A comprehensive multiyear 
strategy that recognizes this reality must be crafted 
from the outset. Shortsighted strategies that do not 
accept what is needed for success fail to do the job, 
burn resources, and exhaust popular will at home. 
Moreover, research has indicated that Americans are 
unsupportive of interventions with strategies that 
were ill-conceived. Although sustaining domestic 
support is never easy, leaders stand a better chance if 
the American people understand the requirements 
from the beginning and also are convinced that there 
is an effective strategy in place.

2. Keep the Host Nation in the Lead: “Better 
[they] do it tolerably, than you do it perfectly.” The 
United States has become the most likely external 

actor in stability or counterinsurgency operations 
in a foreign country. Thus, American forces will 
have either a supporting role with the host-nation 
government or a brokering role among the warring 
parties. In any case, local leaders must take the lead 
substantively as well as publicly. The U.S. goal should 
be helping the host nation achieve stability and the 
capacity to sustain peace and govern on its own. In 
practice, this means integrated planning with local 
authorities must begin on day one, even before 
deploying forces. One key reason for such planning 
is determining whether the host nation will consider 
legitimate grievances and address them in the 
political process. Defeating an insurgency without 
negotiation may be impossible for a democracy in 
the information age. Intervening in a situation where 
the local government is unwilling to commit to a po-
litical process to resolve the grievances of the people 
will be ineffectual at best and a great waste of blood 
and treasure at worst.

3. Put the Population First: “Protect the people 
where they sleep.” When violence breaks out, the 
people will seek security from whoever can provide 
it. Ideally, the local government should be the first 
to offer protection because its legitimacy is derived 
from the ability to protect the people. Thus, the pop-
ulation is the first priority for an intervening force. 
This priority should be coupled with the goal of turn-
ing over security to local military forces as soon as 
possible. As General David Petraeus has emphasized, 
protecting the population involves considerable risk 
because it means leaving secure bases to “live among 
the people.”

4. Match Ends to Means: The challenge of whole-
of-government approach. Helping a nation build 
durable institutions, including mechanisms for 
security, governance, and economic development, 
will require diverse, nonmilitary skills. Currently, 
civilian experts must synchronize their efforts with 
military commanders in formulating a coherent 
whole-of-government strategy. The ability of civilian 
agencies to provide expertise is limited or lacking in 
some areas. In filling the gap on an ad hoc basis, the 
military has gradually developed limited proficiency 
in these areas. However, to succeed without mud-
dling through in future missions, the United States 
must build that civilian capacity, which is a process 
that may take decades. In the meantime, any decision 
to engage abroad must be made in light of limited 
civilian expertise and a realistic understanding of the 
fact that the military must take up the slack. In such 
cases, there cannot be ambiguity over the fact that 



375GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

American contributions to Global Security

the military cannot expect relief since the civilian 
capacity simply does not exist.

5. Do Not Go It Alone: Victory is easier with 
friends. Conducting stability operations with allies 
in sanctioned multinational missions is preferable 
to unilateral action for two reasons: burdensharing 
and legitimacy. Americans are more likely to support 
engagement abroad if they do not have to foot the 
whole bill and believe that the mission is reasonable 
and valid. Moreover, local people are more likely to 
cooperate with outside forces if they regard them 
as legitimate. The perception of legitimacy is more 
common when regional or international bodies 
condone the intervention, recognize local authorities 
or agreements, publicly denounce insurgents and 
spoilers, and substantively promote investments in 
the economic future. Despite challenges in synchro-
nizing tactics, technologies, and strategic objectives, 
efforts should be made to secure regional and inter-
national participation and support for intervention.

This framework and the five rules of thumb 
are offered as a starting point for leaders charged 
with deciding when and how to use force abroad. 
We must keep in mind that it is a delicate balance 
between the need to learn from experience so as 
not to repeat old mistakes on the one hand, and the 
need to avoid the trap of “fighting the last war” on 
the other. The guidelines presented here reflect a 

desire to learn from recent and historical experience. 
They are presented as a snapshot in time, and like all 
lessons learned from experience, should be subject 
to thoughtful revision as circumstances inevitably 
change.

Iraq Endgame: Internal and Regional 
Stability

The outlook for Iraq improved greatly because 
of the substantial decline in violence registered in 
2007 and 2008. But serious challenges remain, and 
continued U.S. engagement will be needed to put the 
country on a stable footing. An endgame strategy is 
required for the final phase of the Iraq conflict. The 
broad challenges for U.S. policy are maintaining and 
expanding the downward trend in violence and craft-
ing a formula for sustainable security and stability in 
Iraq and throughout the region. If a lasting peace is 
to be achieved, it will require Iraqis to reach agree-
ment on questions of power-sharing and resources 
management in the new political order.

The United States has embarked on a gradual 
troop withdrawal and transition from combat to 
training and other security assistance roles. As the 
process continues, the way that these issues are 
addressed will affect the long-term outlook for Iraq 
and the region. In both the political and military 
realms, the administration faces significant choices 
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in crafting its relationship with Iraq. Under a bi-
lateral security agreement that took effect in 2009, 
U.S. troops are scheduled to leave Iraq no later than 
the end of 2011. While the combat mission for U.S. 
troops is ending, the Iraqi government may request 
assistance from the United States after that. In the 
formal declaration of principles signed in 2007, Iraq 
expressed a desire for continued American help to 
strengthen and professionalize its security forces 
and enable it to deter foreign threats. However, the 
bilateral agreement will be put to a referendum in 
2009 and a new Iraqi government will be formed 
after elections at the end of the year. Thus, continuity 
in the relationship is not assured.

Iraqi security forces have grown in size and com-
petence in recent years but will not become fully self-
sufficient for 5 to 10 years. Given the institutions and 
resources available to Iraq, the expansion and profes-
sional development of its military is a straightforward 
if long-term task. With U.S. assistance, particularly air 
support and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance, Iraqi security forces should be able to handle 
the present threat during the transition.

Nonetheless, two critical questions remain. First, 
will the Iraqis employ their security forces in a 
nonsectarian and nonpartisan manner? Failing to do 
so could reignite the conflict. Second, what course 
will future relations between the United States and 
the next Iraqi government take? Achieving stability 
inside Iraq and within the region will require the 
considered use of American political and military 
assistance to ensure successful outcomes to these 
questions.

Coalition and Iraqi forces achieved an amazing 
turnaround in the war during 2007 and 2008. By 
the end of 2008, violence in Iraq had fallen to a level 
not seen since the start of 2004. Various measures 
contributed to this trend. First, the addition of some 
31,000 American troops and doubling of the number 
of Provincial Reconstruction Teams have been 
highly successful. Second, and more importantly, the 
revised objectives of the joint campaign plan as well 
as changes in the way that U.S. forces are employed 
were fundamental to reducing the violence. Political 
accommodation became the main objective of the 
campaign plan that shifted the focus of the U.S. ef-
fort from attacking insurgents to providing security 
for the population and persuading antagonists to 
stop fighting. This engagement strategy succeeded 
in bringing Sunni insurgents and their supporters 
over to the American side. The resulting increase in 
human intelligence permitted more effective target-

Soviet SS–20 and U.S. Pershing-II missiles, regarded as 
the most threatening missiles in their class, on display 
in National Air and Space Museum
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ing of so-called irreconcilable elements of the Sunni 
insurgency, including al Qaeda in Iraq as well as 
hardcore Shia cells known as special groups. A cease-
fire announced by Shia leader Moqtada al-Sadr in 
August 2007, which followed resolute action by the 
Iraqi government to check Sadrist provocations in 
Karbala, also dramatically contributed to the decline 
in violence.

The most immediate challenge is incorporating 
Sunnis in the political and economic life of Iraq so 
that their motivation for fighting is addressed and 
the insurgency does not resume. The ultimate resolu-
tion of the sectarian conflict will require agreement 
on the federal nature of the state. Additional deci-
sions, legislation, and constitutional revisions also 
may be necessary. Without such agreements, internal 
stability will remain elusive and, in turn, affect pros-
pects for regional stability. The ongoing intra-Shia 
competition must be channeled into the political 
arena, and Shia militias must be demobilized and 
employed. The rivalries and substantive differences 
among Shia groups are likely to continue, but the 
diversity of Shia opinion may actually promote but 
not preclude the formation of either multisectarian 
or nonsectarian coalitions.

The critical decision that the United States must 
make regarding Iraq is whether its continued assis-
tance will be made contingent on political reconcili-
ation and internal stability. Alternatively, America 
could either withdraw its support or provide un-
conditional support. The former choice would be 
ill advised given the geopolitical importance of the 
country and the latter could lead to exclusive rule 
by a Shia majority, which might rekindle the Sunni 
insurgency. In addition, Arab states would react 
negatively to the prospect of an alliance between Iraq 
and Iran.

The United States and other countries have an 
abiding interest in ensuring that the ceasefire among 
Iraqi factions is extended and strengthened. This 
fragile peace could unravel if steps are not taken to 
preserve it. The most urgent issues include incorpo-
rating those Sunnis who stopped fighting the govern-
ment into the security forces and economic life of the 
nation; providing basic services and infrastructure 
to rebuild Sunni areas; and establishing the mecha-
nisms to prevent the use of Iraqi or coalition forces 
for either sectarian or partisan purposes. While 
America does not have unlimited leverage, given 
the Iraqi need for security assistance and its genuine 
wariness of Iran, the United States should be able to 
persuade the Iraqi government to take these steps.

Although implementation of the U.S.-Iraqi 
security agreement will be critical in determining 
the future of relations, the national elections slated 
for late 2009 will also have an important impact. 
The elections may offer an opportunity to broaden 
representation in the Iraqi parliament, particularly 
by Sunni and secular groups that previously were 
not participants. A more broadly representative 
parliament and government could open the way for 
compromises on core issues. The United States has 
a vested interest in free and credible elections under 
rules that permit new leaders, parties, and coalitions 
to emerge and share in governing the country.

Even with a broadly representative parliament, it 
will take a long time to resolve deep-seated differenc-
es and past animosity. Outside diplomatic support 
may be needed to broker enduring compromises. 
The United States should be prepared together with 
the international community to appoint envoys and 
provide sustained diplomatic support to facilitate po-
litical solutions to the underlying causes of internal 
disagreement. America should fashion continuing 
assistance to the new Iraqi government in a way that 
facilitates resolution of the most contentious issues.

Iraqi security forces have grown rapidly in recent 
years, but the Iraqi government estimates that it will 
be unable to meet all internal and foreign defense 
needs until sometime between 2012 and 2018. Those 
forces exceeded 600,000 at the end of 2008 and 
eventually will number 640,000.3 The ability of Iraq 
to plan and execute independent operations and 
resupply as well as maintain and administer its army 
and national police forces has grown steadily. Un-
fortunately, local police capability lags behind. The 
competence of Iraqi forces will improve over time 
with experience, even more rapidly if Americans 
train and advise them. Yet progress is only possible if 
national identity and military professionalism trump 
local and sectarian interests.

The growth of the Iraqi security forces has been 
constrained by a lack of midlevel officers. To meet 
this shortage, Iraq has mounted a sustained effort, 
graduating an average of 1,600 cadets annually 
from its military academies since 2005. Thousands 
of officers of the former Iraqi army also have been 
incorporated in the new security forces. However, 
since these forces have been built from the ground 
up, commands at brigade, division, and corps levels 
were formed last and are still in the process of matur-
ing. The Iraqis will be hampered in the midterm by 
shortfalls in combat enablers, including aviation, 
combat service support, intelligence, and command 
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and control. Police and other internal organs of 
security lack adequate facilities, logistics, leadership, 
internal affairs, and forensic capabilities. Both the 
defense and interior ministries have improved their 
administrative capacity, but remain unable to fully 
execute their budgets. Although Iraq satisfied most 
of its defense requirements under the U.S. foreign 
military sales program, delivery was slow despite 
efforts by the Pentagon to expedite the process. As a 
result, Iraq looked for alternative sources of supply.

Pockets of sectarianism remain in the Iraqi secu-
rity establishment, particularly in the police and fa-
cilities protection services. Moreover, there are risks 
that the government will use these forces as a tool to 
consolidate the power of one faction or sect, rather 
than enforce the law equitably for all Iraqis. For ex-
ample, operational control of Iraqi special operations 
forces currently resides in the prime minister’s office. 
To minimize the potential of sectarian or partisan 
use of this asset, which is the most capable of the 
Iraqi forces, the Independent Commission on the 
Security Forces of Iraq recommended in September 
2007 that the special operations forces be placed 
under the Iraqi military chain of command, but the 
recommendation has not been accepted as yet.

Although Iraq continues to build a professional 
army, it will remain dependent on U.S. forces even 
as they draw down and assume a supporting role. 
Under a gradual drawdown and transition plan, U.S. 
surge brigades completed their tours and have been 
redeployed, leaving 15 combat brigades and some 
155,000 troops in Iraq, and subsequent withdraw-
als are planned for this year. As outlined in the joint 
campaign plan, U.S. troops also began shifting from 
combat missions to tactical, operational, and finally 
strategic overwatch, as local conditions warranted.

The Multi-National Force plans to continue this 
gradual transition unless otherwise directed. In Oc-
tober 2008, the security of 13 provinces became the 
responsibility of Iraqis, and in 2009, all 18 provinces 
were to come under their control. Iraqi commands 
are planning and executing operations with U.S. 
advice when needed. Under the terms of the bilateral 
security agreement that went into effect in January 
2009, the Joint Military Operations Coordination 
Committee has authority to coordinate all military 
operations according to Iraqi law and the conditions 
stipulated in the agreement. This agreement creates 
a significantly different operating environment from 
the one that was governed by the United Nations 
mandate, which expired in 2008. For example, U.S. 

Darfur: A Complex Conflict

Since 2003, the western Sudanese province of Darfur 
has been a finger pointed at the conscience of the 
world. It has gained the attention of governments and 
humanitarian groups and generated countless pages 
of political commentary. Yet today the situation is less 
stable and more difficult than in the past. Civilian 
deaths reach into the hundreds of thousands, and 
refugees or internally displaced persons number in the 
millions. The minority government in Khartoum has 
adhered to its policy of destruction of the non-Arab 
population despite little or no support from Arab 
tribes, and the United States and its allies have passed 
the ball to the United Nations.

There are many tragedies in Africa and few real 
successes. Like Somalia, Congo-Kinshasa, and other 
areas, Darfur has become a humanitarian tragedy. In 
particular, international inaction and ineffectiveness 
have humanitarian costs of their own. The failure to 
stanch the Darfur crisis tarnishes the image of the 
United States as a world leader and a moral force. At 
the same time, in its failure to look beyond humani-
tarian crises, America has neglected to act in its own 
interest to secure a role in sub-Saharan Africa. The 
nations in this region are endowed with resources and 
have potential as U.S. trading and investment partners. 
The Sahel, which includes part of Sudan, represents 
a dividing line between the Muslim and non-Muslim 
world. The form that Islam will adopt in moving south 
in Africa has import for U.S. security interests. Yester-
day’s poster child of Africa was a hungry child, while to-
morrow’s may be the picture of dynamic development 
that is taking place to prepare countries in the region 
for active roles around the world.

President Idris Deby of Chad chaired negotiations 
in 2004 between Sudan and two rebel groups, the 
Sudanese Liberation Army and the Justice and Equality 
Movement. The former was represented by Mini Minawi 
and the latter was headed by Khalil Ibrahim, who did 
not attend. Chief Salah Gosh led the Sudanese delega-
tion. With only a handful of international observers, the 
three parties signed a ceasefire agreement on May 8, 
2004. Although flawed and reached in an atmosphere 
of distrust, the agreement offered an opportunity for 
the international community to resolve the growing 
Darfur crisis. Yet the region had not gained attention in 
the United States and Europe where the focus remains 
on North-South negotiations in Kenya. The actions by 
the Sudanese government against the non-Arab popu-
lation in Darfur were unpopular in Sudan, including the 6 Continued on p. 381
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army, and Khartoum remained a backwater that had 
not experienced the oil-driven economic growth that 
it enjoys today. 

Following the signing of the North-South Agree-
ment in 2005, the European Union promised 
support and asked the African Union to take on the 
peacekeeping mission. The African Union reluctantly 
agreed and began the mission with support from the 
United States and the European Union in an air of 
cautious optimism. This offered an opportunity for an 
American initiative to resolve the Darfur crisis with 
a combination of carrots and sticks, an opportunity 
that should have been linked to the North-South 
Agreement. However, the opportunity passed, 
and the government continued ethnic cleansing 
unimpeded. The African Union force took on the 
peacekeeping mission without requisite expertise or 
assets. Darfur became a popular cause for interna-
tional celebrities who focus on humanitarian issues. 
China engaged the government to ensure a share of 
Sudanese resources, and other parties lined up to 
make investments in the largest African nation. The 
United States, devoid of colonial baggage and highly 
popular in Sudan outside the government, failed to 
take the lead.

Rebel leaders were hosted in Europe as America 
decided that the Sudanese Liberation Army must 
enter into negotiations. Yet rather than insist on 
compliance with the N’Djamena Agreement (formally 
known as the Humanitarian Ceasefire Agreement), 
the international community entered into another 
round of talks in Nigeria. But despite well-intentioned 
efforts, the Darfur problem was not resolved and 
began to deteriorate.

In response to its weak position, the government 
in Sudan concluded that there would not be strong 
reactions to the situation in Darfur. So it supported 
the attacks by the Jinjaweed militia on villages in 
the region. Aided by the failure of the world com-
munity to respond, President Omar al-Bashir and his 
confederates took the opportunity to divide the rebel 
groups. The United States tried to get the United 
Nations to impose tougher and tougher sanctions to 
no avail. After compelling the parties to the table in 
2006, American envoy Robert Zoellick helped broker 
an agreement that was complex and unenforce-
able. Under pressure, Minawi signed the agreement 
but other groups did not. This split resulted in the 
downfall of Minawi within the Sudanese Liberation 
Army and in greater internal division. Furthermore, 
the United States did not engage with the Justice and 

Equality Movement, fearful of the earlier relationship 
between Khalil Ibrahim and Hasan Turabi. But Khalil 
privately insisted that although he had worked with 
Turabi in the past, neither Turabi nor any leader had 
opposed the marginalization of the people of Darfur. 
He vowed that his only loyalty was to those people. 
Nevertheless, the international community blithely 
passed the buck to the United Nations with the result 
that nothing except bland resolutions ensued.

A forceful international effort headed by the United 
States could have achieved a great deal. But leaders 
were focused on humanitarian issues, sanctions, 
and fears of endangering the North-South Agreement 
rather than the political and economic consequences 
of the conflict in Darfur. The result has been a wors-
ened humanitarian situation, sanctions that have 
had little or no effect, and increasing violence and 
growing threat. At the same time, interest in Africa 
and its resources has grown, but America seems 
not to have grasped the importance of standing firm 
on Darfur to achieve larger interests in the region. 
People in sub-Saharan Africa ask why the United 
States has responded in Bosnia but not in Darfur, es-
pecially given the declaration by former Secretary of 
State Colin Powell concerning the ongoing genocide 
in Darfur.

The United Nations cannot resolve the problem of 
Darfur; only America has that capability. As such, the 
following outlines basic ideas on this humanitarian 
and security crisis:

n Call for a meeting of rebel leaders, in limited 
numbers, from all factions, including Khalil Ibrahim. 
Only a unified group can negotiate with the Suda-
nese government. Since unity is the desirable but 
unlikely outcome, this group should form a council 
representing all credible factions.

n Invite the non-Arab and Arab leadership of 
Darfur including the nomad tribes to meet, preferably 
in the United States. Although they have suffered, no 
major Arab tribe supports the government. Ensure 
humanitarian and development needs are translated 
into priorities to implement quickly.

n Invite the Sudanese government to send repre-
sentatives to the United States for frank discussions. 
America must be prepared to name an Ambassa-
dor, remove Sudan from the list of terrorist states, 
and end sanctions in return for specific actions. 
The United States has allies among the Sudanese 
business leaders, who are Western-educated and 
prefer to work with American firms. Promoting strong 
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private business ties would be beneficial in eventu-
ally affecting change in Khartoum.

n Host a meeting of decisionmakers from the 
above groups in a secluded location (such as Day-
ton).

n Support a broad-based amnesty since parties 
threatened with arrest and the International Criminal 
Court are unlikely to negotiate. Sending a few culprits 
to The Hague may make some people feel better, but 
it could work against a lasting resolution. The impor-
tance of amnesty is a lesson from the success of the 
Salvadoran peace agreement in the 1980s.

n Work within traditional tribal administrative 
structures to allow for compensation for those groups 
driven from their homes and lands.

n Invite only a limited group of international 
observers to any negotiations to avoid the circus-like 
atmosphere that was created in Abuja by scores of 
diplomats, experts, and journalists competing for 
attention from the rebels and government. A more 
relevant group of observers might include repre-
sentatives of the United Nations, European Union, 
African Union, and Arab League.

The United States has a chance to demonstrate 
that it is capable of taking a leadership role in the 
sub-Sahara. America will have to recognize African 
nations as partners and not only the beneficiaries of 
humanitarian relief. U.S. resources would be better 
used to support private investments, agricultural de-
velopment, water projects, education, health, infra-
structure, and the development of human resources.

At stake is the image of America as a moral beacon 
and its respect for sub-Saharan Africa. Also threat-
ened are relations with Sudan, a bridge between the 
Muslim north and non-Muslim south. It is the largest 
country in Africa, a key to the Nile, and a potential 
ally. The Sudanese people are not anti-American 
or generally radical. And the Bashir government is 
unpopular, the military is unenthusiastic, and the 
Southern Sudan referendum looms near. The United 
States should take the risk and assume leadership of 
an international effort to resolve the Darfur crisis.

military personnel come under Iraqi jurisdiction 
when off duty and off base, Iraqi warrants must 
be obtained for detentions, and detainees must be 
turned over to Iraqi custody.

Many questions remain over the implementa-
tion of the bilateral security agreement as well as 
the accompanying strategic framework. The pace of 
the U.S. troop withdrawal and the nature of future 
security and diplomatic relations will be determined 
through further bilateral negotiations. The security 
agreement provides for the possibility of a quicker 
withdrawal or revision of the existing agreement. The 
parliamentary elections may also affect the longer 
term resolution of these matters.

Despite broad areas of uncertainty, it is likely that 
U.S. forces will be increasingly dedicated to advisory 
and training roles for the next year or two. Given 
continued internal threats, Iraq will need combat 
enablers and counterterrorism assistance for some 
time. While American combat units departed urban 
areas in July 2009, U.S. advisors can be effective if 
dispersed among Iraqi forces to provide situational 
awareness. Depending on the threat from neighbor-
ing countries, some U.S. forces may be located along 
the borders as well. These missions and terms of 
assistance may be revisited in consultations with the 
new Iraqi government. U.S. force levels should be 
determined by troop-to-task analyses once missions 
have been agreed on.

If Iraq retains U.S. military training and advisory 
assistance, the formation of a multinational transi-
tion security command could be the vehicle to train, 
equip, and advise Iraqi forces. A small counterter-
rorism unit, if such a presence is desired, could be 
folded into this command.

Security and stability inside Iraq cannot be 
achieved if outside actors undermine the efforts to 
peacefully end the conflict. Diplomatic initiatives as 
well as other measures are needed to foster regional 
stability. The so-called neighbors process begun by 
the United States and Iraq should be enhanced to 
staunch the flow of insurgents and weapons into 
Iraq and to prevent tensions and provocations across 
borders. The United Nations has played a construc-
tive and expanding role in diplomatic efforts both 
inside Iraq and regionally, and notably in efforts to 
address the crisis of internally displaced persons and 
refugees abroad. Despite successes in resettlement 
and repatriation, more than 4 million Iraqis remain 
displaced in their own country or are living as 
expatriates in surrounding nations. Most countries in 

5 Continued from p. 379
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the region are interested in a security framework that 
prevents the spillover of conflict in Iraq and creation 
of a terrorist safe haven. To date, Arab neighbors and 
members of the Gulf Cooperation Council have been 
reluctant to support what is perceived as a sectarian-
minded Shia government in Baghdad. To the extent 
the Iraqi government incorporates Sunnis in the 
police and military and provides services and jobs 
in areas where they live, regional Arab states should 
be prepared to support Iraq. The formation of an 
inclusive government in 2010 will greatly enhance 
prospects for such support. That will provide Iraq 
with the influence to counter Iranian efforts to Leba-
nonize Iraq and control political or military forces 
inside it.

The goal of regional diplomacy is not to create 
an anti-Iranian alliance that would destabilize the 
region or prompt reactions by Tehran, but rather 
to help defend Iraq and other countries against the 
destabilizing actions of Iran. Threats in this region 
demand multilateral and bilateral efforts to avoid war 
as well as the acquisition of destabilizing weapons 
of mass destruction. The specter of a poly-nuclear 
Middle East makes regional engagement a top im-
perative for U.S. foreign policy. gsa
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Chapter 17
Alternative Force Structures and  
Resource Constraints

D esigned to provide food for thought rather 
than policy recommendations or budgetary 
prescriptions, the following chapter envisions 

different configurations for different challenges. It 
starts with a brief overview of how each of the four 
Services and special operations forces must adjust if 
we assume hybrid wars are the primary challenges we 
face. Following that survey, we consider how the U.S. 
Army must change to deal with continuing counter-
insurgency and stability operations while maintaining 
the capability to fight a conventional opponent.

Next, the chapter examines the Navy’s very differ-
ent set of problems. First, its planned fleet is simply 
unaffordable. Second, the fleet is a poor match for 
the challenges the Navy is facing. Thus, this section 
recalls lessons from the past in how to overcome 
the cost issues and proposes a different organization 
to face the second challenge. As always, the Marine 
Corps literally straddles the two environments and 
must be prepared to play an active role in both. The 

section on the Corps focuses on its role in winning 
the current conflicts while simultaneously reequip-
ping and modernizing to deal with future threats.

This chapter’s discussion of the Air Force high-
lights how our hard-gained air superiority has been 
critical to the success of U.S. arms. But it cautions 
that the Air Force faces major budgetary issues as it 
tries to replace an aging aircraft fleet while assuming 
additional duties in space and cyberspace as well as 
augmenting ground forces in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The next two sections deal with personnel issues 
and the budget. Demographic and social changes 
reinforced by persistent conflicts are challenging 
Service abilities to recruit sufficient high-quality 
personnel to meet needs. Budgetary pressures from 
entitlement programs are set to rapidly grow and will 
force a reassessment of national priorities. The final 
section discusses how the Pentagon can balance risks 
and costs in the long run to meet current demands, 
while posturing the forces to meet future challenges.

Amphibious assault vehicles approach beach to disembark Marines and equipment during exercise off Florida coast
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Force Structure Implications of Hybrid 
Warfare

Hybrid warfare is a reaction to the overwhelm-
ing superiority of American arms and the leveling 
impact of globalization. Through its dominance of 
conventional warfare, America has pushed future 
opponents to alternative means purposely designed 
to thwart conventionally oriented Western societies 
and their military forces. This approach is designed 
to sidestep America’s kinetic forces by chang-
ing the rules of the contest. In this new hybrid of 
war, cunning savagery, continuous organization, 
and tactical adaptation will be the only constant. 
As a result, American force planning needs to be 
examined within a framework that accounts for both 
the enduring potential of state-on-state conflict and 
the more likely, but much less threatening, cases of 
intrastate conflict and failed states.

Army
To meet the complexity of indirect and hybrid 

threats, the Army envisions developing capabilities 
to execute decisive combat operations, as well as 
responding to the unexpected and unpredictable. It 
intends to balance expeditionary agility and staying 
power for the long fight regardless of its nature. This 
moves the Army away from its predisposition to set 
piece battles against predictable enemy forces. Ap-
propriately, the individual Soldier is the centerpiece 
of this transformation. In terms of organizing for the 
future, the Army anticipates the need for greater agil-
ity, which will be gained by promoting modularity of 
brigade-sized units while placing more emphasis on 
combined arms at lower echelons.

Although the Army appears to be adapting in terms 
of concept development, force structure changes and 
the Future Combat System (FCS) do not completely 
satisfy the requirements of hybrid warfare. The FCS 
program offers connectivity, surveillance, unmanned 
systems, and force protection for the battlefield of 
tomorrow. The principal advantage of this transforma-
tion is the evolution from the division-based structure 
to Brigade Combat Teams (BCTs), which have modu-
larity instead of ad hoc task organization. These units 
are self-sufficient, cohesive, and readily deployable. 
Their design also provides improved tactical integra-
tion at lower levels, which will be ideal in meeting the 
challenge of hybrid threats as well as accomplishing 
future stabilization operations.

However, the Army remains focused on major 
combat operations and a heavy force structure. In 
addition, to afford the brigade headquarters over-

head, the Army removed the third maneuver battal-
ion in many brigades. A smaller number of properly 
manned BCTs would be better suited for operations 
that call for boots on the ground. Furthermore, the 
Army has declined to establish dedicated train-
ing and advisory groups, which is a decision that 
must be reconsidered. Besides establishing standing 
regional headquarters and military advisory groups 
to conduct stabilization operations, some portion of 
the force, at least five BCTs, should be assigned as the 
base component for an increased national capability 
to conduct preventative or postconflict stability op-
erations in concert with the range of other available 
instruments of national power.

Navy
After the Cold War ended, Navy leaders optimized 

the battle force for power projection operations 
against state opponents with weak navies. They 
essentially ignored the low end of the conflict spec-
trum, as indicated by their outsourcing of riverine 
warfare to the Marines and their plans to eliminate 
both frigates and Patrol Coastal ships from the battle 
fleet. As a result, fleet building plans emphasized 
high-capacity strike platforms, including aircraft 
carriers and large, expensive, multimission combat-
ants. It was not until 2001 that the Navy inserted 
the Littoral Combat Ship (LCS)—a small modular 
combatant—back into its long-range plans. But 
consistent with the Navy’s vision of future warfare 
at sea, the ship was designed for countermine, anti-
submarine, and antisurface warfare during a theater 
break-in operation, not for operations at the low end 
of the naval conflict spectrum.

For the past few years, the Navy’s principal 
conceptual approach had been built around an 
umbrella concept called Sea Power 21, developed by 
then–Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Vernon 
Clark. The fleet architecture to bring Sea Power 21 to 
fruition has been defined in the Navy’s shipbuilding 
program. While revolutionary in its technological 
base, the program was conventional in its ship mix 
and leaned heavily toward blue water operations and 
long-range precision strike from aircraft carriers. In 
fact, by the time he retired, Admiral Clark concluded 
that the current Navy fleet was neither balanced nor 
optimal for making material contributions to the war 
on terror or against future irregular adversaries.

By 2005–2006, things had begun to change. The 
long campaign in Iraq, Iran’s clever use of subma-
rines and surface ships, advanced antiship weaponry, 
and small, swarming boats, as well as Hizbollah’s 
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ability to employ C–802 antiship cruise missiles in 
the 2006 Lebanon War, all demonstrated the growing 
threat of maritime hybrid threats. As a consequence, 
the Navy reclaimed the riverine mission from the 
Marines; provided more than 10,000 Individual 
Augmentees to ground force commanders in Iraq 
and Afghanistan; scrapped plans to retire the Patrol 
Coastal ships; modernized 30 frigates to serve 
through the end of the next decade; converted four 
Ohio-class ballistic missile submarines into conven-
tional cruise mission and special operations trans-
port submarines; expanded its Naval Special Warfare 
capabilities; and stood up the new Naval Expedition-
ary Combat Command (NECC), a “type command” 
responsible for organizing, training, and equipping a 
variety of forces employed on both the seaward and 
landward sides of a coastline.

The Navy has explored some innovative ship 
designs, and is now belatedly looking at its contribu-
tions to the war on terror and hybrid threats. It has 
jumpstarted its regional affairs program, riverine war-
fare, humanitarian assistance tasks, and Civil Affairs 
efforts to make a more significant contribution to 
global campaigns. Nonetheless, despite these welcome 
moves, maritime hybrid warfare capabilities gener-
ally remain at the bottom of the Navy’s budgetary 
priorities. The principal complaint about the Service 
has been its overemphasis on and overinvestment in 
deep-water sea control operations, and its heretofore 
studious avoidance of littoral and riverine operations.

The Navy’s program continues to emphasize 
platforms and capabilities for high-end naval combat 
against nation-state opponents. As a result, funding 
for many of the NECC’s capabilities is included in 
supplemental budgets rather than the Department of 
the Navy base budget. The Navy has stood up only 
3 riverine squadrons of 12 boats apiece. Similarly, 
despite the LCS’s great potential, the Navy’s pro-
gram lacks mission packages for special operations 
support, humanitarian and disaster relief, naval 
partnership-building, or support for Marine advisory 
and training teams.

In the midrange, the Navy’s major surface invest-
ments have focused on a replacement “destroyer,” the 
DDG–1000. This Zumwalt-class land attack destroyer 
is about 50 percent larger in displacement and 5 times 
more costly than the DDG–51 Burke-class vessel 
that it replaces. It is a technological marvel, with its 
electric drive engine program, superior radar and 
signature control, and Advanced Gun System, which 
provides two fully automated 155mm guns capable 
of firing global positioning system–guided rounds 83 

nautical miles ashore from a 600-round magazine. 
The Navy is particularly keen on the ship’s automa-
tion and minimal crew requirements, reduced from 
350 to as low as 120. However, the size and cost of the 
program—$4.4 billion per unit—threaten its survival.

The Navy must not totally ignore the high end 
of the naval conflict spectrum. The undersea 
competition is changing, and may be on the verge 
of a major shift involving unmanned underwater 
vehicles. Similarly, the Navy is now engaged in 
an intense, albeit politically understated, naval 
capability competition in the Western Pacific with 
the People’s Republic of China, including systemic 
Chinese efforts to develop antinaval theater denial 
capabilities. Making sure the United States does not 

fall behind in that competition is a prerequisite for 
stability and crisis response in the region. More-
over, as the aforementioned example of Hizbollah’s 
employment of antiship cruise missiles shows, there 
is a steady, ongoing global proliferation of advanced 
guided weapons and battle network technologies 
that will challenge any future U.S. naval operation 
in ways not seen since World War II. However, it 
seems fair to say that the Navy’s program needs to 
be better balanced to include additional low-end, 
hybrid, and high-end naval threats. In other words, 
emphasis on new hybrid threats should shift some 
of the focus of the Navy’s investment portfolio away 
from the Global Maritime Commons and tradi-
tional deep blue water operations to the more likely 

Secretary Gates, Admiral Mullen, General David Petraeus, and General Ray 
Odierno during change of command ceremony, Baghdad, September 2008
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contested zones in the world’s littorals. A standoff 
fleet strike capacity will still be important, and the 
modern aircraft carrier will remain the centerpiece 
of the U.S. naval power projection fleet. However, 
the fleet clearly has overcapacity in fleet strike capa-
bilities, and just as clearly lacks capacity in low-end 
and hybrid naval capabilities.

A key component for any Navy intent on address-
ing hybrid maritime threats is the naval maneuver 
fleet, consisting of amphibious warfare ships, mari-
time prepositioning ships, and joint sealift platforms. 
This maneuver fleet will have to remain robust, as it 
is the Navy’s most versatile component. The ability 
to command external lines of communication and 
operate from the oceanic periphery; to establish sea 
bases for our forces near crisis areas without having 
a large footprint ashore; and to put ground forces 
ashore to deal with pirates and other nonstate mari-
time actors operating from land will be important 
components of future naval operations.

Marine Corps
As an expeditionary force, the Marines are 

well disposed in terms of their culture, doctrine, 
and force structure to deal with hybrid threats. In 
particular, the combined arms approach and ability 
to operate in a decentralized manner set them up 
for success. Investments that currently position the 
Marine Corps to retain its unique naval character 

could be better allocated to fixing chinks in its 
armor for countering more lethal and irregular 
enemies.

In adapting to the 21st century, the concept of the 
Marine Air-Ground Task Force (MAGTF) should 
be retained but its focus shifted from rare major 
combat operations to likely deployments requiring 
sustained expeditionary capabilities in the urban lit-
torals. The Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF) force 
design must be retained as a reservoir for rapidly 
tailored forces for various contingencies but must 
be augmented. MEFs lack an information warfare 
battalion, a reconnaissance, surveillance, and target 
acquisition battalion designed to augment reconnais-
sance companies, and unmanned sensor assets (both 
ground and aerial systems). In addition, each MEF 
organization requires a security cooperation group 
that contains foreign military training and advisory 
teams and Civil Affairs units.

The second major shift required for a small wars 
era involves training and manpower paradigms that 
govern daily operations. The Marine Corps heavily 
invests in its junior officers but does not make com-
parable training and education programs available 
to its enlisted members. If the Corps believes in the 
strategic impact of small units, then it must invest 
to make the strategic corporal a reality, which some 
allied militaries have done already, and not simply a 
bumper sticker.

Current acquisition by the Marine Corps is well 
settled, particularly the Joint Strike Fighter (JSF) and 
tactical ground mobility programs. But consideration 
should be given to limiting purchases of the V–22 
Osprey while focusing on assault support assets 
better suited to urban environments. The Osprey is 
a superb platform for special operations and deep 
assaults when speed requires protection and agility. 
But it may not be nimble enough if urban littorals 
become the default operating environments in the 
future. Instead of optimizing its force design for the 
ship-to-shore challenge, the Marine Corps could 
focus on deploying more effective forms of force 
protection once ashore.

Air Force
America’s military dominance over the last several 

decades has been enhanced by its relentless pursuit 
of aerospace superiority. This capability cannot be 
taken for granted and needs continuous invest-
ment to preserve a competitive advantage. Hybrid 
threats will not diminish the relevance of airpower. 
But that dominance must be shaped to provide for 

Marines from Fleet Antiterrorism Security Team Pacific perform battle drill 
against simulated base perimeter breech
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relevant strategic and operational effects necessary 
for unrestricted warfare. This will require the Air 
Force to expand its capabilities in space and cyber-
space as well as a modern long-range strategic strike 
capability. Admittedly, there will be fewer threats to 
air superiority. The current plans for the F–22 Raptor 
should be curtailed at approximately 200 airframes 
because its contributions to precision strike and 
ground attack are dubious at best. U.S. air superior-
ity will rarely be tested in a meaningful way, except 
by sophisticated air defense systems and even more 
often by low-tech Man-Portable Air Defense Systems 
as well as attacks against airfields.

The Air Force has already made some adapta-
tions that prepare for future threats. The Service has 
improved its expeditionary capability as well as its 
posture for cyber warfare operations. Its develop-
ment of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) is first 
rate. In a completely irregular world, the require-
ment for precision engagement, especially in urban 
settings, will continue and perhaps increase in 
value. Thus, a modernized gunship, either manned 
or unmanned, has merit given the great success of 
AC–130s in current operations. Such a vehicle, an 
airborne Guardian Angel, would combine the advan-
tages of persistent surveillance with pervasive attack.

Special Operations Forces
Afghanistan provided a renaissance for special 

operations forces. Teams of these warriors built 
relationships with the Northern Alliance and ap-
plied firepower against the Taliban. Subsequently, 
numerous cases of valor and improvisation testified 
to the effectiveness of special operations against deft 
enemies. As a result, these units have developed 
sophisticated capabilities across a range of operat-
ing environments. They must continue to work 
with foreign militaries and remain agile enough to 
conduct surveillance and operate against high-value 
targets even in dense urban areas. Although special 
operations forces have gotten more resources, they 
need training, education, staff processes, and aviation 
assets to enhance their capabilities.

Iraq and Afghanistan have provided an experimen-
tal laboratory for potential enemies, who adapt to what 
works and pursue the fusion of modern capabilities 
and irregular tactics until they perfect unique styles of 
warfare. Many if not all capabilities will be required to 
counter hybrid threats, but the mix of capabilities and 
force structure should be shaped to better reflect the 
needs of joint force commanders to defeat potential 
adversaries located anywhere in the world.

Outlines of a Post-Iraq Army
Shaping virtually all other decisions that Presi-

dent Obama will make about the Army will be U.S. 
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. The Army1 
has been rotating combat brigades through both 
countries at a rate that limits its ability to do, or train 
to do, anything else. There is no lack of thought in 
the Army about future directions, but much of that 
thought will stay on hold if “the future” remains Iraq 
and Afghanistan.

We assume a situation in which the Service can 
approximate the mythical 2-year dwell time between 
unit rotations, giving it time to prepare for the 
broader array of conflicts that it may face in the fu-
ture. We begin with the nature of future conflict and 
the kind of Army we need to handle it. We then turn 
to the Army’s size: how large an Army do we need? 
And we end by examining the notion of “building 
partner capacity” and the advisory capability that 
implies. Army leaders have a good sense of needed 
change in these areas; the question is whether those 
ideas can be nurtured and sustained in the debates 
that surely will follow substantial withdrawal from 
Iraq. The Obama administration will be instrumen-
tal in making sure current directions of change are 
sustained.

Full-Spectrum Conflict, Full-Spectrum Army
Insurgencies in Iraq and Afghanistan have 

confronted the Army with a form of conflict that 
it sought assiduously to ignore in the decades after 
Vietnam. Against this background, it has picked 
up counterinsurgency remarkably well—which is 
useful, since it probably will see more of these messy 
internal conflicts in the years ahead. If this sounds 
like refighting the last war, it is worth remember-
ing that the events of 9/11 highlighted the danger of 
ignoring failing states. Few see Afghanistan as a war 
of choice, and it makes sense to hedge against other 
wars of that kind. Meanwhile, post-Saddam Iraq has 
encouraged the Army to remember that many of 
its past conflicts were followed by long “governance 
operations.” In asserting that “Establishing a stable 
peace after an offensive may take longer and be more 
difficult than defeating enemy forces,” the Army’s 
new Field Manual (FM) 3–0, Operations, embraces 
that long-neglected history and the strategic purpose 
of war: producing a better and more lasting peace.

Some Army critics think that the Service has 
moved too far toward counterinsurgency and is 
forgetting how to fight “conventional” conflict.2 It 
is a fair point, but it begs the question what future 
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“conventional” conflict will look like. Precisely 
because the U.S. military does “high-end” maneu-
ver warfare so well, it is hard to imagine future ad-
versaries challenging the United States in that kind 
of battle. Rather, we should expect them to explore 
“asymmetric” approaches that neutralize our fire-
power, draw out conflicts, create civilian casualties, 
operate aggressive media campaigns, and otherwise 
frustrate U.S. goals.

Unfortunately, the messiness of today’s conflicts 
is not likely to be confined to insurgencies. We saw 
hints of “irregular major combat” in the initial inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003, when Saddam’s Fedayeen posed 
a threat to rear areas with significant consequences 
for U.S. tactics, deployments, and technology. In 
2006, Hizbollah employed irregular tactics in con-
fronting Israel’s invasion of southern Lebanon. North 
Korea may seek to do the same should war break out 
there. These “irregular challenges” can appear in any 
kind of warfare, perhaps even alongside “regular” 
warfare. Thus, the Army must plan to meet the “full 
spectrum” of warfare in the same war, perhaps at 
nearly the same time.

This means, first, an army with a different balance 
of skills and capabilities than the balance the Army 
brought into the present century. It needs less armor 
and artillery, more military police, Civil Affairs, and 
support units—the “high-demand, low-density” 
skills of stability operations—and more infantry, 
which has wide utility across the spectrum. Whether 
infantry is “foot” or “medium weight” remains to be 
seen; the success of Stryker units in Iraq certainly 
makes the medium weight idea worth exploring.

A more serious challenge of full-spectrum warfare 
lies in training and leader development. Certain 
basic Soldier skills and character traits are univer-
sally valuable but important skills are unique to 
areas of the spectrum. More broadly, the mindset of 
traditional warfare—“destroy the enemy’s forces”—
differs markedly from “secure the population,” the 
core mindset of counterinsurgency and stability 
operations. Finally, command in these latter opera-
tions tends to be flatter, with lower level command-
ers and Soldiers facing strategic and often complex 
ethical decisions. Future full spectrum war will place 
an enormous premium on leaders (not just officers) 
who can grasp, quickly, what kind of conflict they are 
in and shift gears accordingly.

Training takes time. The rapid rotations through 
Iraq and Afghanistan do not allow for this level of 
training. The Army has a vision of a 3-year force 
generation cycle (2 years training, 1 deployed, or pre-

pared to deploy) that is probably the minimum dwell 
time needed to impart a broad set of full-spectrum 
skills and then the specific skills needed for the next 
deployment. Given prevailing constraints on com-
manders’ time, Army trainers must bring training to 
units at a level that relieves commanders of today’s 
large burden of paperwork.

How Much Army Is Enough?
Given uncertainties about the future and the sub-

stantial costs of adding people to the military, ques-
tions about force size are almost always controversial. 
Oddly, today’s debate about the size of U.S. ground 
forces is anchored on the Army’s post–Cold War size 
of 482,000 Active duty personnel. Yet this number 
was the product of a conception of warfare centered 
on rapid defeat of enemy forces—conflict in which 
the entire force can be brought to bear in a military 
confrontation. In enduring conflicts such as Iraq, 
by contrast, effective force size is cut by half or two-
thirds, depending on rotation rate. Only by accident 
would the size of today’s Army bear any relationship 
to the likely wars of the future.

Not surprisingly, operations in Iraq and Afghani-
stan have forced increases in the size of America’s 
ground forces. After allowing a “temporary” increase 
of 30,000 in the Army’s size in January 2004, the 
Bush administration moved 3 years later to increase 
the Active Army’s authorized end-strength by 65,000 
(with Reserve Components increasing by smaller 
amounts, and the Marine Corps increasing by 
47,000), producing an Active Army of 547,000 Sol-
diers. Although recruiting to this new level initially 
incurred worrisome (but not catastrophic) declines 
in the quality of entering Soldiers, a falloff in casual-
ties in Iraq combined with a falloff in economic 
activity at home seems to have eased recruiting 
problems. The Army is now nearing the 547,000-Sol-
dier goal.

Is an Army of 547,000 Active duty Soldiers enough? 
Who knows? This is a case where “muddling through” 
makes good sense. People are expensive, and there is 
much uncertainty regarding whether and how “per-
sistent conflict” will be handled in the future. Then 
again, pursuing the currently authorized increase in 
size makes sense in terms of present (and perhaps 
enduring) commitments in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
and as a hedge against possibly demanding commit-
ments down the road. It is also about all the Army can 
be expected to recruit and retain in the time allotted. 
Hopefully some of these uncertainties will be resolved 
with the passage of time.
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Squaring the Size Circle: Building Partner 
Capacity

If an unstable world becomes less friendly to U.S. 
interests and more friendly to terrorists (or orga-
nized crime, or disease, and so forth), the United 
States may need to impose stability in countries 
considerably larger than Iraq or Afghanistan, which 
have already strained the Nation’s ground forces. 
How does America hedge against such a world? The 
proffered solution these days is “building partner 
capacity,” which in this case means strengthening the 
internal security capabilities of weak or threatened 
states so large U.S. force deployments are not needed.

The latter meaning clearly applies urgently to Iraq 
and Afghanistan. But Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates gave the notion longer term significance in a 
speech to the Association of the U.S. Army in Octo-
ber of 2007:

[A]rguably the most important military component in 
the War on Terror is not the fighting we do ourselves, 
but how well we enable and empower our partners to 
defend and govern their own countries. The standing 
up and mentoring of indigenous armies and police, 
once the province of Special Forces, is now a key mis-
sion for the military as a whole.3

Gates added that how the “military as a whole” 
should handle the advise-and-assist mission “re-
mains an open question, and will require innovative 
and forward thinking.”4 The subject certainly does 
not lack for that, as proposals for handling training 
and advising range from building an Army Advisory 
Corps of 20,000 Soldiers, to taking advisors “out of 
hide” of deployed brigades, to converting brigades 
to advisory groups as they go through their prede-
ployment training cycle, to substantially expanding 
the number of uniformed experts on regions and 
advising.5

Some of these proposals relate directly to the situa-
tions in Iraq and Afghanistan, where the capacity-
building mission aims to reduce the exposure of 
deployed U.S. forces. These deserve attention in their 
own right. But the general goal of this policy is to 
strengthen governance and security in host nations 
instead of deploying U.S. combat forces. Carving 
advisors and trainers out of deployed U.S. brigades 
does not apply.

Advising foreign militaries is the ultimate non-
standard requirement. In combat situations such as 
Vietnam and Iraq, advisors have numbered in the 
thousands, but in Latin America and Africa, U.S. 

advisory teams have traditionally been in the tens, 
occasionally as a result of politically imposed caps 
on American force levels. Some advisor teams coach 
host-nation units, some are lodged in the local politi-
cal organization (Provincial Reconstruction Teams), 
and some (military training teams) move from 
situation to situation. The absence of a standard team 
makes it hard to imagine how Army brigades can 
consistently be reshaped into advisory teams.

If there is a “standard” requirement amid the 
variety, it is the need for a far better trained and 
educated corps of experts than the regular Army (as 
against the special operations forces) has been able 
or willing to provide in the past. If it is to have any 
chance of success, advising must be led by officers 
and senior enlisted personnel who know the culture 
and politics of the country to which they deploy, and 
ideally know the language well. They should be adept 
at advising (not everyone is), and willing to deploy 
for more than a year. Those advising foreign military 
units ideally should have U.S. operational experience; 
they should be “operator-experts” who advance in 
the standard command track while also picking up 
advisory experience. These experts will be the core 
of advisory teams assembled in accordance with the 
needs of each particular mission.

This amounts to a call to substantially broaden 
the education and experience of officers as they rise 
through the ranks. Leader development actually nar-
rowed after the Cold War ended, with fewer attend-
ing graduate school or serving outside Army units.6 
Senior Army officials want to reverse that trend, but 
they will need support from the civilian leadership. 
Careers are already stuffed with mandated assign-
ments; if building partner capacity is a top national 
priority, it has to be given precedence. It may be that 
the Nation needs to consider lengthening military 
careers beyond currently mandated lengths. These 
are not issues that the Army can address by itself.

The Army also will need support in raising the 
status of “advising” in an organization that has al-
ways valued command of U.S. units. In a recent email 
to the organization, Chief of Staff General George 
Casey sought, among other things, to “put training 
on the same footing as other kinds of assignments 
when it comes to promotions.”7 This is a good move, 
but it may not be taken seriously; the last time a chief 
of staff tried this—in the late 1960s—the admonition 
was forgotten by the time promotions boards met in 
the early 1970s.8 If this is the direction in which the 
Nation wants to move, it will take more than a single 
Army chief of staff to make the policy stick.
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The Future of the Army
The Army does not need to be wrenched around 

to face in the proper direction. To the contrary, the 
Army as an institution appears to have a good grasp 
of what it must do to prepare for the future. The 
new FM 3–0 embraces history, strategy, and stability 
operations. The chief of staff ’s missive on the value 
of advising recognizes the need to give this function 
higher status. And of course the Army’s performance 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, adapting to modes of 
conflict ignored or scorned only a decade ago, lays 
the groundwork for an Army able to tackle the more 
complicated and “irregular” forms of conflict the Na-
tion is likely to confront in the future.

Hence the Obama administration’s mission should 
be one of ensuring that the organization sticks to 
the general course it has chosen. Anyone aware of 
the Army’s history knows how ephemeral many of 
the changes now proposed may be—particularly 
amid the national security debates that will follow 

a substantial withdrawal from Iraq. Field manuals 
change and dictates from higher headquarters can be 
amended or quietly forgotten. The Obama admin-
istration must ensure that the Army continues to 
explore the new intellectual and operational territory 
it now occupies.

Four areas in particular need sustained attention by 
the Obama administration. First is the effort to broad-
en officer development paths, ultimately making them 
richer and more varied than during the Cold War. The 
administration should be willing to consider lengthen-
ing officer careers as a means to this end. Second, and 
relatedly, the operator-experts that emerge from this 
broader development process need to be rewarded for 
service as advisors. Third, rebalancing the force away 
from the dominance of the combat arms, or at least ar-
mor and artillery, will need high-level support. Finally, 
the way in which the Army delivers “full-spectrum” 
training as operational tempo allows will need careful 
attention and analysis.

Table 1. Current and Future Navy Fleets

Ship type 283-ship Fleet 313-ship Fleet 357-ship Fleet

Aircraft carriers (CVs, CVNs) 11 11 10

Escort carriers (CVEs) 0 0 4

Nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs, 
SSBNXs)

14 14 12

Nuclear-powered cruise missile and special operations 
transport submarines (SSGNs)

4 4 6

Nuclear-powered attack submarines (SSNs) 53 48 48

Guided missile cruisers (CGs, CGXs) 22 19 0

Guided missile destroyers (DDGs, DDGXs, DDG–1000s) 55 69 0

Large Battle Network Combatants 0 0 80

Frigates (FFs) 30 0 0

Mine countermeasure ships (MCMs) 14 0 0

Littoral Combat Ships (LCSs) 1 55 55

Large-deck amphibious assault ships (LHAs, LHDs, LHARs, 
LHDXs)

10 9 11

Amphibious landing ships (LSDs, LPDs) 21 22 22

Maritime prepositioning future squadron (T–LHA/LHD, 
T–AKE, LMSR, MLP)

0 12 0

Combat logistics force ships (T–AE, T–AFS, T–AKE, T–AO, 
T–AOE) 

31 30 31

Support ships 17 20 29

Maritime Security Force ships 0 0 49

Source: Naval Vessel Register, available at <www.nvr.navy.mil/nvrships/FLEET.HTM>.
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A New Competitive Strategy for Enduring 
Naval Superiority

The U.S. Navy’s 283-ship battle force is the most 
powerful on Earth (see table 1). This force includes 
11 aircraft carriers capable of launching and land-
ing conventional jets, and 10 amphibious assault 
ships capable of operating short takeoff and vertical 
landing (STOVL) jet fighters, tilt-rotor aircraft, and 
helicopters. No other navy operates more than four 
such ships.9 Its tactical submarine fleet numbers 56 
nuclear-powered boats (52 attack boats and 4 cruise 
missile submarines)—11 more nuclear boats than 
those found in all foreign navies.10 Its 77 multimis-
sion guided missile destroyers and cruisers carry 
about the same number of missiles as do the 367 
surface combatants operated by the next 20 largest 
navies. Its 31-ship amphibious warfare fleet can land 
2 Marine Expeditionary Brigades, and its 32-ship 
combat logistics force (CLF)—a mix of fuel tankers, 
ammunition, and supply ships—gives the Navy a 
global reach and staying power unmatched by any 
other navy. Not included in the 283-ship count is a 
110-ship prepositioning and sealift fleet operated 
by the Military Sealift Command, representing 95 
percent of the world’s militarily useful sealift.11 Nor 
does it include approximately 160 Coast Guard cut-
ters and patrol boats.

Despite its great strength, the Navy believes that 
its battle force is too small given the demands on the 
fleet. The recently published Cooperative Strategy for 
21st Century Seapower declares that preventing wars 
is as important as winning them.12 As a consequence, 
it emphasizes persistent global presence and mari-
time security and humanitarian assistance opera-
tions. This strategy entails larger numbers of ships 
and different types, too, including ships and craft 
capable of operating in the brown and green waters 
of the world alongside smaller, less capable navies. 
Given these tasks, as well as those associated with 
the current two-war joint standard, the Navy wants 
its future battle force to be no less than 313 ships (see 
tables 1 and 2).13

The likelihood that the Navy will achieve this fu-
ture goal is low. Since fiscal year (FY) 2003, the Navy 
has spent about $12.6 billion a year on shipbuild-
ing. The Congressional Budget Office estimates the 
Navy’s FY09 30-year plan to build a 313-ship fleet 
would cost an average of $27.4 billion a year.14 Given 
likely future budgets, few observers believe that the 
Navy will be able to allocate such large sums to its 
shipbuilding efforts.15 Even the Secretary of the Navy 
has said that unless the Navy designs and builds 
more affordable ships, the chances that it will be able 
to build up and sustain a larger fleet are poor.16

Table 2. U.S. Navy 313-ship Plan

type/class required description

Aircraft carriers 11 Transitions to CVN 21-class nuclear-powered aircraft carriers

Ballistic missile submarines 14 Comprised of 14 Ohio-class nuclear-powered SSBNs

Cruise missile submarines 4 Comprised of 4 Ohio-class SSBNs converted to SSGNs

Attack submarines 48
Comprised of nuclear-powered Los Angeles-, Seawolf-, and Virginia-class 
SSNs 

Surface combatants 88
Includes 19 guided missile cruisers (CG[X]s), 7 destroyers (DDG–1000s), and 
62 guided missile destroyers (DDGs and DDG[X]s)

Littoral combat ships 55
Sea frames only; program also includes 64 antisurface, antisubmarine, and 
countermine mission packages

Amphibious warfare ships 31
Includes 9 amphibious assault ships (LHD/LHAs), 10 amphibious transport 
docks (LPD–17s), 12 dock landing ships (LSDs) 

Maritime prepositioned 
force (future) 

12
3 modified LHDs/LHAs, 3 large medium speed RO/RO ships (LMSRs), 3 dry 
cargo/ammunition ships (T–AKEs), and 3 mobile landing platforms (MLPs) 

Combat logistics force 30
Transitions to 4 Fast Combat Support ships (T–AOEs), 11 dry cargo/ammuni-
tion ships (T–AKEs), and 15 underway replenishment oilers (T–AOs)

Support vessels 20
Includes 2 command ships (LCCs), 2 submarine tenders (ASs), 4 rescue and 
salvage ships (ARSs), 4 fleet tugs (T–ATFs), 4 ocean surveillance ships (T–
AGOS), 1 high-speed ship (HSS), 3 Joint High Speed Vessels (JHSVs)
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The Navy’s plans to recapitalize its extensive 
carrier-based and land-based air forces are similarly 
challenged. In addition to the F/A–18E/F strike 
fighters now in production, the Navy must pay for 
carrier and STOVL versions of the new F–35 Joint 
Strike Fighter; the E/A–18G electronic attack aircraft; 
the E–2D airborne early warning aircraft; the P–8A 
Multimission Maritime Aircraft; the MH–60R and 
MH–60S shipboard helicopters; and the Broad Area 
Maritime Surveillance and Firescout unmanned 
aerial systems. In addition, the Navy must pay for 
the recapitalization of the Marine Corps’ substantial 
rotary-wing fleet. The steadily growing costs for all 
these aircraft will continue to put enormous pres-
sure on a Service top line that is already under great 
strain.

Moreover, it is not yet clear that the Navy’s plans 
are consistent with the emerging competitive envi-
ronment, which is defined by the ongoing struggle 
against violent radical Islamist extremists and their 
terrorist networks, the rise of authoritarian capitalist 
states, and the prospect of a world in which weapons 
of mass destruction, especially nuclear weapons, 
are widely proliferated.17 In addition, the Navy is 
witnessing a dramatic expansion in the land, air, and 
naval power of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 
At present, the aim of this expansion is to prevent 
Taiwan from declaring independence. As part of its 

planning, the PRC must hedge against the possibil-
ity of the United States intervening on the side of 
Taiwan. Accordingly, the PRC is developing a range 
of capabilities designed to contest U.S. air and naval 
operations up to 1,600 nautical miles from the Chi-
nese mainland.18 Foreshadowing the challenges and 
complexities of naval network warfare, these Chinese 
capabilities include an over-the-horizon, intelligence, 
surveillance, reconnaissance, and targeting network; 
maritime strike aircraft armed with advanced anti-
ship cruise missiles (ASCMs); modern ASCM-armed 
surface combatants; and a qualitatively improved 
submarine fleet armed with advanced torpedoes and 
submerged-launched ASCMs. In addition, the PRC 
is experimenting with land-mobile, maneuverable 
reentry vehicle–equipped antiship ballistic missiles 
(essentially coastal artillery with ranges out to 2,500 
kilometers), against which U.S. ships may have little 
defense.19 This raises an open question: will rapidly 
improving Chinese maritime anti-access capabilities 
soon create a broad surface ship “keep out zone” in 
the far western reaches of the Pacific, and if so, how 
will the Navy respond?

There may also be a similar ongoing competi-
tive shift in undersea warfare. New undersea target 
sets such as fiber optic cables and offshore energy 
platforms may spark new undersea combat missions. 
Extremely quiet, diesel-electric submarines with air 
independent propulsion can now patrol for weeks 
without having to recharge their batteries. Future 
undersea warfare will involve new types of combat 
networks composed of sensors, large and small 
manned submarines, and unmanned underwater 
vehicles (UUVs) and systems. Because the U.S. abil-
ity to project power globally rests on an assumption 
of continued undersea superiority, the Navy must 
make sure it is prepared for these changes and that 
it remains the top competitor when, and if, a major 
competitive shift occurs.20

Based on this quick survey, there are various pos-
sible changes to current Navy plans. These changes 
are shaped by the following assumptions:

n The Navy can exploit its current comfortable 
lead in aggregate naval power by determining the 
direction of the future naval competition before 
making any dramatic changes to its force structure.

n Operationally, the Navy must concentrate on 
improving its ability for forward engagement with 
smaller navies, fighting hybrid naval adversaries, 
and supporting U.S. irregular warfare in the near 
term. Over the long term, it should concentrate on 

USS Wyoming, one of several Ohio-class ballistic missile submarines, was 
designed for Cold War nuclear deterrence but could be refitted for other roles
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strengthening its undersea warfighting capabilities 
and improving the surface fleet’s ability to fight from 
longer range—from beyond the densest defenses 
along a hostile coast.

n To strengthen its long-term competitiveness, 
the Navy must reduce shipbuilding costs, husband 
resources, sustain the country’s naval design and 
industrial base, and invest in robust research and 
development.

n The four best ways to reduce shipbuilding costs 
and conserve resources are to exploit ship and air-
craft designs now in production to the fullest extent 
possible in order to benefit from learning curve 
efficiencies; reduce the total number of different ship 
types to accrue savings in training, maintenance, 
and logistics; reduce crew sizes, which are the largest 
driver of a ship’s lifecycle costs; and aggressively pur-
sue improved networking capabilities, which provide 
added combat power well beyond mere numbers of 
platforms.

Based on these assumptions, the Navy should 
consider making the following changes to its current 
plans (see table 2).21

Aircraft Carriers. Reduce the carrier force target 
from 11 to 10 carriers, and shift to a sustained build-
ing rate of 1 new carrier every 5 years. At the same 
time, accelerate the development of a new carrier-
based, stealthy, air-refuelable unmanned combat 
air system (UCAS). The UCAS has the potential to 
convert the aircraft carrier into a global surveillance-
strike system able to fight from long ranges and 
against the most advanced air defense systems. 
Because the carrier force will continue to have 11 or 
12 carriers through the mid-2030s, the Navy should 
consider converting one or two into UCAS carriers.22

Ballistic Missile Submarines. After completing the 
ongoing midlife refueling cycle for the first 12 of 14 
Ohio-class nuclear-powered ballistic missile subma-
rines (SSBNs), reduce the strategic deterrent fleet to 
12 boats. This will free up two additional Ohios for 
conversion into nuclear-powered cruise missile and 
special operations transport submarines (SSGNs) 
and UUV motherships.23 The Navy should also 
begin a concerted effort to design the future SSBN 
replacement, which will begin replacing the Ohios 
in the mid-2020s, presumably based around a new 
seabased strategic ballistic missile.

Cruise Missile and Attack Submarines. Forty-eight 
nuclear-powered attack submarines (SSNs) and 6 
SSGNs are a reasonable interim target for the tactical 
submarine fleet; the ultimate size and character of 

the future force will depend entirely on the future 
undersea competition. The most important require-
ment is to hedge against a major future undersea 
warfare challenge by maintaining an industrial base 
able to build a minimum of two boats per year, sus-
taining the submarine design base, and continuing a 
robust undersea warfare research and development 
program. Accordingly, the Navy should move to 
two Virginia-class SSNs per year as soon as practi-
cal, begin designing small manned submarines and 
UUVs that can perform both Naval Special Warfare 
and undersea combat network missions, and launch 
an aggressive undersea warfare experimentation 
program.

Surface Combatants. As indicated by the Navy’s 
recent decision to truncate the DDG–1000 program 
to three ships and to restart the Arleigh Burke DDG 
production line, the Navy’s current plan to recapital-
ize its large surface combatant force is simply too 
expensive for future shipbuilding budgets. The most 
important near-term goal is to execute a thorough 
hull and combat systems upgrade for the 84 guided-
missile cruisers and destroyers either in the fleet or 
being built, to ensure their continued effectiveness. 
To save costs, the replacement programs for these 
ships—the CG(X) and DDG(X) programs—should 
be merged into a single Large Battle Network Com-
batant program. The new modular ship would be 

Stryker combat vehicles on patrol, Mosul, Iraq
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sized for the cruiser mission, have a 40-year design 
life, and be affordable enough for a sustained ship-
building rate of two per year. To maintain the indus-
trial base until the new ship is ready for production, 
the Navy would continue building the Burke DDGs. 
Seven would replace the oldest CGs, which cannot be 
affordably modernized. After that, the Navy would 
maintain the size of the legacy cruiser and destroyer 
force at the current target of 88 ships. The long-term 
goal would be to replace these 88 ships with 80 new 
Large Battle Network Combatants.24

Littoral Combat Ships. The Navy plans to build 
55 modular LCSs. Designed as multipurpose battle 
network combatants, the ships can be configured to 
perform antisurface, antisubmarine, and counter-
mine duties. The Navy plans to build the ships at a 
rate of up to six per year, and then stop construction 
for a decade or more. To sustain the industrial base, 
a better plan is to build LCSs at a sustained rate of 
four per year. Once the Navy hits its objective target 
of 55 ships, it has two options: continue to build four 
ships per year to expand the size of the LCS force, or 
continue to build four ships per year, replace the four 
oldest LCSs on a one-for one-basis, and transfer or 
sell the excess LCSs to friendly navies. Many small 
navies seek less complicated and expensive former 
U.S. warships. Refurbished LCSs would be a good fit 
for them. Additionally, the Navy should develop ad-
ditional LCS mission packages to perform additional 
missions, such as Naval Special Warfare support.

Naval Maneuver Ships. Amphibious warfare 
ships are perfectly suited for a strategy that empha-
sizes sustained forward presence and engagement; 
Maritime Pre-positioning Force (MPF) ships are less 
so. Accordingly, the Navy should build a force of 33 
amphibious ships (11 assault [LHD]/general purpose 
[LHA], 11 transport dock [LPD–17], and 11 dock 
landing [LSD]); cancel the proposed MPF (Future) 
squadron; and retain three legacy MPF squadrons. 
However, the Navy should build three planned Mo-
bile Landing Platforms, assigning one to each legacy 
MPF squadron. This ship mix could lift a total of five 
Marine Expeditionary Brigades. The Navy should 
also build four additional LHAs to serve as escort 
carriers (CVEs), with Marine STOVL aircraft aboard, 
to further distribute fleet aviation capability. To save 
money, the Navy should replace the LSD force with a 
variant of the LPD–17 hull now in production.

CLF and Support Ships. The Navy should build 13 
large, dry cargo/ammunition ships (T–AKEs), and 
then build 15 oilers and four Fast Combat Support 
ships based on variations of the same hull. This would 

produce a 31-ship CLF fleet with a common hull, 
which would result in significant savings. Similarly, 
it should replace its two command ships and two 
submarine tenders with variations of the LPD–17 hull. 
The Navy now plans to maintain five ocean surveil-
lance ships, forego building the High Speed Ship, and 
increase its Joint High Speed Vessel (JHSV) buy to 
seven ships. These are flexible, inexpensive ships that 
can serve a variety of engagement and fleet support 
tasks. The Navy should build a minimum of 5 more 
for general fleet support, for a total of 12, with 7 dedi-
cated to maritime security duties (see below).

Maritime Security Force Ships. The 313-ship fleet 
was developed before A Cooperative Strategy for 
21st Century Seapower was published. The strategy 
emphasizes persistent presence, maritime security 
operations, and partnership building capacity. Con-
sistent with this strategy, the Navy should establish 
seven Global Fleet Stations, each with a command 
ship (a converted LSD operated by the Military 
Sealift Command);25 one Maritime Security Cutter, 
operated by the Naval Reserve;26 one JHSV; one riv-
erine squadron; and four Coastal Patrol ships.

For those counting, these recommendations result 
in a battle force of 357 ships (see table 1). This does 
not count ships in the Military Sealift Command’s 
prepositioning and sealift fleets, Coast Guard cutters, 
or other important deployable naval capabilities, 
such as riverine squadrons. Between now and 2020, 
the Navy would need to spend approximately $21 
billion each year to implement these recommenda-
tions. This is about $6 billion less per year than the 
Congressional Budget Office’s estimate for the Navy’s 
FY09 30-year plan to build a 313-ship fleet.

As one can see, these recommended changes lead 
to less of a radical alternate naval force structure than 
an alternate competitive strategy for enduring naval 
superiority. This strategy improves the Navy’s ability 
to engage forward in the near term and prepares it for 
stiffer challenges in the longer term. It does this by 
husbanding resources; exploiting the hulls currently in 
production; reducing ship crews; preserving the naval 
industrial and design bases; maintaining U.S. undersea 
superiority; and making sure that future carrier battle 
forces can fight from longer ranges.

The Marines: From a Force in Readiness 
to a Force Engaged

This evaluation of the readiness and status of the 
Marine Corps has three components: winning the 
current conflict, equipping and modernizing, and 
posturing the Service for the future.
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Winning the Current Fight
The Marines have made material contributions 

to every major campaign since September 11, 2001. 
They view Iraq and Afghanistan as part of the 
generational struggle, and have taken many training, 
doctrine, and educational initiatives to enhance the 
ability to prevail in the long war. Some 200,000 mem-
bers of the Marine Corps have served in Southwest 
Asia since 2003. Another 49,877 Reservists have been 
activated since 2001 and 8,142 are deployed today, 
which represents about 20 percent of the Reserve 
Component.

The Marine Corps was engaged in Operation 
Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan during 2002, where 
Task Force 158 operated some 600 miles away from 
its amphibious shipping and logistics support. Several 
transition teams also have assisted the Afghan army. 
To counter the growing Taliban influence, some 
3,000 members of the Marine Corps returned to that 
country in 2008 to engage in aggressive operations in 
Helmand Province to limit the ability of insurgents to 
intimidate the Afghan population and undermine the 
authority of the legitimate government.

The Marines deployed more than 50,000 person-
nel for Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, and some 
24,000 remained in Iraq over last year. They demon-
strated versatility by conducting major operations in 
Fallujah against foreign fighters and al Qaeda. After 
that intense urban fighting, the Marines transitioned 
to stability operations and support of the Iraqi gov-
ernment. They also provided additional battalions 
and support for the surge in 2007. Operating as part 
of the larger MAGTF, they performed with agility 
and demonstrated a wide range of capabilities that 
negated efforts by the insurgents and supported the 
Sunni awakening in Al Anbar.

Moreover, the Marine Corps has deployed some 
25 training teams in the area of operations of U.S. 
Central Command, and some 600 Marines in two 
dozen countries as trainers and advisors. In addition, 
it executed more than 50 theater engagement events 
in the past year, including events in Iraq, Central 
America, the Middle East, and Africa. It also trained 
more than 400 foreign officers in various Marine 
Corps educational institutions and programs located 
in the United States.

In addition to combat operations in distant theaters, 
the Marine Corps budget has grown to increase its 
authorized strength from 175,000 to 202,000 by FY11. 
The commandant insisted on plans to develop all ele-
ments of the MAGTF in a balanced manner to meet 
the challenges of an uncertain future. The additional 

forces will allow the Service to have sufficient forces to 
conduct ongoing operations, train new forces for over-
seas missions, and remain capable of fulfilling both its 
core competencies and Title 10 responsibilities.

Achieving recruiting, equipment, and construc-
tion objectives will cost more than $30 billion over 
the Future Years Defense Program. Additional 
end-strength will result in three Marine Expedition-
ary Forces—balanced in both their capacity and 
capability. This increase will enable ongoing support 
to combatant commanders as well as reduce the 
unsustainable tempo of deployments on Marine 
personnel.

The increase permitted the addition of three infan-
try battalions and the equivalent of an artillery and 
military police battalion, enhanced armor and com-
bat engineer battalions, and air-naval gunfire liaison 
companies. Current plans call for more logistics units 
and light attack helicopters. Moreover, the Marines 
intend to improve the deployment-to-dwell ratio by 
reducing operating tempo of various units, includ-
ing military police, UAVs, helicopter, air command 
and control, combat service support, and explosive 
ordnance disposal.

Force expansion is being successfully executed. 
The Marines surpassed the FY08 authorized end-
strength objective of 189,000 and also preserved 
force quality with recruits who have a high school 
graduation rate of more than 94 percent. The Service 
also expects to reach its expansion goal ahead of 
schedule in 2010. The Obama administration must 
gauge the strategic environment, the likely nature of 
future conflict, and available resources to deter-
mine if this force expansion meets the long-term 
needs of the Nation. For now, it is apparent that 
American ground forces have been badly strained 
by two simultaneous long-term counterinsurgency 
campaigns.

Equipping and Modernizing
To maintain the current high operating tempo, the 

budget of the Marine Corps has been substantially 
increased since the peace dividend of the 1990s. The 
baseline budget that pays largely for manpower, op-
erations, maintenance, and procurement of ground 
weapons has increased by 100 percent since FY00 
(in current dollars). The Marines also have benefited 
from substantial funding in Navy accounts, which 
is known as blue-in-support-of-green funding that 
provides for aviation. These funds are critical to the 
Marine Aviation Plan, which will transition more 
than half of the Marine aviation resources (39 out of 
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71 squadrons) from 13 legacy types of aircraft to 6 
new aircraft models and one unmanned system.

The Expeditionary Fighting Vehicle is designed for 
operations conducted from the sea and in littoral re-
gions. Although often construed as a niche capability, 
it has inherent capabilities that provide utility across 
the conflict spectrum, including riverine and urban 
operations. The vehicle offers amphibious mobility, 
cross-country versatility, lethality, enhanced force 
protection, and communications that will improve 
joint force operations. This is the largest acquisi-
tion program in the Marine Corps, and it has been 
beset by technical complexities and rising costs. The 
decision was made to limit the program objective 
to 574 vehicles in order to invest in a flexible suite 
of ground vehicles. Although this program survived 
the last Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), it will 
once again be examined for relevance, cost level, and 
program management challenges.

The F–35B STOVL aircraft is a variant of the JSF 
that offers basing flexibility and timely support across 
the full spectrum of warfare. JSF capabilities will 
integrate combat systems in support of ground forces 
and be the centerpiece of Marine aviation. Produc-
tion of the first 19 test aircraft is currently under way. 
Reflecting the Service’s expeditionary orientation, the 
Marines are committed to an all-STOVL tactical air-
craft force, which enables MAGTFs to operate close 
to supported units under austere conditions.

MV–22 Osprey aircraft are replacing 40-year-old 
CH–46E helicopters that were introduced during the 
Vietnam War. The Marines have received 60 aircraft, 
which are based at Marine Corps Air Station New 
River, North Carolina; Patuxent River, Maryland; 
and Al Asad Air Base, Iraq. Ospreys make up one 
training squadron, one test squadron, and three 
tactical squadrons. The Marines will transition two 
CH–46E squadrons to MV–22 squadrons per year 
through 2012. An Osprey squadron was deployed to 
Iraq in 2008, and the capabilities of this aircraft have 
been proven under combat conditions. The range, 
speed, and durability of the hybrid tilt-rotor aircraft 
have been ably demonstrated. The MV–22 squadron 
in Iraq executed operational missions in 6 hours that 
would have taken some 12 hours in the more vulner-
able CH–46 helicopters.

Posture the Service for the Future
The commandant of the Marine Corps has stated 

that “it is our obligation to subsequent generations of 
Marines, and to our Nation, to always have an eye to 
the future—to prepare for tomorrow’s challenges to-

day.” To further that obligation, he created a task force 
to produce a new vision and supporting strategy. The 
vision provides a foundation for operational concepts 
and identifies the critical steps needed to shape the 
Service for an increasingly volatile and uncertain 
future. It is grounded in its role as the Nation’s force 
in readiness, but will guide combat development in 
the long term to properly organize, train, equip, and 
prepare the Marine Corps for tomorrow’s challenges.

The commandant describes the Marine of tomor-
row as a two-fisted fighter capable of destroying 
enemy formations with flexible air-ground-logistics 
teams in major contingencies, but equally capable 
of employing hard-earned irregular warfare skills 
honed over decades of conflict. The Marine Corps 
envisions itself as a persistently engaged and multi-
capable force, drawing on the Total Force to address 
the full range of contingencies that the future will 
present.

The Marines aim to become the Nation’s expe-
ditionary force of choice. The commandant and 
his leadership team are committed to maintaining 
a Marine Corps ready to live hard in uncertain, 
chaotic, and austere environments with an expedi-
tionary mindset—emphasizing speed of execution, 
agility, and flexibility. Accordingly, the Service must 
be lean, agile, and adaptable. Over the last decade, 
the force has gotten much heavier. A balance must be 
struck between being heavy enough for expedition-
ary warfare and light enough for rapid deployment 
overseas aboard naval ships. Getting lighter will not 
negatively impact organic sustainability. The vision 
ensures that the Marines of tomorrow maintain the 
ability to sustain themselves in operations through 
the use of a seabase or initial lodgment ashore. The 
organic sustainability of MAGTFs is a unique and 
critical force enabler in such conditions, particularly 
early in an operation.

The vision devotes more attention and resources 
to education and training for understanding and 
defeating potential adversaries in complex conflicts 
involving combat and stability missions. The ability 
to conduct both types of operations simultaneously 
represents the essence of that two-fisted fighter—
offering a hand to people in need or delivering a 
precise jab in irregular warfare while wielding a 
closed fist in major combat operations. The Marine 
Corps strives to be as effective in counterinsurgen-
cies as it has been in kicking down doors as part of 
its amphibious operations.

Current operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, and 
the Pacific basin illustrate the range of operations 
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the Marines must be prepared to conduct in the 
future. This challenge is nothing new and should not 
unsettle anyone who understands the history of the 
Marine Corps or the well-honed crisis response tool-
kit that the Marines provide worldwide to combatant 
commanders.

The Nation needs a force in readiness to rapidly 
and decisively deploy to crises anywhere in the 
world. But the emerging environment requires 
the Marines to shift from a “force in readiness” 
to one that is more engaged and proactive. To do 
so, the Marine Corps will train, advise, and shape 
events more directly. Marines should not simply be 
deployed forward; they should be actively engaged 
forward supporting theater security plans while also 
being prepared to conduct complex expeditionary 
operations. These challenges will require the Service 
to make changes and adapt to new skill sets. But 
regardless of resources, the Marines will continue 
to perform well just as they have done throughout 
American history.

Critical Decisions for the Air Force
Military strength underpins American diplomacy 

and its role in the world. The men and women of 
the Air Force are integral to that strength, standing 
watch in missile fields and at bases in both Korea 
and Japan, while serving with distinction in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and wherever duty calls. In war and 

peace, their mission in air, space, and cyberspace as 
part of joint and coalition forces provides the United 
States with the capabilities required to project power 
globally.

Today, the Air Force faces several critical ques-
tions. Under new leadership, the Service must 
address nuclear discipline following two high-
profile mishaps. During the 1990s, after Strategic 
Air Command was dissolved and the conventional 
role of nuclear bombers was increased, some of that 
discipline began to erode in the Air Force. In an age 
of nuclear-armed countries, nuclear weapons remain 
the ultimate guarantor of U.S. national security, but 
the organization that the Air Force uses to manage 
those weapons is no longer up to this critical task.

The Air Force also faces major acquisition prob-
lems, which are similar to those confronting other 
Services but of greater magnitude. As a general rule, 
the Service is dependent on big-ticket space and air 
platforms that require decades-long development 
lead times and remain in the force for decades. Most 
bombers and tankers flown today were built when 
General Curtis LeMay led the Air Force, and most 
fighters were built in the 1970s and 1980s. Added to 
this problem, after 18 years of maintaining a high 
operating tempo, including combat sorties and airlift 
operations to support combat in Southwest Asia, 
equipment has aged more rapidly than originally an-
ticipated. Recent questions raised by the Government 

Marine speaks to villager through translator during civil-military operations training at Marine Base Quantico

U
.S

. M
ar

in
e 

Co
rp

s 
(C

h
er

ie
 A

. T
h

ur
lb

y)



398 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

Accountability Office about the acquisition process 
in the Air Force have complicated and postponed 
recapitalization efforts. Given smaller budgets and a 
highly charged atmosphere surrounding acquisition 
matters, solving the recapitalization problem will not 
be easy but must be tackled under new leadership.

The Air Force also faces serious challenges in 
regard to its cyber mission. Although analysts 
increasingly agree that such capabilities will be at the 
core of conventional and unconventional warfare in 
the future, budgets do not reflect this priority for any 
Service. As the Air Force has moved to increase cy-
ber capabilities, the Department of Defense (DOD) 
has struggled with issues of allocating responsibility 
for cyber security and warfare among the Services 
and various agencies. Because it provides 80 percent 
of land and space command and control infrastruc-
ture protection to the Nation, the Air Force is in a 
position to take the lead in this mission.

Finally, the Air Force faces strategic questions on 
the allocation of limited resources between uncon-
ventional and conventional warfare. Over the next 
decade, advanced surface-to-air missiles and fourth-
generation fighters will be transferred by Russia 
and China to potentially hostile states. Ensuring the 
air superiority required to project power globally, 
and even to utilize UAVs and air-to-ground strike 
platforms for unconventional warfare, the Air Force 
must purchase expensive fifth-generation fighters 
and stealthy long-range bombers. However, doing 
so will diminish the resources available for assets to 
support the conduct of current unconventional war-
fare operations. Squaring this circle will not be easy.

The Air Force is consolidating its nuclear forces 
under a single command and transforming its pro-
curement system from requirements to acquisition. 
Moreover, the Service has given cyber assets to the 
24th Air Force and, with the Army, Navy, and Intel-
ligence Community, is developing related tactical and 
strategic efforts at Nellis Air Force Base. Yet budget 
questions loom large. Given ongoing operations, 
there is no peace dividend to bank. After a global 
financial crisis, very large projected deficits, and little 
in long-range budgets to cover inflation, the Air Force 
will have to set priorities and make hard decisions.

Fighter Modernization
Along with naval combat assets, Air Force combat 

aircraft form the basis of U.S. power projection 
capability. This force is evolving with fifth-generation 
fighters and next-generation bombers that will 
replace aging planes. This evolution is important 

because legacy aircraft and ships are slowly losing 
the ability to operate against antiaccess technolo-
gies. Within the next 10 to 20 years, credible military 
diplomacy among major powers, and military 
operations against states capable of buying new Rus-
sian and Chinese missiles and aircraft, will require 
aircraft capable of operating in a high-threat envi-
ronment. Practically speaking, the Air Force must 
increase its inventory of fifth-generation fighters as 
well as develop a new bomber.

As of August 2009, the question of the size of the 
fifth-generation aircraft appeared to be resolved. The 
Obama administration decided to end production 
of the F–22 jet fighter at 187 planes rather than a 
projected inventory of 243 aircraft as planned in the 
previous administration. Although some Members 
of Congress and others continue to support the F–22 
program, which began as a response to Soviet aircraft 
developments in the 1980s, the administration decid-
ed to cap the program in order to fund higher priori-
ties. The limited number may make moot the issue of 
whether the F–22 would ever be sold to allies.

The Air Force must take three steps to develop 
a successful fighter program. First, it must develop 
a coordinated acquisition process tied to strategic 
requirements. In particular, the process requires 
more focus on the F–35 aircraft. Out-year schedule 
changes and budget adjustments have made the 
F–35 program a bill-payer for other acquisitions, 
which must stop. Second, the JSF program must fully 
engage those allies investing in program technology. 
Artificial barriers preventing key partners from fully 
participating must be dropped. Finally, interoper-
ability of the JSF with allies—equipment, training, 
information, and combat employment—is the 
heart of the program and needs top-level attention. 
Moreover, like fighters, bombers are aging rapidly. 
The last B–52H came off the production line in 1962. 
A substantial portion of the fleet is grounded. If the 
United States intends to maintain the ability to con-
duct a long-range strike mission, it should continue 
investment in such aircraft.

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance
While speaking at Maxwell Air Force Base in April 

2008, Secretary Gates drew on his experience in the 
Intelligence Community to challenge the military 
Services to examine their cultures in order to accom-
plish future missions. Calling on the tradition of in-
novation of earlier Air Force thinkers, Secretary Gates 
urged his audience to consider if the ways in which 
the military does business continue to make sense.
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Nowhere is such thinking more apropos than 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 
(ISR). The revolution in information technologies, 
combined with the accuracy of global positioning 
satellites used for navigation, has introduced highly 
sophisticated approaches to the application of mod-
ern airpower. But the ability to strike targets with 
precision became limited by the ability to find and 
identify them, particularly in distinguishing combat-
ants from civilians.

Some of the most critical ISR-related issues the 
Air Force must address relate to UAVs. Questions 
continue about balancing the need for persistent ISR 
capabilities with assets that can survive on the battle-
field. If programmers continue to believe that future 
airspace will be uncontested, they must shift the 
balance toward vulnerable yet persistent unmanned 
assets at the expense of more survivable ones in set-
ting their budget priorities. Otherwise, they should 
give survivability greater weight. The Air Force must 
develop systems that communicate with ground 
forces and effectively allocate ISR across continents. 
Equally important, it must develop methods of culti-
vating mutual trust and support among Soldiers and 
Airmen to maximize the effectiveness of Air Force 
assets. Furthermore, because ISR capabilities involve 
assembling a cohesive picture with data drawn from 
multiple domains, the Air Force must increase its 
ability to process as well as obtain information. Be-
yond such considerations, the Air Force must seek to 
improve ISR development in light of the recommen-
dations reported by the Allard Commission in 2008 
that indicated the National Reconnaissance Office 
requires major restructuring.

As new technology has become available, the 
Air Force has been partnered with commanders on 
the ground. Over the last 3 years, as ground forces 
have discovered the value of the Rover platform 
and other ISR capabilities, requests for persistent 
surveillance have outstripped assets by levels of 
magnitude. As joint confidence in ISR as well as 
guided precision strike grew during the surge in 
2007, joint commanders increased the total daily 
average weight of ordnance dropped by the Air 
Force in Iraq by more than 1,000 percent. The 
future demands are likely to be even greater as these 
capabilities mature and expand.

As the U.S. military learns to utilize ISR-based 
capabilities, the enemy is also adapting. Increas-
ingly, this problem dominates the news as the enemy 
seeks to deny precision attack bomb damage with 
misinformation. Finding targets has become more 

difficult than striking them. How the joint team deals 
with this problem will affect the benefit of airpower 
in future insurgencies. The continuing improvement 
in ISR assets will require fostering synergism among 
institutions, people, and technology in the air, space, 
and cyberspace. It will also mean improving the 
speed of total feedback and addressing the ability 
of potential enemies to operate inside a friendly 
observe-orient-decide-act cycle or the so-called 
OODA loop. DOD will look to the Air Force to take 
the lead in finding ISR operational solutions.

Airlift, tankers, and search and rescue platforms 
that provide logistical support in war are often as 
important as combat forces. Along with supply ships, 
airlift plays an important role, not only in supplying 
war, but also in providing humanitarian relief. The 
air bridge between Kuwait and Iraq has saved count-
less lives by delivering supplies without Soldiers 
having to run the gauntlet of improvised explosive 
devices, but it has resulted in the premature aging 
of transport aircraft. Humanitarian airlifts after the 
Asian tsunami, Pakistani earthquake, Russian attack 
on Georgia, and natural disasters in the United States 
have taken a heavy toll on aircraft longevity.

Recapitalizing airlift, tankers, and search and 
rescue assets has been deferred for many years. In 
the next 4 years, the Air Force must begin work 
on combat search and rescue platforms and new 
tankers. Expanding the airlift capacity will be a 
fiscal challenge. U.S. Africa Command by itself will 
demand significant airlift resources to accomplish 
its interagency mission. In terms of national security 
priorities, airlift is a capability that joint and coalition 
operations depend on. The Air Force will be required 
to identify additional fiscal resources. Prioritizing the 
mission of the airlift fleet and finding the resources 
to support it will present a serious challenge.

Space and Cyberspace
Like air assets, space assets are rapidly aging. In 

an age when states are testing antisatellite weapons, 
studies point to the increasing vulnerability of large 
unshielded multipurpose satellites and call for small-
er, less costly, and more survivable replacements. 
With regard to cyberspace where the Air Force has 
responsibility for most cyber protection, and with 
defense assets constantly under attack, it is critical to 
develop an investment plan in this domain. Cyber-
space acquisition is being studied in the Electronic 
Systems Division with support from the Air Force 
Research Laboratories and should be better framed 
in the next budget cycle.
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Forward Presence
For the Air Force to project global power, it 

requires international bases to extend its reach and 
provide aerial refueling of shorter range fighters and 
transports. Besides projecting national power, basing 
agreements deter aggression by demonstrating the 
solidarity of the United States and its allies around 
the world. As a new generation of antiship missiles 
has continued to drive aircraft carriers farther from 
shore, basing will remain important to American 
defense interests. This requirement has not received 
the attention that it deserves; thus, basing issues and 
related power projection considerations must be 
given a high priority.

People
In recent years, the end-strength of the Air Force 

has been considerably reduced as missions have 
increased and its personnel reassigned to in-lieu-of 
taskings to bolster Army units, which has stressed 
the force. Resolving this problem will require 
increasing the size of the force, maximizing value 
and minimizing waste by streamlining under Air 
Force Smart Operations, and continuing the focus on 
quality of life issues. Given the amount of money be-
ing allocated to the development of technical skills, 
Airmen must be retained. Yet given budget pressures, 
doing so without sacrificing recapitalization or cur-
rent operations represents a real challenge.

Focus on Energy
Since Jimmy Doolittle helped Shell Oil produce 

100-octane aviation fuel in the 1930s, energy has been 
critical to Air Force research and development. With 
the price of oil fluctuating and the United States and 
other nations demanding lower carbon emission from 
jet fuel, this mission is more important than ever. The 
Air Force must increase efforts in this area to protect 
bases from grid interruption and facilitate the transi-
tion to alternative fuels in the future. The Air Force Re-
search Laboratory has led the way through innovations 
that have been extended to commercial partners. The 
programs are inexpensive and provide a disproportion-
ate return on the investment when the potential of 
energy security is also factored into the equation.

In the coming decade, the Air Force will face tough 
choices in rebuilding its nuclear program, defining its 
cyber mission, and allocating its tight budget across 
an aging inventory of space and air assets. Its capabili-
ties underpin joint warfighting, from air superiority 
and aerial refueling to ISR and communications for 
modern warfare. The future will require hard deci-

sions on the role of the United States in the world and 
the configuration of the Armed Forces to support na-
tional objectives. The global military environment is 
changing. Policymakers must decide how to structure 
the Air Force to respond to those changes.

Military Manpower and Personnel Issues
The Armed Forces, particularly the Army, face 

challenges in both the recruitment and retention of 
sufficient personnel with requisite qualities. Some 
factors influencing these challenges—such as the 
extent of combat operations in Iraq—are likely to 
abate in the next few years. Others will become 
more salient. The basic paradigm for manning the 
force that has existed since the end of the draft in 
1973, particularly obtaining recruits, soon may be 
untenable without major changes and infusions of 
money. The Obama administration also faces other 
manpower issues, notably adapting career personnel 
management to new operational and social realities, 
dealing with the high cost of military health care, and 
maintaining capable Reserve Components in an era 
of mobilization. However, these issues are secondary 
to finding enough recruits for the Active force.

The All-Volunteer Force instituted some 35 years 
ago has been extraordinarily successful in both peace 
and war. The average quality of recruits, both in 
quantifiable terms and intangibles of character, has 
been substantially higher than during conscription 
from 1940 to 1973. This enables the Services to train 
men and women to higher standards. Disciplinary 
problems are dramatically lower than during the 
draft. The higher quality of recruits, coupled with high 
levels of military compensation that guarantee living 
standards for career personnel at least equal to their 
civilian counterparts, has resulted in high-quality 
career noncommissioned officers. Coupled with force 
modernization and technological and attitudinal revo-
lutions in unit training, these personnel have brought 
U.S. forces to a level of readiness unmatched in his-
tory. All of this has been seen on the battlefield in the 
last two decades. Nor are there operational indications 
that personnel readiness has flagged, almost 8 years 
after terrorist attacks on the United States, and after 6 
years of grinding, repetitive, and frustrating combat 
operations conducted in Southwest Asia.

The number of new accessions and reenlistments 
was reduced with the All-Volunteer Force. Active 
strength was 2.2 million in 1973 and had dropped to 
only 1.4 million by the mid-1990s. The post-Vietnam 
Army of 780,000 had declined to 480,000 members 
on September 11, 2001. Not until the Nation was 
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into the Iraq conflict in 2005 did DOD, prodded by 
Congress, grudgingly consent to a modest increase 
in Army strength to 547,000 over several years. 
The Army has maintained both officer and enlisted 
strength only by lowering enlistment standards in the 
last few years and by increasing enlistment, reenlist-
ment, and retention bonuses and special pay. Some 
enlistment bonuses are figured in five figures and 
reenlistment bonuses in six. Studies indicate recruits 
with moral waivers do better by some standards and 
only slightly worse than other enlistees, while not 
compromising their overall battlefield performance.

Nonetheless, this state of affairs may not endure. 
The benefit of paying lump sums to recruit and retain 
personnel may have reached its useful limit. There 
has been a decline over the last 15 to 20 years in 
the propensity of young people to enter the Armed 
Forces, which not surprisingly has accelerated dur-
ing the Iraq War. Under existing standards, only 
about 30 percent of 18-year-old men and women 
are eligible for military service, with the balance 
physically or morally unfit because of obesity, health 
issues, and drug use. More significantly, the rise in 
college attendance shrinks the pool of youth who 
have traditionally enlisted. The tendency of African-
Americans to enlist has dropped over the past 20 
years. This may pose issues for society in general, 
but it also has the effect of depriving the Services 
of a reliable manpower pool that formerly enlisted 
and tended to remain in the military for a career. 
Some problems may be directly related to Iraq and 
diminish when the conflict winds down. However, 
the war on terror and the struggle in Southwest Asia 
that may require a forward presence for many years 
suggest that recruitment and retention will take place 
in a wartime rather than peacetime environment for 
the foreseeable future.

Reports of an immediate crisis in officer retention, 
particularly a hemorrhaging of captains in the Army, 
have turned out to be overstated. However, retention 
is unquestionably under pressure that is likely to in-
crease. The leadership and knowledge skills of junior 
officers, many of whom have been combat tested, 
have led to an unprecedented demand for them in 
the private sector. The constant transfers, combined 
with the exhausting pace of Iraq and Afghanistan de-
ployments in both the Army and the Marine Corps, 
make it difficult for officers to put down roots, marry, 
and have families. Once married, frequent house-
hold moves make it difficult for spouses to establish 
and maintain their professional careers, which has 

Integration Initiatives in the Air Force

At a time of increasing competition for scarce resources, the integra-
tion of all components makes sense. While the Air Force has been 
integrating with varying degrees of success for more than 40 years 
through association constructs, and all components have worked 
together in combat contingencies for nearly two decades, fiscal 
imperatives are driving an accelerated rate of association today. It 
is critical that Airmen look beyond fiscal efficiency and grasp the 
magnitude of changes in aggressive force structure. Promoting as-
sociation exclusively for fiscal efficiency risks compromising inherent 
component attributes and combat effectiveness. Moreover, there are 
still tough issues that must be resolved. Do association constructs 
work with operations plans? Do they increase the capability of the 
joint warfighter? How should they measure that?

Integration represents more than bringing people and equip-
ment together. It means bringing organizations with different 
cultures together around common equipment and common mis-
sions. All organizations and associations are based on relation-
ships that require understanding, respect, and appreciation of 
them to be successful. The Active Component of the Air Force 
provides well-trained, highly standardized, dedicated person-
nel; it comprises 65 percent of the Service. Regular Airmen are 
available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, and are able to deploy 
on short notice for longer periods of time without risking their 
livelihood. They can move from one duty station to another with 
few complications. New duty stations and resulting changes in 
assignments provide these Airmen with a broad perspective 
on the Air Force and help develop leaders. On the other hand, 

6 Continued on p. 403
Lt Gen Stenner meets with Active-duty, Reserve, and Guard Airmen in 
Kirkuk, Iraq
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frequent moves can make continuity in any given 
unit mission far more difficult.

Like the Active Component, the U.S. Air Force 
Reserve and Air National Guard contain well-trained, 
highly standardized personnel. Most have served 
in the Active force and have more experience that 
benefits the younger Airman. They perform a number 
of the Air Force missions to include some that are not 
performed by the Active Component, such as aerial 
spray (Reserve), weather reconnaissance (Reserve), 
aerial fire fighting (Reserve and Guard), and aerial 
broadcast operations (Guard). Moreover, members 
of the Air National Guard perform state-focused, 
governor-directed missions such as counterdrug 
operations and disaster response.

Reservists and Guardsmen remain members of 
the Air Force because they enjoy the mission and 
are dedicated to the Nation. They strike a balance 
between commitments to the Service, their families, 
and their civilian jobs, which is the major source of 
their income. From their civilian jobs they bring skills, 
background, and creativity to the military, which are 
highly valued assets. These Airmen take great pride 
in their unit and ability to perform the mission. Most 
have long-term ties in their communities and states, 
and have little desire to move to another duty station. 
While this lack of mobility presents difficulties in 
developing leadership experience over careers, it 
provides long-term continuity to the unit mission and 
ultimately to the Air Force.

Members of the U.S. Air Force Reserve and Air 
National Guard train to the same standards and cur-
rencies as the Active duty force at a fraction of the 
cost. Most are capable of deploying in 72 hours of 
notification. However, they are not as accessible as 
their Active counterparts: short of being mobilized, 
the Reserve Components depend on volunteers to 
meet wartime taskings. The Reserve and Guard form 
a smaller percentage of the force (14 and 21 percent, 
respectively) and thus are less capable than the Ac-
tive Component of sustaining a high operating tempo.

Such are the attributes of components; they make 
each unique and successful. The challenge is pre-
serving the culture of each component, improving fis-
cal efficiency, and adding capabilities. After 40 years 
of trial and error, some basic truths about associa-
tion have emerged. Both the host and associate unit 
should have roughly mirror organizational structures 
in which each component unit retains a separate 
administrative chain of control so that promotions, 

discipline, readiness, training, and so forth remain 
in the component of the unit. Authority to designate 
objectives, assign tasks, and provide operational 
direction to ensure unity of effort in the mission 
must be resolved by memoranda of agreement. The 
agreements should provide opportunities for units to 
develop leaders, not only in terms of administrative 
control but in operational direction as well.

Because the host unit remains primarily responsible 
for equipment, there is the potential for an uneven 
playing field. Moreover, not all missions are the same; 
some readily lend themselves to training. Equipment 
can influence how much training can be accomplished. 
Care should be taken to ensure parity in access to 
equipment in achieving unit training objectives.

Units must be able to retain their unique and 
separate identities, which are the source of pride for 
members of each component and can be the source 
of motivation in accomplishing missions. If unit 
identity is compromised, the motivation to perform 
the mission and serve will be as well. Beyond those 
basic tenets, associations present new challenges 
in developing plans to meet the needs of combat-
ant commanders. Often it has been the case that 
plans were developed for units to deploy together 
with their equipment in support of a given operation. 
Associations must be worked into plans. Although 
progress has been made in developing mobilization 
plans that deploy equipment separately from units, 
difficulties will be encountered in executing them. It 
will be important to find the right mix of Active and 
Reserve Components when allocating people against 
missions in the Air and Space Expeditionary Force 
construct. Determining how long and how best to ac-
cess Reserve Component personnel for that mix (that 
is, by mobilizing them or seeking volunteers) provides 
combatant commanders with the most effectively 
resourced force.

The Air Force must educate personnel on the unique 
challenges of associations—at all levels and among 
components. Advancement in each Service today is 
premised on joint education and experience. However, 
it should also be premised on joint component educa-
tion and experience. Candidates for leadership in as-
sociations should be screened and selected based on 
their ability to get along with other components. Force 
integration should not be seen as a separate process 
in and of itself. Properly understood, it is a unified, 
harmonious, and effective entity.
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become the norm for a large number of people with 
college or postgraduate degrees from which most of 
the officer corps is drawn.

While the existing recruiting model may have out-
lived its usefulness, the Services probably will con-
tinue using it with only marginal adjustments. But 
other approaches are available. One change would be 
assigning the same budget priority to recruitment as 
weapons procurement. The Services spend billions 
on hardware, but then nickel and dime recruit-
ment in relative terms. The All-Volunteer Force 
has afforded a good military for the money. Added 
resources, though, may be needed in the future. 
Pursuing college-bound youth with educational ben-
efits or paying off student loans of college graduates 
makes sense. Arguments that educational benefits 
induce people to leave the military are false. More-
over, recruits should be more carefully selected since 
about one-third of first-term enlistees do not finish 
their first term. Rigorous, albeit expensive, drug tests 
would eliminate some recruits and may deter others 
from using. The physical fitness standards applied to 
recruits in meeting training quotas are also problem-
atic. Requiring several more weeks of training makes 
greater sense than allowing recruits to go on unit 
assignments only to be separated before completing 
their first-term enlistment for medical reasons.

The Services should find ways to acquaint young 
people with military life. Recruiters face unmilitary 
rather than antimilitary attitudes. The option of 
military service does not dawn on many Americans. 
While the Pentagon begrudges spending money on 
the Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps, it does 
produce a large number of recruits. Moreover, the Ser-
vices should consider experimenting with programs 
that enable young people to serve for a few months in 
the military, similar to the Citizens Military Training 
Camps operated during the interwar period.

Finally, the President will be subject to enormous 
pressure to support the admission of admitted 
homosexuals to the military. This issue reflects a 
wider debate in society over according full rights 
to gay men and women. Those who favor ending 
the statutory ban on gays argue that changed social 
mores have removed the stigma of homosexuality, 
and various surveys of military personnel support 
the admission of gays, plus impressionistic com-
ments by junior and senior officers. If this is the case, 
it undercuts arguments that openly gay personnel in 
the ranks negatively affect cohesion and discipline, 
and buttresses the view that the military, particularly 

given a strained recruiting environment, cannot 
afford to lose the service of capable individuals who 
happen to be gay or lesbian Americans, although this 
may be an oversimplification.

Many enlisted personnel are prepared to live and 
let live with regard to homosexuals who are not out 
of the closet, but are less well disposed to openly gay 
men and women. One of the dominant motivations 
for enlisting in the combat arms is the testing and 
proving of masculinity, which in the minds of many 
young men is contradicted by open male homo-
sexuality. Polls and surveys, even those conducted 
anonymously, may reflect subliminal attempts to 
conform to popular views rather than actual beliefs, 
a phenomenon familiar to sophisticated designers of 
survey research. In addition, there has been virtually 
no mention of the effect of ending the ban on gays 
on those who influence potential recruits, principally 
their parents. These factors suggest that the debate 
over gays in the military has been framed in a rather 
limited and restrictive manner.

Defense Budgets: Past and Future
There are a number of critical national security 

issues that face the Obama administration. The 
conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, rising regional 
powers, and the ongoing fight to dampen the influ-
ence of al Qaeda are daunting tasks. But the most 
challenging issue may be the badly strained Pentagon 
fiscal accounts. In the 1990s, defense spending was 
squeezed to gain a modest peace dividend. Critics 
predicted a train wreck in military effectiveness as 
procurement was scaled back. Today, analysts refer to 
the Pentagon coffers as a poisoned chalice. Stretched 
by two conflicts in Southwest Asia, these accounts 
compete within a Federal budget that is increas-
ingly plagued by a weak economic base, changing 
demographic realities, and ever growing entitlement 
programs. Resolving such deficiencies, in the midst 
of ongoing wars, will demand rigorous planning that 
acknowledges the risk of an overstretched force and 
judiciously matches ends and means.

The ‘war on terror’ has resulted in significant 
increases in the defense budget. Spending in real 
terms is 30 percent higher today than in 2001, not 
including funding for the operations in Southwest 
Asia. At the same time, fiscal constraints have 
resulted in deferred modernization of the Services. 
Moreover, higher usage rates of aircraft, vehicles, 
and weapons increase the cost of resetting the force 
to previous levels. Supplemental budgets have ab-
sorbed the brunt of the reset, but estimates indicate 

5 Continued from p. 401
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the need for $100 billion to $200 billion in deferred 
maintenance and repair costs. In addition, the 
delayed modernization of the Navy and Air Force 
represents another $200 billion. Filling this gap 
would increase the defense budget on the order of 
some 10 to 20 percent.

Beyond qualitative changes in the character of the 
Armed Forces, there are planned increases in the 
strengths of the Army and Marine Corps. The Army 
is authorized to grow by 65,000 to 547,000 and the 
Marines by 27,000 to 202,000 by FY11. This deci-
sion represents a modification to force development 
guidance that had previously emphasized leap-ahead 
technology and standoff warfare. Irregular threats in 
dense urban environments or among “the people” do 
not present readily identifiable target sets. The com-
bined estimate for these manpower rampup costs 
comes to almost $108 billion in the FY08 to FY12 
period, and $12 billion per year after.

Gauging defense requirements has never been 
easy. The proverbial question “How much is 
enough?” has never been satisfactorily answered. U.S. 
military spending is almost equal to that of the rest 
of the world combined, or about 47 percent of global 
defense budgets. The United States spends more on 
defense than the next 16 nations combined.

As guarantor of international stability, with a 
range of global interests to protect, it should not be 
surprising that the U.S. defense budget is the largest. 
But it begs a key question: why has the Pentagon 
been unable to provide a sufficient margin of security 
given that its spending outclasses any rival or com-

bination of rivals by several orders of magnitude? 
Ultimately, it is a question of how much we can 
afford and how much potential risk policymakers are 
willing to accept.

The question “How much is enough?” has been 
sidestepped by claims that the United States is simply 
not spending enough. This reasoning rests on argu-
ments comparing past conflicts such as World War 
II, Korea, and Vietnam to current budget authoriza-
tions. Using these comparisons, some argue that the 
United States is spending far less than in the past and 
that defense spending has reached an all-time low. 
These historical comparisons are worthy of a bit of 
scrutiny. First, historical patterns may not provide a 
valid basis for comparison, including the Cold War 
period when a monolithic adversary posed both ide-
ological and existential threats backed by thousands 
of nuclear warheads as well as tens of thousands of 
tanks and aircraft. While al Qaeda presents a threat, 
it is not the same kind as the Soviet Union. Terrorists 
are committed, and should they acquire weapons of 
mass destruction, the results could be catastrophic. 
But the forces and resources needed to check that 
threat in no way approach levels of past wars.

Is America really spending less? We are spending 
less of the total Federal budget and less of the gross 
domestic product (GDP) on the military than in the 
past. But this does not equate to spending less on 
defense in terms of absolute resources.

A different story emerges when defense spend-
ing is examined in constant dollars adjusted for 
inflation in past conflicts. Defense budgets grew in 
both real and absolute terms continuously from 1966 
to 2006. What the data fail to capture is the shift to 
the All-Volunteer Force and the ineluctably higher 
cost of advanced military technology. These factors 
are critical elements of our military strategy and the 
dominant status of our Armed Forces. Both also con-
tribute to a military budget that dwarfs spending in 
other countries of the world. This is why looking at 
the defense budget as a percentage of GDP or a share 
of the Federal budget does not reveal much. In fact, 
it conceals more than it helps. Such indicators fail 
to capture growth in the overall economy or steady 
increases in the budget of the United States; the GDP 
is an indicator of neither requirements nor national 
strategy itself, but rather a crude measure of what the 
Nation can afford.

Defense spending has increased over time in real 
terms (adjusted for inflation). Although the Pentagon 
share of the Federal budget has declined, its real or 
absolute resources have increased. The total top line Navy southwest region commander visits with Navy Junior Reserve Officer  

Training Corps students at Carl Hayden High School, Phoenix
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has grown from $452 billion to 589 billion in con-
stant dollars. So arguments over declining defense 
budgets need to be clarified. In real terms, almost 30 
percent more is being spent today than during the 
Cold War.

The idea that defense budgets have reached 
all-time lows is simply not true. America is actu-
ally spending more today, much more than other 
countries in the aggregate. Some increases can be 
explained by the All-Volunteer Force and rising 
energy and health care costs, while others support 
a global basing posture and overwhelming edge in 
space-based intelligence and warning systems. But 
a big picture suggests that we should be concerned 
about the future. The United States has numer-
ous long-term liabilities. The defense share of the 
Federal budget has declined as entitlements have 
steadily grown. That share will grow with the 
retirement of Baby Boomers. The percent of the 
Federal budget allocated for defense has declined 
from 43 percent in the early years of the Vietnam 
War to 28 percent by 1986. Over the last 20 years, 
it has declined further to 20 percent of the budget, 
and it will continue to decline on the order of 15 
percent by 2026. This will result in spending under 
3 percent of GDP.

Demographics and resulting shifts in funding 
could limit the resources available for defense and 
make calls for greater military spending moot. 
Between now and 2030, the number of Americans 
aged 65 and over will double from 36 million to 72 
million. Moreover, the Boomer generation will be 
roughly 20 percent of the population. Medicare and 
Medicaid costs will grow from 1 to 25 percent of all 
Federal spending between 1966 and 2026. Spend-
ing on three major entitlement programs consumed 
over $1 trillion in 2006 or 40 percent of the Federal 
budget. By 2026, some 13 percent of the GDP and 47 
percent of the Federal budget will go to entitlement 
programs if current trends are not addressed.

Funding increases for such programs pose pro-
found implications for the ability of the Nation to 
provide for the common defense and other govern-
ment responsibilities. It has been suggested that 
given these trends, the only public function left by 
2040 will be to mail entitlement checks to pension-
ers. There will not be money left for anything else, 
including DOD. The long-term implications of these 
trends in the American polity could have severe im-
plications for policymakers sooner than anticipated 
and may contribute to a future perfect storm.

Some national security experts and Members of 

Congress have called for imposing a floor on defense 
spending at 4 percent of GDP. The Secretary of 
Defense and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
have endorsed such proposals. Today, the Pentagon 
absorbs nearly 3.7 percent of a $13-trillion-plus 
economy. The funding currently provided under 
supplementary requests increases the percentage to 
roughly 4.2 percent. Given an annual defense budget 
of over half a trillion dollars, establishing a fixed level 
of spending would create a stable basis for planning. 
However, this assumes that the U.S. economy grows 
and that costs of inflation, personnel, and energy do 
not erode the added resources. While a 4-percent 
GDP objective appears reasonable, decisions on 
making defense investments are going to be difficult 
to resolve among these many competing demands, 
even with a stable basis for planning.

Like the Cold War, the 21st century will require 
substantial investments. A formula will not provide 
guidance on how to spend constrained resources 
or what strategy to follow. Investments must be 
considered on the merits based on the threat and 
overall strategy, and not simply on what has been 
done in the past. Avoiding the perfect storm calls 
for strategic planning and relentless risk manage-
ment. Balancing Service portfolios and realigning 
strategic priorities for available resources provided 
by the budget ultimately will be a test for the Penta-
gon leadership.

Making Tough Choices on Priorities and 
Risk

The Obama administration has inherited the most 
daunting national security challenges in generations. 
In addition to the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
the President and his team must grapple with a long 
struggle against violent extremist groups such as al 
Qaeda; continued proliferation of nuclear and other 
weapons of mass destruction to hostile states and po-
tentially to nonstate actors; fundamental shifts in the 
balance of power, particularly in Asia, where China 
and India are ascendant; competition for and poten-
tially conflict over energy and other resources, from 
strategic minerals to clean water; the resurgence of 
a more autocratic and assertive Russia emboldened 
by petro-wealth; continued globalization but uneven 
integration, with an increasing potential for state 
failure as weak states struggle with demographic, 
economic, health, and environmental pressures to 
meet basic needs; and the possibility that global 
climate change will act as an accelerant, causing mass 
migrations, more frequent and severe natural disas-
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ters, and eventual state failures and conflicts.
The administration faces an uncertain security 

environment in a very different budgetary context 
than its predecessor. Gone are the days of a boom-
ing economy, $128 billion in budget surpluses, 
and Congresses willing to write a blank check for 
national security in the wake of the terrorist attacks 
on September 11, 2001. Instead, the President must 
confront these challenges in the face of unprec-
edented financial crises, an American economy in 
recession, the pending retirement of a generation of 
Baby Boomers and burgeoning Federal spending on 
entitlement programs, a national deficit and debt that 
have both reached historic—and horrific—levels, and 
a Congress that is increasingly focused on reining in 
defense spending.

As supplemental funding for operations in Iraq 
declines and pressures to reduce Federal spending 
intensify, the defense budget—which represents the 
largest portion of U.S. discretionary spending—is 
likely to experience the makings of a perfect storm. 
Operations and maintenance costs will continue to 
soar as long as the worldwide operating tempo and 
the cost of energy remain high or increase. Person-
nel outlays will continue to skyrocket because of 
increased health care and pension costs, plus the 
addition of 92,000 personnel to the Army and the 
Marine Corps. Reset costs resulting from wartime 
depletions of equipment stocks will almost cer-
tainly be more expensive than originally estimated. 
Moreover, the costs of modernization will increase as 
weapons systems reach obsolescence and have to be 
replaced, existing investment programs continue to 
grow in cost, and new capabilities required to adapt 
the Armed Forces for missions in the 21st century are 
identified.

Looking beyond current conflicts to over the hori-
zon, the administration faces diverse and worrisome 
challenges. At the same time, it inherits the heavy 
weight of stressed and unsustainable defense pro-
grams, as well as the vice-grip squeeze of the over-
riding need to get the national economy in order. 
The combined task of opening the strategic aperture 
while simultaneously tightening the defense budget 
will result in some difficult choices about priorities, 
as well as the allocation and management of risk.

The United States will have to determine how to 
balance strategic risk in three ways. The first challenge 
is to determine how best to allocate resources and risk 
among current strategic priorities, such as the war in 
Iraq, expanding operations in Afghanistan, prosecut-
ing the global war on terror, and reducing strains on 

our overstretched ground forces. The President must 
conduct a phased transition in the military posture in 
Iraq while safeguarding American interests; develop 
a new strategy and campaign plan for Afghanistan, 
infusing what has long been an economy of force mis-
sion with resources to regain momentum; rethink and 
reframe strategy for combating extremist groups such 
as al Qaeda, from the tribal areas of Pakistan to the 
Horn of Africa and the Maghreb; and initiate steps to 
lessen the operating tempo and increase the at-home 
dwell time for members of those units who have 
experienced the greatest strain over the last 7 years.

The second challenge involves deciding how best 
to allocate risk when investing in future military ca-
pabilities. For example, how much emphasis should 
be placed on developing capabilities for irregular war 
relative to capabilities to counter high-end asymmet-
ric threats by rising powers and rogue states? And 
when competing concepts of operations exist for a 
particular mission set, which one should determine 
investments? It is this complex and vexing set of 
choices that is explored here in detail.

The third and most engaging challenge is balancing 
current demands against future priorities. In wartime, 
it is tempting for leaders of the defense establishment 
to focus almost exclusively on meeting operational 
demands of the day. This is understandable and in 
some ways appropriate. But even a wartime Secretary 
of Defense must be the civilian steward of the defense 
enterprise; part of the job is ensuring that future 
Presidents will have the military options they need to 
protect and advance national security in the face of a 
rapidly changing security environment. Thus, even as 
Secretary Gates acknowledged early in his tenure that 
the top priorities were “Iraq, Iraq, and Iraq,” in reality, 
he and his senior civilian and military leadership 
have spent countless hours wrestling with numer-
ous investment decisions that will shape the size and 
capabilities of the future force.

For the Secretary and his senior team, balanc-
ing risk will involve hard choices about investing in 
people and materiel for current operations versus 
protecting investment accounts to ensure the de-
velopment and procurement of new generations of 
systems to meet emerging and future challenges. Al-
though there are no right answers to these questions, 
the defense team must both set priorities and man-
age risk in developing defense strategy, and make 
tough calls on resource allocation that have been too 
long delayed, from rationalizing investments in mis-
sile defense to planning investments to recapitalize 
the Navy’s fleet, from enhancing capabilities to check 
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proliferation and use of weapons of mass destruction 
to developing the cyber warfare capabilities needed 
to protect U.S. national interests in the 21st century.

Doing so will require careful assessment of the 
future security environment, judgments about the 
kinds of demands it may place on the U.S. military, 
and determination of the options to be developed or 
preserved for the next President and his successors—
and importantly, where the Pentagon can afford to 
invest less or accept a greater degree of risk.

While it has become commonplace since the 
first Gulf War to assert that, in the face of the utter 
dominance of the U.S. military on the conventional 
battlefield, future adversaries are likely to chal-
lenge the United States using asymmetric strategies 
designed to undermine its strengths and exploit its 
weaknesses, the DOD program of record has not 
altered substantially in recognition of this reality. 
Recent American experience in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, as well as the recent Israeli combat experience 
in Lebanon, suggests that future conflicts are likely 
to assume a hybrid character in which potential 
adversaries mix traditional, irregular, disruptive, 
and catastrophic means to best exploit the perceived 
weakness of the U.S. military.

In practice, this will pull American forces in two 
very different directions: toward preparing for ir-
regular warfare “among the people” against nonstate 
actors and weak states that use improvised explosive 

devices and suicide bombings on the one hand, and 
toward preparing for high-end asymmetric threats by 
rising regional powers or rogue states that use cyber 
attacks, antiair, and antiship weapons—and even 
antisatellite weapons or weapons of mass destruc-
tion—to deny U.S. access to a region or thwart U.S. 
operations on the other. Moreover, nonstate actors 
may acquire and use high-end capabilities such as 
cyber warfare and weapons of mass destruction to 
advance their objectives.

Making smart investment decisions in this context 
will require a new type of decisionmaking process in 
the Pentagon. Ironically, although virtually everything 
DOD does involves allocating and managing risk, it 
lacks a rigorous approach to informing strategic choic-
es about risk at the highest levels. It will, therefore, be 
critical to establish such a process without delay.

Ideally, this priority-setting process should 
include a number of key elements. The first would 
be a comprehensive and open-minded assessment 
of the future security environment with the aim of 
identifying both known risks—such as terrorists 
conducting a nuclear attack on U.S. soil or the risk 
of future adversaries employing antiaccess strategies 
against us—and potential discontinuities or uncer-
tainties that could impact the U.S. military in some 
way over the next 20 to 25 years. Potential wildcard 
scenarios might range from the collapse of a nuclear-
armed state such as North Korea or Pakistan to the 
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emergence of a game-changing technology or weap-
ons system on the battlefield. This assessment should 
tee up a series of discussions between the Secretary 
of Defense, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
Joint Chiefs, and combatant commanders, aimed at 
identifying those future challenges that should be 
given priority in planning and investments as well as 
uncertainties and wildcards against which the United 
States should hedge. This assessment should yield a 
robust yet finite set of focus areas around which the 
rest of the process should be structured.

The next step would be to delve into each focus 
area in an effort to better understand its nature, its 
associated timelines and indicators, and its implica-
tions for the U.S. Armed Forces. Most important, 
this step in the process would develop alternative 
strategies and concepts of operations for either deal-
ing with known risks, or for hedging against possible 
uncertainties and wildcards. For example, if the focus 
area included penetrating the airspace of a sophis-
ticated regional adversary armed with the most 
advanced air defenses, competing approaches might 
range from deploying a larger force of fifth-genera-
tion fighters, to developing a new strategic bomber 
with even more advanced stealth and ISR capabili-
ties, to developing a more robust set of long-range 
conventional precision-strike options.

The third step would be to undertake a compara-
tive assessment of the alternative approaches to 
better understand relative strengths, weaknesses, 
associated risks, possible failure modes, capability 
requirements, and anticipated costs. In essence, 
this step would encourage and structure a healthy 
competition of ideas in an effort to help frame key 
tradeoffs and concrete choices the Secretary of De-
fense and his civilian and military leadership team 
must make over the course of the process.

The fourth step would be to determine which 
strategies and concepts of operations to prioritize 
in each focus area. This is likely the most dif-
ficult and contentious part of the process, as it is 
where potential “winners” and “losers” are likely 
to emerge. In some cases, the Secretary of Defense 
may choose to pursue a single approach to a given 
challenge, such as assigning a given mission or 
set of tasks—for example, providing theater airlift 
to a particular Service and directing others to get 
out of the business. In others, the Secretary may 
determine that there is a need for multiple, even 
redundant options for dealing with a specific chal-
lenge, given either the high stakes involved or the 
varied conditions under which the challenge might 

emerge. For example, in the case of advising, assist-
ing, and building the capacity of partner security 
forces, the Secretary would almost certainly want to 
have a Special Operations Force–based option for 
situations in which a minimal American footprint 
is required, as well as concepts built around general 
purpose forces in those situations where the United 
States is working through military-to-military 
relationships to rebuild a nation’s entire military or 
a large portion thereof.

The fifth and final step would look across all of the 
“winners” that have emerged to identify any areas 
of inconsistency or conflict, and to determine the 
relative emphasis that should be given to each. In 
the course of this integrating step, the participants 
should aim to be as explicit and clear as possible 
in identifying those areas in which additional risk 
is being taken, and what might be done to manage 
or mitigate that risk. The end result of the process 
would be detailed Secretary guidance for capabilities 
development and resource allocation.

At every step of this process, it would be useful to 
incorporate one or more red teams to avoid the trap 
of group think, to scrutinize underlying assumptions, 
to question the conventional wisdom of whatever 
gains traction, to develop solutions that others might 
not have thought of, and to enrich the range of issues 
and ideas on the table. Given the highly consequen-
tial nature of decisions being made in this process, 
this would be a prudent way of ensuring that few, if 
any, stones are left unturned.

Such a process almost certainly would help the 
Secretary of Defense make better informed deci-
sions. But because even good bets can turn bad, this 
process would make an even greater contribution by 
paying more attention to potential wild cards and 
hedging strategies, thereby improving DOD ability to 
adapt more quickly to the unexpected.

Although it is crucial for this process to be under-
taken early in an administration, it should be more 
than a one-time exercise. Indeed, it is imperative that 
the Secretary and Chairman establish an ongoing 
process of monitoring the changing security environ-
ment and conducting net assessments to identify 
changes that may cause them to rethink their bets. 
Their staffs also should monitor and evaluate the 
execution of priority strategies and hedging efforts 
to determine whether and where adjustments are 
needed. This does not mean that no decision is final, 
or that decisions taken can be continually revisited. 
Rather, the process should be dynamic, with defined 
and regular feedback into the planning, program-
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ming, and budgeting processes of the Pentagon. Al-
though it will not be possible to get the right answer 
all the time, it should be possible to get much better 
answers over time.

Some might argue that elements of this approach 
already exist. Every Secretary goes through some 
process of setting priorities and translating them into 
guidance for developing the capabilities he believes 
the military will need in the future. For their part, 
the Services and Joint Staff routinely assess concepts 
of operations and future capability requirements. But 
there are several attributes of the proposed process 
that set it apart. It is leader-driven rather than staff-
driven. It brings together the most senior civilian 
and military leaders in a collaborative process. It 
structures a competition of concepts and ideas with 
the aim of enabling hard-nosed choices and tradeoffs 
(rather than making consensus the ultimate objec-
tive). And it incorporates red teaming and dynamic 
feedback throughout the process. Taken together, 
these various attributes make the proposed process a 
new, if commonsensical, approach.

During World War II, General Dwight Eisenhower 
reputedly stated, “plans are nothing [but] planning 
is everything.” Given the immense national security 
challenges and economic pressures we face, hard 
choices have to be made and none are devoid of risk. 
These hard tradeoffs will remain at every feasible 
budget level; we cannot buy our way out of mak-
ing these risk allocation decisions. And to defend 
their budget, at whatever level, defense leaders must 
demonstrate that they have made the hard-nosed 
assessments and tough choices. It is, therefore, 
imperative that, even in the face of the pressures of 
ongoing operations, the Secretary establish and lead, 
in partnership with the Chairman, a process that 
engages his senior civilian and military leaders in a 
sustained planning effort to identify where to priori-
tize and how to manage risk.

The QDR is the essential first step in this new 
planning process. To make it a success, the Secre-
tary must redefine and rescope the QDR process by 
changing the planning paradigm as described above; 
by making at least some hard choices to redress the 
currently unsustainable budgetary posture; and, 
most important, by laying the groundwork for a sus-
tained effort that will help the U.S. military be better 
prepared and better able to adapt to the requirements 
of the 21st century. Whether the next QDR can meet 
these ambitious expectations and stand the test of 
time, rigorously working through these issues, and 
“norming and forming” the Pentagon team in the 

process, will be of incalculable value at a time of 
great consequence. gsa
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Chapter 18
National Security Reform and the  
Security Environment1

The Three Pillars of Reform
Inadequate interagency coordination2 could be 

dubbed the “weather issue” for national security pro-
fessionals over the past decade; the persistent topic of 
conversation in the national security community that 
affects everybody but that nobody can do anything 
about. Almost all major national security studies 
note interagency coordination is inadequate (see 
table 1).3 Moreover, from the outset of the global war 
on terror, President George W. Bush made it clear 
that national strategy would not depend exclusively 
on military power but rather on the integrated diplo-
matic, informational, military, economic, and other 
capabilities of the Nation. Yet in the 7-plus years 
since the attacks of September 11, 2001, and despite 
numerous efforts at reform, interagency coordina-
tion remains inadequate according to many leaders 
of the executive and legislative branches, as well as 
practitioners and experts in the field.

Cross-organizational collaboration thus emerges 
as a key leadership requirement and an imperative 
for more effectively managing regional security. 
Coordination also is a feature of professional military 
and interagency education, and an essential prereq-
uisite for stabilization operations, intelligence col-
lection, and homeland security activities. Although 
notable progress has been made in this area, a great 
deal more still needs to be done.

Growing Concern
The burgeoning consensus on the need to better 

integrate elements of national power has been a 
long time coming and dates back to the Cold War. 
Diplomats once safeguarded national interests in 
peacetime, while the military assumed that role in 
wartime. Although a simplification, that division of 
labor mirrored the American penchant for sepa-
rating peace and war as different conditions that 
required either diplomatic or military competen-
cies. Vestiges of the tendency to categorize security 
problems by discrete elements of national power 
remain, and that arrangement is not without some 
merit. However, containment of the Soviet Union 

helped cement the notion on the strategic level that 
all elements of national power had to be integrated to 
succeed. The National Security Act of 1947 codified 
this approach by establishing, inter alia, the National 
Security Council to assist the President in integrating 
American strategy.

Vietnam and other conflicts during the Cold War, 
as well as recent threats from proliferation, terror-
ism, and regional instability in 1980s and 1990s, 
have extended the consensus on integrating elements 
of national power from strategic planning to the 
actual conduct of military operations. A lesson from 
interventions in Panama, Somalia, Haiti, and Bosnia, 
for example, was that success required significant 
cooperation among the government departments 
and agencies that control diplomatic, informational, 
military, economic, and other elements of power, not 
only in Washington, but also in the field. At all levels, 
this problem involves both efficiency and effective-
ness. Some security problems cannot be efficiently 
resolved by a single instrument of power, irrespective 
of level and quality of effort, and others cannot be 
resolved effectively at all without the well-integrated 
use multiple instruments of power.

Defeating such threats requires not only diverse 
elements of power, but also command and control 
assets to make complicated decisions on which 
instrument takes precedence in which situation. Will 
collateral damage from bombing terrorist hideouts 
be justified by the bombing’s impact on the enemy? 
Is marginal financial assistance best spent on train-
ing indigenous forces or infrastructure projects to 
win local support from terrorists? Can short-term 
manipulation of information in support of military 
operations be justified when it damages the credibil-
ity of local authorities?

The Nation does not have the capacity to make 
tradeoffs to integrate and apply instruments of 
power—not for the ‘war on terror’ or other security 
challenges that require integrated responses. An 
increasing number of defense and foreign policy 
experts believe that the United States must reform 
the national security system. In fact, in a recent 
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survey of over 250 books, articles, and studies on the 
subject, only 1 concluded that interagency coordina-
tion works well. Many experts have made the case 
for wholesale changes in the national security system 
to ensure interagency activities are integrated in the 
same way as joint military operations were reformed 
under the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense 
Reorganization Act of 1986 (see table 2).

Various initiatives to improve interagency coordina-
tion were undertaken prior to September 11, 2001, but 
the investigation of those terrorist events proved those 
initiatives to be insufficient. Similarly, many reforms 
subsequently enacted are proving inadequate. Before 
additional reforms with their associated costs are pur-
sued, there must be greater assurance that the reforms 
will produce the desired outcome. To provide that 
assurance, recommendations on reforming national 
security policy must rest on three fundamental pillars 
of reform: rigorous problem analysis, multidisciplinary 
approaches, and a resolve to embrace solutions regard-
less of attendant political costs.

Problem Analysis
Although the need for interagency collaboration 

is clear, the problems involved are complex. Few 
studies that advocate national security system reform 
explain the inadequate collaboration of interagency 
activities. Most of these sources identify problems 
such as inadequate intelligence or inefficient unity 
of effort and then go into an exposition of ways to 
fix the problem. The lack of attention to problem 
analysis can produce recommendations based on 
conventional wisdom rather than the careful exami-
nation of the facts. For example, popular accounts 
of the national security system observe its flexibility. 
They claim that the President changes structures and 
processes to match his decisionmaking style. This is 
true, but these changes are superficial and have little 
impact on the performance of the national security 
system. Actually, the system is rigid and dominated 
by powerful bureaucracies that frustrate or veto col-
laboration when it runs counter to their interests. A 
number of Presidents have lamented the inflexibility 
of the system after leaving office.

Some assume that the National Security Council 
staff would be more efficient if its size was reduced 
and its bureaucracy eliminated. This observation was 
popularized during an investigation of the Eisen-
hower administration by Senator Henry Jackson and 
has become commonly accepted. Yet it is wrong. 
Presidents who have reduced the staff have not seen 
a corresponding increase in effectiveness. Moreover, 

such cuts are typically short-lived. The trend follow-
ing the Cold War has been the slow but sure growth 
of the staff, not because national security advisors 
like large staffs but because the workload is crush-
ing. The idea that a staff of 200 or 300 could oversee 
a national security establishment of approximately 
4 million is unrealistic. Compared to other agency 
headquarters that are supposed to provide integra-
tion across functional divisions (such as the Depart-
ment of Defense and Central Intelligence Agency) 
and supply a range of services, the National Security 
Council staff is small and obviously insufficient. It 
is probably more important to increase its authority 
than its size, but both reforms are necessary.

Another mistaken bit of conventional wisdom is 
that leadership matters, while organizations do not. 

U.S. Customs inspector checks seaport containers from ship at Port of Miami
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Table 1. The Need to Reform Interagency Coordination

National Security Reform Studies Excerpts from Studies (with emphasis added)

Transforming Defense: National Security 
in the 21st Century, 1997

The national security apparatus established 50 years ago must adapt itself as it takes on 
a growing list of new challenges and responsibilities. It so far has been unable to inte-
grate smoothly the resources and organizations needed to anticipate and mold a more 
secure international environment.

U.S. Commission on National Security in 
the 21st Century (Hart-Rudman), 2001

Traditional national security agencies (State, Defense, CIA, NSC staff) will need to work 
together in new ways, and economic agencies (Treasury, Commerce, U.S. Trade Represen-
tative) will need to work more closely with the traditional national security community. In 
addition, other players, especially Justice and Transportation, will need to be integrated 
more fully into national security processes.

Beyond Goldwater Nichols: Phase 1, 
2004

The past decade of experience in complex contingency operations, from Somalia to Iraq, 
has demonstrated that success requires unity of effort not only from the military but also 
from across the U.S. government and an international coalition. In most cases, however, 
such unity of effort has proved elusive. Time and time again, the United States and its 
international partners have failed to fully integrate the political, military, economic, 
humanitarian and other dimensions into a coherent strategy for a given operation—
sometimes with disastrous results.

9/11 Commission Report, 2004 In each of our examples, no one was firmly in charge of managing the case. . . . Respon-
sibility and accountability were diffuse. The agencies cooperated, some of the time. But 
even such cooperation as there was is not the same thing as joint action. . . . The prob-
lem is nearly intractable because of the way the government is currently structured.

In the Wake of War, Council on Foreign 
Relations Independent Task Force, 2005

Despite some welcome initial moves, responsibility within the U.S. government for 
stabilization and reconstruction operations is diffuse and authority is uncertain. Policies 
delineating the proper role of the military and civilian agencies have yet to be articu-
lated. Further, the civilian agencies involved in stabilization and reconstruction activities 
operate without the benefit of a “unified command” structure ensuring that policy, 
programs, and resources are properly aligned.

The Commission on the Intelligence Ca-
pabilities of the United States Regarding 
Weapons of Mass Destruction

Everywhere we looked, we found important (and obvious) issues of interagency coordi-
nation that went unattended, sensible Community-wide proposals blocked by pockets of 
resistance, and critical disputes left to fester. Strong interagency cooperation was more 
likely to result from bilateral “treaties” between big agencies than from Community-level 
management. This ground was well-plowed by the 9/11 Commission and by several other 
important assessments of the Intelligence Community over the past decade.

Project Horizon, 2006 U.S. Government interagency effort too often lacks effective concentration of attention, 
resources, action and accountability.

A Smarter, More Secure America, CSIS 
Commission on Smart Power, 2007

Implementing a smart power strategy will require a strategic reassessment of how the 
U.S. government is organized, coordinated, and budgeted.

America’s Role in the World, Institute for 
the Study of Diplomacy, 2008

The U.S. government does neither vertical coordination within agencies nor horizontal 
coordination between agencies well.

Agency Stovepipes vs. Strategic Agility, 
U.S. House of Representatives, Commit-
tee on Armed Services, Subcommittee on 
Oversight and Investigations, 2008

The subcommittee found a lack of unity of direction and unity of command. This results 
in a lack of unity of purpose. Among the efforts at staffing, training, applying lessons 
learned, and planning, there is no one person or organization in the lead for the whole of 
government.

Strangely, this observation is made in two different 
and contradictory ways. Some claim that the national 
security system is effective when managed by a few 
powerful leaders, perhaps with the President working 
only with a potent national security advisor (such as 
Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger or Jimmy Carter 
and Zbigniew Brzezinski). Alternatively, it is asserted 
that the system would function better if top leader-
ship shared decisionmaking and consisted of people 
who knew, liked, and respected each other. But nei-

ther style of leadership ensures interagency collabora-
tion. Strong national security advisors can formulate 
clear national policy by going around established 
interagency processes. However, during the policy 
implementation they encounter resistance from the 
same agencies and organizations they ignored during 
policy development. More collegial national security 
advisors may succeed in keeping organizational dif-
ferences less public, but interagency frictions persist 
and still militate against unity of effort.
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Table 2. National Security Reform Studies

Pentagon reforms Mandated by Goldwater-nichols1

Objective Key Provisions

Strengthen civilian authority 4  “The secretary has sole and ultimate power within the Department of  
Defense on any matter on which the secretary chooses to act.”

Improve military advice 4  Designated Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) as principal military 
adviser

4 Created JCS Vice Chairman position
4 Directed the JCS Chairman to manage the Joint Staff

Place clear responsibility on 
combatant commanders for 
missions

4 Specified chain of command; removed JCS from the chain of command
4  Ensured a combatant commander authority is commensurate with his 

responsibilities
4 Prescribed authority of unified commanders

Increase attention to strategy 
formulation and contingency 
planning

4 Required Chairman to prepare fiscally constrained strategy
4 Required Secretary of Defense to provide contingency planning guidance

Provide for the more efficient 
use of resources

4 Assigned six new duties to JCS Chairman on resource advice

Improve joint officer manage-
ment

4  Established procedures for the selection, education, assignment, and pro-
motion of joint officers

Enhance effectiveness of mili-
tary operations

4  Assigned Chairman responsibility for joint doctrine and joint training  
policies

Improve DOD management 4 Reduced spans of control
4 Mandated reductions in headquarters staffs

1 James R. Locher III, “Goldwater-Nichols II,” Powerpoint Briefing, April 14, 2004, National Security Management Course.

There are two reasons why in-depth problem 
analysis is uncommon despite its obvious value. 
First, it is impolitic. It seems uncharitable to dissect 
the performance of people who are working hard 
under pressure to produce favorable outcomes. 
While it is possible to differentiate between the 
system and the leaders, it proves hard in practice to 
separate the two. Thus, some studies avoid detailed 
problem analysis and focus on ways of improving 
things. Second, problem analysis is difficult. As 
competing case studies illustrate, it can be hard 
to agree on the explanation for any given national 
security event. It is more challenging to explain 
system performance, since many variables influence 
outcomes and shift over time. Some experienced 
practitioners doubt that national security system 
performance can be explained with any precision. 
Hence, there is a tendency to identify a range of 
variables that are influential without assessing their 
relative merits. Yet the value of any recommenda-
tion on reform cannot exceed an understanding of 
the problems that the reform is intended to fix.

Broad Scope
In-depth problem analysis becomes manageable if 

its scope is limited. Many studies of national security 
reform consider some portion of the entire national 
security system. Although the studies are valuable, 
the system can only be improved when examined 
holistically (see figure 1). In national security affairs, 
this means both the executive and legislative branch-
es. Congress plays a key role in national security, 
codifying the responsibilities of departments and 
agencies, providing largesse, confirming officials, and 
overseeing national policy and its implementation. 
Yet many studies ignore Congress either because 
its reform is considered too difficult or because the 
experts consulted focus exclusively on the activities 
of the executive branch.

A holistic approach to the national security system 
requires looking at its diverse ingredients: leader-
ship, structure, processes, human capital, resources, 
and so-called knowledge management. Some studies 
of national security reform are based on particular 
areas of organizational expertise such as human 
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capital, and many draw exclusively on practitioners 
and experts, but rarely do the studies adopt a broad 
scope of inquiry. Many national security reform 
efforts focus narrowly on one dimension of the 
system, particularly infrastructure. One pervading 
opinion on the inadequacy of reforms that led to 
the establishment of the Department of Homeland 
Security was that the consolidation of 22 different 
agencies was emphasized to the exclusion of many 
other considerations such as organizational cultures, 
processes, and personnel incentives.

Another example of an insufficient organizational 
perspective is the current popularity of the recom-
mendation to combine the National Security Council 
and the Homeland Security Council. Because 
concerns such as shipping containers transiting 
American ports cross the line between domestic 

and international security affairs, it is assumed that 
combining these two councils will lead to a seamless 
approach to national security issues. But it is also 
important to consider other factors, such as culture, 
process, and leadership. Decisions are difficult to 
make in large, formal groups, which explains why 
the President uses the National Security Coun-
cil primarily as a sounding board rather than for 
decisionmaking. Moreover, there are differences in 
operational cultures of foreign and domestic security 
organizations that must be accepted. Thus, the idea 
of combining the councils, which already have large 
formal and informal memberships, could reduce 
the willingness of the President to use the structure 
for decisionmaking. Instead, it would reinforce the 
pronounced tendency to make decisions in smaller, 
informal settings.

C O N G R E S S  A N D  O T H E R  O V E R S I G H T

ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGES NEW MISSIONS

ENVIRONMENT

OTHER ACTORS

NEW COMPETENCIES

OUTCOMES

Sensing the Environment (e.g., Warning)

Decision Support

Issue
Management

Policy, Strategy, Planning
Execution, Assessment

Capability Building (State, DOD, DHS, etc.)

System
Management

System Leadership/
Management

Direction
    Vision, goals, strategy
Communications
Resource Allocation
Decision Capabilities
    Best practices
Performance Assessment

Other System
Functions

Sensemaking (warning)
Issue Management
    Including external relations
Capacity Building
Decision Support
    Analysis of options for
    managing capacity across
    missions

Organizational Elements

Leadership
Structures
Processes
Human Capital
Resources
Knowledge Management

Figure 1. National Security System
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While effective reform of the national security 
system requires a multidisciplinary approach, the 
task ought to be distinguished from extant policies. 
Since reform efforts draw heavily on the experience 
of experts and practitioners, they tend to concentrate 
on policy prescriptions. In other words, instead of 
examining how and why the system functions as it 
does, most studies offer advice on specific issues. 
Policy analysis is valuable but, when mixed together 
with studies of national security reform focused on 
reorganization, detracts from pinpointing impedi-
ments to better performance.

Solutions
Assembling diverse expertise for holistic, multidis-

ciplinary analysis and ensuring that it is grounded in 
practical knowledge of the national security system 
is a major challenge. Even when this occurs, there is 
another pitfall to be avoided: premature compromises 
that vitiate the impact of proffered solutions. Some 
national security reform study teams have conducted 
broad analysis but limit their recommendations to 
those supported by the team or considered politically 
practical. In doing so, they reduce the recommenda-
tions to half-measures that do not actually solve the 
problems that have been identified through hard work.

The National Commission on Terrorist Attacks 
upon the United States (commonly known as the 
9/11 Commission) produced a report that serves as 
a cautionary tale. Well researched and written, the 
report identified major problems in the system and 
noted that effective management of transnational 
counterterrorist operations was missing, which 
was explained by the inability to collaborate. In the 
words of the report: “The agencies are like a set of 
specialists in a hospital, each ordering tests, looking 
for symptoms, and prescribing medications. What is 
missing is the attending physician who makes sure 
they work as a team.”

As the commission report indicated, the prob-
lems cannot be resolved without adjustments in the 
authorities of Cabinet officials. The report is worth 
quoting at length on this point:

The problem is nearly intractable because of the way the 
government is currently structured. Lines of operational 
authority run to the expanding executive departments, 
and they are guarded for understandable reasons: the 
[Director of Central Intelligence] commands the CIA’s 
personnel overseas; the secretary of defense will not yield 
to others in conveying commands to military forces; the 
Justice Department will not give up the responsibility 

of deciding whether to seek arrest warrants. But the 
result is that each agency or department needs its own 
intelligence apparatus to support the performance of 
its duties. It is hard to “break down stovepipes” when 
there are so many stoves that are legally and politically 
entitled to have cast-iron pipes of their own.

Recalling the Goldwater-Nichols legislation 
of 1986, Secretary Rumsfeld reminded us that to 
achieve better joint capability, each of the armed ser-
vices had to “give up some of their turf and authori-
ties and prerogatives.” Today, he said, the executive 
branch is “stove-piped much like the four services 
were nearly 20 years ago.” He wondered if it might be 
appropriate to ask agencies to “give up some of their 
existing turf and authority in exchange for a stronger, 
faster, more efficient government wide joint effort.” 
Privately, other key officials have made the same 
point to us.

Given these conclusions it is surprising the 9/11 
Commission did not also recommend circumscrib-
ing the authorities of Cabinet officers to ensure that 
counterterrorism operations would be managed on 
an interagency basis. Instead, it called for creating 
the National Counterterrorism Center, which was 
charged only with planning. The report stipulated 
that the center would not have responsibility for 
either policymaking or directing operations. The best 

Commander looks at drugs seized by Navy and Coast Guard officials in support 
of Joint Interagency Task Force–South

U
.S

. N
av

y 
(L

ea
h

 S
ti

le
s)



418 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

recommendation that a consensus would permit was 
an interagency organization for planning support.

The cumulative effect of national security reforms 
in recent decades is mixed. The need for greater 
collaboration and the dismal track record of efforts 
to provide it underscore the arguments for systemic 
reform. On the other hand, a degree of reorganiza-
tion fatigue also has been setting in. While the time 
is ripe for systemic reform, no plan should be em-
braced without assurances that it will generate major 
and lasting improvements. The cost of a failed reform 
effort would be high, dampening any enthusiasm for 
changing the system in the future. Organizational 
reform efforts typically pass through an initial phase 
of lower productivity before generating better results, 
so a failure in executing a major overhaul of the cur-
rent system would be far more costly. For this reason, 
proponents of systemic reform should be held to the 
highest standards and required to demonstrate an 
understanding of impediments to system perfor-
mance, a holistic plan for reform, and a set of recom-
mendations to solve identified problems.

Refining Jointness
Overall, the joint command system that has 

evolved since the Goldwater-Nichols Department of 
Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 has worked well 
and improved the effectiveness of the Armed Forces. 
Combatant commanders have clear authority and 
responsibility for military planning and operations 
within their regions and have often taken the lead 
in overall national security strategy in those areas of 
responsibility. In addition to smaller joint deploy-
ments, U.S. forces have been committed to major 
operations nine times since the Goldwater-Nichols 
Act became law and the Cold War ended.

The joint reform in the Department of Defense 
has been so successful that there have been proposals 
to extend the principles of joint military operations 
to integrate interagency operations. A study by the 
Center for Strategic and International Studies made 
such a recommendation, and the Project on National 
Security Reform, which is funded by Congress, has 
issued preliminary findings highlighting the seg-
mented nature of interagency operations and calling 
for improved collaboration. Although extending the 
principles of jointness to the national security system 
has definite merit, it is time to look closely at the 
state of joint doctrine and organization.

Joint planning and operations can be improved 
through closer and more formal involvement of Ser-
vice chiefs and component commanders. The Gold-

water-Nichols Act made the combatant command-
ers, together with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, responsible to the Secretary of Defense for 
planning and operations in their areas of responsi-
bility and also relieved the chiefs and subordinate 
commanders of those responsibilities. The chiefs, 
who are concerned with the needs of their respective 
Services, were considered liabilities in joint plan-
ning and operations. They were believed to be more 
interested in Service prerogatives than the overall 
success of joint operations. The consultations among 
the Joint Chiefs, based on compromise, were thought 
to result in watered-down plans that awarded a piece 
of the action to each Service. During operations, the 
chiefs were faulted for meddling in the chain of com-
mand for the benefit of their Services.

Such concerns were justified by egregious cases 
in the past, such as the rivalry and confused chain 
of command during the Vietnam War. Operation 
Desert Storm, less than 5 years after passage of 
Goldwater-Nichols, showed flashes of inter-Service 
rivalry as well as moments of inspiring inter-Service 
integration. Today, senior officers have spent most of 
their professional careers in the Goldwater-Nichols 
world and comprise a new generation committed to 
jointness. By segregating the chiefs in Washington 
and the component commanders from the joint 
planning and operations process, the Armed Forces 
are losing the effectiveness of joint capabilities.

There are three compelling reasons why Service 
component commanders should be involved in plan-
ning at the regional level and Service chiefs should 
be involved at the national level and personally par-
ticipate in the monitoring and adjustment of ongoing 
joint operations:

n Component commanders and Service chiefs 
have significant and relevant operational experience 
and can improve a plan, detect problems with opera-
tions, and recommend fixes.

n Because they are responsible for providing 
Service forces to the joint task forces that will carry 
out operations, they have valuable ideas on Service 
capabilities. With their responsibility for supporting 
operations, they will have an understanding of the 
limits of an operation, which are often crucial.

n If they have been involved in the planning and 
closely followed the progress of an operation, they will 
be committed to its success if it runs into difficulties.

There are a number of negative and positive 
examples in the interaction of joint commanders and 
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Service components in the decades since the passage 
of the Goldwater-Nichols Act.

In the months preceding the invasion of Iraq, the 
primary concern of the chiefs, based on their experi-
ence in earlier operations, was weaknesses in the 
planning of phase four. Their views were expressed 
in various ways, including the testimony by General 
Eric Shinseki before the Senate Armed Services 
Committee. However, without a formal role in the 
planning process, their views carried little weight, 
and they had no way to table recommendations to 
improve the plans. Once Baghdad fell, tensions im-
mediately arose between the newly formed staff of 
Multinational Force–Iraq and the Service staffs back 
in Washington. The former group of officers, mostly 
serving on temporary duty, felt that the coalition 
was losing control of Iraq and called for additional 
forces. The Services were concerned about the readi-
ness of personnel and equipment worn down by the 
deployment and subsequent operations. Had the 
chiefs been involved in planning for Operation Iraqi 
Freedom, they could have fashioned recommenda-
tions to address both concerns.

In Kosovo, the Service chiefs played a more impor-
tant role, although the process was far from smooth. 
In that case, the combatant commander launched 
an air operation that initially failed to achieve its 
objectives. When he requested that ground units be 
deployed, and in particular the Army’s Apache attack 
helicopters, the opposition on the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
played a role in delaying and reducing the effective-
ness of the deployed forces. The combatant com-
mander continued the operation using U.S. airpower 
with the informal cooperation from irregular units of 
the Kosovo Liberation Army. Eventually, the opera-
tion achieved its political objectives. The operation 
would have been more effective and succeeded more 
quickly if the original concept had included a branch 
plan based on the deployment of ground units. The 
Service chiefs would have participated in approving 
the plan, come to an agreement with the combat-
ant commander on the conditions under which the 
branch plan would be activated, and prepared the 
necessary units to be on call.

When U.S. Pacific Command (USPACOM) 
organized the U.S. role in Australian-led operations 
in East Timor, component commanders were fully 
involved in the planning. One of the conditions of 
American participation included the decision not to 
contribute ground forces. The component command-
ers proposed ways to improve the U.S. contribution 
to the presence by the United Nations (UN) without 

deploying ground forces. In the operation, accord-
ing to the Australian commanders of UN forces, the 
capabilities of the American contingent were crucial 
to its success.

In the wake of the events of September 11, 2001, 
USPACOM deployed a small joint special operations 
task force to the southern Philippines to help the 
indigenous forces combat Abu Sayyaf, a criminal/
terrorist gang. Previously, task forces had been quick 
operations and did not require sustained logistics 
support. In this case, it was clear the operation would 
be long and new arrangements would have to be 
made. After intense discussion with USPACOM 
and approval from the Department of the Army, 
U.S. Army Pacific took on the responsibility. As the 
operation continued and tasks evolved, there was 
never any issue of providing logistic support. With 
the long-term commitment of the component com-
mander, the mission continued.

The successes in USPACOM have been on a small-
er scale than those of U.S. Central Command in Iraq 
or U.S. European Command in Kosovo. The com-
mand arrangements as well as the personalities were 
different, but the underlying command and control 
issue remained the same: reconciling the responsi-
bilities of operational and Service component com-
manders. Both Service and component commanders 
fear exhausting operational forces, making them 
unable to meet new contingencies or build capabili-
ties for the future. Operational commanders always 
want a comfortable margin to ensure mission success 
when unexpected but inevitable reverses arise in 
the field. The best way of reconciling legitimate and 
important differences in responsibilities is bringing 

Emergency vehicles surround Pentagon on September 11
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leaders and their staffs into the same process where 
issues can be aired, analyzed, and decided.

When Service leaders and their staffs are brought 
into the joint process, the results are good. Gone are 
the days when leaders assume their Services can fight 
and win conflicts by themselves. On the contrary, 
when Service leaders are brought into the joint plan-
ning process, they become committed to mission 
success, and always come up with positive, innova-
tive, and practical ways to integrate their Service with 
their joint partners to achieve mission success. It is 
the successful joint commander from joint task force 
level to the President himself who takes advantage 
of this joint wisdom of the leadership of the Army, 
Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force.

The Evolution of U.S. Southern  
Command

Problems in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
from drug cartels to natural disasters, increasingly 
demand interagency approaches. U.S. Southern 
Command (USSOUTHCOM) has recognized these 
dynamics, and at the direction of the Secretary of 
Defense became an interagency-oriented command. 
The effects of the information age highlight various 
policy issues worth examining systematically, espe-
cially in light of the Quadrennial Defense Review 
(QDR). USSOUTHCOM will continue to con-
duct military operations and security cooperation 
activities, while enhancing its ability to partner with 
private and public sector counterparts as well as the 
interagency community, in order to more effectively 
and efficiently promote and safeguard U.S. national 
interests within the region.

Challenges and Opportunities
In the USSOUTHCOM area of focus, which 

includes the Caribbean, Central America, South 
America, and adjacent waters, there are two tiers of 
concern. On one level, there are underlying social 
and economic challenges such as poverty, corrup-
tion, and income inequality. Many countries within 
the region experience disparities of wealth among 
their citizens, with attendant corruption problems. 
These socioeconomic inequalities complicate national 
development and contribute to instability. On another 
level, security issues pose serious threats. While the 
potential for state-to-state conflict remains relatively 
low, the United States must be vigilant, as incidents 
in 2008 along the Colombian border with Ecuador 
demonstrated. In addition, USSOUTHCOM faces 

Twenty-first Century Diplomacy

The Obama administration has inherited myriad recom-
mendations on addressing challenges to the Nation as 
well as various plans designed to implement reforms 
in national security. One issue that all of the proposals 
have in common is the need for effective diplomatic 
action. Looking to the future, the United States must 
focus on emerging trends, threats, and opportunities; 
examine the means of conducting diplomacy; analyze 
relevant studies and findings; and prioritize the tasks 
required to ensure successful efforts to transform the 
institutions of American diplomacy.

One major challenge to diplomacy in the 21st cen-
tury is extremism, which includes terrorists and their 
networks outside war zones. Such groups threaten 
the democracies that Philip Bobbit calls nations 
of consent by undermining their ways of life. This 
threat to liberty must be defeated. Another major 
challenge is extending pluralism and globalization 
to those people who have not benefited from them. 
Rising disparities in standards of living around the 
world that result from globalization are directly con-
nected to the spread of extremism. To stem the rise 
of extremism in poverty-stricken areas, it is essential 
to bring processes of democracy and open markets 
to people who need opportunities to choose their 
own destiny. A third major challenge is nonprolifera-
tion. President John Kennedy predicted that 10 to 15 
nuclear powers would emerge in the world. That day 
is rapidly approaching. Nuclear weapons must not 
fall into the hands of rogue states or nonstate actors 
who flout international laws and agreements. Finally, 
a major challenge is being posed to sustainable liv-
ing that requires changing some basic attitudes on 
the environment. Although the current fear over the 
availability of critical resources is largely focused on 
energy, there will be concern in the future over sup-
plies of water, food, and other essentials.

Diplomacy will benefit from national security reform 
that emphasizes collaborative solutions to issues 
that the Nation cannot address unilaterally. Such an 
approach calls for a strategic long view of international 
affairs because it is no longer possible to function 
on a case-by-case basis. American diplomats must 
not be reactive—content to report on conditions from 
abroad and then allow others to make decisions—
but proactive. They will be tasked to carry out active 
policy responsibilities, working inside and outside of 
Embassies and overseas missions. Americans on the 
frontlines of diplomacy will have operational roles in 6 Continued on p. 422
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dealing with issues such as trafficking in people and 
drugs. One important aspect of diplomacy in the 21st 
century will be simultaneity, which requires analyz-
ing issues within the broader context of their overall 
environment because no single issue holds the key to 
all others, which must be dealt with simultaneously.

The threat of extremism must be checked by increas-
ing the effectiveness of not only military but also politi-
cal means, particularly civil-military constructs, such 
as the Provincial Reconstruction Teams in Afghanistan. 
The North Atlantic Treaty Organization emphasis on 
countering narcotics in Afghanistan is one case in 
point. Promoting democratic pluralism in troubled 
states, especially given current economic and financial 
problems, requires going back to fundamentals. An 
agenda that includes spreading democracy, free mar-
ket institutions, and rule of law must emphasize Ameri-
can values. Despite other international commitments, 
the United States must support human rights around 
the globe. Diplomacy must be retained on the agenda 
because it has strategic value. To curb the spread of 
nuclear weapons, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
must be revised to take account of international devel-
opments and persuade emerging nuclear powers to act 
responsibly. Efforts by Sam Nunn, Henry Kissinger, and 
other statesmen have been instrumental in focusing 
attention on this issue. The Comprehensive Test Ban 
Treaty and the International Atomic Energy Agency 
must be strengthened and resourced, and regional 
conflicts that have prompted nuclear proliferation must 
be mediated. U.S. and allied influence is needed to 
prevent further proliferation of weapons of mass de-
struction and to ensure the development and fielding 
of missile defense systems.

Among the issues confronting the Nation is the 
sustainability of the environment. Americans are 
beginning to realize that energy security is not their 
only domestic problem and that changes in climate 
are impacting relations with neighbors and allies. For 
example, the opening by climate change of navigable 
Arctic sealanes through formerly ice-locked north-
ern regions introduces new international trade and 
resource considerations in strategic relations with 
Canada. The east-west energy corridor that reaches 
from Central Asia to the developed nations of Europe 
has important consequences for all parties concerned 
since the uninterrupted supply of oil and natural 
gas is not only a vital economic necessity but also a 
critical political and strategic interest. Russia and the 
Caucasus are leveraging energy issues to influence 
their regional and international agendas. These is-

sues have led some to suggest extending guarantees 
under Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty to energy 
security and protecting Alliance members against the 
manipulation of supplies. Finally, there is the growing 
issue of climate change. Although once ignored by 
many countries, its potential danger for humankind 
has forced governments to consider actions to curb its 
impact. In sum, there are many ways to change institu-
tions to meet the challenges of the future.

Washington think tanks and policy centers have 
made a variety of dynamic recommendations on 
transforming American diplomacy. In a report on 
what is known as smart power, the Center for Strate-
gic and International Studies (CSIS) argued that the 
image of the United States is linked to how it pro-
motes itself and that the ability to persuade others 
is as relevant as military strength. Active diplomacy 

provides an opportunity for the Nation to promote 
its ideals around the globe. Efforts to address global 
health issues such as HIV/AIDS and malaria illustrate 
how instruments of so-called soft power (that is, 
persuasive rather than coercive tools) can influence 
views of the United States. Another CSIS report, “The 
Embassy of the Future,” stressed the importance of 
preparing diplomatic personnel and constructing 
diversified platforms for active frontline missions 
abroad. In a report entitled “Foreign Affairs Budget 
for the Future,” the Stimson Center drew attention 
to the crisis in human capital that faces American 
Embassies and diplomatic missions overseas as well 
as the Department of State itself at home.

Admiral Mullen talks with Secretary of State Hillary Clinton at Sather Air Base in 
Baghdad
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transnational security challenges such as narcotraf-
ficking, urban gangs, inadequate disaster prepared-
ness, and illicit movement of people across the 
region. If unchecked or unaddressed, these security 
challenges can aggravate traditional animosities and 
complicate latent bilateral issues, possibly leading to 
cross-border conflict. These transnational security 
challenges can destabilize partner nations and weaken 
fragile civil institutions.

A current that runs through these challenges is the 
need for a concerted interagency response. Histori-
cally, senior leaders have guided those departments, 
agencies, and related capabilities that protect the 
Nation from threats and assist partners, a process 
known as interagency coordination. Although there 
has been marked progress over the years in this 
whole-of-government approach, it remains clear 
that the government is not properly aligned across 
structural lines to systemically address challenges 
that the United States and its partners are encounter-
ing in the region. Against this backdrop of challenges 
are cultural, economic, and political trends that form 
building blocks for new approaches to enhancing 
national security in the hemisphere. Culturally, the 
United States and Latin America and the Caribbean 
share growing demographic links with the potential 
to alter national security interests over the next few 
decades. By 2050, nearly one-third of U.S. citizens 
may have a Latino heritage, which is a twofold 
increase over the 15 percent figure today. With these 
changes have come social and cultural trends that 
will likely increase the emphasis given by U.S. leaders 
to hemispheric and regional national security issues 
in the future.

Economically, the United States has vibrant 
relations with Latin America and the Caribbean, 
with substantial bilateral trade and commercial 
exchanges. With the large numbers of both legal and 
illegal immigrants entering the United States from 
the region, the nations of Latin America and the 
Caribbean receive significant financial support from 
the remittances of these immigrants. For example, 
Inter-American Development Bank studies estimate 
that $66.5 billion flowed to the region in remittances 
during 2007, with about three-quarters of it originat-
ing in the United States. Remittances are critical 
to countries such as Guyana, where the cash flows 
represent 43 percent of its gross national product. Al-
most 40 percent of all U.S. foreign trade involves the 
Americas, more than any other macro region in the 

Strengthening agencies such as the U.S. Agency for International 
Development will be as critical as reforming international institutions 
such as the United Nations Security Council and the Group of Seven. It 
is necessary to restructure civilian agencies both to rationalize chains 
of command and reduce interagency rivalries in the way that the 
Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 reformed the defense establishment. In 
addition, the Project on National Security Reform has proposed ways 
to deal with a globalized world in which the United States must protect 
itself against a range of multidimensional threats. These recommenda-
tions offer a solid basis for implementing concepts to reform national 
security structures and processes and should be considered by the 
Obama administration.

Among the tasks required to transform American diplomacy is the 
need to change the attitude of national leaders. Diplomacy has been 
viewed as a tool of weakness used to make concessions. This negative 
attitude minimizes the proper role of diplomacy in conducting interna-
tional affairs. Both civilian and military communities must support the 
enhancement of diplomatic capabilities. The fact that one of the vocal 
advocates of building diplomatic efforts is Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates is indicative of the need for fundamental change in attitudes 
toward diplomacy.

Another task needed to revive American diplomacy is accountabil-
ity. The rapid expansion of responsibilities for conducting diplomatic 
efforts has diffused accountability among departments, agencies, and 
special teams with overlapping mandates. When problems do arise, 
the absence of clear lines of accountability prevents effective decisions 
from being reached. This deficit must be addressed. There must be real 
transparency and someone ready to take responsibility.

Finally, there must be sustained efforts to develop the organizations 
and resources needed to reorient and expand the U.S. diplomatic corps. 
The prospect of tackling complex international issues raises the ques-
tion of the availability of skilled people. In addition to career develop-
ment and educational opportunities to groom the next generation of 
diplomats, ways must be found to enhance the ability of seasoned dip-
lomats to deal with a changing world. This task involves both expanding 
knowledge and sharing information. It is essential to adopt new technol-
ogies together with practices to maximize the impact of diplomacy. To 
be effective, American diplomats must venture outside the confines of 
their Embassies and move into towns and the countryside. This practice 
will require shifting from risk avoidance to risk management to connect 
with indifferent or hostile groups and finding ways to communicate with 
a wider range of audiences.

The success of the Nation depends on pursuing active diplomacy, 
promoting national values, demonstrating integrity and accountability, 
and strengthening cooperation with allies and friends, all with the back-
ing of the strongest military in the world. Although the United States 
has the capacity to act unilaterally in defense of its interests if required, 
it should strengthen alliances and partnerships as a positive way of 
enhancing its vital diplomatic role in the world.

5 Continued from p. 420

6 Continued on p. 424
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Strategic Leadership

Strategic leadership has many characteristics in com-
mon with leadership at lower levels, but it also has 
some that are distinctive. There are six that we think 
will be particularly relevant to strategic leaders in the 
future: intellectual openness, nuance, intellectual agil-
ity, integration, teamwork, and ethics.

Intellectual openness. Because the scope of strate-
gic leadership is so wide and the range of opinions on 
strategic issues is so diverse, leaders must be open to 
different points of view. Indeed, they should encourage 
subordinates, peers, and others to express their views 
as directly as possible—from those in the corridors 
of power and the public at large to allies and friends 
abroad. No one has a monopoly on relevant experience 
and practical wisdom about the complex issues facing 
American leadership.

Nuance. The problems that occupy the inboxes of 
strategic leaders involve ambiguity and complexity. 
If they were unambiguous and simple, they would 
be solved at lower levels. Strategic leaders must be 
able to recognize and deal with this ambiguity and 
complexity and the shades of nuance that they pres-
ent. This requires effective skills in managing cognitive 
dissonance, for evidence and argumentation usually 
send conflicting signals. Denial is not one of those 
skills. Leaders may be able to deny that they perceive 
cognitive dissonance, but cannot make the conflicting 
signals disappear by denying them. A well-developed 
appreciation for nuance would generally reject an 
either/or approach, which in itself denies ambiguity 
and complexity. For military leaders in particular, this 
means that tactics, techniques, and procedures—
though important, even necessary—may not always be 
up to the task at hand, which leads to consideration of 
another quality.

Intellectual agility. Strategic leaders do not have 
single-issue inboxes nor do they fully control their 
agendas. Strategic leaders must be able to transition 
with little or no warning, and at times turn on a dime, 
from one problem to another. It is the policy equivalent 
of the so-called three-block war. In practicing intel-
lectual agility, strategic leaders must be informed 
and guided by doctrine and past experiences but not 
become slaves to them. Properly understood, military 
doctrine is authoritative, but requires judgment in its 
application. Too often, professional officers remember 
the former but not the latter and rigidly apply doctrine 
to situations that may be significantly different from 
those the doctrine writers envisioned.

Strategic leaders must be adaptable and able to 
“call an audible” when an unanticipated situation is 
thrust upon them, or in an anticipated crisis that differs 
in important ways from the planning scenario, thus ren-
dering the “on-the-shelf” plan not fully appropriate and 
useful. Since “no war plan survives contact with the 
enemy,” strategic leaders must be able to adapt in the 
middle of a war or crisis, rather than holding on stub-
bornly to the plan or policy they began with, even when 
it no longer seems to be achieving the objectives, or is 
doing so at unacceptably high costs.

Integration. The problems confronting strategic lead-
ers are rarely unidimensional. Almost by definition, 
strategic problems are multidimensional, involving 
military, political, economic, cultural, social, religious, 
and historical factors and forces that are often dif-
ficult to disentangle from each other. Thus, success-
fully addressing strategic problems involves several 
instruments of national power, sometimes all of them. 
Strategic leaders must master the instruments of their 
own departments or agencies, but must also be able 
to help integrate and coordinate them with those of 
other departments and agencies. Strategic leadership 
requires the skills of an orchestra conductor, not of a 
soloist, no matter how talented.

Teamwork. Government operations on the strategic 
level require teamwork. Strategic leaders must build an 
effective team within their own agencies that includes 
career officials (both civilian and military) and political 
appointees. The former are nonpartisan experts and 
the latter, who also include experts, make adminis-
tration policy. Strategic leaders must build effective 

Senior Army and Air National Guard officers join officers from other compo-
nents at Joint Task Force Commander Training Course at U.S. Northern Com-
mand, January 2009
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world. Technology also integrates the region with the 
United States. Internet usage in Latin America and 
the Caribbean over the last 8 years has grown by over 
600 percent. In the area of energy interdependence, 
three of the top four companies that supply half of 
the oil to the United States are located in the Western 
Hemisphere, and many future sources of energy 
for the Nation reside in underexplored areas of the 
hemisphere.

Two domestic trends affect the potential of the 
USSOUTHCOM approach to interagency partnering 
for enhanced security and stability in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. First, there is a growing political 
consensus on the need to better integrate military 
and nonmilitary elements of national power. Second, 
there have been advances in interagency coordina-
tion of civilian and military planning, especially with 
implementation of the Interagency Management 
System under Presidential directives on stabilization 
and reconstruction. Both trends have accelerated 
thinking about adopting the whole-of-government 
approach to national security within the region.

Rethinking the Command
With help from the interagency community, US-

SOUTHCOM has sought to improve structure and 
processes to better perform its Title X mission. In 
2006, the command was organized on the traditional 
J level, with slow, hierarchical staff processes, many 
of which date to Prussian or Napoleonic staff models. 
Such models were best attuned to a world of relative 
certainty with industrial age competitors, but they 
appear out of synch for the military in the 21st cen-
tury. The command also was fine-tuned for executing 
joint military operations for a world in which joint 
operations increasingly needed to become inter-
agency operations.

The value of partnering was evident in Joint 
Interagency Task Force–South (JIATF–South), with 
the establishment of effective ways of countering the 
threat of narcotics from and within Latin America 
and the Caribbean. With strong interagency and 
multinational information fusion, a common set of 
mission objectives, and diverse representation by law 
enforcement, intelligence, and military personnel, 
JIATF–South became an effective model of inter-
agency partnership.

At the direction of the Secretary of Defense, with 
assignment via the Department of Defense Top 25 
Transformation Priorities, and authorities under 
Title X, Section 164, the command has reprised its 

interagency teams to integrate and apply various 
instruments that the given problem demands. Increas-
ingly in the 21st century, strategic leaders must build 
effective teams with coalition and alliance partners, 
whose cultural backgrounds and modes of operation 
frequently will be greatly different from their own.

Relationships are critical in building effective team-
work on all levels. Organizations do not cooperate 
or integrate; people do. Building relationships takes 
time, and new administrations sometimes do not have 
that luxury because real-world concerns will suddenly 
intrude. Thus, forming and molding relationships 
must start on day one. The key to strong and effective 
relationships is trust. It must be built and earned; it 
cannot simply be declared. It must be multidirectional, 
not unidirectional. For trust to take hold in organiza-
tions, leaders on all levels must be both trustworthy 
and trusting. Both are necessary; neither by itself is 
sufficient.

Ethics. Ethics is always important, but especially 
given the challenges that the Nation confronts today. 
Strategic leaders must personally set and periodically 
recalibrate their own moral compasses. Doing so be-
gins with one’s own moral values and principles, those 
inherited from family (and, for many, from religion) 
and nurtured in school. Professionals are guided by an 
ethos that defines and regulates their profession—mil-
itary, public service, the law. All citizens, but especially 
public servants, must incorporate national values 
and principles, which for Americans include those 
enshrined in the U.S. Constitution and the Declaration 
of Independence. In an era when the world is shrink-
ing, news is driven by a 24-hour cycle, and coalitions 
have become the norm, ethics also involve what the 
Founders called “a decent respect to the opinions of 
mankind.”

Ethics must involve both ethical ends and ethical 
means, especially for strategic leaders who wrestle 
with the problems of today. Ethical ends can justify 
some means, but even the most ethical ends cannot 
justify any and all means. Leaders will be judged—
by themselves and by others—not only by the goals 
they set, but also by the means they use in trying to 
achieve those goals. In every organization, regard-
less of size, leaders set the tone, including the ethical 
tone. Within military organizations, command climate 
starts at the top. It is reflected in what strategic lead-
ers say and in what they do, and those who serve in 
their organizations, as well as those people outside 
who come into contact with them, pay attention to 
both words and deeds.

5 Continued from p. 422
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posture to meet new challenges, including structural 
changes based on recent lessons from U.S. operations 
around the world. In addition, this approach called 
on a command history of adaptation to regional 
dynamics that dates to the mid-1900s when the 
organization emerged from its earlier mission as 
the Panama Canal Department and then Caribbean 
Command.

The purpose of this approach was to adapt the 
span of operations to the transnational nature of 
security challenges today in the region and improve 
the ability of the command to harmonize its activities 
and planning with other U.S. Government depart-
ments and agencies. There has been significant 
progress in this area over the last 2 years, and the 
emerging issues from this process suggest items for 
the agenda of the congressionally mandated QDR.

Salient Issues
The continuing evolution of USSOUTHCOM 

will build on strong, existing command and control 
readiness under Title X to perform combat opera-
tions as directed by the President or the Secretary of 
Defense when circumstances dictate in the defense of 
U.S. national interests. There are four areas of change 
that offer new or modified organizational approaches 
to improving the ability of the command to work 
with the interagency community.

Integrated Partnering. Under a dual-deputy struc-
ture, the civilian deputy will complement the three-
star military deputy to the commander by providing 
increased expertise and oversight of command 
dealings with its interagency partners. Through 
the assignment of more interagency personnel (up 
to approximately 50) across the 1,200 members of 
the staff, USSOUTHCOM will benefit from the 
expertise of counterparts from the Department of 
State and the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment to the Departments of Energy, Commerce, and 
Justice, many of whom have either served within the 
region or been focused on regional planning and 
operations. A partnering directorate that merges the 
former J9 and J10 staff elements will be focused on 
the integration of the command with interagency 
processes and planning to more effectively support 
the whole-of-government implementation of U.S. 
regional policy and objectives.

Multinational Cooperation. USSOUTHCOM has 
reassigned personnel from headquarters to Ameri-
can Embassies in the region to improve support to 
Ambassadors and their country teams. In addition, 
in anticipation of occupying a new headquarters 

building by 2010, the command is expanding 
partner-nation representation and has begun plan-
ning for improved information security protocols 
to permit broader integration of their international 
expertise in daily operations.

Strategic Communication. In Latin America 
and the Caribbean region, the United States must 
improve its engagement in the marketplace of ideas 
to advance and protect its security interests. As 
such, the Office of Strategic Communication, with 
a developed planning and integration role, is be-
ing assigned to the chief of staff to institutionalize 
strategic communication approaches in all command 
correspondence and communication, both internally 
and externally.

Public-Private Collaboration. Just as events in the 
last few years underscored the importance of work-
ing more closely with interagency partners, senior 
leaders in the Department of Defense have recog-
nized the need to adapt their organizations to better 
cooperate with the private sector. Whether nongov-
ernmental organizations focused on humanitarian 
assistance objectives, or even in certain specific 
instances, multinational corporations with decades 
of experience in commerce and infrastructure trends 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, the organiza-
tions can share unique insights and perspectives. In 
some cases, especially in areas such as public health 
and capacity-building, partnerships can be forged 
to meet security concerns. USSOUTHCOM has 
created a public-private cooperation office to explore 
protocols for collaborative exchanges and identify 
activities to improve its ability to execute interagency 
operations in support of regional security objectives. 
These changes and the approach to reorganiza-
tion underscore the critical enablers to success and 
highlight areas to explore in order to improve the 
capabilities of the command.

This reorganization requires both professional and 
procedural change in culture and mindset. Although 
USSOUTHCOM is prepared to lead combat opera-
tions, a premium has been put on partnerships and 
cooperation in support of U.S. civilian counterpart 
organizations. In addition, with greater coordina-
tion with interagency counterparts, training and 
education is needed across the government. While 
modest improvement has been made in this area for 
military personnel, the demand for civilian training, 
academic courses, and interagency assignments and 
exchanges is increasing. The 21st century will require 
greater integration and harmonization of planning, 
and existing shortfalls in these functions merit early 
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attention and resourcing in the deliberations. This 
includes language training and area studies, and a 
system of personnel incentives similar to the changes 
introduced in the Armed Forces under the Goldwa-
ter-Nichols Act.

The promise of increased partnering with nations 
by building on the cultural, economic, and politi-
cal linkages in the region has also demonstrated the 
need for rethinking the basic capacity of USSOUTH-
COM within the area of focus. Service components 
need an improved ability to articulate requirements 
to support enhanced security cooperation in the re-
gion. One example of this approach is the decision to 
strengthen Naval Forces South by reestablishing the 
designation of the 4th Fleet. Although no ships will be 
permanently assigned to the force, this development 
increases the small planning staff and puts a more 
senior flag officer in command of this new numbered 
fleet that will represent maritime requirements across 
the Navy.

On the Horizon
In refining this reorganization, there are also 

longer term issues that merit attention in the wider 
context of the QDR. Progress has been recorded in 
the developing conceptual options for approaches by 
the United States within the region. Perhaps it is time 
to identify concrete steps in establishing regional 
interagency-led security organizations that would 
be more effective in unifying efforts by the Nation 
across regional boundaries.

The position of civilians in combatant commands, 
whether they represent the Department of Defense 
or other agencies, should continue to be refined. To 
understand the linkages and trends within the re-
gion, the relationships of combatant command struc-
tures in the Western Hemisphere should be reviewed 
based on previous studies, such as the notion of 
merging U.S. Northern Command and USSOUTH-
COM that was examined in the QDR in 2006. There 
are both pros and cons to this merger that should be 
thoroughly vetted in the context of what is best for 
the peace and security of the Nation and the region 
in an interagency approach.

U.S. Southern Command will approach the new 
horizon in Latin America and the Caribbean with 
one goal in mind: to extend a hand to partner na-
tion militaries in the hemisphere that are seeking 
positive security cooperation. Working together, the 
countries of the Americas can bring about positive 
and lasting changes in this beautiful and vibrant 
region.

Educating National Security Professionals
With the end of the Cold War and events of the 

mid-1990s, there was a realization that managing 
complex contingencies would pose near-term chal-
lenges. The threats would be less massive and kinetic 
in nature, but would stem from sectarian or commu-
nal violence leading to ethnic cleansing and internal 
displacement of peoples, dysfunctional economies, 
and competition for scarce resources. Both man-
made and natural disasters were happening with 
some frequency, which added urgency to the security 
policy reviews at the end of the last decade. Based on 
the resulting critical analyses, Presidential Decision 
Directive 56, “Managing Complex Contingencies,” 
was issued in 1997 to provide for multidepartmental 
collaboration and implementation. At its core was 
the premise that a reinforced program of education 
and training would replace vertical decisionmaking 
inside the executive branch with horizontal inter-
agency coordination, planning, and execution.

As integration of national capabilities and re-
sources became the goal for operations in crisis and 
contingency operations, it became clear that no for-
mal process of education for the managers of these 
situations existed. The National Defense University, 
the Foreign Service Institute, and the U.S. Army War 
College were tasked to begin developing and present-
ing such a course of studies across the educational 
activities of Federal departments and agencies. The 
events of September 11, 2001, and their lessons 
reinforced the urgency of instituting such education 
and training. With operations in Southwest Asia 
embracing asymmetric threats and nation-building, 
even commanders and planners understood the need 
for dramatic changes. The transformational nature 
of building partnership capacity was codified in the 
QDR, which called for greater interagency represen-
tation in future crises and contingencies.

Hurricane Katrina demonstrated the need for a 
comprehensive and flexible system to address domestic 
security challenges. Like analyses of developments 
abroad, the review of the disaster in New Orleans and 
along the Gulf Coast found that stovepiped responses 
resulted in abysmal coordination. Assigning compa-
rable priorities to domestic and international security 
challenges led to a comprehensive definition of nation-
al security in the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies report entitled Beyond Goldwater-Nichols, 
which urged an enhanced structure for interagency 
integration with attendant education and training.

Subsequently, the QDR process recommended 
that National Defense University expand its cur-
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ricula with concentrated studies of interagency 
affairs. A pilot program was conducted in academic 
year 2007–2008 to validate instruction intended 
to produce military and civilian leaders to oper-
ate in an interagency environment. At the highest 
levels within the government, the goal to develop 
more vigorous programs for civilian managers was 
extended to senior staffs at both the National Secu-
rity Council and the Homeland Security Council. 
These initiatives support a recent directive that has 
formed civilian national security professionals into 
a distinct cadre with similar capabilities to their 
military counterparts for domestic and interna-
tional crises.

President George W. Bush signed Executive Order 
13434 in May 2007, mandating a three-part program 
of education, training, and relevant experience for 
developing military as well as civilian national secu-
rity professional (NSP) officers. The program applied 
to every department and agency with national se-
curity responsibilities and was supplemented by the 
national security strategy that laid out its principal 
components and how they were to be implemented. 
The focus is on a human capital process for selection, 
promotion, management, and incentivization.

The people known as national security profession-
als are responsible for developing strategy, imple-
menting strategic plans, and executing missions in 
support of national security objectives. The Executive 
Steering Committee of the Office of Management 
and Budget envisions that the program will supply 
its members with “the knowledge, skills, abilities, 
attitudes, and experiences they need to work with 
their counterparts to plan and execute coordinated, 
effective interagency national security operations.” 
The individuals in the program will have the poten-
tial to function in those contingencies and crises 
when significant interaction is anticipated between 
two or more departments, agencies, or other entities. 
The designation of national security professional will 
be awarded to the occupants of positions who play 
a role in executing aspects of the National Secu-
rity Strategy, the National Strategy for Homeland 
Security, the National Defense Strategy, the National 
Strategy for Combating Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion, and other national security frameworks and 
plans. As envisioned, this initiative will not include 
political appointees, who will receive national 
security training, education, and experience under a 
separate effort.

National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States presents its report
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Understanding competencies that are common to 
national security professionals is paramount to de-
veloping effective training and education programs. 
Within the broad range of interagency operations, 
the capabilities that they will require are:

n strategic thinking—understanding national 
strategy documentation and being able to envision 
collaboration with other agencies, think strategically, 
and engage in interagency planning

n critical and creative thinking—analyzing issues 
with other agencies; seeking, evaluating, and synthe-
sizing information from multiple sources; assessing 
and challenging assumptions; and offering alterna-
tive and creative solutions/courses of action

n leading interagency teams—creating a shared vi-
sion and unity of purpose among all players, winning 
their confidence and trust, and utilizing their knowl-
edge, skills, and resources; developing and mentor-
ing staff from other agencies, ensuring collaborative 
problem-solving, and managing internal conflicts

n maintaining global and cultural acuity—main-
taining an integrated understanding of factors that 
influence national security (global/regional/country 
trends); possessing knowledge of relevant foreign 
cultures, histories, and languages; and knowing the 
structures, processes, and cultures of other agencies

n collaborating—working with agencies to accom-
plish goals; building and maintaining interagency 
networks and relationships; and encouraging col-
laboration, integration and information-sharing

n planning and managing—developing strategic 
and operational plans; executing interagency opera-
tions (including budgetary and financial manage-
ment); conducting program management and evalu-
ation; maintaining political and situation awareness; 
and navigating decisionmaking processes on the 
technical, policy, and political levels

n mediating and negotiating—tackling disputes 
with partners and stakeholders during operations

n communicating—clearly articulating infor-
mation, managing expectations of diverse groups, lis-
tening actively, and tailoring approaches to different 
circumstances and audiences.

National security education, like work on shared 
attributes of national security professionals, is an 
ongoing, long-term initiative. Future political leader-
ship must ensure that the program, as well as its 
members, is adequately resourced so that interagency 
planning and collaboration become institutionalized 
as opposed to improvised. Personality-driven and ad 

hoc leadership and procedures are inadequate for the 
complex challenges of this globalized environment.

The three core elements of the program must 
become components of personnel development. The 
training must embrace the above competencies and 
tailor them for special requirements such as disaster 
relief, counterinsurgency, strategic communications, 
and reconstruction. Educational programs must be 
provided for senior military and civilian leaders, and 
agencies without a culture of offering education to 
their personnel must be reoriented. Relationships 
with civilian academic institutions must be developed 
to formalize entry-level feeder programs that furnish 
graduates for the Federal workforce. Moreover, 
programs will be needed to track national security 
professionals throughout their careers as they mature 
and assume positions of greater responsibility.

Work experience, including rotational assignments 
with other agencies, must become routine for nation-
al security professionals. Although human resource 
considerations in compartmented bureaucracies 
make that practice challenging, personnel managers 
must develop procedures and incentives to facilitate 
such transfers. Only by encouraging promotions will 
national security as a career field become the founda-
tion of interagency responses to contingencies and 
crises in the future. Those who receive training, edu-
cation, and cross-department postings in their careers 
will be more competitive for designated positions as 
national security professionals, and these positions 
will be highly competitive in all departments and 
agencies of the national security community.

The Importance of Stability Operations
During the Presidential campaign in 2000, Con-

doleezza Rice said that extended peacekeeping could 
detract the Nation from its responsibilities in the 
Persian Gulf and Taiwan Straits, adding that “car-
rying out civil administration and police functions 
is simply going to degrade the American capabil-
ity to do the things America has to do.” Moreover, 
George W. Bush indicated his disdain for stability 
operations, nationbuilding, and the like prior to the 
election when he commented: “I’m worried about an 
opponent who uses nation-building and the military 
in the same sentence.”

But out of the experience of Afghanistan and Iraq 
came policies and capabilities to meet the require-
ments of stability operations: National Security 
Presidential Directive (NSPD) 44, “Management 
of Interagency Efforts Concerning Reconstruction 
and Stabilization”; Department of Defense Directive 
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(DODD) 3000.05, “Military Support for Stability, Se-
curity, Transition, and Reconstruction Operations”; 
and the Civilian Response Corps (CRC) formed by 
the Department of State.

There is always a temptation to disparage the efforts 
of past administrations and start anew, but the Nation 
cannot afford this kneejerk inclination during a time 
of war. Certainly, there are policies developed in recent 
years that were poorly conceived or implemented. But 
some good things have been accomplished, and their 
momentum should not be lost. Moreover, the eventual 
withdrawal from Iraq will not mean that the United 
States can avoid stability operations in the future, and 
some of the lessons learned in this conflict have come 
at a high cost. It took over 2 years in Iraq for guid-
ance on stability operations to emerge. Both DODD 
3000.05 and NSPD 44 were issued in 2005. Although 
the latter replaced Presidential Decision Directive 56, 
“Managing Complex Contingency Operations,” which 
had been signed by President Bill Clinton in 1997, the 
defense establishment never had been issued anything 
like DODD 3000.05.

The directive announced that stability opera-
tions would be a core American military mission. It 
recognized that civilian agencies are the most adept 
at performing many of the tasks involved in stability 
operations but stated: “Military forces shall be pre-
pared to perform all tasks necessary to establish or 
maintain order when civilians cannot do so.” As the 
unraveling of the rule of law in Baghdad demonstrat-
ed, maintaining order is one of the foremost tasks in 
stability operations. Yet it is hard to justify building 
civilian agency capacity to conduct stability opera-
tions to Congress when the military is performing 
those operations. A former defense official pointed 
out that the directive refers to military support to sta-
bility operations, but fails to define what is meant by 
the term and does not clarify command and control 
in strategically directing such operations.

In theory, NSPD 44 addressed the question of 
control of stability operations: “The Secretary of 
State shall coordinate . . . efforts involving all U.S. 
departments and agencies with relevant capabilities 
to prepare, plan for, and conduct stabilization and re-
construction activities.” The position of Coordinator 
for Reconstruction and Stabilization was established 
in August 2004 as focal point in the Department of 
State for these activities. The decision to place a civil-
ian in charge of stability operations is a sound one 
because the operations require political solutions.

Yet there is a tension in NSPD 44. The Depart-
ment of State is supposed to lead an effort of which 

it is part. Moreover, Foreign Service Officers do not 
operate in potentially nonpermissive environments 
alone or with military counterparts. Indeed, the only 
deployable civilian asset in the national security 
arsenal is the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID), which was gutted after Vietnam. In 
short, NSPD 44 puts the Secretary of State in charge 
of operational missions outside the normal purview 
of the department. Indeed, the Secretary of State 
had to ask for Department of Defense personnel in 
2006 to staff the Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
being organized for Afghanistan, which negated the 
purpose of providing civilian expertise.

Secretary of Defense Robert Gates urged dramatic 
increases in civilian instruments of power: “We must 
focus our energies beyond the guns and steel of the 
military, beyond our brave Soldiers, Sailors, Marines, 
and Airmen. We must also focus our energies on 
the other elements of national power that will be so 
crucial in the coming years.” In an effort to bolster 
the ranks of civilians available for stability opera-
tions, the Department of State officially launched the 
Civilian Response Corps (CRC) in 2008. This corps 
provides for 250 full-time first responders who can 
deploy in a crisis within 48 hours, 2,000 standby 
members deployable within 30 days, and 2,000 
reservists. Whereas the active and standby members 
will come from the Federal Government, the reserv-
ists will be drawn from the private sector as well as 
state and local governments. Although the Coordina-
tor for Reconstruction and Stabilization based the 
number of members in the corps on hypothetical 
planning for small, medium, and large stabilization 
operations, there have not been any systematic stud-
ies that estimate the requirement for civilian capabili-
ties. The lack of holistic resource planning makes 
Congress dubious about funding such capabilities, 
especially when the requirements are not based on a 
compelling strategic narrative.

Issues raised by NSPD 44 regarding the role of the 
Secretary of State in stability operations should be re-
visited. Given the political implications of such mis-
sions, civilian control is best. Three logical choices 
exist for this lead civilian role: the Secretary of State, 
the National Security Advisor, or a new Cabinet-level 
portfolio established for stability operations. The dif-
ficulties of assigning responsibility for an interagency 
process to the Secretary of State have been discussed. 
If the National Security Advisor took the lead, there 
would be disadvantages to giving the National 
Security Council a more operational role, includ-
ing detracting from its traditional responsibilities of 
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advising the President and executing policy coor-
dination. As for creating a new Cabinet post, if the 
creation of the Department of Homeland Security 
taught us anything, it is that establishing new layers 
of bureaucracy is not an instant remedy to the prob-
lems of the national security community.

The debate on stability operations has not oc-
curred yet, in part because the result will involve 
uncomfortable tradeoffs. Both civilian and military 
agencies concur that even after withdrawing from 
Iraq, the future will be marked by irregular threats. 
The last QDR argued for shifting the basic mission of 
the Armed Forces from traditional to irregular war-
fare. The joint strategic plan issued by the Depart-
ment of State and USAID also depicts a world filled 
with nonstate challenges. If this is the case, then the 
United States must rebalance its toolkit and deepen 
its civilian capacity. Either the budget for national se-
curity will have to grow or money for this adjustment 
must come from another budget. The huge reset and 
modernization costs foretell the impending budget-
ary train wreck.

The CRC is a step in the right direction, but it is 
difficult to believe that 250 active civilian personnel 
will fit the bill in a future operating environment. 
This is especially striking when it is acknowledged 
that these 250 individuals cannot be deployed all 
of the time. The military usually plans on two units 
stateside for every one deployed: one preparing to 
deploy and the other returning and resetting from 
deployment. Accordingly, the United States would 
have about 80 civilians deployed at any time. Any 
sensible strategy will require far more resources. 
Even if the CRC is ultimately moved to another de-
partment or agency, or if an augmented USAID takes 
over its roles and absorbs the assets of the corps, 
greater civilian resources will be needed.

Partisans may assume that the Bush administra-
tion got everything about stability operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan either right or wrong. As with all 
complicated things, the truth is really somewhere in 
between. The standard enunciated by Senator Arthur 
Vandenberg in 1952 that “politics stops at the water’s 
edge” should be applied to the future of stability 
operations.

Intelligence Reform
The Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Preven-

tion Act (IRTPA) of 2004 was the most profound 
reorganization in the management structure of the 
Intelligence Community in more than 50 years. The 

Challenges for Intelligence

Congressional and Executive Branch Reforms
President George W. Bush signed the Intelligence Re-
form and Terrorism Prevention Act (IRTPA) in Decem-
ber 2004. This was the first major restructuring of the 
Intelligence Community since the National Security 
Act of 1947, which created the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) and gave legal basis to the Intelligence 
Community itself. Fifty-seven years later, the 2004 
legislation created the Director of National Intelli-
gence (DNI), who supplanted the Director of Central 
Intelligence (DCI) as the senior intelligence official, 
head of the Intelligence Community, and principal 
intelligence advisor to the President.

In its final report in March 2005, the Commission 
on the Intelligence Capabilities of the United States 
Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) 
made 74 recommendations on how to improve 
intelligence. The President adopted 70 of the recom-
mendations, and they were added to those changes 
legislated by the Congress.

The DNI today serves as the head of the Intelli-
gence Community, the 16 intelligence organizations 
spread across 6 departments and 1 independent 
agency. He functions as the principal advisor to the 
President, National Security Council, and Homeland 
Security Council on matters of intelligence. The IRTPA 
also expanded DNI responsibilities (beyond those 
previously held by the DCI) to include those domestic 
issues that are a part of homeland security. The term 
national intelligence replaced the phrase national 
foreign intelligence. Congress included this provi-
sion to address the concern that agencies needed to 
share intelligence—foreign and domestic—better.

A Tale of Two Men
Ambassador John Negroponte served from April 2005 
until January 2007 as the first DNI. Though not an 
intelligence professional, he had been a consumer 
of intelligence most of his government career. As his 
deputy, he had an intelligence professional, National 
Security Agency (NSA) Director Lieutenant General 
Michael Hayden, USAF. Working together, they set up 
the new DNI office.

Negroponte took 6 months to draft the first 
National Intelligence Strategy (NIS) designed to 
organize and direct the strategic efforts of the Intel-
ligence Community. This strategy built upon the DCI 
Strategic Intent for the U.S. Intelligence Community 
of March 1999. Guided by the new concept of na-6 Continued on p. 433
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tional intelligence defined in the IRTPA, the NIS drew 
its objectives from the National Security Strategy of 
the United States of America. There are two notable 
features of the 2005 intelligence strategy. First, it was 
unclassified. Second, it assigned responsibility for 
accomplishing each mission and enterprise objective 
to a specific organization within the office of the DNI 
or to executive agents among the 16 intelligence 
components. The mission objectives are outwardly 
directed at the threats to our nation’s security. The 
enterprise objectives are inwardly directed at improv-
ing the capabilities of the Intelligence Community. 
Both promote greater integration and collaboration 
among the community’s 16 members.

A year later, Negroponte reported to Congress on 
progress made. High on the list was the establish-
ment of six mission managers to address specific is-
sues of great concern. They serve as the principal In-
telligence Community officials overseeing all aspects 
of intelligence related to both functional and regional 
areas of focus—counterterrorism, counterprolifera-
tion, and counterintelligence, as well as the three 
regions of Iran, North Korea, and Cuba/Venezuela. 
Mission managers can call upon the resources of the 
entire Intelligence Community. They are responsible 
for understanding the needs of intelligence consum-
ers—key policymakers in the executive branch and 
Congress. Mission managers provide specific guid-
ance on collection priorities, integration, and gaps; 
assess analytic quality and needs; share intelligence 
produced; and recommend funding allocations.

As a second accomplishment, Negroponte cited 
the creation of new organizations within the CIA 
and Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to promote 
better intelligence coordination. The CIA, through 
the new National Clandestine Service, was given 
the responsibility to coordinate human intelligence 
among the CIA, Department of Defense, and FBI. The 
FBI, as mandated by the 2004 reform law, estab-
lished a directorate of intelligence to give greater 
importance to domestic intelligence analysis and 
collection. Additional recommendations from the 
WMD Commission led to the creation of the National 
Security Branch, which combined the functions of 
intelligence, counterterrorism, counterintelligence, 
and protection against WMD.

A third accomplishment focused on improvements 
in analytic tradecraft. The President’s Daily Briefing 
was opened to intelligence contributions beyond 
the CIA; the Long Range Analysis Unit was created 

under the National Intelligence Council to address 
issues of strategic, long-term concern rather than 
current intelligence; and the sourcing of national 
intelligence estimates was improved by including 
sections on the reliability of, nature of, and gaps in 
the intelligence used.

When he relinquished his position in January 
2007, John Negroponte could point to a number of 
accomplishments in helping to carry out both the 
mandates of the IRTPA and recommendations of the 
WMD Commission. The Office of the DNI was orga-
nized, set up, staffed, and moving forward.

Retired Navy Vice Admiral Mike McConnell as-
sumed his position as the second DNI in February 
2007. A career naval intelligence officer and former 
Joint Chiefs of Staff J2, he had finished his military 
career as the Director of NSA. After retirement, he 
worked at Booz Allen Hamilton as senior vice presi-
dent focusing on intelligence and national security 
issues. This multifaceted experience—in intelligence, 
the military, and the private sector—prepared him 
well to deal with the issues he would confront as DNI.

McConnell built on the foundation of the NIS and 
in mid-April 2007 announced a 100-Day Plan for Inte-
gration and Collaboration. Six focus areas to improve 
the capabilities of the community included promot-
ing a culture of collaboration; improving collection 
and analysis; building technology leadership and 
acquisition excellence; adopting modern business 
practices; accelerating information-sharing; and 
clarifying DNI authorities.

Possibly the most far reaching measure of the 
100-Day Plan was the adoption of the civilian Intelli-
gence Community Joint Duty program, which requires 
civilians interested in promotion to the senior ranks 
to complete at least one assignment outside their 
home agency. In fostering a culture of collaboration, 
the program gives intelligence professionals the op-
portunity to broaden and deepen their knowledge of 
the workings of other agencies. The aim is to create a 
cadre of senior intelligence professionals better able 
to understand the complex challenges facing the Na-
tion and to help the Intelligence Community address 
those challenges in support of the policymakers.

The 100-Day Plan was followed by the 500-Day Plan 
for Integration and Collaboration. If the former was 
designed to reinvigorate the process, the latter was 
designed to sustain, accelerate, and expand the effort.

Two of the most significant accomplishments 
of the McConnell period were to update the 1978 
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Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) and 
Executive Order (EO) 12333, originally issued by 
President Ronald Reagan in December 1981. The for-
mer governs foreign intelligence wiretaps conducted 
within the United States. The latter is the keystone 
document outlining the roles and responsibilities of 
the members of the Intelligence Community.

The FISA update of June 2008 took more than 2 
years to accomplish and improves the legal foun-
dations for the Intelligence Community. It also 
updated domestic electronic surveillance in the era 
of the Internet and cell phone. After 14 months of 
negotiation on Capitol Hill, the measure passed in 
June with substantial bipartisan support: 293–129 
in the House of Representatives and 69–28 in the 
Senate. It was held up over the question of whether 
to provide legal protection to telecommunication 
companies that participated in the NSA’s warrantless 
wiretapping program in the aftermath of the terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001. The compromise 
reached allowed the 40-odd lawsuits to be referred 
to the U.S. District Courts where they were filed. If the 
telecommunication companies can prove the Bush 
Administration authorized the surveillance, the suits 
will be dismissed.

The update of EO 12333 of July 2008 takes into 
account the 2004 law that created the DNI. It also 
allows the 3 years of experience since the enact-
ment of that law to be captured in the effort to 
better integrate the work of the Intelligence Com-
munity. The purpose of the revised executive order 
is to strengthen the Nation’s intelligence capability 
to give government leaders a greater ability to un-
derstand the threats facing the country abroad and 
at home and to be able to respond to those threats 
with greater agility and speed with well-informed 
policy options.

Both measures were important achievements. 
They helped resolidify foundational pillars of the 
Intelligence Community that needed updating. Both 
will help the community do its work, which is to 
provide better intelligence. The former modernizes 
how it conducts domestic electronic surveillance; the 
latter provides clearer guidance on what each of the 
16 components of the community is to undertake in 
the DNI era. Both are designed to provide policymak-
ers a “decision advantage.”

Issues for the Future
The Obama administration must confront those 
threats that we know about today. They include 

defeating terrorists abroad and at home, preventing 
and countering the proliferation of WMD, bolstering 
the growth of democracy and sustaining peaceful 
democratic states, developing new ways to penetrate 
and analyze the most difficult targets, and support-
ing U.S. policy and combat operations in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Cyberterrorism is also a topic of keen 
concern to policymakers and the Intelligence Com-
munity. The Internet has helped revolutionize busi-
ness and economic activity throughout the country 
and the world; it has also introduced a vulnerability 
about which we need to know much more. One need 
only scan the daily newspapers and television/cable 
news programs for those issues that will require 
continuous attention.

Equally important as one looks to the horizon 
and beyond will be anticipating developments of 
strategic concern and identifying both opportunities 
as well as vulnerabilities for policymakers. Issues 
of little policy interest can quickly become mat-
ters of state requiring an immediate U.S. response. 
Others will include those having an impact on U.S. 
national security: scarcities in energy, food, water; 
climate change; demographic trends; disruptive civil 
technologies; financial and economic volatilities; 
and the reconfiguration of the international system 
as India, China, Brazil, and Russia claim (or reclaim 
in the case of Russia) a greater voice in international 
deliberations.

As the Intelligence Community focuses outwardly 
on the threats of today and tomorrow, it must also 
focus inwardly to improve capabilities. The following 
is simply a short list of measures to improve capabili-
ties. It could be expanded. They include:

n ensuring an integrated information technol-
ogy network where all members of the Intelligence 
Community can communicate on the same network. 
Known as the Single Information Environment, this 
goal is a key part of the 500 Day Plan.

n adapting the information-sharing strategy of the 
traditional Cold War paradigm/culture of “need-to-
know” to the 21st-century terrorist threat environment 
requirement of “responsibility to provide.” This is a 
cultural shift of profound proportions that will take 
time to institute.

n supporting the logistical requirements to make 
the civilian Intelligence Community Joint Duty pro-
gram function as intended across the 16 intelligence 
components. A review should examine whether the 
current support structure is adequate.
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n accelerating the security clearance process. 
It can take anywhere from 12 to 24 months for an 
individual hoping to work for the Intelligence Com-
munity to get a security clearance. A goal has been 
set to reduce the time to 60 days.

n ensuring that the fundamental changes 
adopted by the FBI with the establishment of the 
National Security Branch have taken hold. A review 
would look at whether integrating the two cultures 
of intelligence analysis and law enforcement has 
indeed succeeded. A review would also examine 
if the full integration of the FBI into the work of the 
Intelligence Community has occurred.

Concluding Thoughts
The Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense 
Reorganization Act of was signed into law in 1986. 
It took another 10 years for the provisions the act 
to take full effect. The key word for military reform 
was jointness; the comparable word for intel-
ligence reform has been integration. The Intel-
ligence Community is 3 ½ years into its voyage. 
Its most critical mission today is counterterrorism. 
Working with military and law enforcement part-
ners, the community has been able to play both 
offense and defense. Terrorists now have to spend 
more time worrying about their own security. The 
higher defensive walls that we have erected at 
home have made another September 11 event 
harder to execute—not impossible, but harder.

Most defense experts credit Goldwater-Nichols 
with having improved the operation of the military 
Services through a more unified military organi-
zation in the years since its passage. The Intelli-
gence Community has made substantial progress. 
More remains to be done. For those who take the 
long view, and understand the cultural changes 
involved, time, patience, and more time and more 
patience, will be needed. One day, those support-
ers of a strong Intelligence Community will point to 
the changes enacted in 2004 and 2005 as having 
accomplished what Goldwater-Nichols did for the 
military. Both efforts, undertaken a generation 
apart, will be viewed as having been accomplished 
for the good of the Nation.

linchpin of the IRTPA structure is the position of 
Director of National Intelligence (DNI), who is the 
senior intelligence advisor to the President. However, 
unlike the Director of Central Intelligence, this posi-
tion is separated from other intelligence components. 
Most observers and some participants characterize 
the new structure as a work in progress. There are 
five issues that should be considered in reviewing the 
state of play of the U.S. Intelligence Community.

Structure
The first issue involves the DNI structure. Can 

the DNI develop and execute the broad strategic 
guidance for the Intelligence Community envisioned 
by the authors of the IRTPA legislation? Most of 
their attention was centered on perceptions that the 
Intelligence Community did not collaborate or share 
information and lacked overarching business prac-
tices in personnel, information technology, and other 
areas. The issue is the apparent disconnect between 
the responsibilities of the DNI and actual authori-
ties. The relationship with the Secretary of Defense 
is critical, but it is unlikely that much can be done to 
improve the role of the DNI by clarifying his authori-
ties vis-à-vis the Secretary of Defense. But there 
are other things that can be done. A starting point 
would be to examine the goals of the DNI 100- and 
500-day plans and ask: how many of those goals have 

6 Continued from p. 430
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been implemented, and among those, what were 
the impediments? If the hurdles involved turf fights, 
how can they be surmounted? Here there also is a di-
lemma. Administrations feel compelled to leave their 
mark on agencies and policies as quickly as possible. 
It would be beneficial if the next DNI reviewed the 
100- and 500-day plans and asked which of these 
initiatives should be continued rather than starting 
over again largely for the sake of novelty. If the DNI 
structure is not working as intended, the solution 
must come from Congress since the structure was 
created in legislation, not by executive order.

Continuity
Closely related to the duties of the DNI is the issue 

of tenure. Admiral Dennis Blair is the sixth leader of 
the Intelligence Community in 5 years. It is difficult 
to run an enterprise, established or new, with that 
sort of leadership turnover at the very top. The Presi-
dent should provide continuity to the greatest extent 
possible in filling the senior Intelligence Community 
positions, ideally making the terms of the position at 
least 3 to 4 years.

Budget
There are different ways to consider the intel-

ligence budget. Purely in dollar terms, the National 
Intelligence Program as opposed to the Military 
Intelligence Program has gone from $26.8 billion to 
$43.5 billion over the last decade. (As a percentage 
of the total Federal budget, the national intelligence 
figure remains unchanged in that period.) There has 
been a considerable budget feast after nearly a decade 
of famine in the 1990s. However, the intelligence 
budget is going down and will undoubtedly become 
a poor cousin after financial bailouts, domestic 
needs, and defense and homeland security spending. 
The DNI should come up with a 5-year budget plan 
for the Intelligence Community and stick to it. It is 
difficult if not impossible to plan, build, and manage 
intelligence activities on a financial roller coaster. 
This planning is particularly critical when the need 
for new technical collection systems is considered. 
A system approved in 2009 will not begin collecting 
for 10 to 12 years; every start and stop attenuates an 
already difficult acquisition process.

Personnel
The Intelligence Community is undergoing 

the most dramatic generational change since its 
inception. Over half of the analysts serving in its 16 
agencies have less than 3 years of experience. These 

intelligence officers think differently, behave differ-
ently, and have different career expectations than 
their predecessors. If the Intelligence Community 
cannot accommodate some of these differences, new 
officers will not stay, perpetuating the inexperience 
problem. Among the fixes easily achieved are creat-
ing a set career path for analysts; tying analyst train-
ing and education in their careers to this career path; 
standing up the National Intelligence University 
as proposed in the IRTPA; and improving mentor-
ing programs in each component. The Intelligence 
Community does not put the same emphasis on 
career development and professional education and 
training as the Armed Forces, but it is high time for 
it to catch up.

Standards
Consideration should be given to initiating a dis-

cussion among intelligence officers, executive branch 
policymakers, Members of Congress, and even the 
media on analytic standards. How often should intel-
ligence be right? What is a set of reasonable (albeit 
vague) expectations? It is time to get beyond the false 
legends, misperceptions, and caricatures relating to 
the tragedies of September 11, 2001, and the search 
for weapons of mass destruction.

These five issues do not pose daunting tasks. But it 
should be remembered that the product of intelli-
gence is analysis, which is the result of an intellectual 
process, not a mechanical one. There are limits on 
the extent to which this aspect of intelligence can be 
reformed or improved.

Improving Homeland Resilience
In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of Septem-

ber 11, President Bush declared a two-front war to 
confront the threats and vulnerabilities highlighted 
by the tragic events of that day. One front involved 
taking the battle to the terrorists and those states that 
supported or provided them with safe havens. The 
other front was at home with the establishment of the 
Department of Homeland Security and U.S. Northern 
Command. But these fronts did not receive equal 
attention. Iraq and Afghanistan became the frontline 
in the global war on terror and have consumed an 
overwhelming amount of time and resources. For 
example, the direct costs of the two wars have aver-
aged $300 million per day for 5 years. By contrast, 
Federal grants since September 11, 2001, to improve 
security at the sprawling port complexes in New York 
and New Jersey—which include refineries, chemical 
plants, and the largest container terminals on the East 
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Coast—have totaled just $100 million, or the equiva-
lent of what taxpayers have spent every 8 hours to 
support military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

This asymmetry in effort between offensive 
measures abroad and defensive measures at home 
suggests the national security community is still 
attempting to come to grips with three realities 
highlighted by the al Qaeda attacks on New York 
and Washington. First, the battleground of choice 
for current and future U.S. adversaries will more 
likely be in the civil and economic space than the 
conventional military domain. Direct engagement 
with the Armed Forces promises a losing proposition 
for those who feel compelled to confront U.S. power. 
However, myriad vulnerabilities, particularly critical 
infrastructure, translate into alluring targets where a 
relatively modest investment by terrorists is likely to 
yield costly societal and economic damage.

The second reality is that international borders 
are not a barrier to a committed enemy intent on 
infiltrating and carrying out an attack in the United 
States. Watch lists and visa restrictions can deter or 
intercept known terrorists, but they will not stop 
terrorists without records from entering by cross-
ing the vast land and maritime borders of America. 
Furthermore, al Qaeda does not need to import 
weapons of mass destruction. On September 11, 
2001, the terrorists converted fully fueled planes 
into missiles. The third reality is that the only way to 
safeguard the civil and economic space is by enlisting 
the participants who occupy it in the effort. Chances 
are that first preventers and first responders will be 
ordinary citizens. The only aircraft that did not reach 
its intended target was United Airlines Flight 93. 
The terrorists were foiled not by a national security 
response, but by passengers charging the cockpit. 
Despite the fact that Washington was defended by 
the actions of citizens aboard that plane, the Federal 
Government has not emphasized the importance of 
mobilizing Americans and the private sector in gen-
eral to reduce exposure to acts of terrorism. Instead, 
the focus has been on improving the capacity to 
detect and intercept terrorists.

The Department of Homeland Security was 
established in 2003 to improve the coordination of 
both border and transportation security, and was the 
largest reorganization since the National Security 
Act of 1947. The department has three directorates 
(national protection and programs, science and tech-
nology, and management), five offices (policy, health 
affairs, intelligence and analysis, domestic nuclear 
detection, and operations coordination), and seven 

independent agencies (the Transportation Security 
Administration, Customs and Border Protection, 
Citizenship and Immigration Services, Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement, Coast Guard, Federal 
Emergency Management Agency, and the Secret 
Service). Its formation involved the merging of func-
tions and operations that were previously performed 
by 22 distinct agencies. The Bush administration also 
established the Homeland Security Council within 
the Executive Office of the President with responsi-
bility for interagency coordination in support of the 
homeland security mission.

After 5 years, the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity is struggling to gain its footing. The challenge is 
compounded by several organizational problems that 
should be addressed:

n It has little institutional memory because of the 
reliance on political appointees and government 
contractors and the high rates of personnel turnover 
in its first few years of operation.

n It has inadequate skilled headquarters-level staff-
ing to improve coordination across components.

n The major procurement programs have been 
plagued by technical problems, cost overruns, and 
missed deadlines that require immediate managerial 
attention.

n Its mission requires active participation by other 
Federal departments that only have collaborated 
when there has been strong oversight and coordina-
tion by the White House.

n State and local officials and private sector leaders 
are disenchanted with DHS’s penchant for formulat-
ing top-down policies without access to requisite 
expertise and without providing adequate opportuni-
ties for input.

n Congressional oversight is fragmented, intru-
sive, and disruptive, with a total of 88 committees 
and subcommittees claiming some jurisdiction over 
the department or its component agencies.

While addressing these issues will require consider-
able investments in time and energy, they are only a 
subset of a critical imperative: to build a more resilient 
society with the goal of depriving enemies of the mass 
economic disruptions and fear dividend that they seek 
to inflict. Militarily, the American infrastructure is too 
large for terrorists to achieve destruction on a national 
scale. But an enemy can target vulnerabilities to gener-
ate anxiety that will spur Americans to overreact in 
costly and destructive ways. For instance, in the wake 
of the attacks on September 11, Federal authorities 
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closed U.S. airspace to foreign and domestic flights, 
halted the movement of ships entering major seaports, 
and slowed down traffic across the land borders with 
Canada and Mexico. These draconian reactions to the 
commandeering of four airliners by 19 men wield-
ing box-cutters accomplished what no enemy of the 
United States could have aspired to accomplish by 
conventional military means: a virtual blockade of 
American trade and commerce.

Promising to win the war on terror is good rhetoric, 
but the prospects for victory are no more likely than 
an effort to eliminate the flu virus; there will always be 
a new strain with each season. As such, it is important 
to scale back public expectations to containing terror-
ism when possible and mitigating its consequences 
when protective measures fail. The counterterrorism 
prophylactic is building local, regional, and national 
resilience that arms Americans with greater confi-
dence to prepare for and recover from terrorist attacks 
and other disasters. Confidence in their resilience 
would cap their fear and in turn undermine any hope 
by an enemy that incurring the costs and risks of 
targeting the U.S. homeland will achieve any meaning-
ful results. In short, there is strength in being able not 
only to deliver a punch, but to take a punch.

The United States must strive to develop the kind 
of resilience that Britain displayed during World War 
II as V–1 flying bombs fell on London. Each night, 
Londoners headed to the shelters. When the all-
clear signal sounded, they put out the fires, rescued 
wounded from the rubble, and went on about their 
lives until air raid warnings were sounded again. 
More than a half-century later, Londoners showed 
similar resilience when suicide bombers attacked the 
Underground. The objective of the terrorists may 
have been to cripple public transportation, but it 
was foiled by resolute commuters appearing the next 
morning to board the trains. 

Building resilience requires a sustained com-
mitment to four factors. The first is robustness: the 
ability to keep operating in the face of disaster. In 
some instances it translates into designing systems 
or structures, such as buildings and bridges that can 
withstand hazards. In others, such as energy, trans-
portation, and communications networks, robustness 
means devising redundant or substitutable systems 
that can be brought to bear in breakdowns and work 
stoppages. Robustness also entails investing in and 
maintaining elements of critical infrastructure, such 
as dams and levees, so they withstand low-probabili-
ty but high-consequence eventualities.

The second factor is resourcefulness in managing 
crises by identifying options, prioritizing means to 
control and mitigate damage, and communicating 
those decisions to the responders. Resourcefulness 
depends primarily on people, not technology. Ensur-
ing that American society is resourceful demands 
both good contingency plans and well-equipped and 
trained National Guard units, public health officials, 
firefighters, police officers, hospital staffs, and emer-
gency planners and responders. It also necessitates 
close coordination and integration with organiza-
tions such as the American Red Cross, the Salvation 
Army, and increasingly the private sector, to provide 
personnel, resources, and logistics to deal with the 
aftermath of catastrophic events.

The third factor is rapidly recovering, or getting 
things back to normal as quickly as possible after a 
disaster. If something critical turns out to be either 
too vulnerable or fragile to withstand an attack or 
crisis, it should be restored immediately. Competent 
emergency operations and the ability to deploy the 
right people and resources to the right place at the 
right time are crucial.

Finally, resilience means being willing and able to 
absorb new lessons that can be drawn from catastro-
phes. Based on experience, public officials, private 
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sector leaders, and individuals must be willing to 
accept and fund pragmatic changes that improve 
capabilities before the next crisis. Resilience is based 
on a traditional American strength: pulling together 
when disasters strike and volunteering when called 
on to defend the Nation. Ironically, one barrier to 
building a resilient homeland in the 21st century is 
the durability of the concept of national security 
that served well throughout the Cold War. The 
U.S.-Soviet struggle with the risk of thermonuclear 
war required a national security community that 
was exclusive. Countering espionage necessitated 
routinely vetting government personnel and sharing 
information only on a need-to-know basis. However, 
the resilience imperative requires just the opposite 
approach. When it comes to the participation of civil 
society and private sector, the byword of resilience 
becomes the need-to-have.

The Nation will need to do more than attend to 
organizational challenges that have hampered the 
Department of Homeland Security. Of paramount 
importance is defining both the homeland security 
and the homeland defense missions to embrace resil-
ience and the necessary investments in outreach and 
community preparedness. In addition, the private 
sector that owns and operates much of the critical in-
frastructure must be given incentives to put in place 
protective, response, and recovery methods. Resil-
ience is probably the best way to neutralize the chaos 
and fear that terrorists strive to create. In the age of 
global terror, it turns out that the best defense might 
well be a good defense, resting on a solid foundation 
of societal and infrastructure resilience. gsa

N o t e s

1  Some of the material developed for this section was 
previously published by the Project on National Security 
Reform, “Forging a New Shield,” November 2008.
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plain that it insufficiently connotes the need to actively inte-
grate efforts as opposed to merely sharing information in 
an attempt to avoid working at cross purposes. Interagency 
collaboration is used in this chapter to suggest a higher level 
of integration in which agencies and departments actively 
and effectively work together in an integrated effort to 
accomplish common goals.

3  For an overview of such reform studies, see Catherine 
Dale, Nina M. Serafino, and Pat Towell, “Organizing the 
U.S. Government for National Security: Overview of the 
Interagency Reform Debates,” RL34455 (Washington, DC: 
Congressional Research Service, April 18, 2008).
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O ne of the most remarkable achievements in 
diplomatic history was the creation of the 
network of multilateral, regional, and bilat-

eral institutions and alliances that built, preserved, 
and solidified peace, prosperity, and stability for the 
United States and its partners following World War II. 
Arising out of a shared conviction that only coopera-
tive action could defeat the totalitarian threats posed 
first by Nazism and later by communism, such bodies 
as the United Nations (UN), the Bretton Woods 
financial institutions, the North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization (NATO), and the European Coal and Steel 
Community not only endured and evolved, but also 
spawned similar organizations around the globe and, 
moreover, shaped the way that much of the world 
instinctively views international relations.

Chapter 19
Cooperation with Allies and Coalition 
Partners

As power shifts and a complex array of threats and 
opportunities emerges, the question arises as to the 
future shape of successful multinational and alliance 
cooperation. Clearly, the security challenges posed 
by a globalized world—in which the most serious 
threats are often not from rival states but from radi-
cal organizations and transnational criminal gangs, 
or arise from impersonal, inchoate trends such as 
global warming and new, evolving forms of pandem-
ic disease—are very different from those of the era 
of bipolar superpower confrontation. Ever since the 
fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union 2 years later, NATO has been grappling to 
define a new relevance for itself. The end of the Cold 
War combined with the emergence of North Korea 
as a nuclear weapons state has also led to changes in 
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the shape of U.S. alliances in East Asia. Meanwhile, 
the Middle East—arguably the most dangerous of the 
world’s regions given that it is the convergence point 
of many pressing transnational threats and the locus 
of active conflict involving American forces—re-
mains without any formal alliance structure around 
which to organize U.S. involvement.

Cooperation with other countries in the 21st cen-
tury will inevitably take a variety of forms, from mul-
tilateralism at the global level down to local, ad hoc 
cooperation with selected coalition partners that will 
develop as situations demand. The global economic 
and financial crisis has accentuated the importance 
of emerging powers, underscoring the opportunity 
for new multilateral cooperation even while possibly 
adding national pressures on existing institutions 
and alliances. This chapter examines a spectrum of 
this rich set of possibilities for security cooperation.

Multilateralism
Multilateralism is becoming ever more impor-

tant in organizing international cooperation on the 
shared problems facing the world in the 21st century. 
Yet its misuse over the years has eroded confidence 
in international organizations. The United States has 
a strong interest in revitalizing multilateral institu-
tions, but if the Obama administration is going to 
increase U.S. effectiveness in this important aspect 
of foreign affairs, it will need to strengthen interna-
tional law, improve interagency planning, and make 
significant investments in personnel.

A Globalizing Strategic Environment
After a century of championing international 

organizations from the Pan American Union to the 
United Nations, many Americans, who perhaps look 
for results rather than processes and relationships, 
have become increasingly skeptical about multilat-
eralism. Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger 
put it succinctly in his 1994 book Diplomacy: “The 
United Nations did provide a convenient meet-
ing place for diplomats and a useful forum for the 
exchange of ideas. It also performed important tech-
nical functions. But it failed to fulfill the underlying 
premise of collective security—the prevention of war 
and collective resistance to aggression.”

U.S. leaders responded to the failures of the United 
Nations by avoiding it when they needed to deal 
with critical issues. To some extent, they focused on 
regional organizations and military alliances such as 
NATO. But primarily, U.S. leaders relied on bilateral 
arrangements supplemented as needed by unilateral 

measures. Even in trade matters, for instance, where 
the United States has long used multilateral mecha-
nisms to advance its interests—first the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade and now the World 
Trade Organization—the trend has been to pursue 
regional and bilateral agreements.

As confidence in global multilateralism has 
declined, regional and subregional organizations 
have taken on new life, often explicitly building on 
the advantages of neighborhood. Smaller groupings 
dealing with narrower agendas are more capable 
of achieving quick consensus. Furthermore, when 
disagreements hamper action, it is easy to devolve 
to even smaller coalitions whose members can agree 
among themselves to take action.

Under the impact of globalization, however, most 
problems that affect the security and welfare of the 
American people no longer respond to unilateral 
solutions or even to the efforts of narrow ad hoc 
coalitions. Such coalitions may be preferable to the 
anarchy of unilateralism, but they lack the broad 
legitimacy of decisions reached multilaterally within 
a structured organization, the kind of legitimacy that 
is necessary to deal effectively with many of the issues 
that require cooperation beyond U.S. borders: natural 
disasters, terrorism, arms smuggling, trade, energy, 
drug trafficking, financial flows, migration, democ-
racy and human rights, development, fragile states, 
and rising powers. These issues vary widely in their 
nature. In each case, their management starts at home 
unilaterally but must become multilateral to succeed.

Why Multilateralism?
Despite its cumbersome nature, multilateral-

ism provides certain advantages that do not accrue 
through unilateralism or less inclusive forms of 
international cooperation. Most notably, it creates 
frameworks for long-term cooperation based on 
shared principles and precedents that go beyond 
the bilateral. True multilateralism is more than the 
temporary agreement of three or more countries 
on a specific problem; it is, as political scientist 
Patrick Morgan has defined it, cooperation based 
on “generalized principles of conduct, rather than 
. . . considerations linked to specific situations or par-
ticular conditions and concerns.”1 When such broad 
agreement on generalized principles of conduct is 
turned into a treaty ratified by individual countries, 
the resulting framework becomes the basis of inter-
national law. Today, the UN Charter and the World 
Court are the cornerstones of global order based on 
law. Multilateral action under the umbrella of such 
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organizations thus enjoys a special legitimacy in the 
eyes of many.

Multilateral institutions also have strong potential 
as means of mass persuasion. The United Nations has 
been called the “parliament of man” for its presumed 
ability to embody world public opinion. As Teddy 
Roosevelt said of the American Presidency, multilat-
eral institutions can serve as “bully pulpits,” or as Ar-
gentine President Carlos Menem put it in speaking of 
the Organization of American States (OAS), as cajas 
de resonancia—“sounding boxes.” Even if agreement 
in these forums is not reached, when heads of state 
and other leaders address key issues in multilateral 
forums, people listen.

Multilateral forums also play a useful role as con-
sensus-building deliberative mechanisms. The views 
of the strong and the weak alike can be aired, with 
the latter often more willing to accede to the needs 
of the former if they are certain their concerns have 
been heard. Debates can identify areas of convergence 
among countries with otherwise different interests. As 
frustrating as they sometimes are, the delays on ac-
tion imposed by these debates can also gain time for 
more carefully considered responses, including ones 
that are eventually carried out below the multilateral 
level. Even providing cover for governments to defer 
problems that cannot be immediately resolved can be 
useful in international interactions.

Multilateral diplomacy can also lend durability to 
international agreements, especially in the area of 
dispute resolution, in ways difficult to achieve on a 
purely bilateral basis. The multilateral process tends 
to ensure that the interests of the various parties, 
whether conflicting or convergent, are identified 
and reflected in the agreement, thus increasing the 
likelihood of compliance. Moreover, this process, 
along with the moral stature generally attributed to 
multilateral institutions, enhances mutual confidence 
that all parties will abide by the agreement. It was 
to capture this sense of moral ratification that the 
Panama Canal treaties were signed at an OAS meet-
ing in the presence of the hemisphere’s heads of state 
and government; all concerned believed this would 
discourage cheating on the treaties’ provisions.

State-building and economic assistance programs 
are often both more palatable and more effective 
when carried out on a multilateral basis. The fragile 
states most in need of such assistance are also highly 
vulnerable to charges that bilateral donors exert 
excessive influence on internal policymaking, further 
reducing their perceived legitimacy. They can thus 
benefit from the kind of long-term institutional 

support that can be provided impartially through 
international organizations.

The same applies even to less inherently intrusive 
forms of assistance. For example, intrinsic ten-
sions in the U.S.-Mexican Plan Mérida, an initia-
tive aimed at enhancing cooperation against drug 
trafficking and other criminal activity, arise out of 
differing perceptions of whether the nature of the 
program is assistance or cooperation. Pursuing a 
similar initiative that would mix assistance and 
commitments to cooperation in a multilateral rather 
than bilateral framework might have permitted 
the participants to finesse or even harmonize such 
conflicting points of view.

International organizations have long helped to 
establish common standards that make possible every-
thing from the mails and trade to the safe operation 
of flights across borders. The International Telecom-
munication Union, World Intellectual Property 
Organization, World Health Organization, and World 
Bank are all multilateral entities whose neutrality and 
impartiality enable them to share information and 
manage technical matters in ways considered relatively 
free of national biases. Cooperation delivered through 
international bodies is often better accepted and more 
effective than assistance through bilateral aid agencies.

On occasion, multilateral institutions are even 
capable of action to meet threats to the peace. Iraq’s 
August 2, 1990, invasion of Kuwait provided a rare 

Royal Marine Commandos patrol in Helmand Province, Afghanistan during 
operation to stabilize and increase security

IS
A

F



442 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

instance. The UN Security Council condemned Iraq’s 
action the very same day as “a breach of international 
peace and security,” and demanded the withdrawal 
of Iraqi troops. On November 29, 1990, the council 
authorized the use of “all necessary means to uphold 
and implement” the previous resolution. Collective 
security worked quickly and effectively in this case 
because Iraq had violated a general principle of con-
duct so vital that no responsible sovereign state could 
ignore its breach.

The Limits of Multilateralism
In the Kuwait case, as in Korea before that, multi-

lateral authorization provided increased legitimacy 
at home as well as abroad for U.S.-led military action 
and facilitated the important contributions made 
by other countries. The resolutions enabled easier 
access to the battlefield and better intelligence. This, 
of course, has not always been the case. Decisive 
action has sometimes been obstructed by delays or 
approved only at the cost of giving others influence 
over U.S. military operations and complicating their 
implementation. Throughout most of the Cold War, 
the United Nations was paralyzed by the superpower 
rivalry. More recently, it has been reduced to peace-
keeping missions so weak and numerous that the 
optimism once associated with the presence of Blue 
Helmets has been dissipated.

Despite the special moral status that popular 
opinion in most countries grants to multilateral 
action, states often give only lip service to the ideal 
of multilateralism when it comes to practical ac-
tion. Big countries often worry that working to get 
broad agreement will delay and interfere with what 
they believe must be done. Working multilaterally 
is inconvenient and bureaucratic. The same public 
opinion that values multilateral consensus tends to 
dismiss the debates necessary to build that consen-
sus as utopian-chasing talk shops rather than real 
problem-solving forums.

The numerical prevalence of smaller countries 
in multilateral forums opens the door to claims 
that multilateralism is nothing more than the trade 
unionism of the weak and otherwise irrelevant. The 
United Nations, when not being characterized as 
inefficient, corrupt, and anti-American, is particu-
larly vulnerable to this charge. As Eric Shawn put 
it, the United Nations “opposes and criticizes the 
U.S. at every opportunity.” Roger Cohen of The New 
York Times said much the same thing: “Too often the 
UN can be no more than the weak lowest common 
denominator of our collective will, an umbrella that 
packs up when the storm rises.”2

Criticism of the United Nations for being too weak 
on the one hand and for being too strong and over-
bearing on the other stems from the error of thinking 
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of it and similar organizations as having an existence 
independent of their member states. It is true that 
multilateral organizations can sometimes articulate 
common principles in ways that make them the voice 
of an international community larger than those of 
its individual member states. But operationally, the 
UN or the OAS can reflect only what its members 
are actually willing to do. Sovereign states are still the 
key units of world politics and thus retain the right 
to say no. The sovereignty that ensures consideration 
of the rights and interests of all countries is the same 
sovereignty that ultimately permits states to opt out 
or, in the case of the five permanent members of the 
Security Council, to block action by others. Thus, the 
suggestion that the solution to the UN’s weaknesses 
lies in giving it the capacity to act independently of 
its members—such as by acquiring its own inde-
pendent intelligence-gathering capability—is both 
unrealistic and inconsistent with the real nature 
of multilateralism. In that sense, the deficiencies 
manifested by the United Nations may reflect a need 
to revise its members’ policies more than a need to 
reform the institution itself.

Making Multilateralism Work
Despite multilateralism’s admitted shortcom-

ings, it is increasingly obvious that more and more 
problems have dimensions that can only be ad-
dressed effectively through multilateral diplomacy. 
Most countries, however, still do not habitually think 
much, if at all, beyond the bilateral. The United States 
is among the most culpable in this regard. For much 
of the recent past, U.S. opinion leaders assumed that 
they knew what needed to be done and how to do it 
better than anyone else. That assumption no longer 
holds true, if it ever did. More than ever before, we 
must understand and respect the perspectives and 
interests of those with whom we must cooperate; 
going it alone cannot suffice for the common effort 
made possible through multilateral cooperation.

Rule of Law. To some degree, the ineffectiveness 
of multilateral institutions is the self-fulfilling result 
of the prevalent U.S. belief that multilateral institu-
tions are inherently ineffective. As the most powerful 
country in the world, U.S. support for international 
institutions is essential for them to function effec-
tively, and particularly for them to restrain through 
international legal norms the behaviors that are most 
destructive of the peace and stability necessary for 
the fulfillment of U.S. objectives. Unfortunately, for 
more than a decade, the United States has shunned 
or opposed key international agreements, including 

the Kyoto Protocol, Ottawa Treaty, Comprehensive 
Test Ban Treaty, and Law of the Sea Convention. 
Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor com-
mented insightfully that “the decision not to sign on 
to legal frameworks the rest of the world supports 
is central to the decline in American influence in 
the world.” Ironically, this lack of U.S. support for 
international legal agreements not only weakens 
the capacity of international organizations, but also, 
by undermining the perceived moral legitimacy of 
American actions, has the effect of limiting Ameri-
can operational flexibility in interactions with other 
countries, even in a bilateral setting.

To help restore its credibility, the United States is 
working to close the Guantanamo Bay prison by the 
end of 2009, but it could also consider ending sanc-
tions against countries that join the International 
Criminal Court and ratifying the American Conven-
tion on Human Rights and the Inter-American Con-
vention against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Traf-
ficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives, and 
Other Related Materials. It has already signed both; 
the Senate should ratify them, with reservations if 
necessary, because the impact of unimplemented 
resolutions and unenforced laws is not neutral, but 
actually negative. Even so, multilateral agreements 
are not self-enforcing; their implementation depends 
on the actions of sovereign states. Harmonization of 
national practices with international law takes time, 
not merely because of different legal systems and tra-
ditions, but because national needs and sovereignty 
concerns must be satisfied.

Institutional Capacity for Multilateralism. 
Multilateral approaches are often shunned because 
the United States believes it lacks the people with 
the training and expertise to make them work. It 
is not alone in this concern. But for multilateral 
solutions to work, sufficient human capital must be 
invested in them, not only at the high political level 
of plenary meetings but also, more importantly, at 
the operational level. Activities involving several 
countries are inherently complex. They function best 
when relationships are maintained across countries 
by a network of professionals who know how to 
work together. Such networks are the lifeblood of 
international secretariats: they can both provide early 
warning of and move to contain issues that might 
otherwise escalate into problems. In effect, these 
professional networks serve as valuable insurance 
policies for progress and peace.

Many studies that have examined interagency 
processes in the United States have identified a need 
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for an interagency cadre of national security profes-
sionals with experience in intelligence, diplomacy, 
and defense. We need to go beyond that. Every U.S. 
department and agency should have a corps of public 
servants who spend part of their careers working in 
the UN, the OAS, or other international organiza-
tions. Stealing a page from the 1986 Goldwater-
Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act, 
which requires military officers to have experience 
and training in joint operations as a prerequisite 
for promotion to flag rank, a tour working as an 
international public servant should be a requirement 
for promotion to the Senior Executive Service or the 
Senior Foreign Service. Not only would U.S. agencies 
then be staffed by individuals with international 
experience, but the international organizations them-
selves also would be strengthened by the presence of 
U.S. personnel.

Common standards and training for experts in 
drug control, terrorism, transnational crime, hu-
man rights, civil emergencies, and the mitigation 
of natural disasters should be greatly increased. All 
countries should reserve places in their diplomatic 
and military academies and other advanced schools 
of public service for counterparts from neighboring 
countries. In the Western Hemisphere, multilateral 
training could be increased by creating a new Inter-
American Academy of Public Administration, with 
students nominated by member states. Such interna-
tional professional training should not be considered 
foreign aid, but rather a necessary measure to build 
the technical capacity for effective diplomacy that 
yields practical, sustainable results across national 
borders to the benefit of all concerned.

A New Model of Multilateral Security Cooperation. 
Today’s increasingly multipolar world has shifted the 
focus away from formal alliances based on automatic 
collective security guarantees toward cooperation in 
response to specific crises. The multilateral response 
to the 1995 conflict between Ecuador and Peru may 
provide a useful model for future cases. To prevent 
the escalation of fighting, four countries—Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, and the United States—acting to-
gether as guarantors of an earlier peace treaty, each 
contributed soldiers to a military observer mission 
for which the two belligerents shared the costs. The 
guarantors not only ensured the preservation of 
the ceasefire, but also shared intelligence, listened 
to each party’s views, and eventually, after 3 years, 
succeeded against most expectations in hammering 
out a solution all could support. Close adherence to 
local, regional, and international laws, respect for 

military discipline, and intimate diplomatic-military 
coordination were the keys to success.

Participation: The Key to Maximizing Power 
and Stability

The Obama administration must make an urgent 
start on rebuilding multilateral capacity if the United 
States is to expand its options for dealing effectively 
with the era of globalization. The world needs a “dip-
lomatic surge” to revalidate legal frameworks, and a 
“consultation surge” to forge standards and relation-
ships that will enable the United States to calibrate 
the application of its power with and toward others. 
Effectiveness will require participation: without U.S. 
political participation in the building of consensus 
and the implementation of decisions, multilateralism 
cannot live up to its potential.

Enhancing Cooperation among the  
Atlantic Allies

The post–Cold War transatlantic goal of inte-
grating a Europe that is “whole and free” has been 
largely accomplished, though with serious ongoing 
challenges in the Balkans and former Soviet states. 
Indeed, aggressive Russian behavior in Georgia in 
summer 2008 elevated NATO concerns about the 
need to bolster its core function of collective defense. 
Nevertheless, operating in multinational military 
coalitions with allies and partners, as in the Balkans 
and Afghanistan, remains an American security 
priority. A central challenge is whether NATO will 
take the lead in organizing these coalitions, or will be 
limited to laying the political and planning founda-
tions for “coalitions of the willing.” Evolving concepts 
of how coalition operations should look will present 
both a challenge and an opportunity for President 
Obama as he seeks to enhance alliance relationships.

The Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan  
Experiences

While the militaries of NATO’s 28 members remain 
under national control, the Alliance’s integrated 
military command has provided doctrine and plan-
ning for collective military operations for nearly 
60 years. During the Cold War, operational guid-
ance concentrated on territorial defense; since 1991, 
operations have focused on force projection in the 
Balkans and Afghanistan. While member states make 
operational decisions via consultation and consensus 
that reflect shared transatlantic interests, the expan-
sion of NATO’s political objectives, membership, and 
operational mandates has made agreement on the 
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conduct of coalition operations more difficult. NATO 
can, nonetheless, make multilateral coalitions more 
effective through an integrated command structure, 
joint training and exercising, shared intelligence and 
communications, enabling capabilities, and a culture 
of common military experience and defense planning.

NATO has transformed its command structure 
in conjunction with the U.S. realignment of its own 
troops deployed in Europe to provide a foundation 
from which to project power beyond the Alliance’s 
area of responsibility. NATO members have built 
new forces, including a 25,000-member Response 
Force, and have developed nascent operational ties 
between NATO and the European Union (EU). The 
Alliance now emphasizes rapid deployment, sustain-
ability, and jointness in multinational operations that 
may include any combination of land, maritime, and 
air assets. Its ability to engage in coalition operations 
has been forged and tested in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Kosovo, and Afghanistan.

Bosnia-Herzegovina and Peace Enforcement. 
From 1991 to 1995, NATO could not achieve 
consensus over how to confront ethnic cleansing in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina. Allied diplomacy had mostly 
contained the civil fighting, but NATO procedures 
blocked intervention. In 1995, NATO finally agreed 
to airstrikes against Serb forces that were attacking 
the UN-proclaimed civilian safe havens. This use of 
airpower, combined with a Croat-Muslim ground 
offensive, led to a balance of power on the ground 
and paved the way for American diplomatic initia-
tives to facilitate a peace agreement. NATO then 
intervened as a peace enforcer with 60,000 troops, 
half of which were American. NATO had planned 
for peace implementation since 1993, a process that 
included engaging staff officers from Central and 
Eastern Europe partner countries in command 
post exercises. This allowed 10,000 troops from 
non-NATO countries to participate under NATO 
command—including 2,000 from Russia, with a 
Russian general posted in the NATO operational 
planning cell at Supreme Headquarters Allied Pow-
ers Europe in Belgium.

The Bosnia mission was successful for several 
reasons. First, American leadership helped forge 
a consensus within NATO and included other 
regional powers acting with a UN mandate. Second, 
substantial numbers of NATO troops were avail-
able for rapid deployment to enforce peace. Third, 
NATO forces were supported by other international 
institutions, including the Organisation for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe, European Union, and 

World Bank, whose participation allowed the mili-
tary to focus on primary missions.

Kosovo and Warfighting. In 1998–1999, the United 
States and NATO used military threats to dissuade 
Serb forces in Yugoslavia from continuing ethnic 
cleansing inside Kosovo (then part of Serbia, with 
a 90 percent majority ethnic Albanian population). 
NATO agreed through the fall of 1998 to action or-
ders for airstrikes, but these were not implemented. 
When diplomacy failed to achieve objectives, NATO 
agreed in March 1999 to launch coalition opera-
tions against Yugoslavia. This campaign had six key 
characteristics. First, it emphasized airpower with no 
ground element available to combat Serb forces or 
help with air targeting. Second, senior decisionmak-
ers assumed airpower would produce diplomatic 
concessions, and thus approved only 3 days of initial 
bombing. Instead, when bombing commenced, the 
Serbian army forced most of the Albanian popula-
tion into fragile neighboring countries. Third, a lack 
of consensus among the allies limited target selection 

and how low planes could fly, thus increasing civilian 
casualties. Fourth, advanced American military tech-
nology could not be easily integrated into coalition 
air operations. For example, to ensure sole control 
over its assets and prevent operational leaks, the 
United States did not inform allies in advance about 
sorties that involved the use of F–117s, B–2s, or 
cruise missiles. Fifth, NATO’s decisionmaking pro-
cedures, which some critics called “war by commit-
tee,” had a negative impact on joint force activation, 
staff composition, facilities, command and control, 
logistics, and execution. This lack of decisiveness 
led to what amounted to “incremental war,” while 

UN Security Council votes on resolution condemning aggressive acts by 
Iraq against Kuwait, September 1990
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concerns over collateral damage created havens for 
the enemy. Key decisions were eventually taken out-
side of NATO by the United States, United Kingdom, 
France, and Germany, who began to signal prepara-
tions for a ground invasion by the United States and 
the United Kingdom. Finally, the European Union 
and, most significantly, Russia put diplomatic and 
economic pressure on Serb leaders to cease attacks 
on the ethnic Albanian population. Three months 
after the war began, Serbia capitulated. The Kosovo 
issue was not “settled,” however, until 2008, when 
the province declared its independence from Serbia; 
nevertheless, over 15,000 NATO troops remained as 
peacekeepers, and serious problems regarding the 
persecution of Serb minorities in Kosovo persist.

Afghanistan and Counterinsurgency. In 2005, 
NATO assumed command of coalition operations in 
Afghanistan. In stable areas, European allies contrib-
uted to reconstruction and peace support operations, 
while American-led combat and counterterrorist 
forces operated as a limited coalition of the willing. 
These two separate mandates violated a core compo-
nent of counterinsurgency doctrine: unity of com-
mand. The overall operation was further weakened 
by insufficient NATO force generation; the national 
caveats placed on many troop deployments, which 
hindered force generation; and limited command 
flexibility and situational awareness. Even in peaceful 
areas, the different levels at which NATO members 
contributed to the Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
led to their uneven development and effectiveness. 
The lack of unity of command even meant that other 
international organizations and nongovernmental 
organizations found it difficult to conduct sustained 
efforts. Major elements that were fundamental to 
success were outside NATO’s area of responsibility, 
including rebuilding the police force (for which in 
2003 the United States initially only budgeted $5 mil-
lion and Germany sent 50 trainers). Antidrug opera-
tions in Afghanistan and political-military trends in 
Pakistan were also outside NATO’s mandate.

By 2007, Taliban forces and al Qaeda were staging 
sustained attacks against Allied forces in several 
parts of the country, wearing down public support 
in Europe and Canada for continued operations. 
Training the Afghan army represented the best exit 
strategy, yet by fall 2008, the Afghan army remained 
poorly trained, rife with desertion, and lacking much 
of the heavy equipment needed to conduct opera-
tions. NATO needed to increase its Mentoring and 
Liaison Teams from 25 to at least 100 to stay on pace 
with a goal of 70,000 trained troops—even before a 

new target of doubling the Afghan National Army 
and other security forces was put forth as part of a 
renewed focus on building Afghan capacity. Training 
is complicated by Afghan soldiers’ and policemen’s 
lack of fluency in English and illiteracy in their own 
languages. But even trained Afghan troops are dif-
ficult to sustain in the field, either because of unclear 
missions or tribal and ethnic loyalties.3

The cases of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Af-
ghanistan illustrate important areas where NATO has 
been both essential to and a challenge for coalition 
military operations. The Bosnia-Herzegovina model 
of broad-based cooperation on peace operations 
worked best, while Kosovo and Afghanistan exposed 
significant political and operational limitations to di-
rect military intervention by NATO. These situations 
are unique but also instructive of elements for success 
and dilemmas to avoid when considering the further 
transformation of NATO for coalition operations.

Issues and Challenges for the United States
The Obama administration has an opportunity to 

reengage American multilateral leadership during 
this year marking NATO’s 60th anniversary. At the 
same time that NATO Allies have been reluctant to 
apply lessons learned from past coalition mili-
tary engagements as doctrine, the United States is 
sometimes charged with viewing NATO as a toolbox 
from which it chooses Allies selectively. Both of these 
tendencies reduce incentives for states to invest in 
the institutional foundations that make NATO effec-
tive, as well as undermining the principle of shared 
responsibility. Aligning missions with capabilities 
will be an essential step toward revitalizing transat-
lantic security cooperation.

The United States faces several strategic choices. 
First, Washington must decide whether it wants to 
cultivate a strong EU military capacity. The United 
States traditionally has viewed the EU defense and 
security capabilities as desirable as long as they do 
not duplicate those of NATO. These institutional 
architectures can be complementary and are increas-
ingly viewed as such. The European Union provides 
unique economic and civilian resources, along 
with multilateral training and exercising for police 
forces. Meanwhile, the United States dominates force 
projection capabilities, including air- and sealift, and 
communications and intelligence infrastructure. How 
these institutional alignments will complement each 
other depends on another major strategic challenge, 
which is to achieve a common threat assessment as 
the basis for doctrine and planning. Although NATO 
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now supports missile defense systems in Europe, and 
its members strongly agree about the need to counter 
weapons of mass destruction proliferation and terror-
ism, they still cannot settle on the best response.

Reconciling relations with Russia remains a sig-
nificant challenge for the transatlantic alliance. New 
geostrategic stresses, especially involving energy and 
pipelines, are high priorities for the United States and 
Europe, but developing joint operational doctrine and 
capabilities remains difficult. NATO has been del-
egated the tasks of supporting peacekeeping in North 
Africa, dealing with piracy on the high seas, training 
Iraqi forces, and bringing peace to Afghanistan. Yet 
the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Black Sea remain 
unstable areas in closer proximity to Europe. It is 
not clear how steps toward gradual NATO enlarge-
ment aimed at consolidating stability in Ukraine and 
Georgia can be taken without creating further ten-
sions with Russia. Meanwhile, constructive engage-
ment with Russia remains a priority, but has become 
far more difficult to implement in light of Moscow’s 
decision to intervene militarily outside of its borders. 
The American bilateral Nunn-Lugar Cooperative 
Threat Reduction program might serve as a broader 
multilateral framework for armaments safety and 
proliferation controls in Eurasia, while arms control 
and disarmament are given renewed attention. In 
all these matters, a coherent and sustainable Russia 
policy is required.

NATO members are willing to undertake coali-
tion missions, but they often have to do so without 
established doctrinal concepts or sufficient resources. 
Some initiatives have included command structure 
reform and the development of the NATO Response 
Force. The European Union is developing a similar 
force that could complement NATO missions. NATO 
also developed emergency response programs for 
catastrophic terrorism and natural disaster relief. 
Nonetheless, NATO members are divided about 
whether the main role of coalition engagement 
should be peace support or combat operations. In 
reality, complex security environments such as Af-
ghanistan will likely involve both. Thus, the Obama 
administration might consider building a consensus 
for the development of NATO doctrine for coalition 
operations, including counterinsurgency.

Reaching agreement on operational doctrine within 
NATO at the multilateral level could prove difficult. 
Some NATO Allies might prefer the flexibility of ad 
hoc approaches. Some steps, however, could support 
a range of coalition operations. NATO could, for 
instance, develop a substantial facility to train, game, 

and exercise coalition and indigenous forces for joint 
military and civilian operations; such a program could 
incorporate multinational police forces and nongov-
ernmental organizations, engage the private sector, 
and develop technology and engineering capacities. 
Along with this, Brussels also needs to establish an on-
going, NATO-wide net assessment and lessons learned 
facility, and to expand its information-gathering and 
analytic capacity by, for example, providing integrated 
databases for geospatial mapping, shared intelligence 
and analysis, demographic research, anthropological 
and sociological cultural awareness, and public opin-
ion survey data. NATO’s transformation could include 
a multinational center to offer large-scale language 
training and cultural studies for Allied forces and to 
provide English language training for friendly indig-
enous forces in conflict zones. With these combined 
assets, NATO would be well positioned to build an 
integrated strategic communications capacity. Finally, 
NATO could develop an integrated capacity linked to 
coalition deployments for “training the trainers,” to 
carry out sustained local army and police training in 
stability operations.

Enhancing the Foundations of American Power
Getting more out of NATO Allies and partners will 

require a renewed spirit of American and European 
security cooperation. Collective defense remains 
the core of NATO’s purpose, and current missions 
must be given adequate resources for their successful 
completion. NATO members, however, would be well 
served to use the Alliance’s 60th anniversary year to 
bring forward new initiatives and the necessary fund-
ing to support a coalition operations doctrine that 
emphasizes joint military-civilian planning, capabili-
ties, and exercising for peace support, conventional 
military operations, and counterinsurgency. If NATO 
fails to adapt, the United States might reassess how it 
coordinates coalition operations or have to reem-
phasize crisis containment by exercising power from 
over the horizon, rather than with deployed forces 
inside ongoing conflict zones. The United States gains 
from working with its allies and partners, and the 
administration will have an immediate opportunity 
to renew the transatlantic relationship in NATO as a 
core component of global security.

East Asia and the Pacific: Transforming 
Alliances

For over half a century, the network of U.S. 
bilateral security alliances with Australia, Japan, the 
Philippines, Republic of Korea (ROK), and Thailand 
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has served as the foundation of the region’s stability 
and economic prosperity.

During the Cold War, the alliance structure stood 
as a vital link in the U.S. global containment strategy, 
but the Soviet Union’s demise did not put an end 
to interstate tensions and rivalries in East Asia. In 
the decade that followed the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the region experienced a series of challenges 
to regional stability and security—the 1993 standoff 
over North Korea’s nuclear facilities, the 1996 Taiwan 
Straits missile crisis, the 1997–1998 Asian financial 

shock, and North Korea’s Taepo Dong missile launch 
over Japan in 1998—that affected the security inter-
ests of the United States, its allies, and its friends.

Today, Cold War legacy issues in East Asia, China-
Taiwan relations, and a nuclear-capable North Korea 
on a still-divided Korean Peninsula continue to pose 
challenges to longstanding U.S. security interests and 
commitments. Meanwhile, the terrorist attacks of 

September 11, 2001, have reshaped the international 
security environment and accelerated the global 
transformation of the U.S. military and the U.S. alli-
ance structure.

The 2001 and 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review 
(QDR) Reports focused on uncertainty as the defin-
ing feature of the international security environment, 
which was found to be “increasingly complex and 
unpredictable.” Major war, asymmetric warfare, the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, acts of 
international terrorism, and terrorists with access to 
weapons of mass destruction composed a broad and 
multifaceted set of security contingencies.

Both reports viewed East Asia as a region “sus-
ceptible to large-scale military competition.” While 
not specifically mentioning China, the 2001 QDR 
focused on the requirements for dissuading and 
deterring a “military competitor with a formidable 
resource base” in the region. China, with a large and 
booming economy and an increasingly sophisticated 
diplomacy combined with notable military restraint, 
was altering the strategic landscape of the region.

Beyond the military dimension, China’s reemer-
gence as the leading power in the region poses a more 
fundamental and complex strategic challenge for East 
Asia, the United States, and U.S. allies. In this regard, 
a sound and strong alliance structure, together with a 
broad and deep engagement strategy aimed at encour-
aging Beijing to act as a “responsible stakeholder” in 
support of international order, plays an important role 
in managing any risk attendant on China’s rise.

The 9/11 attacks ushered in the global transforma-
tion of the U.S. military. The 2001 QDR called for the 
development of joint forces that “must be lighter, more 
lethal and maneuverable . . . more readily deploy-
able.” The 2002 National Security Strategy, referring to 
operations in Afghanistan, made clear that the United 
States must be prepared for more and similar deploy-
ments and accordingly must develop “transformed 
maneuver and expeditionary forces.” The Transforma-
tion Planning Guidance, issued in April 2003, made 
clear that the United States could not afford to have 
“large forces tied down for lengthy periods,” and that 
transformed forces would “take action from a forward 
position and rapidly reinforce from other areas.”

The post-9/11 requirements also ushered in the 
transformation of the Asian alliances. In addition 
to existing alliance commitments to the defense of 
Japan and the Republic of Korea, and a similar, but 
nontreaty, commitment to the security of Taiwan, 
U.S. forces now would also be tasked with operations 
relating to global counterterrorism. At the same time, 

Navy guard patrols corridor in Camp Delta section of Joint Detention 
Group facility, Guantanamo Bay
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transformation required the allies to do more in their 
own defense and in support of international order.

Although the process of alliance transforma-
tion has focused on the two key Northeast Asian 
countries, the Republic of Korea and Japan, where 
the U.S. military presence was concentrated during 
the Cold War, the United States has also undertaken 
capacity-building with Thailand and the Philippines 
to enhance their abilities to deal with internal threats 
posed by Islamic militants and separatist movements. 
In 2003, the government of then–Prime Minister 
John Howard invoked Article V of the Australia–
New Zealand–United States security pact (known as 
ANZUS) to deploy Australian forces to Afghanistan 
and Iraq in support of the United States.

Transforming the U.S.–ROK Alliance
The East Asia Strategy Initiative. Alliances, as in-

struments of national policy, are dynamic elements in 
a constant process of evolution: adjusting roles, mis-
sions, and capabilities to adapt to an ever-changing 
international environment. At times, changes in the 
international environment are transforming events, 
requiring a restructuring of alliance relationships.

The East Asia Strategy Initiative (EASI) of 1990 and 
1991 was aimed at gradually reducing the U.S. force 
presence in the Asia-Pacific region and restructuring 
alliance relationships at the end of the Cold War. On 
the Korean Peninsula, EASI aimed to manage a three-
stage reduction in U.S. forces over a 10-year period, 
starting with a Phase I reduction of 7,000 personnel. 
The overall objective was to move U.S. forces from 
a leading to a supporting role in the defense of the 
ROK; in this process, the United States would be 
prepared to consider necessary changes in command 
relationships. EASI also supported the relocation of 
U.S. military forces out of downtown Seoul.

EASI, however, did not survive the first North Ko-
rean nuclear crisis in the early 1990s. In November 
1991, Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney postponed 
the implementation of Phase II.

Transforming the Alliance Post-9/11. The 9/11 
attacks led U.S. leaders to conclude that the heavy 
American forces stationed along the demilitarized 
zone (DMZ) between North and South Korea would 
have to be transformed to meet new challenges in the 
global security environment. In addition to the Cold 
War mission of deterring North Korea, U.S. forces 
were now required to be able to deploy from the 
peninsula for missions elsewhere.

Meanwhile, with the 2002 election of South Ko-
rean President Roh Mo-hyun, whose political agenda 

aimed to address inequalities in the alliance relation-
ship, and in light of an increasingly capable ROK 
military, the process of transformation furthered the 
longstanding U.S. objective of moving from a leading 
to a supporting role in the defense of the ROK, and 
shifting the alliance toward a more equal partnership.

The two objectives were realized through a 
bilateral negotiating structure, the Future of the Al-
liance (FOTA) initiative, which was followed by the 
Security Policy Initiative (SPI).

Collectively, the two initiatives resulted in:

n The relocation of U.S. forces from forward 
positions at the DMZ to two hubs south of the Han 
River, Osan-Pyongtaek and Taegu-Pusan. Redeploy-
ing south of Seoul rather than being tied down at 
the DMZ complicates Pyongyang’s planning and 
enhances U.S. counterstrike options in the event of 
a North Korean attack. It also facilitates the deploy-
ment of U.S. forces from the peninsula to deal with 
contingencies elsewhere, including those related to 
international terrorism.

n The relocation of U.S. forces to garrisons south 
of Seoul will permit the return of the Yongsan Base, 
located in the middle of downtown Seoul, and some 
50 other facilities to the ROK. The Yongsan reloca-
tion in particular will accomplish a longstanding 
U.S. objective, going back to EASI, of eliminating the 
political tensions inherent in a large U.S. troop pres-
ence in the heart of the capital.

The two initiatives also accomplished the enduring 
goal of moving the United States from a leading to a 
supporting role in the defense of the ROK. Primary 
responsibility for the defense of South Korea now 
rests with the ROK army, supported principally by 
U.S. air and naval assets. In line with the rebalanc-
ing of defense responsibilities, Washington and 
Seoul agreed in February 2007 to transfer wartime 
operational control to the ROK no later than April 
12, 2012. In the process, the U.S.–ROK Combined 
Forces Command will be disestablished and replaced 
by a new bilateral command structure.

The effectiveness of the new security framework will 
be enhanced by projected ROK increases in defense 
spending under the Defense Reform 2020 plan and by 
U.S. provision of interim bridging capabilities in areas 
such as intelligence and command and control.

Reaching agreement on these changes required 
overcoming a number of sensitive issues. Many South 
Korean officers considered the initial U.S. target 
date for the transfer of operational control to be 



450 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

premature. This was accommodated by extending the 
date to no later than April 12, 2012. Likewise, many 
South Koreans were concerned that the U.S. concept 
of “strategic flexibility,” involving the deployment of 
U.S. forces from the peninsula to deal with contingen-
cies linked to international terrorism, would weaken 
deterrence against North Korea. There were also ap-
prehensions that the deployment of U.S. forces from 
the peninsula to the Taiwan Strait in a China-Taiwan 
contingency might involve the ROK in a U.S.-China 
conflict. These concerns were dealt with through an 
exchange of diplomatic notes between Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice and Foreign Minister Ban 
Ki-moon in January 2006, whereby the two govern-
ments expressed their understanding of each other’s 
requirements and respect for their positions.

In two summit meetings, President George W. 
Bush and the ROK’s current president, Lee Myung-
bak, agreed to develop a 21st Century Strategic Alli-
ance to extend cooperation from the peninsula to the 
region and beyond.

Transforming the U.S.-Japan Alliance
Article VI of the United States–Japan Security 

Treaty reads, “For the purpose of contributing to the 
security of Japan and the maintenance of interna-
tional peace and security in the Far East, the United 
States of America is granted the use by its land, air, 
and naval forces of facilities and areas in Japan.” The 
early 1990s nuclear standoff on the Korean Penin-
sula revealed the U.S.-Japan alliance to be woefully 
unprepared to deal with a potential contingency 
there. U.S. access to ports, airfields, and hospitals ran 
into legal barriers at the national, prefectural, and 
local levels, calling into question the degree to which 
Japan could fully support U.S. military operations in 
the event of a regional war.

To address the issues, the United States and Japan 
entered into negotiations that resulted in the Tokyo 
Declaration of April 1996, which updated the alli-
ance for the post–Cold War world. The Tokyo Decla-
ration and the subsequent implementing legislation, 
signed in 1997–1998, committed Japan to provide 
the United States with rear-area support “in contin-
gencies in areas surrounding Japan.” The Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs defined “areas surrounding Japan” as 
being functional, as opposed to geographic, in nature 
and application. The ambiguity and flexibility of the 
ministry’s definition later facilitated the deployment 
of Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force to the Indian 
Ocean and Persian Gulf region in support of Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom (2003) in Afghanistan.

In October 2000, the Institute for National Stra-
tegic Studies published The United States and Japan: 
Advancing Toward a Mature Partnership, the findings 
of a study group on the U.S.-Japan relationship 
chaired by Richard Armitage and Joseph Nye. The 
report called for an across-the-board strengthening 
of both the relationship and the bilateral alliance. 
Under President George W. Bush and Japan’s Prime 
Minister Junichiro Koizumi, the report would 
serve as a blueprint for the Defense Policy Review 
Initiative, a process intended to guide the continued 
development of the alliance.

Since 2002, the Defense Policy Review Initiative 
has informed the transformation of the U.S.-Japan 
alliance to meet the requirements of the 21st century. 
Since 9/11, the alliance has advanced based on 
convergent strategic assessments of the international 
security environment and a strong mutual conviction 
that the alliance enhances the security of both coun-
tries and the Asia-Pacific region. Moreover, it fosters 
global security and stability. These assessments are 
reflected in several key national security documents 
of the alliance partners. On the U.S. side, these are 
the 2001 and 2006 QDR reports and the 2002 and 
2006 National Security Strategies. The corresponding 
Japanese documents include the 2002 Defense White 
Paper, the October 2004 report of the Council on 
Security and Defense Capabilities, and the December 
2004 New Defense Guidelines.

The joint statements issued by the bilateral U.S.-
Japan Security Consultative Committee, a forum for 
meetings between the U.S. Department of State and 
the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, are also 
important blueprint documents in the process of al-
liance transformation. The February 2005 joint state-
ment conceptualized the alliance as global in scope, 
and as a force in support of international stability 
and security; it also identified common strategic ob-
jectives both in East Asia and globally. Subsequently, 
the committee issued additional joint statements, 
including Alliance Transformation and Realignment 
for the Future (October 2005), Roadmap for Realign-
ment (May 2006), and Alliance Transformation: 
Advancing United States-Japan Security and Defense 
Cooperation (May 2007).

Relocation and collocation, concentration, and 
missile defense cooperation characterize transforma-
tion in the U.S.-Japan alliance. The following are a 
few recent examples:

n The U.S. Army I Corps relocated from Washing-
ton State on the Pacific Coast to Camp Zama, Japan, 
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where it is collocated with the Ground Self-Defense 
Force Readiness Command.

n The U.S. Navy carrier air wing stationed at 
Atsugi Air Base in the Tokyo metropolitan area 
was transferred to the Marine Corps Air Station at 
Iwakuni, and the KC–130 tanker squadron will be 
based at Iwakuni but deploy to the Kanoya Self-
Defense Force base in Kyushu and Guam for training 
and operations.

n On Okinawa, transformation involves the relo-
cation of the Futenma U.S. Marine Corps Air Station 
to the shoreline areas of Camp Schwab and Henoko 
Bay; the relocation of the Marine Corps III Marine 
Expeditionary Force Headquarters and 8,000 Marine 
personnel and dependents to Guam; and the concen-
tration of the remaining Marine presence, resulting 
in a reduced footprint on Okinawa. Japan has agreed 
to provide $6.9 billion of the total cost of $10.27 bil-
lion involved in the Guam relocation.

Progress in the Futenma-Guam relocation has 
been halting, however, owing to issues in Tokyo-
Okinawa relations, internal Okinawa politics, and 
debates over the location and shape of the runways at 
Camp Schwab. Failure to effect the Futenma reloca-
tion, which has a target date of 2014 for completion, 
is likely to undermine the entire Guam realignment 
initiative.

Missile defense cooperation has involved the 
deployment of the U.S. X-Band radar at the Air Self-
Defense Force Shariki Air Base, the sharing of X-
Band data with Japan, and setting up of the Bilateral 
Joint Operations Coordination and Control Center 
at Yokota Air Base. The United States has also de-
ployed a Patriot PAC–3 battalion to the Kadena Air 
Base and continued to add Standard Missile (SM–3) 
capabilities to forward-deployed naval forces, while 
Japan has accelerated the modification of its Aegis 
ships to make them SM–3-capable. The United States 
and Japan are also cooperating in the development 
of the next generation SM–3 interceptor. In Septem-
ber 2008, the Air Self-Defense Force reported the 
successful testing of its PAC–3 interceptor in White 
Sands, New Mexico.

The U.S.-Australia Alliance
The United States–Australia alliance has served to 

enhance stability in the Asia-Pacific region. Australia 
has played a major role in supporting stability in East 
Timor, Papua New Guinea, and the Solomon Islands, 
and in combating international terrorism in the 
Asia-Pacific region. A substantial convergence in the 

two nations’ strategic perspectives and security poli-
cies in recent years has extended alliance cooperation 
beyond the region.

In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, Australia invoked 
Article V of the ANZUS treaty, defining the attacks 
on the United States as an attack on Australia. Under 
Prime Minster John Howard, Australia deployed 
forces to both Afghanistan and Iraq. Howard’s 
successor, Kevin Rudd, subsequently withdrew 
Australia’s combat forces from Iraq, while continuing 
military support in Afghanistan.

Cooperation also extends to combating the spread 
of weapons of mass destruction and Australia’s 
participation in exercises related to the 2003 U.S. 
Proliferation Security Initiative. The alliance partners 
are also working to enhance bilateral cooperation 
in intelligence matters, as well as in humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief.

U.S.-Philippine Alliance
Counterterrorism has been at the top of the U.S.-

Philippine security cooperation agenda. The United 
States provides security assistance and training to the 
Philippine armed forces for their campaign against 
Abu Sayyaf, a Muslim separatist organization on 
Basilan Island, and for improvements to maritime 
border security. The Philippines was among the first 
countries to send troops to support the United States 
in Operation Iraqi Freedom, and was designated a 
major non-NATO ally in 2003. Despite the early 
withdrawal of the Philippine contingent, counterter-
ror cooperation remains strong.

The United States is also supporting the Philip-
pine Defense Reform program, which is aimed at 
transforming the Philippine defense establishment 
and improving the leadership and training of the 
Philippine armed forces. In accordance with the 
bilateral Mutual Defense Treaty, the annual Balika-
tan exercise combined U.S.-Philippine exercises 
in order to improve crisis action planning and the 
counterterrorism capabilities of the Philippine 
armed forces, and to enhance interoperability with 
U.S. forces.

U.S.-Thailand Alliance
This alliance relationship emphasizes capacity-

building in the Thai military to develop doctrine, 
education, and training. U.S. defense and security 
assistance enhances the ability of the Thai military 
to meet transnational challenges as well as to deal 
with internal instability caused by Muslim separatist 
groups in the southern provinces.



452 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

The United States conducts over 40 training 
exercises annually with Thailand. The centerpiece 
of these is the multinational Cobra Gold exercise, 
which aims to strengthen regional cooperation in 
disaster relief as well as global peacekeeping opera-
tions. Also, Thailand has participated in Operations 
Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom.

Looking Ahead
The bilateral alliance system is irreplaceable for 

dealing with the hard security issues confronting the 
East Asia region, from the Korean Peninsula to the 
Taiwan Strait. This will remain true for the foresee-
able future. Meanwhile, trilateral security dialogues, 
now taking root among the United States, Japan, and 
South Korea, and among the United States, Australia, 
and Japan, are expanding the scope for alliance-
based cooperation. A quadripartite strategic dialogue 
encompassing the United States, Japan, Australia, 
and India has been under consideration and may yet 
materialize.

At the same time, the alliances should be seen as 
the building blocks for multilateral coordination with 
nonallies to deal with a myriad of nontraditional 
security issues confronting the region, ranging from 
disaster relief to climate change, from nonprolifera-
tion to containing the spread of infectious diseases. 
The habits of cooperation and coordination devel-
oped over the years within the alliances can provide a 
firm foundation for initiatives aimed at dealing with 
issues of common concern on an ad hoc basis.

Strengthening Middle East Partnerships
U.S. strategic partnerships in the Middle East 

have been under enormous strain over the last two 
decades, strains even more severe than those long 
inherent in the fundamental differences between the 
goals and perspectives of the United States and those 
of regional states. These strains at the government-
to-government level reflect those existing in U.S. 
relations with all levels of Arab society.

Perceptions that the U.S.-led wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan war are aspects of a broader American war 
against Islam, that the Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib 
prisons reflect the hypocrisy of American rheto-
ric, and that the United States is now supporting 
Shia dominance over Sunnis, combine with longer 
standing complaints that the United States applies 
a double standard to the Israeli-Arab conflict and 
is only involved in the Middle East to obtain its re-
sources. Grievances against U.S. policy are not always 
internally consistent—America is criticized both for 

supporting authoritarian regimes and for pushing 
democratization too hard—but the grievances are no 
less deeply felt for being contradictory.

These contradictions are typical of the complexi-
ties of the Middle East. Unlike parts of the world 
where the United States has a long history of involve-
ment in regional security, there is no framework 
of alliances to lend structure and predictability to 
strategic relations in the Middle East. Instead, the 
United States has a web of bilateral partnerships 
that reflect the great diversity in the economic and 
political environment in which each partner exists. 
To deal effectively with this complexity, the United 
States needs to learn to approach the Middle East 
with greater nuance and sophistication than it has in 
the past.

The Importance of U.S. Middle East  
Partnerships

Strong cooperative partnerships with the countries 
of the Middle East are central to almost all the U.S. 
national objectives that have been set forth by suc-
cessive administrations, from defeating terrorism 
and preventing the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction to promoting economic and overall hu-
man development, defusing conflicts, and expand-
ing the chances for greater economic and political 
freedom. Following are some key areas in which 
U.S.-Middle Eastern cooperation is particularly 
important.

Energy. Over 65 percent of the world’s petroleum 
reserves and a large percentage of its natural gas are 
in the Middle East. As is widely recognized, until a 
replacement for hydrocarbon fuels is found, these 
resources will remain vital to economic growth 
throughout the entire, increasingly interdependent 
world. What is less well understood is the Middle 
East’s own heavy reliance on these resources to gen-
erate income, not only in the oil- and gas-producing 
states themselves, but also in those countries that 
depend on remittances from expatriate workers. This 
raises serious questions about how the region will 
be able to cope with an ultimately inevitable post-
oil world. It is important that the transition to the 
post-oil world does not increase the instability and 
tensions in the region.

Lines of Communication. Transport networks and 
nodes of critical importance to the global economy 
crisscross the Middle East, from the Strait of Gibral-
tar in the west to the Strait of Hormuz in the east. 
These waterways and the pipelines and port facilities 
that serve them are nearly as important to global 
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energy markets as the region’s hydrocarbon resources 
themselves. Moreover, the waterways also play a key 
role in the trade of other goods between Europe and 
Asia and are crucial to the ability of the United States 
to move troops and military equipment from one 
theater to another in a crisis. The same is true of the 
air routes linking Asia and Europe and, in military 
terms, the overflight agreements that permit military 
use of those routes. Road networks in some of these 
countries are also essential to both commercial and 
military movements.

U.S.-Muslim Relations and Countering Terrorism. 
Although the people of the Middle East are a minor-
ity of the world’s Muslims, the region is a fulcrum 
for U.S. relations with that wider Muslim commu-
nity. Because of globalization, what happens in the 
region, whether in Abu Ghraib or Gaza, reverberates 
throughout predominantly Muslim communities 
everywhere. The effect of the Iraq War on violent 
extremism is certainly profound, even if difficult 
to delineate. What seems clear is that terrorism is 
a threat that can only be countered by cooperation 
with the states in which extremist organizations 
operate, a partial list of which would include Iraq, 
Algeria, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Egypt.

Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion. Apart from North Korea, the countries of 
most pressing current concern with respect to the 

proliferation of nuclear and other weapons of mass 
destruction lie within the Middle East or on its 
immediate periphery. India’s and Pakistan’s de facto 
entry into the nuclear club in 1998 inevitably affected 
the calculations of their neighbors to the west. Many 
Arab states have struck deals with France, the United 
States, and others on nuclear energy development. 
Others have shown interest in developing their own 
nuclear programs. Aside from the obvious safety and 
environmental concerns that may arise from such 
programs, there are proliferation concerns. Specula-
tion is rife about what other Arab states will do if 
Iran acquires nuclear weapons. Preventing Iran from 
crossing that line promises to be difficult enough; 
forestalling the ensuing ripple effect will only be pos-
sible through strong strategic relationships with the 
other countries of the region.

Strengthening Partnerships: The Way Ahead
The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict and U.S.-Israel 

Relations. However much some may dispute it—and 
perhaps fewer do after the fighting in Gaza in early 
2009—the one thing on which Arab leaders and their 
strongest critics on the right and left all agree is that 
U.S. favoritism toward Israel is the main obstacle to 
better relations. If the United States truly wants to 
strengthen its partnerships in the Middle East and 
to alleviate the negative state of its interactions with 

UN Security Council issues presidential statement on launch of long-range rocket by North Korea
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the Islamic world at large, it needs to work energeti-
cally and visibly toward comprehensive, durable, 
wise, and fair solutions to the Israeli-Palestinian 
and related conflicts. Even the perception of positive 
intent to solve a problem can go a long way in the 
Middle East, but mere lip service can be counterpro-
ductive. Arab audiences are well able to distinguish 
empty pledges from serious intentions. Promising to 
address the conflict without putting serious muscle 
behind the promise will only make the U.S. reputa-
tion worse, not better. Those Arabs who have been 
arguing for moderation and negotiation on this 
issue are losing ground in the “Arab street” to those 
who are arguing for more aggressive measures. As 
one Arab leader said recently, “We need to show 
our people some progress on this. The moderates 
are on the ropes.” The Obama administration’s swift 
appointment of former Senator George Mitchell as a 
special envoy for the Middle East was a helpful signal 
of Washington’s intent to find a diplomatic solution 
to longstanding tensions.

Israel obviously enjoys a special status as a U.S. 
partner, one to whose security successive administra-
tions have pledged themselves.  Despite these close 
ties, U.S. relations with Israel are sometimes strained. 
More importantly, they complicate U.S. relations 
with other regional actors. Israelis increasingly rec-
ognize that the threats their country faces are chang-
ing in ways that require fundamentally rethinking 
many strategic premises. If the United States can 
help shape this rethinking with the new Netanyahu 
government, it may be possible to enhance Israel’s 
security while at the same time promoting broader 
U.S. interests, including improving its relations with 
the other countries in the region.

Iraq and Afghanistan. U.S. partnerships with the 
Arab world are also under stress because of the long-
running wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Muslims, 
whether Arab or non-Arab, react angrily to these 
conflicts not because they support terrorism but out 
of concern with the conduct of the wars. While most 
Middle Eastern governments are not democracies by 
any means, their ability to provide the kind of coop-
eration that is crucial to U.S. success in countering 
terrorism is nevertheless bounded by public opinion, 
which is in turn shaped by U.S. actions in the region.

It is no secret that there is, in many Middle 
Eastern countries, a widening divide between rulers 
and ruled, in some cases leading to deadly violence. 
Regimes are acutely aware of this sense of alienation 
and understand that antiterrorism cooperation 
with the United States, while helpful in countering 

near-term threats, can aggravate anti-regime and 
anti-Western trends in the long run. If the United 
States could focus its efforts more on what Arabs 
would call the “roots of terrorism,” it could go a long 
way toward alleviating popular concerns and thus 
permitting closer cooperation. If the United States is 
once again seen as a country that produces jobs and 
freedom rather than conflict and oppression, it could 
start to turn the tide of disfavor that faces it in much 
of the Muslim world.

Winding down U.S. military involvement in 
Iraq will alleviate tensions somewhat, depending 
on the level of political stability left behind. In the 
meantime, the United States needs to ensure that 
its actions do not unnecessarily fuel the sense that 
America is “anti-Islam.” This is a matter of deeds, not 
words, although the newly inaugurated President’s 
Arab-media interview on January 26, 2009, put 
down a marker about Washington’s desire to improve 
relations throughout the Arabic-speaking world. The 
President’s speech in Cairo in June 2009 provided 
another compelling statement, but the United States 
also needs to change realities on the ground. The 
symbolic importance of the decision to shut down 
the Guantanamo prison cannot be overstated.

The United States can also do things at home to 
mitigate its anti-Islamic image, including trying 
harder to manage anti-Muslim sentiments in the 
United States better. What Americans say to each 
other reverberates in the Middle East more than 
many realize.

Finding Areas for Nonsecurity Cooperation. Many 
countries in the Middle East are facing water short-
ages, high unemployment, stagnating economies, and 
increasing socioeconomic stress. Working with region-
al states as equal partners to address these problems 
could go a long way toward putting U.S. relations on a 
stronger footing. For example, desalination technology 
could form the centerpiece of a major U.S. effort to 
promote sustainable development in the region. At the 
same time, it is also necessary to enhance personal ties 
by means of development cooperation, even if it means 
incurring some risk. A recent initiative to establish 
a Peace Corps program in rural Egypt was stopped 
before receiving full consideration, ostensibly due to 
security concerns. Such concerns, on the face of it, 
seem exaggerated, but in any case, such programs are 
exactly what are needed in places such as the Egyptian 
countryside. Fixing an old woman’s eyes and helping 
clean up water supplies will go further toward improv-
ing relations with the Arab people than all the strategic 
communications Washington could ever fund.
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Cooperation with regional states is also the best 
way to develop much-needed expertise on the 
Middle East within the United States. Programs that 
send American students, scholars, and scientists 
abroad should be bolstered. Arabic, Farsi, Turkish, 
and other language programs should be given greater 
funding and focus. Centers of excellence should be 
developed with an eye toward long-term relations 
with the region.

Working with Other Allies. Recent history clearly 
demonstrates that the United States cannot solve the 
problems of the Middle East on its own. It needs to 
share information and resources not only with part-
ners within the region but with those outside as well. 
Given their history of involvement in the Middle 
East, many European governments have considerable 
long-term knowledge and expertise on the region 
(although in some cases, the history also entails un-
welcome baggage). The United States is accustomed 
to asking for allied contributions when it comes to 
military operations in the Middle East; it needs to 
think more broadly than that. Many members of the 
European Union as well as the EU itself are involved 
in development, education, and other projects in 
the region. The United States and the EU may have 
different perceptions on some issues, but they need 
each other to promote their mutual fundamental 
interests in the Middle East.

In a different way, the U.S. Asian allies, particularly 
Japan and South Korea, are also playing an increas-
ingly important role in the Middle East, especially 
economically. While U.S. relations with other major 
players, such as China, Russia, and India, are some-
times strained, focusing on shared interests and 
objectives like the importance of Middle Eastern oil 
and gas might help illuminate previously overlooked 
opportunities for cooperation. The United States 
should not throw caution to the wind, but does need 
to recognize that its potential competitors are gain-
ing influence. If it can adjust its expectations, poli-
cies, and actions to this reality, cooperation in such 
areas as development of energy and other resources, 
sea lane security, and alleviation of the conditions 
fostering extremism could lead to that most elusive 
of Middle Eastern outcomes, a win-win situation.

Seeing Past the Similarities
The Middle East is a complex place. Arab cultures 

and societies are not monolithic. Even the one thing 
that is said to unite all Arabs—the Arabic language—
is actually quite different across and within the 
countries of the region, with the version spoken in 

one country often almost unintelligible to natives 
of another. Middle Easterners’ perceptions of the 
United States and the rest of the world, as well as 
of their own region and what is important in that 
region, vary even more widely than the language.

While many of the region’s countries face similar 
sets of challenges, each of them also has its own 
unique problems. To improve its partnerships, the 
United States must work not only on the cross-
cutting issues, but on the country-specific ones as 
well. Indeed, the region is so diverse that Americans 
should probably stop seeking a unified theory to 
explain the entire Middle East, and instead start 
fully incorporating its kaleidoscopic complexity into 
strategic planning. Instead of aiming for a grand stra-
tegic vision that would provide a single, simple set of 
solutions, the United States should start rebuilding 
strained relations on a bilateral and subregional level. 
It should build flexibility into its regional policies 
and be ready to adjust and adapt to evolving realities, 
rather than relying on tried and true formulas that 
may have outlived their usefulness.

The one overarching exception, documented time 
and again, is the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. If a more 
hopeful diplomatic trajectory were to be seen, then 
it might be possible to work with religious and other 
leaders to bridge the gaps between Muslim commu-
nities around the world and the United States. The 
key will be to demonstrate a sense of the progress 
that cooperation with America can yield economi-
cally, politically, and socially.

Economic Development and Conflict 
Management: Priorities for the Future

Many believe that the United States should pay 
more attention to the problems of global poverty 
and fragile states, and increase its reliance on 
“soft power.” The George W. Bush administration 
moved in this direction by creating the President’s 
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief and the Millen-
nium Challenge Account, and by increasing aid 
to Africa. The administration warned that “weak 
states, like Afghanistan, can pose as great a danger 
to our national interests as strong states.” The Iraq 
and Afghanistan wars have led to billions of dollars 
being spent on stabilization and reconstruction in 
those countries. While these programs set some 
directions for the future, however, the U.S. Govern-
ment has not defined clear priorities to guide foreign 
assistance and conflict management efforts in the 
medium to long term. Officials in the new admin-
istration should be asking several questions as they 
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consider the directions they want foreign policy to 
take in the next several months and years:

n Are we doing enough to promote economic 
growth?

n What is the best way to support growth?
n What can economic assistance contribute to the 

struggle against extremism?
n What capabilities do we need to prevent or man-

age conflicts?
n Who should pay for them?

Current Views
Afghanistan and Pakistan. There is widespread 

agreement that the security situation in Afghanistan 
has deteriorated and will require expanded troop 
commitments from the United States and NATO 
soon if it is to be brought under control. Many also 
believe that the Afghan government will need large 
and sustained economic assistance if it is to build its 
legitimacy, find alternatives to the poppy economy, 
and undercut support for the Taliban. The growing 
problem of sanctuary for the Taliban and al Qaeda 
in Pakistan’s tribal areas has also convinced U.S. na-
tional security officials that Pakistan, too, will require 
major economic assistance and diplomatic engage-
ment to help the fragile civilian government gain 
control over its territory and the many rival factions 
that threaten its stability.

Countering Extremism. To reduce support for 
extremism in Islamic countries, the Bush administra-
tion relied mainly on diplomacy (belated attention to 
the Middle East peace process, pressure on authori-
tarian governments to democratize, and pressure 
on governments to support U.S. security objectives 

in the region). As the previous section makes clear, 
however, public opinion in most Arab countries 
nevertheless remains overwhelmingly critical of U.S. 
policy. One option that has not been extensively 
explored is to use aid directly to help citizens. The 
U.S.–Middle East Partnership Initiative tried to do 
some of this, with uneven results. The new admin-
istration needs to consider a much more ambitious 
effort that targets one of the big underlying problems 
in the Middle East: the youth bulge.

Bottom Billion. There is growing support in Western 
countries for stronger efforts to relieve poverty and 
improve living conditions in the developing world, 
demonstrated by international support for the UN’s 
Millennium Development Goals and the popularity of 
antipoverty movements led by pop singer Bono and 
others. In his book, The Bottom Billion, Paul Collier 
has called attention to the special problems faced by 
the billion or so people who live in countries in Africa, 
Central America, and Central Asia who have been left 
behind by global growth. National security officials 
have also become more concerned about economi-
cally stagnant and unstable countries, whose borders 
often contain “ungoverned spaces” where terrorists 
can operate or maintain bases. All these problems will 
be made worse by rapid population growth in poor 
countries, which the UN Population Division predicts 
will add 2.5 billion people by 2050. (The populations 
of Afghanistan, Liberia, Niger, and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo will likely triple in this period.) 
The Group of Seven countries have agreed to increase 
aid for Africa and other poor regions. While some 
of the increased American aid has gone to support 
economic growth (especially through Millennium 
Challenge), the largest portion has concentrated 
on HIV/AIDS, health, and education. While those 
are all important areas, the United States and other 
leading donors are not doing enough to support 
growth. Without economic growth, poverty cannot 
be reduced, social programs cannot be sustained, and 
stability and security are jeopardized.

Fragile States and Conflict. Concern is growing 
about the problems of fragile states and civil conflict 
in the developing world. Paul Collier has shown 
that risk of conflict is associated with poverty and 
economic stagnation, and that conflict is extremely 
destructive to development. There is broad agreement 
that fragile states pose a major foreign policy chal-
lenge, but little consensus on what to do about them. 
This is a long-term problem. The United States and 
the international community need to agree on general 
principles that can guide their efforts in this area.

F–16 takes off from Aviano air base during NATO Operation Allied Force
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New Initiatives
The new era we are entering can be viewed as the 

second stage of the struggle against extremism. The 
first stage began on 9/11 and has been dominated by 
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. These conflicts can 
be compared to the Korean War, whose nature and 
outcome shaped the early years of the Cold War. As 
in that earlier time, the world faces a global threat, 
this time in the form of violent nonstate extremism. 
The ability to use military force remains critically 
important to countering terrorism, but there is a 
growing consensus that military means alone will 
not be sufficient. It was only 8 years after the sign-
ing of the 1953 Korean armistice that the Kennedy 
administration, for reasons having to do with Cold 
War geopolitical competition in the Third World, 
embarked on a substantial expansion of American 
investment in international economic development. 
President John Kennedy essentially created the mod-
ern field of development assistance, and established 
a new agency to manage it—the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID). To deal with 
current threats, we need a new vision no less bold 
than Kennedy’s, developed in closer partnership with 
other nations and international institutions.

Following are some specific suggestions for future 
U.S. policy initiatives in the four areas described 
above.

Afghanistan and Pakistan. Afghanistan will re-
quire large amounts of aid for at least several decades 
to help it raise low income levels, develop alternatives 
to the poppy economy, strengthen the capacity of the 
government to deliver services, and build the govern-
ment’s legitimacy. The government in Kabul needs to 
introduce political reforms, reduce the power of the 
warlords, and improve security and stability. None of 
this will be cheap—or quick. It will require sustained 
assistance from donors, including the United States, 
Europe, and others.

A daunting new set of challenges has arisen in 
Pakistan, due in part to that country’s failure to 
control its border with Afghanistan. That failure, 
however, is linked to the broader problems of a fragile 
political order, severe economic strains (short-term 
in the macroeconomy and long-term in endemic 
poverty), and local political support for the Tali-
ban, especially in the tribal areas. To address these 
problems, the government in Islamabad will have to 
not only make hard political choices, but also find a 
way to sell them to the people. Neither seems likely 
to occur without concerted diplomatic and economic 
support from outside the country. The U.S. adminis-

tration should consider a large economic package that 
focuses on short-term macroeconomic stabilization 
and long-term improvements in the welfare of poor 
people and the tribal areas. The latter should empha-
size education and health, but also include programs 
to improve business and employment opportunities 
(infrastructure, business regulations, credit programs, 
and training). The United States will have to assume 
the largest share of the costs of such a package, but 
should also seek support from Europe and the Persian 
Gulf states, which have both the ability to contribute 
and a clear interest in Pakistan’s stability. The United 
States should also seek to involve China and Iran in 
regional diplomacy to stabilize Pakistan.

Islamic Youth. One of the biggest problems in the 
Middle East is the so-called youth bulge, a demo-
graphic group that includes both the large number of 
young people who cannot find good jobs today, and 
the growth in their numbers projected for the next 
20 years. The persistent poverty and lack of educa-
tion that characterize the youth bulge contribute 
to popular support for extremism and threaten to 
destabilize governments. To reduce support for ex-
tremism and address the Arab public perception that 
the United States “doesn’t care” about Arab countries, 
the United States should work with European and 
other nations to help unemployed young people in 
non-oil-rich countries in the Middle East get the 
education they need and find productive employ-
ment. Even rich Gulf states have youth employment 
problems, but they have the resources to deal with 
them, and should pay for any Western help they 
receive. But in countries such as Jordan, Egypt, Ye-
men, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, and areas such as 
the West Bank, the United States and Europe should 
take the lead, even if the Gulf states are willing to 
contribute financing.

The program should emphasize education and 
training, with a focus on practical business skills. 
It should aim to help both those who have formal 
academic credentials but lack the skills and values 
(for example, team orientation) that businesses seek 
and those who lack even basic academic training. It 
should include practical skill-building for unem-
ployed university graduates, vocational training for 
less educated youth, business assistance for startups, 
support for existing or new local business schools, 
and Western-standard bachelor’s and master’s degree 
programs for the best and brightest (ideally through 
study at Western institutions, but if necessary done 
locally by Western educators). Although internation-
al programs always run the risk of local opposition, 
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American programs should be run, to the extent 
possible, by USAID missions, working with Western 
and local nongovernmental organizations and com-
panies, not through host government ministries. Past 
experience has shown that there is strong local inter-
est in such training and education and that young 
people will not be overly concerned that the training 
might have an American label, which it should have: 
“from the people of the United States of America.”

The Bottom Billion. The United States should 
work with other donor countries, the World Bank, 
and the UN to put in place major new initiatives to 
help “bottom billion” countries advance and join 
the global economy. These initiatives should stress 
three themes. First, donor countries should increase 
their support for economic growth. Over the last 
40 years, there has been a trend toward giving more 
aid for the social sectors and less for agricultural 
development, infrastructure, and other programs 
to support growth. This trend has been due in part 
to the success of such aid in improving health and 
education outcomes, and its relative lack of success 
in spurring growth in Africa and other regions. 
If Washington wants to reduce poverty and make 
social services sustainable, however, policymakers 
have to find ways to help poor countries grow faster, 
which means putting a greater focus on economic 
growth programs.

Second, to make aid for growth support more 
effective, we should take lessons from the success-
ful development experiences of Asian countries, 
including China. Two of the most important lessons 
are that growth pushes have to be led from within by 
leaders who are dedicated to economic advancement 
and export promotion; and that the most success-
ful growth strategies did not follow the Washington 
Consensus model of imposing comprehensive eco-
nomic reforms at the outset and then letting business 
develop naturally. Rather, they involved incremental 
reforms over time that brought tangible gains in 
business development and exports along the way—
what the Chinese call “crossing the river by feeling 
for stones.” Many of those governments intervened 
actively to promote exports.

These principles suggest that aid for growth sup-
port should emphasize the following:

n Selectivity. It should concentrate on those coun-
tries doing the most to help themselves.

n Business Development. Donors should not 
impose a rigid ideological model, but look at who 
is doing the best job of improving business condi-

tions and give them aid to support the development 
of local businesses, agriculture, and nontraditional 
exports.

n Regional Models. The goal should be to help 
leading-edge countries advance so they can be mod-
els for their regions.

Millennium Challenge embodies many of these 
principles, but does not pay enough attention to 
helping countries develop their own growth and ex-
port strategies. It focuses on those countries with the 
best development conditions today, but ignores many 
states where the bottom billion are found. In none of 
these bottom billion countries can the conditions for 
growth truly be called good—some are just further 
along than others. All need to make continuous 
changes over decades to advance (as China did). The 
political commitment has to come from local leaders, 
but they need technical and business advice.

Third, the advanced countries should consider 
new and possibly more intrusive methods to encour-
age the responsible management of mineral wealth. 
As Collier makes clear, when high mineral wealth is 
combined with very low levels of economic develop-
ment, the risks of corruption, “Dutch Disease” (when 
a sudden influx of foreign currency, usually resulting 
from the discovery of an exportable resource, desta-
bilizes a country’s currency and balance of trade), 
and long-term economic stagnation are overwhelm-
ing. The incentives for predation are too powerful to 
be overcome locally. The only chance to break these 
vicious cycles is for the international community 
to press for greater transparency in oil payments, 
auctions for oil contracts, transparency in the uses of 
mineral proceeds, and prudent management of min-
eral wealth for the long term. The Group of Eight’s 
(G–8’s) July 2008 endorsement of the Extractive 
Industries Transparency Initiative is a promising first 
step, but actually getting the countries concerned to 
implement the initiative will be a challenging task 
that requires closely coordinated international pres-
sure and incentives.

Conflict and Fragile States. Helping fragile states 
stabilize and develop is one of the great challenges of 
our time, one that requires a multinational response, 
as is explained in more detail in the next section. 
Unfortunately, because advanced countries often 
find little national interest or any imperative to 
take on the high costs and uncertainties of assisting 
individual fragile states, they tend to look to the UN 
or regional bodies to lead these efforts. That strategy 
will not work, however, unless the rich countries are 
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willing to provide more resources to the UN and 
other organizations. The rich countries should view 
fragile states as a global “public goods” problem that 
requires shared funding.

While fragile states vary greatly in the types of 
help they need (one size does not fit all), there is one 
broad initiative that could help with the problems 
of weak government institutions and weak private 
sectors: institute a long-term education program for 
people who commit to work in their government 
ministries for agreed periods of time. This should 
include overseas and local degree training (with 
outside academic help) in economics, manage-
ment, public administration, and technical fields. 
The United States funded thousands of scholarships 
for this type of education in East and Southeast 
Asia in the 1960s and 1970s, which helped recipient 
countries strengthen their governments and advance 
economically.

States that have fallen into civil conflict occupy a 
special category. They often suffer from deep-rooted 
divisions and internal weaknesses that are very hard 
to resolve at the level of the antagonists. Outside in-
terventions are often ineffective because they assume 
that the task is peacekeeping, when the real problem 
is that there is no peace to be kept. When a leading 
power intervenes—as Britain did in Sierra Leone in 
2000—it can sometimes suppress violence fairly eas-
ily. In many cases, however, no leading power wants 
to take that responsibility, which leaves the task to 
the UN or regional actors. In these cases, it is again 
incumbent on rich countries to give the UN, African 
Union, and other organizations the needed support 
to do the job. They should consider the following 
actions:

n Sovereignty. The UN and regional bodies should 
develop new procedures and criteria for intervening 
in situations where conflict or government abuses are 
creating humanitarian crises or threatening regional 
stability. State sovereignty should not be uncondi-
tional.

n Peace Enforcement. The advanced countries 
should help the UN and regional bodies strengthen 
their conflict mediation and peace enforcement 
capabilities. The UN needs standby forces that can 
intervene proactively, with much better equipment, 
training, and pay than peacekeeping forces have 
today.

n Expeditionary Assistance Capacities. The 
international institutions and major powers need to 
develop new civilian expeditionary capacities that 

combine the ability to deliver social services and cre-
ate employment quickly with the capacity to support 
development over the longer term.

Meeting the Challenge, Paying the Bill
Finding the funds to pay for these initiatives will 

be difficult, especially as Western budgets come un-
der strains due to economic slowdowns and the need 
for government interventions to manage the credit 
crisis. The United States cannot pay for everything by 
itself, but must do its share. It will have to work co-
operatively with Europe and Japan, the international 
institutions, and, it is to be hoped (over the long 
term), with China, India, and other emerging market 
countries to find common ways forward. We need 
a new vision of national security in the post-9/11 
world—one that recognizes that stability is linked to 
economic opportunity.

Stabilizing Fragile States
As explained above, fragile states pose a wide 

range of problems for the United States and its allies 
and coalition partners. They produce instability 
that extends far beyond their own borders and can 
threaten the security of countries around the world. 
And, as discussed above, the United States and its 
allies must make strategic adjustments, including ad-
justments to their assistance programs, if they are to 
become more effective at reversing state failure. The 
best way to address these problems is to help fragile 
states rebuild their governance capacity, but such 
efforts require plentiful resources and long-term 
political commitments. International cooperation 
is a vital part of most of these efforts, but capacity 
shortfalls remain and problems of multinational 
coordination tend to emerge. The U.S. administra-
tion faces a number of constraints on its ability to 
conduct state-building operations, and it must select 
priorities for improvement to meet the full range of 
security challenges that the United States and its al-
lies are likely to face in the future.

Why Is International Cooperation Necessary?
Weak and failed states suffer from a wide range of 

problems that can all be traced to what Ashraf Ghani 
and Clare Lockhart call the “sovereignty gap,” which 
is the wide difference between formal sovereignty 
and the actual ability to govern. These governments 
have the legal right to govern their own affairs, 
but they lack the administrative capacity to do so 
effectively. The sovereignty gap leads to numerous 
problems whose effects extend far beyond their own 
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borders, including criminality, terror, arms prolifera-
tion, and refugee flows, to name a few.

Closing the sovereignty gap, particularly in states 
emerging from conflict, is difficult. It involves 
rebuilding state capacity or, in some cases, building 
state capacity for the first time, across a wide range 
of sectors. Reestablishing the security sector is argu-
ably the most important first task, since few other 
efforts can progress until order has been established 
and effective justice and correctional systems are in 
place. Other high-priority areas include restoring the 
government’s administrative capacity; providing such 
essential services as public utilities, health care, and 
education; stabilizing the economy; and developing 
a regulatory framework that encourages local and 
international commerce.

These are all enormous endeavors. None of them 
can be accomplished quickly, so they require long-
term commitments of money, people, and political 
will. The United States simply cannot do this on its 
own in most cases, even if it wanted to, because the 
scope of the efforts involved in recreating the basic 
governing structures of a state is simply too large for 
any single country to take on by itself. Nationbuild-
ing requires coordinated international cooperation 
for success. Efforts to stabilize fragile states must 
leverage the capabilities and resources of the interna-
tional community, to maximize the number of assets 
that are brought to bear, and to help sustain political 
will over the long time horizons involved.

Key Issues for the Obama Administration
The new administration will face a number of 

challenges throughout its term in office that may 
limit its ability to work with partner countries to 
stabilize fragile states. These challenges are likely to 
persist in some form during the next 4 to 8 years 
even if the administration tries to address them, 
especially because many of them involve structural 
capacity problems that do not lend themselves to 
quick fixes.

Civilian Capacity Is Vital but Lacking. Most of 
the security challenges that emanate from frag-
ile states cannot be addressed primarily through 
military means. Though military force will remain 
an important component of any national security 
strategy, these challenges cannot be addressed with-
out extensive civilian efforts. Reducing terrorism and 
insurgencies, for example, can require intelligence 
and law enforcement efforts as much as, if not more 
than, the use of military force. And the reestablish-
ment of effective governance capacity in failed or 

fragile states requires primarily civilian involvement 
in the areas of law and order, justice and prison 
systems, public health, and education, to name just a 
few critical areas.

Unfortunately, the international community lacks 
anywhere near the civilian capacity required for sus-
tained and successful state-building efforts. In most 
countries, civilian expertise in this wide range of ar-
eas is dispersed across government departments and 
agencies, and bureaucratic politics often impede the 
interagency coordination that would be necessary to 
integrate these efforts into coordinated state-building 
strategies. Many countries, including the United 
States, United Kingdom, Canada, and Germany, have 
sought to improve capacity in this area by reforming 
bureaucratic structures. Although these efforts have 
led to marginal improvements, they have remained 
limited by ongoing turf wars and poor organizational 
placement. As a result, even the bureaucracies of the 
most highly developed countries have had a difficult 
time fulfilling mandates.

Moreover, such civilian capacity as exists can sel-
dom be readily deployed to zones of conflict and in-
stability. Building state capacity cannot be done from 
afar; experts need to be present on the ground for a 
long period of time to provide advice and assistance. 
Yet civilians cannot be ordered to deploy in the same 
way that military forces can, and few countries have 
invested in civilian capacity for long-term inter-
national aid work. The United States, Canada, and 
many European countries are all experimenting with 
developing rosters of deployable civilian personnel, 
but these efforts still involve relatively limited num-
bers of personnel who are unlikely to be able to meet 
the demands for their services in future operations. 
The enduring nature of these problems will constrain 
the ability of the United States and its partners to 
address the needs of weak and failed states, and sug-
gests that limited civilian capacity for state-building 
operations will remain a key challenge well into the 
Obama administration, and perhaps beyond.

Everyone Wants to Coordinate, but No One Wants 
to Be Coordinated. Even when civilian capacity does 
exist, there are major obstacles to the integration of 
those capabilities into a coordinated state-building 
strategy. It is difficult enough to coordinate all of 
the relevant actors from a single country, but the 
problem gets exponentially harder in multinational 
operations. Participating countries usually have 
their own policies and priorities in such operations, 
and they often prefer to maintain national control 
of their programs rather than subordinate them to 
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others. At best, this failure to coordinate leads to 
wasted resources and duplication; at worst, it leads to 
contradictory approaches that undermine the very 
objectives of the operations.

Afghanistan provides a case in point. NATO 
commands all multinational military forces through 
the International Security Assistance Force, but no 
comparable structure exists on the civilian side. 
Dozens, if not hundreds, of workers on the ground are 
providing humanitarian relief, conducting develop-
ment activities, and assisting governments at the 
district, provincial, and national levels. Virtually all of 
these actors agree that their activities need to be bet-
ter coordinated to prioritize programs and use their 
limited resources more effectively, but formal efforts 
to coordinate international approaches have not been 
successful. The coordination efforts that do exist occur 
on an ad hoc basis in the field, and do not address 
the fundamental strategic questions—even though 
most of the actors on the ground agree that a more 
coordinated approach is crucial for the overall success 
of their efforts in Afghanistan.

Iraq Will Frame the Terms of the Debate. For better 
or worse, debates about whether or how to stabilize 
fragile states in the coming years will almost inevitably 

involve some sort of comparison to Iraq. Iraq has been 
the most ambitious, the most expensive, and the most 
controversial state-building project in recent years, and 
so it will shape public perceptions around the world 
about the feasibility and desirability of such efforts. 
Although it seems unlikely that future state-building 
efforts will approach the scale of Iraq, people—both in 
the United States and among its partners and allies—
will tend nevertheless to generalize from that experi-
ence and oppose future attempts at state-building, 
even if they occur under very different circumstances.

Building Capacity for the Long Term
These obstacles will not be easy to overcome, and 

may well limit the enthusiasm in the United States 
and abroad for engaging in new state-building ef-
forts. Nevertheless, fragile states pose so many differ-
ent security threats to the international community 
that improving worldwide capacity to address them 
should be a high priority for the new administration.

The U.S. Government should continue recent 
initiatives to improve civilian capacity. The Civilian 
Response Corps is an important step in the right 
direction, and Congress has recently demonstrated 
a newfound willingness to fund this initiative. It 

General David McKiernan, commander, ISAF, congratulates residents of De Rawod district in Afghanistan for  
completion of Chutu Bridge
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must continue to develop so that the government 
can deploy qualified civilians to future state-building 
operations. The administration must also ensure that 
the U.S. Armed Forces, and the Army in particular, 
do not lose all of the lessons about training foreign 
security forces that they paid such a high price to 
learn in Iraq. Since this will be a vital mission in 
many future state-building missions, particularly in 
postconflict situations, the military must institution-
alize this training capacity so that it can be quickly 
mobilized when future demands emerge.

The administration should also encourage part-
ners and allies to improve their own capacities for 
state-building operations, especially in areas where 
they have a comparative advantage. Police training 
is one such area; many European countries have 
national police forces that more closely resemble the 
police forces being rebuilt than does the decentral-
ized policing system in the United States. The admin-
istration should also encourage multilateral organiza-
tions, including the European Union and the African 
Union, to develop their own capacities for these 
missions, so that they can pool the contributions of 
smaller nations and use them more effectively.

Finally, the administration should engage neigh-
boring states early and often. Neighbors always have 
direct security interests at stake when they border 
a weak or failed state, and they will act to further 
those interests. If they believe that international 
state-building efforts will help, they can be a positive 
force for success. If they believe that their interests are 
threatened, however, they can easily play the role of a 
spoiler and undermine the efforts of the international 
community. The challenge for the administration and 
its partners, then, will be to engage neighbors with 
adept diplomacy, so that they become constructive 
supporters of any international state-building efforts.

Rethinking Security Assistance
Security assistance, as a category of foreign aid, 

has meant many things to many people over the 
years. To some recipient countries, it has represented 
a lifeline to help lift them from circumstances of 
vulnerability, and a bridge that links their military 
officers with the special organizational culture, pres-
tige, and high standards of the U.S. Armed Forces 
through military education, training, exercises, and 
force modernization programs via arms transfer 
relationships.

Not all observers have viewed U.S. assistance 
to foreign countries with unabashed enthusiasm. 
The late Senator Jesse Helms famously termed U.S. 

foreign assistance the equivalent of throwing money 
“down a rat hole.” U.S. programs to train and equip 
foreign military forces have periodically drawn 
criticism when the recipient country’s track record 
for human rights and democratic practices has been 
found wanting. While many legislators on either side 
of the political aisle have held more positive views 
about the purposes and the results of U.S. security as-
sistance, Senator Helms was not alone in his concern 
that American tax dollars have not always translated 
into maximum gains for the U.S. national interest 
when spent assisting foreign countries.

What “measures of effectiveness” for the U.S. secu-
rity assistance process would satisfy the highest ex-
pectations of policy practitioners and their legislative 
overseers? Reduced to their essence, they are few:

n The intended uses of assistance funds must be 
likely to benefit the U.S. national interest—indeed, 
more likely to do so than any alternative use of the 
funds, including not spending them at all.

n The process of determining funding allocations 
should capture and reflect the judgments of the most 
expert and best-informed participants regarding 
the urgency of need and anticipated effects of these 
expenditures.

n The resulting worldwide program of assis-
tance should reflect the sensible expectation that, 
notwithstanding the wisdom embodied in these 
budget plans, fast-developing circumstances bearing 
consequences for the U.S. national interest will merit 
unanticipated resource allocations.

The goal, in sum, is to maximize the prospect that 
the expenditure of U.S. security assistance funds will 
translate, on a day-to-day basis and over time, into 
effective U.S. influence on foreign individuals, societ-
ies, governments, events, and trends. Those who be-
lieve most strongly in the value of security assistance 
should be the most anxious that these performance 
parameters be met, and demonstrably so, the better 
to assure a broad and reliable congressional constitu-
ency for such assistance.

The Current System: Falling Short of  
Expectations

By these measures, the existing security assistance 
process must be judged less than satisfactory. Merely 
to recite the above metrics is to highlight the gap 
between the status quo and what could and should 
be. The deficiencies of the system, however, are not 
a reflection of the quality of individual inputs from 
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hard-working officials so much as an indictment of 
a process overloaded by inputs that fails to preserve 
and capture the best among them. Indeed, for many 
senior U.S. military, diplomatic, and policymaking 
practitioners with recent experience in this arena, 
several conclusions seem unassailable.

First, the civilian and military managers of U.S. 
foreign relations operating on the frontlines around 
the world are perennially frustrated by significant re-
visions that occur well after they have developed and 
rendered their budget recommendations to Washing-
ton. It is true that the President, advised by the Office 
of Management and Budget, has a leadership role in 
managing the level of overall Federal expenditures; 
more often than not, however, explicit budgetary 
restraint on behalf of the President is exercised at 
the back end of the process rather than being clearly 
advertised at the beginning as a planning parameter. 
For its part, Congress, constitutionally empowered 
in matters of Federal expenditure, introduces its own 
significant alterations by earmarking some alloca-
tions and changing others without being obliged to 
explain its actions. While Members of Congress are 
fully capable of improving upon the best efforts of 
the executive branch, the absence of transparency 
can give rise to unfortunate perceptions about the 
influence exercised by recipient governments on 
Capitol Hill directly or through lobbyists.

Second, the country-specific security assistance 
allocations that emerge from final congressional 
deliberations and are sent each year to the President’s 
desk for signature bear scant resemblance to the col-
lective recommendations made months earlier at the 
front end of the budget-building process by the most 
senior empowered U.S. officials at American Embas-
sies or geographic combatant commands around 
the world. On its face, the disparity in priorities 
between senior decisionmakers in Washington and 
their internationally deployed representatives signals 
some disunity of perspective and effort between the 
two groups. What many veteran policymakers find 
symptomatic of a dysfunctional budget process is the 
absence of dynamic movement year-on-year in tradi-
tional security assistance budget accounts. There has 
been modest movement in most countries’ Foreign 
Military Financing (FMF) and International Military 
Education and Training allocations, even in the face 
of strategically momentous world events accompa-
nied by urgent demands from senior professionals in 
the field for more latitude and scope to deploy these 
tools of American influence. It is hard to justify the 
enormous bureaucratic effort expended in develop-

ing country-specific and regional security assistance 
allocation recommendations when the most urgent 
of these recommendations—for significant changes 
in support of priority security goals—are so clearly 
unlikely to survive all the way to the final product 
that reaches the President for signature.

Third, security assistance funding has proven 
time and again inflexible, tied by law to specified 
countries and programs, and hence unavailable for 
fast-breaking crises where such a tool would clearly 
be the policy option of choice. Senior policy officials 
in Republican and Democratic administrations alike 
have experienced the same predicament wherein the 
President seeks to exert immediate political influence 
on an important situation but finds that the preferred 
tool—security assistance—cannot be reallocated in 
the necessary amounts due to legislative earmarks. 
Very often, Peacekeeping Operations (PKO) funds, 
which are by design more flexible than FMF, are di-
verted to the crisis of the moment and thus removed 
from whatever purposes had been painstakingly 
planned in coordination with foreign governments, 
the UN Secretariat, regional multilateral organiza-
tions such as the African Union, and others over 
the preceding 12 to 24 months. Such was the case 
in 2005 when PKO funds promised and dedicated 
to a 5-year, G–8–approved Global Peace Operations 
Initiative to train competent foreign military units on 
several continents for peacekeeping duty were sud-
denly reallocated in response to the breaking crisis 
in Darfur. There are costs to the national interest 
when the United States develops and codifies formal 
budget allocations backed by diplomacy, and then 
abandons a long-declared priority as the price of 
responding to an unanticipated higher priority.

There are long-term costs to perpetuating a system 
where the budget development process for security 
assistance funding is, at best, poorly attuned to the 
strategic perspectives of the country’s leading civil and 
military operators overseas, not optimized to the reali-
ties of policy engagements around the world as they 
emerge, and therefore not configured to be as potent a 
tool of real-time political influence as leading U.S. poli-
cymakers inevitably want and need. In business terms, 
this would be the equivalent of losing touch with one’s 
customer; many would agree that U.S. foreign policy 
needs to pay closer attention to the “market” of inter-
national trends, opinions, beliefs, and ideology if it is 
to retain the mantle of leadership in this century.

A recipient country whose assistance funds have 
been earmarked by Congress will ignore the voice of 
the American Ambassador with impunity, comforted 
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by the certainty that the “check” of U.S. assistance 
is already “in the mail,” since the by-name country 
appropriation is written into law. This represents 
a potentially wasted expenditure, a gift without 
gratitude, as the funds may not translate into a lever 
of policy influence for the U.S. Government on a 
day-to-day basis. American taxpayers are entitled to 
a system that affords the highest potential political 
return on their assistance investment. Congress has 
never been compelled to justify its preservation of 
earmarks other than the commitments connected 
to established U.S. strategic equities such as Israel’s 
peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan.

The paucity of discretionary funds, other than a 
small emergency account in the hands of every U.S. 
Ambassador around the world, is another opportu-
nity lost. Washington has an understandable desire 
to minimize malfeasance by limiting discretion-
ary funds in the hands of government employees 
abroad; however, this desire becomes unreasonable 
when junior military officers in Iraq have as much or 
more cash resources at their discretion to dispense 
as an engagement tool than highly experienced, 
Senate-confirmed senior diplomats representing the 
President of the United States to entire sovereign 
countries. These latter officials must be trusted and 
empowered to expend modest discretionary funds 
on a routine basis to capitalize on politically, cultur-
ally, and economically significant opportunities to 
win goodwill and long-term influence for the United 
States among foreign populations.

The objective, it bears repeating, is a political out-
come—influence—without which foreign countries 
are more likely to act in ways adverse to our national 
interest. When the American officials that a foreign 
government or population sees in the field are per-
ceived only as implementers of Washington budget 
decisions rather than empowered decisionmakers in 
their own right, this tool of national influence is not 
being used to maximum effect.

By far the clearest symptom of a security as-
sistance process in distress has been the frequent 
scramble for funds by the Department of State, on 
behalf of the President, in response to exigent new 
circumstances facing the United States. The fact 
is that urgent scrambles to shift funds from exist-
ing budget accounts have occurred repeatedly in 
response to critical needs since 9/11, and most of 
the time, ad hoc alternative funding arrangements 
were necessitated by the absence of reprogrammable 
State Department funds. When U.S. diplomats and 
military commanders needed to secure the active 

cooperation of countries close to areas of current or 
prospective hostilities involving American forces, the 
list of unanticipated and unbudgeted needs was long, 
from runway improvements on foreign airbases to 
accommodate U.S. aircraft, to defraying the expenses 
incurred by host-country military forces facilitat-
ing a U.S. combat mission in the vicinity of terror-
ist strongholds. Many friendly forces needed hot 
weather gear, weapons and ammunition, and even 
specialized training as a condition of joining the 
military coalitions conducting missions in Afghani-
stan and Iraq.

The chronic inability of existing security assis-
tance authorities and funds under the control of 
the Secretary of State to service these urgent U.S. 
national security interests led to the establishment of 
precedents for the Pentagon to fill the void with its 
budget resources. Quickly enough, these precedents 
became workable patterns of funding, and what had 
begun as ad hoc became the most efficacious budget 
option, such that the overall trend produced a shift 
of security assistance program responsibilities away 
from the Department of State to the Department of 
Defense (DOD).

This shift in program stewardship was not by 
design; congressional overseers of State Department 
appropriations repeatedly warned State officials 
against the mounting trend even while producing no 
relief to the conditions that caused it. Time and again 
in this decade, the Secretary of State’s authorities and 
responsibilities have not been matched by available 
resources to address unanticipated, top-priority 
strategic issues of the day. Time and again, the 
Secretary of Defense has stepped in to address the 
need by arranging with his oversight committees the 
reprogramming of funds from the defense budget to 
accomplish what had traditionally been State Depart-
ment functions.

Seven years after 9/11, a host of new DOD security 
assistance authorities has arisen, some of them under 
the control of military commanders in the field, some 
others managed by officials within the Office of the 
Secretary of Defense. The Secretary of State retains 
a voice in approving security assistance country al-
locations for activities that are now essentially DOD 
programs. Foreign policy authority, predictably, has 
migrated along with resources, leaving the State 
Department and its oversight committees compara-
tively much diminished in their respective roles, and 
agonizing even more over how to use those authori-
ties and apportion the discretionary resources that 
remain under their purview.
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Many would say, with reason, that the new Pen-
tagon security assistance franchise meets the needs 
of U.S. foreign policy in a timely, accountable, and 
effective way. It is also the case that the more ready 
availability of DOD funding elevates the Pentagon’s 
policy voice with governments around the world 
seeking cooperation and support—a consequence 
not necessarily foreseen or intended when these new 
DOD authorities were created out of wartime neces-
sity. The larger question raised is whether the United 
States, having placed the policy responsibility for arms 
transfers and security assistance under the Secretary of 
State for four decades in stark contrast to many other 
governments where the military or its parent defense 
ministry operates unchallenged in such matters of 
state, should now wish to emulate the model that it 
has been urging others to change for so many years.

In a further irony, as State’s primacy in security as-
sistance management has eroded, the department has 
simultaneously built up its internal financial manage-
ment bureaucracy and process, which includes the 
establishment of the Bureau of Resource Manage-
ment. There are undoubtedly merits in having one 
or more seasoned business executives overseeing the 
organization’s budget, as indeed there is merit in any 
system that seeks to align expenditures with declared 
national policy goals. The paucity of discretionary 
resources under State Department management, 
however, now leads to more time-consuming and 
hence inefficient reallocation processes when events 
conspire, as they frequently do, to change the priori-
ties of the day. There are more bureaucratic players 
contesting decisions over fewer assistance funds.

There is a further disadvantage to having a pro-
fessional “budget management” cadre in the State 
Department. Foreign policy officials with advanced 
skills in many areas of diplomacy are not the primary 
stewards over the budget resources of the programs 
for which they are ultimately responsible. With-
out the clear responsibility to manage assistance 
resources, some of these officials will try to pull from 
the system the maximum amount for their areas of 
operation at every opportunity, rather than weighing 
tradeoffs and conserving resources with the confi-
dence that saved monies will be available for more 
important needs later in the budget year. It is worth 
asking whether this represents the optimal business 
practice for an enterprise whose unified focus at all 
times should be on achieving benefits to the national 
interest far from the Washington Beltway.

Nor are these problems limited to the executive 
branch. On Capitol Hill, the culture of deference 

between Members and particularly committees 
regarding their respective jurisdictions leads to a 
set of bureaucratic “seams” much worse than those 
found in the executive branch. The State Depart-
ment’s authorizing and appropriating committees, 
who are well versed on arms control and nonpro-
liferation policies as well as human rights concerns, 
are mindful not to tread on the “turf ” of the Armed 
Services and Defense Appropriations Committees, 
who alone deliberate on the operational goals and 
challenges managed by the Secretary of Defense and 
the combatant commanders. Whereas the top execu-
tive branch officials convene regularly to assess intel-
ligence, diplomatic, and military options, from which 
flow arms transfer and military deployment deci-
sions, each congressional committee handles a subset 
of the national policy “toolkit,” and no more. An 
administration’s focus on achieving counterterror-
ist and warfighting objectives through the judicious 
use of tools such as security assistance is therefore in-
formed, and its policy judgments animated, by a far 
wider azimuth of political-military perspectives than 
that available to its various congressional overseers.

The U.S. Government’s management challenge on 
security assistance, as with many tools of engage-
ment and influence, is that there are a lot of “cooks 
in the kitchen.” Some of this is by design. One would 
expect to find independent positions requiring 
negotiation and compromise between the executive 
as policy implementer and Congress as the Federal 
funding authority. Moreover, there is an appropri-
ate tension between the practitioners seeking to use 
assistance to advance important policy objectives on 
the one hand, and the budget managers seeking to 
limit Federal expenditures in service of effectiveness 
and efficiency objectives on the other hand.

Beyond these structural checks and balances, 
however, there are distortions that detract from the 
achievement of optimal outcomes. Authority over 
resources can be the cause of unhealthy bureau-
cratic friction between and within departments and 
agencies. The scarcity of discretionary funds only 
exacerbates the competition for influence between 
policy offices and financial management offices. Too 
often, efforts to maintain secrecy about budget deci-
sions work against the goal of an open, collaborative 
process that seeks consensus among all stakeholders.

After so many internal iterations and such an 
expenditure of effort to build an assistance budget 
in the executive branch, the fact that Congress may 
take a different view of global strategic priorities 
and the favor in which certain governments and 
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leaders should be held reflects constitutional design, 
and hence should be seen as a strength of the U.S. 
system. The fact remains, however, that executive 
branch negotiators will, more often than not, accept 
these congressional preferences without debate, even 
at considerable expense to the President’s policy 
priorities; the legislative liaison offices at the State 
and Defense Departments rarely advise arguing 
against Congress’s wishes and risking programmatic 
retribution from those authorities with the “power of 
the purse” over all of their operations. This argues for 
a more robust and continuous dialogue between the 
executive and Congress from the outset.

All of the distortions described here in the nearly 
2-year cycle from initial plans to eventual disburse-
ment of assistance funds, and the corresponding 
failure of the process to capitalize on the quality 
time and effort expended early on by frontline 
practitioners in the field, may be a cost that the U.S. 
Government can no longer afford. These assistance 
accounts, after all, concern U.S. relations with other 
governments and their military and security sectors. 
In the 21st century, it is increasingly apparent that the 
international security environment features multiple 
actors with growing influence, both good and bad.

A Washington budget process capable of exerting 
effective influence on the security challenges of this 
century will do well to begin with a top-level politi-
cal consensus on the goals to be pursued and the 
national interests at stake in our success or failure to 
achieve them. Only on such a foundation can a more 
efficient, flexible, transparent, and collaborative plan-
ning and allocation process be forged, one that, by 
better defining the national interest, places it further 
above political or personal consideration.

Living with Coalitions
Just as cooperation between companies in the 

business world can take many forms, from full-
blown joint ventures to short-term cooperative 
advertising campaigns, so can cooperation between 
countries. The modes of cooperation that two firms 
or two governments might choose from time to time 
depend in part on habit, but also in part on a clear-
eyed calculation of what each hopes to achieve from 
the cooperation, and what it is willing to sacrifice to 
achieve it.

Companies and countries alike can get into ruts, 
falling back on forms of behavior that are familiar 
and comfortable. In a stable, established environ-
ment, being proficient at doing the same thing over 
and over again can serve a company or a country 

well. But, in business, the companies that are most 
successful in rapidly changing sectors are generally 
those open to breaking old habits and embracing 
less familiar, more innovative approaches. Again, the 
same is true of countries.

Coalitions vs. Alliances
The United States has been just as susceptible 

as any other country to becoming entrenched in 
habitual approaches to international cooperation. 
For 150 years, the United States adhered so faith-
fully to George Washington’s declaration that “it is 
our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances” 
that the Nation not only steered clear of permanent 
alliances but also of any alliances at all, including the 
temporary emergency alliances that Washington said 
would be acceptable. Even the dispatch to Europe of 
the million-strong American Expeditionary Force in 
World War I was carried out not as an “ally” but as 
an “associated power.”

This sustained refusal to enter into alliances, how-
ever, did not mean that the U.S. Armed Forces never 
worked in concert with foreigners. On the contrary, 
they frequently operated during this period as part of 
what we would today call “coalitions of the willing”—
with Britain’s Royal Navy to suppress piracy in the 
Caribbean and the slave trade off the coast of West 
Africa, and with a shifting variety of European pow-
ers to protect Western lives and interests during riots 
and revolutions in places from South America to the 
Middle East to—most notably—China.

That the United States ultimately abandoned its 
historic antialliance stance, first for the short-term, 
emergency purpose of winning World War II and then 
for the longer term purpose of containing Soviet ex-
pansionism, did not mean that President Washington’s 
cautions had been wrong, but rather that circum-
stances had changed. There were (and still are) sound 
reasons to steer clear of permanent alliances. They do, 
as Washington warned, limit freedom of action. They 
can make it more difficult to sustain good relations 
with those outside the alliance, even in nonmilitary 
spheres. They can put one’s own peace and prosperity 
at the mercy of the “ambition, rivalship, interest, hu-
mor or caprice” of others, and may, if an ally behaves 
recklessly, even ensnare a country in a conflict against 
its own wishes. They are, in a word, “entangling.”

These drawbacks were and are just as applicable 
to the North Atlantic Treaty, ANZUS, and the Rio 
Pact as to any other permanent alliance. American 
statesmen entered into these alliances anyway because 
they recognized the global circumstances that once 
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made Washington’s advice so enduringly applicable 
had been radically transformed. In the late 1940s, the 
global situation was dire enough that the advantages 
of alliances were seen (although not unanimously) 
to outweigh the disadvantages. In the face of a clear, 
massively threatening, and commonly recognized 
threat, nations recognized mutual “entanglement” as a 
source of strength. In a bipolar world, formal alliance 
structures provided dependability and predictability 
and sent the adversary a signal of resolve. A shared 
understanding that the threat was an enduring one 
made the institutions of a permanent alliance desir-
able for creating habits of cooperation, for harmoniz-
ing and even standardizing many aspects of terminol-
ogy, command, control, communications, logistics, 
and legal status. The problem is that, as in the 1940s, 
global circumstances have again been transformed.

Why Coalitions?
Three generations of American diplomats, sol-

diers, and policymakers have now lived their entire 
professional lives in an international security system 
of which the collective defense alliances created 
in the 1940s have been the dominant organizing 
principle. U.S. comfort with alliances as the normal 
means of international security cooperation has been 
reinforced by the remarkable success these alliances 
have enjoyed and by their apparent adaptability to 
the challenges presented by the post–Cold War stra-

tegic environment, the kind of nonpolar world order 
contemplated in the opening chapter of this volume.

Institutions such as NATO may be sufficiently mal-
leable to survive the transition from the bipolar Cold 
War order for which they were created to a new world 
in which the most pressing challenges may arise from 
shifting arrays of nonstate movements and other 
unfamiliar and evolving dangers, a world in which 
there is no single, enduring threat toward which to 
direct long-term attention and long-term investment. 
But it does not follow that NATO-like institutions will 
necessarily be the most effective means to meet such 
challenges. Nor is it clear that the political contor-
tions necessary for NATO in particular to undertake 
operations outside the geographic area prescribed by 
its charter will necessarily redound to the long-term 
health of the organization, particularly if the erosion 
of the consensus rule turns NATO into merely a pre-
assembled collection of nations from which coalitions 
can be easily be configured.

If most analysts’ expectations are correct, and 
the security environment of the 21st century turns 
out dramatically more fluid and rapidly changing 
than the one for which the great alliances of the 20th 
century were created, it is only logical that the United 
States and “like-minded” countries—a category 
likely to shift kaleidoscopically from one issue to 
another—would look for more flexible instruments 
of cooperation to meet the strategic surprises of the 

Coalition forces return to base near Tarmiyah, Iraq, following an air assault mission
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new age. It was in the context of just such a strategic 
surprise, Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, that the term 
coalition entered the modern American national 
security lexicon. The Desert Storm coalition was so 
labeled precisely to convey a sense of temporariness 
and flexibility. Many countries whose contribution 
to the common effort was enormously valuable for 
political reasons never would have signed up if the 
coalition had even been portrayed as an alliance, let 
alone if it had taken that international legal form. 
Some countries saw the commonality of interests 
with the United States as transient, or they feared 
that alliance with America would ipso facto mean 
alliance with certain other American “allies,” such as 
Israel. In other cases, they shied away from too open-
ended a defense commitment to other members of 
the coalition.

Similar reservations are likely to apply in the 
way countries regard the challenges of the future. 
We already see them in connection with what the 
United States has viewed since 9/11 as a “war” on 
terrorism. Many traditional U.S. allies simply do not 
see the struggle as a war, especially those in Europe 
for whom the threat is largely domestic, and thus a 
matter for internal security agencies, not military 
forces. Conversely, many traditional U.S. partners in 
the Muslim world do see the struggle very much as a 
war—albeit one being fought in many cases against 
their own citizens—but calculate that overt alliance 
relationships with the United States to prosecute the 
war would do the adversary more good than harm.

Working Effectively in Coalitions
For the United States to make the most effective 

use of coalitions in meeting the challenges of the 21st 
century will take more than a simple lexicon shift; 
it will require American officials to relearn an old 
political calculus. Unconstrained by the interlocking 
moral and legal commitments of which alliances are 
made, and often lacking the shared goals and values 
from which such commitments derive, coalition 
partners are likely to be more transparently driven 
by calculations of self-interest than many Ameri-
cans have been accustomed to in dealing with allies. 
Other countries will be with us on some matters 
and not on others. This implies a style of coalition 
management that:

n segregates issues that can be segregated. In 
alliances, framing a multitude of particular issues 
as manifestations of a single systemic challenge can 
be unifying. In coalitions, it tends to drive away 

partners willing to cooperate on one front (for 
example, suppressing al Qaeda) but not on another 
(such as regime change in Iraq).

n embraces pragmatism. If the United States had 
insisted on NATO-style unity of command in Opera-
tion Desert Storm, it would never have been able 
to assemble the broad-based coalition necessary to 
counter Saddam Hussein’s claims that he was stand-
ing up for the Arab world against the West.

n does not hold a grudge. In an alliance, it is rea-
sonable to fault a member that fails to carry its fair 
share of the burden, because alliances are governed 
by a “one for all, all for one” ethic. This does not ap-
ply in coalitions; partners owe the coalition no more 
than what they sign up for in the case at hand. Those 
that choose not to take part in a particular endeavor 
may make a different calculation the next time they 
are needed. The door should always be left open.

Beyond this change of mindset, the United States 
can also take a number of concrete steps to improve 
its ability to manage coalitions effectively.

Laying the Political Foundation. A perennial prob-
lem faced by democracies when a need for collective 
military action arises is how to persuade a skepti-
cal public that such action is in their own country’s 
interest and not only that of the partner states—that 
their leaders are not acting like the “poodles” of a 
foreign master, as the British colorfully describe the 
matter. Established alliances, in which all the govern-
ments share an interest in building popular support, 
and in which the justification for cooperation can 
be reinforced continuously over a period of years, 
are more easily able to build a reservoir of popular 
support on which to draw in the face of setbacks. 
By contrast, when a coalition has to be assembled 
on short notice, governments often face an uphill 
struggle to generate consensus, and may find public 
support evanescent if the mission is more costly than 
expected.

The U.S. Government must therefore be directly 
involved in generating elite and mass consensus in 
other countries in anticipation of possible contingen-
cies. It cannot depend on partners to carry out this 
task, for some will become fully vested in the success 
of any given mission only after the fact. Besides 
public diplomacy, this will require broad-based, 
labor-intensive, time-consuming consultations with 
a wide range of potential partner states on emerg-
ing dangers that might ultimately never require 
collective action. They must begin well in advance of 
any specific request for commitments—when action 
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is impending, it is too late to build the conceptual 
consensus that must underlie a political decision to 
move forward.

Attracting Meaningful Contributions. It may be 
familiarity with the all-for-one, one-for-all ethic of 
formal alliances that is responsible for the mentality 
that seems to place greater stock in the number of 
“flags in the sand” than in what partners can realisti-
cally bring to the operation. In the long run, this 
approach undermines the ability of the United States 
to assemble future coalitions. “Donor fatigue” sets in 
as the same countries are tapped time and again to 
provide contributions that turn out to be underuti-
lized. Eventually, donors will stop stepping forward 
in response to calls for troops, all the sooner if the 
dispatch of troops is seen to have had a deleterious 
effect on the donors’ ability to meet its own needs at 
home. U.S. decisionmakers should target requests 
for coalition contributions in any given situation to 
a tailored selection of countries that have specific 
military, civil, or cultural capabilities relevant to each 
given situation.

Clearing Procedural Underbrush. Every time a 
coalition is put together, it is necessary to solve anew 
the same set of issues related to command structures, 
terminology, rules of engagement, and doctrine. In 
an alliance such as NATO, issues similar to these are 
addressed in advance through well-defined institu-
tional arrangements. In coalitions, dealing with them 
is inevitably a more haphazard process that depends 
on political decisions to be made by contributing 
governments at the time. Having gone through the 
process repeatedly, however, it should be possible 
to clear away some of the procedural underbrush in 
advance, or at least to identify those matters that will 
require addressal.

To that end, U.S. Joint Forces Command 
(USJFCOM) should be tasked to develop a formal, 
combined lessons-learned process with past coalition 
partners to identify the most common and trouble-
some issues. The command should also design a set 
of combined, civil-military staff planning exercises to 
build contacts, develop familiarity, and identify po-
tential roadblocks to cooperation with a wide range 
of prospective coalition partners. Having USJFCOM 
rather than the geographic combatant commands 
lead this process is essential precisely because coali-
tions, unlike traditional alliances, will invariably 
draw participation without regard to regional bound-
aries. Scenarios need not have real-world relevance; 
if they are too realistic, prospective partners will 
often be reluctant to participate. The purpose is to 

provide a substitute means of building habits of co-
operation at the working level that has traditionally 
been possible only within permanent alliances.

Sensitivity to the Limits of Coalitions. One key 
advantage that regional security organizations such 
as NATO and OAS have over ad hoc coalitions is that 
their place in the international order is enshrined in 
the UN Charter, and that they thus enjoy a degree 
of legitimacy in the eyes of many that an ad hoc 
coalition can never possess. This legitimacy is not 
everything—the opponents of the bombing of Serbia 
in 1999 did not find it any more acceptable for having 
been carried out under NATO auspices than if it had 
been done by an unaffiliated “coalition of the willing.” 
Nevertheless, it is politically and legally easier for 
many countries to participate in military opera-
tions if they are endorsed by the UN or a recognized 
regional organization, whether the EU, African 
Union, Arab League, or Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations. The United States should be prepared 
to work through any of these bodies as circumstances 
warrant. Moreover, U.S. policymakers must be acutely 
attuned to the perception in many quarters that, by 
operating through coalitions rather than alliances, 
America has somehow abandoned its commitment to 
collective security in favor of assertive unilateralism. 
As should be clear from the above, nothing could be 
further from the truth; correctly seen, coalitions are 
merely another manifestation of America’s funda-
mentally collective approach to security.

Can We Learn to Love Coalitions?
As suggested above, U.S. officials are apt to find the 

investment of time and effort required for the man-
agement of shifting coalitions tiresome. Sometimes 
it may even seem pointless. Certainly an era of in-
ternational security cooperation through short-term 
coalitions will leave few tangible, enduring achieve-
ments comparable to NATO and the Organization 
of American States, institutions whose continued 
relevance should not be undervalued even if they 
are not as well suited to present-day challenges as 
they were to those for which they were created. The 
same could be said of the 19th century, and yet great 
things were accomplished through exactly the kind 
of coalitions that are likely to dominate the landscape 
of international security in the coming decades.

Some might think it desirable if we could some-
how get coalitions to behave more like alliances. But 
even if that were possible, whatever it might yield 
in increased predictability could only come at a cost 
in flexibility and responsiveness to fluid, evolving 
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challenges. We must simply accept that adaptive 
instruments require close, attentive management. 
American leaders may never learn to love coalitions, 
but they must learn to live with them. gsa
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Chapter 20
Competitive Strategies for  
U.S. Engagement

A fter 9/11, the United States reduced its role 
in the world to one big idea: prosecuting the 
“global war on terrorism.” Inevitably, terror-

ism, which is a tactic, not a philosophy, failed to pro-
vide a universal organizing principle for U.S. security. 
Now American leaders face a wicked dilemma: how 
to recalibrate America’s strategy to meet myriad 
complex challenges with diminished power.

A sobering agenda besets today’s crisis managers: 
leaving Iraq more secure; stanching Afghanistan’s 
declining order; closing down Pakistan’s safe havens; 
preventing an Indo-Pakistan war; averting the stark 
choice between an “Iranian bomb or bombing Iran”; 

rebuilding a fractured Arab-Israeli peace; balanc-
ing North Korea’s twin dangers of proliferation and 
instability; forging a limited nuclear partnership 
with Russia while tightrope-walking over its “near 
abroad”; preserving the non-use of weapons of mass 
destruction; overhauling the international financial 
architecture; forging new approaches to complex 
global challenges such as energy and environmental 
security—and others, including strategic surprises—
will require tailored approaches, in-depth knowl-
edge, and strategic patience.

Conflating disparate challenges under a single 
banner will not make them more manageable. We 

President Obama approaches media to make statement on Capitol Hill
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will have to do many things well, and we might begin 
by recognizing that today’s immediate “crises” are 
inseparable from larger tectonic shifts.

This Global Strategic Assessment has focused on 
eight global trends driving tomorrow’s complex secu-
rity environment and five pathways to dealing with 
them. The challenges amount to a paradigm shift, 
and policymakers may increasingly find themselves 
operating in terra incognita.

First, even prior to the subprime mortgage crisis 
and Wall Street meltdown, a gradual global redis-
tribution of economic power from the West to “the 
Rest” was under way. The saliency of this swing is 
rooted in history: Economic power is the bedrock 
of enduring military and political power. Unless 
some rising nations that have spent decades on the 
sidelines of the world’s economic and trading system 
are engaged and bound by a common set of rules, the 
available means for dealing with security will shrink.

Second, we are on the cusp of, but not yet in, a 
multipolar world. Cold War bipolarity is moribund, 
even if major-power hostility is not. Unipolarity was 
derived from subtraction, but the world leaped into 
multiplication. No single power can mobilize others 
around its parochial agenda. And handling 21st-
century challenges with 20th-century international 
machinery is Sisyphean. But while political power 
has fragmented, emerging or resurgent powers—
including China, Russia, India, and Brazil—lack the 
desire or capacity to assume the mantle of leadership.

Third, the globalization of communications is 
challenging more than the virtual foundations of the 
information society. Technology is shifting power to 
the edge, allowing dispersed but networked groups, 
including terrorists and transnational criminals, 
to compete with the state’s hierarchical structures. 
Personal, national, and international security are 
all jeopardized by the heightened risk of pernicious 
cyber attack. Networks are vulnerable; the wider the 
network, the wider the vulnerability.

Fourth, energy and environmental security have 
reached a tipping point. The industrial-era system 
based on cheap hydrocarbons and scant ecological 
regard is finished. Volatility in the price of oil and 
gas weakens the global economy, creates potential 
flashpoints, and transfers wealth to autocratic oil-
exporting regimes. Even with energy conservation 
and innovation, the world faces another looming 
resource crisis over water. Consider just one fact: A 
person’s access to fresh water in the Middle East is 
half of what it was 20 years ago, and it will be half 
again less in another two decades.

Fifth, the 9/11 tragedy and growing insecurity 
in Afghanistan today remind us of the growing 
challenge posed by fragile states and “ungoverned” 
spaces. There is no surefire way to build effective 
states. And there are too many weak states to address 
them at once or to consider investing everything in 
a solitary problem. There are some billion people in 
some 60 countries, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, 
left behind in dire poverty. While weak states are not 
automatically threats, fragile states may aid and abet 
a host of other problems, from piracy to trafficking to 
incubating terrorism and pandemics.

Transnational terrorism poses a sixth global trend. 
Stateless actors can inflict unprecedented damage, 
and we must be on our guard against catastrophic 
terrorism. Meanwhile, we will have to brace our-
selves for conventional terror strikes, not only from 
al Qaeda central and the general Salafi jihadist 
movement but also by aggrieved local groups, as the 
November 2008 attack on Mumbai reminds. But 
passion is not strategy, and overreaction strengthens 
terrorists. Extensive use of military force will make 
our strongest instrument the leading liability.

Seventh, the character of war is changing. 
Low-level uses of force and greater civil-military 
integration, whether to interdict traffickers or 
conduct humanitarian operations, are becoming 
more necessary. Meanwhile, “modern” wars in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, and Lebanon have produced a 
renaissance in counterinsurgency and irregular 
warfare. In the future, capable opponents may seek 
to pursue “hybrid warfare”—combining conven-
tional, irregular, and catastrophic forms of warfare. 
Hedging against potential peer competitors means 
balancing immediate demands with future require-
ments, not least with respect to conventional forces 
and space power.

An eighth trend shaping tomorrow’s security 
environment is the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction. Our worst fears regarding mass-disrup-
tion weapons have not been realized, but important 
developments have made it increasingly possible that 
nuclear or biological weapons may be used in the 
coming years. Iran’s prospective status as a nuclear 
“threshold” state may be the leading indicator that 
we are on the verge of a second nuclear age. Mean-
while, there is a growing danger that flourishing life 
sciences may spawn uncontrolled biological agents.

There is nothing foreordained about another 
American Century. Constraints on the Nation’s re-
sources preclude costly trial and error. Global order 
is not something managed on a budget. The Obama 
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administration will be hard pressed to manage global 
disorder without a game-changing strategy. Here are 
five pathways to initiate recalibration.

Heal thyself. To a remarkable degree, security 
hinges on America having its house in order. A 
stable economy is the first step. Restoring legitimacy 
will lower U.S. transaction costs around the world. 
Americans need to export hope, not fear, preparing 
as much for a long search for peace and prosperity as 
for a long war. Over time, better national education 
is the prerequisite for joining a globalized world.

Redefine problems. Ends should be realistic. In 
seeking to transform a region, one is more likely to 
be transformed; in a quixotic search for definitive 
victory or permanent peace, one is more apt to hasten 
exhaustion and failure. Preventing a 9/11 sequel is 
hard, but it need not produce bankruptcy. A broader 
definition of security will be needed, recognizing 
emerging interrelationships, for instance, among 
energy, the environment, food, and climate change.

Surge civilians. Complex challenges require a 
larger whole-of-government team of national secu-
rity professionals, with particular new investments in 
diplomats and development specialists, as well as the 
arts of planning, implementation, and assessment. 
It is time to construct a serious civilian expedition-
ary corps for complex operations, including conflict 
prevention. A permanent surge of civilian capacity 
within the career bureaucracy might enhance gov-
ernment’s ability to be more strategic, better trained, 
and more integrated.

Countermobilize. The United States can use its 
considerable standing to mobilize emerging power 
centers into action through not only bilateral allianc-
es and coalitions of the willing but also multilateral 
institutions. Only a multitude of actors has a chance 
of tackling complex challenges. Some problems can 
become opportunities around which society and 
international actors may be catalyzed into action. 
For example, when it comes to countering a general 
threat such as terrorism, the most important partners 
are Muslims, who are best placed to marginalize a 
radical Salafi jihadist ideology.

Exercise strategic restraint. The United States can-
not afford quagmires that drain resources without 
providing lasting security. The temptation to play 
world policeman from the Potomac is seductive; its 
allure is encouraged by inertia and by free riders. 
But it is neither America’s sole responsibility nor its 
remit. A strong military is the U.S. ace in the hole, 
but better still are indirect approaches, strategies of 
leverage, and “smart power.”

America cannot afford to be the world’s exclusive 
security guarantor, but the world is ill prepared for 
American retrenchment. A shrewd and realistic 
strategy that balances broadening strategic ends with 
narrowing national means will require visionary 
leadership and the best that America has to offer.

The Greek poet Archilochus said that the fox 
knows many things and the hedgehog knows one 
big thing. Any “Obama Doctrine” will have to be as 
clever as the fox. Above all, the United States must 
keep its eye on multiple challenges, taking care not to 
exert its finite resources on any single problem.

This final chapter provides several specific 
approaches for the United States to recalibrate its strat-
egy in the decade ahead: using a smarter blend of soft 
and hard power to pursue foreign policy and security 
objectives, as Professor Joseph Nye relates; reflecting 
on past experience to inform us about future policy, 
as Mark Kramer endeavors to do; countermobilizing 
against al Qaeda to turn its weaknesses against it, as 
Dr. Audrey Kurth Cronin prescribes; linking smarter 
policies to effective public diplomacy and strategic 

communications, as Robert Reilly recommends; re-
discovering psychological operations and information 
operations against specific threats, as Dr. Jerrold Post 
writes; following policy with careful policy implemen-
tation, as Ambassador Ronald Neumann expresses 
based on considerable first-hand experience; and, as 
Harlan Ullman suggests, adopting a comprehensive 
new strategy based on peace, prosperity, and partner-
ship. These are but a few ideas. But as written above 
and suggested throughout this assessment, the task is 
to know how to grapple with many challenges, threats, 
and opportunities at the same time.

Marine patrols in Helmand Province, Afghanistan, as part of International 
Security Assistance Force
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Restoring American Leadership through 
Smart Power

American soft power has declined in recent years. 
Soft power is the ability to obtain preferred outcomes 
through attraction rather than either coercion or lar-
gesse. Public opinion polls indicate a serious decline in 
the attractiveness of the United States in Europe, Latin 
America, and most dramatically, across the entire 

Muslim world. One important exception is non-Mus-
lim countries of the East Asian region. There, a recent 
survey by the Pew Research Center shows that, despite 
Chinese efforts to increase its soft power, America 
remains dominant in all soft power categories.

The resources that produce soft power for a coun-
try include culture (attractiveness to others), values 
(demonstrated consistency), and policies (perceived 
inclusiveness and legitimacy). When pollsters ask 
why American soft power has declined, the respon-
dents cite policies over culture or values. Since it is 
easier to change policy than culture, there is the pos-
sibility that the Nation can advocate new policies that 
will contribute to recovering some of its soft power.

Some analysts have drawn analogies between the 
global war on terror and the Cold War. Most in-
stances of transnational terrorism in the last century 
took a generation to burn out. However, that charac-
terization ignores one aspect of the analogy. Despite 
numerous problems, Cold War strategy involved a 

smart combination of hard coercive power and the 
soft attractive power of ideas. The Berlin Wall fell 
not to an artillery barrage but to sledgehammers and 
bulldozers wielded by millions of people who had 
lost faith in communism.

It is improbable that the United States could ever 
attract the likes of Osama bin Laden. Hard power is 
necessary in such cases. But there is enormous diver-
sity in the Muslim world. Witness Iran, where mul-
lahs regard America as “The Great Satan,” but many 
young people want American videos to watch in 
the privacy of their homes. Many Muslims disagree 
with American values as well as policies, but that 
does not mean they side with the bin Ladens. At the 
strategic level, soft power can isolate extremists and 
deprive them of recruits. Even tactically, as Malcolm 
Nance has recently indicated, “soft power tools—
giving small cash gifts; donating trucks, tractors, 
and animals to communities; and granting requests 
for immigration, education, and healthcare—can be 
vastly more effective than a show of force [given the] 
fluid diversity of the enemy.”

Success in the information age is not the result of 
whose army wins, but whose story wins. The current 
struggle against extreme Islamist terrorism is not a 
clash of civilizations, but a civil war within Islam. 
The United States cannot win unless the Muslim 
mainstream wins. Although hard power is needed in 
combating extremists, the soft power of attraction is 
required to win the hearts and minds of the major-
ity. There has not been sufficient debate on the role 
of soft power. It is an analytical term of art and not a 
political slogan, which may explain why it has taken 
hold in academe in Europe, China, and India, but not 
America. In the current political climate, it makes a 
poor slogan—emotions after September 11, 2001, left 
little room for anything described as soft. The Nation 
needs soft power, but it is a difficult sell for politicians.

Soft power is not the solution to all problems. 
Although North Korean dictator Kim Jong Il watches 
Hollywood movies, they are unlikely to affect his 
nuclear weapons program. Moreover, soft power got 
nowhere in changing Taliban support for al Qaeda 
during the 1990s. But other goals such as promoting 
democracy and human rights are better achieved by 
soft power.

The term smart power describes strategies that 
combine the resources of hard and soft power. The 
Smart Power Commission, which was comprised of 
Members of Congress, retired diplomats and mili-
tary officers, and heads of nonprofit organizations, 
concluded that America’s image and influence had 

General David Petraeus, commander, U.S. Central Command, testifies at Sen-
ate Armed Services Committee hearing about U.S. policy toward Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, April 2009
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declined in recent years, and that the Nation had to 
move from exporting fear to inspiring optimism and 
hope. This bipartisan commission is not alone in that 
conclusion. Last year, Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates recommended committing more money and 
effort to soft power, including diplomacy, economic 
assistance, and communications, because the military 
alone cannot protect U.S. interests. He noted that 
defense spending totals almost $500 billion annually 
compared with $36 billion for the Department of 
State. “I am here to make the case for strengthen-
ing our capacity to use soft power,” Secretary Gates 
remarked, “and for better integrating it with hard 
power.” He conceded that having the Pentagon seek 
additional resources for Foggy Bottom was like a 
man-bites-dog story, but these are not normal times.

Smart power is the ability to successfully combine 
the hard power of coercion with the soft power of 
attraction into a strategy. By and large, the United 
States managed such a combination during the Cold 
War, but more recently has overly relied on hard 
power because it is the visible source of Ameri-
can strength. The Pentagon is the best trained and 
resourced arm of government, but there are limits 
to what hard power can achieve on its own. The 
promotion of democracy, human rights, and civil 
society is not best dispensed from the barrel of a gun. 
Although the military has impressive operational 
capabilities, the practice of turning to the Pentagon 
because it can get things done in the field leads to a 
perception of an overmilitarized foreign policy.

Diplomacy and foreign assistance are often 
underfunded and neglected, in part because of the 
difficulty of demonstrating a short-term impact on 
critical challenges. In addition, wielding soft power 
is difficult because many of its resources reside in 
the private sector and civil society and in bilateral 
alliances, multilateral institutions, and transnational 
contacts. Moreover, American foreign policy institu-
tions and personnel are fractured and compartmen-
talized, and there are also inadequate interagency 
processes for developing and funding a smart power 
strategy.

The Smart Power Commission acknowledged that 
terrorism is a continuing threat, but pointed out that 
over-responding to the provocations by extrem-
ists does more damage than the terrorists do. The 
commission argued that success against terrorism 
means developing a new central premise for U.S. 
foreign policy to replace the theme of a war on ter-
ror. A commitment to providing for the global good 
can provide that premise. America should become 

a smart power by investing in global public goods—
providing what people and governments around 
the world seek but are unable to attain without the 
leadership of the largest economy. By complementing 
military and economic might with greater invest-
ments in soft power, and focusing on global public 
goods, the United States can rebuild the framework 
needed to tackle tough global challenges.

Specifically, the Smart Power Commission empha-
sized the following critical areas:

n Alliances, Partnerships, and Multilateral Insti-
tutions. Many of these important relationships have 
fallen into disarray in recent years, and a renewed 
investment in institutions will be essential.

n Global Development. Elevating the role of 
development in U.S. foreign policy can align interests 
with people around the world. An initiative on global 
public health would be the place to start.

n Investment. Public diplomacy should rely less 
on broadcasting and more on face-to-face contacts 
and exchanges. A new international understanding 
could be focused on young people.

n Economic Integration. Resisting protectionism 
and continuing engagement in the global economy 
are necessary for both growth and prosperity. 
Maintaining an open international economy requires 
attention to the inclusion of those that market 
changes leave behind both at home and abroad.

Admiral Mullen greets Pakistan army chief of staff aboard USS Abraham Lincoln 
in North Arabian Sea
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n Energy Security and Climate Change. Global 
goods will be increasingly important on the agenda 
of world politics. A new foreign policy should 
develop an international consensus, and innovative 
technologies will be crucial in meeting the challenges 
of energy and environment.

Implementing a smart power strategy will require 
reassessing how government organization, coordi-
nation, and budgeting interact. The Nation should 
consider various creative solutions to maximize the 
ability to succeed, including appointing officials who 
can reach across bureaucracies to align resources in a 
smart power strategy. Leadership matters in foreign 
policy. Nations follow their interests, but their leaders 
define them in different ways. For a powerful nation 
such as the United States, the structure of world poli-
tics allows degrees of freedom in such definitions. 
It may be true, as some structuralists argue, that the 
most powerful state is like the big kid on the block 
who engenders jealousy and resentment in others, 
but it also matters whether that kid is seen as a bully 
or a helpful friend. Both substance and style matter. 
In terms of substantive policies, if the most powerful 
actor is seen as producing global public goods, it is 
likely to develop legitimacy and soft power.

Style matters even when public goods are the 
substance of policy. Charles Krauthammer argued 
for a new unilateralism that recognized America as 
the only superpower, strong enough to decide what is 
right and expectant that others would follow because 
they have little choice. But this idea is counterpro-
ductive. For instance, when an American delegate 
to the United Nations (UN) conference on climate 
change stated that “The [United States] will lead, and 
we will continue to lead, but leadership requires oth-
ers to fall into line and follow,” the comment became 
a sore point that set back diplomatic efforts. It illus-
trates how insensitivity to the style and temperament 
of beholders undercuts the impact of soft power even 
when directed at producing global public goods.

Consultation and listening are key to soft power. 
The United States must learn to generate soft power, 
and relate it to hard power in smart strategies. The 
bad news is that the Nation is facing a difficult inter-
national environment. The good news is that it has 
used hard, soft, and smart power in equally difficult 
contexts in the past. In 1970, during the Vietnam 
War, America was viewed as unattractive in many 
parts of the world, but with changed policies and the 
passage of time, it was able to recover its soft power. 
It can do so again today.

Cold War Myths and Realities
Global politics from the late 1940s to the late 

1980s was dominated by the Cold War. Four-and-
a-half decades of competition between the United 
States and Soviet Union sparked crises and led both 
parties to deploy large military forces, including tens 
of thousands of nuclear weapons. While American 
and Soviet leaders managed to avoid all-out war, 
the lingering repercussions of the Cold War will be 
felt for decades to come. The collapse of the Soviet 
Union brought change to the international system, 
but aspects in the standoff between the superpowers 
are still relevant. Understanding the past is critical 
to foreign policy, but history rarely provides lessons 
on how to approach current issues. Policymakers are 
tempted to look for lessons that fit their preconceived 
notions. As a result, misleading myths about the 
Cold War persist. They should be discarded in favor 
of broad guidance for future foreign policy.

One tenacious myth about the Cold War is that 
America consistently adhered to the strategy of 
containment in seeking to deter and, when necessary, 
to challenge the expansion of communist influence 
beyond areas occupied by Soviet forces in 1944–1945 
(Eastern Europe and North Korea). Not only op-ed 
writers, but also scholars of international relations 
and even some historians have depicted American 
strategy during the Cold War as based solely on the 
doctrine of containment. In an article published 
in July 2008, two experts on international affairs 
claimed that U.S. foreign policy during the long twi-
light struggle against its only heavyweight rival was 
shaped by a single template for global relations: the 
overarching strategy to contain Soviet communism.

In reality, U.S. foreign policy during the Cold 
War was not guided by an inflexible template. In 
some instances, America did not attempt to contain 
the spread of Soviet influence, but acquiesced in 
the victories by communist and leftist forces. For 
example, after the Soviet-backed regimes seized 
power in Czechoslovakia in 1948 and China in 1949, 
the United States undertook no military or covert 
action to reverse them. American inaction in these 
cases, whether wise or not, entailed significant costs. 
Declassified documents reveal that the failure to try 
to oppose the takeover of China emboldened Joseph 
Stalin, and subsequently contributed to the deci-
sion by the Soviet Union in 1950 to condone North 
Korean plans for the invasion of South Korea.

When the United States did attempt to contain 
the spread of Soviet influence, the record was mixed. 
America successfully rebuffed the North Korea inva-
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sion and countered the Soviet Union in Western Eu-
rope and Japan, but in other cases U.S. efforts to deal 
with communist advances in places such as Cuba 
and Vietnam were unsuccessful. Even in Afghani-
stan in the 1980s, U.S. covert aid to anti-communist 
guerrillas for limited objectives oriented toward the 
Soviet Union did not actually succeed in dislodg-
ing the regime. Although the U.S.-backed resistance 
helped spur Mikhail Gorbachev to pull Soviet troops 
out of Afghanistan, the regime in Kabul survived for 
several years after the Soviet withdrawal was com-
pleted, in part because Moscow continued to provide 
vast quantities of military and economic support. 
Not until the Soviet Union collapsed and the succes-
sor Russian government abruptly ended assistance to 
the Afghan government did the communist regime 
in Kabul collapse.

The notion that containment was the single 
template for U.S. foreign policy in the Cold War is 
also belied by instances when America went beyond 
attempting to curb the spread of Soviet or leftist 
influence. At various points in the Cold War, the 
United States tried to roll back Soviet or pro-Soviet 
forces through covert operations (Iran, Guatemala, 
Indonesia, and Chile) or unilateral military action 
(the Dominican Republic and Grenada). The Nation 
also used diplomatic means, economic aid, and mili-
tary assistance to forge amicable ties with states that 

broke with the sphere of influence dominated by the 
Soviet Union, notably Yugoslavia, China, and Egypt.

The common view that American foreign policy 
meant to or could pursue a single approach in the 
Cold War is inaccurate. U.S. policymakers often 
showed flexibility, and could not rigidly adhere to a 
single template. No such template would have been 
feasible because there was often no consensus on key 
aspects of foreign policy. Both inside and outside 
the government, debate raged over the nature of the 
threat (internal and external) and the best means of 
responding. Protests against the Vietnam War and 
the controversy over aid to anti-communist forces in 
Nicaragua are cases in point. The bipartisanship of 
the 1950s was more the exception than the norm.

What does all this imply about U.S. foreign policy 
in the 21st century? First, no overarching strategy or 
template would be feasible or desirable. If a uniform 
template was impractical during the Cold War, it is 
all the more inappropriate today. Second, consensus 
on the goals and means of foreign policy is almost 
never guaranteed in advance, and would not neces-
sarily be desirable even if it was. The best way to cre-
ate a durable consensus is by pursuing policies that 
are successful. In the run-up to the Gulf War in 1991, 
for example, public and congressional opposition 
was strong. After the U.S. military deployed over-
whelming force and drove the Iraqis out of Kuwait, 

Iraqi soldiers patrol on joint air assault mission with coalition forces near Tarmiyah
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support for the war soared. By contrast, public and 
congressional support for the Vietnam War was solid 
at the outset but waned as the conflict was escalated 
without any conclusive outcome. Consensus is not 
a prerequisite for the success of foreign policy, but 
success is a prerequisite for consensus. Third, most 
of the supposedly new challenges and threats of the 
post–Cold War era—international terrorism, anti-
Americanism, Alliance crises, and nuclear prolifer-
ation—are not new. Nearly all the following threats 
were actually more severe during the Cold War:

International Terrorism. The number of interna-
tional terrorist attacks was higher in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s than it has been since 1989. In 
the span of 1 year in 1971–1972, Black September 
launched spectacular terrorist attacks, including the 
assassination of the Jordanian prime minister, the 
simultaneous hijacking of multiple passenger aircraft 
and other individual hijackings, a massacre at Lod 
Airport by the Japanese Red Army, and the kidnap-
ping and murder of Israeli athletes at the Munich 
Olympics. No comparable string of attacks in such a 
short time has occurred in the post–Cold War era.

Anti-Americanism. The notion that the United 
States enjoyed popularity during the Cold War is a 
myth. Anti-Americanism is cyclical, and its surge in 
the late 1960s has never been surpassed. Demonstra-
tions occurred in nearly all parts of the globe in 1968 
against U.S. foreign policy. An unofficial war crimes 
tribunal convened in Stockholm put the Lyndon 
Johnson administration on trial not only over Viet-
nam, but also for covert action in Greece in 1967. 
In late 1979, in the wake of the revolution in Iran, 
anti-American attacks roiled the Islamic world. The 
United States, as the dominant nation in the world, 
is bound to be the target of resentment and hostility 
regardless of its policies. The choice of policies can 
influence the degree of hostility, but the notion that 
the United States was once loved around the world 
and could be loved again if only it adopts the right 
policies is a will o’ the wisp.

Crises in the Alliance. The idea that the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was cohesive 
in the face of the Soviet threat is another myth. In 
reality, the Alliance was almost constantly in crisis 
and nearly collapsed in the late 1960s when France 
pulled out of the integrated military command. The 
challenge led the Johnson administration to begin 
planning to disband the Alliance. NATO members 
overcame numerous intra-Alliance crises during the 
Cold War, and they are likely to experience periodic 
crises in the post–Cold War era.

Nuclear Terrorism. Threats of nuclear terrorism 
existed throughout the Cold War. After 1950, there 
were concerns that the Soviet Union might secretly 
transfer a nuclear bomb to an anti-American ter-
rorist group or smuggle nuclear explosives through 
a U.S. port and detonate them in a crisis. From 
the early 1950s to the late 1980s, U.S. intelligence 
agencies and the RAND Corporation undertook 
many classified analyses of nuclear terrorism, some 
of which warned in dire terms of the likelihood of a 
near-term attack. The threat should not be dis-
counted today, but concern over this threat is hardly 
something new.

Nuclear Proliferation. The spread of nuclear 
weapons was a concern for the United States in the 
Cold War, starting with the Soviet acquisition of 
nuclear weapons in 1949, some 2 to 3 years ahead of 
U.S. intelligence estimates. So great was the concern 
over the impending Chinese acquisition of nuclear 
weapons in 1964 that the Johnson administration 
secretly debated whether to conduct a preemptive 
strike on its nuclear facilities. Nuclear prolifera-
tion was much greater during the Cold War than in 
the years since it ended. In addition, Great Britain, 
France, China, and India tested and deployed nuclear 
weapons during the Cold War. In the post–Cold War 
era, Pakistan and North Korea have tested them, 
making a net increase of one nuclear weapons state 
since 1989. During the Cold War, a nuclear weapons 
state emerged roughly every 5 years, whereas since 
then the rate has been less than half that. Nuclear 
proliferation remains a serious threat, but the threat 
has existed for some 60 years.

In attempting to prevent Soviet expansion and 
communist subversion, the United States often faced 
tradeoffs in its commitment to democratic values. 
The Cold War led to a vast expansion of national 
security, and American efforts to counter threats 
had some moral consequences. The excesses of the 
McCarthy era, narcotics and mind-control experi-
ments, and wiretapping and infiltration of protest 
movements were among the notable examples. The 
Nation often supported authoritarian regimes in 
Latin America and Asia that fought communist in-
surgencies. Although U.S. officials encouraged those 
regimes to accept democratic reforms, their leaders 
were usually immune to such overtures and compro-
mises were required. Similar tradeoffs are bound to 
arise today as the United States deals with countries 
in the Middle East and Southwest Asia.

The Cold War also forced America to make 
choices on the treatment of enemy combatants 
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and terrorists. The Nation signed and ratified the 
four Geneva Conventions of 1949, but during the 
Vietnam War was unsure whether to extend those 
protections to Viet Cong prisoners of war. The 
administration ultimately decided to accord full 
coverage to all prisoners (Viet Cong as well as North 
Vietnamese), but the fact that the issue was debated 
indicates the challenges that arise when fighting 
guerrillas who do not abide by the laws of war. The 
United States at times was implicated in the abuse of 
insurgents in Latin America, notably when intelli-
gence operatives distributed guidance on torture. But 
when U.S. political leaders learned about the torture 
manual, they regarded it as antithetical to American 
values. Despite compromises that the United States 
made during the Cold War, officials were unwilling 
to emulate the Soviet Union in resorting to torture. 
The underlying spirit of this episode in the Cold War 
is worth reviving today.

War of Ideas
The National Strategy for Combating Terrorism in 

2006 stated that “in the long run, winning the War 
on Terror means winning the battle of ideas.” That 
emphasis seems to be reflected in every strategic 
document since then, including the National Defense 
Strategy of the United States of America in 2005, 
which called directly for “countering ideological sup-
port for terrorism.”

But the emphasis has not produced any results. In 
fact, the American side in the war of ideas has not yet 
shown up. Strategic communications or public diplo-
macy, which is intended to win such wars, has been 
the single weakest instrument of national strategy 
since September 11, 2001. By almost any index, the 
United States is not doing well; some even say it has 
already lost. After traveling 6 months in the Muslim 
world, Akbar Ahmed, who chairs Islamic Studies at 
American University, stated, “I felt like a warrior in 
the midst of the fray who knew the odds were against 
him but never quite realized that his side had already 
lost the war.” There are two reasons why the Nation is 
not winning this war: organizational dysfunction and 
intellectual confusion.

During the Cold War, the U.S. Information 
Agency (USIA) was charged with conducting the 
war of ideas. At one time, it had 10,000 employees, 
including foreign nationals, and an annual budget of 
$1 billion. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
agency was dismantled. Public diplomacy, it seemed, 
was obsolete, a relic of the Cold War. During the 

Thinking Strategically about al Qaeda

As a terrorist movement, al Qaeda has sought to commit violence on 
a scale and at a pace never before encountered by the United States 
and its allies and friends around the world. A countermobilization 
strategy could be developed to combat al Qaeda by setting it apart 
from other jihadi groups, exploiting its internal divisions, hiving off 
its followers and supporters, calling attention to its wanton brutality, 
and facilitating a backlash to discredit and diminish the movement.

Devising such a counterstrategy requires understanding the clas-
sic approaches of terrorism—namely, compellence, provocation, 
polarization, mobilization, and eroding legitimacy. The first three 
use leverage to turn the traditional formulation of ends-ways-means 
of strategy on its head. For terrorists, strategy is not matching 
ends and means, since the reaction of target audiences can be the 
means or ends, or both. Moreover, these five strategies are not 
mutually exclusive.

Compellence normally seeks to influence one party to do some-
thing that another wants it to do. Ascribing the motives of terrorist 
groups to that of state activity is natural but can be misleading. Ter-
rorists normally oversimplify complex situations through messages 
targeted at their audiences, not least of all in the West, which are 
disseminated on the Internet and over the news media.

Provocation attempts to force a state to react, to do something—
usually not a specific policy but some type of firm action that 
works against its own interests. Compared to war, terrorism may be 
unimportant, but when it manages to provoke a state to act, it can 
indirectly cause even greater death and destruction.

Polarization can drive states to the right, fragmenting societies 
to the extent that moderate governance becomes impossible. It is 
particularly effective when used against democracies with guaran-
teed civil liberties and domestic support, but it can have unintended 
consequences that prevent a group from achieving its aims.

Mobilization is suited for a globalized world in which democ-
ratized communications, public access, reduced cost, frequent 
messaging, and visual exploitation afford groups such as al Qaeda 
the capabilities to leverage the effects of terrorist activities in an 
unprecedented way.

Eroding legitimacy isolates and undermines the state both at 
home and abroad, discredits its foreign and defense policies, and 
also complicates its ability to maintain its alliances with other states.

Because terrorism is often the instrument of weak nonstate actors, 
there are more examples of strategies of leverage than any other 
type. A terrorist group may use a combination of several approaches, 
but how the state responds certainly matters. Terrorism is the weak 
strategy of the weak, drawing strength from the actions of the state. 
Reactions by a government in the narrow framework of one strategy 
may be counterproductive with respect to defeating the others.

In terms of frequency and effectiveness, these strategies are 
temporal, reflecting the political contexts in which they arise. 
Compellence best fit the mid-20th century because it aligned well 6 Continued on p. 481



480 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

with nationalism, whose aims could be expressed in 
terms of territory. Provocation was suited to the 19th 
century because of the condition of declining auto-
cratic regimes. Polarization figured in the early days of 
Marxism and reemerged at the end of the 20th century 
with terrorism designed to polarize racial, religious, 
tribal, linguistic, or ethnic groups. And mobilization 
is well adapted to the current world with changes in 
political organizations, communications, and trade.

The histories of terrorist groups point to various ways 
in which they may end: the destruction of leadership, 
failure to transition between generations, achieving 
their stated cause, negotiating a settlement, succumb-
ing to military or police repression, losing popular 
support, and transitioning to other malignant activities 
such as criminality or war. Not all these pathways are 
probable for every group, and they are not all relevant 
to al Qaeda. For example, it is clear that al Qaeda will 
not end if Osama bin Laden is killed. Groups that have 
ended in this way have been hierarchical, reflecting to 
some degree a cult of personality, and lacking a viable 
successor, none of which describes al Qaeda. It will 
also not die out between generations, as al Qaeda 
has transitioned beyond its original structure and is a 
multigenerational threat. Likewise, achieving its cause 
or reaching a negotiated settlement is a pathway that 
does not apply to al Qaeda. Groups that have achieved 
their ends have limited goals. At least as articulated in 
recent years, al Qaeda seeks to mobilize the umma to 
rise up, throw off the influence of the West, eliminate 
its support for Arab regimes, and establish a new world 
order (sometimes called a caliphate).

Such objectives could not be achieved without over-
turning the international political system, and there is 
no evidence that al Qaeda has moved closer to achiev-
ing them. As for negotiations,engaging in a legitimate 
political process has historically required feasible, 
negotiable terms and a sense of stalemate. And ter-
rorists seeking negotiations often have an incentive 
to find a way out of what they consider a losing cause. 
But none of this describes al Qaeda.

The remaining pathways deserve greater scrutiny. 
Although the campaign against al Qaeda has yielded 
results, the limits of driving the group into hiding and 
reducing its capacity to operate have been demon-
strated. Democracies find it hard to sustain a policy 
of repression, which can undermine civil liberties and 
domestic support. American use of force signified 
Western resolve, killed al Qaeda leaders, and pre-
vented attacks, but force alone cannot drive this group 
to its end. That would require a scorched-earth policy 

that the United States would not tolerate.
The loss of popular support has ended many terror-

ist groups, and it is a plausible scenario for al Qaeda. 
Support can be compromised through miscalculation, 
especially in targeting. Attacks may cause revulsion 
among actual or potential constituencies: at least one-
third of the victims of al Qaeda have been Muslims, 
the same people the group claims to protect. Another 
pathway is failing to convey a positive image or prog-
ress toward its goals, which applies to al Qaeda.

Finally, groups can transition from terrorism to crimi-
nal behavior or escalate to insurgency or conventional 
warfare, especially with state sponsorship. Some 
argue that this may have already happened in the case 
of al Qaeda, which would be unfortunate. In this con-
nection, it is counterproductive to regard this group 
as a global insurgency because the term bestows 
legitimacy on al Qaeda, emphasizes territorial control, 
and puts the United States into a dichotomous stra-
tegic framework that precludes clear-eyed analysis of 
the strategies of leverage that are being used against 
America and its allies.

The question for policymakers in the midst of a 
terrorist campaign is not to ask how they are doing, but 
rather how they will it end. And the second question 
is not when the next attack will occur, but rather what 
comes after that event. Terrorism arises in political, 
social, and historical contexts that constantly evolve. 
But terrorist groups traditionally end in certain discern-
ible ways. The challenge is knowing which ending fits 
a given terrorist group, to work synergistically with 
the process as it unfolds, and to push it further in that 
direction. Governments who get caught up in the short-
term goals and spectacle of terrorist attacks overlook 
broader historical perspectives, that are crucial to reas-
serting state power and legitimacy, and the strategies 
of leverage exploit such mistakes. Driving a terrorist 
movement such as al Qaeda toward its end is much 
smarter than responding in a cause-and-effect manner 
to its tactical actions as they occur.
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brief end-of-history fantasy, it was thought that the 
ideas of democratic, constitutional political order 
and free markets stood uncontested throughout the 
world. The war of ideas was over—and America had 
won.

The functions of USIA were relegated to the 
Department of State and Broadcasting Board of 
Governors. The senior official responsible for the 
war of ideas became the Under Secretary of State 
for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs, a third-tier 
position—which speaks volumes about the extent of 
the demotion of this activity as a consequence of the 
peace dividend. Within the State Department, public 
diplomacy functions were dispersed among regional 
and other bureaus, making coordination and control 
a major problem.

The attempt to situate public diplomacy in State 
has failed. One reason is that the department’s role 
is diplomacy, not public diplomacy. It should not be 
expected to perform both, since these roles some-
times conflict. Public diplomacy attempts to reach 
people in other nations directly over the heads of 
their governments. This can complicate the job of 
the State Department, which has the responsibility of 
maintaining good relations with those governments. 
The difficulty of placing both roles in one institution 
was recently summarized by a commentator from 
the U.S. Advisory Commission on Public Diplomacy: 
“State does not recruit for public diplomacy; State 
does not test for public diplomacy; State does not 
train for public diplomacy; State has a glass ceiling 
for public diplomats.”

The Broadcasting Board of Governors assumed 
responsibility for non-defense government broad-
casting, including the Voice of America. It became a 
standalone agency run by part-time board members, 
most of whom have had no experience in either for-
eign policy or public diplomacy. The eight-member 
board exercises executive power and is not directly 
accountable to anyone. Since the professional experi-
ence of the governors has been mainly in the national 
mass media, they have sought to impose that media 
culture on government broadcasting by refashioning 
much of it using American pop culture. Radio Sawa 
is the prime example of this approach.

Coordination through the White House Commu-
nications Office, National Security Council, and inter-
agency bodies has made few improvements to this 
unsatisfactory situation. Lack of both an executive 
authority and a chain of command to execute strate-
gic communications plans has hampered well-intend-

ed efforts. The Department of Defense occasionally 
has tried to fill the gap, but it is neither organized nor 
authorized to conduct public diplomacy except in a 
support role and on a reimbursable basis. The Penta-
gon was even prohibited from supporting a project 
involving posters to be displayed in 100 Embassies to 
publicize military relief efforts for the tsunami victims 
in Southeast Asia. This occurred because of a conflict 
between Title 10 and Title 22 responsibilities, result-
ing in the banning of images of U.S. forces rescuing 
and aiding victims in the region portrayed.

No government agency has possessed the capabil-
ity to implement a sustained multifaceted strategy 
to win the war of ideas since USIA was dismantled. 
The events of September 11, 2001, revealed that the 
assumption on which the agency had been abolished, 
namely that the world embraced democratic plural-
ism, was not universally accepted by those to whom 
it applied. Seven years later, there are many individu-
als across the U.S. Government with the expertise 
to successfully conduct the war of ideas, but there 
still is no organization to execute this instrument of 
national power.

Secretary Gates stated in November 2007 that 
America is “miserable at communicating to the rest 
of the world what we are about as a society. . . . Al-
Qaeda is better at communicating its message on the 
Internet than America.” Several days later, former 
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld observed that 
“U.S. institutions of public diplomacy and strategic 
communications . . . no longer exist,” adding, “when 
the U.S. Information Agency became part of the 

5 Continued from p. 479

Philippine civilians attend medical civic action program in Juban to receive 
veterinarian aid for animals during exercise Balikatan 2009
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State Department in 1999, the country lost what had 
been a valuable institution capable of communicat-
ing America’s message to international audiences 
powerfully and repeatedly.” The consensus is that 
something is wrong, particularly within the Depart-
ment of Defense, because this serious deficiency in 
national capabilities has grave consequences for the 
Armed Forces.

It may be time to create an organization that can 
propagate American ideals and institutions to the 
world and counter hostile propaganda. A strategic 
communications agency could maintain a focus on 
aiding liberals and moderates in Muslim-majority 
countries, and not get lost in daily spin control. It 
would have responsibility for developing and rein-
forcing an anti-authoritarian social and cultural net-
work in the Islamic world. It would be independent 
of the Department of State, which could be inclined 
to downplay differences for the sake of relations with 
particular countries or regions. Moreover, it would 
be independent of the Department of Defense and 
Central Intelligence Agency to avoid entanglement in 
their respective missions. Its director would report to 
the President and be responsible for the interagency 
coordination of all strategic communications efforts.

This agency should be funded to promote the free 
exchange of ideas in the Islamic world and beyond 
and to support allies in those regions. To put present 
efforts in budgetary perspective, current spending 
on U.S. public diplomacy is about the same as the 
McDonald’s restaurant chain’s worldwide advertising 
budget, and half of what Saudi Arabia gives annually 
to spread Wahhabism throughout the Muslim world 
and elsewhere. The approximately $1.3 billion being 
spent on public diplomacy is 1/450th of the entire 
Pentagon budget.

An agency dedicated to the war of ideas would 
only be as effective as its understanding of the 
ideas that it propagates and the hostile ideas that it 
contests. Wars of ideas are fought over contending 
interpretations of reality such as the meaning of life 
for which people are willing to die.

Every threat to the existence of the United States 
has come on the level of moral principle, whether it 
has been Nazis and their racial theory or commu-
nists and their class theory. Both explicitly denied 
American moral principles as articulated in the Dec-
laration of Independence. Today, radical Islamists 
deny those same principles with their own deformed 
theology. The resulting conflicts are conducted in 
terms of moral legitimacy. Defending one’s ideas and 
attacking those of the enemy depend upon a moral 

rhetoric and appeal to a moral comparison, such as 
the Axis of Evil and the Great Satan.

America is failing in this war of ideas because it 
has not seriously addressed the larger issue of moral 
legitimacy—its own and the enemy’s—which is the 
real nub of the conflict. One needs compelling ideas 
to fight countervailing ideas. The United States has 
not engaged at the level on which this moral conflict 
is being waged. Instead, its message to the Islamic 
world has been preempted by American pop culture. 
It is not strange that the United States should turn 
to entertainment media, but it cannot entertain or 
advertise its way through a war of ideas. While pop 
culture itself creates enough problems, the U.S. Gov-
ernment ironically spreads it through the broadcasts 
of Radio Sawa and Radio Farda to the Arab and Per-
sian worlds. By doing so, the Nation has inadvertent-
ly projected the image of itself as an adolescent, and 
is not taken seriously where it counts. An adolescent 
superpower is not a source of comfort to allies, and 
it is much less a magnet for those nations addressing 
the crisis of the day.

The image of America as an adolescent superpow-
er is particularly troubling in light of the upheaval 
in the Muslim world, which will have enormous 
consequences. The unavoidable clash of values 
spawned by the forces of globalization challenges 
Islam. The loss of faith makes life meaningless and 
therefore intolerable for most Muslims. The majority 
of Muslims interpret the threat of secular influences 
that are exacerbated by multiple nonstop satellite 
television channels as an attack on Islam itself. This 
conclusion has been responsible for a wave of vocif-
erous responses.

In terms of this larger crisis in the Islamic world, 
the exiled Iranian philosopher Abdulkarim Soroush 
has said that “Muslims would like to live in a demo-
cratic milieu, and at the same time they would like to 
keep their faith as well. They do not want to live in a 
democratic atmosphere at the expense of their beliefs 
and convictions.” The United States should not go 
out of its way to convince them that this is an impos-
sibility. Rather, it ought to demonstrate that this is an 
American truism and that faith and freedom are by 
no means mutually exclusive in the modern world.

American pop culture does not depict freedom as 
an essential constituent of the moral order, but often 
as something inimical to it. In pop culture, the Unit-
ed States appears to offer young Muslims the choice 
between either greater freedom with no purpose, or 
personal submission to a higher purpose espoused 
by radical Islamists. So long as adversaries continue 
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to frame the question in those terms, America will 
contribute to its own defeat in the war of ideas.

The United States has not demonstrated that 
freedom has an indispensable moral meaning. In 
fact, it often unintentionally does the opposite. 
While serving as the Under Secretary of State for 
Public Diplomacy, Karen Hughes lauded American 
diversity, which is not effective against the divine 
mission of some adversaries. When the popular 
notion of American diversity becomes the mes-
sage, it conveys the idea that the United States does 
not discriminate among various claims to truth. 
To many Muslims, diversity equals relativism and 
moral decline. Slogans simply do not reflect the 
moral principles on which American tolerance of 
diversity is based. These principles are not found 
on the Department of State Web site or in the U.S. 
National Strategy for Public Diplomacy and Strategic 
Communication, which reflect no sense of subtlety 
or awareness. As Professor Harry Jaffa has com-
mented, the United States is “telling others to accept 
the forms of our own political institutions, without 
any reference to the principles or convictions that 
give rise to those institutions.”

The first step in reinvigorating public diplomacy is 
reestablishing U.S. moral legitimacy and undermin-
ing adversaries through the serious exposition and 
promotion of ideas. Anything done in the name of 
public diplomacy that is not related to one of these 

objectives is not relevant to the war of ideas and 
should be rejected. Under this standard, 85 percent 
of the activities listed in the current State Depart-
ment Public Diplomacy Update would be eliminated. 
Moreover, the selection of target audiences should 
shift from those consumers of mass culture abroad 
to the educated and influential groups in foreign 
societies. These audiences should be reached via 
media that they take seriously—books, journals, 
films, theater, dialogues, and substantive exchanges. 
If the Nation wants to be taken seriously, it must win 
the war of ideas; but that war can be won only if the 
Nation takes it seriously. 

Information Operations to Counter  
Terrorism and Rogue States

The end of the Cold War did not bring on the 
long-anticipated peace dividend. Rather, following 
the fall of the Berlin Wall and subsequent demise of 
the Soviet Union, there was a rise in ethnic conflict. 
The relative stability of the superpower rivalry has 
been succeeded by political-military crises precipi-
tated by rogue states. The media have been filled with 
the names of leaders such as Saddam Hussein, Slobo-
dan Milosevic, Kim Jong Il, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, 
Hugo Chavez, and Robert Mugabe, several of whom 
seek or already have weapons of mass destruction.

Low-intensity conflict and transnational terrorism 
are prominent features of the 21st-century security 

Provincial Reconstruction Team member talks with administrators at school that provides training for trades
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environment. The last two decades have been punc-
tuated by a series of terrorist events: the bombing of 
the World Trade Center in 1993; the Aum Shinri-
kyo sarin gas attack on Tokyo subways in 1995; the 
coordinated bombings of U.S. Embassies in Kenya 
and Tanzania in 1998; the attack on the USS Cole in 
2000; the attacks on the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon in 2001; and the everyday suicide bomb-
ings by radical Palestinian groups in Israel. With few 
exceptions, these attacks were designed to cross the 
mass-casualty threshold. Terrorism is a vicious form 
of psychological warfare, waged through the media. 
One of the key goals in terrorist strategy is influ-
encing selected audiences, including its potential 

recruits, in the West and throughout the political 
establishment. As has been seen in the case with 
rogue states, the United States and its allies have been 
insufficiently responsive to conducting psychological 
operations to counter them.

The strategy of deterrence and the doctrine of 
mutually assured destruction, which relied on the 
rationality of the Soviet Union, were formulated 
during the Cold War but are no longer relevant. To 
extrapolate from deterrence a new way of dealing 
with potential adversaries will inevitably lead to 
erroneous policies. What deters a superpower rival 
may be counterproductive in the case of an outlaw 
nation or terrorist group; indeed, it may prove to be 
an incentive rather than a deterrent. And yet all too 

frequently, this is exactly what strategic thinking has 
proposed doing.

There is no one-size-fits-all model for deterrence. 
Rather, the approach should be tailored to the nature 
of an enemy—based on what one expert has called 
an actor-specific behavioral model. In countering 
terrorists and rogues, models of their psychologies, 
decisionmaking processes, and strategic cultures are 
an absolute necessary. Threats arise from relatively 
unknown and unfamiliar sources. One cannot 
optimally deter a potential enemy that one does not 
understand. And yet appropriate models and the 
requisite understanding are often unavailable. The 
nuanced political profiles of personalities are par-
ticularly important in the case of leader-dominant 
societies.

In the overreliance on technology, social science 
expertise has been insufficiently applied to the war 
for hearts and minds, leaving adversaries to operate 
on a relatively uncontested information battlefield. 
This has profoundly disadvantaged American nation-
al security. Individual terrorists are psychologically 
normal people, not crazed fanatics. It is not psycho-
pathology, but rather group and collective psychol-
ogy that is important in this sort of conflict, with a 
particular emphasis on collective identity that is vital 
to understanding the mind of the terrorist.

If indeed terrorism is a vicious species of psycho-
logical warfare, waged through the media, it must be 
countered by psychological warfare. Core elements of 
integrated information operations guided by under-
standing of the dynamics of terrorist groups include 
inhibiting potential terrorists from joining groups in 
the first place, producing tension within groups, fa-
cilitating the means to exit groups, reducing support 
for groups, and delegitimizing the leaders of groups.

Stemming the flow of recruits on which terrorist 
groups depend is the most critical challenge. The res-
ervoir of hatred is deep, and hatred is bred especially 
among nationalist-separatist terrorists. Recruitment 
can be inhibited by deromanticizing terrorism, pro-
viding secular education to counter radical Wahabi 
madrassas, offering alternate means to redress legiti-
mate grievances, and opening otherwise autocratic 
societies. Dissension can be promoted by exploiting 
the fact that underground groups are emotional pres-
sure cookers, fostering paranoia by injecting rumors 
of traitors within the ranks, and alienating followers 
from their leaders. The means of facilitating an exit 
from groups include introducing amnesty programs, 
allowing reduced sentences for those who cooperate, 
using defectors as a source of rumors, and challeng-

Iraqi army commander presents plaque to imam and Sunni leader in 
Mosul, Iraq
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ing the ideological basis of extremism. One difficulty 
has been the relative silence of moderate voices in 
countering the language of extremism, which other-
wise pervades the societies in question. In sermons at 
mosques, the behavior of martyrs is honored, just as 
those who martyr themselves for the cause of Tamil 
independence are honored.

Countering the voices of extremism is a tough 
job, one that cannot be plausibly carried out by 
the West, but must be addressed within Islam. The 
voices of moderation are beginning to be heard. Of 
particular note is the growing conflict among Islamic 
extremists led by Sayid Imam al-Sharif (also known 
as Dr. Fadl), a founding ideologue of al Qaeda and 
the former leader of the Egyptian terrorist group al 
Jihad. Fadl, a brilliant medical school classmate of 
Ayman al-Zawahri (deputy and putative successor 
to Osama bin Laden) renowned for his knowledge of 
Islamic jurisprudence, formalized the rules of holy 
war in The Essential Guide for Preparation. This work 
by Fadl became the definitive ideological underpin-
ning of al Qaeda, including axioms such as “jihad is 
the natural state of Islam” and that “Muslims must 
always be in conflict with non-believers.” In another 
of his texts, The Compendium of the Pursuit of Divine 
Knowledge, which is more than 1,000 pages long, 
Fadl provided al Qaeda with the theological justifica-
tion for violence against all who opposed its extrem-
ist path, labeling them as nonbelievers.

But by 1994, Fadl was becoming disillusioned with 
al Qaeda because of its use of violent excesses that 
seemed to go beyond theological justification. As 
members of the Islamic Group imprisoned in Egypt 
began to consider other interpretations of jihad, 
they came to believe they had been manipulated 
into pursuing the path of violence. This rethinking 
culminated in the startling declaration by one revo-
lutionary leader at a military trial in 1997 that the 
Islamic Group would cease all violent activity, and a 
series of publications was produced to explain their 
new thinking. One of the leaders asserted that “the 
Islamic Group does not believe in the creed of killing 
by nationality.”

After September 11, 2001, the Egyptian govern-
ment exposed the debate taking place within its 
prisons, a move that threatened the foundation of 
al Qaeda. In 2007, Fadl undermined the agenda of 
bin Laden and Zawahiri in a rejection of al Qaeda 
doctrine that he faxed from jail that asserted, “We 
are prohibited from committing aggression even 
if the enemies of Islam do that.” The statement, 
which appeared in Egyptian and Kuwaiti media, was 

rejected by Zawahiri: “I wonder if they now have fax 
machines in Egyptian jail cells? I wonder if they’re 
connected to the same line as the electric shock ma-
chines?” But the effect was damaging since it came 
from Fadl. Controversy over the theological justifica-
tion of the extremism of al Qaeda doctrine arose, and 
increasing numbers of committed jihadists began 
repenting sins committed while they were misin-
formed. In addition to Egypt and Kuwait, deradical-
ization is under way in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Yemen, 
Singapore, and Indonesia. Although success has not 
been fully evaluated, the results are encouraging in 
Egypt. The program includes reducing support by 
society at large and potential recruits, marginalizing 

the influence of al Qaeda, and delegitimizing the 
likes of bin Laden and Zawahiri.

Identifying the theological basis of Islamist 
extremism as dubious can undermine its dogmatic 
certitude, but for the most part it has gone unchal-
lenged. One challenge has been countering the 
viral spread of extremist ideology via the Internet. 
Although this debate is taking place among scholars, 
the message reaches an estimated 5,000 radical Isla-
mist Web sites. This is a major factor as young people 
are increasingly being radicalized over the Internet.

Ironically, despite condemning globalization and 
its attendant evils, the Islamist extremists employ 
modern information technology to propagate their 
message. And these Islamists have a clear strategy on 

Sailors deliver bags of rice to citizens in Sumatra, Indonesia, in wake of 
tsunami
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using the Internet, as revealed in the following direc-
tive on an al Qaeda Web site:

Due to the advances of modern technology, it is easy to 
spread news, information, articles and other infor-
mation over the Internet. We strongly urge Muslim 
Internet professionals to spread and disseminate news 
and information about the Jihad through e-mail lists, 
discussion groups, and their own websites. If you fail to 
do this, and our site closes down before you have done 
this, you may hold you to account before Allah on the 
Day of Judgment. . . . This way, even if our sites are 
closed down, the material will live on with the Grace 
of Allah.

Four months prior to the Madrid bombings in 
2004, this posting appeared on the Internet:

In order to force the Spanish government to withdraw 
from Iraq, the resistance should deal painful blows to 
its forces. . . . It is necessary to make the utmost use of 
the upcoming general election in March next year. We 
think that the Spanish government could not tolerate 
more than two, maximum three blows, after which it 
will have to withdraw as a result of popular pressure. 
If its troops remain in Iraq after these blows, the vic-
tory of the Socialist Party is almost secured, and the 
withdrawal of the Spanish forces will be on its electoral 
program.

But words alone will not suffice. Our words must 
be complemented by our actions.

Public Diplomacy in Countering Adversaries
Just as an understanding of terrorist psychology is 

required in targeting information operations, public 
diplomacy and strategic communication programs 
designed to counter rogue states must be informed 
by a nuanced appreciation of leaders and their strate-
gic culture. Importantly, public diplomacy and infor-
mation operations must be thematically coordinated. 
A White House speech intended for a domestic 
audience can be counterproductive if delivered to an 
international audience.

The first Gulf War and invasion of Iraq illustrate 
opportunities taken and lost. An aggressive psycho-
logical operations (PSYOP) campaign was planned 
and executed for Operation Desert Storm by the 4th 
Psychological Operations Group with Army Reserve 
PSYOP units. These 650 Soldiers made a major 
contribution to the coalition psychological warfare 
effort. They developed and delivered 29 million 

leaflets, which were distributed by balloons and 
from B–52s, and even smuggled some into Bagh-
dad. Partly as a result of this campaign, 44 percent 
of the Iraqi army deserted, 17,000 defected, and 
more than 87,000 surrendered. It is judged that as 
a consequence of this successful PSYOP effort, tens 
of thousand of lives were saved. This was effective 
tactical battlefield PSYOP, derived from techniques 
developed and refined during World War II.

Effectively countering Saddam Hussein psy-
chologically required a nuanced understanding 
of his political personality. Rather than being the 
madman of the Middle East, Saddam was a rational 
political actor who often miscalculated because 
he was surrounded by sycophants who for good 
reason were afraid to criticize him for fear of losing 
their jobs or lives. Thus, he could remain in touch 
with reality psychologically while being out of 
touch with it politically. Saddam had a traumatic 
background that left him wounded psychologically, 
so that criticism, no matter how constructive, was 
capable of wounding his fragile self-esteem at the 
peril of critics.

His residences provide an apt metaphor for the 
layers of his psychology. He was born in a mud hut 
in Tikrit, which symbolized the social and economic 
poverty in his early life. Despite the abuse and 
deprivation of those early years, at the age of 8, an 
uncle named Khayrallah filled him with compensa-
tory dreams of glory, telling him that one day he 
would play a major role in Iraqi and Arab history 
by following the path of Saladin and Nebuchadnez-
zar, who had rescued Jerusalem from the Crusaders. 
Symbolizing his grandiose self-concept were the lav-
ish palaces, which he built throughout Iraq. But what 
underlay the palaces? Underground bunkers of steel 
and reinforced concrete, bristling with weapons and 
communications equipment, symbolizing the siege 
state in Saddam’s psychology, ready to be attacked, 
ready to lash back. But by the time he was discovered 
in a spider hole, ironically beneath a simple mud hit, 
his life was shattered.

Saddam wrapped himself in the Palestinian flag 
after a UN resolution called for him to pull out of 
Kuwait, indicating he would abide by the resolution 
when earlier resolutions on Israel and the occupied 
territories were honored, which made him a hero to 
the Palestinians. It was dreams of glory realized as he 
became a major world leader. He had the world by 
the throat.

Saddam probably could not have been deterred or 
reversed himself, for he had painted himself into a 
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corner. But he had abruptly changed direction in the 
past when it was pragmatic to do so, and could do 
so again, if and only if—a double contingency—he 
could retain his power base and not lose face. In the 
event, the emphatic statement made by President 
George H.W. Bush while pounding on the table—
“There will be no face saving”—seemed designed to 
leave Saddam with no way out. It may have con-
tributed to his decision that he could not withdraw 
without being humiliated and that he had to stand up 
to the coming massive air attack. As it was, Saddam 
declared victory on the fifth day of that attack. Since 
it had been predicted he could survive only 3 to 4 
days, he could claim victory in the Arab context be-
cause he courageously resisted a superior adversary, 
and each succeeding day of defiance only magnified 
that achievement.

Saddam was surprised by the breadth of the coali-
tion that President Bush assembled. In the period 
leading to the invasion of Kuwait, Saddam mis-
judged not only the impact of his action on his Arab 
neighbors but also the support of Russia and France. 
An adaptive leader who learned from experience, 
Saddam set out to unravel the coalition and the una-
nimity among the nations arrayed against him. With 
economic incentives, he eventually wooed Russia, 
China, and France without whose support the United 
States would be unable to rally UN action for coercive 
diplomacy and sanctions against Iraq. With carrots 
and sticks, he bullied his Arab neighbors and restored 
relations with them, as demonstrated by the call of 
Saudi Prince Abd Allah in 1997 for the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council to “overcome the past with its events 
and pains.” The prodigal son was back. The United 
States failed to counter this aggressive diplomatic 
offensive with a strategic information operation and 
public diplomacy campaign, leading essentially to the 
unraveling of the coalition that had been so effective 
in stemming aggressive behavior by Saddam.

After the 1991 conflict, Saddam was obsessed with 
loyalty of the military, which had been fractured by 
the war. Those who showed any enthusiasm for his 
overthrow were jailed, tortured, and executed with 
their families. In the 2003 conflict, this significantly 
inhibited defection from within the senior ranks. 
There was fear of reprisal until Saddam was captured. 
It was loyalty at the barrel of a gun. His brutal 
revenge against those suspected of disloyalty was a 
highly effective psychological instrument designed to 
retain the allegiance of his own military leaders.

President George W. Bush and Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld delivered a particularly 

adroit series of public diplomacy speeches in late 
2002 during the run-up to Operation Iraqi Freedom. 
Convinced of the danger to U.S. troops from Iraqi 
use of weapons of mass destruction, Secretary 
Rumsfeld indicated that the military had a major 
role to play in reconstruction. But he went on to 
say that if such weapons were used, all bets were 
off. Several weeks later, President Bush indicated 
that Saddam might well order the use of weapons 
of mass destruction. He added that in that event, 
Iraqi generals would be advised to disobey such an 
order. Such comments were designed both to inhibit 
the use of weapons of mass destruction and split 
Saddam from the Iraqi military leadership. Split-
ting leaders from their followers should be central 
to influence campaigns. But it can be particularly 
difficult to achieve in closed societies such as North 
Korea where the information environment is tightly 
controlled.

The Case of North Korea—Unlike Father,  
Unlike Son

Kim Il Sung, founding father of the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), was a noted 
guerrilla leader who rose to power under Soviet 
patronage. He created the juche (independence) ide-
ology of North Korea and consistently declared the 
goal of unifying Korea under his leadership. It was 
his son, Kim Jong Il, beginning with his first position 
at age 30 as director of the Bureau of Propaganda and 
Agitation, who created the cult of personality around 
his charismatic father as well as the notion of himself 
as the successor in that charismatic role. Kim Jong Il 
created the myth of the man born on Mount Paektu, 
a sacred Korean mountain from which the nation 
sprang, when in fact he was born in a hovel in the 
Soviet Union under Russian protection.

Kim Jong Il is a pale imitation of his father. He 
is not a nationbuilder or a guerrilla fighter, nor did 
he create an ideology. It is a case of unlike father, 
unlike son. Thus, the giant shadow of his father, the 
Eternal President, looms over the son. It is difficult 
enough succeeding a powerful father; it is impossible 
psychologically to step into the shoes of a godlike 
figure. That continuing pretense remains the daunt-
ing reality that challenges the ruler of North Korea. 
Disparities between the father and son contribute to 
profound insecurity of Kim Jong Il, who is trapped 
by the ideology of juche and reunification—“majesty 
sits uncomfortably on his shoulders.”

By the early 1970s, it became clear that Kim Il 
Sung was grooming Kim Jong Il to take over. The son 



488 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

worked behind the scenes while his father remained 
the political face of the country. Kim Jong Il became 
Secretary of the Korean Workers Party in 1973 and a 
full member of the Politburo in 1974. He announced 
the Ten Principles that required absolute loyalty to 
his father. By early 1980s, Kim Jong Il had assumed 
daily control of the nation, including the intelligence 
apparatus, but he has never taken the title of Presi-
dent. He and his cronies enjoy a hedonistic lifestyle 
in Pyongyang. Kim Jong Il is insecure about his 
political and physical stature, once commenting that 
he “resembled the droppings of a midget.” Despite his 
grandiosity and egotism, this statement reveals his 
extreme insecurity about stepping into the godlike 
shoes of Kim Il Sung.

Kim Jong Il lives in a seven-story pleasure palace 
and recruits young girls from junior high school for 
so-called joy brigades to provide rest and relaxation 
for hardworking senior officials. While average 
North Koreans earn between $900 and $1,000 annu-
ally, he reportedly spent from $650,000 to 800,000 
annually during the 1990s on expensive cognac. Ad-
dicted to motion pictures, he supposedly has a col-
lection of some 10,000 to 20,000 films. His concept of 
leadership may be influenced by images of Western 
movie heroes.

His sensitivity to criticism influences his 
leadership style. He is at the center of a starburst, 

receiving policy analysis from various groups on 
the United States, China, South Korea, Russia, and 
Japan, but without any coordination among the 
groups. Moreover, although he scans the Web for 
several hours daily and reportedly watches CNN, 
he has only an imperfect understanding of politi-
cal reality, and his subordinates are reluctant to 
criticize him.

Kim Jong Il’s lack of empathy also affects his 
leadership style, including with his own people. He 
once recounted with pride the story of a disagree-
ment with Kim Il Sung when his father plaintively 
asked: “Must we spend so much on the military? 
Can we not provide more to our people?” To which 
Kim Jong Il replied: “No, father, the military requires 
these funds.” This lack of empathy also contributes to 
his misunderstanding of potential adversaries, such 
as the United States.

The official policy of the DPRK is that the military 
has the top priority. Defense spending comes before 
the economy and the general population. The economy 
is broken and cannot be fixed. Pyongyang has not 
made the change from a centrally controlled commu-
nist-style economy, and the disproportionate military 
spending is leading to an implosion. As many as 3 mil-
lion North Koreans have starved to death in famines. 
Hundreds of thousands lost their lives in subsequent 
relocation to government-run camps. Kim Jong Il asks 

Secretary Gates and General James Cartwright, Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, brief press on plans for fiscal 
year 2010 at Pentagon, April 2009
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the people to endure continuing hardships at the same 
time that he and the elites live in the lap of luxury.

Kim Jong Il overestimates his prowess and may 
have succumbed to his own propaganda as con-
veyed in the slogan “1 a match for 100,” suggesting 
that 1 North Korean soldier is a match for 100 from 
any other country. He looks to nuclear weapons as 
compensation for his weakened conventional forces, 
believing the United States to be casualty-averse. He 
exaggerates the strain in the relationship between 
Washington and Seoul and the popular dissent and 
political instability in South Korea, while underes-
timating potential internal dissent. Kim values his 
personal safety, wealth, and regime survival, the 
stability of Pyongyang, the comfort of the elites on 
whom he must rely, and the maintenance of total 
domestic control.

If the current diplomatic offensive becomes 
unraveled and Kim Jong Il again fails to live up to his 
commitments on dismantling the nuclear weapons 
program, information operations could well be 
incorporated in a coordinated and consistent national 
strategy. Communication must be clear and backed by 
deeds. If the violation of Agreed Framework had been 
overlooked and the shipment of heavy oil continued, 
America would have been seen as all bark and no bite.

An information operations campaign intended to 
split Kim and his leadership elite from their followers 
would include identifying Pyongyang as a prime mili-
tary target by extensive overt surveillance, countering 
the 1-a-match-for-100 slogan by displaying Ameri-
can military capabilities, and educating lower level 
military and civilian audiences on the gap between 
their deprivation and the hedonism of national elites. 
Because of the major information blackout, this would 
require satellite communication and shortwave radio. 
No information operations campaign against North 
Korea can proceed unilaterally, but must involve close 
coordination with U.S. allies in the region and the 
concurrence of the Republic of Korea.

There has been insufficient attention to informa-
tion warfare in dealing with adversaries and potential 
adversaries, thus leaving the information battlespace 
virtually uncontested. Actor-specific behavioral 
models are required to counter adversaries, from 
international terrorists to rogue states. One cannot 
fight adversaries who are not understood. And what 
deters one given adversary could incite another. The 
actor-specific behavioral models in turn should be 
the foundation for tailored psychological warfare 
programs, designed to sever the links between lead-
ers and their followers.

Implementing Complex Operations
Washington is a policy town. For many great 

issues, from the Marshall Plan to global warming, 
policy decisions are critical. But focusing on policy 
can lead to the notion that a decision taken is an 
action completed. In complex situations, this can 
be a dangerous assumption because it can limit 
understanding of time lags in what local people 
accept as reality to which they can react. Similarly, 
there is only beginning to be a focus on the need for 
the implementation of hundreds or thousands of 
subordinate actions that do not flow automatically 
from policy decisions.

One example of the illusionary quality of policy 
is the lag time between fiscal decisions and their 
impact in the field. The Bush administration decided 
to recommend additional funding for Afghanistan’s 
economic development in 2006. The recommenda-
tion, divided into a base budget and supplemental 
request, went to Congress in 2007. Votes occurred 
in the summer and autumn and funds were released 
to the U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID) and the Embassy in Kabul. For road work, 
for example, contracts had to be awarded, engineer-
ing studies written, and so forth. In many areas, 
winter halted construction. Dirt could not fly until 
spring 2008—18 months after the decision, which is 
a long time in war. Finding ways to move funds more 
quickly is a recurring problem in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and other contingencies. It is a problem that will oc-
cur again unless more thought is given to solving it.

Another implementation issue is planning. Much 
has been said about the missed opportunity for 
greater prewar planning on Iraq. But a second area 
of tension is largely unstudied—namely, between the 
need to plan and need to act. The Afghan war could 
not have been foreseen before September 11, 2001, 
and once it began there was no time for detailed 
planning. Reconstruction needs were huge; in many 
cases, new construction was required since nothing 
was there beforehand. International knowledge of 
the country was fragmentary and telling the Afghans 
to wait a year or two for a plan was unacceptable. 
Performance had to begin with planning following 
behind. This meant that plans would change as the 
knowledge grew and mistakes were discovered.

The Office of Management and Budget pressed for 
a comprehensive, 5-year development plan, but there 
were two major problems. First, there was no way of 
realistically gauging what other donors would do in 
the out years, and resources might have to be shifted 
to cover their projects if they did not perform. The 
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second problem was that needs were seen differ-
ently as lessons were being learned. At the outset, 
infrastructure was not made a high priority. Then the 
requirement for a major ring road around the country 
became obvious. Later, a series of secondary roads 
were seen as basic building blocks in economic devel-
opment. By 2006, the insurgency was growing and the 
need for tertiary roads in combat areas became more 
critical than earlier developmental criteria indicated. 
A long-term plan could have been written at any 
point along the way, but it would have been dated 
within 6 months. Under such conditions, planning 
must remain flexible, which is the antithesis of the 
kind of comprehensive plan that is usually called for.

When problems mount, certain proposals fre-
quently reoccur—they are not inherently wrong, 
but they overpromise. The most common of these 
proposals are the calls for a new strategy, for a single 
point of coordination, and for a wiring diagram of 
the chain of command to bring about improvements 
on the ground. Efforts to achieve such policy fixes 
to implementation problems waste a great deal of 
time that could have been better used to make real 
improvements.

The national need for clear strategic direction is 
an important responsibility of the President. But in 
multinational operations, agreed strategy is usually 
developed at a high level of generality. In strate-
gic planning in World War II, NATO strategy in 
Afghanistan, and international strategy in Bosnia, 
strategic direction were only the starting points, and 
rather general ones at that. The devil is in the details 
that must be sorted by national representatives on 
the ground, which include militaries, embassies, de-
velopment agencies, international organizations, sup-
port groups, and local government where it exists. 
Agreement in any capital on the major goals does not 
automatically lead to agreement on how to achieve 
them any more than it will at Cabinet level in the 
U.S. Government. Lack of agreement leads to wasted 
motion, work conducted at cross purposes, gaps in 
meeting essential needs, inefficient use of available 
resources, and a great deal of finger pointing.

The response to these problems is usually to 
call for a coordinator or single point of control. A 
designated senior person can help the situation, but 
less than is popularly supposed. National authori-
ties do not just salute and take orders. Development 
organizations in many countries do not report to 
foreign ministries, nor do they necessarily agree on 
priorities. Military commanders may be subordinate 
in theory to senior multinational commanders, but 

the latter must deal with nationally imposed limits 
on their forces, or caveats in NATO parlance. In 
addition to caveats, these commanders must consult 
their national headquarters before executing orders. 
Although senior-level coordinators may be helpful, 
they are not panaceas. Another concern is the chain 
of command. In Afghanistan, there is a particularly 
murky chain with some U.S. forces reporting to U.S. 
Central Command and others under NATO report-
ing to U.S. European Command, and some even 
reporting to both. And all of them have responsibili-
ties that overlap with the Ambassador.

The need for improvement is clearer than the 
solution. In Bosnia, Iraq, and Afghanistan, as well 
as more traditional peacekeeping missions, actions 
by the military influence what civilians accomplish, 
and the reverse is true as well. The military refusal to 
arrest war criminals in Bosnia undercut the civilian 
authorities. Lack of progress in development and 
effective government in Afghanistan complicates 
the military task. The point is simply that while 
improving the chain of command will help, it will 
not remove overlapping responsibilities. And when 
the operation is multinational, the problem increases 
geometrically.

There are many lessons about implementation 
that have been learned but generally not acted upon, 
including the following:

n Washington needs a different interactive process 
with the field. Strategic guidance needs to be clearer 
and micromanagement lessened. Differences be-
tween agencies need resolution. Often what happens 
is bureaucratic compromise and excessive manage-
ment of action plans instead of decisions taken to the 
President. Field views that should govern implemen-
tation are lost.

n Military and civilian leaders either have to reach 
comfortable working relationships, or Washington 
needs to replace leaders. Fruitful cooperation with 
successive military commanders in Afghanistan but 
disagreements in the early period of operations in 
Bosnia and Iraq were never resolved.

n The need to plan and implement simultaneously 
requires getting more staff and more qualified staff 
into the field quickly and keeping the numbers high 
enough, with good people, both to oversee project 
implementation and handle strategic planning. We 
continue to try to do both jobs with a staff adequate 
for only one of the two functions.

n USAID needs a substantially increased ability 
to move money faster. Accomplishing this will mean 
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many changes, but a few of the basic ones are more 
staff and more ability to contract directly with local 
contractors without ponderous, gigantic American 
umbrella contracts.

n We need a way to find money faster and shift it 
between needs. Our current process is designed for 
long-term debate with two exceptions: emergency 
relief and certain military funds, which have the twin 
result of involving the military more and more in 
economic operations for which they lack long-term 
competence while draining military manpower and 
attention from key warfighting tasks. Congress must 
be part of the solution since they hold the purse 
strings.

n Expand the staff of the Department of State (and 
USAID). Having more flexible tools and putting 
them in civilian hands only makes sense if there 
are hands to wield them; right now, there are not 
enough.

n Non-U.S. coordinators have a particular impor-
tance to improving operation coordination on the 
ground if they have the right personality, mandate, 
and staff. They are not a simple solution but have a 
role because they avoid the reactions that come if 
America is perceived as trying to run everything. 
Too often, the personality gets the focus but lacks the 
mandate and the resources. All three must be seen as 
a package or major mismatches between means and 
ends will continue.

Better implementation by itself is insufficient; 
it is just muddling through by another name. In 
principle, there is no reason that both policy and 
implementation cannot be done, although the reality 
is that it is not. The U.S. military is drawing lessons 
on using its capabilities on the ground, but the civil 
sector is behind. Neither Congress nor previous 
administrations have changed funding levels, legal 
authorities, or staffing to increase efficiency. Until 
policy direction and implementation are improved to 
provide authority and resources, these problems will 
continue.

Peace, Prosperity, and Partnership
To tackle crucial issues of national security, it is 

necessary to develop an overarching framework to 
bring together disparate elements of potential solu-
tions and organize them around the common aims 
of peace, prosperity, and partnership. After 8 years 
of polarizing foreign policy, the Nation must chart 
a fundamentally new course to maintain national 
security. Some may argue for a return to a more prag-

matic, interest-based approach to policymaking while 
other observers call for greater emphasis on soft or 
smart power as the best means of achieving national 
objectives. And still other perspectives cannot be 
discounted.

It is tempting to critique the Bush administra-
tion in the area of national security. But the reality 
is grim. Iraq and Afghanistan are failing states not 
salvageable by military force alone. Pakistan is fragile 
and hindered by a new government that cannot 
overcome past animosities and govern in its best 
interests. Moreover, Americans are ambivalent over 
the prospects of a different form of a cold war with 
China and Russia. The future of NATO hangs in the 
balance in Afghanistan and in the transformation 
from a military to a security-based alliance. Even in 

this hemisphere, the United States seems incapable 
of fashioning rational policies toward its neighbors 
whether in reforming immigration statutes, fighting 
narcotraffickers, or normalizing relations with Cuba. 
And the concern over the health of the domestic 
economy—given the crises in the banking, mortgage, 
and investment sectors—often relegates foreign 
policy to the political back-burner.

Virtually every international organization created 
to improve security, including economic develop-
ment, arose either from World War II or in the early 
years of the Cold War. The UN, NATO, the World 
Bank, and other mature institutions were designed 
in, as well as for, a bygone era. Whether these aging 
organizations can be modernized, redirected, or 
supplanted presents a global challenge for the 21st 
century.

Railway workers and police examine debris of destroyed train at Madrid’s 
Atocha station, March 2004
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Despite the harshness of this assessment, the 
United States has opportunities to exploit. First, it 
can adopt global and regional instead of bilateral 
approaches to conducting foreign and defense policy. 
For example, Iraq cannot be secured without regional 
cooperation. Neither Afghanistan nor Pakistan can 
become stable unless both states tackle their common 
threats. And dealing with the nuclear weapons ambi-
tions of Iran will require other powers to be coopted 
in this process. Hence, cooperation by states, interna-
tional organizations, and nongovernmental organiza-
tions is crucial. That demands a global perspective, 
with effective outreach to regional components.

A new administration offers the opportunity to 
restore American prestige, influence, and reputation. 
Discarding past shibboleths such as the global war on 
terror and the with-us-or-against-us mentality is cru-
cial to changing the perception of the United States 
throughout the world. Developing a viable strategic 
communications plan to explain American policy 
will be vital in this effort, which is something that the 
Bush administration failed to accomplish.

It will be necessary to harness governmental assets 
as well as appropriate resources from the private sec-
tor to advance foreign and defense policy. This also 
will require incorporating allies, friends, and other 
states, as well as nongovernmental organizations. 
Unilateral action has a place, but multilateralism in 
the broadest sense must become the new watchword. 
With new leaders in many capitals of the world, 
opportunities exist to either improve or restore 
relations. There are also opportunities in the fact 
that virtually every nation has major common and 
shared interests. No state wants nuclear war, not even 
Iran. None supports ruining the environment or 
destroying the planet. Few states advocate terrorism, 
although the definition of what actually constitutes 
terror is not universally accepted. By identifying 
shared interests and building on them as a basis for 
foreign and defense policy, America should create 
new or exploit old opportunities.

The United States and its allies and friends are for-
tunate in having very capable populations. The issue 
is mobilizing them to serve. This is something that 
the military has done although the strain of constant 
deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan is taking a toll. 
The Nation must find a way to galvanize the public 
resolve and use it. People have been, are, and will be 
the most precious national asset. Too often govern-
ments only give lip service to this reality.

Before laying out a framework and strategy for 
foreign and defense policy, an assessment of the hier-

archy of challenges, choices, and priorities is crucial. 
Obviously, debate over each item is warranted, but 
some consensus can be reached over the major issues 
that will shape the future even if dealing with each 
one may spark sharply different opinions of how to 
proceed.

Four categories apply to the hierarchy of chal-
lenges, choices, and priorities. First, there are some 
issues that are common to or shared by states. A 
state is an entity with a duly constituted govern-
ment that adheres to the rule of law and has rational 
leadership, though not always defined in American 
terms. Iran and North Korea would be considered 
states. Common interests fall into this category. The 
next category contains issues common to both allies 
and friends beyond the shared interests. The third 
category includes unique issues that reflect unilateral 
preferences or dictates arising from specific laws or 
domestic constituencies. Finally, there is a category of 
issues that are important to others but that can gener-
ate indifference, ignorance, or disagreement. Parts 
of the Arab and Islamic world fall into this category, 
where a clash of values and cultures frequently arises 
over misperception or misunderstanding can lead to 
conflict. In some cases, the United States assigns little 
or no legitimacy or rationality to opposing views and 
attitudes.

It will be necessary to deal with the environment, 
climate change, population, resources, regional insta-
bility, weapons of mass destruction, radical extrem-
ism, and so forth. What is important is that most of 
these issues are linked, and the solutions to one set 
have consequences for the others that too often are 
ignored. The conclusion is that policies and solutions 
must be comprehensive. An example of comprehen-
siveness is found in the way combatant commanders 
execute their responsibilities. The Unified Com-
mand Plan established 10 geographic and functional 
commands: U.S. Northern Command (homeland 
defense), U.S. Southern Command (Latin America), 
U.S. Central Command (Greater Middle East), U.S. 
European Command (Europe, Russia, and former 
Soviet republics), U.S. Pacific Command (Asia), U.S. 
Africa Command, U.S. Joint Forces Command (trans-
formation, doctrine, training, and experimentation), 
U.S. Special Operations Command, U.S. Strategic 
Command, and U.S. Transportation Command. 

U.S. Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM) is a 
case in point. USSOUTHCOM has few warfighting 
responsibilities, although it is waging the so-called 
war on drugs. Its major task is preventing conflicts 
and crises before they erupt. But because prevention 



493GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

competitive Strategies for u.S. Engagement

cuts across many agencies of government and the 
military tool is insufficient alone, USSOUTHCOM 
has reorganized to reflect interagency staffing in which 
the Departments of State, Justice, and Commerce and 
the Drug Enforcement Administration bring more 
relevant expertise and resources for dealing with the 
issues than does the Department of Defense.

Another example of the comprehensive approach 
can be found in NATO and its failure so far to 
engage in Afghanistan for reasons that go beyond 
the jurisdiction or mandate of the Alliance. NATO 
is basically in charge of the security sector, aiding 
and assisting the Afghan government in dealing with 
insurgency. But the country will only succeed with a 
functioning and legitimate government that provides 
basic services such as law and order, enfranchise-
ment, employment, education, electricity, and water 
while tackling rampant corruption, crime, and the 
drug trade. A comprehensive plan to embrace these 
issues with clear responsibilities assigned and the 
means to establish accountability is essential. That 
has not happened and is a crucial reason why after 
nearly 7 years of conflict, Afghanistan has been un-
able to achieve internal stability.

The construct of peace, prosperity, and partner-
ship seeks to achieve peace, which is defined as an 
absence of violence and the presence of stability, and 
prosperity, which means enhancing standards of liv-
ing, through global, regional, and bilateral partner-
ships. With the proliferation of nongovernmental 
organizations, alliances, and other forms of interna-
tional cooperation, great utility and promise rest in 
exploiting, integrating, and putting to better use an 
appropriate mix of these organizations committed to 
enhancing the goals of peace and prosperity.

While the United States once regarded itself as 
the sole superpower and drew on its power to lead 
the free world, it is time to abandon that position. 
Instead, because of its strength, America might 
become the great facilitator and enabler in forging 
new relationships even in areas where it may not be 
directly engaged or involved. Three examples dem-
onstrate how this can and should be done: the NATO 
Alliance, maritime partnerships, and West Africa.

Politically, NATO is foundering. Of its 28 mem-
bers, a majority opposes U.S. engagement in Iraq, 
fears that Washington might attack Iran, and is 
divided over Afghanistan. Strategically and structur-
ally, NATO faces two dilemmas. The first involves 
the heart of the Alliance, Article V, which regards an 
attack against one as an attack against all members. 
Understood in the days of the Cold War as a military 

strike by the Soviet Union into Europe, it is unclear 
what an attack would constitute today. On Septem-
ber 12, 2001, NATO invoked Article V for the first 
time after attacks on the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon. But after Estonia was hit by a cyber attack 
that disrupted much of its electronics sector, no such 
invocation occurred. Even had it been clear that the 
perpetrator was a state, it is uncertain whether it was 
covered under Article V. The other dilemma involves 
Russia in the wake of the expansion of the Alliance 
after the Cold War. The establishment of the NATO-
Russia Council was merely a palliative. Moscow’s 
rising influence in an oil-hungry global community 
is unmistakable, as is its willingness to flex its muscle 
to the detriment of some NATO Allies. Russia is 
something the Alliance cannot defer indefinitely.

NATO’s 60th anniversary in 2009 offers a great 
opportunity to interact with other security orga-
nizations, an activity that the United States can 
facilitate. It has begun outreach in the Middle East, 
Mediterranean, Australia, and Japan. The Shanghai 
Cooperative Organization, which consists of China, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan, with India, Pakistan, and Iran as observ-
ers, is an ideal objective. It would give the Alliance 
global reach through the exchange of observers and 
information, multinational contingency planning, 
and even joint military exercises.

Another example is maritime partnerships, which 
involve the U.S. Navy in a voluntary system of ex-
changing information at sea that could be expanded 
to coordinated operations from countering piracy 
to rescue and humanitarian missions. States can 
participate as much or little as they wish. But the net 
result would be a maritime security system that can 
be applied to a variety of tasks.

Finally, there is the Gulf of Guinea initiative in 
West Africa that was conceived by U.S. European 
Command and now is being conducted under the 
auspices of U.S. Africa Command. It assists local 
states in building a maritime regime to secure the 
energy infrastructure, including protection of the 
sealanes, with indigenous resources to provide both 
surveillance and at-sea capability.

The United States desperately needs a new national 
security strategy. Peace, prosperity, and partnership 
are the keystones of such a strategy: the global and 
regional appreciation of security, multilateral rather 
than bilateral preferences, and genuine humility in 
conducting security affairs. The challenges that the 
Nation faces are enormous, but the opportunities are 
extraordinary. gsa
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Introduction

Global Strategic Assessment 2009:
America’s Security Role in a Changing World

By Patrick M. Cronin

A lthough the United States cannot afford to 
be the world’s exclusive security guarantor, 
the world is ill prepared for U.S. retrench-

ment. This Global Strategic Assessment offers a 
conceptual pathway for U.S. policymakers to begin 
recalibrating America’s security role to reverse what 
has appeared to be a widening gap between U.S. 
ends and means, now and in the future. Interna-
tional security requires U.S. active engagement, but 
the character of that engagement is changing along 
with the global environment. Worldwide trends 
suggest that the United States will increasingly 
have to approach complex challenges and surprises 
through wider and more effective partnerships and 
more integrated strategies. This volume explains the 
complex security environment and how in par-
ticular the United States can begin the process of 
strategic adaptation.

Complexity is the watchword of our century. 
This assessment should be a healthy reminder of 
just how complex—and dangerous—a world we 
live in. That complexity was encapsulated by the 
Greek poet Archilochus, who said that the fox 
knows many things but the hedgehog had only one 
big idea. During the previous administration, the 
United States conflated security under the umbrella 
of a “global war on terror” and focused on a single 
big idea. Thus, in this volume a central idea, if not 
an organizing principle, is that the United States 
will have to be as clever as the fox, keeping its eye 
on multiple challenges and taking care not to exert 
its finite resources on any single problem. Prepar-
ing for and dealing with such profound complexity 
requires particular capabilities, approaches, and 
proclivities: cultural, developmental, experiential, 
technical, organizational, political, and operational. 

These attributes can be selected, cultivated, and 
enhanced, and it seems that they will have to be if 
we are to survive, let alone succeed.

This book attempts to bridge the gap between 
theory and praxis, but it is not a policy blueprint. 
As suggested above, its overriding message is to em-
phasize global complexity and America’s vital yet 
limited role in coping with that complexity. Some 
critics of this volume will hew to a traditional view 
of security and the world, claiming that the threats 
are far more straightforward and the world quite 
predictable. Indeed, the world of tomorrow will 
carry on with a great deal of continuity. It is also 
fair to say that this volume tries harder to identify 
change than highlight that continuity. Even so, the 
gist of this research, undertaken by 125 scholars, 
suggests that policymakers and analysts are only 
beginning to come to terms with the uncertain, 
complex world in which we operate. For instance, 
too little systematic thought has been given to the 
interactions between state and nonstate actors, 
between economics and security, and in the “global 
commons.” Moreover, to the extent that officials 
and analysts are able to stay on top of global trends, 
they also realize that our prescriptions, policies, and 
strategies tend to lag woefully behind them.

Today’s world is marked by the uneasy coexistence 
between traditional geopolitics and ever-widening 
globalization. A fundamental question undergirding 
this volume is how the United States can best use 
its essential and yet insufficient influence in a world 
marked by both rising state power centers and the 
devolution of power into the hands of more nonstate 
actors. Clearly, there is no simple prescription for the 
problem of how the United States can best exert its 
influence in this dynamic security landscape. Even 
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so, the breadth of threats, challenges, and oppor-
tunities that may surface in the coming years will 
require a comprehensive approach that utilizes the 
full continuum of power—be it hard, soft, smart, 
dumb, or fuzzy. Complexity should not be an excuse 
for ignoring clear, urgent, and obvious dangers, but 
responses to those threats must better assess the side 
effects and opportunity costs of neglecting the full 
array of challenges confronting the United States and 
the world. In short, there is no substitute for making 
conscious choices within a grand strategic perspec-
tive: the world cannot afford for us to be narrow, 
near-sighted, or parochial.

Safeguarding U.S. national interests and global 
security is complex and uncertain today and is 
only likely to become more so tomorrow. This 
volume provides departure points for reflecting 
on challenges, considering remedies, and manag-
ing complexity. It is designed to serve the broadest 
possible community, from officials in the Obama 
administration and across the U.S. national security 
community, to elite and public audiences around 
the world.

There are three sections: first, an overview 
of eight broad trends shaping the international 
security environment; second, a global analysis of 
the world’s seven regions, to consider important 
developments in their distinctive neighborhoods; 
and, third, an examination of prospective U.S. 
contributions, military capabilities and force struc-
ture, national security organization, alliances and 
partnerships, and strategies. Every chapter contains 
at least five succinct essays designed to assess a par-
ticular issue and its implications. Thus, while the 20 
chapters reflect more than 125 separate issues, they 
all contribute to a general framework from which 
policymakers may initiate discussions.

Section I considers eight strategic trends shaping 
both near- and long-term challenges and oppor-
tunities. Economic and political power is shifting; 
technology is altering political and social patterns 
of behavior; energy and the environment are loom-
ing as larger long-term drivers of security than in 
the past; permanent fragile states and nonstate ac-
tors are creating new dimensions to what had once 
been seen by many as a big-power chessboard; and 
the proliferation of weapons and hybrid warfare 
are likely to change the character of conflict in the 
future. The world seems stuck in a constant tussle 
between geopolitics and globalization, between 
classic state-power contests for competition and 
cooperation, and emerging dynamics in which 

the good and ill effects of globalization take on 
heightened importance. Policymakers will have to 
seek the best balance between these traditional and 
emerging forces.

Section II provides seven regional surveys that 
highlight the rich and distinctive issues, uncertain-
ties, competitions, and partnerships that character-
ize each region of the world. Trends may be global, 
but they affect and shape each region in different 
ways. Moreover, each region appears to have largely 
local domestic and regional concerns, even while 
increasingly intersecting with other regions and 
global security issues. As for which countries will 
contribute to regional and international security, 
there is an obvious gap between the array of chal-
lenges transcending narrow national interests and 
the level of contributions most countries are mak-
ing. Again, policymakers will have to find a balance 
between local and regional priorities on the one 
hand and more global and transnational issues on 
the other.

Finally, Section III focuses more directly on the 
implications of global and regional trends for U.S. 
policy. The complex environment poses a potent 
set of challenges for how the administration of 
President Barack Obama seeks to exert America’s 
significant yet finite power to safeguard against a 
diverse set of traditional and modern threats and 
challenges, while also seizing as many opportuni-
ties as possible to build more durable, peaceful, and 
collaborative solutions for the 21st century. In his 
first months in office, President Obama demon-
strated a keen ability to change the basic narrative 
of the United States, placing it in a far less confron-
tational stance with most of the world, and showing 
a willingness to give greater weight to local and 
multilateral solutions.

Although this project was largely accomplished 
before the beginning of the Obama administration, 
we know from the first months of its tenure that in 
many ways the United States has turned the page on 
its style and narrative in many parts of the world. 
At the same time, it should be obvious that while 
diplomacy and rhetoric can provide an important 
new beginning, the hard work of seeking security, 
building support, and implementing whole-of-
government solutions across a vast number of 
complex challenges is a never-ending business. The 
administration has not only embraced the “3 Ds” of 
diplomacy, development, and defense, but has also 
recognized that many broad security issues are in-
terwoven with the “3 Es” of economics, energy, and 
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the environment. Other issues, such as democracy 
and human rights, cannot be divorced from secu-
rity, whether concerning the future course of Iran 
or the difficulties democracies have in waging pro-
tracted counterinsurgencies without losing popular 
support or straying from democratic values.

Albert Einstein once said that given an hour 
to save the world, he would devote 59 minutes to 
thinking about the problem and 1 minute to resolv-
ing it. This volume hews to that advice by allowing 
some 125 expert authors to contribute to a portrait 
of the world that pays homage to the breadth and 
diversity of issues driving tomorrow’s security en-
vironment in an accessible and constructive way. It 
presents a coherent whole, but it does not attempt to 
speak with one voice. The breadth of this approach 
is meant to provide decisionmakers with a full 
palette of the circumstances that they face and the 
options to consider.

This Global Strategic Assessment provides a 
purposefully broad point of departure for many 
national security functions: subsequent analysis, 
interagency coordination, policy derivation, coali-
tion-building, reorganization, long-range planning, 
and operations. The need for broader U.S. strategic 
thinking is obvious to me and to my colleagues at 
the Institute for National Strategic Studies (INSS) 
at the National Defense University. But equally 
important is the need to mobilize partners, conduct 
serious planning, integrate a rich variety of disci-
plines and actors, follow through on implementa-
tion, and then assess actions with an appreciation 
of history. And all of these steps must then, in 
turn, inform our education and training. No single 
essay in the full collection ever provides the depth 
that some experts require. Instead, the attempt is 
to cover enough issues and areas of the world to 
review the intricacies of global security. In so doing, 
it makes an obvious case for all-of-government and 
coalition-based solutions. Again, this assessment is 
not a policy treatise, but it does set out the terms of 
the debate as a first step to confronting challenges, 
exploiting opportunities, and keeping the United 
States secure.

This should be a familiar process: on the modern 
battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan, a deep and 
sober understanding of what U.S. and coalition 
forces faced had to emerge before any hope of a 
comprehensive and successful strategy was possible. 
The Global Strategic Assessment aspires to get this 
strategic learning process off the battlefield to the 
maximum extent possible and appropriate.

The challenges are great, but so are the opportu-
nities. The world is changing, but the United States 
still has the greatest capacity to cope with these 
vicissitudes, to lead global responses, and to make 
the world a safer place. Many of the trends are posi-
tive, and the contributions of issues as diverse as 
the information revolution and advances in the life 
sciences are bringing greater overall good than ill to 
humankind. Even so, in a volume focused on secu-
rity risks, it would be a dereliction of duty to avoid 
difficult questions about better ways to manage the 
challenges emerging even from positive trends.

In addition to the elaborate interrelatedness of 
international security, this Global Strategic As-
sessment should remind the reader of the endur-
ing realities of American power. There is nothing 
permanent about the U.S. global security role, and 
there are no guarantees in international security, 
but no other nation has America’s unique attri-
butes: a global zeal to make the world a better place; 
potent expeditionary forces to project power on all 
continents and oceans; a large and open economy; 
and a diverse and ever-changing society built 
on freedom and the rule of law. As the Nation is 
refocusing its foreign policy on diplomatic rather 
than military capabilities, the fact remains that 
formidable military power has supercharged our 
diplomacy and remains key to providing the Obama 
administration with far more purchase than other 
countries. Whether through settled or ad hoc col-
lective security arrangements, no other country ap-
pears ready to mobilize its instruments of power to 
address threats posed by state and nonstate actors. 
Even as American power measured as a percentage 
of the global economy has declined, its compara-
tive advantage in terms of hard military power has 
expanded.

Although the weight of these diverse essays may 
leave some wondering about America’s future, 
there is inherent in this document a good deal of 
optimism: that problems can be resolved or at least 
better managed; that a more humble America that 
is more sensitive to diverse views from around the 
world is ready to work together with others; and 
that for America’s relative decline in perceived and 
actual influence, perhaps, there is every reason to 
believe that the United States will remain a power-
ful and unique contributor—only one, to be sure—
to global security.

The effort embodied in this Global Strategic As-
sessment harkens back to the origins of INSS, which 
was established 25 years ago by then–Chairman 
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of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Jack Vessey, 
who understood long before whole-of-government 
approaches became fashionable that planning and 
assessment needed to take full advantage of diverse 
expertise, cutting-edge research, and a blend 
of civil-military teamwork. As General Vessey 
mentioned in early 2009: “the [geographic and 
functional commanders in chief] were construct-
ing our war plans in basement rooms around the 
world with, except for Stratcom [U.S. Strategic 
Command], staffs equipped with #2 pencils and 
yellow foolscap.” Responding to the inherent chal-
lenge presented by General Vessey, INSS published 
a series of annual assessments over the last decade. 
In 2008, the Office of the Secretary of Defense asked 
the Institute to prepare another assessment that 
would provide a broad and diverse understanding 
of the international security environment in the 
decade ahead, specifically designed for use early in 
the term of the new President. It is a great privilege 
to be able to share this volume with the widest pos-
sible audience. gsa
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Section I
Adapting to Eight Global Challenges

Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates (right) and British Defence Secretary John Hutton talk during the non-NATO International 
Security Assistance Force meeting in Krakow, Poland, February 2009.
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A D A P T I N G  T O  e I G h T  G L O B A L  C h A L L e N G e S

O ver the coming decade and beyond, world 
leaders will face enormously complex global 
security challenges. A mixture of endur-

ing and emerging threats and challenges will mean 
that policymakers are increasingly operating in terra 
incognito. The United States and other states will 
have to adapt to eight broad trends driving the future 
security environment:

n a global redistribution of economic power from 
the West to the “Rest”

n the partial emergence of a multipolar world
n an information revolution that leaves modern 

societies vulnerable
n the acceleration of an energy and environmental 

security tipping point
n the mounting challenges emanating from many 

fragile states and ungoverned spaces
n the increasingly transnational dimensions of 

terrorism
n the changing character of conflict from conven-

tional to irregular and hybrid warfare
n the potential further spread of nuclear and 

biological weapons.

First, a global redistribution of economic power 
is under way. The subprime mortgage crisis, the 

Wall Street meltdown, the temporary freezing of 
credit markets, and the reverberations around global 
markets are all reminders that economic power is the 
bedrock of sustainable military and political power. 
Much of the past 500 years of history has been domi-
nated by the rise of the West, including the Industrial 
Revolution. More recently, however, economic power 
has shifted increasingly to “the Rest,” especially Asia. 
Nations that had spent decades on the periphery of the 
global economic and trading system, including China, 
are now critical production centers. Capital is flowing 
out of emerging nations and into the developed world 
and is being used to recapitalize the rich nations’ foun-
dering banking systems. Even while the Group of 7 or 
8 is being enlarged if not overtaken by an emerging 
Group of 20, there are also roughly a billion people in 
some 60 countries, mainly but not exclusively in sub-
Saharan Africa, who are being left behind.

Second, it is fashionable to point to the declining 
influence of the United States over the past decade 
and in the decades ahead. The world is no longer 
bipolar, as it was during the Cold War’s East-West 
divide, although concerns about the durability of 
major power peace are far from dormant. It is not 
unipolar, with the United States a sole superpower 
convincing other powers to coalesce around Wash-
ington’s agenda. But it is also not truly multipolar, 

Traders deal in crude oil futures pit at New York Mercantile Exchange Head of Zimbabwe’s Movement for Democratic Change 
announces launch of fund to help displaced victims of 
political violence
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with political power residing in the hands of several 
world capitals attempting to preserve global order. 
Many of the emerging or resurgent powers—includ-
ing China, Russia, India, and Brazil—either lack the 
desire to assume the mantle of global management 
or do not enjoy a seat at the international high table. 
Meanwhile, there are increasingly global and trans-
national challenges—from nuclear proliferation and 
climate change to terrorism and global poverty—that 
make national security interdependent with global se-
curity. In short, the post–World War II international 
security system is in transition, with the key question 
being, “Toward what?”

A third global trend centers on the informa-
tion revolution and technology. Modern network 
technologies are shifting power to the edge, allowing 
decentralized networked groups to compete with 
hierarchical structures. The globalization of commu-
nications and computing infrastructure is allowing 
nonstate groups—including terrorists, criminal orga-
nizations, antiglobalization movements, pernicious 
hackers, and others—to directly threaten national 
security and international stability. Three trends in 
this information revolution are particularly relevant 
to strategic concerns: ubiquitous connectivity, trans-
parency, and cyber warfare. In 2008, the number of 
people owning a cell phone exceeded the number of 
people who did not. It was only a few years ago when 
half of the world had never heard a dial tone. Ubiq-
uitous and instantaneous communications are also 
increasing global transparency; it is not clear how 
anything on the future urban battlefield can be kept 

secret for longer than it takes to establish a cell phone 
connection. But modern information technology and 
Internet systems are increasingly vulnerable to cyber 
attack, and new complexities make cyber attack both 
increasingly possible and hard to trace.

Fourth, the emerging energy system is far more 
complex and global than the industrial-era system 
that it is slowly replacing. Today, when security 
planners talk about energy security, they are as likely 
to be referring to carbon emissions and diminishing 
water supplies as energy self-reliance and afford-
able oil. Moreover, the energy and environmental 
security problems that are emerging are increasingly 
beyond the ability of any single country to control. 
Significant increases in the price of oil have weak-
ened the global economy, contributed to a sharp 
rise in global food prices, and transferred trillions of 
dollars to autocratic oil-exporting regimes. Energy 
diplomacy has become increasingly confrontational 
as states jockey for control of gas and oil markets and 
pipelines. Meanwhile, concerns about pollution and 
greenhouse gases have strained diplomatic relations 
with other nations and are forcing fundamental 
changes in energy policy. Water is another critical 
resource. China has more than 22 percent of the 
world’s population and only 8 percent of the world’s 
fresh water; water shortages are causing rising food 
prices and migration. In India, urban water demand 
is expected to double and industrial demand to triple 
by 2025. And in the Middle East, between 1985 and 
2005, the overall per capita fresh water availability 
was cut in half and was expected to be cut in half 
again well before 2025.

Members of Internet Corporation for Assigned Names 
and Numbers, the key Internet oversight agency, relaxed 
rules to permit new domain names

Brazilian police guard raft loaded with logs illegally cut during govern-
ment’s fight against deforestation in the Amazon
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Fifth, since 9/11, fragile states and ungoverned 
spaces have risen in stature as a serious challenge 
to security. Everywhere, it seems, the nation-state is 
under siege: from below by aggrieved national groups 
pressing upward; from above by international bodies 
and global advocacy groups; and from the side by 
global society’s empowered private actors, both licit 

and illicit. There is no easy answer to state weakness 
and no surefire way to build effective states. Oversim-
plification of cause-and-effect relationships between 
weak states as a group and the universe of “spillover” 
threats often attributed to them forms a poor basis 
for public policy decisionmaking. Even so, fragile 
states may aid and abet a host of other problems, 
from piracy in the Gulf of Aden and Strait of Malacca, 
to trafficking in illegal commodities, to incubating 
terrorism and pandemics. Indeed, a nation-state’s ca-
pacity to govern effectively faces no stiffer test than its 
ability to manage infectious diseases crises. Pandemics 
require unprecedented multiagency communication, 
expertise, and collaboration at the state, regional, 
and international levels, all of which are crucial for 
containment of the disease and mitigation of its conse-
quences. A growing need to address state weakness 
seems a likely bet for the next half-century.

A sixth trend relates to transnational move-
ments and terrorism. National and international 
security now involves nonstate actors to an extent 
unprecedented in modern history. Transnational 
movements and substate actors have tremendous 
power both to contribute to the greater good and 
to bring about violence. The most prominent such 

threat arises from transnational Salafi jihadism, of 
which al Qaeda is the standard bearer. Al Qaeda and 
likeminded groups boast as members only a fraction 
of 1 percent of the 91 million Muslims who could 
have potentially celebrated the events of September 
11, 2001. While familiarity with al Qaeda tends 
to breed contempt, there remains a great concern 
about terrorists acquiring and using weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD). Successful responses to 
and prevention of this emerging threat will probably 
have to be designed as an all-of-society or whole-
of-government approach. Ironically, our greatest 
strength—military power—has become our greatest 
liability because extensive use of military power can 
help to mobilize Muslims to become Salafi jihadists. 
Our most important partners are Muslims, and we 
will have to continue to find ways to support ongoing 
Muslim efforts to marginalize the Salafi jihadist ide-
ology across the Islamic world while taking prudent 
actions to inhibit catastrophic terrorism.

Seventh, the character of war is changing. The 
most complex challenges of the future could involve 
synergies from the simultaneous application of 
multiple modes of war. The most capable opponents 
may seek to pursue what has been called hybrid 
warfare—the combination of conventional, ir-
regular, and catastrophic forms of warfare. We have 
certainly seen a recent revival of irregular warfare, 
and not only in Iraq and Afghanistan. For instance, 
during the 34-day-long war in southern Lebanon in 
2006, Hizballah demonstrated the ability of a non-
state actor to discern the vulnerabilities of Western-
style militaries by mixing an organized political 

United Nations personnel help displaced persons return to homes in 
Pristina, Kosovo

Pigeons scatter as Taj Hotel burns during terror attacks 
in Mumbai, India, November 2008
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movement with decentralized cells employing adap-
tive tactics in zones outside the local government’s 
control. Hizballah, like the jihadist defenders in the 
battles of Fallujah, Iraq, during April and November 
of 2004, skillfully exploited the urban terrain to 
create ambushes, evade detection, and hold strong 
defensive fortifications in close proximity to non-
combatants. But this does not mean that traditional 
forces are irrelevant—far from it. Beyond the resur-
gence of ground forces with respect to wars such as 
those in Iraq and Afghanistan, trends suggest that 
the importance of seapower in relation to the global 
economy is growing. Similarly, it can be argued that 
airpower’s ability to contribute to the course and 
outcome of combat operations at the higher end of 
the conflict spectrum is also expanding. Meanwhile, 
at the lower end of the conflict spectrum, complex 
operations and humanitarian problems have been 
constant companions of military operations in the 
past two decades, and this trend is likely to continue 
in the coming decades, requiring new blends of mili-
tary and civilian forces acting together.

An eighth trend shaping tomorrow’s security 
environment is WMD proliferation. Our worst fears 
regarding the proliferation and use of nuclear weap-
ons have not been realized to date, but important 
developments have made it increasingly possible that 
nuclear or biological weapons may be used in the 
next half-century. The absence of catastrophic WMD 
use is the most positive trend of recent years, and 
everything should be done to preserve it. As disrup-
tive and costly as the 2001 anthrax letters incident 
proved, only 5 people are known to have died and 
22 to have sustained injury. North Korea became the 

first state ever to withdraw from the Nuclear Non-
proliferation Treaty regime, and the path ahead for 
denuclearizing the Korean Peninsula remains long 
and treacherous. Iran’s continued highly enriched 
uranium program has made it a virtual threshold 
nuclear power, and it is believed to be capable of 
building a nuclear weapon within the next several 
years should it so choose. We can prevent a second 
nuclear age, and perhaps an expansion of a costly 
proliferation of military platforms in space, but it 
will take considerable effort. In the meantime, and 
more ominously, we still do not fully understand 
how the rapid advances in biological and chemical 
science and technology will change the landscape 
for biological and chemical weapons. The nature of 
life sciences is such that even a few individuals could 
inflict untold damage if armed with the right uncon-
ventional weapon. gsa

U.S. Navy SEAL trainee in close quarters combat exercise 
at Naval Special Warfare Center, Campo, California

North Korean soldier monitors South Korean side of 
border at Panmunjom
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E conomic power is the bedrock of sustainable 
military and political power. The severity 
and expected duration of the financial crisis 

that gripped the world in 2008 make it all the more 
imperative to understand the national security 
implications of U.S. and global economic trends. This 
chapter focuses on selected economic issues from a 
broad strategic perspective. The topics are diverse, 
ranging from extreme poverty to high finance, but 
together they illustrate a key theme of this study: the 
global redistribution of power.

The chapter begins with a definition of economic 
power and an exploration of its use and limits. It 
continues with a historical overview of the rise of the 
West, beginning with the Industrial Revolution, and 
the subsequent shift of economic power from the 
West to “the Rest,” mainly Asia. Along the way, liv-
ing standards on average have vastly improved, and 
new sources of wealth have arisen. Globalization has 
greatly accelerated these positive trends, but it has 
also created new sources of instability.

The third and fourth segments and a sidebar 
analyze one of these sources of instability: the rapidly 
changing world of finance. A sound and prospering 
financial system is an indispensable foundation of 
economic (and therefore military) power, but the size 
and speed of borderless financial markets far outstrip 
the resources available to slow-moving national 
governments and international institutions. As the 
current financial crisis has shown so vividly, the 
speed of global financial flows exposes participating 
economies to sudden job losses and extreme volatil-
ity in equity markets. 

Nowhere is the global redistribution of economic 
power more evident than in the world of finance. 
Although the role of governments remains crucial, 
the size and speed of private transactions mean that 
financial power has largely shifted from public enti-
ties to the private sector. In addition, a role reversal 
has occurred: financial institutions in the developing 
world have helped rescue Western banks and finan-
cial institutions. As of late 2008, China had accumu-

Chapter 1
The Global Redistribution of  
Economic Power

Trader reacts to activities on floor of Indonesia Stock Exchange
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lated almost $2 trillion of foreign exchange reserves, 
out of a world total of about $7.3 trillion. Taken 
together, Taiwan, India, South Korea, Singapore, and 
Hong Kong accounted for another trillion. 

Although the fundamental strengths of the U.S. 
economy are still in place, American-style capitalism 
has suffered a loss of prestige. The subprime mort-
gage crisis of 2007–2008, the Wall Street meltdown 
that began in September 2008, the collapse or near-
bankruptcy of hallowed firms, the freezing of credit 
markets, the massive size of proposed bailouts, and 
the gyrations of stock markets around the world—
all complicated by a U.S. Presidential transition—
damaged U.S. economic power and thus undermined 
Washington’s global influence.

The fifth section of the chapter, on economic 
security, documents another source of instability: 
poverty. Within the developing world, economic 
success is accruing to some countries but not to oth-
ers. Roughly 1 billion people in some 60 countries, 
mainly but not exclusively in sub-Saharan Africa, are 
being left behind. Some of these countries are subject 
to repeated civil wars; some provide havens for non-
traditional threats to U.S. national security, such as 
terrorism, illegal trafficking, and pandemic disease; 
and some generate calls for humanitarian interven-
tion. The analysis concludes with several policy rec-
ommendations and a plea for the more coordinated 
use of military and civilian instruments.

The chapter ends with a look at one U.S. reaction 
to the redistribution of economic power away from 
the West: protectionism. With the U.S. economy 
slowing to a crawl, trade is virtually the only source 
of growth. Measures to restrict trade and investment 
inflict damage on not only the American economy, 
but also U.S. power and influence. Vigorous and 
farsighted leadership will be required to reverse this 
trend and strengthen America’s ability to lead.

What Is Economic Power?
There is general agreement that in the 21st century, 

economic power is an important strategic asset. But 
what is economic power? How is it changing? And 
how can it be measured?

Economic power can be broadly defined as the 
ability to control or influence the behavior of others 
through the deliberate and politically motivated use 
of economic assets. National economic power implies 
that a government is in a position to use, offer, or 
withhold such assets even when they are in private 
hands (for example, by mandating trade embar-
goes or imposing controls on exports to targeted 

countries). In fact, the exercise of economic power 
may well have economic costs because almost by 
definition it entails interfering with decisions made 
for economic reasons.

Economic power can also be thought of as the 
ability to resist external control or influence because 
dependence on external suppliers is sufficiently 
diverse to preclude vulnerability to outside pres-
sure. The United States, for instance, imports about 
two-thirds of its oil from foreign sources and is thus 
vulnerable to oil exporters as a group (although not 
to any one country). But what is sometimes forgot-
ten is that sellers need markets. If the United States 
were to significantly reduce its appetite for foreign 
oil, it would gain relative economic power over these 
suppliers. Persuading others to establish a “consumer 
cartel,” as some have suggested, would have an even 
greater effect on the balance of economic power.

An extreme example of the ability to resist external 
control is economic self-sufficiency. Certain great 
empires of history, such as imperial China, were 
almost entirely self-sufficient. But in today’s world, 
the pursuit of economic self-sufficiency results in 
lower levels of technology and productivity and a 
greater degree of poverty than would otherwise be 
the case (North Korea is a perfect example). If mar-
ket forces are allowed to operate, some countries will 
be more self-sufficient than others, but none will be 
completely self-sufficient in all sectors.

National economic power has often been used 
to punish other governments. Whenever another 
government behaves in a way that violates interna-
tional norms, a common U.S. response is a call for 
economic sanctions. Certain “smart sanctions”—
such as denying U.S. visas to family members of dic-
tators and freezing their bank accounts—may have 
some effect. But efforts to apply trade embargoes 
and other forms of economic coercion to influence 
another country’s political or military behavior fail 
more often than not, especially when the targeted re-
gime perceives that the reforms sought by the outside 
world threaten its survival. Worse still, economic 
sanctions often end up enriching elites, who have 
ready access to the black market, and impoverishing 
everybody else.

Globalization and Economic Power
Throughout much of recorded history, the assets 

associated with economic power consisted primarily 
of land, natural resources, and the ability to spend 
more than one’s adversaries spend on weapons and 
wars. In a global economy, these elements, while still 
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Economic and Social Indicators

United
States

South
Korea

Country Median Age Life ExpectancyPopulation
(millions)

Cellphones
(per 100 people)

Broadband
(per 100 people)

GDP per Capita
(PPP)

United States $45,800  23.9 83.5 36.6 78.06
Hong Kong $42,000  26.4 149.2 41.2 7.0

305.7
81.77

Canada $38,600  27.6 61.7 39.1 33.4
127.7

141.9
106.7
188.1

80.34
Japan $33,500  22.1 83.9 43.5 82.07
Europe / EU $32,700  14.2 109.6 37.7 494.8 78.70
Taiwan $30,100  20.9 106.1 35.5 23.0 77.56
South Korea $25,000  30.5 90.2 35.8 48.2 79.10
Russia $14,800  2.8 114.6 38.2 65.87
Mexico $12,400  4.3 62.5 25.6 75.84
Brazil $9,500  0.4 63.1 28.6 72.70
China $5,400  5.0 41.2 33.2 1,327.5 72.88
India $2,600  0.3 20.0 24.8 1,141.1 68.59

Source: Broadband and cellphone data from International Telecommunication Union. All others: CIA World Factbook, most recent data as of October 2008.
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important, contribute less to overall economic power 
than what societies and governments can create for 
themselves: sound financial and macroeconomic 
policies, an educated and adaptable work force, 
market-based competition, a supportive infrastruc-
ture (including transportation, communications, and 
energy distribution), and a stable and welcoming 
investment climate, backed by good governance and 
predictable rules.

These self-created assets virtually guarantee a 
competitive niche in the global economy. They 
fueled the remarkable performance of Japan and the 
“four tigers” (South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and 
Singapore) during the 1970s and 1980s. Similarly, 
the reforms launched by Deng Xiaoping in the late 
1970s transformed China from an autarkic economic 
backwater to the economic powerhouse that it has 
become today. Thanks in part to China-centered 
production networks and widespread pro-market 
reforms, Asia has experienced robust growth. Its 
success should not be exaggerated, however; the 
region suffers from a variety of economic, political, 
and demographic weaknesses. It is highly dependent 
on the global economy and remains vulnerable to 
internal and external shocks.

Just as globalization has altered the content of 
economic power, so it has limited the sovereignty 
associated with it. A single nation has only a partial 
ability to claim autonomous economic power and to 
use it unilaterally. China, for instance, still depends 
heavily on markets in North America, Europe, and 
Japan. This means that China’s national economic 
power cannot be wielded autonomously and at will 
because doing so would undermine the confidence 
of foreign investors and thus retard the economic 
growth that the Chinese leadership needs to main-
tain its legitimacy. China’s alleged “dollar weapon” is 
not a weapon at all.

Until fairly recently, products were made in one 
country and sold to customers in another. But thanks 
to the revolutions in transportation and information 
technology, most of the world’s biggest companies 
now operate in numerous countries. Although the 
components of a product may come from multiple 
sources, that product’s label usually records only the 
point of final assembly and shipment. Interdepen-
dence also characterizes the operation of interna-
tional financial markets. The first decade of the 21st 
century has witnessed a major shift in financial 
power from the West to other parts of the world, par-
ticularly Asia. Countries in the region hold roughly 
two-thirds of the world’s foreign exchange reserves. 

Peering into the Abyss: Implications of the 
Global Financial Crisis

The 2008–2009 global financial crisis may one day be remem-
bered as the greatest setback to the world economy since 1945—
and perhaps even the Great Depression. It has already inflicted 
considerable pain on many countries, thereby jeopardizing their 
social and political stability as well as their commercial prospects 
and eroding what was a remarkably widespread consensus in 
favor of market capitalism. The sudden slump in global growth has 
also undermined U.S. prestige and influence and will complicate 
Washington’s diplomacy and security relationships for years to 
come.

Overview
Typical recessions are officially induced. Monetary authorities see 
that the economy they oversee is overheating and starting to gen-
erate inflationary momentum. They react by tightening the flow of 
credit, which causes corporations and households to curtail their 
expenditures and hence retards the pace of gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) growth. When inflationary pressures abate, the central 
bank loosens policy and allows private-sector demand to resume 
its upward trajectory. The present disaster, by contrast, stems from 
the simultaneous and cataclysmic resolution of two distortions in 
the global economy. The unique elements of this crisis ensure that 
its impact will be much deeper and more enduring than that of 
ordinary recessions.

Of Leverage and Deleverage
The first structural flaw was a gradual rise in leverage—borrowing 
money to finance extra consumption and investment—that 
occurred over decades as households, corporations, and govern-
ments assumed ever more debt. This phenomenon accelerated in 
the 1990s and early 2000s, when deregulation and the develop-
ment of new financial products emboldened financiers to take on 
more risk and allowed households in the most liberal economies 
to borrow against the equity in their homes in order to enhance 
their purchasing power and raise their standards of living. The 
ratio of debt to global GDP accordingly rose to unprecedented 
heights. This increase in leverage occurred, furthermore, beyond 
the ken of regulators who chose to close their eyes to new devel-
opments and consequently failed to appreciate the dendritic con-
nections that were forming between the various new markets. So 
while many observers accurately perceived parts of the problem, 
few if any understood the combined magnitude of the stresses 
that were building in the international financial system.
 The reversal of that trend through almost universal delever-
aging—that is, the attempt by borrowers to reduce their debts 

6 Continued on p. 13
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to more comfortable levels—is what differentiates 
the current crisis from normal recessions, and puts 
it in the same category as the Great Depression and 
Japan’s “lost decade.” In this latest instance, the crisis 
started when the bubble in the American subprime 
residential market began to deflate in 2006. This dam-
aged the balance sheets of the many American and 
European banks and non-banks that owned subprime 
mortgages, and compelled them to seek to strengthen 
their balance sheets by selling off other assets and 
calling in loans. In the autumn of 2007, some parts of 
the credit market therefore froze, causing costs for oth-
er corporations and financial institutions to surge even 
as the stocks, bonds, derivative securities, and real 
estate in their various portfolios depreciated. Soon, 
even richly capitalized enterprises with no exposure to 
dubious American properties were seeing the value of 
their assets erode, and they felt compelled to join the 
wave of deleveraging.
 As was the case in 1990s Japan, the usual 
governmental remedies lost their efficacy in the 
face of such inexorable debt repayment. Lowering 
short-term interest rates toward zero cannot stimu-
late credit creation in such an environment because 
lenders do not want to incur new financial obliga-
tions at any price. Nor is bank recapitalization an 
adequate countermeasure, since banks comprise 
such a small part of the spectrum of indebted finan-
cial and nonfinancial entities—investment banks, 
credit card companies, consumer financing outfits, 
automobile manufacturers, and many others—that 
are withdrawing credit and divesting assets. So 
conventional efforts must be supplemented with 
“quantitative easing,” the practice whereby mon-
etary authorities stop focusing on short-term inter-
est rates and start trying to reduce long-term rates 
by purchasing stocks, bonds, currencies, or even 
real estate and other tangible things. The objective 
of this “unconventional” policy is to push down 
credit costs for mortgage holders, corporations that 
raise their money directly from capital markets, 
and government. But while this bold approach, 
in conjunction with aggressive fiscal policy, may 
cushion the macroeconomic impact of deleveraging 
and prevent the onset of a depression, it probably 
cannot precipitate a sustained recovery until firms 
and households have approached their target debt 
ratios and are no longer determined to sell off their 
investments. This adjustment, sadly, probably will 
not reach completion until at least 2011.

A Precarious Imbalance
The deleveraging process would have been traumatic 
enough had it not interacted destructively with the 
extremely rapid resolution of a second structural 
problem: namely, the global financial imbalances. The 
consensus view as recently as a year ago was that those 
imbalances resulted from excessive consumption in 
the United States and a few other countries. American 
households, in particular, borrowed and spent so copi-
ously that the country ran an enormous current account 
deficit—peaking at 6 percent of GDP in 2006—which 
sucked up the liquidity that the high-saving econo-
mies were so much more responsibly and magnani-
mously providing. An equally valid explanation for the 
problematic pattern of capital flows, however, works in 
precisely the opposite direction. In that view, the world 
suffered from a glut of capital in the 1990s and 2000s, 
as aging people in China, Japan, and elsewhere saved a 
disproportionate fraction of their income in anticipation 
of retirement; and developing economies, frightened 
by the exchange rate crises of the last decade, insisted 
on generating current account surpluses and amassing 
ever larger foreign reserves for use in the event of an 
emergency. Then came the commodity boom of recent 
years, in which oil producers and some other exporters 
of raw materials reaped windfall profits so large that 
they could not exhaust them domestically and were 
forced to ship much of their surplus income abroad. 
But since savings represent foregone consumption and 
investment, the resulting glut of capital in the interna-
tional market could easily have caused world demand 
to fall structurally below supply, and hence caused a 
protracted recession—and perhaps even deflation. The 
only way to avoid this outcome would be for someone, 
somewhere, to absorb the surfeit of capital and expend 
it on goods and services.
 This is where the leverage and current-account sto-
ries converge. Over the last two decades, central banks 
pumped vast amounts of liquidity into the world econo-
my, where financial institutions used new products and 
ever-increasing leverage to expand the supply of new 
credit still further. That money poured into the most lib-
eralized national markets, meaning primarily the United 
States, United Kingdom, Australia, and Spain, where it 
produced conspicuous bubbles in local real estate mar-
kets. The citizens of those countries availed themselves 
of this appreciation and the availability of home equity 
loans to finance additional consumption, which pushed 
their national current accounts into deficit and soaked 
up the rest of the world’s exports of goods and services. 
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Everyone accepted this situation because it raised 
standards of living in the deficit countries while permit-
ting the parsimonious countries to achieve rapid GDP 
growth even as they built up their foreign reserves. The 
United States and the other spendthrift economies thus 
served as the engine of global commerce in the 2000s.

A Dismal Outlook
That engine has now stalled. By destroying some-
thing approaching $15 trillion in American wealth (a 
figure that could rise higher), the crisis has impov-
erished American households and caused them to 
curtail consumption and to begin ratcheting up their 
savings rates. This year’s current account deficit will 
accordingly decline by more than two-thirds from the 
2006 peak of 6 percent of American GDP. The sharp 
contraction in demand for foreign exports already has 
eviscerated international trade, which was increasing 
at an average annual pace of over 8 percent in 2006 
and 2007, but will actually decrease this year and per-
haps next year as well. At this point, the data suggest 
that 2009 will be a dismal year, with GDP contracting 
by at least 2 percent in the United States, European 
Union, and United Kingdom—and Japan’s economy 
shrinking by two or three times that figure. Even the 
speed of China’s economic expansion will fall by well 
over half from its peak early last year of 13 percent. 
As a result, the global rate of GDP growth this year, 
measured at prevailing exchange rates, will fall below 
zero for the first time since World War II.
 The immediate recession may end in late 2009 or 
2010, but an early return to trend growth will not then 
ensue. A sustained weakness in international demand 
is portended by not only the steadily rising savings rate 
in the United States, but also the much larger loss of 
one-third of worldwide wealth that has simultaneously 
occurred. While corporate profitability and savings rates 
around the globe may fall, newly impoverished house-
holds in Japan, China, and the other aging countries 
will hardly increase their consumption and residential 
investment. Meanwhile, the 8 to 10 percent shrinkage 
in Ireland’s GDP that seems likely to happen this year 
cannot help but underscore developing countries’ 
fear of liberalization and their consequent desire to 
amass more foreign reserves. The global imbalances 
will doubtless decrease in size, since by definition the 
sum of all surpluses must fall to the level of the overall 
deficit registered by the more profligate countries. But 
this change will occur through an economic slowdown 
that presumably will last well into the next decade.

Broader Implications
Today’s crisis should not prove as disruptive as the 
Great Depression, but its global scope assuredly 
entails more international problems than did Japan’s 
1990s stagnation. Among the most salient of the 
impending events are changes in the structure of 
financial markets; more activist and intrusive govern-
ment; more protectionist sentiment around the world; 
movement away from American dominance in multi-
lateral forums; and a marginal diminution in global 
political stability and international cooperation.
 Financial Markets. The crisis has virtually wiped 
out investment banks, whose dependence on short-
term funding proved fatal when credit markets seized 
up in late 2007 and 2008. Even such flagship enter-
prises as Goldman Sachs have transformed them-
selves into more conservative institutions with more 
traditional fundraising and operational schemes. At 
the same time, the implosion of the worldwide bubble 
has devastated the private equity and hedge funds, 
whose portfolios depreciated precipitously and whose 
sources of capital must inevitably dwindle. All of these 
industries will revive eventually, albeit in diminished 
form and with much less leverage, and hence lower 
profitability. Even the fledgling sovereign wealth funds 
will lose prominence, both because the trade surpluses 

Circuit City store in Richmond, Virginia, advertises going 
out of business prior to filing bankruptcy

A
P 

Im
ag

es
 (R

ic
ha

rd
 V

og
el

)



12 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A D A P T I N G  T O  e I G h T  G L O B A L  C h A L L e N G e S

that produced their capital are shrinking, and because 
they, too, relied on aggressive leverage to improve their 
returns—leverage that is no longer readily available. The 
world therefore will emerge from the present crisis with 
a less dynamic and volatile financial system that also 
contributes somewhat less to GDP growth.
 Governmental Intrusion. To maintain economic 
stability amid plummeting consumption and invest-
ment, the world’s governments will expand their spend-
ing considerably over the next few years: in the United 
States and United Kingdom, for instance, official budget 
deficits could reach 10 percent of GDP in 2009, and 
will remain voluminous for some time thereafter. Bank 
recapitalization, meanwhile, will give the authorities big 
equity stakes in many countries’ financial enterprises. 
Regulators also will become more intrusive in their rela-
tions with private enterprise. The virtually universal fail-
ure of oversight agencies to monitor and discourage the 
increase in leverage within and between economies is 
already perceived as having contributed to the genesis 
of the crisis. It follows that political pressures will mount 
for governments to impose new laws and regulations 
in order to forestall a recurrence of the current disaster. 
Many of these changes will of course be salubrious, but 
the adoption of some ill-advised rules seems inevitable. 
There will, in short, be some degree of retreat from the 
norms of liberal capitalism.
 Protectionism. Before the crisis unfolded, most 
analysts believed that the global imbalances would 
eventually resolve in a manner that promoted Ameri-
can exports. As their holdings of U.S. bonds grew ever 
larger, foreign investors would ultimately lose faith 
in the United States, sell the dollar, and move their 
money elsewhere. This sudden loss of confidence 
would depress the value of that currency, causing 
imports to decrease and exports to surge. The result 
would be a contraction in the current account deficit 
that benefited the American manufacturing sector.
 What has now happened, though, is that the 
adjustment has occurred almost entirely on the import 
side of the ledger and with no significant benefit to 
American exporters. By destroying vast sums of Ameri-
can wealth, the crisis has crippled consumption of 
both domestic and imported goods even as it induced 
dollar appreciation and thereby disadvantaged manu-
facturers. The loss of the U.S. increment of interna-
tional demand, in turn, has harmed the entire world. 
The volume of global trade was rising at an average 
of over 8 percent in 2006 and 2007, but decelerated 
somewhat in 2008 and will actually contract this year 

and perhaps next. The upshot is a crushing blow to 
exporters everywhere, whose employees are under-
standably prodding their governments to protect what 
is left of their domestic market. Illustrative of this new 
mood was the attempt by many Members of Congress, 
backed by the steel industry, to add “Buy American” 
language to the infrastructure section of the Obama 
administration’s draft stimulus bill in early February 
2009. This protectionist trend will soon become more 
widespread because of the effect that the rapidly 
diminishing current account imbalances are having in 
all but the most isolated of countries.
 American Dominance. In the short term, the 
crisis has reinforced the U.S. position at the heart of 
the global financial system, for the main beneficiaries 
of recent events are first the yen and then the dol-
lar. Both currencies are viewed as safe investments 
that may appreciate as deflationary forces intensify; 
appreciation in the euro, by contrast, is constrained by 
rigid labor markets and the relative inflation that they 
entail. The yen additionally benefits from the reversal 
of the carry trade, in which foreigners borrowed at 
cheap rates in Japan and then invested the proceeds 
at higher rates abroad, while the dollar gains from 
the general expectation that the United States will be 
the first big economy to recover. For the time being, 
therefore, the dollar should retain its place as the 
preeminent reserve currency.
 Yet Washington has certainly lost some of its 
prestige in the international community. That the 
crisis originated in U.S. real estate markets and 
amplified through the most liberal Western markets 
has, to some extent, discredited the Anglo-American 
regulatory system. Dirigisme of the French variety 
consequently has reared its head, and Russian and 
Chinese leaders have used their public pronounce-
ments at the World Economic Forum in Davos and 
elsewhere to criticize U.S. capitalism. Likewise, calls 
are multiplying for a stronger developing-country 
voice in such multilateral organizations as the 
International Monetary Fund—whose policies in the 
1997–1998 Asian financial crisis were widely seen 
as too austere and which appear largely irrelevant 
in today’s debacle. In this atmosphere of skepticism 
regarding U.S. values and Western-sponsored organi-
zations, the eminently reasonable and long-overdue 
process of giving the newly emerging economies 
more institutional prominence could take on a 
certain anti-American flavor and thus further vitiate 
Washington’s influence.



13GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

The Global Redistribution of Economic Power

Well over half of those reserves are denominated in 
dollars, and much of that is recycled back into the 
U.S. economy. Foreign governments therefore have 
a large financial as well as a commercial stake in the 
health of the American economy.

Security ties help to explain the continuing 
predominance of the U.S. dollar as a major reserve 
currency. Other governments’ decisions to accumu-
late dollar reserves and to link the management of 
their currencies to the movement of the dollar rest 
in part on the belief that the United States remains 
the predominant, if not the sole, provider of security. 
They watched in dismay as the fall in the value of the 
dollar caused the value of their dollar-denominated 
assets to tumble. In the future, their mix of reserve 
currencies may well continue to shift toward the 
euro and the yen. Nevertheless, security ties with 
Washington will likely prevent them from tilting too 
far in this direction.

What governments can do to exercise financial 
power is extremely limited compared to the burgeon-
ing size, speed, and pace of innovation in private 
capital markets. In the past, finance more or less 
followed trade flows, but financial flows now occupy 
a separate and ever-expanding universe. Private 
capital resources dwarf anything that governments 
and international institutions such as the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
can provide. Governments with sufficiently good 
credit ratings prefer to borrow from private sources, 
thus avoiding the politically onerous conditions often 
placed on support packages negotiated with the IMF 
or the World Bank.

Financial flows provide needed liquidity (ready 
cash) to international markets, but they can be 
extremely destabilizing. As Asians learned in the 
financial crisis of 1997–1998, the sudden withdrawal 
of private capital can topple governments and send 
economies reeling. The proportion of Indonesians 
living in absolute poverty, for example, doubled 
almost overnight, from 13 to 26 percent. The credit 
crisis of 2008 stemmed from risky behavior on Wall 
Street, but stock markets around the world plunged.

Measuring Economic Power
The national security implications of economic 

power transcend the ability to finance a higher 
defense budget and field expensive weaponry. Signs 
that a country is on the road to economic power in-
clude a strong and stable currency, adequate foreign 
exchange reserves, inflows of foreign investment, 

 Political Stability. While the unfolding crisis will 
doubtless harm the whole world, its effects on some 
states will be particularly pronounced. The present 
trauma may, for instance, be the straw that breaks 
the back of the Japanese party system, inaugurating 
a period of even weaker governance in that critically 
important country. Meanwhile, such commodity 
producers as Iran, Russia, and Venezuela are already 
watching their oil revenues collapse and their govern-
ment budgets deteriorate markedly—with untold 
implications for their social and political stability as 
well as their foreign policies. It is true that the erosion 
of these states’ power may advance American inter-
ests in the immediate term, but the present regimes 
could conceivably be replaced by even more minatory 
leaders. Meanwhile, the governments of such nations 
as China, where economic development is the main 
pillar of legitimacy and political stability, may also 
encounter more difficulty managing their domestic 
affairs over the next few years. Even Europe will suffer 
greater political strain as the economic downturn 
imposes disproportionate pain on the eurozone’s 
poorer members, underscores the divergence of their 
interests from those of Germany, and raises ques-
tions about the utility of the currency union itself.

The 2008–2009 financial crisis will inevitably 
complicate many forms of international coopera-
tion, and may well threaten stability in some key 
regions. A number of countries will suffer wrenching 
economic pain and a degree of social and political 
unrest, while many more will become more political-
ly self-centered and perhaps even nationalistic. This 
trend toward introspection will also have economic 
ramifications as governments, in an understand-
able attempt to help their peoples in this inclement 
global environment, become more protectionist and 
paternalistic. Market-oriented economic reforms will 
also decelerate in some parts of the world, further 
stunting opportunities for trade, investment, and 
improvements in GDP growth. In fact, it would not 
be surprising to see a range of states react to their 
straitened conditions by reducing their military 
budgets, withdrawing from some of their overseas 
commitments, and scaling back their investments of 
time and energy in multilateral diplomacy. Overcom-
ing this new reticence and the resentment against 
the United States engendered by the crisis will be 
critical to the success of the Obama administra-
tion’s foreign policy.

5 Continued from p. 9
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rising productivity, manageable inflation, and a 
declining level of poverty. Other indicators reflect 
the degree of urbanization, levels of education, social 
indicators such as life expectancy, and others. All of 
these can be measured.

The most common indicator of economic power is 
the size of a country’s gross domestic product (GDP), 
defined as the sum of consumption, gross investment, 
government spending, and net exports, or alterna-
tively, as the sum of all goods and services produced in 
a given year. GDP is calculated in two ways: by mea-
suring output in terms of prevailing exchange rates, 
or by calculating the purchasing power parity of each 
currency relative to some standard (usually the U.S. 
dollar). To simplify, one measures how much a nation’s 
output is worth abroad (usually in dollars), and the 
other measures how much people in one country have 
to pay for a given basket of goods compared to what 
people in other countries have to pay.

The rate of GDP growth is also a key measure-
ment. As a general rule, developing countries grow 
faster than highly industrialized ones, provided that 
they have reasonably good economic policies and 
a functioning government in place. Such countries 
start from a low base; double-digit growth, while 
impressive, is not uncommon.

GDP per capita is also widely used. Economists 
have predicted that several decades from now, 
China’s GDP will surpass that of the United States. 
This achievement certainly signifies China’s growing 
economic power. But because of China’s huge popula-
tion, when this threshold is crossed China’s GDP per 
capita will likely be only about one-quarter to one-
third of the U.S. level. Which figure matters more to 
perceptions of economic power? The answer will vary 
according to the values and goals of the observer.

Several yardsticks have been developed to measure 
various other contributors to economic power, such as 
market-oriented policies and low levels of corruption. 
The World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness 
Report measures “the productive potential of nations.” 
Top marks in 2008 went to the United States, Switzer-
land, Denmark, Sweden, and Singapore, while China 
came in 30th and India 50th out of 131 countries polled. 
The International Finance Corporation’s 2007–2008 
report on the ease or difficulty of doing business 
abroad names Singapore, New Zealand, and the Unit-
ed States as the top 3 among the 181 economies that 
were ranked, with Guinea-Bissau, the Central African 
Republic, and the Democratic Republic of Congo 
bringing up the rear; China and India are ranked 83d 
and 120th, respectively. Another index, produced by 

the Heritage Foundation and the Wall Street Journal, 
measures “economic freedom”: top winners in 2008 
are Hong Kong and Singapore, with the United States 
ranked fifth.

Good governance is a key pillar of durable econom-
ic power. Politicians who demand huge bribes and 
send millions of dollars to foreign bank accounts stunt 
their countries’ development in multiple ways. An 
index developed by Transparency International mea-
sures perceptions of corruption. Based on a scale of 1 
to 10 (10 means least corrupt), top prizes in 2008 went 
to the Nordic countries, New Zealand, and Singapore. 
The United States trails at 7.3 points, and China and 
India earned scores of 3.6 and 3.4, respectively.

Concern for the environment has given rise to 
several indices of “sustainability.” The idea here is 
not only that the environment should be protected, 
but also that GDP growth will falter if a government 
depletes its natural resources and sickens its people.

Small countries may get high marks in these vari-
ous contests, but size matters. It used to be said, for 
example, that a large population of poor people was a 
liability. But as markets grow, large numbers of people 
who are eager for jobs, education, and training are 
now seen as an asset. From this perspective, China, 
India, the United States, Russia, and Indonesia all 
carry economic weight no matter what they do.

Finally, two related elements of economic power 
are popularity and prestige. If a given country is 
highly anti-American, resistance to U.S. economic 
power will be stronger. A trade minister from a 
country whose press spews forth daily attacks on the 
United States will have less freedom to make trade 
“concessions” than a trade minister from a country 
where the United States is admired and liked.

Prestige has been a longstanding American asset. 
Thanks to its huge market, skilled manpower, and ever-
growing stock of leading-edge technology, the United 
States is still an economic powerhouse. But huge trade 
and budget deficits, heavy dependence on imported oil, 
record-high consumer debt, and rising levels of protec-
tionism have tarnished America’s economic reputation 
and undermined U.S. influence abroad.

American prestige suffered a further blow in 2007, 
when the U.S. subprime mortgage crisis sent many 
major U.S. financial institutions to Asian banks for 
relief. In September 2008, the crisis ballooned. The 
dramatic financial crash and associated bailouts 
shook Wall Street to its foundations and seriously 
undermined America’s economic image. Although 
the shakedown can be seen as a healthy corrective, it 
has diminished America’s near-term economic power.
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Economic Power and National Security  
Strategy 

In today’s world, economic power has become 
largely synonymous with successful engagement 
with the global economy. Paradoxically, the greater 
such engagement becomes, the more limits govern-
ments face when they contemplate using their 
country’s economic resources as a coercive tool to 
influence the behavior of other governments.

Used constructively, however, U.S. economic 
power bolsters Washington’s influence abroad. But 
sustaining such influence depends critically on 
sound policies at home. The risky behavior and lack 
of oversight that ultimately ignited the financial 
crash of 2008 damaged America’s relative power 
and influence. Restoring them requires paying heed 
to the old adage, “Physician, heal thyself.”

Sustained economic power is at the root of 
sustainable military power. Strategic planners need 
to overcome stovepipe thinking that consigns eco-
nomic and security issues to different mental boxes. 
They must understand global economic trends and 
incorporate them—not as an add-on, but as a core 
element of their analysis. Drawing on this broader 
concept of national security, America’s elected lead-

ers will be better equipped to make decisions about 
using economic power. They will also understand 
that America’s economic vitality, flexibility, and 
spirit of innovation are the true foundation of U.S. 
economic power, and that adopting the right mix 
of policies to sustain them is a national security 
imperative.

The Rise of the Rest
The 1990s were marked in the West by trium-

phalism. The “end of history” thesis, articulated 
by Francis Fukuyama, argued that a combination 
of liberal democracy and market capitalism had 
become so dominant that, with communism and 
fascism vanquished, the Western way of gover-
nance would no longer face significant challenges. 
This thesis held that the West, and specifically the 
United States, had no effective rivals and for the 
indefinite future could rule at will.

Most noteworthy in the first decade of the new 
century, however, has been the appearance of nascent 
power centers outside the traditional Western sphere, 
especially in Asia. On balance, this is a positive 
trend, but it poses a long-term challenge to the U.S. 
global standing.

International Monetary Fund financial committee meets in Washington, 2008
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Background
The current dominance of the West has its roots 

in the Industrial Revolution of the 19th century, and 
specifically in Britain’s newly acquired ability to grow 
its economy by around 2 percent per year. That capac-
ity spread to much of Europe and the United States on 
the heels of industry and capital. Britain’s capacity for 
regular growth provided the economic foundation of 
the British Empire. Broader Western growth at 2 to 4 
percent, in contrast with the economic stagnation of 
most of the Middle Eastern, Asian, African, and Latin 
American regions, underlay global dominance by 
the West in the 19th and 20th centuries. The Industrial 
Revolution was, of course, fueled in large part by the 

wealth and raw materials that the colonial powers 
stripped from those regions. Still, this concatenation of 
Western dynamism with Confucian and Islamic stag-
nation was historically unusual. In the pre-Renaissance 
Middle Ages, the reverse had occurred.

Japan’s successful industrialization in the Meiji era 
created an alternative power center in the first half of 
the 20th century. Alone among South and East Asian 
countries (except for Thailand), Japan maintained 
its independence from Western domination. While 
Thailand remained poor and underdeveloped, Japan 
borrowed Western techniques and became a modern 
power. After its defeat in World War II, the Western 
consensus was that Japan would remain a backward 
agricultural economy and a minor power indefinitely. 
Japan began to grow 10 percent per annum, however, 

and quickly became treated as a major power—for 
instance, as one critical leg in institutions such as 
the Trilateral Commission and as leader of the Asian 
Development Bank. Japan’s emergence initiated a 
new era of postwar history.

Gradually, South Korea and Southeast Asia ad-
opted policies that resulted in 7 to 10 percent annual 
growth, or about three times the rate that underlay 
Western dominance. In the 1980s, China’s new 
generation of leaders learned to emulate the dynamic 
growth techniques, and in the 1990s India, respond-
ing to the sudden loss of patronage from the Soviet 
Union, began to emulate China by dismantling the 
complex and bureaucratic business licensing system 
called the “license raj,” welcoming foreign investment, 
and abandoning socialist planning. Even Pakistan 
managed to raise its growth rate. Now nations en-
compassing about 3 billion people, roughly half the 
human race, were growing at several times the rate 
that underlay Western dominance.

Implications
What are the implications of this new era of rapid 

growth in “the Rest,” especially Asia?
First, the consequences of the “Asian Miracle” have 

so far been extremely stabilizing. Rapid growth has 
stabilized the internal politics of countries from 
Japan to Indonesia. As late as the mid 1960s, Japan’s 
internal stability seemed to be in doubt. Moreover, 
Indonesia contained both the world’s third largest 
communist party and more Islamic militants than 
the rest of the world combined. Following a severe 
crackdown on the communist party in 1965, the 
Suharto government launched an era of rapid growth 
that significantly diminished political unrest in most 
of the country. Economic growth has also stabilized 
regional geopolitics. Ideological demagoguery and 
proselytizing have declined throughout the Asian 
Miracle region. The ability to achieve national pres-
tige and influence rapidly by focusing on economic 
growth, together with the costs that modern military 
technology imposes on any attempt to achieve those 
goals by military means, has led to a vast shift of 
strategy from geopolitical aggressiveness and territo-
rial disputes to economic priorities.

This shift has occurred throughout the entire 
Asian region. South Korea moved from a failed 
strategy of military priorities under Syngman Rhee 
to a brilliantly successful economics-focused strategy 
under Park Chung Hee and his successors, leaving 
the economy of the once hapless South Korea over 22 
times larger than that of its formerly superior north-

Executives from Big Three manufacturers and United Auto Workers 
union testify before Senate Banking Committee on auto industry bail-
out, December 2008
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ern rival. Other regional successes have included 
Indonesia, which abandoned territorial claims cover-
ing most of Southeast Asia, and China, which has 
settled 12 of its 14 land border disputes to the satis-
faction of the other parties and which has embarked 
on a remarkably successful campaign of “friendship 
diplomacy” in order to focus on economic develop-
ment. India, which has also adopted “friendship di-
plomacy,” shows early signs of making a similar shift, 
despite greater difficulty. None of the rapidly rising 
Asian powers has yet shown any inclination to revert 
to obsolete territorially focused strategies. This shift 
toward stability appears to belie the argument among 
prominent realists that rising powers are invariably 
disruptive. Asia’s shift to stability shows that similar 
economic progress could stabilize other regions.

Second, most of these great economic successes 
have been based on movement toward integration into 
the Western-style market economy and acceptance 
of the basic institutional arrangements that the West 
created after World War II: relatively open trade and 
foreign investment, a competitive internal market, 
market-driven domestic pricing for most things, 
Western-type law, a substantial degree of freedom of 
inquiry, considerable freedom to travel and exchange 
ideas, Western-style capital markets and banking sys-
tems, and engagement with the most important West-
ern economic institutions (notably the IMF, the World 
Bank, and the World Trade Organization [WTO]). 
None of these movements is irreversible, but the 
dominant trends in these success stories have included 
rejection of autarky (Burma vs. Thailand), xenophobia 
(Sukarno vs. Suharto), the command economy (North 
Korea vs. South Korea), arbitrary personal rule (Mao 
Zedong vs. Hu Jintao), and other forms of behavior 
that are antithetical to the modern market economy.

Third, convergence in economic policy has been 
accompanied by some elements of convergence in 
systems of governance. So far, all of the fully success-
ful industrialized Asian economies, from Japan to 
Indonesia, have adopted variants of democracy from 
fully competitive democracy (Taiwan, South Korea, 
Indonesia) to dominant-party democracy or quasi-
democracy (Japan, Malaysia, Singapore). Those in 
earlier stages of development have all had to accept 
key elements of the Western system of governance, 
such as some degree of freedom of inquiry, increas-
ing transparency, Western-style legal norms, reduc-
tion of arbitrary rule, and the like. But the degree 
to which China and Vietnam will be compelled to 
follow the paths of South Korea and Taiwan remains 
open to question.

Although the eventual degree of convergence 
remains quite controversial (can China and Russia 
sustain capitalist autocracies?), the degree that has al-
ready been reached constitutes a substantial triumph 
of Western norms. The argument can be made that, 
on the one hand, continued success on the part of 
the rising powers will require a good deal more con-
vergence with Western political norms. On the other 
hand, the successful emerging economies may also 
develop competitive advantages that force traditional 
Western systems to bend some old norms. European-
style pension systems and adversarial unionism are 
potential candidates for Darwinian decline, along 
with American-style lack of national infrastructure 
planning and low educational standards.

Finally, the balance of influence in all the major 
institutions of the post–World War II world—the 
IMF, World Bank, WTO, United Nations, and 
others—will have to shift; those institutions must 
either bend or break.

Crucial Uncertainties
Projecting economic growth is rife with uncertain-

ties. A generation ago, many people believed that 
Japan’s continued success would make it the world’s 
leading economy. There are even greater uncertain-
ties about how economic prowess will translate into 
geopolitical influence. A few of these uncertainties 
will be highlighted here.

Most obviously, both the success of the West and 
the rise of “the Rest” have depended on the steady 
progress of globalization. So long as globalization 
advances, the most open economies win, but by the 
same token, they will be the ones most damaged 
by a crisis of globalization. Singapore, Hong Kong, 
South Korea, and Taiwan would be devastated. The 
trend toward competing geopolitically on the basis 
of economic priorities rather than military ones 
would surely be reversed in many places. Raw mate-
rials producers would suffer severely from declining 
demand and radical price collapses. Financial mar-
kets would suffer catastrophic reversals, with the 
United States, Germany, and the United Kingdom 
probably hurt the most. The reverse sequence is also 
possible: the financial crisis that exploded in the 
late summer and early fall of 2008 could deal a seri-
ous blow to globalization, depending how quickly 
recovery proceeds and confidence in the financial 
system is restored.

A second great source of uncertainty is the impact 
of demographic differences. Many countries, includ-
ing most of the rich ones, are graying, meaning 
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that the number of productive workers is declining 
relative to the number of elderly retirees. In countries 
such as Japan, where there is resistance to immigra-
tion and radical domestic productivity reforms, 
graying implies relative economic, and probably 
geopolitical, decline. In the United States, tendencies 
toward graying have so far been more than offset by 
immigration and rising productivity.

The greatest contrast in approaches to demo-
graphic challenges is between India and China. 
India is betting on continued population growth to 
avert graying, but it has so far failed to provide the 
education and infrastructure to ensure that its large 
and youthful workforce will have the requisite ability 
to work competitively and productively. India’s risk 
is that whole population segments and geographic 
regions will be left out of or prove unable to cope 
with global competition, and that severe social 
unrest will ensue. An indigenous Maoist insurgency 
is already taking advantage of popular disaffection 
in some of India’s poorest states. China, on the other 
hand, has recently recommitted itself to a “one-child” 
policy (a partial misnomer) that ensures a rapid 
decline in the ratio of the working population to the 
nonworking. China is betting that rapid progress 
in education, infrastructure, urbanization, and 
globalization, combined with a relative reduction 
in environmental stress, will raise productivity and 
offset the effects of graying. These contrasting strate-
gies comprise one of the most consequential bets in 
human history and may largely determine Asia’s and 
the world’s future economic and geopolitical balance.

A third source of uncertainty centers on energy 
and food prices. The 2008 upsurge proved a tem-
porary phenomenon, but future spikes are possible 
once global growth resumes. The effects will vary 
enormously from country to country. Moreover, the 
long-term consequences of sustained high prices de-
pend heavily on whether today’s primary consumers 
compete destructively or, for instance, collaborate on 
clean coal technologies that could shift the economic 
and geopolitical balance away from the Middle East 
and toward the United States, China, and India. The 
world’s future economic and political balance hangs 
on these multiple layers of uncertainty.

Finally, climate change is another great unknown. 
Desertification, declining fish populations, the 
melting of the polar ice cap, and other aspects of 
climate change are to the advantage of some groups 
economically, while giving the disadvantage to oth-
ers, and will potentially cause political strife both 
within and between countries. Governments are 

already jockeying over competing claims to possible 
energy resources under the ocean floor, while access 
to water is an increasingly potential source of conflict 
across many parts of the world.

Despite these uncertainties, Asia’s political evolu-
tion and economic success seem almost certain 
to bring new stability to key areas of the world by 
persuading its governments to selectively adopt 
market-oriented economic policies and substantial 
elements of Western-style political management. 
Such a transformation will gradually diversify the 
economic basis of geopolitical influence to an extent 
that permanently reduces Western dominance 
of global prestige and power. Paradoxically, the 
relative decline of the West represents the victory 
of what Singapore’s Kishore Mahbubani calls key 
Western contributions to the “march to modernity”: 
free markets, science and technology, meritocracy, 
pragmatism, a culture of peace, the rule of law, and 
education.

Issues for the New Administration
The rise of new powers and the failure of others to 

adapt create profound challenges for the new admin-
istration. First, continuation of the virtuous circle, 
whereby globalization creates economic takeoffs, and 
economic takeoffs in turn stabilize world politics, 
can only occur if the United States leads. But instead 
of celebrating their successes, Americans have fallen 
into a mood that assumes, falsely, that the United 
States cannot compete successfully against rising eco-
nomic powers and that the emergence of new powers 
inevitably brings increased risks of violence and 
instability. If the current defeatism is not overcome, 
the United States will suffer disproportionately in any 
crisis of globalization. Reversing this defeatist mood 
will require strong, positive political leadership.

More specifically, the executive branch and Con-
gress will have to work together to find new ways to 
distribute the fruits of globalization. Doing so will 
require major changes in tax, welfare, and education 
policies. There will also be a need for a Presidential 
campaign to educate the public about the changing 
global economy. The President will have to explain 
why Americans should welcome, rather than fear, 
rapid economic growth in China and India. He will 
need to point out, for example, that surging Asian 
demand for African energy and raw materials is 
boosting growth rates in Africa and reducing the risk 
that jihadism will spread throughout the continent.

Second, economic and geopolitical changes will 
challenge many assumptions and force many insti-
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tutional changes. The governance of all major global 
institutions will have to be revised to accommodate 
the new powers. Otherwise, these institutions will 
become ineffective and discredited.

Third, the President will need to find ways to draw 
more of the Islamic world into the global economy. 
It was economic globalization that substantially 
ameliorated radical Islamism in Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and India.

Finally, there is no possibility that the United 
States will be able to extend its military dominance to 
every country in the world. It needs allies more than 
ever. But the U.S. alliance system will have to adjust 
to the relative decline of Japan, an important partner 
that in some ways is failing the test of globalization, 
and to the emergence of China, which is embrac-
ing globalization relatively well and which, despite 
its serious domestic challenges, will necessarily be a 
principal U.S. partner on a range of global issues.

Finance and Power
A critical challenge for the new administration will 

be to reassert American leadership in the inter-
national economy and rebuild America’s financial 
health. Economic strength has underpinned the 
national power and influence of every state in history. 
Economic strength, in turn, is driven by a strong 
financial system, capable of raising large amounts of 
capital and efficiently deploying it. No nation has long 
maintained its strategic or military dominance after it 
has ceased to be the world’s foremost financial center. 
If a nation allows its financial system to weaken, it 
undermines its economic strength, and by extension 
its ability to project its power and influence into the 
larger world.1

Wars put heavy stress on financial markets and 
fiscal resources and also put national prestige at risk. 
Great Britain learned this lesson going into World 
War II: when combined with economic depression, 
systemic fiscal and financial frailty, and a decline in 
the global power of one’s currency, war can become a 
mile marker for hegemonic decline, even in victory.

To some extent, the costs of the conflicts in Iraq 
and Afghanistan also weigh down U.S. prospects for 
a quick economic recovery. Although the upfront 
costs of those wars and related military responses 
following 9/11 are far less than those of World War 
I, World War II, or the Vietnam War, they still are 
considerable, amounting to $859 billion thus far 
(or roughly 6 percent of GDP).2 The price tag for 
rebuilding America’s military forces in the wake of 
this conflict will add greatly to this figure.

In 1992, Clinton administration advisor James 
Carville said that in his next life, he wanted to come 
back as the bond market so that he could scare 
everyone. His comment, although framed as a joke, 
was a stark admission that finance was already driv-
ing U.S. policy and that no major decision could be 
made without taking the reaction of the bond market 
into account. When Carville made his comment, 
global financial assets, including the market for U.S. 
Government debt, totaled about $42 trillion, and 
the combined GDP of the world was $21 trillion. 
If these huge numbers worried Carville in 1992, he 
would likely be panic-stricken to face a world where 
financial assets are now over $167 trillion with a 
global GDP of $48 trillion. These numbers represent 
not only huge growth in a short time, but also a 
divergence of the financial market from the underly-
ing real economy.

When Ronald Reagan assumed the Presidency, 
global GDP and financial assets were relatively equal. 
By the time Bill Clinton became President, the ratio 
of financial assets to GDP was 2:1, and by 2008 it was 
closing in on 4:1. How the United States adjusts to 
this rapidly changing and little understood world of 
global finance will determine its strategic influence 
in the 21st century.

Unfortunately, for at least the past decade, the 
United States has set itself squarely on the path of 
wrecking the financial system that has maintained 
its global prominence for the past seven decades 
or more. Drastic action is now required in order to 
change course in time, for once economic rot sets in, 
it is historically very difficult to reverse. If the United 
States is to have any chance of doing so, policymakers 
must first understand how the global financial system 
works and how much it has changed since Carville 
first voiced his trepidation about the bond market.

A number of measures reveal that America’s leader-
ship position in the international economy has gone 
through a remarkable period of decline over the last 
decade. This is best reflected by the value of the dollar, 
which from 2001 to 2008 depreciated by 56 percent 
against the euro, 30 percent against the Canadian dol-
lar, 24 percent against the British pound, and 4 percent 
against the Japanese yen. Remarkably, although the 
trade-weighted value of the dollar against all curren-
cies declined by over 23 percent in that period—which 
should have given U.S. exporters a large competitive 
boost—the U.S. trade deficit nearly doubled before 
exports began to rise in 2008.

Likewise, the cheapening dollar is becoming 
progressively less attractive as a store of value for 
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other central banks. Markets are already adjusting 
to the fact that a weakening dollar is being increas-
ingly replaced as a reserve currency by a strength-
ening euro (see figure 1–1). Since the turn of the 
decade, reserve holdings of the dollar have fallen 
approximately 8 percent, while euro holdings have 
risen in rough proportion. Although the dollar re-
mains the chief currency for global trade finance, 
this leading status has come under stress (see 
figure 1–2). Presently, the United States accounts 
for only about a quarter of world trade, while over 

half of global commerce is dollar-based. This stra-
tegic advantage could dissipate if confidence in its 
reliability as a storehouse of value slips further. As 
economist Barry Eichengreen notes, “Never before 
have we seen the extraordinary situation where the 
country issuing the international currency is run-
ning a current account deficit of 6 percent of GDP. 
Never before have we seen the reserve currency 
country so deeply in debt to the rest of the world.”3 
By 2008, that ratio had fallen to 5 percent, but un-
less these trends are more substantially reversed, 
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the dollar’s dominant position in global trade will 
rapidly erode.

Making matters considerably more challenging, 
America’s financial system and private finances have 
entered their darkest period in decades. In the last 
decade, Americans became more financially lever-
aged than at any time since World War II. Before the 
housing bubble burst in 2007, consumer and busi-
ness debt had jumped by nearly 50 percent—twice 

the run-up experienced in the 1980s (see figure 1–3). 
Household mortgage debt accounted for the largest 
percentage of total private debt by far (see figure 
1–4). In turn, the ready availability of subprime and 
adjustable rate mortgage financing drove a major 
increase in home ownership and sent property values 
skyrocketing. Consumers substituted these rising 
home values for savings, which at both the national 
and household levels are at 75-year lows. The abil-

Source: International Monetary Fund/Haver Analytics.
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ity to cash out home equity also drove a personal 
consumption binge of historical proportions (see 
figure 1–5). Even as the national savings rate turned 
negative, consumption accounted for ever greater 
amounts of GDP (over 71 percent in 2008). Con-
sumption as a percentage of GDP reached 4 percent 
over its 25-year average, far higher than at any other 
point in American history.

In June 2007, the housing bubble burst. In the next 
15 months, home prices fell by 7 percent nationally—
the first sustained decline since the Great Depres-
sion. The housing crisis, in turn, triggered a string 
of bank failures. The first casualties were the large 
regional bank Indy Mac and the famed investment 
bank Bear Stearns. Unfortunately, in succeeding 
months, the Treasury and Federal Reserve still failed 
to get ahead of a crisis they hardly understood. Two 
U.S. Government–sanctioned institutions, Freddie 
Mac and Fannie Mae, saw their capital wiped out 
and had to be nationalized at a cost to the taxpayer 
initially estimated at over $200 billion.

Even those steps did not stem the tide. In 
September 2008, two more large investment 
banks vanished, and the world’s largest insur-
ance company was taken over by the Government. 
The details of the largest government-led market 
intervention in history were recently hammered out 
with Congress. As a result of these negotiations, the 
U.S. Government initially announced that it would 

begin recapitalizing the banking system through a 
combination of direct capital injections ($250 bil-
lion) and purchase of certain financial instruments 
($450 billion) currently sitting on banks’ books in 
order to set a price floor under the debt market.

In April 2008, the IMF estimated that the total 
cost of the U.S. subprime crisis could amount to over 
$1 trillion, but it is now clear that this was a lowball 
estimate. Worse still, the subprime blowout is buffet-
ing other financial markets: the Standard & Poor 500 
index fell to levels last seen in January 2001.

The U.S. Government can continue to backstop 
the market without imperiling its fiscal position, 
as a debt-to-GDP ratio of under 70 percent still 
gives financial officials some room to maneuver. It 
will become increasingly difficult, however, for the 
Government to absorb the costs of the largest finan-
cial bailout in history while dealing with slipping tax 
revenues, slower economic growth, and increasing 
public sector imbalances. It should be remembered 
that Japan went from having the best fiscal position 
in the Group of Seven (G–7) in 1990 to the worst in 
2000, because, in response to its own financial and 
banking crisis, it mismanaged and delayed writeoffs 
and selloffs. Combined with the long-term funding 
challenges of entitlement programs such as Social 
Security and Medicare, the United States may be 
laying the groundwork for the emergence of an even 
worse financial crisis.
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The implications of America’s financial distress 
for the world economy are considerable, not simply 
because of the role that U.S. consumers play in driv-
ing global growth, but also because the entire global 
financial system has become leveraged to the U.S. 
household sector. This situation arose largely as a re-
sult of the explosive growth in financial instruments 
linked or leveraged to U.S. property markets, which 
were marketed heavily to foreign investors by U.S. 
investment banks. There were myriad strategies that 
offered apparently low risks and high returns (but, in 
hindsight, had high risk and potentially no positive 
return). These included “structured investment ve-
hicles” that many banks used as a way to earn money 
off their balance sheet, arbitraging their ability to 
plow low-cost, short-term capital into longer dated 
and high-yielding asset-backed securities. These 
worked until the market for asset-backed securities 
imploded.

Another supposedly low-risk investment class was 
in collateralized debt obligations (CDOs), instru-
ments issued by investment banks and backed by 
U.S. subprime loans, mortgage-backed securities, 
commercial mortgages, debt financing, and leveraged 
buyouts. Pools of CDOs were packaged into super-
leveraged instruments called “CDO squared” or even 
“CDO cubed.” Incredibly, these CDOs were given 
AAA ratings by the rating agencies, which implied 
almost no probability of default, because investors in 
CDOs had taken out insurance with bond insur-
ers. Ironically, investors would learn, when it was 
too late to change anything, that these insurers had 
inadequate capital to cover a default, and that they 
would head toward bankruptcy themselves. Chasing 
these Ponzi-like schemes were pension funds, banks, 
insurance companies, and other supposedly smart 
institutional investors that bought into the assump-
tion that financial risk could be largely engineered 
away. Many of these investors came to realize 
gigantic losses. Investment banks such as Citigroup, 
Bear Stearns, and Merrill Lynch that were involved 
in selling CDOs also got clobbered. With the market 
for selling CDOs gone, Merrill Lynch decided in July 
2008 to liquidate its mammoth unsold inventory of 
CDOs at 20 cents on the dollar.

The financial crisis of 2008 revealed that perhaps 
the fastest growing segment in the rapidly expand-
ing derivatives universe was also its most dangerous: 
credit default swaps. In simple terms, they are a type 
of insurance policy contracted between two parties, 
whereby one guarantees a payment to the other in 
the event of a default, in exchange for an insurance 

premium paid along the way. The Bank for Interna-
tional Settlements estimated that, as of the end of 
2007, there was over $57.8 trillion in credit default 
swaps outstanding—a fourfold increase over the level 
at the end of December 2005.4 Large financial firms 
such as the now-defunct Lehman Brothers and Bear 
Stearns issued massive amounts of these swaps to 
cover their myriad risks. Among the biggest buyers 
of these default swaps were the banks and insur-
ance companies, which also had snapped up the 
aforementioned CDOs. The net result was that when 
Lehman and Bear collapsed, already beleaguered 
banks and insurers were left holding the bag, with 
an expected payout on the failure of Lehman’s credit 
default swaps alone of over $365 billion.5

Today, the notional value of the derivatives market 
adds up to 976 percent of world GDP—a nearly 
tenfold increase since 1990.6 In Berkshire Hatha-
way’s annual report to shareholders in 2002, Warren 
Buffett pointedly described derivatives as “financial 
weapons of mass destruction.” Buffett further com-
mented:

Unless derivatives contracts are collateralized or 
guaranteed, their ultimate value also depends on the 
creditworthiness of the counterparties to them. In the 
meantime, though, before a contract is settled, the 
counterparties record profits and losses—often huge in 
amount—in their current earnings statements without 
so much as a penny changing hands. The range of 
derivatives contracts is limited only by the imagination 
of man (or sometimes, so it seems, madmen).7

As a result of the derivatives boom, financial 
distress in the U.S. household and banking sectors 
has been magnified globally, adding to the stresses 
facing European and Asian economies. The potential 
unwinding of the globalization of financial leverage 
threatens the success of economic globalization itself.

At risk is the almost-century-long U.S. primacy as 
the world’s foremost financial power. If that primacy 
declines, economic growth will slow as capital 
becomes more costly and harder to obtain. Further-
more, as Cicero pointed out 2,000 years ago, the key 
to success in war is “endless streams of money.” That 
remains as true today as it was then. If raising capital 
in vast amounts becomes harder, America’s ability to 
finance the military forces it requires in the future 
will be more difficult.

The United States has always snapped back follow-
ing times of economic doubt and apparent decline. 
The stagflation and stagnation of the 1970s produced 
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in the wake of the Vietnam War, the 1973 oil shock, 
and the decisive break with the fixed exchange rate 
system were followed by the economic boom of the 
1980s and victory in the Cold War. There is no rea-
son to believe that recovery should be any different 
in the coming decade. But understanding the scope 
of the problems—and devising and implementing a 
strategy to solve them—will be imperative.

Noted economic historian Charles Kindleberger 
observed that nations that have turned back negative 
economic tides and emerged stronger from moments 
of seeming decline are those that possess flexibility 
and adaptability, rather than passivity and rigidity.8 
Americans are known for being flexible and adap-
tive. Unfortunately, however, the scale and scope of 
America’s global economic and financial challenges 
are considerable and they will defy any easy or rapid 
solution.

Brave New World
What has happened to the American economy?
As of late 2008, four of America’s great money 

center banks had ceased to exist, the entire banking 
system was going hat in hand to emerging econo-
mies to beg for multibillion-dollar bailouts, inflation 
was rising, housing prices had collapsed, thousands 
of people were losing their homes, and the U.S. 
Government had launched the largest market inter-
vention in history. Meanwhile, the price of gasoline 
soared to over $4 a gallon before falling back to 
more normal levels.

Eventually, U.S. policymakers will hit upon on the 
right measures to stabilize the system, and markets 
will once again demonstrate their remarkable resil-
ience. But a major lesson of the credit crisis is that 
the monetary and financial levers that policymakers 
have used for the past generation were rather inef-
fectual and in some case downright harmful. More 
importantly, these levers will become ever more 
obsolete with time, leaving the United States (along 
with the rest of the global economy) at risk of further 
financial shocks that will undermine our economic 
strength. And as goes the U.S. economy, so goes U.S. 
military strength and strategic influence.

To maintain the United States as the preeminent 
economic and financial power in the world (and by 
extension, a global military power), policymakers 
must come to grips with a financial system unlike 
anything in their prior experience. If they fail to 
grasp how financial markets have changed, it will 
be impossible for them to emplace the regulatory 
and oversight structure that will allow the financial 

system and the economy to adapt to future crises, 
which are sure to arise as the pace of innovation and 
change accelerates.

For the past two decades, the world of finance 
has mutated to the point that an investment banker 
from 1980 would not recognize it. Innovation has 
taken place at such a dizzying pace that very few 
outside of the world’s money center institutions 
understand it at all. This is a remarkably dangerous 
situation. Policymakers, reeling from the public 
reaction to the 2007–2008 credit crisis, are promis-
ing increased regulation of an industry they do not 
even comprehend. Too many of them are apparently 
formulating policy based on the global financial 
system enshrined in the 1944 Bretton Woods agree-
ments, which fixed exchange rates, established a 
new gold standard, and created the IMF and World 
Bank. Globalized markets killed off that orderly 
world some time ago.

Unfortunately, however, the relics of that era, in 
the form of the IMF and World Bank, still exist, and 
their global employees are constantly casting widely 
for a new mission. Detailing what is wrong with 
these two entities would fill many books. Suffice it 
to say that organizations designed to manage global 
finance and postwar reconstruction while the guns of 
World War II still pounded are finding it impossible 
to find relevance today. When they were created, 
the dollar was king, and a billion dollars was serious 
money even for Congress. Today, the dollar is in 
competition with the yuan, the yen, and the euro, in 
markets that move literally at the speed of light.

When the Bretton Woods agreements were 
signed, the widespread assumption was that inter-
national financial flows would roughly track trade 
and investment flows, as they had for centuries. 
International trade on the eve of the financial crisis 
was about $3.5 trillion a year, but currency flows are 
$2 trillion a day.

Just as financial markets have been diverging from 
the underlying economy over recent years, interna-
tional currency movements have decoupled from 
trade and investment for the first time in history. 
This development has implications that rival the 
challenges faced by the Bretton Woods representa-
tives in 1944. Yet hardly any strategists are studying 
the implications of these changes, an oversight that 
leaves a giant blind spot in U.S. strategic planning.

There are sure to be new regulations on the U.S. 
financial system in the wake of the 2007–2008 
credit crisis. Before new rules are enacted, someone 
must step back and ask what effects they will have 
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on a 24-hour trading book, which moves around 
the world as various markets open and close. Many 
problems currently plaguing the U.S. financial 
system, such as capital-draining “structured invest-
ment vehicles,” are a result of earlier ill-considered 
regulations. In effect, any new U.S. regulatory 
regime that tries to constrain traders or place bar-
riers in front of market liquidity can and will be 
circumvented by traders, who will just move their 
operations (or simply their domicile) into countries 
whose regulatory systems are more accommodat-
ing. Such “regulatory arbitrage” will further weaken 
U.S. dominance of the global financial system.

Structural Changes
The last two decades have witnessed a major struc-

tural shift in the global economy and a realignment 
of the relative influence of various countries. Nations 
that had spent decades on the periphery of the global 
economic and trading system, China in particular 
but also several others, are now critical production 
centers. Although several serious scandals have 
revealed that its product safety regulations are poorly 
enforced, China remains highly competitive. 

In the years and months leading to the financial 
meltdown of 2008, a number of new players began to 
adopt asset allocation programs that shifted capital 
flows away from traditional avenues. (That is, there 
was less reliance on safe U.S. Government debt and 
a greater willingness to seek higher returns through 
investing in riskier assets.) Some of these new play-
ers, such as pension funds and hedge funds, have 
been part of the financial landscape for a while, but 
they now make up a much larger and more aggres-
sive share of the market than in the past. Joining this 
trend toward accepting greater risk were the major 
banks, which were trading on their own account and 
employing significant leverage to do it, thus making 
themselves the functional equivalents of hedge funds.

Moreover, dozens of countries that are typically 
thought of as perennial debtor nations have now 
accumulated significant reserves of wealth. Through 
“sovereign wealth funds,” the governments of these 
countries began to deploy their cash reserves over a 
range of asset classes and away from U.S. Govern-
ment debt. In addition, the new players made 
greater use of highly leveraged and increasingly 
exotic financial instruments (derivatives), which 
have deeply altered the character and risk profile 
of the market in ways not sufficiently understood 
by policymakers or, in many cases, by the market 
participants themselves.

Implications
What has gone practically unnoticed in the ongoing 

credit crisis is the international role reversal that is 
occurring. As the developed world searches for solu-
tions to the crisis, it is the emerging world that is riding 
to the economic rescue. In an unprecedented develop-
ment, capital is flowing out of emerging nations and 
into the developed world, where it is being used to re-
capitalize the rich nations’ foundering banking systems. 
In recent months, estimates place emerging nations’ 
sovereign wealth fund investments in rich world banks 
at over $70 billion. It is worth remembering that it was 
only just over a decade ago that the financial collapse in 
Mexico, East Asia, and Russia prompted a call for the 
rich countries of the world to deploy tens of billions of 
dollars to contain those multiple crises.

Today, many of these same nations have used a 
decade of unprecedented growth, thanks in part to 
soaring oil prices, to build up substantial financial 
reserves that will have several major effects. They 
have partly immunized themselves against current 

and future financial crises because these reserves give 
them the means to defend their currency and cushion 
against any future period of adaptation. An almost 
unnoticed effect of this development is that the IMF, 
as it is currently structured, has lost its original raison 
d’être.9 Emerging nations will no longer need IMF-
coordinated bailouts that come with politically and 
often socially ruinous conditions attached.

Newly accumulated reserves, coupled with the 
increasing wealth of many persons in emerging 
nations (the middle classes of both China and India 
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now exceed the entire U.S. population), will increase 
the amount of domestic consumption in these coun-
tries. This means that many of these nations will start 
shifting production away from exports and toward 
domestic consumers. This, in turn, will relieve pres-
sure on politicians to implement new protectionist 
policies and will help reduce the U.S. current account 
deficit without having to further erode the dollar’s 
value. Moreover, these nations will begin to break free 
of their reliance on the United States as their ultimate 
market as their future growth becomes increasingly 
driven by internal rather than external demand.

As these accumulated reserves exceed what emerg-
ing nations consider prudent cushions against exog-
enous shocks, they will be deployed through sovereign 
wealth funds into a variety of asset classes in pursuit of 
higher returns. This activity presents a new challenge 
to national security planners. Although such funds 
in and of themselves are not a threat in the classic 
definition of the term, they do introduce some major 
concerns if they are used for strategic advantage.

One concern is that sovereign wealth funds will 
not only seek superior returns, but also will be used 
to purchase strategic assets that will give the nations 
controlling these funds access to classified informa-
tion and critical military technology, diplomatic 
power over weaker nations, and enhanced access to 
scarce resources. Moreover, there is a risk that some 
nations will use their intelligence services to help 
bolster the returns of the sovereign wealth funds. 
For instance, if Russia were again to use its con-
trol of gas pipelines to limit supplies to Ukraine or 
threaten cutoffs to Europe, an official might first tip 
off Russian fund mangers so that they can position 
themselves for the impact that such a move would 
have on the energy market. The potential interaction 
among intelligence services, sovereign wealth funds, 
and national banks strongly suggests that the United 
States should redouble its efforts to surveil global 
financial movements.10

What Must Be Done
The United States needs to reorder its policies and 

diplomatic initiatives to adapt to a world where eco-
nomic power is shifting from the West to “the Rest,” 
particularly Asia. This new and rapidly changing 
world will eventually require significant adjustments 
to the system that emerged as a result of the 1944 
Bretton Woods Agreements:

n The United States must recognize that the eco-
nomic power of many G–7 members has been eclipsed 

by several emerging nations who will have considerable 
impact on the future global economy. Either the G–7 
has to be reorganized, or the United States must develop 
new structures that involve these new financial and 
economic powers as full members.

n The Federal Reserve has to complete a full analysis 
of the global financial system and get legislative 
approval for the use of new policy levers that are more 
finely tuned than current instruments and that will be 
more effective in the new environment. Moreover, the 
Federal Reserve and U.S. Treasury need to increase 
levels of international cooperation to ensure a more 
coordinated approach to future financial imbalances.

n The IMF and World Bank find themselves in an 
environment in which emerging nations do not need 
their services. The IMF is being made obsolete by 
emerging nations whose reserves are such that they 
can forego IMF funding and its stringent conditionality 
clauses. As for the World Bank, the amount of invest-
ment funds available to emerging nations through the 
capital markets dwarfs anything it can bring to the table. 
The best future for these institutions would likely be to 
have them reestablish themselves as facilitators of multi-
lateral restructuring endeavors. In effect, they would use 
their technical expertise and international reputation to 
provide support and political cover for policymakers to 
undertake required structural adjustments that might 
otherwise be politically difficult to enact without the 
backing of a multilateral institution.

n The financial plumbing (back room operations) 
and risk management processes of all major players in 
the global financial system need to be upgraded and 
made more transparent through appropriate regulation.

n Concerns over the use of sovereign wealth funds 
must be addressed before they kick off a destructive 
round of financial protectionism and/or increased regu-
lation aimed at limiting global capital flows. Either one 
of these outcomes would unleash a dangerous reversal 
of the globalization process, which has raised the living 
standards of several billion people. As a starting point, 
managers of these funds need to sign off on an interna-
tionally negotiated code of conduct and become more 
transparent in their activities.

Prospects
Such radical changes in the U.S. and global finan-

cial systems will be hard, but they will inevitably be 
made. The question is whether they will be accom-
plished in an orderly manner or forced on policy-
makers in the face of another crisis. As matters stand 
now, policymakers are trying to deal with the “brave 
new world” of finance without any real understand-
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ing of how the old world is evolving. Even as the 
2008 financial crisis is forcing adjustments on its par-
ticipants, policymakers must undertake a thorough 
analysis of what the crisis signified, how the financial 
system is changing, and where it is likely to go.

Once that analysis is complete, strategists can begin 
to analyze and understand how the developing finan-
cial environment affects national security now and in 
the future. Only then will policymakers be able to get 
ahead of these changes and avoid reacting to them in 
ways that further damage America’s financial health.

Economic Security

Challenges 
Many states are not capable of providing condi-

tions in which the bulk of their citizens can achieve 
an adequate degree of economic security. Economic 
insecurity implies poverty so pervasive and persistent 
that it breeds a wide array of social and personal ills: 
child malnutrition, low life expectancy, limited educa-
tion, and little potential for a better future. Societies 
burdened by economic insecurity are more likely than 
others to experience civil war and cross-border conflict.

Although there are pockets of such insecurity in 
most societies, in approximately 60 countries a large 
majority of people are stuck in these conditions. 
Their societies are too poor for the redistribution of 
assets to solve the problem. And they remain stuck 
because, for the past 40 years, per capita incomes 
have been practically stagnant. The combined 
population of these 60 countries is around 1 billion 
people, sometimes referred to as “the bottom billion.” 
Seventy percent of them live in sub-Saharan Africa. 
The extent of global poverty is, of course, much 
wider than just the bottom billion; for example, there 
are still many poor people living in China and India. 
There is a strong case, however, for focusing the 
efforts of the developed world on the bottom billion.

First, a key difference between being poor in China 
and being poor in Chad is whether a credible basis 
for hope exists. A poor family in China has reason to 
hope that its children will grow up in a society that is 
economically transformed. In contrast, based on the 
past 40 years’ experience, a poor family in Chad does 
not have good reason for such hope. The critical task 
is to provide credible hope to such people.

Second, many countries inevitably experience 
adverse shocks that inflict harm on economically 
insecure people, who then require assistance from 
the state. In the societies of the bottom billion, 
however, the state itself is impoverished and usu-

ally ineffective. Hence, these countries are prone to 
humanitarian crises that can only be addressed by 
rapid international intervention. Increasingly, thanks 
to global media coverage, the citizens of developed 
countries expect their governments to act, but 
budgetary and logistical restraints sometimes stymie 
rapid action. The military is the main governmental 
organization capable of rapid, large-scale delivery of 
relief supplies, but recipient governments sometimes 
resist the entry of foreign military forces, even for 
humanitarian purposes. In 2008, for example, the 
Burmese government refused to permit Western 
military ships and aircraft to deliver relief supplies to 
victims of a devastating cyclone.

Third, because most citizens of the poorest nations 
are economically insecure, the state becomes politi-
cally insecure. For example, we now know that in 
years of poor rainfall, the risk of a civil war increases. 
This may be because rebel organizations find it easier 
to recruit when conditions get desperate. Once civil 
wars start, they tend to continue for about a decade, 
further damaging the economy and thus compound-
ing the problem of insecurity. Where rebellion is 
easy to ignite, hostile neighboring states tend to use 
it as a form of clandestine international warfare. For 
example, for many years Uganda and Sudan engaged 
in low-level international warfare by supporting each 
other’s rebel groups.

In some cases, the weak state becomes a tempting 
target for neighbors, as was the case with the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo (formerly Zaire). Taking 
advantage of Zaire’s vicious civil war between the 
postcolonial dictatorship and a popular insurgency, 
neighbors Rwanda and Uganda contributed forces 
that first helped topple the regime and then went 
after its successor. Several other countries threw their 
weight in as well, and the fighting spread across the 
region, devastating already weak societies.

Until the end of the Cold War, the international 
community was not in a position to intervene to 
end such wars, and as a result the rate at which they 
started exceeded the rate at which they stopped. By 
the end of the 1990s, the international community 
had succeeded in bringing some pressure to bear to 
resolve these conflicts, and by the turn of the millen-
nium many were settled.

Unfortunately, postconflict situations are typically 
even more fragile than the preconflict societies of the 
bottom billion. In the past, 40 percent of all postcon-
flict situations have reverted to conflict within a de-
cade. The typical postconflict society is critically im-
poverished, and its state institutions are ineffective. 
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Afghanistan is one example. There are currently over 
100,000 United Nations (UN) peacekeeping troops 
serving in postconflict situations around the world. 
Hence, the insecurity of the 60 or so countries hous-
ing the bottom billion poses an important security 
challenge for developed countries.

The fourth, and most basic, reason for focusing on 
the countries of the bottom billion is that by better 
understanding them, the developed world will be 
better able to do something about them. In the past, 
because these countries have been individually mar-
ginal, they have been neglected as a group.

Reasons for Failure to Develop
Most developing countries have done just that: 

develop. There is no one overarching explanation of 
why some 60 nations of the world have stagnated.

One problem is the lack of accountability in govern-
ment. Even where elections are held, the elites who 
run in them have learned how to game them with a 
mixture of bribery, ballot fraud, and intimidation, as 
happened in Kenya and Zimbabwe in 2008. Because 
governments have avoided being accountable, they are 
not forced to provide effective economic policies.

The problem of unaccountable government is 
particularly severe in countries with large revenues 
from exports of valuable natural resources. Potentially, 
this is an opportunity for transformation, but because 
the revenues accrue to the government, harnessing the 
opportunity for development depends on good gov-
ernance. To date, the possession of valuable resources 
has usually proved to be a curse. Nigeria, a major oil 
exporter, is probably the most obvious example: by 
any reasonable counterfactual, its citizens are now 
poorer than they would have been if oil had not been 
discovered there 40 years ago. The key problem is 
that valuable resources controlled by the government 
become a honeypot contested by different groups, 
usually organized along ethnic lines. Not needing 
broad-based taxation, the state never provokes citizen 
scrutiny; in many cases, mechanisms for such scrutiny 
do not exist. Rival elites jockey for power, divorced 
from the interests and concerns of ordinary citizens.

At a deeper level, the problem is that these coun-
tries are structurally insecure. On the one hand, many 
African countries are too large to be unified by a sense 
of nationhood, in that their citizens identify more 
strongly with subnational ethnic and religious group-
ings than with the nation. This situation is a result 
of the artificial borders imposed by the European 
colonial powers, without regard to historical tribal 
and ethnic boundaries, during the land grabs of the 

18th and 19th centuries; Kenya is an example. On the 
other hand, the countries of the bottom billion are too 
small to be effective states. They have tiny, typically 
agrarian and extractive economies—often smaller 
than a medium-sized American city—and so cannot 
reap economies of scale in the provision of key public 
goods such as military security.

A further problem is geography. Many of the poor-
est countries are landlocked, which makes it difficult 
for them to integrate into the global economy. Their 
access to major roads and ports may depend on hos-
tile neighbors; for example, Ethiopia cannot use the 
closest port because it lies in Eritrea, which is a bitter 
enemy. Many of them suffer from widespread disease 
(notably malaria and AIDS), which drains manpower 
and resources and thus inflicts high economic costs.

Issues Deserving Early Attention
The international community has four policy 

instruments for dealing with these problems: foreign 
aid (publicly funded development assistance); trade 
policy; military security; and rules and codes of 
governance. To date it has relied excessively upon 
foreign aid relative to the other three. Multilateral 
leadership in the provision of foreign aid has shifted 
from the United States to Europe and Japan: for 
example, Britain now provides the most money for 
the World Bank’s International Development Associ-
ation, which is the main multilateral source of grants 
and soft loans for the world’s poorest countries.

Trade policy has never been effectively focused on 
the poorest countries; the WTO is basically a bargain-
ing forum in which the countries of the bottom billion 
have little influence and the developed countries have 
other priorities than assisting them. The international 
provision of military security has lurched between 
excessive caution, as in Rwanda, and military inter-
vention, as in Somalia and Haiti. The international 
provision of rules and norms of governance has largely 
bypassed the countries of the bottom billion: the 
ruling elites have preferred to protect their power by 
hiding behind national sovereignty, and the interna-
tional community has not assigned a high priority to 
overcoming economic security.

Although there is plenty of scope for using all four 
policy instruments more effectively, four issues seem 
ripe for action.

Improving the Conduct of Elections. Three recent 
African elections (Nigeria in 2007 and Kenya and 
Zimbabwe in 2008) have all been fiascos. Kenya and 
Zimbabwe were such high-profile disasters that they 
provoked international outrage and eventual inter-
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vention by members of the African Union. The Afri-
can Union alone is unlikely to resolve the problems 
entirely, however, because it harbors too many vested 
interests in preserving business as usual. While inter-
national action in support of democratic institutions 
is necessary, the United Nations is unlikely to be a 
viable route because China routinely opposes any 
action that it believes infringes on national sover-
eignty; in the case of Zimbabwe, for example, Beijing 
blocked proposed UN Security Council decisions 
aimed at putting pressure on the Robert Mugabe 
government to honor the country’s election laws.

The international community has probably over-
sold elections relative to other important attributes 
of good governance, such as the rule of law and 
financial transparency. Because elections are such 
high-profile events, they have come to be seen as 
the defining feature of good governance. It would 
be helpful to shift the prestige away from elections 
per se, to elections that are reliably judged to meet 
international standards.

On this issue, it should be feasible to get Europe, 
Japan, and the large emerging market democracies 
such as India and Brazil to be supportive. A possible 
way forward is to encourage a “democracy club,” not 
in the form of a military alliance such as the North 

Atlantic Treaty Organization, but rather as a group 
committed to enforcing democratic standards and 
norms among its own members. Countries that 
claimed to be democracies could join, thus commit-
ting themselves to certain minimum standards. Their 
electoral performance would then be monitored by 
election supervisors.

The principle of supervised elections is already 
well established, but at present there is no coordi-
nated assessment. (The European Union conducts an 
official assessment, but no larger group does so.) Nor 
is an adverse assessment linked to any consequences, 
such as expulsion from a group; the worst that an 
offending government can expect is international 
condemnation. Whether such an approach can work 
would depend in part on whether governments other 
than established democracies chose to sign up to the 
commitments. It can be assumed that some would. 
For example, President Mwai Kibaki of Kenya would 
probably have committed himself to signing when he 
was running for office in 2002 in order to reassure vot-
ers of his willingness to abide by democratic norms.

However, elections, even if well conducted, are not 
enough to guarantee real democracy; it is important 
to supplement them with checks and balances on 
government power. In some societies, elections can 

Workers process piles of carrots in China as wholesale market price hit lowest point in 15 years
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be polarizing because leaders have yet to build a 
sense of common nationhood. Nevertheless, improv-
ing the conduct of elections is both highly topical 
and supportive of many other reforms, and so it 
is a good place to start the long process of making 
democracy work.

Securing Postconflict Societies. Postconflict societ-
ies are fragile. Currently, there are a lot of them, so 
developed countries should do what they can to 
avoid a repeat of past disasters. For example, south-
ern Sudan may well head back into war.

Three types of actor determine whether postcon-
flict situations result in a durable peace: providers 
of peacekeeping troops, providers of postconflict 
aid, and postconflict governments. The actions of 
these three are mutually interdependent. Prolonged 
peacekeeping is needed to create an environment in 
which development assistance can work. Peacekeep-
ing is effective in radically reducing the risks of 
further conflict, but to date it has been conducted 
in a hit-and-miss manner. Postconflict aid for 
reconstruction can foster the economic growth that 
provides a workable exit strategy for peacekeepers. 
Even where postconflict aid is effective, however, 
often it is allowed to taper off too soon.

Decent governance, including the reform of bad 
economic policies imposed during wartime, is also 
necessary for rapid recovery. All too often, postconflict 
governance is weak, corrupt, or more dedicated to 
revenge and spoils-taking than rebuilding a dam-
aged nation. The Peace-Building Commission of the 
United Nations, established in 2005, provides a possible 
forum in which these mutual responsibilities could be 
recognized. It established a form of compact analogous 
to the UN Global Compact founded by Secretary-
General Kofi Annan in 2000, which links corporate 
behavior to 10 universally accepted principles of human 
rights, labor standards, environmental protection, and 
anticorruption measures. Together with some mini-
mum standards and norms, the mutual recognition of 
responsibilities would provide a mechanism to improve 
the management of postconflict situations.

Guiding the Commodity Booms. The commodity 
booms taking place in some African countries pres-
ent an opportunity to alleviate economic insecurity. 
Angola alone is getting more money in oil revenue 
than the entire stock of foreign aid flowing to the 
60 or so poorest countries. The recent fall in prices 
shows that the large pulse of income was mainly tem-
porary, and so it is vital to save and invest it rather 
than simply increasing consumption in an unsustain-
able way. Much of the recent revenues have yet to be 

spent and so the decision as to how to use the rev-
enue will be taken in the coming months. It is vital 
that the history of mismanagement not be repeated. 
Brave people in these societies are struggling for 
change and the key decisions are being taken now.

The developed democracies can help the forces 
pressing for reform by establishing voluntary inter-
national standards and codes that can be used to 
guide economic decisions. One such code, the 2002 
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, has 
already prompted 23 governments to pledge adher-
ence to a standard of revenue reporting. There is an 
urgent need to build on this success with new codes 
that focus on how revenues are used.

Harnessing Social Enterprise for the Delivery of Basic 
Services. In recent years, there has been a huge growth 
in social enterprise, especially in the United States. 
This kind of initiative has the potential to deliver basic 
social services in those environments where govern-
ment provision has broken down beyond immediate 
repair, as in Liberia. Currently, there is no organiza-
tional model that connects publicly funded develop-
ment assistance with social enterprise on a national 
scale, in a way that could transform the provision of 
basic services in such societies. Such aid tends either 
to remain channeled through traditional agencies of 
government or to be provided piecemeal and in an ad 
hoc fashion to particular initiatives. There is an urgent 
need to develop a 21st-century model of social funding 
acceptable to and inclusive of government. It should 
create genuine, measurable competition among differ-
ent social entrepreneurs seeking funds. And it should 
be capable of pooling aid inflows from public and 
private donors and directing them on a sustainable 
basis to the purchase of services for ordinary citizens 
in the most difficult environments.

The developed world has a range of policies with 
which to tackle the problems of the bottom billion, yet 
to date they have not been coordinated. U.S. opera-
tions have often demonstrated how detached military 
policy was from the development instruments needed 
to rebuild a poor country’s postconflict infrastructure. 
The same could be said of the other three instru-
ments: foreign aid, trade, and codes of governance. 
Sometimes the United States has overrelied on the 
military, sometimes on aid. It has tended consistently 
to underplay trade and governance codes.

Coordinating all these instruments would not only 
promote poverty relief, but also reduce the likelihood 
of further civil wars and cross-border conflict. Usu-
ally, difficult situations require a package of policies. 
Only heads of state can bring about such a profound 



31GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

The Global Redistribution of Economic Power

change in political and bureaucratic culture. A 
shared commitment to launch such a coordinated 
initiative has become increasingly urgent.

Protectionism
The promotion of protectionism in the U.S. Con-

gress and in the public at large has reached the point 
where it seriously threatens America’s strategic inter-
ests as well as its economic leadership. An immediate 
challenge facing the U.S. administration is to channel 
the political pressures fueling protectionism away 
from broadside attacks on trade expansion and 
other forms of international economic engagement 
and toward the enactment of meaningful measures 
to help U.S. workers and companies adjust to rapid 
globalization.

Why Protectionism Harms U.S. National 
Security

Protectionism is usually seen as a trade issue best 
left to trade negotiators and their counterpart com-
mittees on Capitol Hill. But protectionism should 
also be seen as a national security issue because it 
endangers U.S. domestic and global security interests 
in a variety of ways:

n Protectionism undermines the image of the 
United States as a global leader. It belies the generos-
ity, openness, and optimism once associated with 
postwar American leadership.

n Protectionism damages U.S. relations with allies 
and friends. Since the United States preaches free 
trade and aggressively pursues the opening of mar-
kets for its own products and services, protectionism 
fuels charges of hypocrisy and double standards.

n Protectionism deprives poor people in develop-
ing countries of the chance to compete. It stunts job 
creation in those countries, thus undermining the 
stability of governments still struggling to consoli-
date legitimacy. The prospect of long-term unem-
ployment makes it more likely that frustrated young 
people, especially men, will take to the streets or join 
radical movements.

n Protectionism gives other governments an 
excuse to delay opening their markets and provokes 
retaliation against U.S. exports, thus stifling U.S. 
job growth in the most competitive sectors of the 
economy. By shielding the weakest companies within 
a given sector, protectionism effectively punishes 
more competitive ones. By reducing competitive 
pressure, it slows the drive to improve productivity 
and develop more advanced technology.

n Protectionism sets a poor example for gov-
ernments striving to make a transition away from 
socialism and find a niche in the global economy. 
These governments face stiff resistance from vested 
interests, who seize on protectionism elsewhere in 
the world to shield themselves from competition.

n Protectionism limits choices that would other-
wise enhance U.S. military capability. “Buy American” 
and other protectionist laws and regulations impose 
costly procurement requirements on the U.S. Armed 
Forces and preclude purchase of the best products, 
technologies, and services.

n Protectionism contributes to inflation and 
harms the poor because it makes imports more 
expensive and thus raises the price of basic items 
such as clothing and shoes.

n Export protectionism (restricting certain 
exports on national security or other grounds) 
burdens U.S. high-tech companies, creates political 
tensions with other governments, and hampers 
military-to-military cooperation.

n Investment protectionism discourages the inflow 
of foreign capital into key sectors and inspires or 
reinforces corresponding barriers to U.S. investment 
abroad.

n Incoming-visitor protectionism (the denial 
of visas to would-be visitors and students) creates 
much ill will and reinforces the widespread view that 
Washington overreacted to 9/11.

Declining Political Support
Examples of protectionism in 2008–2009 include  

the insertion of “Buy American” language in President 
Obama’s stimulus bill; congressional resistance to 
a major free trade agreement with South Korea; 
calls to postpone or reopen other free trade agree-
ments negotiated in good faith, including the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), signed 
in 1993; efforts to halt or retard the offshoring of U.S. 
jobs by threatening to impose tax penalties on offend-
ing U.S. companies; opposition to certain incoming 
foreign investment bids; and alarm over the perceived 
threat posed by sovereign wealth funds (funds held by 
governments or government-affiliated entities). The 
combination of agricultural protectionism at home 
and aggressive market-opening demands on poor 
countries partially contributed to the 2008 collapse 
of the ongoing Doha Round of multilateral trade nego-
tiations under the auspices of the WTO.

More damaging in the long run, perhaps, is 
that Congress has refused to renew the procedure, 
formerly known as “fast track” and now called Trade 
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Promotion Authority, which effectively permits the 
President to negotiate new trade agreements. In 
2008, a dispute between Congress and the White 
House over the proposed U.S.-Colombia free trade 
agreement became so hostile that the White House 
submitted the agreement without the usual consul-
tation, prompting the leadership of the House of 
Representatives to revoke Trade Promotion Author-
ity’s time-honored procedural rules.

Not all trade restrictions should be labeled 
protectionist. WTO rules permit the temporary 
imposition of import restrictions, known as safe-
guards, to cope with sudden import surges. Certain 
other agreements permit the use of trade limits 
in response to subsidies, violations of intellectual 
property, and other trade-distorting measures. 
Governments can invoke national security to block 
certain imports or to restrict foreign investments in 
militarily critical industries. New issues are arising 
that may justify expanding the scope of existing 
trade-limiting measures, such as disease control 
and climate change. Legislation calling for steep 
duties on imports from China to offset its determi-
nation to restrain the pace of currency appreciation 
is in a category by itself; some economists with 
impeccable free trade credentials support congres-
sional action to impose a corresponding tariff on 
Chinese imports.

But leaving aside these exceptions, U.S. political 
support for engagement with the global economy in 
general has eroded so badly in the last 15 years or 
so that Congress has bottled up new agreements or 
passed them by a handful of votes after fierce and 
divisive debate. This hostility to deeper international 
economic engagement has spilled over into investment 
and finance.11 Meanwhile, the list of technologies, sys-
tems, and components requiring U.S. export licenses 
remains too long despite decades of effort to narrow it 
down to truly critical items. U.S. military commanders 
complain that the unnecessary classification of entire 
systems impedes their ability to conduct joint exercises 
and training with other countries’ forces.

The international scene is not promising either. As 
of 2009, the Doha Round was likely to fall far short 
of its original goals even if negotiators revived it. A 
trans-Pacific free trade area, originally adopted as 
a goal by the leaders of the Asia Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) forum in 1993–1994 and 
endorsed by President George W. Bush and others 
in 2005–2006, is still in the study phase. A few U.S. 
bilateral and regional trade agreements have been 
negotiated and ratified, but others have run aground. 

The most important of those still awaiting congres-
sional approval is the Korea-U.S. free trade agree-
ment, which would be the largest single trade deal 
since NAFTA.

Causes of the Protectionist Upsurge
Growing doubts about the benefits of interna-

tional economic engagement reflect a general loss 
of American faith in U.S. competitiveness. Accord-
ing to one series of polls, 10 years ago, 58 percent of 
Americans thought that growing engagement in the 
global economy was “good” (because of new markets 
and jobs associated with exports), as opposed to 
“bad” (because of unfair competition and cheap 
labor). By December 2007, that figure had dropped 
to 28 percent.

Current economic conditions contribute to the 
new pessimism. Prior to the current financial crisis, 
these included long-term wage stagnation and a 
decline in the number of manufacturing jobs, white-
color layoffs, record U.S. trade and current account 
deficits, spikes in food and energy prices, soaring 
health care costs, and the huge income gap between 
the working class and the super-rich. Many blamed 
these trends on the globalization of production of 
goods and services and the spectacular rise of Asia, 
particularly China. Adding to the malaise are mas-
sive job losses, foreclosures, and business failures 
stemming from the severity and expected duration of 
the financial crisis.

Jobs. The most powerful driver of U.S. protection-
ism is the actual or feared loss of U.S. jobs, particularly 
in the manufacturing sector. It is a political fact of life 
that the jobs lost to import competition or outsourc-
ing are far more visible than the jobs created either by 
imports (port services, retail, distribution, trucking, 
insurance, and so on) or by new export opportunities.

Like other industrialized countries, the United 
States has experienced a long-term increase in manu-
facturing productivity, and consequently a long-term 
decline in manufacturing employment. In the period 
1940–2000, the proportion of workers employed 
in manufacturing declined from 32 percent to just 
below 13 percent, while manufacturing output 
increased elevenfold.12 Wage stagnation, which began 
10 to 15 years before NAFTA, has fed a widening 
income gap between blue-collar workers engaged in 
manufacturing and those in the higher end of the 
services sector.

Trade Deficit. In the last few years, the U.S. trade 
deficit has soared to record levels, cresting at over 
6 percent of GDP in 2005. As long as Americans con-
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sume more than they produce, and invest more than 
they save, they will necessarily depend on imports 
to fill the gap. They pay for these imports by sending 
dollars abroad, putting huge piles of dollar-denomi-
nated assets into foreign pockets.

Much of the trade debate seems to rest on the 
obsolete assumption that goods are produced in 
one country alone. Most Americans, for example, 
would assume that a product bearing the label 
“Made in China” was wholly manufactured there. 
In reality, one-half to two-thirds of Chinese exports 
consist of imported materials and components. A 
similar proportion of China’s exports are produced 
by foreign-invested enterprises investing in China, 
with or without a local Chinese partner. In 2007, 
for instance, almost half of what the United States 
imported from China flowed between parent compa-
nies and their subsidiaries. In other words, bilateral 
U.S.-China trade statistics disguise both the role of 
U.S.-based multinational companies and the region-
based content of China’s exports.

Even less well understood is the highly linked 
nature of trade and investment. Well over half of 
China’s exports are produced by multinational com-
panies, either alone or in joint ventures with Chinese 
partners. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 
2007 trade between parent companies and subsidiar-
ies accounted for 29.6 percent of U.S. exports (China 
was eighth on the list) and a whopping 47.4 percent 
of U.S. imports (China was fourth on the list).

In the year following the outbreak of the credit 
crisis in 2007, trade accounted for roughly three-
quarters of U.S. growth.13 The low value of the dollar 
stimulated a U.S. export boom and helped to keep an 
otherwise reeling economy growing. But this clear 
illustration of the value of trade evidently did little to 
dispel the appeal of protectionism.

Protectionist Rationale. The -ism in the world pro-
tectionism suggests an ideology of sorts, a systematic 
set of ideas and goals. But the people seeking protec-
tion from competition represent widely different 
interests; textile and apparel workers, for example, 
have little in common with sugar growers.

What unites protectionist forces is a sense of 
unfairness. It is only natural for people who lose their 
jobs to feel upset. But when lobbyists who represent 
them come to Washington, they tend to embed job 
losses in a broader narrative that runs something 
like this: Americans play by the rules, but foreign-
ers do not. Americans are naive, but foreigners are 
sophisticated. Americans are willing to compete on a 
level playing field, but that field is tilted against them. 

Americans believe in decent wages and working 
conditions, but foreign workers are willing to put up 
with exploitation. Because of this inherent unfair-
ness, Americans have lost tens of thousands of jobs.

In some cases, the argument goes, national 
security is at stake. The United States is very vulner-
able. We should not allow foreigners—even friendly 
ones—to acquire an influential role in any sector that 
is vital to America’s military self-sufficiency. Whereas 
American companies are market-driven, foreign 
companies may become tools of their governments, 
whose hidden goal is to acquire and exercise politi-
cal leverage. And if foreigners win a major defense 
contract, American military forces would become 
dangerously dependent on others and might not be 
able to operate freely in wartime.

When it comes to particular industries, this 
rationale attracts bipartisan sympathy. At a rhetorical 
level, one political party extols free trade and the oth-
er rallies around “fair trade,” but that contrast quickly 
blurs when specific complaints arise. The Congres-
sional Steel Caucus, for example, contains members 
of both parties. The result is a form of mercantil-
ism: one-sided rhetoric that aggressively promotes 
exports abroad but justifies protection at home.

Priority Issues for the New Administration
Holistic Strategy versus Stovepipe Decisionmaking. 

The new administration needs to draw up a compre-
hensive, Government-wide strategy that integrates 
both military and economic components of U.S. 
foreign and domestic policy and deals with protec-
tionism in that context. Such a holistic approach is 
particularly urgent in the case of U.S. policy toward 
Asia, where economic and security perspectives go 
hand in hand.

Implementation of such a strategy should be 
designed to overcome traditional stovepipe decision-
making, which perpetuates turf battles and segre-
gates decisions that ought to be made within a broad 
strategic framework. The new President should 
signal his intentions by revamping the staffing and 
organization of the National Security Council to 
fully reflect the intersection of political-economic 
and political-military issues. Decision memoranda 
brought to his desk should routinely incorporate 
both perspectives. He should also direct the relevant 
departments and agencies to ensure that trade 
policymaking is consistent with broad strategic con-
cerns; narrow the scope of export controls and visa 
denials; and improve the review of incoming foreign 
investments by developing and applying key judg-
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ments consistently, such as degree of dependence, 
foreign availability, and industry concentration, 
among others.14

Embedding responses to protectionism in a broad 
domestic and strategic context means paying more 
attention to the legitimate political and economic 
needs of poor and middle-income countries. The 
result will be a negotiating posture that is a little less 
demanding, less fearful, and more generous.

Calibrating the new approach with the demands 
of good trade policy should not go too far. Many 
domestic reformers in other countries rely on Ameri-
can pressure to strengthen their case for carrying out 
needed changes in economic policy. Similarly, for-
eign entrepreneurs whose opportunities are currently 
blocked by domestic protectionist measures that 
favor vested interests would not support retaining 
the commercial status quo.

The main obstacle to such a shift in the tone and 
content of the U.S. negotiating posture is Congress. 
A new international economic policy will be dead 
on arrival unless the President and his top officials 
reach beyond trade subcommittees and appeal to 
a broad spectrum of members. They must justify 
the policy shift as a key element of a global national 
security strategy. They should point out, for instance, 
that a “kinder, gentler” trade policy would provide a 
constructive counterpoint to China’s highly success-
ful commercial diplomacy.15 At the same time, they 
must bracket trade expansion with a far-reaching, 
comprehensive package of adjustment measures.

Comprehensive Domestic Adjustment. The 
long-term solution to protectionism lies in better 
education and domestic adjustment measures such 
as portable pensions, affordable health care, some 
form of wage insurance, and lifetime learning for all 
workers, not just those affected by trade. New legisla-
tion will require substantial efforts to overcome 
the current congressional gridlock. But since many 
Members of Congress are sympathetic to domestic 
adjustment measures and dislike having to cast trade 
votes, prospects are reasonably promising.

Ratification of Korean-U.S. Free Trade Agreement. 
The controversy surrounding the Korean-U.S. (KO-
RUS) free trade agreement, and especially a dispute 
over the safety of eating American beef, has inflamed 
Korean public opinion and hobbled President Lee 
Myung-bak’s ability to work constructively with 
Washington. The United States should not walk away 
from an agreement negotiated in good faith with an 
important ally. The President may have to include 
KORUS in some kind of package deal to get it rati-

fied. Passage of other trade agreements will probably 
depend on the vigor of the initiatives recommended 
above.

Revitalization of the Multilateral Trading System. 
Bilateral free trade agreements are no substitute 
for global and trans-Pacific trade liberalization. 
They effectively penalize countries that are left out. 
Complex rules of origin requirements are particularly 
burdensome for small countries. Wrapping up the 
Doha Round of multilateral trade negotiations should 
be the top priority, followed by trade and investment 
liberalization across the Pacific. Rather than spending 
political energy pushing for a trans-Pacific free trade 
agreement all at once, Washington has wisely decided 
to join the trade-liberalizing Transpacific Strategic 
Economic Partnership, initiated within APEC by 
Brunei, Chile, New Zealand, and Singapore.

Reducing protectionism to a politically manage-
able level is a strategic imperative. Telling people that 
“open markets are good for you” just does not work. 
Devising a multifaceted domestic adjustment policy, 
embedding trade and investment policy in a broader 
strategic policy framework, and explaining these 
vitally related initiatives to a skeptical Congress and 
the public are strategic imperatives. gsa
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Chapter 2
Political Flux in a Nonpolar World
A Nonpolar World?

The gradual emergence of a multipolar world is 
likely to continue in the decade ahead. The age of 
Cold War bipolarity has ended even though serious 
tensions among the major powers remain. The myth 
of unipolarity was derived through a process of 
subtraction while the world succumbed to the sway 
of multiplication, which gave rise to aspiring and 
new centers of power. But the advent of a function-
ing multipolar world in all probability will take years 
to realize.

Today, the world is more nonpolar than multipo-
lar, with no one power capable of mobilizing others 
around its agenda. The world also remains nonpolar 
in that most powers are reluctant to assume the role of 
global leader or security guarantor outside their bor-
ders. Even internationalist Europe is constrained by 
its lack of political consensus and its limited capacity 
to act decisively. Within these centers of power the 
general predilection, at least by default, is assigning 
the global security role to the United States, albeit in a 

fashion that suits their common norms and interests. 
While political power has fragmented, emerging or re-
surgent powers—China, Russia, India, and Brazil—do 
not possess the determination or capacity to take on 
the mantle of global leadership. Even though America 
is the strongest military power in the world, military 
power alone cannot be used outside of a political con-
text. When considering the global, regional, and local 
political environment, military strength can become 
as much a liability as an asset. Moreover, the Nation 
does not have the capabilities to act as the principal 
security guarantor, at least on the level seen in past 
decades. Among other realities, the post–World War 
II security system is on its last legs, unable to keep 
astride of traditional threats as well as emerging 
threats of the 21st century.

While America will remain the single most 
important actor, especially militarily, its relative 
power has declined together with its political and 
moral influence. Thus, even though the Nation is 

NATO foreign ministers meet to discuss enlargement and operations prior to Bucharest Summit, March 2008
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unmatched in terms of military power projection, it 
has had difficulty translating its power into influence. 
The perception that the United States may contribute 
more to instability than to efforts to resolve it has 
eroded its claim on legitimacy and raised the trans-
actional cost of action.

Some may regard U.S. military preponderance 
as inhibiting, but the fact is that America spends 
about 50 percent more on defense than China, Japan, 
India, Russia, France, Germany, Italy, and the United 
Kingdom combined. The global economic slowdown 
and looming world recession, however, may well 
start to reduce this asymmetry, but it is unlikely to 
change rapidly. Similarly, it is difficult to imagine any 
other nation or group of nations providing nearly the 
number of boots on the ground that the United States 
can mobilize in conflict and peacekeeping zones. No 
other country has provided even 10 percent of the 
deployed forces that America has in recent years. The 
next most significant troop contributor, the United 
Kingdom, labors under severe pressures and is hard 
pressed to honor its commitment in Afghanistan. 
Even if Europe contributes larger expeditionary 
forces, their impact will be qualitative and not quanti-
tative. While China and other Asian powers maintain 
large armed forces, they are unlikely to commit large 
numbers of them far afield.

Europe is the obvious alternative center of power, 
with leaders in Paris, London, and Berlin proposing 
new ideas and in some cases making bold statements 
on the role that their nations, individually and as 
part of the European Union, can play in addressing 
traditional and nontraditional security challenges. 
France appears to be working in concert with rather 
than competing against U.S. power, and Britain re-
mains focused on the long haul in Afghanistan even 
while it pursues a vital role in a global agenda cen-
tered on economics, energy, the environment, trade, 
and development. For all the concern expressed in 
recent years over the fact that Europe lacks a serious 
capability to intervene militarily outside its borders, 
the countries of Europe manage to deploy almost 
half the number of troops abroad as the United 
States, and with less than half the defense spending. 
Although European nations are well positioned to 
assume some of the security burdens that America is 
currently shouldering, the political will and popular 
consensus lag behind.

The resurgence of Russia has been focused on 
presenting a counter to American leadership, in 
particular through military posturing and leveraging 
energy supplies to reclaim authority in the so-called 

near abroad. While the conduct of Moscow can be 
explained, its willingness to resolve international 
security challenges outside its immediate sphere 
of influence is questionable given its ambivalence 
toward joining with Europe, the United States, and to 
a certain extent even China in cooperating on critical 
issues such as the disputed Iranian nuclear program. 
Defining a realistic, limited strategic partnership with 
Russia may prove to be as difficult as it is important.

Some consider the ascent of China as a global 
power to be an alternative to American influence 
in the world. Even if such a transfer occurred, and 
assuming that China embraced the values of the 
Enlightenment, Beijing definitely is not about to 
seek, accept, or be given chief responsibility for 
global security leadership in the foreseeable future. 
China’s decision to help combat piracy by sending 
ships to the Gulf of Aden and Red Sea is a potential 
barometer of its willingness to contribute more to 
international security, as well as of the international 
community’s willingness to make room for that role. 
As China’s stake in the global economy has grown, 
so has its awareness that it has a common stake in 
protecting sea lines of communication that are vital 
for trade and energy supplies. But fathoming China’s 
long-range intentions is difficult, and the direction of 
the People’s Liberation Army may or may not be on 
the same trajectory as a cautious Communist Party 
or a more mercurial Chinese society. The meteoric 
rise of China since Deng Xiaoping opened the coun-
try in 1978 to impressive economic growth and cre-
ated a challenging range of domestic environmental, 
social, and political concerns. The downturn in the 
global economy has deeply influenced the views of 
the Chinese leadership, which is hopeful but no lon-
ger supremely confident that tapping into huge cash 
reserves and pushing more competitive exports will 
circumvent systemic trouble.

Other emerging power centers such as India, 
Brazil, South Africa, Japan, Indonesia, and even Iran 
are flexing their muscles, but none is able to secure 
peace within its respective region on its own, and in 
the case of Iran, peace may not be the objective that 
some leaders have in mind—all of which underscores 
that the United States remains unique in its military 
prowess. But even though there is still no alterna-
tive to America as the leading enforcer of the world 
order, it would be risky to assume that it will take 
on international security missions simply because 
others will not or cannot. The United States has too 
many challenges to cope with and too few resources 
to apply to them. Redefining complex problems, 
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exercising strategic restraint, mobilizing new power 
centers, and employing more leverage strategies will 
be crucial if the United States is to help balance its 
ambitious objectives with more constricted means.

In the decade ahead and most likely beyond, the 
United States will be the dominant military power 
on the international stage. But dominance is not 
what it used to be; the ability of military power 
to address modern security challenges is open to 
debate, and America has had difficulties in convert-
ing preponderance into influence. The change in 
Presidential administrations might turn the tide 
with regard to American legitimacy, but whether 
such a reversal of fortunes can be held together 
by a limited political consensus around the world 
remains to be seen. To the extent that the failure of 
the United States to achieve its security objectives 
has been the result of a breach of moral legitimacy 
among its closest allies, especially in Europe, there 
is an opportunity to mobilize international support 
around a common goal. As Sir Michael Howard 
opined:

American power is indispensable for the preservation 
of global order, and as such it must be recognized, 
accommodated, and where possible supported. But if it 
is to be effective, it needs to be seen and legitimized as 
such by the international community. If it is perceived 
rather as an instrument serving a unilateral concep-
tion of national security that amounts to a claim to 
world domination . . . that is unlikely to happen.

The evolving relationship among the major pow-
ers, the role of power centers and institutions in 
grappling with various traditional and global issues, 
the ability of nation-states to be effective political 
actors, shifting political norms, and the impact 
of religion and transnational forces are all salient 
issues that national security decisionmakers and 
military planners will be called upon to confront in 
the future. Some of the major questions that arise 
from a world in political flux are the following: how 
an expanding concept of responsible sovereignty 
may be useful in fashioning greater multilateral 
cooperation to tackle transnational challenges; 
the continuing relevance of shifting international 
norms; the evolving role of the nation-state and 
nationalism; the relationship between politics and 
religion, particularly Islam; and the complex politi-
cal challenge posed by the fundamental problem 
of food security. The contributions that follow 
highlight these and other key issues.

International Cooperation in an Era of 
Transnational Threats

The greatest test of global leadership in the 21st 
century will be the way in which nations act in the 
face of threats that transcend international borders, 
from nuclear proliferation, armed conflict, and 
climate change to terrorism, biological hazards, and 
abject poverty. Today, national security is interde-
pendent with international security. Globalization 
has led to unprecedented advances in every sector 
of the economy. The ability to use global markets 
for capital, technology, and labor has allowed the 
private sector to accumulate wealth unfathomable 
50 years ago: it has helped lift hundreds of millions 
of people in emerging economies around the world 
out of poverty.

The forces of globalization that stitch the world 
together and drive prosperity could also tear it apart. 
In the face of new transnational threats and profound 
security interdependence, even the strongest countries 
rely on the cooperation of others to protect their na-
tional security. No nation, including the United States, 
is capable of successfully meeting the challenges, or 
capitalizing on the opportunities, of this changed 
world alone. But American foreign policy lags behind 
these realities. A new approach is required to revitalize 
alliances, diplomacy, and global institutions central 
to the inseparable relationship between national and 
international security. Leadership by the United States 
is indispensable in managing threats for the world. 
Yet that leadership must be focused on traditional 
partnerships with allies in Europe, Asia, and Latin 
America as well as on new relationships with ascen-
dant powers such as China, India, Brazil, Russia, and 
South Africa. The attitudes, policies, and standards of 
major states will exert a disproportionate influence on 
whether the next 50 years move toward international 
order or entropy. Actions by the President, working in 
collaboration with the leaders of many traditional and 
rising powers, will profoundly influence the course 
of international security and fruits of prosperity in a 
global age.

Responsible Sovereignty
Spirited interdependence does not make inter-

national cooperation inevitable. Instead, shared 
interests must be turned into a common vision to 
revive an international security system that will profit 
everyone. Foresight, imagination, pragmatism, and 
political will, fueled by effective American leader-
ship, established a new international era after World 
War II. Institutions such as the United Nations, 
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International Monetary Fund, World Bank, and 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (now the 
World Trade Organization) contributed to economic 
growth with extraordinary results and prevented 
another conflict among major powers.

However, the vision for an international security 
system is clouded by the mismatch between post–
World War II multilateral institutions premised on 
traditional sovereignty—a principle that says borders 
are sacrosanct and that insists on noninterference 
in domestic affairs—and the realities of a transna-
tional world where capital, technology, labor, disease, 
pollution, and nonstate actors traverse national and 
regional boundaries irrespective of the intentions of 
sovereign states.

The domestic burdens inflicted by transnational 
threats such as poverty, civil war, disease, and envi-
ronmental degradation point toward cooperating 
with global partners and strengthening international 
institutions. Entering into agreements or accepting 
help from other states does not weaken sovereignty—
it is exercising sovereignty to protect it. The project on 
Managing Global Insecurity calls for building inter-
national cooperation on the principle of responsible 
sovereignty. This means taking responsibility for the 
external effects of one’s domestic actions: sovereignty 
entails obligations toward other states as well as one’s 
citizens. To protect national security, even sovereignty, 
states must have rules to guide actions that reverberate 
beyond their borders. Responsible sovereignty implies 
a positive interest by powerful states to provide weaker 
states with the capacity to exercise their sovereignty 
responsibly.

Sovereignty is emphasized because states are the 
primary units of the international system. As much 
as globalization has diminished the power of states, 
there is simply no alternative to the legally defined 
state as the primary actor in international affairs 
or substitute for state legitimacy in the use of force, 
provision of justice, and regulation of both public 
spheres and private action. Responsibility is raised 
because adhering to traditional sovereignty and 
deferring to individual state solutions have failed 
to produce peace and prosperity. In a transnational 
world, international cooperation is essential for 
the sovereignty of states: it protects people and 
advances interests. Responsible sovereignty is a 
guidepost to creating a better international system. 
Just as founding members of the United Nations 
and the Bretton Woods institutions had a vision of 
international cooperation based on a shared assess-
ment of threat and a shared notion of sovereignty, 

global powers today must chart a new course to 
meet greater challenges and opportunities.

Agenda for Action
Global realities have led to the convergence of 

international interests to build a security system 
for the 21st century. The case for action to defuse 
or prevent regional and global crises is not a soft-
hearted appeal to the common good, but rather 
a realist call to action. If short-term crises crowd 
out lasting reforms, nations and policymakers will 
be denied the tools to address future disasters. If 
action languishes, nationalistic opportunism may 
provoke unilateral actions that undermine sustain-
able solutions. Then conflict, isolationism, and 
protectionism will be imminent threats to global 
security and prosperity. Climate change and nuclear 
proliferation, for example, could become existential 
challenges to the planet: the clock is ticking.

International cooperation requires power to 
underpin responsibility. This analysis identified five 
prerequisites: effective American policy and leader-
ship, institutionalized cooperation among traditional 
and emerging powers, negotiated understandings of 
responsible sovereignty in threat areas, efficient and 
legitimate international institutions, and nations with 
the capacity to achieve their responsibilities toward 
their people and the international community. An 
action plan would embrace these prerequisites on 
parallel tracks to restore U.S. standing internation-
ally, revitalize international institutions, respond to 
transnational threats, and manage future crises.

Track 1: Credible Leadership. No other nation in 
the world has the diplomatic, economic, and military 

Member nation flags fly at United Nations Headquarters, New York
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capacity to rejuvenate international cooperation. But 
to lead, the United States must reestablish itself as a 
good-faith partner.

Unilateral action in Iraq, Guantanamo, and Abu 
Ghraib as well as the sanctioning of torture, use of 
rendition, and linkage of the Iraq War with democracy 
harmed American credibility. The Nation must dem-
onstrate its commitment to a rule-based international 
system that rejects unilateralism and looks beyond 
exercising military power. In turn, major states will 
be more willing to share the burden in both resources 
and political capital to manage global threats. Toward 
that end, the United States should immediately under-
take a number of initiatives that include:

n sending top-level officials to consult with allies 
and rising powers on international priorities

n delivering consistent messages on international 
cooperation, including in the lead-up to the Group 
of Eight (G–8) and United Nations (UN) General 
Assembly meetings by outlining a vision for a 21st-
century security system

n initiating the closure of Guantanamo and sus-
tainable detainee policies, and committing to adhere 
to the Geneva Conventions, Convention Against 
Torture, and other traditional laws of war.

In time, the United States will need to dramati-
cally upgrade its foreign policy apparatus, including 
doubling the number of Foreign Service Officers 
over the next 10 years and rewriting the Foreign 
Assistance Act to elevate development priorities and 
improve effectiveness.

Track 2: Power and Legitimacy. The status of 
international institutions must be enhanced by 
including representatives of emerging powers and 
refocusing their mandates on 21st-century challenges. 
Leaders and mandates of institutions from the G–8 
to the UN Security Council have not kept pace with 
powerholders and dynamic threats in a changed 
world. Emerging powers are excluded from deci-
sionmaking processes that affect their security and 
prosperity. The traditional powers cannot achieve 
sustainable solutions on issues from economic stabil-
ity to climate change without new great powers at the 
negotiating table. Accordingly, global leaders should:

n Create a Group of 16 (G–16) to engage with Bra-
zil, China, India, South Africa, and Mexico (Outreach 
5) and the Muslim-majority nations of Indonesia, 
Turkey, Egypt, and Nigeria. Replacing the outdated 
G–8 with the G–16 would serve as a prenegotiating 

forum to forge agreements on key challenges.
n Initiate voluntary veto reform of the UN Secu-

rity Council as a confidence-building measure.
n End the Euro-American monopoly of the Inter-

national Monetary Fund and the World Bank, and 
refocus the International Monetary Fund to monitor 
exchange rate polices and facilitate unraveling of 
global imbalances.

n Strengthen regional organizations, including a 
10-year capacity-building effort of the African Union 
and support for a regional security mechanism for 
the Middle East.

Expansion of the UN Security Council would be 
a signal of the commitment to share the helm of the 
international system, but conditions for this reform 
are not likely to be propitious in 2009. However, the 
decisive expansion of the G–8 in 2009 would repre-
sent a credible foundation.

Track 3: Strategy and Capacity. It will be necessary 
to enhance international cooperation and institu-
tions to manage the global agenda. A number of 
upcoming items will require action, including the 
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, the 
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, and global trade 
issues. In the case of climate change, continuation of 
the current trends in using fossil fuels would be tan-
tamount to a new era of mutually assured destruc-
tion. There is no doubt about the catastrophic effects 
if nuclear weapons are used. Global leaders should:

n Negotiate a climate change agreement under the 
auspices of the framework convention that includes 
emission targets for 2015 and 2050 and investments 
in technology, rainforests, and mitigation.

n Revitalize the core bargain of the nonprolifera-
tion regime of nuclear weapons states by reducing 
their arsenals, particularly those of the United States 
and Russia. Every nation should endorse the addi-
tional protocol and work to develop an international 
fuel bank.

n Initiate G–16 prenegotiations on an open and in-
clusive trade regime to conclude a round of the World 
Trade Organization that benefits poor countries.

In addition, progress must be achieved on other 
global challenges—those threats associated with the 
use of biotechnology, regional and civil conflict, and 
global terrorism—in order to:

n build local public health capacity to fully imple-
ment the International Health Regulations and 
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develop an interagency panel to forge consensus on 
the dangers and benefits of biotechnology

n increase international investments in conflict 
management with a goal of a reserve force of 50,000 
peacekeepers and a $2 billion fund for peace-build-
ing

n establish the post of UN High Commissioner 
for Counterterrorism to focus international efforts to 
build counterterrorism norms and capacity.

Track 4: Crisis Response. The diplomatic mecha-
nisms for crisis response in the Middle East must 
be internationalized to address regional conflict and 
transnational threats. Global leaders must be confi-
dent that a 21st-century international security system 
will produce better outcomes for the crises at the top 
of their national security agendas. The Middle East is 
the most unstable region in the world and a vortex of 
transnational threats. The G–16, in cooperation with 
leading regional actors, can identify shared interests 
and catalyze more focused support to:

n move the Annapolis Process forward to support 
an Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement

n commit adequate forces and civilian capacity to 
create a stable peace in Afghanistan

n focus U.S. and international efforts on a political 
settlement and civilian surge for Iraq

n conclude successful regional diplomatic negotia-
tions on the Iranian nuclear program

n initiate efforts toward a regional security 
mechanism for the Middle East to provide a process 
to guarantee borders and protect stability as existing 
crises ease.

Sequencing and Targets of Opportunity
This agenda for action is sweeping but unavoidable. 

It will require immediate and sustained attention, 
political momentum, and parallel action to achieve 
results across diverse issues and pending crises facing 
global powers. The international community will look 
for signs that the United States is genuinely seeking 
global partnerships. Accordingly, Track 1 should 
begin in earnest to restore the standing of America 
as the basis for revitalizing the international security 
system. The world will not support Washington’s lead 
to make reforms if the United States does not commit 
itself to cooperative efforts.

The convening power of the G–16 and the weight 
of its collective economic, diplomatic, and military 
strength as well as combined populations would 
create an unparalleled body to mobilize international 

action: an entity to navigate the turbulence of dif-
fuse power, transnational threats, and the changing 
distribution of power among key states. The forma-
tion of the G–16 in 2009 would help by revitalizing 
international institutions (Track 2), combating trans-
national threats (Track 3), and internationalizing 
crisis response (Track 4). G–8 leaders should make 
a concerted effort with their Italian host to shape 
the agenda for the meeting in 2009 to ensure G–16 
formation. But if the G–16 is not created in 2009, 
the United States and other powers should act as if it 
does exist and convene informal meetings to achieve 
comparable effects. That may strain American diplo-
macy, but it will pay dividends in making the U.S. 
diplomatic efforts more effective.

The international agenda will impose a schedule 
of action on transnational threats, including the 
Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change in 2009 and Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty review conference in 2010. 
These two events provide venues to sustain dialogue 
and take concrete steps on climate change and 
nuclear proliferation. Actions over the next 2 years 
will determine if the Doha Round of the World Trade 
Organization or another trade negotiation can pro-
duce an agreement that brings poor countries into 
global supply chains or undermines the organiza-
tion’s credibility as a rule-setting global institution.

Finally, crises will continue. They will remain at 
the top of domestic foreign policy priorities and thus 
require immediate attention. Yet powerful nations 
such as the United States will be more likely to reach 
a political settlement in Iraq, address the nuclear 
threat of Iran, and promote civil order in Afghani-
stan by working through stable global partnerships 
and effective international institutions. Progress on 
a larger agenda to revive the international security 
system and engage rising powers in cooperative 
arrangements must be accomplished in parallel. The 
success of this global agenda will not only address 
crises today but will also prevent disasters tomorrow.

Global leaders face a choice: they can either use 
this moment to shape an international rule-based 
regime that will protect their global interests or 
resign themselves to an ad hoc system in which they 
increasingly find themselves powerless to influence 
international events. An agenda for action will not 
be realized in 2 years or even 10. But the longer the 
delay in beginning to develop approaches to counter 
the threats of today, the more difficult it will become 
to meet the challenges of tomorrow. Leaders should 
chart a path that combines power and responsibility 
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to achieve what cannot be achieved separately—
peace and security in a transnational world.

The Normative Shift: Sovereignty versus 
Intervention

The modern world poses a set of realities for 
the international community that include terror-
ism, globalized markets, information technology, 
emerging powers, climate change, failing states, the 
changing nature of war, mass migration, prolifera-
tion, pandemics, and so forth. There is no shortage 
of challenges to the existing world of international 
law, and at the top of any list is sovereignty. For some 
observers, the issue for the international community 
is whether it can or should “recognize a responsibil-
ity to override sovereignty in emergency situations—
to prevent ethnic cleansing or genocide, arrest war 
criminals, restore democracy or provide disaster 
relief when national governments were either unable 
or unwilling to do so.”

The Cold War Consensus
It was fashionable to think of international law as 

creating norms that linked a three-tiered chessboard 
of interconnected power with overlapping integrated 
values. The top board featured military power. The 
West coalesced under collective agreements such 
as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
and security was based on a mutual assistance pact. 
The Soviet Union and its satellites had the Warsaw 
Pact. Although proxy wars or crises punctuated 60-
plus years of peace, a dreaded nuclear exchange was 
avoided. Liberation wars occurred from Korea and 
Cuba to Vietnam and Laos, and aborted revolutions 
in Hungary and Czechoslovakia embarrassed the 
Western powers, but still the international system 
held. All agreed that the Geneva Conventions 
governed the law of armed conflict, and violators 
expected worldwide opprobrium. Even though the 
expansion of the Geneva Conventions and the estab-
lishment of the International Criminal Court were 
not supported by the United States, compromises 
were found to preserve the international consensus. 
Developments such as the Non-Proliferation Treaty, 
the International Atomic Energy Agency, and the 
Nuclear Suppliers Group supported control of the 
number of nuclear powers and the production of 
nuclear bombs, which are the ultimate weapon.

The United Nations structured the middle board 
or international political power game where the 
post–World War II great powers navigated the 
tricky waters of containment, mutually assured 
destruction, and nuclear deterrence. When conflict 
strained the doctrines of nonintervention and 
self-determination, the Security Council pro-
moted the international consensus on the balance 
of power. Issues such as the Palestinian question 
were deferred because they threatened to unhinge 
the board, but shifting coalitions held the pieces 
together. Although there were regional groups, such 
as the European Union or the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization, international exchanges focused 
on the United Nations. 

The bottom board, which supported the entire 
structure, was the economic game. In addition 
to the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, 
World Trade Organization, International Monetary 
Fund, and World Bank were international financial 
institutions and economic agreements that became 
legal underpinnings of the world market. The U.S. 
dollar replaced the British pound as the interna-
tional reserve currency, and the Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries managed oil as a Anti-American mural in Tehran, Iran
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commodity. Markets became interconnected trad-
ing emporiums that gave rise to various industries, 
competitors, and globalization.

Cracks Become Chasms
The three-tiered game maintained the international 

status quo, and a great deal of effort was expended 
to ensure the top board never disabled the support-
ing boards. The West strove for consumer expansion 
without socialist influence while the East attempted to 
have growth without liberalism. Cracks in the boards 
appeared, with the rise of economic actors such as 
Brazil, Russia, India, and China. The Security Council 
gradually became impotent because of the veto 
exercised by the great powers, who protected special 
relationships with client states that began to implode. 
Although such behavior was anticipated in the case of 
China and Russia, the United States also began to con-
sider any expansion of the board games as negative. 
America was reluctant to be constrained on any board, 
rejecting international treaties such as the expansion 
of the Geneva Conventions (that is, Protocols I and 
II), limitations on landmine use, the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty, the Kyoto Protocol, and the UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).

The triple-tiered board game and international legal 
system were upended by the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the attacks on September 11, 2001, and more 
recently the fall in the dollar and oil prices. The United 
States chose a three-tiered board strategy that was a 
radical departure or transformative approach to the 
game. On the political level, America and Europe out-
flanked the Security Council and the vetoes of Russia 

and China by choosing NATO, a regional security 
organization, to legitimize involvement in Kosovo. 
Subsequently, on the military level, the United States 
ignored the Geneva Conventions and the protec-
tions for prisoners of war by using its new theory of 
unlawful combatants. The doctrine of self-defense 
was suspended to allow for preemption in an unusual 
expansion of the doctrine of prevention. Although 
the United Nations was approached on Afghanistan, 
the United States acted largely unilaterally in Iraq and 
ignored the protestations by the Security Council. 
In the face of a weakened Russia, and without a peer 
competitor on the horizon, the United States became a 
non–status quo power militarily.

The non–status quo power approach migrated to 
the political board based on military moves. Political 
unilateralism began to undermine the United Nations 
and European Union. Historic allies, members of 
regional alliances that once were thought to be 
counterweights to foes of nonliberal systems, now 
were seen as unwanted anchors to unfettered U.S. 
movement. Economically, domestic upheaval in the 
housing market combined with an external debt-
driven growth model to devalue the dollar and spike 
oil prices. Although the World Trade Organization 
is strong and supported, it is clear the growth of 
globalism will entail a resource scramble to sustain 
economic powers that may upset the military board. 
These policies emboldened a rejuvenated, aggressive 
Russia, flush with increased oil revenues and profiting 
from economic and political uncertainty, to march 
into Georgia under the questionable justification of 
protecting its people from genocide. In August 2008, 
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as the world watched Russian tanks roll into Georgia 
and debated ways to react, some argued for sanctions 
on the economic board such as expulsion from G–8 
economic summits while others contended that a new 
Marshall Plan for Georgia was needed. Although no 
response gelled, it was apparent that the global legal 
order was being tested and the international response 
would help define the future consensus over sover-
eignty versus global intervention.

Chasms and Bridges
At a conference on international law convened 

by Craig Allen at the Naval War College in 2006, 
a group of experts pondered a vision of the future 
global legal order. Allen boiled down the possibilities 
of the global legal order to six potential futures that 
may arise by 2020:

n no growth
n slow growth
n significant growth
n total disintegration
n fracturing the order into regional and bilateral 

arrangements
n no one single future—that is, constant flux.

American policies will be critical in determining 
which of the six futures will ascend. To some observ-
ers, the world has become a competition among 
three types of regimes: autocratic economies (Russia 
and China), Islamic traditional states (Iran and Saudi 
Arabia), and liberal democracies (the United States 
and European Union members). These groupings 
have internal rivalries but share certain values. 
Each will struggle on the three-tiered chessboard 
to expand power, gather satellites for alliances, and 
maneuver for comparative advantage.

The United States should adopt a fox bridge-
building approach rather than a hedgehog go-it-
alone strategy for each board. Board blending is 
the goal of the future whereby strategies must be 
understood in light of how they affect games on the 
other levels. On the political board, a call for a new 
multilateralism of both international actors and 
institutions is required. It should not be a council 
of democracies or a bloc comprised of the United 
States, European Union, and India versus the world. 
America should seek regional alliances with stra-
tegic local actors to establish agreed principles of 
regional intervention, which may require acceding 
to the International Criminal Court. More specifi-
cally, the Nation must forge coalitions to condemn 

repressive actions by Sudan. The United States must 
work in concert with regional players in the event 
that national sovereignty is violated in the name of 
humanitarian rights.

Secondly, a number of conventions should be 
readopted, confirmed, and created. The Geneva 
Conventions and Convention Against Torture, 
Cruel, Inhuman and Degrading Behavior should 
be reaffirmed. Debate should be started on Proto-
cols I and II, which have not been signed. The Sen-
ate should confirm UNCLOS and renew debate on 
the Kyoto Protocol and Land Mines Convention. 
Cyberspace has generated challenges that call for 
negotiating a convention on this new field, which 
can serve as an economic tool or potential weapon. 
Before Georgia was invaded by Russia, its infra-
structure became a target of destabilizing cyber at-
tacks. Moreover, the United States must reestablish 
its legitimacy through a process of reform. But the 
regional organization and Security Council tracks 
should be pursued simultaneously. Issues such as 
proliferation and international crime require shift-
ing coalitions of like-minded states.

In sum, great powers and power blocs—old and 
emerging—must find ways to build bridges so sov-
ereignty claims do not result in the projections of 
force that destroy the accomplishments of the post–
World War era. Although the status quo did not 
help people under communism in the 20th century, 
it did succeed in allowing for a 21st century. The old 
saw that nation-states have become too small to 
handle global problems and too big to handle the 
new politics of identity has merit. Cold War institu-
tions served their purpose but must be reformed 
to deal with current and emerging challenges. 
America will play a major role in determining the 
future bequeathed to the next generation, but it will 
not dictate its version to the world. The internation-
al community is watching to see if the United States 
can help build institutions for the next century.

The Fate of a Faith
Most great wars of the 19th and 20th centuries 

were waged in the name of nationalism. Moreover, 
they were fought by nations with large conventional 
forces and national liberation movements in league 
with insurgents. From the French Revolution and 
nation in arms to the anticolonial wars of the 1950s 
through the 1970s and beyond, nationalism and 
the nation-state remained front and center in the 
realm of international politics and the execution of 
military strategies.
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Nationalism and the Nation-state
In the first half of the 20th century, both nationalism 

and the nation-state posed the greatest of all foreign 
challenges to the United States, culminating in two 
world wars. By 1910, the development of nationalism 
and the nation-state reached its most intense form 
in Wilhelmine Germany. Only the grand alliance of 
Britain, France, and America could marshal the forces 
to defeat and temporarily subdue the ferocious unity, 
determination, and ruthless efficiency of the German 
nation. And only two decades later, nationalism and 
the nation-state reached new heights in National So-
cialist Germany. Only the grander alliance of Britain, 
Russia, and America could assemble the means to 
defeat the German nation for a second time. Further-
more, almost as developed as Nazi Germany in terms 
of nationalism and the nation-state was Imperial Ja-
pan, which also posed an epic challenge to the United 
States. Indeed, in order to defeat the challenges from 
Germany and Japan, the United States itself developed 
a higher and more intense form of nationalism and 
the nation-state than it had in its past or has since 
then. It was overcoming these immense challenges 
that would lead to the American way of war.

The defeat of the United States in Vietnam was 
inflicted by a movement with international commu-
nist support that used nationalism to unify a nation 
by the force of arms. Unfortunately, by the 1960s, 
America possessed a much less vigorous nationalism 
and nation-state than it had only a generation before, 
which contributed to its ultimate defeat in Vietnam. 
For much of the 20th century, foreign threats to the 
United States came from some version of nationalism 
and the nation-state. But in the 21st century, transna-
tional Islamist terrorist networks have replaced the 
once-central role of nationalism and the nation-
state. Indeed, many political and military leaders 
and policy analysts have concluded that the era of 
nationalism and the nation-state has ended, or at 
least has abated with only the fading vestiges of those 
once-powerful forces still at play.

The ideology of nationalism and the nation-state 
was a product of a particular place and time. The place 
was Western Europe, initially Britain, then France 
and Germany, until all Europe was reshaped around 
nationalism and the efforts to institutionalize its 
manifestations in nation-states. The time was the high 
modern era from the French Revolution to World War 
II, which was the greatest conflict between national-
ism and nation-states and was so destructive that it 
went far toward bringing an end to nationalism and 
independent nation-states in their homeland, Western 

Europe. That age also corresponded to the Industrial 
Revolution and the eventual development of mature 
industrial economies as well as mature industrial 
military organizations and warfare.

Postmodern Era
The current post-European, perhaps even post-

Western, era is marked by the great and dynamic 
economic and political developments found beyond 
Europe, particularly in the rising great powers of China 
and India but also in the rising transnational religion 
of Islam. Moreover, in regard to the societies of Europe 
and more generally the West, this is also the post-
modern age. Ironically, the most dynamic examples of 
nationalism and the nation-state today are China and, 
to a lesser but growing extent, India. Perhaps this is 
because these rising powers have entered their modern 
age, with rapid industrialization and burgeoning busi-
ness and professional sectors, at the same moment that 
Europe and the West have been graduating from theirs.

The Middle East and Muslim world passed through 
a sort of modernizing and nationalist age of Arab 
nationalism in the 1950s to the 1980s, but in reality 
much of the Muslim world only resembled the West-
ern originals. Modernization and nationalism never 
fit Muslim societies and, after a generation, ended in 
exhaustion and failure to be succeeded by the Islamic 
revival, or more accurately by the part-traditional, 
part-modern ideology of Islamism, which is post-
national and transnational. The only real example of 
strong nationalism or the nation-state in the Muslim 
world has been Turkey, since Ataturk established the 
new republic in the 1920s. But today even Turkey is 
being transformed by a rising Islamism, albeit one that 
is less militant than the Arab, Iranian, and Pakistani 
versions, which in their most extreme manifestations 
threaten both the United States and Western Europe.

Since 2000, classical populism and anti-American-
ism have been resurgent in Latin America, the form 
of traditional nationalism in that region. The waves 
of populism and anti-Americanism have come and 
gone before, normally about once every generation. 
The region has not been able to create widespread and 
well-grounded nationalist identities, such as Europe, 
or establish strong and legitimate nation-states. 
Finally, with regard to Sub-Saharan Africa, that vast 
and poor region is stuck in the era of tribalism and 
predator states, in which one tribe savagely preys upon 
the other. In Africa, nationalism and the European, 
modern-style nation-state remain divergent.

Overall, nationalism and the nation-state were once 
authentic, strong, and vigorous in Europe, but they 
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are no longer so. Rather, they have been succeeded by 
a listless system composed of the supranational and 
spiritless European Union and by the subnational and 
self-centered individualism of postmodern Europeans. 
In the Muslim world, Latin America, and Sub-Saharan 
Africa, nationalism and the nation-state were, with 
rare exceptions, never truly authentic, strong, and 
vigorous, and have almost totally disappeared in both 
Muslim and African countries. The one place where 
nationalism and the nation-state still thrive is East 
Asia, particularly China.

Variations on European Themes
A century ago, the one dynamic society in East Asia 

was Japan, which was rapidly modernizing, industrial-
izing, and nationalizing. Japan had developed national-
ism and the nation-state to an almost perfect degree by 
brilliantly emulating nationalism and nation-states in 
Western Europe. The Japanese nationalism proceeded 
to terrorize the rest of East Asia, especially China, for 
about four decades until 1945 when the U.S. military 
devastated this exemplar of the nation-state. The 
Japanese reinvented nationalism and redirected their 
military prowess to economic prowess. This period also 
lasted for about four decades until the early 1990s. But 
today, Japanese society has become quite postmodern, 
and its nationalism and the nation-state are consider-
ably weaker than during most of the 20th century.

China is moving along a path that is similar to but 
more sophisticated than the one that Japan took nearly 
a century ago. Indeed, China exhibits similarities to 
another modernizing, industrializing, and national-
izing state, Germany of a century ago. But China also 
resembles the United States in that era. America under 
Theodore Roosevelt was establishing an authentic, 
strong, and vigorous nationalism and nation-state, 
which the 26th President called the New Nationalism.

Of course in the examples of Japan, Germany, and 
the United States in the early 20th century, vigor-
ous industrial expansion provided newly confident 
nations with modern armies and fleets. Today, nearly 
double-digit annual growth rates over most of the last 
two decades and confident nationalism are facilitating 
the modernization of Chinese ground, sea, and air 
forces. However, Beijing seems to be investing in the 
potential of cyberwar in the information age rather 
than in weapons systems of the industrial era. There 
is increasing evidence that China intends to trump 
the overwhelming American advantage in the most 
advanced warfighting systems by achieving an equality 
or even superiority in new technologies and cyberwar 
tactics of the information age as evidenced by attacks 

on Department of Defense computer systems. The 
increasing capacity of the Chinese to neutralize or 
contain traditional American military advantages 
within East Asia (including the U.S. Seventh Fleet in 
the Western Pacific) will pose a definite challenge.

The New Central Kingdom
How will nationalism and the nation-state unfold 

in China over the next decade, and what will it mean 
for the rest of the world and especially the United 
States? The Chinese path toward a fully developed 
nationalism and the nation-state may follow earlier 
Japanese, German, and American models, and it 
will make a great deal of difference to all parties 
concerned which of these modern countries China 
comes to resemble most closely.

However, China as a civilization and the Central 
Kingdom with its distinct way of ordering social 
relationships, including with its neighbors, had existed 
many centuries before the modern era of European-
style nationalism and nation-states. For example, 
Imperial China traditionally ordered relations with 
eastern and southern neighbors (Korea, Okinawa, 
Taiwan, and Vietnam), not in a European-style colonial 
system of direct rule, but in a tributary system of indi-
rect rule, in which local monarchs had a great deal of 
independence, as long as they deferred to the authority 
of the Emperor in Beijing and did not allow their ter-
ritory to become a base for other powers to threaten 
China. The growing Chinese economic and cultural 
presence and soft-power offensive in Southeast Asia, 
and increasingly in Central Asia, bear similarities with 
this traditional manner of conducting foreign relations. 
In the event, both nationalism and the nation-state in 
China will have their own distinctive Chinese charac-
teristics, to paraphrase the words of Mao Zedong.

In the fullness of time, China also may enter its own 
postmodern and postnational era, once again with its 
own distinctive characteristics. What China and the 
United States will look like at that time is almost impos-
sible to tell. But one thing probably can be assumed. 
Just as China had existed as a distinct civilization long 
before nationalism and the nation-state came into exis-
tence, China will endure as a distinct civilization longer 
than nationalism and the nation-state.

Islamism and the Crisis of Governance
It is an undeniable fact that with the end of the Cold 

War and the eclipse of the Soviet Union, the political 
center of many if not all Muslim-majority nation-states 
has been occupied by those who see Islam not merely 
as a faith and value system, but also as a vehicle for 
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political mobilization. Therefore, Islamism is a real 
phenomenon that cannot be discounted any longer, 
nor should it be regarded as an aberration, a quirk in 
the developmental process of the Muslim world.

For reasons that now have become clear, the 
ascendancy of political Islam is not accidental: 
Islamists were actively courted by their respective 
states as well as the United States as allies in the 
struggle against communism from the 1960s to the 
1980s. In Indonesia, Islamist organizations were 
instrumental in checking the advance of the com-
munists in 1965–1970. In Pakistan, Islamist parties 
such as the Jama’at-e Islami and Jamiat’ul Ulema-e 
Islam were influential in countering communists at 
home and in mobilizing Afghan jihadists against the 
Soviet occupation. It should come as no surprise that 
Islamists in countries such as Pakistan and Indonesia 
have achieved such preeminence, given their cozy 
relationship with the government in the recent past.

Muslim governments faced another crisis that 
came about as a result of the global economy. The 
impact of globalization has been manifold, opening 
up developing economies and societies faster than 
ever. But it has also meant that under the liberal mar-
ket regimes favored by global capital, many develop-
ing states have experienced economic governance 
and protectionism, which reduce the role of the state 
as the determining factor in the national economy. 
From the 1960s to 1980s, it was the relative boom in 
many developing economies that allowed states to 
maintain their grip on the local Islamist movements 
through the combination of coercion and coopta-
tion. Today, as globalization renders states weaker 
around the globe, the capacity to control, guide, and 
domesticate potential Islamist opposition in their 
own territories has been visibly weakened.

Because much of this globalization process has 
been driven by Western capital, globalization has 
come to be conflated with Westernization and more 
specifically Americanization—hence the constant 
attacks on the emblems of global consumerism 
that are equated rightly or wrongly with American 
culture, politics, and hegemony. The rejection of 
globalization-Americanization is not unique to the 
Muslim world, for similar campaigns have been 
waged against American popular culture in non-
Muslim countries, such as predominantly Hindu 
India and predominantly Catholic Latin America.

The Othering of America
Another development that has impacted directly 

on relations between the West and Muslim states 

over the last three decades has been the gradual 
process of distancing or the othering of America, 
which resulted from many factors, chief among them 
U.S. foreign policy in the Muslim world. Research 
conducted over the last 7 years involving hundreds of 
interviews with Islamists in India, Pakistan, Malay-
sia, and Indonesia points to the conclusion that the 
United States is seen as a threat to Muslim interests 
and partisan in its approach to the global Muslim 
community. The factors accounting for this percep-
tion, which has become hegemonized and sedi-
mented among Islamists, range from the American 
position on the Israel-Palestine peace settlement to 
interventionist policies in countries such as Iraq and 
Afghanistan and even Sudan.

It is important to note that this perception of the 
United States as a threat to Muslim identity and politics 
is relatively new. In the wake of World War II, America 
was seen in a positive light as the liberator that helped 
many Muslim countries remove the yoke of European 
imperialism or Japanese militarism. This is particularly 
true in the case of the biggest Muslim nation, Indone-
sia, where America is credited with challenging Dutch 
and British colonialism in the region.

America also was seen as the most important 
strategic ally to Muslim states and communities 
during the Cold War, when foreign aid and military 
assistance was sought by Muslim countries to fend 
off perceived communist threats. This was certainly 
the case in Indonesia and Malaysia in the 1950s and 
1960s and Pakistan after the rise to power of Zia 
‘ul Haq. This spirit of mutual support and coopera-
tion persisted throughout the Soviet occupation of 
Afghanistan and in many respects was seen as the 
model condition to emulate by Muslims the world 
over until the cessation of hostilities in Afghanistan. 
This also accounts for how and why so many Muslim 
governments turned to the United States for inspira-
tion for their own development models, and why so 
many nations sent many of their students to Ameri-
can universities to continue their education.

The turning point came after the end of the Af-
ghan conflict, and the period of relative neglect that 
followed. It was during this time that many Muslim 
governments began to feel the impact of their uneven 
development, with rising expectations that could not 
be satisfied because of weak political structures exac-
erbated by debilitating effects of a rapid globalization 
process.

Latent antigovernment resentment over unfair 
and uneven developmental policies coupled with the 
loss of patronage on the part of Muslim states meant 
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that Islamists could mobilize and challenge the state. 
In the process, many populist, mass-based urban 
Islamist movements lashed out at comprador allies 
and patrons in their governments, and in sweep-
ing generalizations made against their own elites 
condemned close associations with foreign govern-
ments, multinationals, and international agencies, 
many of which were either American or U.S.-based. 
Support of Muslim governments, many of which had 
assumed the role and stature of nonrepresentative 
or authoritarian regimes by the 1980s, meant that 
condemnation of Muslim leaders such as Suharto 
in Indonesia also included condemnation of their 
American allies and strategic partners.

The failure of American foreign policy outreach 
was ignoring mass-based populist Islamist currents 
and groups that were developing in countries such 
as Pakistan, Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Malaysia. It 
is important to note that much cooperation between 
America and its Muslim allies from the 1960s to the 
1990s took the form of government-to-government 
ventures, and seldom focused on the ground-level 
developments that were taking place in emerging 
urban spaces such as universities. When new Islamist 
groups began to appear on Indonesian campuses 
in the late 1990s, many Western policymakers were 
caught by surprise, unaware of the fact that these 
groups had initially begun to organize and mobilize 
their efforts as early as the 1970s.

The New Voice of Islamism
The relative marginalization of the official discourse 

in many Muslim societies means that states no longer 
have exclusive monopolies on communication in 
their respective societies. In nations such as Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, and Indonesia, a new generation of 
Islamist leaders, orators, nongovernmental organiza-
tions, civic groups, political parties, and business 
networks contest dialogue of the public sector, and the 
state has become only one voice among many. Muslim 
governments, regardless of their relationship with the 
United States, are no longer in a position to moderate 
or determine the tone and tenor of popular Islamist 
discourse in their countries and cannot be depended 
on to balance the negative images of America.

For this reason, alternative modes of direct 
engagement must be considered in reaching out to 
Muslim societies today. In the 1970s, for instance, 
American and Western agencies could still cooperate 
with Muslim governments and civil society networks 
to jointly advance progressive social reforms such 
as family planning, for the simple reason that the 

United States was regarded as a sympathetic ally to 
Muslim interests. But today, most attempts on the 
part of America and Europe to further agendas, such 
as gender equality, educating women, and democ-
racy, is seen in a negative light as part of a plot to 
weaken the Muslim world. U.S. policymakers must 
realize that because of the popular reaction to the in-
vasion of Afghanistan and Iraq, the American image 
in the Muslim world is at an all-time low. American 
foreign policy initiatives have been cast as unilateral-
ist and detrimental to Muslim solidarity and welfare, 
and reform initiatives are regarded with suspicion. 
Top-down initiatives through courting and coopt-
ing Muslim elites, intellectuals, and spokespersons 
no longer work, as demonstrated by the failure to 
reform religious schools or madrassas in Pakistan 
and promote liberal Islam in Indonesia. In the latter 
instance, previously respected Indonesian scholars 
and activists who were identified as model progres-
sive Muslims or Muslim democrats were labeled as 
traitors and American agents not only by hardline 
Islamists, but also by mainstream Muslim media. The 
hand of America can be costly for Muslim nations, 
and top-down modes of engagement may prove 
counterproductive in the short to long run.

Faced with the prospect of further alienation, 
American policymakers should consider means of 
engagement that are less controversial, direct, and 
restrictive. Engaging with the Islamists by listening 
to their grievances may be such an alternative. One 
example of this approach was the 2-week program 
for Islamists from Indonesia and Malaysia that was 
conducted in Berlin under the sponsorship of the 
Task Force for the Dialogue with the Muslim World 
with support from the German Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. Equally needed is low-level, bottom-up 
engagement in the affected localities, rather than tra-
ditional inter-elite contact (often dubbed the Hilton 
Hotel inter-religious dialogue). Since many Muslim 
elites are themselves alienated from their societies 
and may have little credibility, the utility of such 
inter-elite dialogues has come into question.

Serious ground-level efforts should be undertaken 
in countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Indo-
nesia to determine trends in Islamist mobilization, 
identify services these groups provide to meet local 
need, and find ways in which American agencies, 
nongovernmental organizations, and private groups 
can effectively cooperate with local Islamist move-
ments to achieve common goals such as education 
and health care. These are areas where American and 
Western intervention is most in demand. Demon-
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strating a long-lasting commitment to addressing 
real needs instead of abstract issues such as theo-
logical debates will offset negative images of the 
United States and other Western nations as potential 
enemies of Muslim communal and social life.

Images of America were not always negative in 
the eyes of Muslims, and their shifting views are the 
indirect result of U.S. foreign policy. If the United 
States chooses to maintain, improve, and expand the 
communication with the Muslim world, it must go 
beyond inter-elite dialogue and cultivate mutually 
supporting initiatives on the local level. This in turn 
requires identifying new actors and groups on the 
ground with attachments to communities as well as 
determining the aspirations and material needs that 
motivate the politics of those communities.

Rapid Increases in Food Prices
Basic food commodities have risen 83 percent 

in price in the last 3 years. The price increases have 
not been driven by sharp reductions in agricultural 
production; rather, increases have been slow over the 
past decade compared to previous periods, which 
has contributed to the stress on prices. Studies by 
the World Bank, International Food Policy Research 
Institute, and Food and Agriculture Organization 
attribute increases to a dramatic rise in oil prices that 
drives up the cost of fertilizer, rapid increases in the 
production of biofuels that are heavily subsidized by 

Western governments, speculators looking for shelter 
from the weak dollar and turbulent stock and bond 
markets in commodity markets, export quotas and 
trade restrictions imposed by 48 countries on food 
staples, and the hoarding of grain supplies in antici-
pation of further price increases.

Most analysts believe that pressures driving higher 
prices are unlikely to subside any time soon, although 
the level of future increases is a question of some 
debate with no obvious answer. Three factors will 
determine the impact of the increases: their steepness, 
their rapidity, and the level of poverty and destitu-
tion among the population prior to the food crisis. As 
a general rule, the steeper and more rapid the price 
increase and the poorer the people before the crisis, 
the more severe the nutritional, economic, political, 
and security implications.

This general rule applies only in states whose 
economies are integrated into the international 
food system. In developing countries depending on 
international food markets, price increases could 
have serious consequences. In rural areas engaged 
in subsistence agriculture and isolated from mar-
kets, rising food prices will have only minimal ad-
verse effects because they grow and consume their 
own food. This is particularly true for Sub-Saharan 
Africa where 60 to 70 percent of the population live 
in rural areas, use minimal if any chemical fertilizer 
(the price of which had rapidly increased with the 

Displaced people wait for food during distribution organized by UN and USAID, Mogadishu, Somalia 
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price of oil), and consume what they grow with only 
small surpluses, which they sell in urban centers. 
Increased food prices may raise the income of rural 
farmers in some parts of the world to the disadvan-
tage of urban dwellers who pay higher prices.

Famines
Although pressure on agriculture commodity 

prices is unlikely to cause famines in all but three or 
four countries, they could occur if short-term prices 
spike. Thus, the dynamics of famine, which follow 
common patterns, could become relevant. Famines 
and food crises are not necessarily driven by reduced 
production. In one of the most celebrated formula-
tions in famine literature, Amartya Sen, who won 
the Nobel Prize in economics for work on entitle-
ment theory of famines, wrote: “Starvation is the 
characteristic of some people not having enough 
food to eat. It is not the characteristic of there being 
not enough to eat. While [the] latter can be a cause 
of the former, it is but one of many possible causes.” 
His research indicated that famines have occurred in 
periods of increased food production when access by 
the most destitute people to food through purchase 
or trade collapses because of rapid decline in house-
hold income or massive increase in food prices over 
a short period of time, or both.

Poor families that are food-insecure even in good 
times have developed coping mechanisms to deal with 

periodic shocks associated with famine. Typically, 
families under stress will reduce food consumption 
from two to one meal per day, then one meal every 
other day, or in extreme cases stop feeding the weak-
est family members, a survival technique to preserve 
enough food to keep everyone else alive. These 
families will sell household furniture, clothes, tools, 
and jewelry to buy food. Farmers and herders will sell 
domesticated animals, which are a form of savings 
in developing nations, creating gluts in the market as 
animal prices collapse. In extreme situations, some 
parents sell their children, or men sell their wives to 
get money to buy food and to reduce the number of 
mouths to feed. In the early stages of famine, men and 
teenage boys often migrate to urban areas in search of 
work. In later stages of a famine, the remaining people 
in a village or neighborhood will leave in mass popu-
lation movements to urban areas in search of food.

The mass population movement has the most 
profound consequences. Coping mechanisms often 
result in economic havoc for families using them to 
survive, deepening their destitution, and making it dif-
ficult to recover from the loss of assets before another 
nutritional crisis occurs. But people who starve or 
suffer acute malnutrition in rural areas often suffer in 
silence because of their isolation. If mass population 
movements drive people to urban areas or food prices 
spike in urban markets where a sizeable population of 
poor people live, the risk of political upheaval increases 
exponentially as hungry and dying people become vis-
ible, demonstrate and congregate in displaced persons 
camps which become radicalized, and have access 
to media and government officials. It is also the case 
that disparities of wealth are more obvious in urban 
areas and may increase popular anger and frustration. 

Inadequate public health care facilities in Kisangani, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, offer little help to 
poor patients
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Although most famines have occurred in rural areas, 
the nature of current price increases will likely create 
crisis in urban areas and spare the rural areas. The con-
sequences of famine will be manifest in different ways 
depending on the political system in a given country. 
Indeed, rural areas that supply surplus food at market 
prices to urban areas could grow more prosperous as 
prices increase, which might redress the traditional 
disparity in developing nations between low incomes 
in rural areas and higher incomes in urban areas.

Democracy versus Totalitarianism
Some argue that famines do not occur in democra-

cies because popular pressure on elected officials and 
media coverage of the crisis force governments to act. 
In addition, feedback in democratic systems, even 
when weak, gets messages to political leaders through 
multiple avenues about what is happening in society. 
Conversely, five famines occurred under totalitarian 
regimes in the 20th century: Russia during the forced 
collectivization in Ukraine in the early 1930s; China 
from 1958 to 1962 during the Great Leap Forward, 
which killed 29 million people (one of the worst fam-
ines in history); Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge in 
the 1970s; Ethiopia during the mid-1980s; and North 
Korea in the mid-1990s. These famines were prolonged, 
characterized by high mortality rates, and accompanied 
by repression designed to ensure the famine did not 
lead to political instability. Since totalitarian regimes ex-
ercise such extraordinary control over their populations 
and all sources of power and influence, none of them 
has been overthrown by popular unrest. Most famines, 
however, were followed by campaigns of terror waged 
by totalitarian leaders who exercise total control over 
the political apparatus of the state that may have been 
lost or declined to some extent because of the crisis.

While there remain four or five totalitarian states in 
the world, of these only North Korea is seriously at risk 
of famine. Between 1994 and 1998, it experienced the 
worst famine in the late 20th century, in which nearly 
10 percent of the population died. The factors that 
led to that famine have not changed: the country has 
not abandoned its inefficient collectivized agriculture 
system that makes poor use of one of the lowest ratios 
of arable land to population in the world. Pyongyang 
continues to denude its mountains of ground cover, 
which causes extensive flooding that destroys crops, re-
ducing already-meager harvests; and it refuses to move 
to a market economy, which might increase revenue 
to purchase food abroad. The precipitating factors that 
have led to this dramatic crisis in North Korea include 
China prohibiting grain exports because of increased 

prices, South Korea abruptly ending food aid and 
fertilizer after the election of a new president, severe 
seasonal flooding that reduced production, depleting 
reserves for the military, and rising prices that restrict 
the amount of food that can be bought internationally 
with limited resources. The United States announced 
a 500,000-ton food contribution to the World Food 
Programme in 2008 after Pyongyang agreed to ac-
cept international standards for the monitoring and 
management of international food assistance. But as-
sistance had been hampered by Pyongyang’s policies 
in the first half of 2009, especially its restrictions on 
food distribution and its nuclear ambitions.

In fragile and failed states, famines often result in re-
bellions or coups because their political systems are too 
weak institutionally to respond to the crisis or repress 
popular outrage caused by crises. During the great West 
African Famine of 1968–1974, every government in the 
Sahel Belt with the exception of Senegal fell to a rebel-
lion or coup, including the government of Emperor 
Haile Selassie of Ethiopia. African states are not well 
integrated into international food markets probably 
because they do not have the currency reserves or pri-
vate capital to purchase food on international markets, 
and are less at risk than those fragile and poor states in 
other regions of the world that are dependent on these 
markets. Africa could be indirectly affected by food 
price increases because it receives 75 percent of all U.S. 
food aid, mostly for emergencies involving refugees and 
internally displaced people, and the total tonnage of 
assistance is declining again because of increased prices. 
This loss has caused major deficits in food within the 
international aid system that if not remedied could have 
serious nutritional consequences in Africa.

Productivity and Investment
Starting in the late 1980s, Western bilateral aid 

agencies and the World Bank began a precipitous drop 
in investments in agricultural development, particu-
larly in Sub-Saharan Africa, which remains the most 
food-insecure region of the world. Although some of 
that insecurity is attributable to civil conflict, state fail-
ure, and regressive agricultural policies, it is obvious 
that reduced investment is also to blame. One strik-
ing example is Ethiopia, which is perhaps the most 
food-insecure country in Africa. Nonetheless, the U.S. 
Agency for International Development allocates 50 
percent for the HIV/AIDS program, 28 percent for 
food aid, and only 1.5 percent for agricultural develop-
ment because the White House and Congress have 
failed to fund the proposed agricultural programs in 
the annual budget for foreign assistance.
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A major commitment by the United States to 
increased spending on agricultural development in 
Africa should advance a number of proposals for 
action, including the following:

n Support large and small farms, research on 
genetically modified organisms, local scientific 
capacity-building in African governments, and rural 
roads, which are essential for development.

n Provide scholarships for students from develop-
ing countries at U.S. colleges and universities to 
rebuild human capital in the agricultural sector, 
which has suffered from neglect for two decades.

n Eliminate production subsidies, impediments to 
free global trade in agricultural products, and etha-
nol subsidies for corn, given that subsidies account 
for 30 percent of increases in corn prices.

n Purchase up to 25 percent of American food aid 
locally in developing countries, which will increase 
the amount of aid that can be bought with a fixed 
appropriation given that 20 to 30 percent of the cost 
of U.S. food aid is for transportation.

n Introduce market intervention plans developed 
by nongovernmental organizations, the World Food 
Programme, and the United States that auction food 
aid in local markets to stabilize prices and force 
hoarded food onto markets. gsa
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Chapter 3
The Impact of the Information Revolution

One of the most challenging issues for inter-
national security today is the information 
revolution. Although no single assessment can 

investigate every implication of this issue, this chapter 
highlights potential opportunities and dangers posed 
by the information revolution that will challenge the 
international security arena.

The chapter begins by focusing attention on the 
nexus of the information, technology, and defense sec-
tors. It then explores ubiquitous cell phone connectiv-
ity, transparency, and cyber warfare—all trends in net-
worked communications that indicate the information 
revolution is no longer limited to the West but involves 
every corner of the world. The next section looks at the 
threats posed by hackers. It suggests that the tendency 
toward overclassification actually intensifies these 
threats. The following section examines threats caused 
by the shift from hierarchical systems to networks and 
decentralized edge networks of hackers that operate 
beyond the reach of traditional control mechanisms. 
The responses to these threats will require standardiz-
ing international laws, sharing intelligence, and widen-
ing edge-to-edge contact at relatively low levels among 
nations, organizations, corporations, and individuals.

The use of the Internet by al Qaeda and its sympa-
thizers is the topic of the next section, which offers a 
glimpse of the ways in which communications among 
people on the edge can turn into violence. Internet 
design precludes eliminating such conversations, and 
thus it is wiser to exploit them. The ensuing section 
considers space-based capabilities integral to the 
information revolution, including the global position-
ing system, video over the Internet, and global com-
munications. Understanding the potential of space is 
essential in the development of a global information 
network. The final section, on the relationship of tech-
nology and the changing character of war, investigates 
how genetics, robotics, and nanotechnology have 
advanced through the information revolution. Tech-
nology, like information itself, will soon present both 
benefits and risks for public and private entities as well 
as corporate and individual actors using commercially 
available technology. And a peer competitor may arise 
from any of these areas.

The Information Environment
Thirty years ago, U.S. defense planners envisioned 

a military transformation in which war would be con-
ducted by weapons infused with electronics and driven 
by information. Then, 15 years ago, graduate students 
created the first visual Web browser known as Mosaic 
that popularized Internet access. Today, the relation-
ship between technology, information, and defense 
shapes the world and U.S. national security policy (see 
figure 3–1). Three trends in this information revolu-
tion are relevant to strategic concerns: ubiquitous cell 
phone connectivity, transparency, and cyber warfare.

Ubiquitous Connectivity
Just a few years ago, half of the world population 

had never heard a dial tone. In 2008, the number of 
people who own cell phones exceeded the number 
who did not. Places such as Africa and rural India, 
barely touched by the Industrial Revolution, are plung-
ing headlong into the information revolution with the 
help of cell phones. Even where cell phone ownership 
is relatively expensive, many have found ways to enjoy 
its benefits through the work of institutions such as 
Bangladesh’s Grameenphone that help micro-entrepre-
neurs lend phones on a per-call basis.

The full effect of ubiquitous person-to-person com-
munications can only be guessed at, but some effects are 
already noticeable. Farmers and fishermen, for instance, 
are now plugged into local and even international 
markets on a nearly real-time basis—their incomes 
have risen 5 percent on average from simply being able 
to sell into the best markets. Rural parents are much 
better connected to their children who have moved to 
the city. Evanescent trading and employment opportu-
nities can be communicated far more easily, lubricating 
the accommodation to the inevitable shifts wrought 
by globalization. Large political groups are capable of 
mobilizing their membership in protest (as they have 
done in Burma, Thailand, and the Philippines).

One would think that the ubiquity of cell phones—
in 5 years Iraq (or at least that part controlled by 
Saddam Hussein) went from zero to 12 million cell 
phones—would be the insurgents’ friend. With these 
devices, insurgents could acquire a command and 
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control system that would rival U.S. and Iraqi govern-
ment forces. Of late, the contrary has proven true. 
Indeed, insurgents have targeted cell phone towers 
and eliminated service in places such as Ramadi 
(Anbar Province), but motivated locals were using 
cell phones to provide intelligence on insurgent iden-
tities and whereabouts

Moreover, cell phones offer ways to combat ter-
rorism by identifying dangerous individuals. The 
phones are hardware-dependent and need a handset 
and subscriber information module (SIM) that can be 
matched to cell towers and switches. Every time a cell 
phone is used, switches identify the phone and SIM 
card of the caller, the phone called, and the location 
of each phone through the global positioning system 
(GPS) and triangulation. Moreover, if it was possible 
to connect the identity of individuals with SIM chips, 
phone companies could learn more about customers. 
Although such knowledge can be used for nefarious 
purposes, it also could deliver government services, 
prevent illicit use of cell phones, inhibit insurgent use 
of cell phones, and provide forensic evidence and im-
mediate intelligence to security forces. Influence over 
the cell phone screen and favorable billing policies 
can make it easier to establish neighborhood watch 
groups and provide feeds from approved sources. In 
more affluent countries, mobile communications are 
proliferating. Adolescents are more likely to use phones 
for texting than for talking. Phones with GPS capabili-
ties can locate anything from the nearest Starbucks to 
the local hospital. Between the wired Ethernet, wireless 
short-range Bluetooth, medium-range WiFi, and 
long-range WiMax, it is hard to roam beyond Internet 
range. Social networking sites based on Web 2.0 such 
as Facebook, MySpace, LinkedIn, and Twitter make it 
possible to reach out and touch everyone.

Who will benefit more from this trend: we or our 
enemies? Once there were fears that terrorists would 
disrupt the Internet because it is a symbol of open 
societies. Instead, they have adopted it as a means of 
communication and recruitment. Tens of thousands 
of jihadist Web sites have sprung up to transmit 
messages, motivate sympathizers, and recruit new ad-
herents. Many terrorists drawn to Iraq, and to a lesser 
extent Afghanistan, were attracted through these 
sites. However, the digital footprint left by jihadist use 
of the Internet has been a way of tracking would-be 
terrorists in the United States and Great Britain. Sunni 
jihadists and al Qaeda in Iraq among others use the 
Internet to influence supporters and threaten enemies. 
Fortunately, data can differentiate one group from 
another and provide intelligence on group dynamics.

Transparency
U.S. forces in Vietnam could enter and leave a vil-

lage before anyone outside the area was aware of their 
presence. Given today’s ubiquitous and instantaneous 
nature of communications systems, such opacity has 
disappeared. In fact, it is unclear if anything on a future 
urban battlefield can be kept secret for longer than it 
takes to establish a cell phone connection.

Global transparency is also increasing. The launch 
of several satellites with resolutions better than 1 meter 
makes quality imagery available to anyone with a credit 
card. Both Google and Microsoft supply the Internet 
with imagery via the Internet-based application, Google 
Earth. Although the U.S. Government has persuaded 
these companies to reduce the resolution of some pic-
tures and established right of first refusal on real-time 
battlefield shots, the overall result is the same: no place 
on Earth can be hidden. Imagery has been used by non-
governmental organizations to monitor disaster sites 
and hold governments accountable for sins of omission 
and commission. The ability to get the word out with 
cell phones and the Internet makes official secrets 
difficult to maintain. In the case of Zimbabwe, where 
repression of political protesters and the press would 
have gone unnoticed, transparency and connectivity 
revealed the problems internationally. Nevertheless, 
determined authorities can resist the global transpar-
ency of the Internet. In the People’s Republic of China, 
censorship remains effective despite the efforts of 
individual users to circumvent its restrictions.

Some believe that the Internet proliferates ideas, 
which in turn leads to greater openness and equality. 
Studies have indicated that when people have more 
freedom to choose among media outlets, they lean 
toward those that reinforce prior beliefs. As a result, 
established ideas are less often challenged or modified. 
Ironically, the openness of the Internet has permitted 
repression as well as justice to be voluntarily out-
sourced; witness the recent case of a Chinese student 
in America who protested repression in Tibet. She was 
identified by pro-Beijing peers over the Internet, and 
her family in China was harassed and threatened.

Cyber Warfare
Information technology and the Internet are 

increasingly vulnerable to cyber attack. Much of what 
once was controlled by hardware and physical infra-
structure is now controlled by software, a medium 
that is infinitely malleable by other software, which 
makes cyber attack increasingly possible and harder to 
trace. Emblematic of this problem was the distributed 
denial-of-service attack that constricted access by 

6 Continued on p. 57
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Al Qaeda, Its Sympathizers, and the Internet

Al Qaeda, together with its affiliates and sympathizers, uses the Internet to spread its views on Salafi jihadism 
and reestablish the caliphate. The group regards attention by the media and dawa, or proselytizing, as indispens-
able to jihad, of equal or greater importance than violence. The Internet is central to its plans because it is the only 
medium to which it has unrestricted access.

 Thousands of Web sites have content sympathetic to Salafi jihadists. For those people who seek information, these sites contain 
text, video, audio, graphics, chat rooms, bulletin boards, discussion groups, and even computer games. Discussions range from 
casual dialogue to highly sophisticated conversations about theology, politics, strategy, tactics, and weapons. Approaches range 
from the abstract to the practical expressed in styles from the polemical and exhortatory to the dispassionate and intellectual. The 
material is designed for a variety of functions, including planning, propaganda and radicalization, training, education, and social 
purposes.
 Within the Salafi jihadist movement, there are two countervailing tendencies: one consciously prefers uniformity and another 
stands for individual action. Much Salafi jihadist activity is associated with one of several terrorist or insurgent groups that produce 
and disseminate branded material to the world. These groups are concerned with attribution and authority. Many have affiliated 
regional production centers that produce videos, magazines, information bulletins, and even poetry. For instance, as-Sahab Media 
is affiliated with al Qaeda central, while al-Furquan Media is associated with the Islamic State of Iraq. Their products are dissemi-
nated through Internet clearinghouses such as the al-Fajr Media Center or Global Islamic Media Front. Such clearinghouses typically 
serve as outlets for various production organizations. They also serve as guarantors of the authenticity of the material, which ap-
pears on elite, access-controlled Web sites such as al-Ekhlaas and al-Hesbah. Typically, about 90 percent of the products are text, 
about 9 percent video, and the balance is audio, graphic, and other forms. The majority of the text items can be classified as military 
reports and policy statements, while the rest are periodicals, books, and essays.
 The balance of the material on the Web sites of Salafi jihadists is commentary and discussion springing from established as well 
as homegrown sources. The latter appear on many al Qaeda–affiliated and independent sites. Freelance self-styled intellectuals 
can draw significant followings on controlled access and quasi-official sites. Occasionally, original documents can gain substantial 
traction, as occurred with “Jihad in Iraq: Hopes and Dangers,” which appeared in 2003 under the byline of an unknown group (never 
heard of again) and may have inspired the Madrid train bombings. This combination of controlled information and spontaneous 
contributions poses serious security dangers.

Effects
Young people are disproportionately likely to seek information, entertainment, and social contacts on the Internet. Moreover, an 
increasing amount of jihadist material is available. Thus, in the past few years the Internet, rather than physical locations, has 
become the venue for training young recruits who eventually commit acts of terrorism.
 Radicalization on the Internet generally does not happen as a result of people reading official publications from as-Sahab, the 
Global Islamic Media Front, or some other organization. People are actually galvanized to radicalism and eventually action through 
the less formal aspects of the Internet, including discussion forums, chat rooms, email, and listserves.
 In addition, ideas that could pass for military doctrine influence the global jihad. These ideas, such as the work of the Salafi 
jihadist strategic thinker Abu Musab al-Suri, strongly influence the actions of organized groups such as al Qaeda, but also reach 
informal parts of the Salafi jihadist world. They are particularly important in dealing with leaderless resistance.

Squelch or Exploit?
Individual extremist Web sites come and go. However, the prospect of impeding online Salafi jihadist discourse is minimal at best. 
Often the sites are hosted by nations with free speech protections. Furthermore, intelligence gain-loss calculations may suggest that 
it is preferable for some to operate. The prospects for making a serious dent in such Web sites with technical sabotage are low. The 
Internet was designed for almost endless growth, and it provides nearly anonymous communication. Indeed, some jihadist forums 
have been hosted on numerous uniform resource locators, but they continue to thrive. Historically, it was impossible to squelch the 
spread of subversive materials before the Internet came along. The experience of the Soviet Union with samizdat and extensive pen-
etration of the speeches of Ayatollah Khomeini in Iran under the Shah by means of cassette tapes are two examples. Notwithstand-
ing the success of taking down main Web sites that carried al Qaeda messages, at the end of the day exploiting communications 
may be more productive than trying to interrupt them.
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major Web sites in Estonia. In reaction to Estonia’s 
decision in 2007 to move a Russian World War II me-
morial, protestors mobilized thousands and possibly 
millions of computers to send packets to Web servers 
of government offices and national banks, knocking 
many offline. With few exceptions, these computer 
owners were unwitting participants in the attack. Un-
like previous attacks using slow-moving “bots,” these 
cyber tactics were organized and executed in hours. 
No one knows their origin: Estonia blamed Russia, 
Russia stonewalled Estonia, and the only person con-
victed was an Estonian of Russian descent.

State-sponsored cyber attacks are becoming increas-
ingly commonplace. China is often cited as being in the 
vanguard of cyber espionage. Recently, state-sponsored 
hackers placed malicious code on computers when 
users downloaded material from suspect Web sites 
or opened email attachments from seemingly reliable 
parties. Once ingested in a targeted computer, the code 
opens data files from the inside, sending terabytes of 
information to the hackers. Victims of this tactic were 
users worldwide including military bases, defense 
contractors, and private businesses. Hackers look 
for technical information, but since malicious codes 
cannot tell one type of information from another, they 
must search many haystacks to find the needle.

In response to attacks, the U.S. Government added 
measures to tighten information security in late 2007. 
The National Security Agency was made responsible 
for protecting civilian as well as military networks. 
As a result, the number of government gateways to 
the open Internet will be drastically reduced. Other 
forms of counterespionage and cyber defense are be-
ing explored, but it is unclear if such activities can be 
deterred. Moreover, if cyber espionage is ever declared 
an act of war, it will have world-changing implications.

Network insecurity will remain problematic in the 
future. As computers become more secure, hacker tools 
will improve. The key to network security will reside in 
reducing vulnerabilities. In the meantime, governments 
should rely on primitive methods of security, including 
disconnecting critical systems from the outside world 
or refusing to use Web-based systems.

Understanding Cyber Attacks
Many people consider “computer network attacks” 

the domain of cyber-espionage and governments, 
with reviews restricted to highly classified environ-
ments. However, throughout the civilian arena, 
there are active, open source discussions about how 
to penetrate computer networks, and sophisticated 

penetration tools are available to anyone with Internet 
access. Nongovernmental actors have participated in 
real world attacks on governments, and unclassified 
laboratories exist to test new tools and train those 
responsible for Internet security.

A search on the term computer network attack 
generates some 17,600,000 references on Google1 while 
computer hacking generates about 5,390,000.2 Many of 
the sites generated by a search for computer network 
attack focus on policy, history, and concepts. In con-
trast, many of the sites generated by the term computer 
hacking display and teach specific tools for mischievous 
or malevolent activity. These malevolent sites run the 
gamut from “point and click” procedures that can be 
used by anyone with a computer mouse to powerful 
tools for experienced hackers.3

From a government perspective, classifying such 
tools and procedures is important to protecting sensi-
tive activities and network vulnerabilities. Yet from the 
hacker’s perspective, the information is readily avail-
able and thousands of users already know how to at-
tack networks. For this reason, the government needs 
to be careful that it does not overclassify information 
about capabilities that already are available to op-
ponents. Such knowledge is necessary for adequately 
defending networks from mal-intents.

Lessons from DEFCON
The DEFCON convention is held every summer in 

Las Vegas and bills itself as “the largest underground 
hacker convention in the world.” This is a serious 
event—typically including more than 80 presentations 
in 4 or 5 parallel tracks, which often run well into 
the evening. It brings together talented people with 

Team that developed first large-scale digital computer, the IBM automatic 
sequence controlled calculator, poses in front of the massive computer
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5 Continued from p. 54
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diverse viewpoints. Topics discussed there can affect 
cyber security and information-sharing initiatives, 
so it is worth summarizing some points from recent 
years. Given the scope of each DEFCON, the observa-
tions that follow reflect only a part of the activities at 
the conferences, but they give some idea of the scope 
and sophistication of the subjects addressed.

In 2006, three of the focus areas were:

n “Owning” an organization through the Black-
Berry. (This was a physical access issue, reinforcing the 
point that all portable devices that can access networks 
need to be protected by passwords. BlackBerries are 
reasonably secure electronically.)

n The dramatic increase in the attack surface (their 
term) afforded by the proliferation of wireless devices 
such as WiFi and WiMax. (Many security personnel 
do not understand the detailed data structures of these 
systems, and their spread contributes to increased use 
of wireless by people who do not pay much attention 
to security.)

n The dramatic increase in the attack surface 
caused by the transition to Internet Protocol (IP) 
version (v) 6. (Once everything is native IP v6, it will 
be more secure than IP v4, but during the transition, 

many do not understand that there are vulnerabilities 
in the complex header structure and packets tunnel-
ing between IP v4, and v6 stacks are immune from 
“deep packet inspection.”)

In 2007, the focus was more on identity theft and 
data manipulation. The first point was that the real 
objective of hacking is getting not only root access to a 
computer, but also the data itself—stealing it, corrupt-
ing it, hiding it, or manipulating it. The ways to get to 
the data are through the people (stealing identities), 
their applications, their operating systems, and only 
then the computer itself. In this context, presentations 
put special emphasis on programs that allow someone 
to scan an individual’s total Web presence, cross-
reference his email accounts and address books, look at 
cookies, identify frequent correspondents (who might 
not inspect attachments closely) and so forth. Identity 
theft poses special challenges since it can be used to 
circumvent many technical network defense measures 
and also is a key ingredient in online criminal activity.

In 2008, emphasis included:

n Exploiting social software and social networks, 
primarily as a way of gathering information for iden-
tity theft and preparation for “custom-tailored, laser-
focused attacks.” Analytical programs such as “Satan” 
are particularly valuable for these purposes.4 The point 
here is not to cast doubt on the value of social net-
works; they are an important feature of society, online 
and offline. In recognition of this, the Social Software 
for Security5 initiative is looking for ways to encourage 
the government to take advantage of the energy and 
imagination being put into the development of social 
software by balancing functionality and security. “Risk 
management” (as opposed to “risk avoidance”) in 
these environments is critical, but it is important to 
understand the tradeoffs.

n Hacking opportunities provided by increasing use 
of wireless. “Always-on” connections mean “always-on” 
vulnerabilities. Talks at the conference discussed very 
imaginative attacks, especially focused on “men in the 
middle” operations to misdirect unwitting participants 
from what they think are secure Web sites to insecure 
ones. Most people still do not appreciate how much 
risk they are at in unsecured “wireless hotspots” at 
places such as airports.

n Discussions of “Open Source Warfare”: how to 
combine various tools to triangulate cell phone con-
versations with video coverage from low cost ($400), 
remote control helicopters to permit isolation, and 
potential targeting, of individuals.

WiFi scanner in use at DEFCON, considered the world’s 
largest underground hacker convention
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n Sophisticated social network attacks taking 
advantage of personal behaviors (for example, sending 
free iPhones to people in the mailroom and then using 
them to monitor an organization’s network configura-
tions).

Other DEFCON talks focused on things such as 
breaking into physical locks, compromising e-voting 
(seems distressingly simple in many cases), hacking the 
Boston subway system fare cards (good enough that the 
Metropolitan Boston Transit Authority sued to stop the 
presentation), compromising network data integrity, 
and hardware Trojans that showed low cost ways to 
make a “secure” router transmit data via largely unde-
tectable infrared, radio frequency, or optical signals.

In sum, each annual DEFCON provides both inter-
esting and troubling insights into a world of energetic, 
talented people devoted to getting at information and 
information systems that others try to protect. Though 
many of the techniques shown there may have been 
used by governments, all those discussed at the confer-
ence are available to anyone.

Georgia
In his research on the Russia-Georgia conflict, 

Evgeny Morozov, the Berlin-based founder of the 
news aggregator Polymeme, explored the possibility of 
launching an amateur cyber attack on the country of 
Georgia by setting out:

to test how much damage someone like me . . . could 
inflict upon Georgia’s Web infrastructure, acting entirely 
on my own and using only a laptop and an Internet con-
nection. If I succeeded, that would somewhat contradict 
the widely shared assumption—at least in most of the 
Western media—that the Kremlin is managing this cyber 
warfare in a centralized fashion. My mission, if success-
ful, would show that the field is open to anyone with a 
grudge against Georgia.

With tools available online and a short program 
he wrote in a Microsoft Word document, Morozov 
developed programs to promote denial-of-service 
attacks. He then went to “Stop Georgia,” a Web site 
that claimed to be linked to the hacker under-
ground in Russia. This site offered target lists of 
sites that indicated disruption and also offered 
downloadable code to customize attack options that 
could be launched by clicking the button labeled 
“Start Flood.” As Morozov discovered, “Within 
an hour I had become an Internet soldier. I didn’t 
receive any calls from Kremlin operatives.”6

The denial-of-service attacks explored by Morozov 
are less sophisticated and disruptive than would 
be possible with the kind of data manipulation, 
identity theft, or computer penetration described at 
DEFCON or available from hacker sites. However, 
the fact that the Russian campaign against Georgia 
included kinetic and cyber activities is likely to be 
typical of future military action. The ease with which 
Morozov launched attacks reflects the amount of 
malicious information on the Internet. It also points 
to the difficulty in distinguishing between official and 
unofficial activities. This ambiguity was evident in 
operations against Estonia in 2007.

Labs at IRMC
The Information Resources Management College 

(IRMC) at the National Defense University in Washing-
ton, DC, offers cutting-edge classes on a wide variety of 
cyber-related issues for chief information officers, chief 
financial officers, chief information security officers, 
and others. Its courses on information operations help 
dozens of leaders understand cyber-threats and prepare 
themselves for Service and joint assignments.

IRMC also has a set of laboratories covering areas 
such as information assurance, supervisory control 
and data acquisition systems, and virtual real-
ity. These labs are built around internal networks, 
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Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General James Cartwright speaks at 
Air Force cyberspace symposium on importance of experimenting with cyber 
warfare implementation
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isolated from the Internet but populated with Inter-
net tools. As such, these labs are used for extensive 
experimentation. The information assurance lab, 
in particular, offers detailed opportunities for non-
experts to implant malicious code in software appli-
cations and operating systems within these closed 
networks using openly available hacking tools. It 
emphasizes the importance of robust information 
assurance approaches and trains students how to 
implement them.

The supervisory control and data acquisition lab 
offers similar experiences regarding control systems 
for powerplants and other critical infrastructures. The 
virtual reality lab provides experience in the increas-
ingly important area of avatars and virtual interactions. 
These are currently used in gaming but are expected to 
become integral to the command and control systems 
of the future. Not surprisingly, recent DEFCON con-
ventions have included sessions on hacking avatars.

Any senior official associated with computer 
network operations, defense, exploitation, or attack 
should visit these laboratories. At a minimum, the 
capabilities developed in the labs and online should 
be synthesized into informational manuals that can 
be provided at unclassified levels to help train those 
who are operating and defending our networks.

A wise man recently asked: “What is more 
strategically threatening to the U.S. military than 
our inability to manage information in a contested 
environment?” Being able to operate and defend our 
networks is hard enough even when threats are well 
understood. Attack options available to opponents 
from open sources should be examined aggres-
sively and disseminated with minimal caveats to 
strengthen our defensive posture on all networks, 
including the unclassified networks so important 
to personnel, medical, and logistic activities. More 
sophisticated tools may be available within classi-
fied channels, but this should not keep officials from 
knowing what is available to adversaries. Regular 
reviews to make sure that information is not over-
classified could be a good way to avoid this danger.

The importance of cyber security also needs to 
be understood by senior officials across the new 
administration, not just those directly associated 
with the networks themselves. It should be taught 
as part of core courses in Department of Defense 
educational institutions, not only as electives. Cyber 
security is an issue of serious nationwide impor-
tance—it must be the concern of policymakers and 
commanders, not just communicators and technical 
specialists.

New Threats, New Responses
Enabled by modern network technologies, power is 

“shifting to the edge.” This shift is allowing decentral-
ized networked groups to vie with traditional hier-
archical structures. Globalized communications and 
computing infrastructure combined with collaborative 
software permit hostile nonstate groups—terrorists, 
criminals, rogue corporations, antiglobalization move-
ments, hackers, and others that act on behalf of nations 
or other entities—to threaten international security 
and stability. Increasingly, security arrangements based 
on geographic borders, sovereign control, and unilat-
eral response to global threats by individual nations 
are inadequate to counter such groups. U.S. national 
security strategy must embrace a decentralized, mul-
tilateral public health model against unknown threats. 
This model should be based on local monitoring of 
emerging threats, swarming global response to counter 
manifest attacks, and developing resilient capabilities to 
withstand and recover in their wake.

Organizational Network
Emerging social and peer networking technology 

is enabling new organizational structures that afford 
opportunities for novel patterns of generative and 
degenerative activities. Such developments, which are 
popularly known as Web 2.0 or the Web as platform, 
underpin the decentralized networks as distinct 
organizational forms that have advantages over the 
traditional hierarchies in terms of flexibility, adaptabil-
ity, and responsiveness.

As a result, the power to generate potentially cata-
strophic effects by organizing, coordinating, or sharing 
dispersed resources is shifting from the center to the 
periphery. Decentralized groups can synchronize 
activity globally without regard to political borders 
or local government control. If the groups are hostile, 
security arrangements that rely on the assumption that 
sovereign nations are responsible for activities in their 
territory and among their subjects are inadequate.

In the first stage of Internet development in Web 1.0, 
individuals, organizations, information, or devices at 
the edge of a network interacted with central servers, 
providers, or other authorities on an essentially one-
to-one basis that mimicked hierarchical arrangements. 
In Web 2.0, the edges interact directly on a many-to-
many basis. Although Web 1.0 enabled asynchronous 
mediated communication among edge elements, Web 
2.0 enables synchronicity of effort without control or 
formal organizational structure. Although this greatly 
reduces the overhead associated with centralized 
management controls—and thus enhances the power 
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and speed of networked groups by lowering barriers to 
participation from the edges—it eliminates account-
ability for undesirable actions. Both agency and action 
shifted to the periphery in Web 2.0, making it difficult 
to hold leaders responsible for actions of subordinates 
or sovereigns responsible for actions of citizens. This 
inability to hold someone accountable is problematic 
for existing security policies that rely on deterrence 
through symmetric counterforce and retaliation.

New Threats
Until recently, the ability to aggregate resources to 

threaten national interests or international stability 
would have required the resources or authority of a na-
tion. Thus, current legal and other approaches to cyber 
threats hold nations responsible for actions by their cit-
izens and rely on identifying leadership or structures of 
adversaries to assign responsibility. However, network 
technologies enable nonstate actors to operate without 
respect for laws, borders, or governments. Technolo-
gies enable such groups to threaten international peace 
and security without being held accountable.

One illustration of a networked-enabled threat was 
the cyber attack against Estonia in 2007. Angry over 
the removal of a Russian monument, an apparently 
self-organizing group essentially paralyzed the govern-
ment and financial sector of Estonia through a massive 
distributed denial-of-service attack against critical 
cyber infrastructure. Whether these attackers acted on 
their own in a cyber riot or with active Russian involve-
ment in a cyber war, an organized group was able to 
project power across international borders on a scale 
that previously could only be accomplished by nation-
states. More importantly, these actors accomplished 
their attack virtually spontaneously and without 
exposing leaders who could be held accountable under 
existing security laws.

It is likely that nations will be increasingly subject to 
attacks of this kind, which cannot be easily attributed 
to identifiable adversaries. The attacks will come from 
both spontaneous, self-motivated mobs and externally 
instigated mobs allied with other entities to further 
their interests. The externally motivated mobs may 
be encouraged by nations, terrorist groups, or other 
hostile entities and become proxies or merely swayed 
as useful idiots. However, traditional deterrence or 
retaliation strategies probably will be inadequate 
against these kinds of threats.

While security policy can hold other nations respon-
sible for actions by their citizens, it fails to deter groups 
without an organization when no one has jurisdiction 
over them or where responsibility or motivation is 

ambiguous. Such failures must be distinguished from 
those identified with failed states where sovereign 
control is inadequate to counter hostile or illegal activity 
occurring in defined geographical areas where local 
government is ineffective. Rather, the kinds of threats 
discussed here may easily originate in well-functioning 
nations. The organization of hostile groups will be 
ambiguous and responsibility will not be easily attribut-
able under existing security policies and recognized 
laws without a new international framework addressing 
responsibility or rights to act in these circumstances.

New Strategies
International security and stability require re-

thinking strategies, realigning force structures, and 
adopting new models to leverage resources in response 
to emerging threats. To a certain extent, traditional 
counterinsurgency strategies are effective against 
hostile networks. But applying those strategies requires 
that the potential adversary is identified and its dynam-
ics, motivations, and support are understood. In cases 
where group formation is hidden or attribution and 
motivation are ambiguous during or after an attack, a 
different strategy is needed. In this case, global security 
resources that are resilient in the face of local failures 
and can suppress threats anywhere in the world must 
be engaged quickly to identify and counter the attack.

Traditional strategies based on counterforce, deter-
rence, and retaliation against an identified adversary 
are no longer enough to protect against spontaneous, 
ambiguous, and unknown threats. Instead, national se-
curity policies should be global and include aspects of a 
public health model. This model involves quickly iden-
tifying new and previously unknown threats through 
syndromic surveillance, the isolation of and inocula-
tion against outbreaks, information-sharing to prevent 
spread, resilience to recover from attacks, and the 
simple prevention of a known disease. The public health 
model accepts the occurrence of unknown pathogens 
that cannot be prevented and aims to contain outbreaks 
to prevent epidemics. It is premised on a multilateral 
network of local resources acting in concert to amass 
resources where and when they are needed.

Effectively countering hostile networks requires 
decentralized and flexible architecture based on 
dynamic partnerships and coalitions, including with 
erstwhile competitors or adversaries, that identifies 
emerging threats, brings resources to bear with local 
legitimacy, ensures resilience, and aids in recovery. 
The same trends in technology that empower hostile 
networks can provide for effective counterforce reor-
ganization or realignment.
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Technological advances can improve collec-
tive global responses without significant costs 
by changing the way that global resources and 
capabilities are managed. Multilateral resources 
can be leveraged by increasing the relative power of 
nations and entities to respond to nascent threats by 
improving information-sharing and by swarming 
in response to manifest threats. Collective security 
can be increased by leveraging both the means and 
the opportunities for “edge entities” to participate 
in synchronic action against common threats to 
international order.

To successfully counter hostile groups operating 
globally requires four capabilities:

n the ability to spot threats locally before they 
emerge globally

n the ability to work in concert with allied or 
congruent interests and cooperatively engage local 
resources

n the ability to assemble and apply appropriate (and 
legitimate) counterforce wherever and whenever it is 
required

n the ability to orchestrate these activities to respond 
in a consistent and timely manner across all potential 
domains.

No nation, not even the United States, can achieve 
these capabilities alone. Unilateral action can hamper 
threat awareness, undermine common interests and 
legitimacy, and create additional hostile groups. In 
an interdependent world, nations and other entities 
interact within the context of conflict, competition, 
and collaboration. This complex dynamic supplants the 
linear paradigm of peace/crisis/war/peace on which 
previous strategic arrangements were premised.

In areas where there is an explicit recognition of 
long-term shared interests, alliances created by treaties 
can be used to formalize collaborative roles in collec-
tive security agreements such as the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization. In circumstances where threats 
mobilize and sustain common national interests, coali-
tions may be formed for purposes such as intervention 
in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Where potential collaborators are simultaneously 
in competition, or where threats are unable to sustain 
long-term alliances, collective security may only be 
possible through multilateral security arrangements in 
what is known as foreign policy by posse. To respond 
to threats that can emerge anywhere and at any time, 
nations must develop communities of common interest 
through networks that transcend hierarchical organiza-

tions. A first step in developing communities is har-
monizing international and domestic laws and seeking 
common understanding of activities that should be 
opposed, such as terrorism, illegal trafficking, cyber 
attacks, and arms trafficking.

Regional, national, and local security services can 
be organized to facilitate collective action. A basic 
infrastructure is needed to maintain continuous 
situational awareness of global threats—surveillance 
and information-sharing—to replace the brittle, 
antagonistic, border-based perimeter security 
models. Universal standards for civil liberties and 
human rights also must be developed. And response 
mechanisms must be synchronized on a global 
scale. Resources must be shared not only to identify 
threats (intelligence) or respond to them in a timely 
manner (law enforcement and military), but also to 
resist or recover from attack where preemption is 
impossible (resilience, recovery, and relief). The latter 
capabilities would help ensure global resilience to 
catastrophic natural disasters, pandemics, and other 
unforeseen shocks to the international order.

Although the ability to organize dispersed net-
worked resources for beneficial purposes has the 
potential of improving global social and economic 
development, it can be used by malevolent forces 
to challenge U.S. interests. To respond effectively to 
decentralized networks bent on harm, the international 
community must take advantage of these same net-
work opportunities by decentralizing capabilities that 
increase power, flexibility, and resilience to respond. 
Instead of maintaining rigid and exclusive hierarchies 
of stovepiped capabilities in nations, communities of 
interest must be fostered to dynamically share intel-
ligence, response, and recovery capacities. Static com-
munities of interest based only on existing alliances, 
known adversaries, and exclusive sovereign response 
will not be sufficient.

To succeed, major powers such as the United 
States will have to lead by example by sharing power 
and collaborating with other nations, including 
those with which it has competed or even fought in 
the past. In return, those nations will incur shared 
communal responsibility to act against common 
threats. There is no future in a networked world 
without collective security arrangements that 
reconcile conflicting interdependencies when faced 
with emerging threats. Although the United States 
is poised to lead such an effort, it cannot dictate 
one. It will have to work with others to maintain 
international security and stability by globally shift-
ing counterforce to the edge.
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The Use of Space in Global Communications

It took 6 months for President James Polk to send a message to the 
West in 1845. At the time, communications with the West Coast went by 
sea around the Horn of South America or by ship, train, and ship across 
the Isthmus of Panama. The Pony Express began service in 1860. Its 
first trip from Missouri to California took 10 days, 7 hours, and 45 min-
utes, with riders covering 250 miles a day. Delivering mail by horseback 
over prairies, plains, deserts, and mountains, it was the fastest service 
across the North American continent. The Pony Express reflected the 
need for a rapid and reliable transcontinental communications system 
that operated year round. After it was replaced by the telegraph, the 
Pony Express became a legend of the Old West.

Less than 100 years later, the first satellite was launched into orbit 
and transmitted radio communications from space. Today, there are 
more than 850 satellites (see figure 3–2) in orbit that connect practi-
cally every place on Earth, simultaneously in near real-time, providing 
worldwide services. In fact, satellite-based services pervade almost 
every aspect of daily life and enable the globalized economy. As Alvin 
and Heidi Toffler have observed, the networked economy has led to the 
greatest changes in the global economy since the Industrial Revolution.

Different ways of communicating and providing services via satel-
lite are foundations for the new wealth created in the so-called third 
wave of economic development. Although fiber optic cables remain 
technologically dominant over satellite communications for fixed, point-
to-point telecommunications, satellite communications are critical to 
the global economy as an adjunct. Satellite communications provide 
point-to-multipoint and regional telecommunications services that lack 
wired infrastructure. They also enable the conduct of military opera-
tions worldwide, particularly for missions in regions with limited wired 
infrastructure. Those telecommunications no longer move primarily 
over dedicated military satellite communications systems. During the 
opening phase of Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom, 
some 60 and 80 percent of communications were sent over commercial 
satellite systems, respectively.1

Moreover, satellite communications provide other services such 
as positioning, navigation, timing data, and high-resolution commer-
cial imagery, and they contribute to global utilities. Highly accurate 
positioning and navigation data improve productivity while lowering 
time and costs of transportation around the world. This information 
has improved understanding of the world and created new industries 
and services. Likewise, accurate timing signals enable synchroniza-
tion for digital compression techniques and provide time stamping to 
authenticate billions of dollars in the daily international flow of capital. 
In addition, the resolution, volume, and selection of visual and multi-
spectral imagery in almost all areas underpin both free products such 
as Google Earth and tailored value-added products that combine data 
for specific applications. The information that these services provide 
to individuals is of better quality and more timely and accessible than 
what was available to the superpowers during the early days of the Cold 

Technology and the Changing  
Character of War

Unique technological advances are occurring 
in genetics, robotics, information technology, and 
nanotechnology (GRIN). Of particular interest are 
ways the fields may converge. More information 
than ever is available, and online stores allow anyone 
to buy GRIN technology. Today even children use 
and experiment with biotechnology. These trends 
suggest that many advances in technology will take 
place outside government or academic laboratories. 
As such, it is vital that defense planners follow and 
understand these trends.

With little effort and minimal cost, individuals 
can get used biological laboratory equipment on 
eBay, whole-genome sequences in free databases, 
and biology toolkits that combine simple parts. 
Common goals and information are shared on well-
established Web sites and in discussion groups across 
a diffuse network. However, such a light footprint 
makes it difficult to assess the intent of these amateur 
scientists. It is vital that defense planners follow and 
understand these trends.

At present, there is no more important scientific 
field than biology. There have been dramatic advances 
in predictive biology (information management, com-
putational modeling, data mining), systems biology 
(modeling complex systems in silico), and synthetic 
biology (creating artificial biosystems de novo from 
basic building blocks). As a result, biological systems 
have never been better understood, manipulated, or 
engineered.

Much GRIN research is dual-use; identical findings 
can be used for malicious or benign purposes, depend-
ing on intent. For example, applied research on brain 
function, which may help patients with cranial mala-
dies, may allow development of biological agents that 
cause amnesia, violence, or depression, which could be 
dangerous to soldiers and civilians. Biological agents 
are widely available and have many uses. Malicious 
research can be hidden in legitimate laboratories work-
ing on the effects of such agents. What is troubling is 
not that such agents can be created, but that technology 
might be combined with these advances in other areas.

Although most people engaged in such research are 
innocent, it is easy for a loner or small group to invade 
the benign circle and use the information in a harmful 
manner. The fields of robotics and information tech-
nology have been open to research communities for 
years. Some successful computer hacking attacks have 
been mounted by smart, motivated young individuals. 
At the same time, similar people with different motives 

6 Continued on p. 66
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War. Cumulatively, these satellite-enabled services fuel 
global transparency and transform global politics.

The confluence of satellite-based services, informa-
tion systems, and networks brings together people, 
ideas, and goods from around the world at an unprec-
edented rate. As the title of Thomas Friedman’s book 
put it, “the world is flat.” Or at least it is in the process 
of flattening, since “it is now possible for more people 
than ever to collaborate and compete in real time with 
more other people on more different types of work 
from more different places and on a more equal footing 
than at any previous time.”2 This flattening also means 
“that we are now connecting all the knowledge centers 
on the planet together into a single global network, 
which could usher in an amazing era of prosperity, 
innovation, and collaboration.”3 Although the world is 
flattened to a certain extent, some groups are largely 
disconnected, which creates dangers and opportuni-
ties, as Thomas Barnett has emphasized: “Disconnect-
edness allows bad actors to flourish by keeping entire 
societies detached from the global community and 
under their control.”4

The appetite for information is almost insatiable and 
growing exponentially. It is stimulated by technological 
advances in information and communications technol-
ogy. From 2002 to 2007, annual worldwide revenues 
earned by satellite industries grew at an average rate 
of 11.5 percent, fueled by satellite television and direct 
broadcasting. When comparing revenue by sector, sat-
ellite services have driven the entire industry, showing 
continued growth of 18 percent in this period.5 As the 
demand for more capacity, enhanced reliability, and 
wider coverage by communications systems increases, 
it should be noted that this capacity, like other limited 
resources, is scarce and should be husbanded until 
the next technological leap. Space contributed more 
than $251 billion to the global economy in 2007 
and supported a range of activities from credit card 
validation and fleet truck management to precision 
agriculture and high-speed Internet, cell phone packet 
switching, and television and radio distribution.

Space-based services also present the opportu-
nity to address a pressing global issue: energy. The 
potential to harness the Sun as an endless source of 
energy through space-based solar power could be 
vital to future generations. The wealth generated by 
space-based services could become the fourth wave 
of economic development postulated by the Tofflers. 
Moreover, the U.S. role in human and robotic space 

exploration has expanded knowledge of the universe 
and may improve the ability to address other long-term 
challenges such as protecting the planet from collision 
with near-Earth objects. These challenges will require 
a stable and sustainable security environment as well 
as refined governance to encourage and facilitate 
cooperative solutions.

Probably the most compelling reasons for 
generating wealth from space-based services are 
changing demographics and exploding world popu-
lation. The United Nations issued a report in 2007 
predicting that the world population will grow by 
2.5 billion in the next 43 years, from the current 6.7 
billion to 9.2 billion in 2050. This single increase is 
the equivalent of the total world population in 1950. 
Moreover, this increase will be absorbed largely 
by less developed regions, whose population is 
projected to increase from 5.4 billion in 2007 to 7.9 
billion in 2050.6

Space-based satellite services have profoundly af-
fected global systems and shaped aspects of national 
and international power. This impact will increase as 
technological advances spur new applications and 
create more interdependencies in the globalized 
environment. Accordingly, the United States must be 
the global leader in space and in the delivery of space 
capabilities. It must use spacepower to enable all in-
struments of power to exercise national sovereignty in 
space and secure the space domain for legal purposes.
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drove innovation at places such as Google. Amateur 
biologists and nanotechnology engineers are likely to 
do the same thing.

The defense implications go beyond biological 
threats. Dramatic performance enhancements would 
be a huge shock to warfare. Although large nations 
are likely to lead in the development of such enhance-
ments, ruthless and unethical nations will have an 
advantage in this competition. GRIN research facili-
tates the modification of human beings for specific 
purposes. Initially, this manipulation was seen as a way 
of relieving illnesses such as tumors or discovering 
disease-causing genes. Now, however, it is also seen as a 
conduit to “improving” human beings.

There is substantial research being done on the post-
human future. Designer drugs produced in biotech 
labs interact with the brain in a genotype-specific man-
ner either to improve memory or decrease the effects 
of sleep deprivation. Research on the brain-machine 
interface promises improvements in human senses 
such as hearing and vision. Exoskeleton suits allow 
soldiers to carry 200 pounds and bound long distances 
with little effort. Custom replacement organs will soon 
be generated from stem cells, and prosthetics with 
microprocessors will aid wounded soldiers.

Nanotechnology is a developing area, but it clearly 
links human biotechnology in various ways. A good 
deal of nanotechnology research is tied to biotechnol-
ogy, which looks at the possible manipulation of the 
atom on the biomolecular level. It has even been pos-

ited that the robo-soldier of the future—rather than a 
human “cyborg”—may be a micro- or nano-robot that 
is versatile, inexpensive, impossible to detect, and able 
to penetrate nearly any space.

While it is clear that the trends previously discussed 
are fairly well understood among the scientific com-
munity, they are not well understood in the defense 
or civilian arena. We must develop a “first principle” 
understanding of what drives these trends and a 
method to assess the impact of these inevitabilities. 
We must understand the disruptive consequences that 
may result from the intersection of these technological 
trends. Only then can we leverage these advances to 
create risk management strategies. A sense of where 
these trends are headed is also an essential component 
of a robust strategy, which enables us to plan for and 
prevent potential disasters.

What is fueling these trends? Computing power 
is a relatively free global commodity, the net ef-
fect of which is that the barriers to competition in 
many areas are falling. Consequently, the concept 
of a peer competitor is taking on new meaning for 
defense planners. No longer can potential adversar-
ies be limited to nations with large gross domestic 
products and large military arsenals. One example 
of lower barriers to competition is found in the 
world of information technology. Cyberspace has 
evolved into the most important global commons. 
Access to cyberspace is essential for national 
security, military competitiveness, and economic 
prosperity, and unfettered access to information is 
key to national power. Various actors are compet-
ing for dominance in this new commons, including 
adversarial nations as well as individuals, terrorist 
groups, and criminal hacktivists.

The 20th century was dominated by weapons systems 
based on advances in physics, engineering, comput-
ing, and mathematics, colloquially known as big bang, 
big metal. The future presents a range of new threats 
and increasingly inventive biological weapons that 
can cripple major bodily functions even as the same 
bioengineering advances offer great potential for medi-
cal science.

But defense planners must remain aware of the 
malicious use of engineered biological agents in 
combination with robotics, information technol-
ogy, or nanotechnology for two reasons. First, there 
is the potential for nonstate actors and nations to 
conduct ambiguous aggression or subtle war. Such 
aggression is a situation in which a bioattack causes 
a deadly outbreak but is not seen as such. Instead, 
the outbreak may be blamed on either an influenza 

Marine monitors virtual scenarios from control room of Gruntworks Research for 
Infantry Integration Testing facility
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pandemic or abnormality in the food supply. This 
potential ambiguity makes defense planning and 
response highly complex. The second concern stems 
from the ease with which biological building blocks 
can be obtained. The widespread access to biologi-
cal materials presents individual engineers with the 
capability to produce harmful agents that facilitate 
the creation of superempowered actors with the 
means to inflict large-scale global damage. The next 
generation of suicide bombers could be biobombers 
who infect themselves with bioengineered diseases 
and penetrate large population centers.

Nanotechnology is regarded as a major revolution 
in technology that enables structuring and restructur-
ing of matter on a fundamental level. According to 
William Schneider, chair of the Defense Science Board, 
“Nanoscale sensors have the potential to dispel the fog 
of war. Richness in sensors allows commanders to have 
a complete picture of the tactical battlefield.” Advances 
in nanotechnology could produce lighter, stronger, 
heat-resistant materials for new weaponry and make 
armor harder, camouflage better, military transport 
faster, and energy more efficient.

Nanotechnology is the key to distributed and con-
figurable manufacturing, a model for goods produced 
locally near their point of use, which could have pro-
found economic, social, and political impacts. Secure 
methods of obtaining electronic subcomponents are 
increasingly difficult in the globalized manufacturing 
economy. Distributed and configurable manufacturing 
could assure that production designs, manufactur-
ing infrastructure, and even applications could be 
controlled securely.

There are significant advantages to manufacturing 
goods locally for defense, intelligence, and security 
applications rather than depending on a globally in-
terconnected production chain. When manufacturing 
is done at the point of need, it is difficult to affect the 
national economy with a disaster or small number of 
attacks. The implications of local manufacturing might 
alter basic concepts of military operations, logistics, 
and sustainment. But strategically, planners must take 
account of the unintended consequences in destabiliz-
ing the interdependent globalized economy.

Defense planners have often anticipated new 
technologies to provide them with a competitive 
advantage, only to find their plans are flawed when 
viewed through the lens of moral principles. That 
debate continues today. In fact, some argue that 
the creation of autonomous soldier-robots with a 
conscience may be possible and that they may even 
be preferable to human soldiers.

Trends in ubiquitous computing, connectivity, 
and information-sharing will complicate future 
national security challenges. Some contend that this 
trend contributes to the decentralization or shift in 
power from nations to individuals or groups that are 
ill defined by political borders. The propagation of 
cutting-edge technologies that could harm national 
security interests are no longer reserved for elite, 
economically endowed nations. The result is much 
broader potential threats and increased uncertainty 
and ambiguity about the entities that may challenge 
the United States. This type of asymmetric attack, 
conducted by small groups in an ideological minor-
ity against a large group of potential victims, presents 
complex problems for defense planners.

Increased worldwide connectivity means people are 
more likely to encounter sympathetic co-conspirators, 
if only virtually. Social networks serve as recruiting 
mechanisms and offer added support for individuals 
who may want to launch such attacks. The social net-
work of a potential attacker might create opportunities 
for simultaneous strikes across many locations.

New technologies are being developed at a fantastic 
pace and may intersect in unimaginable ways. Such 
advances potentially offer enormous benefits but 
create national security paradigms with challenges. 
Defense planners must be aware of the fact that new 
technology has unintended consequences as well as 
the potential for dangerous misuse in the hands of 
adversaries. gsa

N o t e s

1  GlobalSpec! offers a variety of products in response 
to the query “computer network attack.” This is a good place 
to learn about network components, as opposed to attack 
tools, per se; see <www.globalspec.com/Industrial-Directory/
Computer_Network_Attack>. Developer.net has a section 
on “measures of effectiveness” for computer network attack; 
see <www.developers.net/tsearch?searchkeys=measures+of
+effectiveness+computer+network+attack>. There even are 
patent applications (for example, attack classification method 
for computer network security); see <www.freepatentsonline.
com/y2008/0083034.htm>.

2  See, for example, Hackers Home Page at <www.hack-
ershomepage.com/>; How to Become a Hacker at <www.
catb.org/~esr/faqs/hacker-howto.html?PHPSESSID=22f73
78d0d1ea654962a22bf13166a5a>; and Secureroot at <www.
secureroot.com/>.

3  See also a range of attacks described by Ed Skoudis, 
“Information Security Issues in Cyberspace,” in Cyberpower 
and National Security, ed. Franklin D. Kramer and Stuart Starr 
(Washington, DC: National Defense University Press, 2009).
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4  “Satan” is a software program that claims to “identify 
weaknesses in just about any network connected to the 
Internet.”

5  See Dr. Mark Drapeau’s informative posts about Gov-
ernment 2.0 at <www.mashable.com>.

6  Evgeny Morozov, “An Army of Zeros and Ones: How I 
became a soldier in the Georgia-Russia cyberwar,” available at 
<www.slate.com/id/2197514/>.
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E nergy security is now a commanding priority. 
The emerging energy system is far more com-
plex and global than the industrial era system 

that it is slowly replacing. Today when security 
planners talk about energy security, they are as likely 
to be referring to carbon emissions and diminishing 
water supplies as energy self-reliance and affordable 
oil. Moreover, emerging energy and environmen-
tal security problems are increasingly beyond the 
ability of any single country to control. This chapter 
examines critical issues surrounding energy in the 
evolving security environment and proposes poten-
tial pathways for pursuing solutions.

The Emerging International Energy  
Security System

Energy has become one of the most pressing 
problems in national and global security. Signifi-
cant increases in the price of oil have weakened 

Chapter 4
Energy and Environmental Insecurity

the global economy, contributed to a sharp rise 
in global food prices, and transferred trillions of 
dollars to autocratic oil-exporting regimes. At the 
same time, rapid fluctuations in the price of oil—
from around $25 per barrel in 2001 to as much as 
$150 in 2008 and back to below $50 in 2009—have 
increased risk and discouraged investment in 
energy technology and infrastructure ensuring that 
global markets will not be prepared for the next 
cycle of high prices. Internationally, energy diplo-
macy has become increasingly confrontational as 
states jockey for control of gas and oil markets and 
pipelines. Meanwhile, concerns about pollution and 
greenhouse gases have strained diplomatic relations 
with other nations and are forcing fundamental 
changes in energy policy.

The emerging crises are symptoms of a gradual 
transformation in the underlying geopolitical and 
economic system that has supplied the world with 

Drivers in Kuwait use headlights to see through smoke from oil wells set afire by retreating Iraqi forces, Operation 
Desert Storm, 1991

D
O

D
 (D

ic
k 

M
or

en
o)



70 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A D A P T I N G  T O  e I G h T  G L O B A L  C h A L L e N G e S

cheap energy for over a century. Since the 1800s, 
cheap fossil fuels have powered the rise of indus-
trialization and globalization. During this period, 
free-market mechanisms ensured that world markets 
had access to petroleum and other sources of energy. 
This system relied on market competition to drive 
the price of energy commodities toward the price of 
extraction and depended on a liberal trading order in 
which governments generally left energy transporta-
tion, supply, and demand to the market.

Over the life of the energy market, the funda-
mental threat to cheap and reliable energy com-
modities has been that government intervention in 
the supply, transport, and demand for energy would 
transform the global distribution system from one 
adjudicated mainly by markets to one based on pol-
itics and force. Threats to the market-based system 
have always been possible. States with diplomatic 
or military influence on the global lines of com-
munication by which energy is transported have 
frequently been tempted to further their interests 
by charging rents for access. Supplying states have 
regularly attempted to band together to increase 
market prices. At least since the 1970s, environ-
mental groups have put pressure on governments in 
rich states to look beyond the market and consider 
externalities when setting energy policy.

Despite these pressures, until recently, the world 
has generally maintained a global free-market energy 
economy in which the prices of energy commodities 
have hovered around the cost of extraction and sup-
ply has been dependable. Historically, this system has 
rested on three pillars: a reliance on freedom of the 
seas for most international energy trade; a multiplic-
ity of energy-exporting nations and multinational 
corporations that made collusion and nationalization 
difficult; and the preference given by oil-importing 
nations to energy supply and price, over other con-
siderations such as the environment. Each of these 
pillars, and hence the basic energy system, is increas-
ingly uncertain.

Insecure Energy Lines of Communication
Unimpeded transportation of energy has never 

been assured. Throughout the history of the modern 
energy market, states attempted to influence transit 
routes for parochial reasons. During the World Wars, 
the Cold War, and the Iran-Iraq war, belligerents 
used diplomatic and military power to interdict 
opponents’ energy supplies. However, because most 
global energy commodities traveled by sea, and 
because Great Britain and the United States were 

dominant sea powers, their opponents’ efforts were 
generally frustrated in war and free-market distribu-
tion mechanics persisted in times of peace.

In recent years, however, a number of events have 
begun to undermine freedom of energy transpor-
tation. Over the last two decades, natural gas has 
become an increasingly important part of Europe’s 
energy economy, and Russia and Central Asian 
states have begun to supply a large portion of that 
resource. Unlike petroleum exports, which mainly 
travel across oceans to final buyers, natural gas must 
generally travel by pipelines through sovereign terri-
tory. The main geopolitical implications of overland 
transport are that the United States cannot use its 
maritime power to secure energy sea lines of com-
munication and that Russia can use its geographic 
proximity and influence on Central Asian and East-
ern European states to seek economic and diplomatic 
rents from natural gas exports.

Russia has routinely made use of its influence 
over energy supply routes. In January 2006, Russia 
flexed its muscles by cutting off natural gas exports 
to Ukraine and did the same in 2007 to Georgia and 
Belarus. After Russia’s intervention into Georgia in 
2008, Russian leaders made it clear that opposition 
to Moscow could affect natural gas supplies. Russia’s 
energy realpolitik has been effective. Major European 
states have regularly recoiled in the face of threats 
to their energy lifeline. Meanwhile, U.S. support for 
the free transport of gas in Central Asia and Eastern 
Europe has put it at odds with Russia.

Supply lines have also become less secure in the 
Persian Gulf ’s narrow Strait of Hormuz through 
which 40 percent of global oil exports flow. As Iran 
amasses modern antiair and antiship missiles and 
enhances its capacity for harassing tanker ship-
ping, America’s role as guarantor of the freedom of 
the seas assumes a riskier and costlier burden. In 
the longer term, China’s growing dependence on 
Middle Eastern oil may heighten Beijing’s concern 
about U.S. control of the sea lines of communication. 
These concerns have led China to expand its influ-
ence along the routes connecting the Arabian Gulf, 
Indian Ocean, Strait of Malacca, and South China 
Sea through a network of treaties, access to ports 
and airfields, and modernized military capabilities. 
If global petroleum demand continues to outpace 
supplies, the temptation for regional powers to seek 
diplomatic and financial rents by controlling sea lines 
and chokepoints is likely to increase.
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From Free Market to Oligopoly
For more than a century, global energy supply 

has been dominated by international corporations 
competing to find and extract energy resources for 
profit. The result has been that known reserves have 
often expanded faster than demand and prices have 
usually remained low. Petroleum, in particular, has 
averaged around $20 per barrel in inflation-adjusted 
dollars for nearly a century. While energy-exporting 
nations have attempted to coordinate their export 
policies to reduce supplies and increase prices, the 
large number of exporting states and the critical role 
international corporations have played in providing 
technology and expertise have usually frustrated 
cartels.

The longstanding dynamics of the global energy 
market are changing. Known oil and gas reserves 
have become increasingly consolidated in the hands 
of a small clique of often politically unstable states. In 
four of the top eight reserve-holding nations—Iran, 
Iraq, Nigeria, and Venezuela—a combination of in-
ternational sanctions, war, civil disorder, and corrup-
tion has reduced energy exploration and extraction 
below market expectations, diminishing supply and 
increasing prices. Over the same period, as extrac-
tion technology has spread from private companies 
to states, exporting countries have regularly national-
ized their reserves and seized multinational oil and 
gas companies doing business within their territory. 
Whereas most reserves and nearly all major energy 
companies were once private, more than 80 percent 
of all reserves are now under state control and a pro-
gressively larger number of oil and gas companies are 
partly or wholly owned by exporting governments.

As this has happened, major importing powers 
have become keen to influence supplying nations 
through diplomatic and military instruments of state 
power. The system that allocates energy interna-
tionally has become more mercantilist. China has 
vigorously attempted to use its newfound financial 
muscle to bring autocratic African and Central Asian 
oil-exporting regimes within its sphere of influence 
to bypass market mechanisms. Russian attempts 
to control the flow of energy in Central Asia and 
Eastern Europe have regularly escalated to energy 
blackmail and threat of force. Similarly, at least since 
the early 1990s, the United States has used various 
diplomatic tools, including military-to-military con-
tacts, with regimes in Central Asia and the Middle 
East to increase their connections with the West.

The net effect of these changes has been to reduce 
the amount of gas and oil on the international 

market and to move the market toward oligopoly. 
The emerging system is less stable and less predict-
able than the older market-driven system. In the 
old system, the large number of competing energy-
supplying states and companies dampened the effects 
of actions by particular suppliers and inhibited the 
ability of suppliers to coordinate policy. In the new 
system, market supply is increasingly dependent on 
the nuances and preferences of individual states. Re-
cently, even apparently trivial political events in ex-
porting nations have been enough to cause dramatic 
fluctuations in prices, and the United States has, on 
occasion, been reduced to cajoling Saudi Arabia and 
other major exporters to increase energy supplies 
to reduce market prices. From the viewpoint of the 
emerging autocratic oil-exporting oligarchy, the 
system works. It is funneling trillions of dollars into 
their economies and increasing their political power 
at home and diplomatic power abroad.  Even short 
term dips in prices help them in the long term by 
suppressing investment in conservation and alterna-
tive fuels. There is little reason to expect the current 
trend toward oligopoly to reverse itself or anticipate a 
return to the more stable energy environment of the 
20th century.

Environment and the Diminishing Importance 
of Price

The third dynamic altering the current global 
energy market is the increasing importance of envi-
ronmental concerns in determining importing states’ 
energy policies. Whereas energy policies in rich 
states were once determined mainly with an eye to 
reducing price, price today is becoming decreasingly 
important vis-à-vis fears of pollution and particularly 
of global warming.

For several decades, the governments of rich coun-
tries have been under mounting pressure to modify 
energy policies to account for environmental factors. 
The success at influencing governments over the 
environment has varied across countries and time. 
But the contemporary era is particularly green, and 
the influence of environmental groups is growing 
rapidly. While clashes once mainly pitted naturalists 
against economic interests, as concerns about global 
climate change grow, the number and political influ-
ence of groups committed to environmental policies 
will expand. Today, many governments and non-
governmental organizations are lobbying the United 
States for more eco-friendly policies, and U.S. energy 
policy has become a major point of diplomatic, as 
well as domestic, friction.
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It is difficult to predict the effect of environmental 
concerns on energy markets. In general, environ-
mentalists argue for higher prices on carbon-based 
fuels to reduce demand. However, environmental 
science is too young and lobbying too disparate to 
make prediction easy. In the United States, con-
flicting interests sometimes pit one environmental 
interest against another. For instance, lobbies aimed 
at reducing radioactive waste and preserving natural 
ecosystems currently restrict the construction of 
U.S. nuclear and hydroelectric plants. In the process, 
however, they have caused the country to increase 
the number of dirty, carbon-producing coal plants. 
Also, some policies are self-defeating. To reduce 
greenhouse gases, the United States funds research 
on electric cars. However, since 50 percent of U.S. 
electricity is derived from coal, electric cars can pro-
duce more carbon and other pollutants per mile than 
cars running on regular gasoline. In addition, some 
policies have unintended consequences. Recent legis-
lation that discourages the use of new fuels that emit 
more carbon across their lifecycle than petroleum 
appeared relatively benign when low oil prices made 
North America’s vast reserves of unconventional fos-
sil fuels unprofitable to extract and refine. However, 
should high prices make these reserves profitable—as 
they briefly did in 2008—the legislation will effec-
tively limit access to most of America’s oil reserves. 

In the meantime, environmentalists and energy sup-
pliers both hold out hope that new technology will 
eventually solve current problems.

Environmental concerns, and particularly global 
climate change, may prove to be this century’s 
greatest security challenge. Whatever the eventual 
outcome, however, they are fundamentally changing 
the way the global system extracts, transports, and 
uses energy and injecting uncertainty into global 
markets. As concerns over climate change increase 
with time and governments search among myriad 
proposed solutions, the price and volatility of energy 
are likely to increase and incentives for privately 
funded research and infrastructure development are 
likely to be adversely affected.

As the global energy economy transitions toward 
a more statist and mercantilist system, policymakers 
are likely to find themselves operating in terra incog-
nita. In the old system, private companies absorbed 
most of the risk; in the emerging system, states will 
bear a larger portion of the risk as they pioneer new 
policies. Many of the policies that will set the tenor 
for the next century will be developed and imple-
mented in the next decade. Global leadership is 
needed, and difficult national choices will have to be 
made. The world is changing and the dynamics that 
facilitated a world powered by cheap fossil fuels are 
6 Continued on p. 74

Russian workers weld connection for new pipeline operated by state-run natural gas company Gazprom
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European Energy: Security in Coordination

The states of the European Union (EU) face significant challenges to their energy security because of dependence on a 
limited number of oil and gas suppliers and serious concerns about Europe’s contributions to global carbon emissions and 
climate change. Because EU members are mostly net energy importers, and because most energy-related policies are left 
to individual member states to negotiate, suppliers in the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and 
especially Russia with its nationalized oil and gas industries, hold a significant advantage in negotiations with European 
states. Europeans are well aware that energy security requires diversified suppliers and transit routes. However, this aware-
ness has not yet resulted in the creation of a common energy policy enabling coordination of EU relations with international 
energy suppliers.

In 2007, the Council of the European Union proposed an energy policy for Europe to address the security of energy sup-
ply, climate change, and the creation of a single EU market for energy. The EU has done a better job of addressing climate 
change and its internal energy market than it has of solving the problem of supply diversity. As a cornerstone of a climate 
change policy, the EU introduced a “cap-and-trade system” for carbon dioxide (a concept also under consideration by the 
U.S. Congress). The EU is currently in a second round of cap-and-trade programs based on lessons learned from the initial 
round, which resulted in low emissions prices and little mitigation. The EU also introduced energy competition for electricity 
and natural gas by requiring member states to allow all residential, commercial, and industrial customers the right to choose 
energy suppliers. This competition policy came under pressure as consumers continued to see energy prices rise in spite of 
this liberalization.

The EU is aware of the growing problem of its energy security. A 2006 Green Paper: A European Strategy for Sustainable, 
Competitive and Secure Energy, for example, recommended the following trio of priorities: establish a functioning internal 
energy market; move energy conversion to low-carbon technologies, with renewable energy producing 20 percent of supply 
by 2020; and achieve end-use energy efficiency improvements, achieving a 20 percent reduction in energy consumption by 
2020. These actions continue the EU’s aggressive moves toward diversification in energy as a mechanism for creating com-
petitive economies and mitigating climate change through programs fostering environmental sustainability.

The current European energy supply portfolio reflects a desultory track record of independent decisions made by the 
organization’s 27 individual member states. These past decisions, involving the role of nuclear power, coal, and imported 
natural gas, have led to divergent energy portfolios. For instance, nuclear power accounts for 40 percent of France’s energy 
needs, but it provides only 9 percent of the United Kingdom’s power supply and none of Austria’s. Similarly, coal has no role 
in electricity generation in France, but coal represents 92 percent of Poland’s supply, 65 percent of the Czech Republic’s sup-
ply, 62 percent of Greece’s supply, and 50 percent of Germany’s supply. The EU is moving ahead in some areas with EU-wide 
policies on energy supply using the issue of climate change as the policy driver. Thus, a January 2008 proposed directive on 
renewable energy requires that 20 percent of member state energy come from renewable sources by 2020, as recommended 
in the earlier Green Paper.

The EU is most vulnerable in the oil and gas sectors, with oil providing between 40 and 50 percent of primary energy needs 
for most EU members and natural gas sales dominated by Russia’s Gazprom. More worrisome, forecasts suggest that the 
trend is toward greater EU foreign dependence, with the EU projected to import 90 percent of its oil and 80 percent of its 
natural gas by the year 2030. At present, 45 percent of EU oil imports are from the Middle East and 40 percent from OPEC 
members. Increased dependence on a small number of suppliers and supply routes will make the EU more susceptible to 
energy disruption.

Given the reluctance of individual EU member states to cede greater authority to the Union, members must rely on the 
hope that individual states will display solidarity in the event of a supply crisis. The EU is promoting the diversification of sup-
ply, analyzing stockpiling, and improving transparency through the establishment of an EU Energy Observatory to collect and 
verify energy data. The EU also plans to use its partnership mechanisms to enhance ties with energy suppliers in the Caspian 
Sea, Black Sea, and North Africa regions.

If the states of Europe were to relinquish more sovereignty to permit the European Union to make critical decisions on 
energy policy, the result might well provide greater energy security for the EU. In the near term, however, it appears that indi-
vidual member states will continue to pursue their own national energy policies.
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diminishing. Leaders face the question of whether 
they can overcome inertia and adapt and change 
with it.

Recent Trends in the Changing Energy 
Landscape

Recent trends in current energy markets suggest 
that the world is on an unsustainable and undesirable 
trajectory with regard to energy. These trends include 
tight supplies and the elimination of excess capacity, 
persistent and growing demand, infrastructure and 
capabilities limitations, heightened geopolitical and 
investment risk, higher prices, and growing concern 
over climate change. At the same time, absent a 
major strategic shift in policy, U.S. influence in global 
energy markets will continue to erode because of the 
emergence of new global players and trends that will 
play an increasingly larger role in shaping tomor-
row’s energy system.

The urgent need to address climate change 
presents both a challenge and a clear opportunity 
for the United States and other major states to shift 
energy priorities in favor of greater efficiency and 
low emission fuels. This shift will fundamentally 
alter the geopolitical, economic, and environmental 
dynamics. In so doing, however, caution must be 
taken to develop strategies that balance government 
policies and market practices, to deploy new tech-
nologies while maintaining existing infrastructure, 
and to facilitate the transition to a new and sustain-
able energy future without undermining the present 
system’s relative stability.

Over the next 25 years, the world’s population is 
projected to grow from some 6.7 billion to well over 
8 billion people. With population, economic growth, 
and standards of living expected to increase in 
already densely populated areas, society will require 
greater resources (from water and food, to land, 
energy, and other basic materials) to fuel and sustain 
this expansion. As the world struggles to meet these 
energy needs, new trends and dynamics will shape 
our collective energy future.

Shifting Supply and Demand Dynamics
The first major trend shaping the energy future 

concerns the shift in who supplies energy and who 
demands it. Global energy demand is projected to 
increase approximately 55 percent by 2030, with 
nearly 74 percent of growth coming from develop-
ing economies, 45 percent from China and India 
alone. In fact, energy demand from developing 

economies (non–Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development [OECD] countries) is 
expected to overtake energy consumption in the 
developed world within the next 2 years. Over the 
same time period, energy supplies are projected 
to come from approximately the same fuel mix, 
mainly fossil fuels, and many of the same resource 
holders that exist today.

While there is always a chance that energy 
demand will not achieve these projected levels of 
growth, either because of an economic slowdown 
or better than historic rates of energy productivity, 
the overall outlook nonetheless remains daunt-
ing. Slower economic growth, while temporarily 
forestalling the need for increased energy supplies, 
does nothing to alter the basic trend lines and car-
ries with it adverse consequences. In addition, while 
higher energy prices have already slowed consump-
tion growth in some areas of the world, notably in 
the United States and Europe, in other areas (such 
as the Middle East and Asia) demand growth has 
proven remarkably resilient. The emergence of the 
non-OECD world as a major energy consumer 
further accentuates the global economic shift al-
ready under way. In 1997, the Group of Eight (G–8) 
countries accounted for 65 percent of global gross 
domestic product (GDP). A decade later, that figure 
had dropped to 58 percent and projections indicate 
that by 2015, those nations will account for less 
than half of global economic activity. Non-OECD 
nations will then comprise both the majority of 
conventional resource holders as well as represent 
the bulk of new economic growth areas. Further-
more, as internal energy demand grows within 
producer nations, absent massive new investment in 
production capacities, export volumes will inevita-
bly decline.

In addition, as oil demand continues to grow 
internationally, the inability of non–Organization 
of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) produc-
ers to keep pace has dramatically enhanced OPEC 
leverage. With Russian oil output reaching a plateau 
and production decreasing in the North Sea, the 
United States, and Mexico, the world is becoming 
more reliant on supplies from a handful of producer 
nations—many of which have different agendas, 
production policies, and internal political needs. The 
International Energy Agency (IEA) has projected 
that by the middle of the next decade, the “gap” 
between presumed oil demand and available global 
supply (after accounting for reservoir decline rates) 
could exceed 10 million barrels per day. While glob-

5 Continued from p. 72
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al inventories could help offset part of that deficit, at 
least temporarily, ultimately the allocator of scarce 
resources will be markedly higher prices.

The Changing Resource Base and Delivery 
Requirements

A second trend shaping the energy future is the 
changing resource base and the requirements for 
delivering it. The world is not running out of energy, 
but it is becoming more difficult to gain access to, 
produce, and convert the world’s energy resources 
and deliver them to the people who want them. En-
ergy resources are geographically, geologically, tech-
nologically, and financially more difficult to reach. 
Large supplies of conventional oil and natural gas 
remain located in the Middle East and Eurasia, while 
the Western Hemisphere is rich in unconventional 
fuels such as oil sands, oil shale, and extra-heavy oil 
deposits. Geographically, the presence of these non-
conventional reserves should buttress security, but 
they also present sizeable environmental challenges, 
particularly in an age of carbon constraints.

Maintaining a robust, secure delivery infrastruc-
ture for long-distance transport of vast volumes of oil 
and gas through congested transit points is a salient 
concern. In the coming years, energy trade flows will 
be affected by a concentration of supply and demand 
centers not geographically collocated. Coal, natural 
gas, biomass, and other resources are being trans-
ported longer distances to reach demand centers. 
While alternative energy forms provide a welcome 
supplement to conventional energy resources, they 
are unable to serve as replacements at scale and re-
quire significant new infrastructure and investments 
of their own.

In a dramatic shift from previous decades, na-
tional ministries and national oil companies control 
more than 80 percent of conventional oil reserves 
and account for more than half of current crude oil 
and natural gas production. In contrast, international 
oil companies, which have been indispensable to 
the development of oil and natural gas resources 
throughout the world, are now in danger of margin-
alization. The new class of national oil companies is 
well funded, has access to advanced technology, is 
becoming involved in exploration and production 
activities in foreign markets, and is gaining experi-
ence and honing project management skills with 
each passing day. In places where foreign invest-
ment and international oil company involvement are 
politically unpalatable, bilateral energy agreements 
with other national companies are perceived to have 

a competitive advantage over many international 
companies. Many of those companies are adjusting 
to this new operating environment, but the potential 
long-term implications are worrisome.

High Price Environment and Investment  
Challenges

A third trend shaping the energy future centers on 
the high price of energy and the risky nature of energy 
investments. Notwithstanding the drop in gas prices 
in late 2008, persistent demand and tight supplies, 
as well as escalating equipment and materials costs, 
have generally caused energy prices to rise across the 
board. While most analysts foresee some relief within 
the near term, the continued growth in demand will 
eventually lead to higher prices. Much of the world’s 
economy was built on cheap energy. In the United 
States, homes, vehicles, transportation habits, and 
heating and cooling preferences are all geared toward 

Iraqi firefighters battle pipeline fire after rocket attack at Northern Oil 
Company in Kirkuk, November 2006
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6 Continued on p. 80



76 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

Bering Sea

A t l a n t i c  O c e a n

Caribbean Sea

A r c t i c  O c e a n

Gulf of Mexico

Mediterranean
               Sea

Black Sea

Red
       Sea

Aral Sea

I n d i a n  O c e a n

South China Sea

East
China Sea

Sea of Okhotsk

            Caspian 

  Sea

P a c i f i c  O c e a n

A t l a n t i c  O c e a n

P a c i f i c  O c e a n

RUSSIAFINLAND

AUSTRIA

ITALY

SPAIN

SWEDEN
NORWAY

GERMANY

FRANCE

PORTUGAL

HUNGARY
ROMANIA

BULGARIA

TURKEY

DENMARK

POLAND
BYELARUS

UKRAINECZECH
SLOVAKIA

GREECE

CYPRUS

NETH.

BELGIUM

IRELAND

SERBIA

ALBANIA

MOLDOVA

LITHUANIA
LATVIA

ESTONIA

LUX.

MONTENEGRO
BOSNIA

CROATIASLOVENIA
SWITZ.

MACEDONIA

GREENLAND

ICELAND

UNITED STATES

CANADA

MEXICO
THE BAHAMAS

CUBA

PANAMA

EL SALVADOR
GUATEMALA

BELIZE
HONDURAS

NICARAGUA

COSTA RICA

JAMAICA
HAITI

DOM. REP.

ARGENTINA

BOLIVIA

COLOMBIA

VENEZUELA

PERU
BRAZIL

FRENCH GUIANA
SURINAME

GUYANA

CHILE

ECUADOR

PARAGUAY

URUGUAY

FALKLAND 
ISLANDS

SOUTH GEORGIA ISLAND

KENYA

ETHIOPIA

ERITREA

SUDAN

EGYPT

NIGER

MAURITANIA

MALI

NIGERIA

SOMALIA

NAMIBIA

LIBYA

CHAD

SOUTH AFRICA

TANZANIA

ZAIRE

ANGOLA

ALGERIA

MADAGASCARMOZAMBIQUEBOTSWANA

ZAMBIA

GABON

CENTRAL AFRICAN
REPUBLIC

TUNISIA

MOROCCO

UGANDA

SWAZILAND

LESOTHO

MALAWI

BURUNDI

RWANDA

TOGO
BENINGHANA

IVORY
COAST

LIBERIA

SIERRA LEONE

GUINEA
BURKINA

GAMBIA

CAMEROON

SAO TOME & PRINCIPE

ZIMBABWE

CONGO

EQUATORIAL GUINEA

WESTERN
SAHARA

DJIBOUTI

SENEGAL

GUINEA BISSAU

Canary Islands

JORDANISRAEL

LEBANON

ARMENIA
AZERBAIJAN

GEORGIA KYRGYZSTAN

TAJIKISTAN

KUWAIT

QATAR

U. A. E.

YEMEN

SYRIA IRAQ

IRAN

OMAN

SAUDI ARABIA

RUSSIA

AFGHANISTAN

PAKISTAN
INDIA

CHINA

KAZAKHSTAN

TURKMENISTAN

UZBEKISTAN

MYANMAR

THAILAND

CAMBODIA

NEPAL
BHUTAN

VIETNAM

SRI LANKA

LAOS
BANGLADESH

MALAYSIA

PAPUA
           NEW GUINEA

BRUNEI

SINGAPORE

PHILIPPINES

TAIWAN

INDONESIA

JAPAN

MONGOLIA

SOUTH KOREA

NORTH 
KOREA

AUSTRALIA

NEW ZEALAND

U. K.

NEW CALEDONIA

FIJI

Major Contentious Oil and Natural Gas Pipelines

1  Cano Límon-Coveñas Frequent target of sabotage by guer-
rillas of the ELN and FARC; U.S. military advisers have worked 
with Colombian government forces to enhance security along the 
pipeline route.
2  East Siberia-Pacific Ocean (ESPO) Originally, Moscow agreed 
to terminate the ESPO pipeline at Kozmino Bay and deliver most 
of its oil to Japan, but persistent lobbying by Beijing has led to a 
plans for a spur from Skovorodino to Daqing in China, question-
ing the viability of completing phase two to the Pacific (though 
some oil will be delivered by rail cars).  Major environmental 
hurdles also have to be overcome in completing the project.
3  Caspian Pipeline Consortium (CPC) The Russian state holds 
the largest share in CPC, but Chevron and other Western firms 
also hold significant portions. Kazakhstan seeks to expand capacity 
to 1.3 mb/d, but Moscow is balking over transit fees.
4  Kazakhstan-China Represents a calculated effort by China to 
reduce its dependence on Middle Eastern oil and enhance its en-
ergy security, in particular by reducing its vulnerability to a future 
trade blockade enforced by the U.S. Navy.
5  Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) Built with strong U.S. backing 
to avoid reliance on pipelines transiting Russia or Iran. Russian 
hostility to the pipeline (and resulting U.S. support for the pro-
Western government in Georgia) was a major factor in Moscow’s 
August 2008 invasion of Georgia and its continuing support for the 
breakaway enclaves of Abkhazia and South Ossetia.
6  South Caucasus Pipeline (SCP) Like the BTC, viewed in 
Moscow as a challenge to its control over the flow of Caspian Sea 
energy to European markets and so a factor in its August 2008 
invasion of Georgia.  
7  Nabucco Designed to reduce heavy European reliance on Rus-
sian natural gas and so enjoys strong backing from the EU and the 
U.S. The Russian invasion of Georgia in August 2008 may have 
been intended to blunt enthusiasm for Nabucco as most of its gas 
would be obtained from Azerbaijan via the SCP. 
8  Caspian Gas Pipeline Intended to transport Turkmen gas to 
Russia, Ukraine, and Europe via Gazprom’s extensive pipeline 
network. The new conduit will connect to the existing Central 
Asia-Center gas pipeline network on the Kazakh-Russian border. 
Designed to frustrate  EU and U.S. efforts to secure Turkmen gas 
for Nabucco via a proposed Trans-Caspian link to the SCP.
9  Chad-Cameroon Partly financed with a World Bank loan in 
the hope that increased international oversight would lead to a  
greater allocation of oil revenues to grassroots social and economic 
development in Chad. However, persistent intransigence by the 
Chadian government led the Bank to suspend loans to Chad in 
2006; although a compromise was later reached, the government 
repaid the original pipeline loan in 2008 without satisfying the 
Bank’s initial development objectives. 
10  Trans-Saharan Gas Pipeline Intended to transport Nigerian 
gas to Europe. Could cost $21 billion or more and pass through 
extremely harsh and often embattled areas. Strongly backed by the 
EU as a way of reducing reliance on Russian natural gas.  

Source: Country analysis briefs posted at Web site of U.S. Department of 
Energy’s Energy Information Administration.
bcfd = billion cubic feet per day
bd = barrels per day
mbd = million barrels per day
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Vital World oil Transit Chokepoints

Name Location Estimated 2006 Barrels 
per Day Oil Flow

Strait of Hormuz between Iran and United Arab Emirates plus Oman; links 
Persian Gulf to Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean

16.5-17 million

Strait of Malacca between Malaysia and Indonesia; links Indian Ocean to South 
China Sea and Pacific Ocean

15 million

Suez Canal and Suez- 
Mediterranean (SuMEd) 
Pipeline

connects Red Sea and Gulf of Suez to Mediterranean Sea; ap-
proximately 3,000 tankers transit the canal annually; because 
of canal’s narrow width oil is also transported via pipeline

4.5 million (3 million via 
SUMED)

Bab el-Mendab between Yemen and Djbouti; links Gulf of Aden to Red Sea 3.3 million

Turkish Straits (Bosporus and 
dardanelles)

between European and Asian Turkey; links Black Sea with 
Aegean and Mediterranean Seas

2.4 million

Panama Canal connects Caribbean Sea with Pacific Ocean .5 million

Source: U.S. Department of Energy, Energy Information Administration, “World of Oil Transit Chokepoints,” January 2008 
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a world in which energy is relatively inexpensive. In 
places where energy prices are already unaffordable, 
governments often bear the burden of subsidizing the 
price of fuels and electricity. These subsidies dampen 
the demand response to price increases and place 
economic pressure on government budgets.

The IEA estimates that industry and governments 
will need to invest $22 trillion between now and 
2030 to meet the forecast energy demand. That high 
figure does not take into consideration the invest-
ment necessary to shift the global energy system 
from its current state to a lower carbon alternative. 
The inability to access lowest cost reserves combined 
with new demands for materials and labor has sub-
stantially increased project development costs. New 
capacity, whether from conventional oil and natural 
gas, coal, nuclear power, pipeline and transmission 
facilities, or a new generation of renewable energy 
forms with its infrastructure, will require heavy and 
sustained investment over a long period.

Shifting Geopolitical Dynamics and Outmoded 
Institutions

Geopolitics constitutes a fourth trend shaping the 
energy future. Higher prices have caused a resur-
gence of resource nationalism and the tendency to 
exert greater state control over the resource base. The 
severity of restrictions on access to oil and natural 
gas resources ranges from a complete prohibition on 
foreign investment, to mandatory partnerships with 
national energy companies, to demands for a greater 
share of equity, control, and production-related rev-
enues (sometimes retroactively) for the host govern-
ment. While sovereign nations have always controlled 
their resources, the revision of legal and regulatory 
structures has created an atmosphere of investment 
uncertainty. Other factors—such as the changing role 
of geopolitical alliances in forming energy deals; poor 
governance and political stability issues; threats to fa-
cilities, infrastructure, and transit areas; and a greater 
focus on human rights, environmental degradation, 
poverty alleviation, and energy equity issues—have 
emerged as elements of the changing geopolitical 
landscape affecting energy production, delivery, 
and use. As a result of these factors and high prices, 
governments are increasingly concerned about their 
immediate and long-term energy security.

Global receptivity to U.S. alliances and Western-
based institutions has declined in recent years—as a 
function of both the eroding legitimacy of the United 
States and the emergence of new global players with 

different cultures, business practices, foreign policy 
agendas, and clout. The rules of the road in today’s 
more multipolar world have yet to be written; when 
they are, the writers will include a new group of 
global and regional powers.

These changing dynamics call into question the util-
ity, relevance, and effectiveness of existing institutions, 
many of which are the result of a post–World War II 
order conceived in a decidedly different environment 
from the global dynamics we are currently experi-
encing. The existence and size of today’s sovereign 
wealth funds are allowing strategic resource holders 
and burgeoning economic powers to self-finance 
new investments both at home and abroad without 
the involvement or structures of traditional lending 
institutions such as the World Bank, International 
Monetary Fund, and regional development banks; the 
emergence and desires of growing economic powers 
such as China, India, and Brazil are challenging tradi-
tional notions of free trade and globalization.

The capacities and leverage of existing institutions 
are also being challenged. Examples include IEA ef-
forts to include major new consumers such as China 
and India that are not OECD members (a prerequi-
site for IEA membership), and United Nations (UN) 
attempts to fashion an equitable and effective climate 
change plan that incorporates the varied concerns 
of diverse nations. Similar challenges extend to 
regional and global treaty organizations now pressed 
to expand their traditional mandates to increasingly 
complex and expensive endeavors. The emergence of 
single focus, voluntary “coalitions of the willing” and 
nonstate actors, beyond traditional nongovernmental 
organizations, will further muddy the geopolitical 
and diplomatic landscape.

Urgent Environmental Concerns
Of all the trends listed so far, growing concern over 

climate change has the greatest potential to alter fun-
damentally the future of energy production and use. 
Fossil fuels have been identified as a major contributor 
of anthropogenic (human-generated) greenhouse gas 
emissions into the atmosphere—a key factor in global 
warming. Scientists state with increasing levels of cer-
tainty that atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse 
gases must be stabilized to avoid the most danger-
ous impacts of climate change. A key component of 
policies aimed at mitigating climate change is to slow, 
stop, and ultimately reverse the growth in greenhouse 
gas emissions from human activity. A prime target for 
action is the carbon dioxide emitted by the burning of 
fossil fuels.

5 Continued from p. 75
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The world relies on fossil fuels for nearly 85 percent 
of its energy needs. Reducing that dependence will re-
quire significant new investment, technology improve-
ments, and massive-scale deployment. A recent IEA 
study confirmed that even halving global fossil fuel 
consumption (the goal being discussed among the G–8 
leaders for whom the study was written) will require a 
titanic shift in public policy, changes in consumption 
behavior, and massive new investment, and will take 
decades to complete. Transitioning to a low-carbon 
energy future will require a complete transformation of 
the energy delivery system upon which the world has 
relied for a century and movement toward a new, more 
resilient and sustainable system, but one that is largely 
theoretical, untested at scale, and expensive. Given the 
unsustainability of the current system, however, such a 
transition must inevitably occur, and in many ways, the 
transformation is already under way. 

These trends and challenges are not entirely new. 
Growing import reliance, increasing energy prices 
(albeit at lower levels), vulnerable infrastructure, di-
minishing access to resources, geopolitical tensions, 
and the environmental impact of energy production 
and use are phenomena the world has endured for 
years. Yet until recently, no one issue or combination 
of issues posed a serious enough concern to warrant 
sustained policy attention. In the future, this may no 
longer be the case. The fragility of the current system 
is akin to a house of cards. A significant shift in one 
or more of these trends or a precipitous action taken 
by one or more of the major or emerging players now 

threatens the overall stability of the entire energy sys-
tem, making the potential for serious consequences 
more likely on multiple fronts.

It is against this backdrop that future U.S. and 
global energy policy—and all of its various facets 
related to sustainable economic, environmental, and 
foreign/security policy—must be fashioned.

Energy and Central Asia 
Central Asia and its energy are becoming increas-

ingly important in international security. First, Central 
Asia contains large untapped reserves of oil and gas, 
located in countries that are not members of the OPEC 
cartel. Second, new oil and gas will be coming onto the 
market from these countries in the coming decade, and 
the routes of delivery are still in negotiation. These de-
livery routes are the focus of a competition for control 
over future resources that involves China, Russia, and 
Europe. Third, several Central Asian states are awash in 
oil revenues but still face serious governance challenges.

Kazakhstan has the largest share of Caspian oil and 
is home to Kashagan, the fifth largest oil field in the 
world—and the largest field outside the Middle East. 
Kazakhstan’s current export output averages 1.2 mil-
lion barrels per day (bbls/day) and is expected to more 
than double within the next 10 years. Export levels 
above 3 million bbls/day, which Kazakhstan envisions, 
would put it among the top five exporters in the world. 
In natural gas, Turkmenistan represents a similar op-
portunity. Under its previous leadership, full informa-
tion about Turkmen natural gas riches was carefully 

Table 1. Natural Gas Production and Proven Reserves, 2007

Production
(billion cubic feet)

Production Rank
Reserves

(trillion cubic feet)
Reserves Rank

Central Asia

Turkmenistan 2.432 11th 94.216 13th

Uzbekistan 2.302 12th 61.603 20th

Kazakhstan 0.985 23d 67.203 17th

Azerbaijan 0.345 <25th 45.132 23d

Rest of the World

Russia 23.064 1st 1,576.753 1st

United States 19.278 2d 211.085 6th

Canada 6.604 3d 57.550 21st

Iran 3.952 4th 981.748 2d

Norway 3.270 5th 104.567 12th
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protected, but Turkmenistan may rank among the top 
10 in world natural gas reserves. Kazakhstan, Uzbeki-
stan, and Azerbaijan also have significant natural gas, 
with reserves ranking 17th, 20th, and 23d, respectively, in 
the world. Development of all these reserves depends 
on clear markets and delivery routes—and the latter 
pose particular challenges for these land-locked states.

Routes of Delivery
The challenge for Central Asia is to export its oil 

and gas through new routes, moving away from 
exclusive reliance on Russia. At present, only one gas 
and three oil pipelines offer export routes that do not 
cross Russian territory. Only one line has the added 
advantage of requiring no transit states: the small-
capacity, relatively new Kazakhstan-China oil pipe-
line. The Baku-Supsa oil pipeline also has relatively 
small capacity, but has operated successfully for the 
longest period of time. The Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan 
(BTC) pipeline is longer and has a larger capacity (1 
million bbls/day). To date, the oil is from Azerbaijan, 
but the pipeline may in the future include oil from 
Kazakhstan. The Baku-Tbilisi-Erzerum natural gas 
pipeline currently has a capacity of 8.8 billion cubic 
meters per year (bcm/year), expandable to 20 bcm/
year. Continued successful operation of these lines 

is critical to confidence of investors in oil and gas in 
the region, and Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan are 
seeking investors.

Kazakhstan’s oil routes. Kazakhstan’s President 
Nursultan Nazarbayev maintains that it is in his coun-
try’s national interest to export energy resources in all 
four directions of the compass. Actual export patterns, 
however, demonstrate that Russia is a transit country 
for more than 80 percent of Kazakhstan’s oil exports. 
In 2007, Kazakhstan exported 34 percent using Rus-
sian rail and pipelines, and another 52 percent using 
the Caspian Pipeline Consortium (CPC), a privately 
owned pipeline that runs across Russian territory (the 
Russian government is one of several owners). The 
likely doubling of Kazakhstan’s exports within 10 years 
has caused great competition for future export routes. 
Kazakhstan is developing a system that will commit 
it to the BTC pipeline for the future. This project, the 
Kazakhstan Caspian Transportation System (KCTS), 
would connect onshore oil fields via pipeline to an 
Aktau port, from which 500,000 bbls/day would be 
barged to the BTC pipeline. KCTS would serve U.S. 
interests in keeping the BTC full even as Azerbaijan’s 
oil declines, in strengthening Kazakhstan’s economic 
ties to the West, and in giving Kazakhstan more inde-
pendence from Moscow in transit.

Canadian ship Louis S. St-Laurent maneuvers to moor up with USCG Healy during cooperative science mission in 
Arctic Ocean
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But the KCTS—which would rely on the security 
of Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey as transit states—
is not Kazakhstan’s only option. For many years, Iran 
has accepted Kazakh oil shipments, used that oil in 
its northern cities, and then exported an equivalent 
amount of its own oil under the Kazakh flag into 
the Gulf. This is called an oil swap and helps Iran 
meet its domestic needs and circumvent embargoes 
of its oil. Approximately 6 percent of Kazakhstan’s 
exports traveled through Iran in 2007. Iran’s swap 
capacity was expanded in 2004 to 150,000 bbls/day. 
Iran could expand capacity to accommodate 500,000 
bbls/day, but demand for that route—except during 
periods of regional conflict—has not been sufficient 
to justify expansion. A southern pipeline route 
through Iran would be direct and relatively inex-
pensive, but the United States maintains pressure on 
Kazakhstan and the oil companies working there to 
reject that possibility. China may be a more attrac-
tive recipient since demand in the Asian markets 
is expected to grow some 8 million bbls/day in the 
next 15 years. In 2007, only 7 percent of Kazakhstan’s 
exports went to China. Plans to double the capacity 
of the Kazakhstan-China pipeline have been put on 
hold. For reasons both technical and political, the 
pipeline’s current 200,000 bbls/day capacity is not 
yet fully used, even though Russian companies add 
almost one-quarter of the daily input.

The one route that seems to be well on its way to-
ward expansion is the one planned by the CPC. Plans 
are under way to expand from its current 800,000 
bbls/day to 1.34 million. Russia has not been an en-
tirely satisfactory transit state—members of the CPC, 
though it is a private pipeline built for Kazakhstan oil 
exports, have often been subjected to pressure to in-
clude more Russian oil in the pipeline than specified 
in agreements. Russia has strongly favored expansion 
of the CPC. Kazakhstan’s leadership assumes that it 
will continue a close energy relationship with Russia, 
but it remains unclear if Kazakhstan can expand its 
options without damaging that positive relationship.

Turkmenistan’s natural gas routes. Turkmenistan is 
also being courted by the East and West to the pos-
sible detriment of the North. The Central Asia Center 
pipeline, which carries Turkmen gas to Russia and 
has been Turkmenistan’s longstanding export route, 
is undergoing expansion to increase its capacity from 
60 to 80 bcm by 2012. Two significant new routes that 
would not cross Russian territory are under consid-
eration. The 1,100-mile Turkmenistan-China natural 
gas pipeline with a capacity of 30 bcm would originate 
on the Turkmen-Uzbek border. Crossing 325 miles of 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, the pipeline would end in 
northwestern Xinjiang. China is eagerly pursuing this 
route, and agreements necessary for construction have 
been signed. The reported timeline, however (coming 
on line by 2012), is probably unrealistically ambi-
tious. Since actual amounts of natural gas available in 
Turkmenistan remain unclear, this pipeline is seen as 
competing with the European-favored Nabucco line. 
Europe and Azerbaijan have encouraged Turkmeni-
stan to take part in this proposed pipeline, which 
would transport Azerbaijani and Central Asian gas to 
Europe. The proposed initial capacity is 13 bcm, ex-
pandable to 31 bcm. Success of this pipeline depends 
on Turkmenistan’s participation and the construc-
tion of an undersea line across the southern Caspian. 
Russia has been working to keep Turkmenistan from 
committing to the Nabucco line.

Governance Challenges to the Region
Central Asian states face two key challenges: their 

current supply of oil and gas to outside markets 
can be interrupted by transit states, and the wind-
fall profits in revenues from oil and gas make their 
weak states vulnerable to corruption, inflation, and 
increasingly authoritarian rule.

Security of supply. Typically, the United States 
frames security of supply in terms of the interests 
of importers. In this region, however, the abil-
ity to export freely is a key security concern. The 
United States throughout the 1990s promoted the 
idea among these states that happiness is multiple 
pipelines, but the August 2008 military incursions 
into Georgia have reminded the region that Russia’s 
so-called near abroad remains significantly under 
Russian influence. The states must balance their eco-
nomic desire for diversity with their political desire 
for harmony with Russia. This poses a challenge not 
only for western-bound supply, but also for eastern-
bound supply. Although the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) has established energy as one of 
its platforms of cooperation, energy exports are more 
likely to drive a wedge into the organization than to 
strengthen it. Russia may attempt to use the SCO to 
manage China’s efforts in Central Asia, but the Cen-
tral Asian states’ interests will be best served by using 
SCO as an additional access point to China, and an 
opportunity to involve China in moderating Russia’s 
control over energy exports. In pursuing western 
routes, the Central Asian states must rely on market-
motivated investors rather than states. Political 
events in the Caucasus have considerably increased 
the perceived political risk, which is likely to dampen 
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investor enthusiasm for security-enhancing routes 
such as Nabucco. Such routes will require high-level 
political assistance in order to succeed, on a level 
with the political support received in years past by 
the BTC pipeline.

Petrostate governance. There is a tendency for 
governance in petrostates to become worse as 
revenues rise. In the Caspian area, governance 
has worsened in recent years. These already weak 
states are facing hyperinflation, increasing levels 
of corruption, and persistent lack of transparency 
in state affairs. States that depend on oil revenues 
often function as if it is safe to ignore the wishes of 
the population, since revenues come not from the 
people but from an industry to which the govern-
ment has direct access. Central Asian states are 
energy rich and sparsely populated. Because these 
states have high reserves per capita, they have more 
of a cushion than densely populated petrostates. 
Even so, they are not immune to popular demands. 
However, the challenge of providing advice and 
assistance in improving governance will persist 
and will likely worsen in these states. States awash 
in revenues can easily resist offers from outside 
states to extend governance assistance. This makes 
the energy-rich states of Central Asia particularly 
vulnerable in the longer term.

Countries external to this region may define 
their key interest as securing access to the region’s 
resources. More conservatively, they may define 
their key interest as ensuring that these states 
themselves are supported in their pursuit of open 
markets and the free flow of resources. Diversifica-
tion in any direction helps Central Asia and reduces 
Russian influence there. However, routes toward 
China may have the unintended effect of making 
European countries even more reliant on Russia’s 
energy resources.

Climate Change
Both greenhouse gases (GHGs) and climate 

change are important elements in global energy se-
curity. GHGs include a group that occurs natural-
ly—carbon dioxide (CO2), methane, nitrous oxide, 
and ozone—as well as compounds such as chloro-
fluorocarbons that do not occur in nature. All of 
these gases have become much more prevalent be-
cause of human activity.1 Buildup of these gases has 
altered the composition of the Earth’s atmosphere, 
with consequences for the Earth’s climate. They are 
termed greenhouse gases because they trap heat in 
the atmosphere, reflecting that heat back to Earth.

The Threat and Its Estimations
The debate on climate change—whether it is 

happening, the extent to which it is anthropogenic 
(human-generated), and the extent to which it is a 
threat—has persisted in the United States much lon-
ger than in other developed nations. In spite of early 
U.S. leadership in climate science and climate policy 
negotiations, the United States now lags behind 
many other developed states in its policies and analy-
sis. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), a UN community of climate scientists who 
shared the Nobel Prize with Al Gore in 2007, has 
been united in explaining the risks for many years.

Why do the data—and the predictions—keep 
changing? Scientific uncertainty about the rate of 
warming persists because it is difficult to create pre-
dictive models about open environmental systems. 
As the atmosphere warms and nature responds, 
unanticipated effects continually appear. Early 
predictive models, for example, did not incorporate 
the impact of thawing permafrost tundra’s release of 
methane into the atmosphere—a process that is ac-
celerating GHG accumulation dramatically because 
methane is an especially potent GHG. Nor did the 
early models properly incorporate the increased 
growth rates of key tree populations that pull CO2 
out of the air—a process that is slowing upper atmo-
sphere accumulation of greenhouse gases.

Evidence is compelling that nearly 1 degree 
Celsius warming has already occurred relative to 
pre-industrial times.2 Continued acceleration of the 
rate of warming in recent years is the key source of 
concern. Many analysts identify 2 degrees as a criti-
cal threshold level—an environmental tipping point.3 
Two Washington area think tanks in 2007 collabo-
rated on a careful comparison of available models of 
likely future climate change patterns and the poten-
tial security impacts.4 Their analysis assumes a best-
case scenario of a temperature increase of 1.3 degrees 
centigrade by 2040. Under such a scenario, they 
assert that key likely security impacts are increases 
in global prevalence of insect-borne diseases, coastal 
inundation (which will affect urban centers and 
agriculture), and migration caused by crop failure 
and loss of land. According to their analysis, changes 
above 2.6 degrees (their medium case scenario) 
would lead to devastating nonlinear events that may 
render areas ungovernable—events such as large-
scale loss of potable water, spread of overwhelming 
pandemic disease, up to 15 million additional people 
being affected by inundation of coastal communities, 
and substantial changes in marine and ecosystems 
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due to changes in undersea currents. Troublingly, 
the IPCC predicts that a warming of more than 4.5 
degrees by midcentury is possible.

What we know with a high level of certainty is that 
the accelerated density of GHGs in the upper atmo-
sphere is causing weather to behave less predictably. 
But the rate of temperature change and the security 
risks posed by such change remain uncertain. Even 
improved models cannot provide policymakers with 
certainty about the emerging interactive effects. The 
chances of catastrophic slowing of the thermoha-
line conveyor belt that warms the northern Atlantic 
remain unclear; increased threat of hurricanes is 
believed to be associated with global warming, but 
this cannot be definitively proven in the near term; 
and the number of degrees that ocean temperature 
is likely to rise in the 10-, 50-, and 100-year future is 
still intensely debated.

In a climate of uncertainty, when action is believed 
to be expensive and politically unattractive, it is 
tempting to do nothing. However, climate change 
belongs to a category of phenomena known as 
long-wave events: events in which, while the threat 
remains distant and not entirely understood, political 
will to act to reduce the threat is absent. Once the 
risk is evident enough to galvanize political will, the 
moment in which the risk could have been reduced 
is past and the task of nations becomes mitigation 
of consequences. (The unfolding of the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic in Africa is one example of such a long-
wave event.)

The U.S. Role
The problem of climate change poses key security 

threats for the international political environment 
as well as for the natural environment. In spite of a 
lack of U.S. domestic consensus on the proximity of 
the threat, a clear fact remains. The United States is 
now and has historically been a lead contributor to 
the problem. The United States was the world’s lead 
emitter of GHGs every year until 2007, when Chinese 
emissions surpassed U.S. emissions. Americans still 
produce more than four times as much carbon per 
capita as the Chinese, and have been producing high 
levels of carbon since the Industrial Revolution. Cli-
mate change is a key security concern for U.S. allies, so 
the United States fails to exercise leadership at its own 
peril. Strategists must consider not only the environ-
mental risks of climate change, but also the interna-
tional diplomatic risks of not doing enough about it.

The United States must move away from its recent 
role—internationally perceived as obstructionist—

and seek to occupy a meaningful leadership role in 
international efforts to address the problem. The 
Kyoto Protocol, which entered force without U.S. sig-
nature, will expire in 2012. By that time, a new set of 
international mechanisms will be put into place for 
the future. It behooves the United States to be part of 
that process, preferably in a leadership role. As the 
United States contemplates its options, three issues 
should be foremost in the minds of policymakers: 
the key actors that must be involved in a meaningful 
solution, the key sectors that must be transformed as 
a matter of priority, and the key policies that could 
enable the United States to have the greatest impact 
on CO2 abatement at the least cost.

Key State Actors
The key actors in treaty negotiation are states. 

States make policies and can bind their citizens to 
international commitments. Since high-altitude 
pollutants such as CO2 have an impact globally, UN 
efforts have focused on involving as many nations 
as possible. The UN Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change, which contained no binding limits on 
emissions, was ratified by 192 nations, including the 
United States, in 1992. It is on the basis of that treaty 
that all signatory nations use standardized measures 
of GHG emission and capture, and provide regu-
lar reports of energy consumption, emissions, and 
threats posed by climate change. This regime should 
be continued, regardless of the future of associated 
treaties, as it provides common language, a forum, 
and a useful information base.

However, since fewer than 20 countries are 
responsible for 80 percent of the world’s emissions, it 
is often contended that including the other 150-plus 
countries as partners makes effective solutions more 
difficult to achieve. It is often argued that the number 
of nations truly needed to solve the problem of 
climate change is small. Since the current Kyoto Pro-
tocol is not signed by the United States and imposes 
no emissions targets on Brazil, India, and China, it 
does not touch key historical contributors or crucial 
rising emissions powers.

The earliest effort to create a new coalition was 
through the Gleneagles Dialogue on Climate Change, 
Clean Energy, and Sustainable Development initiated 
in 2005 under British leadership. The Gleneagles 
Dialogue has continued since then, and includes the 
G–8 countries plus China, India, Brazil, Australia, 
and a handful of other lead emitting states. It also in-
cludes international organizations such as the Euro-
pean Union, IEA, and World Bank. The United States 
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has supported this forum, but it has also promoted 
a competing White House initiative called the Asia-
Pacific Partnership on Clean Development, which 
includes Australia, China, India, Japan, and South 
Korea, focusing on voluntary measures to introduce 
more clean technologies relevant to greenhouse gas 
reduction. These projects to date have been partial 
fixes, ones that neither satisfy allies who believe the 
threat to be imminent, nor offer targets for reduc-
tion. There has also been substantial competition 
for who will be included, and how leadership and 
monitoring of progress will be achieved.

Key Actors within the States
Effective climate policy, domestic and internation-

al, will rely on the successful interaction of several 
communities. Domestic laws must lead: governments 
must be involved in setting policies and laws that 
regulate emissions and punish offenders within their 
territories. Since GHG emissions have historically 
been regarded as environmental externalities, their 
cost has not been incorporated into production of 
goods and services. Governments must create the 
incentives necessary to internalize these externali-
ties. Industry must be closely involved to ensure that 
efforts to reduce emissions are undertaken in ways 
that encourage least-cost approaches and maximize 
innovation, the better to meet ambitious abatement 
goals. States, such as California, exercising leader-
ship in state-based legislation on emissions should be 
encouraged, since their efforts provide laboratories 
to test potential future policies. However, at the pres-
ent moment, the Federal Government is challenging 
the right of states to set such standards. Finally, the 
nongovernmental sector, including think tanks and 
foundations, must be involved to provide ongoing 
critique of the efforts and visions of the future in this 
area. Climate change is a highly complex phenom-
enon, not only in terms of open environmental 
systems, but also in terms of the economic, scientific, 
and policy interests and equities involved.

Key Sectors
In the same way that there are key nations, there 

are also key sectors that must be engaged if emissions 
reductions are to be meaningful. Analysis consistent-
ly suggests that these sectors are power, the building 
sector (often combined with power in analysis), 
industry (especially cement and steel), transport, 
and land use and agriculture. According to World 
Resources Institute, electricity and heat account for 
24.6 percent of world GHG emissions, transporta-

tion constitutes 13.5 percent, industry 13.8 percent, 
deforestation 18.2 percent, and agricultural processes 
13.5 percent. Complete GHG abatement policies will 
set clear guidelines and priorities for each of these 
sectors, which should be engaged in the development 
of least-cost policies. But the sectors must receive 
clear signals that regulation of carbon emissions is 
imminent and a serious policy priority.

Key Policies
The most widely recognized approach to reducing 

carbon emissions remains establishing a cap on them, 
combined with ensuring a functioning and regulated 
market for emissions permits. In 2008, both Presiden-
tial candidates endorsed such systems for the United 
States. Since these programs are mandated under the 
Kyoto Protocol, a number of signatory states have 
years of experience in creating and regulating such 
markets. The United States should learn from their 
best practices, complementing its own experience in 
other air quality cap-and-trade systems such as the 
United States Sulfur Dioxide program. The United 
States should also seek to retain its historic role as a 
leader in technological innovation, which can only oc-
cur if legislation presses for improved efficiency.

The Kyoto Protocol may represent a flawed inter-
national approach, but it has established important 
experience and precedents. The United States should 
not abandon the negotiations of a follow-on treaty. 
It may be effective to engage a smaller number of 
states in a separate agreement, but any “coalition of 
the willing” approach will be rightly criticized if it 
does not impose limits and does not offer resources 
for adaptation and mitigation for poorer nations. 
Such a separate agreement would ideally incorporate 
the group of countries responsible for 80 percent of 
emissions, rather than defaulting to countries with 
whom it is easiest to reach agreements.

Water Security
Water scarcity is the principal indicator of water 

security, and it includes both physical and economic 
water scarcity. Physical water scarcity is a situation in 
which water use for agriculture, industry, and domes-
tic purposes is approaching or exceeding sustainable 
limits. Economic water scarcity is a situation where 
institutional, infrastructural, or financial limitations 
prevent populations from gaining access to water, even 
though there is enough available to meet human de-
mands. Overall, the drivers of physical and economic 
water scarcity complicate sustainable management of 
water and create critical observable trends.
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Quantity
Global. Researchers have calculated that, by the 

year 2025, water scarcity will affect more than 75 
percent of the world’s population. Currently, 2.8 bil-
lion people face some level of water scarcity.5

Globally, the United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme (UNEP) points out that excessive withdraw-
als from surface waters and aquifers, industrial pol-
lution, inefficient use, climate change and variability, 
and natural disasters are major causes of water stress, 
threatening human well-being and ecological health.6

The anthropogenic competition between agricul-
ture, industry, and households for water is increasing 
(see table 2). Additionally, water required to sustain 
essential natural ecosystems is seldom included 
in global formulas for water usage. Moreover, the 
complex ecosystem services provided by function-
ing ecosystems, to include flood regulation, climate 
moderation, and water purification, are often under-
appreciated and unprotected.7 In particular, global 
climate change is expected to create enormous stress 

on natural ecosystems and overall water quality and 
quantity.

Africa. Water security in Africa is tenuous. On 
the continent, more than 300 million people out of a 
total population of more than 800 million live with 
physical and economic water scarcity challenges. 
These water-scarce conditions exist even though Af-
rica contains one-third of the world’s major interna-
tional river basins and its population uses less than 6 
percent of its renewable water resources. The uneven 
spatial and temporal distribution of Africa’s water 
resources exacerbates many complex regional water 
issues. On average, African governments spend less 
than 0.5 percent of their GDP on water resource de-
velopment. The majority of African farmers depend 
on rainfall to supply water for crops. Water supplies 
in cities are comparatively better than in rural areas. 
In general, Africa needs more integrated approaches 
to water resource management.

Asia and Oceania. The water security situation in 
Asia and Oceania is also fragile. Similar to Africa, 

Table 2. Global Water Use by Sector (percent)

Agriculture Industry
domestic and  

Residential
Ecosystems

Region

Developing Countries 81 11 8 ?

Developed Countries 46 41 13 ?

World 70 20 10 ?

Source: World Resources Institute, Earth Trends Environmental Database, 2007.

Chinese contractor supervises Liberian workers building sewer system in Monrovia
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Contested Trans-boundary River Systems

In many areas of the world, nations rely for a major share of their water supply 
on river systems that are shared with neighboring countries. It is not uncommon 
for disputes to arise over the allocation of water on these shared systems—as, 
for example, when an upstream riparian state announces plans to build a dam 
on the river, potentially reducing the downstream flow or altering its seasonal 
cycle. These disputes have sometimes led to interstate friction or threats of war, 
especially when water is scarce to begin with and the countries involved do not 
enjoy warm relations. With global warming expected to further reduce water 
availability in many arid and semi-arid areas, the potential for conflict over the 
allocation of water from shared river systems is likely to increase. Some of the 
trans-boundary river systems that have figured in past disputes are listed below 
and are illustrated in separate maps.

River Location Source of friction

Ganges-
Bhramaputra

Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
China, India, Napal

Allocation of waters, dam con-
struction; diversion schemes

Indus Afghanistan, China, India, 
Pakistan

Allocation of waters

Jordan Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Palestinian territories

Allocation of waters

Mekong Cambodia, China, Laos, 
Thailand, Vietnam

Dam construction, alteration of 
watercourse

nile Northeast Africa Allocation of waters, dam con-
struction

orange Lesotho, South Africa Allocation of waters, dam con-
struction

Tigris-Euphrates Iran, Iraq, Syria, Turkey Allocation of waters, dam con-
struction, water quality

Source: International Rivers (Berkeley, California).

Water stress by country

Water availability per capita  
per year (cubic meter):

n severe (<1,000)

n	potentially severe (1,000 – 1,999)

n	moderate (2,000 – 3,999)

n	low (>4,000)

Degree of Risk Extreme High  Medium

Source: J.P. Ericson et al., “Effective Sea-Level rise and Deltas,” Global Planet Change, 50 (February 2006), 63–82.

River deltas and Megadeltas: Potential for Inundation and Social disorder

Many scientists fear that some of the world’s most highly populated river deltas are at risk of inundations due to sea-level rise as temperatures increase around the 
world, heating the oceans and causing them to expand. Global warming is also expected to increase the rate of glacier melt in Greenland and Antarctica, further 
adding to the rise in global sea levels. Many deltas are at risk due to natural subsidence and a loss of sediment buildup as a result of upstream dam construction. 
Added together, these risks pose a significant threat to the future habitability of various large deltas around the world. According to one study published in 2006, 
as many as 1 million people could face severe risk in the Nile, Mekong, and Ganges-Bhramaputra Deltas by 2050, and lesser numbers at some 21 other deltas. In 
many cases, these people will be forced to abandon homes and move to safer areas inland, often facing hostility of those already occupying these areas.



89GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

P a c i f i c  O c e a n

Bering Sea

A t l a n t i c  O c e a n

Caribbean Sea

A r c t i c  O c e a n

Gulf of Mexico

Mediterranean
               Sea

Black Sea

Red
       Sea

Aral Sea

I n d i a n  O c e a n

South China Sea

East
China Sea

Sea of Okhotsk

            Caspian 

  Sea

P a c i f i c  O c e a n

A t l a n t i c  O c e a n

P a c i f i c  O c e a n

Colorado River

Rio Grande River

Nile 
River

Orange River

Senegal 
River

Jordan 
River

Tigris River
Euphrates River

Ganges River

Bhramaputra
River

Indus River

Mekong River

Salween River

RUSSIA
FINLAND

AUSTRIA

ITALY

SPAIN

SWEDEN
NORWAY

GERMANY

FRANCE

PORTUGAL

HUNGARY
ROMANIA

BULGARIA

TURKEY

DENMARK

POLAND
BYELARUS

UKRAINECZECH
SLOVAKIA

GREECE

CYPRUS

NETH.

BELGIUM

IRELAND

SERBIA

ALBANIA

MOLDOVA

LITHUANIA
LATVIA

ESTONIA

LUX.

MONTENEGRO
BOSNIA

CROATIASLOVENIA
SWITZ.

MACEDONIA

GREENLAND

ICELAND

UNITED STATES

CANADA

MEXICO THE BAHAMAS

CUBA

PANAMA

EL SALVADOR
GUATEMALA

BELIZE
HONDURAS

NICARAGUA

COSTA RICA

JAMAICA
HAITI

DOM. REP.

ARGENTINA

BOLIVIA

COLOMBIA

VENEZUELA

PERU

BRAZIL

FRENCH GUIANA
SURINAME

GUYANA

CHILE

ECUADOR

PARAGUAY

URUGUAY

FALKLAND ISLANDS

SOUTH GEORGIA ISLAND

KENYA

ETHIOPIA

ERITREA

SUDAN

EGYPT

NIGER

MAURITANIA

MALI

NIGERIA

SOMALIA

NAMIBIA

LIBYA

CHAD

SOUTH AFRICA

TANZANIA

ZAIRE

ANGOLA

ALGERIA

MADAGASCARMOZAMBIQUEBOTSWANA

ZAMBIA

GABON

CENTRAL AFRICAN
REPUBLIC

TUNISIA

MOROCCO

UGANDA

SWAZILAND

LESOTHO

MALAWI

BURUNDI

RWANDA

TOGO
BENINGHANA

IVORY
COAST

LIBERIA

SIERRA LEONE

GUINEA
BURKINA

GAMBIA

CAMEROON

SAO TOME & PRINCIPE

ZIMBABWE

CONGO

EQUATORIAL GUINEA

WESTERN
SAHARA

DJIBOUTI

SENEGAL

GUINEA BISSAU

Canary Islands

JORDANISRAEL

LEBANON

ARMENIA
AZERBAIJAN

GEORGIA KYRGYZSTAN

TAJIKISTAN

KUWAIT

QATAR

U. A. E.

YEMEN

SYRIA IRAQ

IRAN

OMAN

SAUDI ARABIA

RUSSIA

AFGHANISTAN

PAKISTAN

INDIA

CHINA

KAZAKHSTAN

TURKMENISTAN

UZBEKISTAN

MYANMAR

THAILAND

CAMBODIA

NEPAL
BHUTAN

VIETNAM

SRI LANKA

LAOS
BANGLADESH

MALAYSIA

PAPUA
           NEW GUINEA

BRUNEI

SINGAPORE

PHILIPPINES

TAIWAN

INDONESIA

JAPAN

MONGOLIA

SOUTH KOREA

NORTH KOREA

AUSTRALIA

NEW ZEALAND

U. K.

NEW CALEDONIA

FIJI

A N T A R C T I C A

MISSISSIPPI

GRIJANA

ORINOCO

AMAZON

SAN FRANCISCO

RHINE

SEBOU

MOULOUYA

SENEGAL

VOLTA
NIGER

NILE

SHATT AL ARAB

INDUS

KHRISHNA

GODAVARI

MAHANADI

GANGES-
BHRAMAPUTRA

MEKONG

Karachi

Indus River

Kabul River Indus River

Ravi River

Jhelum 
River

Sutlej River

Indus River

Panjnad
River

Chenab
River

Yarmuk River

Baniyas River

Jordan River

Litani 
River

Hasbani River

Tigris 
River

Euphrates
River

Euphrates
River

Tigris 
River

Balikh
River

Khabur
River

Euphrates
River

Murat
River

Atbara
River

Dinder River

Afghanistan

Pakistan India

China

Arabian 
Sea

Jaipur

Karachi

★New Delhi

Hyderabad

Kabul

Peshawar
KASHMIR

Amritsar
Lahore

Srinigar

Syria

Jordan

Israel

Lebanon

WEST BANK

GOLAN HEIGHTSMediterranean
Sea

★ Amman

★Damascus

Gaza

Tel Aviv

Haifa

Tyre

Sidon

Jerusalem

KING ABDULLAH CANAL

L.O.C. = Line of Control
(cease-�re line between India 
and Pakistan in Kashmir)

L.O.C.

PROPOSED SITE OFAL-WAHDA
(UNITY DAM)

Dead
Sea

Lake Tiberias
(Sea of Galilee)

NATIONAL WATER
CARRIER

International borders

Cease-�re / 
disputed borders

Myanmar

China

Thailand

Cambodia

Laos

Vietnam

★

★

★

★

Rangoon

Bangkok

Phnom Penh

Hanoi

Ho Chi Minh
City

Iran

Turkey

Syria

Saudi Arabia

Iraq

Kuwait

Mekong River

Baghdad

Little Zab
River

Great Zab
River

MOSUL 
DAM

TABQA
DAM

ATATURK
DAM

ILLEGIBLE
HIGHLANDS

Mosul

Basra

SAMARRA
BARRAGE

Diyala River

Lake Van

Lake
Assad

Hammar Marshes

Persian Gulf

Libya

Egypt Saudi Arabia

Israel

SudanChad

Congo

Ethiopia

Kenya

Somalia
Uganda

Rwanda Tanzania

Central
African

Republic

Djibouti

Eritrea

Lake Nasser

Lake Tana

Lake
Turkana

Lake Victoria
Lake Edward

Lake Mobutu
(Albert)

Lake
Kyoga

OWEN FALLS

JONGLEI
CANAL

(PROJECTED)

KABALEGA (MURCHINSON) 
FALLS

Red
Sea

Alexandria Cairo

ASWAN DAM

KHASHIM 
AL-GIRBA DAMKhartoum

JABAL AULIYA DAM

SENNAR DAM

ROSEIRES DAM

Nile River

Blue Nile

White Nile

Sobat River

Sudd
Swamplands

Karachi

Indus River

Kabul River Indus River

Ravi River

Jhelum 
River

Sutlej River

Indus River

Panjnad
River

Chenab
River

Yarmuk River

Baniyas River

Jordan River

Litani 
River

Hasbani River

Tigris 
River

Euphrates
River

Euphrates
River

Tigris 
River

Balikh
River

Khabur
River

Euphrates
River

Murat
River

Atbara
River

Dinder River

Afghanistan

Pakistan India

China

Arabian 
Sea

Jaipur

Karachi

★New Delhi

Hyderabad

Kabul

Peshawar
KASHMIR

Amritsar
Lahore

Srinigar

Syria

Jordan

Israel

Lebanon

WEST BANK

GOLAN HEIGHTSMediterranean
Sea

★ Amman

★Damascus

Gaza

Tel Aviv

Haifa

Tyre

Sidon

Jerusalem

KING ABDULLAH CANAL

L.O.C. = Line of Control
(cease-�re line between India 
and Pakistan in Kashmir)

L.O.C.

PROPOSED SITE OFAL-WAHDA
(UNITY DAM)

Dead
Sea

Lake Tiberias
(Sea of Galilee)

NATIONAL WATER
CARRIER

International borders

Cease-�re / 
disputed borders

Myanmar

China

Thailand

Cambodia

Laos

Vietnam

★

★

★

★

Rangoon

Bangkok

Phnom Penh

Hanoi

Ho Chi Minh
City

Iran

Turkey

Syria

Saudi Arabia

Iraq

Kuwait

Mekong River

Baghdad

Little Zab
River

Great Zab
River

MOSUL 
DAM

TABQA
DAM

ATATURK
DAM

ILLEGIBLE
HIGHLANDS

Mosul

Basra

SAMARRA
BARRAGE

Diyala River

Lake Van

Lake
Assad

Hammar Marshes

Persian Gulf

Libya

Egypt Saudi Arabia

Israel

SudanChad

Congo

Ethiopia

Kenya

Somalia
Uganda

Rwanda Tanzania

Central
African

Republic

Djibouti

Eritrea

Lake Nasser

Lake Tana

Lake
Turkana

Lake Victoria
Lake Edward

Lake Mobutu
(Albert)

Lake
Kyoga

OWEN FALLS

JONGLEI
CANAL

(PROJECTED)

KABALEGA (MURCHINSON) 
FALLS

Red
Sea

Alexandria Cairo

ASWAN DAM

KHASHIM 
AL-GIRBA DAMKhartoum

JABAL AULIYA DAM

SENNAR DAM

ROSEIRES DAM

Nile River

Blue Nile

White Nile

Sobat River

Sudd
Swamplands

Karachi

Indus River

Kabul River Indus River

Ravi River

Jhelum 
River

Sutlej River

Indus River

Panjnad
River

Chenab
River

Yarmuk River

Baniyas River

Jordan River

Litani 
River

Hasbani River

Tigris 
River

Euphrates
River

Euphrates
River

Tigris 
River

Balikh
River

Khabur
River

Euphrates
River

Murat
River

Atbara
River

Dinder River

Afghanistan

Pakistan India

China

Arabian 
Sea

Jaipur

Karachi

★New Delhi

Hyderabad

Kabul

Peshawar
KASHMIR

Amritsar
Lahore

Srinigar

Syria

Jordan

Israel

Lebanon

WEST BANK

GOLAN HEIGHTSMediterranean
Sea

★ Amman

★Damascus

Gaza

Tel Aviv

Haifa

Tyre

Sidon

Jerusalem

KING ABDULLAH CANAL

L.O.C. = Line of Control
(cease-�re line between India 
and Pakistan in Kashmir)

L.O.C.

PROPOSED SITE OFAL-WAHDA
(UNITY DAM)

Dead
Sea

Lake Tiberias
(Sea of Galilee)

NATIONAL WATER
CARRIER

International borders

Cease-�re / 
disputed borders

Myanmar

China

Thailand

Cambodia

Laos

Vietnam

★

★

★

★

Rangoon

Bangkok

Phnom Penh

Hanoi

Ho Chi Minh
City

Iran

Turkey

Syria

Saudi Arabia

Iraq

Kuwait

Mekong River

Baghdad

Little Zab
River

Great Zab
River

MOSUL 
DAM

TABQA
DAM

ATATURK
DAM

ILLEGIBLE
HIGHLANDS

Mosul

Basra

SAMARRA
BARRAGE

Diyala River

Lake Van

Lake
Assad

Hammar Marshes

Persian Gulf

Libya

Egypt Saudi Arabia

Israel

SudanChad

Congo

Ethiopia

Kenya

Somalia
Uganda

Rwanda Tanzania

Central
African

Republic

Djibouti

Eritrea

Lake Nasser

Lake Tana

Lake
Turkana

Lake Victoria
Lake Edward

Lake Mobutu
(Albert)

Lake
Kyoga

OWEN FALLS

JONGLEI
CANAL

(PROJECTED)

KABALEGA (MURCHINSON) 
FALLS

Red
Sea

Alexandria Cairo

ASWAN DAM

KHASHIM 
AL-GIRBA DAMKhartoum

JABAL AULIYA DAM

SENNAR DAM

ROSEIRES DAM

Nile River

Blue Nile

White Nile

Sobat River

Sudd
Swamplands

Karachi

Indus River

Kabul River Indus River

Ravi River

Jhelum 
River

Sutlej River

Indus River

Panjnad
River

Chenab
River

Yarmuk River

Baniyas River

Jordan River

Litani 
River

Hasbani River

Tigris 
River

Euphrates
River

Euphrates
River

Tigris 
River

Balikh
River

Khabur
River

Euphrates
River

Murat
River

Atbara
River

Dinder River

Afghanistan

Pakistan India

China

Arabian 
Sea

Jaipur

Karachi

★New Delhi

Hyderabad

Kabul

Peshawar
KASHMIR

Amritsar
Lahore

Srinigar

Syria

Jordan

Israel

Lebanon

WEST BANK

GOLAN HEIGHTSMediterranean
Sea

★ Amman

★Damascus

Gaza

Tel Aviv

Haifa

Tyre

Sidon

Jerusalem

KING ABDULLAH CANAL

L.O.C. = Line of Control
(cease-�re line between India 
and Pakistan in Kashmir)

L.O.C.

PROPOSED SITE OFAL-WAHDA
(UNITY DAM)

Dead
Sea

Lake Tiberias
(Sea of Galilee)

NATIONAL WATER
CARRIER

International borders

Cease-�re / 
disputed borders

Myanmar

China

Thailand

Cambodia

Laos

Vietnam

★

★

★

★

Rangoon

Bangkok

Phnom Penh

Hanoi

Ho Chi Minh
City

Iran

Turkey

Syria

Saudi Arabia

Iraq

Kuwait

Mekong River

Baghdad

Little Zab
River

Great Zab
River

MOSUL 
DAM

TABQA
DAM

ATATURK
DAM

ILLEGIBLE
HIGHLANDS

Mosul

Basra

SAMARRA
BARRAGE

Diyala River

Lake Van

Lake
Assad

Hammar Marshes

Persian Gulf

Libya

Egypt Saudi Arabia

Israel

SudanChad

Congo

Ethiopia

Kenya

Somalia
Uganda

Rwanda Tanzania

Central
African

Republic

Djibouti

Eritrea

Lake Nasser

Lake Tana

Lake
Turkana

Lake Victoria
Lake Edward

Lake Mobutu
(Albert)

Lake
Kyoga

OWEN FALLS

JONGLEI
CANAL

(PROJECTED)

KABALEGA (MURCHINSON) 
FALLS

Red
Sea

Alexandria Cairo

ASWAN DAM

KHASHIM 
AL-GIRBA DAMKhartoum

JABAL AULIYA DAM

SENNAR DAM

ROSEIRES DAM

Nile River

Blue Nile

White Nile

Sobat River

Sudd
Swamplands

Nile River Basin

Jordan River Basin

Indus River Basin

Mekong River Basin

Tigris-Euphrates River Basin

Karachi

Indus River

Kabul River Indus River

Ravi River

Jhelum 
River

Sutlej River

Indus River

Panjnad
River

Chenab
River

Yarmuk River

Baniyas River

Jordan River

Litani 
River

Hasbani River

Tigris 
River

Euphrates
River

Euphrates
River

Tigris 
River

Balikh
River

Khabur
River

Euphrates
River

Murat
River

Atbara
River

Dinder River

Afghanistan

Pakistan India

China

Arabian 
Sea

Jaipur

Karachi

★New Delhi

Hyderabad

Kabul

Peshawar
KASHMIR

Amritsar
Lahore

Srinigar

Syria

Jordan

Israel

Lebanon

WEST BANK

GOLAN HEIGHTSMediterranean
Sea

★ Amman

★Damascus

Gaza

Tel Aviv

Haifa

Tyre

Sidon

Jerusalem

KING ABDULLAH CANAL

L.O.C. = Line of Control
(cease-�re line between India 
and Pakistan in Kashmir)

L.O.C.

PROPOSED SITE OFAL-WAHDA
(UNITY DAM)

Dead
Sea

Lake Tiberias
(Sea of Galilee)

NATIONAL WATER
CARRIER

International borders

Cease-�re / 
disputed borders

Myanmar

China

Thailand

Cambodia

Laos

Vietnam

★

★

★

★

Rangoon

Bangkok

Phnom Penh

Hanoi

Ho Chi Minh
City

Iran

Turkey

Syria

Saudi Arabia

Iraq

Kuwait

Mekong River

Baghdad

Little Zab
River

Great Zab
River

MOSUL 
DAM

TABQA
DAM

ATATURK
DAM

ILLEGIBLE
HIGHLANDS

Mosul

Basra

SAMARRA
BARRAGE

Diyala River

Lake Van

Lake
Assad

Hammar Marshes

Persian Gulf

Libya

Egypt Saudi Arabia

Israel

SudanChad

Congo

Ethiopia

Kenya

Somalia
Uganda

Rwanda Tanzania

Central
African

Republic

Djibouti

Eritrea

Lake Nasser

Lake Tana

Lake
Turkana

Lake Victoria
Lake Edward

Lake Mobutu
(Albert)

Lake
Kyoga

OWEN FALLS

JONGLEI
CANAL

(PROJECTED)

KABALEGA (MURCHINSON) 
FALLS

Red
Sea

Alexandria Cairo

ASWAN DAM

KHASHIM 
AL-GIRBA DAMKhartoum

JABAL AULIYA DAM

SENNAR DAM

ROSEIRES DAM

Nile River

Blue Nile

White Nile

Sobat River

Sudd
Swamplands



90 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A D A P T I N G  T O  e I G h T  G L O B A L  C h A L L e N G e S

the irregular spatial and seasonal distribution of 
resources in Asia and Oceania complicates regional 
water security problems. China alone has over 22 
percent of the world’s population and only 8 percent 
of the world’s fresh water. This fact has contributed 
to a shortage of drinking water for more than 12 mil-
lion Chinese. Water shortages are causing rising food 
prices and forcing migrations in some areas of China. 
The UNEP points out that in India, urban water 
demand is expected to double and industrial demand 
to triple by 2025. In the Middle East, between 1985 
and 2005, overall per capita freshwater availability 
fell from 1,700 to 907 cubic meters/year and based on 
projected population increases, it is expected to decline 
to 420 cubic meters/year by the year 2050.8 Overall, 
population and economic growth will increase de-
mands for water supply and irrigation services, and 
the fact that approximately 60 percent of the region’s 
water flows across international borders further com-
plicates demand challenges.

Europe. Europe’s water quantity challenges are not 
as acute as Africa or Asia/Oceania but do exhibit 
state-centered problems. Cyprus, Bulgaria, Belgium, 
Spain, Malta, Republic of Macedonia, Italy, the 
United Kingdom, and Germany are showing signs 
of economic water scarcity, and Ukraine and Belarus 
are exhibiting indications of physical water scarcity. 
Salt-water intrusion into underground aquifers is 

beginning to affect water resources in Italy, Spain, 
Malta, Cyprus, and Turkey. Overall, 14 percent of 
Europe’s population is affected by water scarcity. 
However, many Europeans are moving to cities and 
the growing urban populations should have access 
to adequate water supplies for the near future. In 
addition, Russian and the Nordic countries have vast 
supplies of relatively untapped water and could sup-
ply fresh water to Europe, China, and Central Asia. 
In 2000, the European Union made water protection 
a priority with the implementation of the European 
Union Water Framework Directive.

North America. Americans and Canadians overall 
have ample water supplies. The United States and 
Canada possess approximately 13 percent of the 
world’s renewable fresh water, but water users are not 
always close to water sources, and some consumers 
experience periodic shortages. In addition, over the 
last 20 years, North Americans have lowered their 
per capita water consumption yet remain the highest 
per capita water users in the world. However, sections 
of the western United States are beginning to experi-
ence physical water scarcity, and water rationing 
affects approximately 16 million Americans.9 Global 
climate change is expected to exacerbate these and 
other water deficits. Agricultural irrigation, the ma-
jor use for water, continues to increase and is com-
peting with cities for limited supplies. In reaction, 

National park in Timor-Leste protects coral reefs and monsoon rainforest
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water restrictions and conservation strategies have 
become common.10 The greatest challenge North 
Americans face in the future regarding water will be 
the equitable allocation of water resources.

Quality
Global. Human activities often degrade water 

quality, degraded water quality harms human 
and ecosystem health, and degraded ecosystems 
cannot perform indispensable ecosystem services. 
A circular, deleterious causal relationship begins 
when water quality declines. Globally, each year in 
developing states, 3 million people die from water-
borne diseases, and the majority are children under 
the age of 5. The single greatest cause of human 
illness and death internationally is contaminated 
water, and agricultural and urban runoffs are major 
sources of pollution.11

Africa. The biggest threat to water quality in Africa 
is land degradation, which causes economic stress, 
destroys biodiversity, reduces water availability, and 
alters river flows, all leading to inferior water qual-
ity. In addition, land degradation weakens essential 
ecosystem services such as flood control and water 
purification. Soil salinization as a result of inefficient 
irrigation methods is also degrading water supplies. 
In Africa, approximately 647,000 square kilometers, 
or 2.7 percent of its total land area, is impacted by 

salinization, representing over 26 percent of the 
world’s salinized land area. Poverty also contributes 
to poor water quality in Africa. Over 72 percent of 
sub-Saharan Africa’s urban population lives in slums 
where they do not have adequate housing, clean 
drinking water, or access to sanitation facilities. 
Overall, about 313 million Africans do not have ac-
cess to satisfactory sanitation services.

Asia and Oceania. In Asia and Oceania, over the 
last decade, remarkable progress has been made to 
increase access to clean drinking water, but some 
655 million people in the region (17.6 percent) still 
do not have access to unpolluted water. Five of the 10 
most polluted rivers in the world are found in Asia: 
the Yangtze, Mekong, Salween, Ganges, and Indus. 
In India, diarrhea diseases cause over 450,000 deaths 
annually. In China, 75 percent of drinking water is 
heavily polluted, and most lakes have nitrogen and 
phosphorus levels from agricultural chemicals that 
exceed national water quality standards. Chinese of-
ficials have also stated that almost 90 percent of the 
groundwater in China is contaminated with organic 
and inorganic pollutants. However, Chinese officials 
have recently made efforts to reverse these nega-
tive trends. Chinese leaders recently invested more 
than $2.5 billion in small-scale projects intended to 
increase the number of people with access to clean 
water by 60 million.

Sudanese refugees wait to draw water from hand pump

U
N

 (T
im

 M
cK

ul
ka

)



92 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A D A P T I N G  T O  e I G h T  G L O B A L  C h A L L e N G e S

Europe. Most Europeans have access to good 
quality drinking water. In addition, in most parts of 
Europe water quality is improving due to reductions 
in contaminant loads from wastewater treatment and 
industries, as well as declines in industrial and agri-
cultural activities. However, many Europeans still do 
not have access to clean water and sanitation facili-
ties. The main source of water pollution in Western 
Europe is agriculture, and over 120 million people in 
Europe have water access and sanitation problems. 
Unique challenges in individual countries are still 
present. Russia has approximately 200,000 tons of 
materials from chemical weapons buried in over 
350 sites. Nevertheless, European governments have 
responded to these challenges. The 1999 Protocol on 
Water and Health was designed to protect human 
health and well-being by better water management.12 
It is the first international agreement specifically 
designed to create sufficient supplies of clean water 
and adequate sanitation for all Europeans.

Latin America. Almost 28,000 cubic meters 
of fresh water are available per capita to Latin 
Americans each year, a level much higher than the 
world average. Conversely, freshwater resources are 
unevenly distributed. As of 2005, almost 50 million 
Latin Americans still lacked access to clean drink-
ing water and over half (34 million) lived in rural 
areas. In addition, only 14 percent of sewage was 
adequately treated, and approximately 127 mil-
lion people lacked access to sanitation facilities.13 
In the region, for the first time in three decades, 
water availability has begun to limit the socioeco-
nomic development of some Latin American and 
Caribbean areas, particularly in the Caribbean.14 
Nevertheless, some improvements to water quality 
have been made. The percentage of people with 
access to clean drinking water increased from 82.5 
percent in 1990 to 91 percent in 2004. In the same 
period, urban access to clean water increased from 
93 percent to 96 percent, and rural access increased 
from 60 percent to 73 percent. Also, in 1990 ap-
proximately 68 percent of the region’s population 
had access to sanitation services; this percentage 
improved to over 77 percent in 2004 (85.7 percent 
urban and 32.3 percent rural).

North America. Although drinking water in North 
America is the cleanest in the world, some locations 
in the region have water of lower quality.15 Agricul-
tural runoff, sewage treatment plant discharges, and 
hydrologic modifications are the primary sources of 
water pollution. In the United States, from 1985 to 
2000, Americans experienced over 250 disease out-

breaks and almost 500,000 cases of waterborne ill-
ness from polluted drinking water. Every year more 
than 3.5 million U.S. citizens get sick from exposure 
to pollution from sewer spills and overflows. In par-
ticular, 42 percent of U.S. shallow streams are in poor 
environmental condition, and 40 percent of major 
U.S. estuaries are highly eutrophic as a result of ex-
cessive nitrogen enrichment. The excessive nitrogen 
comes from Mississippi River Basin farms, and the 
nitrogen flowing into the Gulf of Mexico helps create 
the world’s second largest hypoxic dead zone (the 
largest is in the Baltic Sea).16 Canadian lakes, rivers, 
streams, and aquifers are also experiencing similar 
threats to water quality from increased fertilizer use 
by farmers, more livestock per acre, and overapplica-
tion of manure to farm land.

Some researchers contend that conflicts over 
freshwater resources may increase the prospects for 
lower-level armed conflict,17 and others assert that 
conflicts over freshwater resources will replace oil as 
the major cause of international wars.18 It is not in-
evitable, however, that these conflicts will lead to vio-
lence or remain unresolved.19 Specifically, new water 
use technology, more inclusive decision-making, and 
better alignment of economic signals and incentives 
could reduce conflict and enhance cooperation glob-
ally, regionally, and locally.20

Currently, new technology is changing how water is 
used and reused to meet human economic and envi-
ronmental needs.21 Technological advances have also 
been accompanied by water management reforms 
such as Integrated Water Resource Management, an 
eco-based system for addressing water quantity and 
quality issues. These innovations must also be an 
adjunct to improvements in water economics, and 
“getting the price of water right”—that is, pricing 
water in a way that encourages productive use and 
conservation without excluding the poor from access 
to this irreplaceable resource—is crucial. In sum, 
broad application of new technological, administra-
tive, and economic water resource management 
tools is urgently needed to avoid violent conflict over 
scarce water resources while ensuring future popula-
tions have high-quality, sustainable water supplies 
now and tomorrow.

The Department of Defense: Trailblazing 
New Energy Infrastructure and Fuels

The United States currently faces a number of 
interconnected energy security problems, including 
a growing dependence on foreign oil, the effects of 
rapidly fluctuating oil prices on the economy, and 
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the effects of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions on the 
global climate and on U.S. relations with other states. 
Since the mid-1980s, the Department of Defense 
(DOD) has played an increasingly important role in 
helping to solve these problems by reducing its own 
energy use and carbon emissions, by pioneering new 
conservation techniques and alternative fuels, and by 
instituting policies that help those technologies and 
techniques diffuse to larger audiences.

Using government organizations, and particularly 
security institutions, to blaze trails for industry is not 
a new idea. Since the construction of the empire-
securing Roman roads two millennia ago, security 
has been one of the greatest impetuses for new 
technology and infrastructure projects, and defense 
establishments have regularly proven able to take on 
projects too large, risky, or unprofitable for private 
industry. Over the last century, DOD and affiliated 
defense organizations have accomplished a number 
of such goals. The Manhattan Project, which opened 
the way for nuclear energy, is the best-known project 
of this type, but the Atlas Missile Project, which 
paved the way for commercial space, and ARPANET 
(Advanced Research Projects Agency Network), 
which provided the foundation for the Internet, are 
additional examples.

In the current era, DOD’s role in trailblazing solu-
tions to energy-related problems is taking two paths: 

complying with—and exceeding—Federal mandates, 
and working with other governmental organizations 
to use its defense laboratories, massive base structures, 
and networks of contractors to address energy-related 
problems in ways that other Federal agencies cannot.

Mandated Change
Although energy has been a critical component 

of the U.S. defense infrastructure for more than a 
century, DOD’s current move toward conservation, 
low emissions, and alternative fuels began more 
recently through a series of regulations that seek to 
reduce Federal energy use and to create markets for 
new energy conservation techniques and technolo-
gies. Since the mid-1980s, DOD has independently 
pursued more efficient and sustainable use of energy. 
In 1992, these efforts were reinforced when Congress 
passed the Energy Policy Act providing guidelines 
for energy conservation and use of renewable fuels 
by Federal agencies. In 1999, Executive Order 12123 
set a 2005 deadline for Federal organizations to 
reduce their infrastructure energy consumption by 
20 percent from 1985 levels. The Energy Policy Act 
of 2005 further increased requirements for renewable 
energy, and in 2007, Executive Order 13423 called 
for, among other things, a further 30 percent increase 
in energy efficiency by 2015.

Like many other Federal agencies, DOD has been 

Solar panels covering 140 acres of Nellis Air Force Base provide power to base
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successful at meeting mandated requirements. As of 
2008, through conservation and technological initia-
tives, DOD reduced the energy its facilities consumed 
by 28.5 percent and increased the amount of electric-
ity its installations received from renewable sources 
to around 10 percent. Because DOD is the single 
largest energy-using organization in the world, these 
improvements are significant. However, DOD has gone 
beyond mandates and taken steps to use its unique 
assets to exceed congressional requirements. While 
most Federal institutions can only meet green renew-
able fuels requirements by buying green energy from 
the grid, DOD has exceeded requirements by using its 
laboratories and base facilities to generate their own re-
newable energy. Moving beyond Federal requirements, 
on its own initiative, the department set standards that 
require its installations to obtain 25 percent of their 
electricity from renewable sources by 2025.

DOD research labs and commanders approached 
their green energy and energy independence re-
quirements with enthusiasm. Currently, the Navy’s 
innovative China Lake base is powered entirely by 
geothermal energy. The Navy also maintains major 
solar and wind turbine facilities. Similarly, the Army 
maintains the world’s largest geothermal installa-
tion at Fort Polk and is taking significant steps to 
increase its use of solar power both in the field and 
at installations such as Schofield Barracks in Hawaii. 
The Air Force has gone further yet, enforcing a 
Service-wide energy policy that requires leaders to 
consider energy as a factor in every decision. So far, 
the Service has developed renewable energy facilities 
that remove 3 of its bases from the grid entirely, and 
10 more bases have large renewable energy projects 
under way.

Beyond Mandates: The Alternative Fuels  
Program

One weakness in congressional energy regula-
tion as applied to DOD is that—albeit for important 
reasons—fuel used for tactical purposes is excluded 
from mandates. While absolutely necessary, this ex-
ception is unfortunate because the majority of DOD 
energy purchases go toward aviation fuel used for 
tactical applications. Thus, by excluding tactical fuel 
from conservation and alternative fuel mandates, 
Congress removed around 62 percent of all DOD 
energy consumption from its program.

In 2006, under the direction of then–Air Force 
Secretary Michael Wynne, a handful of Air Force 
leaders took on this problem. At the time, the Air 
Force was experiencing considerable problems due to 
the volatility and increasing price of JP–8 (the price 
of petroleum had fluctuated from below $25 in 2001 
to above $60 in 2005). By one estimate, a $10 rise in 
the price of fuel increases the Service’s annual costs 
by over $600 million. The cost and price swings had 
serious implications for the Service’s ability to carry 
out its mission.

In an effort to control its vulnerability to the shift-
ing market, the Air Force launched its own alterna-
tive aviation fuel initiative. The goal of the program is 
to gradually insulate the Air Force from swings in the 
petroleum market by pioneering a domestic market 
in alternative fuels. Specifically, the program calls for 
the Air Force, by 2016, to be prepared to acquire 50 
percent of its domestic aviation fuel from domestic 
sources produced in a manner that is greener than 
fuels produced from conventional petroleum, and to 
do so at a competitive cost.

KC–135 refuels F–22 with new synthetic fuel
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The tack the Air Force is taking to meet its 
ambitious goal is innovative. The plan calls for the 
Service to quickly certify its fleet to fly on alterna-
tive fuels and allow private industry to provide 
various blends for the Air Force to test. When a 
firm provides a fuel that meets tactical, green, and 
economic requirements, it can obtain a long-term 
contract to supply its product to the Air Force. The 
plan rests on the idea that a market for alternative 
fuel does not currently exist—despite estimates that 
these fuels can be produced at prices below rates 
charged for petroleum-based fuels—largely because 
industry is unable to accept the risk of developing 
fuels that have no existing market.

There is, of course, no way to know in advance 
precisely what types of fuels the market will pro-
vide. The genius of the plan is to set broad require-
ments and allow the market to meet them. Whether 
or not the fuels developed will be cheaper than 
conventional fuels will largely depend on the vicis-
situdes of the petroleum market and the innovation 
of private laboratories and industry. Whatever the 
case, however, any fuels purchased by the Air Force 
will be greener, domestically produced, and less 
subject to the price swings of foreign markets than 
conventional fuels.

The Air Force’s alternative fuels initiative has 
implications that stretch beyond the Services or 
even the Nation. The department’s efforts to create a 
market for alternative fuels have provoked inter-
est among airlines around the world. Airlines have 
significant incentives to move to alternative fuels. 
Like the Air Force, their budgets are sensitive to 
changes in fuel prices. More than that, however, as 
concerns about greenhouse gases grow, airlines find 
themselves pressed by regulatory agencies. Numer-
ous airline leaders have noted that they would like to 
move to alternative fuels but cannot overcome the fi-
nancial obstacles to fostering a new market. Thus, by 
using its power as a government entity to overcome 
a market failing, DOD is taking a major step toward 
addressing a global problem.

The Department of Defense is first and foremost 
concerned with providing for the security of the 
United States. Where energy is concerned, its first 
charge will always be to defend the Nation and 
protect global lines of energy transportation. Yet the 
energy security problems that the Nation is currently 
experiencing do not easily lend themselves to direct 
solutions. Overcoming these problems will require 
an indirect approach that utilizes U.S. resources 

in innovative ways. It will require harnessing the 
imagination and initiative of civilian leaders, military 
commanders, and defense scientists, inspiring them 
with the need to overcome what is often described as 
a collection of the most pressing security concerns 
the Nation faces today.

Today, the Department of Defense is the largest 
nonstate economic entity in the world. Its bases 
and personnel span the globe. DOD contracts pro-
vide numerous industries with their major means 
of support, and, when spread throughout the 
global economy, its regulations and requirements 
channel trillions of dollars each year. DOD energy 
policies have enormous impact on audiences that 
extend to every corner of the globe. The depart-
ment’s energy initiatives go a long way toward 
solving many of the world’s most serious energy-
related problems. gsa
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A Squeeze Play on Sovereignty?
Everywhere, it seems, the nation-state is un-

der siege. Once the primary actors in the post-
Westphalian world, states no longer have the stage 
to themselves. Throngs of nonstate entities clamor 
for a share of the limelight. From below, aggrieved 
national groups press upward, at times violently, in 
defiance of status quos decried as unfair or repres-
sive. Meanwhile, from above, international bodies, 
regimes, or global advocacy groups press down on 
states, demanding greater accountability on every-
thing from product safety and environmental protec-
tion to human rights, often conditioning assistance 
on domestic performance. And then there is the 
sideways squeeze: from global society’s empowered 
private actors—both licit (for example, multinational 
corporations and trading and investment firms) and 
illicit (such as narcotraffickers, criminal gangs, and 
transnational terrorists)—who test the capacity of 

Chapter 5
Fragile States and Ungoverned Spaces

governments to control their own borders, arguably 
the first requirement of territorial sovereignty.

Why is state weakness such a glaring problem now, 
in the opening decades of the 21st century? After all, 
the accretion of state authority has never been very 
smooth or predictable over the course of history. 
In places such as China, Egypt, and Mesopotamia, 
civil administrative practices date back thousands 
of years, while in many other parts of Asia, Africa, 
and the Americas, the growth of civic governance 
is comparatively recent. Correspondingly, nonstate 
actors are hardly novel: whether plying the waters of 
the Barbary Coast, Shanghai, or lawless seaports in 
premodern Europe, these actors too have left their 
mark throughout history. That said, widespread 
anxiety over the quality and durability of national 
governance in our current era is not at all misplaced. 
Three factors help to explain why.

January 2009 capture of rebel leader Laurent Nkunda in Rwanda could increase chances for peace and stability in 
Democratic Republic of Congo
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First, more than a generation later, global society 
is still coping with the aftereffects of 20th-century 
decolonization. From the Ottoman Empire’s dissolu-
tion to the post–World War II eclipse of Europe’s 
imperial dominions, the ranks of independent states 
more than tripled: from 43 in 1900 to 135 by 1970.1 
Although this trend was justified in terms of advanc-
ing human freedom, its startling speed came at the 
price of political stability, especially in cases where 
independence was accompanied by artificial borders, 
inexperienced or capricious leaders, incipient faction-
alism, or socioeconomic and political dispensations 
that could not hold in the absence of colonial patrons.

Second, the Cold War’s onset in the late 1940s 
and its rapid subsidence nearly four decades later 
posed its own set of challenges. Without question, 
the superpower rivalry of that era had a stultifying 
effect on political development and modernization 
within certain regions situated along postimperial 
frontiers—in the western Balkans, Middle East, 
and Central and South Asia, most notably—and it 
provided a crutch more generally to those elites in 
the developing world who saw the benefits of trad-
ing loyalty to Washington or Moscow in return for 
support and assistance. Subsequently, as superpower 
disengagement began to pick up speed in the late 
1980s, the retrenchment of foreign aid and proxies 

exerted far-reaching, albeit uneven, influence: in 
southern Africa, Central America, and Indochina, 
the disengagement on balance helped to bring stale-
mated conflicts to closure, while elsewhere the result 
was greater instability as erstwhile beneficiaries of 
the Cold War dispensation gained greater room for 
malign maneuvering (for example, Saddam Hussein 
vis-à-vis Kuwait) or simply foundered on ebbing 
external support (such as Siad Barre in Somalia).

A third, more contemporary challenge to state 
governance is the quality of interconnectedness that 
now extends to even the most underserved parts of 
human society. Again, the impacts defy easy charac-
terization. Take communications: if fishermen, say, 
in the Bay of Bengal can use their cell phones to alert 
Bangladesh coast guard units to pirates who are loot-
ing their nets, that is a boost to local policing. It also 
helps the local economy if those same fishermen can 
get price quotes on their catch from local markets 
before they make landfall back in port. Yet if social 
agitators in Kenya, for example, can send text mes-
sages to incite their supporters, their efficiency is also 
improved; surely protests or mass violence can be 
targeted much more quickly than in the days when 
printed flyers, couriers, or radio broadcasts served 
that catalyzing role. And speed of communications 
is not the only metric here. Public health profession-

Children harvest potatoes in Nicaragua, the second poorest country in Latin America
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als the world over are well aware that the global air 
transportation network can deliver a disease-carry-
ing passenger to almost any destination in the world 
before symptoms present themselves.

Faced with unresolved legacies of bygone eras 
and a quickening pace of social interactions in many 
spheres of life, it is no wonder that many govern-
ments should feel beleaguered. Even where political 
elites may have the will to govern well, the way to do 
so may still be extraordinarily difficult. But lest all 
this anxiety inspire nostalgia for strong governance 
capacity, it is worth remembering how much state 
strength has contributed to humanity’s burdens 
in the past. As a response to war, revolution, and 
economic depression, the 20th century’s shift toward 
stronger centralized states, as Francis Fukuyama 
reminds us, brought with it both extreme experi-
ments in left- and right-wing totalitarianism, and 
continuing struggles over how to balance the pursuit 
of economic growth and public welfare.2 The lesson 
for 21st-century state-building, as Richard Cooper 
has argued, is that both the state and civil society are 
fragile structures—too little authority brings chaos 
and the loss of legitimacy; too much can crush the 
civil society that state institutions are intended to 
protect and nurture.3

Parsing the Problem
While many observers understandably regard doz-

ens of struggling states spanning several continents 
as an unnerving specter, policymakers need to look 
objectively at the stresses and strains that state fragil-
ity places upon global society when answering the 
“why should we care” question. There is, to be sure, 
the plight of the immediately affected populations to 
be considered; the fact that over a billion people live 
in the shadow of pathologies that could be avoid-
able with the kinds of core services that functioning 
governments elsewhere normally provide—for ex-
ample, public security, defense, basic social welfare, 
the rule of law/dispute resolution, natural resource 
management, and economic opportunity—poses a 
huge challenge in its own right. But what other issues 
must the global community confront beyond simply 
alleviating the humanitarian dimensions of the weak 
governance phenomenon?

There is, unfortunately, no easy answer to this 
problem. To start with, the quality of “weakness” or 
“strength” that a given state exhibits should not be 
measured against some abstract standard—it de-
pends very much on the level of demand for service 
delivery or regulation that societies generate. If, for 

instance, a largely rural country is already endowed 
with some of the requisites for good economic per-
formance, such as a fair distribution of arable land, a 
decent educational system, and sea- or airports that 
connect it to the global trading system, demands for 
state intervention into the economy may be less than 
in a case where a society is polarized by inequitable 
distribution of resources or educational opportunity. 
Likewise, states with relatively homogeneous popula-
tions and no persecuted or disaffected minorities 
may face less demand for affirmative governmental 
activism on political participation than in divided 
societies where such initiatives act as shock absorb-
ers for managing pent-up social resentments.

Second, even when gaps are clearly evident be-
tween demand for good governance performance in 
a given sector and its supply, cross-sectoral dynam-
ics make it difficult to postulate how “weak” a state 
really is. Thus, for example, we have an expanding 
public policy literature that analyzes the attributes 
or indicators of state weakness and, increasingly, 
attempts to rank countries according to those 
measures.4 As indicated in the strategic atlas in this 
chapter, there is widespread agreement on who 
the worst performers are; those states toward the 
bottom rungs are invariably low-income countries 
also engulfed in conflict or emerging from it, and 
face all the familiar pathologies associated with 
the aftereffects of mass violence. Where the indices 
begin to diverge are in cases where a state may have 
resource wealth or other endowments that give it a 
measure of economic viability—for example, Angola, 
Bangladesh, and Lebanon—while its political system 
may be crippled by deep-set factionalism or soft 
authoritarians. Whether that socioeconomic viability 
tends on balance to inoculate a governing elite from 
unrest with which it would otherwise have to deal, or 
actually dampens the pressures that otherwise might 
press factionalized elites from working together—or 
both—is hard to say.

Toll-takers, Hitchhikers, Incubators?
As for the kinds of perils that weak states pose 

for their neighbors and the global community 
more generally, here too one must tread with care. 
Oversimplifying cause-and-effect relationships 
between weak states as a group and the universe 
of “spillover” threats often attributed to them is, as 
Stewart Patrick has argued, a poor basis for public 
policy decisionmaking.5 That said, looking across 
various sectors, it is possible to discern several types 
of perverse functionalities that, to varying degrees 
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and in various places, fragile states may aid and 
abet. One is a toll-taking role: instances where state 
weakness has the effect of imposing costs upon the 
global trade network. Sea piracy is an apt example: 
at critical nodes along global shipping lanes—for 
example, the Straits of Malacca, the Gulf of Aden, 
or the Gulf of Guinea—piracy threats heighten the 
insurance and related costs of transregional shipping. 
In the same vein, rebel groups in the Niger Delta or 
violent jihadists operating in Saudi Arabia’s eastern 
provinces can pose threats to the flow of oil or gas 
to already stressed global energy markets, spiking 
prices as a result.

Along with taxes on licit trade, state weakness 
aids and abets the phenomenon of illicit hitchhiking. 
These are cases where trafficking in illegal commod-
ities—most notably, drugs, small arms, undocu-
mented migrants or slaves, and ill-gotten gains from 
transactions in these commodities—spans out across 
global society, often using existing trade routes and 
infrastructure to turn a profit. As Moisés Naím 
has observed, these trade networks may overlap at 
critical points and are driven by unsatisfied demand 
in the private sectors of wealthy states (or wealthy 
rebel groups, in the case of small arms), buoyed in 
turn by huge international price differentials for the 
services or commodities in question and the cost 
advantage of illicit production that acts as a magnet 
for potential suppliers.6 At various points along these 
well-trodden routes, whether West Africa, the West 
Balkans, or along the U.S.-Mexican border, one finds 
ill-equipped law enforcement agencies working 
under the shadow of physical threats, poor coordina-
tion across borders, and the corrupting influences of 
the trade in question.

Finally, there is the incubating function that 
weak states may serve. Spanning the economic and 
sociopolitical worlds, incubating environments 
provide fertile ground, sometimes literally, for the 
growth and maturation of a particular transnational 
phenomenon or commodity. Again, not all weak 
states are equally complicit as incubators. Andean 
Ridge countries account for most of the world’s co-
caine harvest, while poppy fields in Afghanistan now 
account for the bulk of the world’s opium; traditional 
sources for human trafficking include South and 
Southeast Asia, Africa, and former Soviet lands; and 
persistent conflict provides its own form of incuba-
tion, whether in the form of fleeing refugees or the 
growth of groups seeking to advance political agen-
das through violent means. When Soviet forces in-
vaded Afghanistan in 1980, they triggered an influx 

of mujahideen fighters from throughout the Muslim 
world, as well as support from wealthy Middle East 
oil producers and the United States. After the Soviets 
withdrew in 1989, a chaotic, Taliban-dominated 
Afghanistan and adjoining areas of Pakistan became 
hospitable venues for the continued training, 
recruitment, indoctrination, and team-building of 
violent jihadist groups whose resentments would be 
focused elsewhere. To cite George Tenet’s memorable 
formulation: “Afghanistan was less a state sponsor of 
terrorism than a state sponsored by terrorism.”7

While the 9/11 terrorist attacks dramatized the 
potential hazards of state weakness for a global audi-
ence, the search for remedial solutions has been chal-
lenging. Indeed, the fact that the Iraqi and Afghan 
stabilization campaigns so thoroughly dominate the 
landscape poses a huge dilemma for policymakers. 
Just as each highlights the imperative of striving for 
good governance as a requisite for success, they also 
command the lion’s share of attention and resources. 
That fact, plus growing public fatigue in the United 
States over the burdens of long-duration commit-
ments and the lingering memories of Vietnam and 
Somalia, makes the task of identifying and mobiliz-
ing support for broader priorities a daunting one. 
As the following discussion makes clear, the United 
States and the international community more gener-
ally are still in the early stages of developing the 
kinds of tools necessary to turn the corner on this 
pernicious problem.

Ungoverned Areas: Who’s in Charge?
From the Andean Ridge to the Celebes Sea, the 

existence of territories located within the formal 
boundaries of a state but beyond its effective control 
is an age-old problem. Governments everywhere 
have struggled for centuries against the use of law-
less areas as sanctuaries from which unruly tribes, 
criminals, and rebels could organize and launch raids 
on neighboring settled zones. Thus, the most acute 
manifestation of state weakness is found not only in 
its dysfunction but also in its complete absence from 
places where it should be.

With the resources afforded by globalization and 
modern technology, terrorists or other groups are 
able to take advantage of law enforcement vacuums 
to organize, train, plan, command, and launch opera-
tions at far greater range and exponentially greater 
destructive effect than the bandits and brigands of 
the past. For example, a number of major terrorist 
plots have been planned and coordinated from the 
ungoverned areas along the Pakistan-Afghanistan 
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border, including one in 2006 that would have 
destroyed seven transatlantic airliners had it not 
been thwarted by British police. Extremists have 
used these sanctuaries to launch attacks against 
government and coalition forces in Afghanistan and 
to carry out a wave of suicide terror bombings in 
Pakistan itself.

Underlying the sanctuary problem is another 
drama: the contest for local loyalty. Organizations 
that are either actually affiliated or simply ideologi-
cally aligned with those who launch attacks against 
outside targets exploit the lack of public services in 
ungoverned areas to establish rival political struc-
tures that enhance their credibility as alternatives 
to the status quo. The mere deficiency of services in 
these areas, combined with the hostility that often 
exists between local populations and neighboring 
groups or state authorities, generates grievances that 
radical propagandists can use to mobilize violent ac-
tion. Indeed, the existence of disorder in significant 
portions of any country undermines the credibility of 
the recognized government. At best, this erosion of 
legitimacy jeopardizes political reform and economic 
development; at worst, it can aid and abet transna-
tional criminals, pique anxieties over public health, 
and threaten the survival of the state itself.

Beware the Stereotypes
When people hear the term ungoverned area, they 

usually think of an isolated region of inhospitable 
terrain, where a weak central government lacks 
the wherewithal to enforce its writ. The prototypes 
would be tribal territory along both sides of the 
Pakistan-Afghanistan border, or former Khmer 
Rouge areas in northwestern Cambodia, or the 
eastern provinces of the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo. This concept is, however, at once too narrow 
and too broad. Ungoverned areas exist not only in 
fragile, failing, and failed states but also in inacces-
sible border regions of fundamentally well-governed 
states. For that matter, many places that are far from 
remote—some of them in the hearts of capital cities 
and in the migrant- and immigrant-populated slums 
that sometimes surround them—are also effectively 
ungoverned.

At the same time, it is essential to realize that not 
all areas of land outside the effective control of the 
nominal, internationally recognized state authori-
ties are truly ungoverned. Few inhabited areas of the 
world are absolutely without some kind of govern-
ment. It is entirely possible for the de facto possessors 

Migration: A Symptom of Conflict . . .  
or a Cause?

Social friction arising from the migration of mostly poor job-
seekers from the developing countries of the global South to 
better-off nations of the South or to the industrialized countries 
of the global North is already a source of conflict in many parts 
of the world, and is likely to become even more so as environ-
mental change begins to boost the number of “climate refugees.” 
Although the arrival of affluent, well-educated migrants does not 
usually provoke widespread hostility, opposition is growing in 
both developed and underdeveloped countries to the inflow of 
poor and destitute newcomers, who are often seen as threatening 
the jobs and livelihoods of native workers. This, in turn, has led in 
some cases to spontaneous mob violence against migrants, the 
rise of ultranationalist organizations that have periodically target-
ed immigrants for violent attack, popular demands for intensified 
patrolling of borders and coastal waters, and other moves that 
impinge on the mission, structure, and activities of law enforce-
ment and military organizations—a trend that is certain to gain 
momentum with time.

Although precise data are often hard to come by, it is evident 
that the world is witnessing a mammoth flow of human beings 
from the poorest lands of the global South to less impoverished 
nations in the same areas and to the global North. According 
to the World Bank, the developing world now houses approxi-
mately 74 million “South-to-South” migrants. Outside of the 
developing world, there are another 82 million “South-to-North” 
migrants—some residing legally in their adopted country, some 
not. While many considerations no doubt play a role in spurring 
this extraordinary human current, the allure of higher paying 
jobs in the destination country is probably the overriding factor. 
In Haiti, for example, per capita income in 2006 was $430, while 
in the neighboring Dominican Republic it was $2,910—a power-
ful magnet for cross-border migration, much of it illegal. Like-
wise, per capita income in Morocco—itself a lure for migrants 
from sub-Saharan Africa—was $2,160; across the narrow Strait 
of Gibraltar in Spain, it was $27,340. Similar income gaps can be 
found around the world, prompting poor and destitute individu-
als to leave their homes and, in many cases, face considerable 
hardship and risk in the search for better paying jobs.

Along with exploitation and abuse by unsavory employ-
ers and human traffickers—coyotes, as they are called on the 
U.S.-Mexican border—these migrants face an increased risk 
of violence at the hands of poor and unemployed residents in 
destination and transit countries. The fact that the migrants are 
often of a different race, ethnicity, or religion than those of their 
adopted country often adds to the hostility they face from na-
tives. In some cases, the violence they experience is provoked 
by fears that migrants will claim jobs that are already in short 6 Continued on p. 103
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supply; in others, that they will somehow jeopardize 
the racial or religious “purity” of the homeland. A 
May 2008 outbreak of anti-immigrant violence in 
South Africa, for example, was evidently sparked 
by resentment among impoverished slum dwell-
ers over high unemployment rates and rising food 
prices—with destitute migrants from Malawi, Mo-
zambique, and Zimbabwe chosen as scapegoats. 
Whatever the cause, at least 42 people were killed 
and tens of thousands forced from their homes be-
fore then-President Thabo Mbeki ordered the army 
to reinforce overstretched police forces and restore 
public order.

Military and paramilitary forces are also be-
ing called upon to play an ever-increasing role as 
defenders of borders and coastal areas perceived 
as being under assault by economic migrants and 
“boat people” from areas less fortunate. In the Unit-
ed States, for example, Army National Guard units 
have been deployed along the U.S.-Mexican border 
to assist Border Patrol forces in stemming illegal mi-
gration from Mexico. In Europe, the European Union 
has formed a joint naval patrol in the Mediterra-
nean, dubbed Operation Ulysses, to prevent small 
ships carrying illegal migrants from North Africa 
from reaching Spain, Portugal, and Italy. Although 
characterized as military operations other than war, 
such endeavors often employ equipment employed 
in low-level combat operations, such as aerial sur-
veillance systems and coastal patrol craft.

These migratory pressures—and the resulting 
points of friction—are sure to persist as long as the 
gap in income levels between neighboring coun-
tries remains so wide. But the global flow of human-
ity is destined to acquire flood-like proportions as 
global temperatures rise and many once-habitable 
areas become uninhabitable due to persistent 
drought, recurring crop failures, and sea-level rise. 
“We judge that economic refugees will perceive 
additional reasons to flee their homes because 
of harsher climates,” Dr. Thomas Fingar, Deputy 
Director of the National Intelligence Council, told 
the House Select Committee on Intelligence on June 
25, 2008. “Besides movements within countries, 
especially to urban areas, many displaced persons 
will move into neighboring developing countries, 
sometimes as a staging ground for subsequent 
movement onward to more developed and richer 
countries with greater economic opportunities.” 

More often than not, he continued, likely receiving 
countries “will have neither the resources nor inter-
est to host these climate migrants.”

The increase in migratory pressures as a result 
of global climate change—and what is sure to be 
a corresponding rise in anti-immigrant sentiment 
in receiving countries—will be felt throughout the 
world, but is likely to be especially pronounced 
along the southern boundaries of both the United 
States and Western Europe. “[T]he United States 
will need to anticipate and plan for growing im-
migration pressures,” Dr. Fingar testified in 2008. 
Although climate change is a slow-moving and 
long-term development, “extreme weather events 
and growing evidence of [coastal] inundation will 
motivate many to move sooner rather than later.” 
This is particularly a concern for the United States, 
he noted, because “almost one-fourth of the coun-
tries with the greatest percentage of population in 
low-elevation coastal zones are in the Caribbean”—
a relatively short distance by boat from American 
shores.

Europe faces a similar challenge, according to Na-
tional Security and the Threat of Climate Change, a 
2007 study by the CNA Corporation that notes, “The 
greater threat to Europe lies in migration of people 
from across the Mediterranean, from the Maghreb, 
the Middle East, and sub-Saharan Africa.” Environ-
mental stresses may not be the only factors driving 
migration to Europe, but “as more people migrate 
from the Middle East because of water shortages 
and loss of their already marginal agricultural lands 
. . . the social and economic stress on European na-
tions will rise.” A greater reliance on quasi-military 
means to stem the human tide and an increase in 
anti-immigrant violence are likely results.

The violence arising from increased human mi-
gratory pressures may be small-scale and sporadic, 
but it is growing in volume and frequency and is 
extending to more and more areas of the world. 
With the divide between rich and poor expected to 
remain wide and more regions being rendered un-
inhabitable by global warming, the impetus among 
affected peoples to move across international 
boundaries can only grow in intensity—despite the 
risk of meeting an increasingly hostile reception. 
Migratory conflict will, therefore, become an ever 
more significant problem in national and interna-
tional security affairs.
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of what Edmund Burke called the “quantum of 
power” in a community beyond the reach of the 
recognized government to govern the territory under 
their control almost as well if not better than the de 
jure authorities in their own part of the country. This 
applies especially not only to areas ruled on a practi-
cally permanent basis by secessionist or autonomist 
movements, such as Iraqi Kurdistan under Saddam 
Hussein or Transnistria and South Ossetia today, but 
also to less formally defined zones under the effective 
control of tribes or even organized crime gangs.

Finally, from a practical point of view, it is neces-
sary to pick and choose which ungoverned areas are 
sufficiently problematic to demand urgent interna-
tional attention and action, and among those requir-
ing attention, which ones are primarily challenges 
to human development and which are clear and 
present security dangers. As outside powers consider 
whether to get involved in dealing with the multitude 
of ungoverned areas, they will inevitably find them-
selves having to differentiate between them by decid-
ing whether the risk of “ungovernedness” is mainly 
to the people living in the area, to other citizens of 
the country concerned, or to other states. With this 
requirement to differentiate and prioritize in mind, 
policymakers should be careful to avoid setting un-
realistic goals or creating inflated public expectations 

that all ungoverned areas, or even all terrorist use of 
such ungoverned areas, can be eliminated.

Evaluating Strategic Options
Regardless of how well a de facto power structure 

may control a particular territory, the fact that it is 
neither connected nor accountable to the nominally 
sovereign authorities can create certain problems for 
the international community. The international state 
system is predicated upon the assumption that each 
sovereign state is capable of wielding effective power 
in the territory it purports to govern. Each state is 
obliged to keep its territory from being used to attack 
other states, and in particular to prevent its use for 
purposes of terrorism. If some states are unable to 
fulfill these obligations because they do not, in fact, 
wield effective power throughout their territory, there 
will be considerable pressure on others, whose people 
are targeted by terrorists enjoying sanctuary in un-
governed areas, to take matters into their own hands.

Perhaps equally important, especially in the post-
9/11 context, is that the problem of ungoverned areas 
serving as terrorist safe havens is inextricably tied to 
the wider globalized insurgency, rooted in a radical 
interpretation of Islamic political theory, that rejects 
the legitimacy of the international state system itself. 
Anything that calls into question the willingness and 
ability of the members of that system to provide for 

5 Continued from p. 101
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human needs within their respective territories is 
potential fodder for this extremist campaign. All of 
these considerations imply a rebuttable presumption 
that the best way to deal with ungoverned areas is to 
bolster the will and enhance the capacities of the de 
jure state so that it can extend control over the terri-
tory in question. It is precisely this approach that is 
embedded—apparently uncritically—in most exist-
ing strategy and policy on ungoverned areas.

Clearly, many countries do suffer from weak state 
institutions, so a policy of strengthening state capacity 
makes a great deal of sense as a general proposition. 
Actual ungoverned areas, however, do not exist as 
general propositions but as unique geographic, eco-
nomic, social, and, above all, political environments, 
each characterized by a set of facts that may well rebut 
the presumption underlying the general policy. Thus, 
before setting out to help the recognized government 
establish better control over an ungoverned area, we 
must ask ourselves three questions.

Why is the area ungoverned? Ungoverned areas 
are ungoverned for a reason, but not all of them for 
the same reason. Governance deficits may exist be-
cause an area is physically hard to reach, or because 
criminal gangs have seized control against the wishes 
of the local population, or because state authorities 
in the area have been co-opted, corrupted, or intimi-
dated. In all these cases, a strategy of strengthening 
and expanding governmental capacity would be a 
sensible response to the governance deficit. By con-
trast, some areas are ungoverned because the state’s 
ruling elite has, for one reason or another, chosen to 
disregard the interests and welfare of the inhabitants. 
Finally, some are ungoverned because the people 
who live there like it that way. This obviously applies 
to many of the most problematic cases, such as the 
tribal areas along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border 
and in the Yemeni countryside. In these areas, trying 
to introduce central government control may well 
increase, rather than decrease, popular support for 
insurgent and terrorist groups, perhaps even turning 
latent insurgencies into active ones.

What kind of governance would central authori-
ties impose? While ungoverned areas create many 
problems, they affect the international community 
most severely in the context of the struggle between 
competing visions of political legitimacy. Ulti-
mately, therefore, how an area is governed matters 
just as much as the fact that it is governed. Assist-
ing a police state to establish repressive authority 
over additional elements of its population might 
be effective in preventing an area’s use as a terrorist 

sanctuary in the short term, but at a long-term cost 
of alienating people who might otherwise be neu-
tral or even potential allies in the struggle against 
extremism. This is particularly true when dominant 
segments of the country’s population see inhabit-
ants of the ungoverned area as inferior or alien, or 
when governance is weak because inhabitants prefer 
not to be ruled by outsiders.

Will outside involvement make things better 
or worse? As difficult as it can be to extend state 
authority into a previously ungoverned area without 
alienating the local population, the problems may be 
multiplied exponentially if that authority is imposed 
under foreign pressure. Recent experience in Paki-
stan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) is 
a case in point. Again, whether outside involvement 
is productive or counterproductive depends on the 
case at hand, the type of assistance provided, and the 
strategy being pursued by the central government. 
In the best case, the provision of technical assistance, 
training, and equipment may enable the central 
authorities to compete more effectively for the hearts 
and minds of the contested population. In the worst 
case, outside involvement can stoke the fires of in-
surgency, reinforce popular sympathy with terrorist 
ideology, and undermine the legitimacy of the very 
regime the policy is intended to bolster.

The answers to these three questions may well 
lead to the conclusion that direct encouragement 
and assistance to the central government in extend-
ing control over the ungoverned area are the best 
course of action. If so, the process is still far from 
simple. Political consensus for action must be cre-
ated in the host state. Institutional capacities that 
are often inadequate even to meet the needs of the 
relatively well-governed areas of the country must 
be enhanced. Above all, it is essential to develop 
detailed, up-to-date intelligence on the geographic, 
social, economic, military, and political realities in 
the area to be controlled. Depending on the situation 
on the ground, the financial outlays and commit-
ments of expertise can be substantial, well exceeding 
those involved in traditional development assistance 
programs, and requiring much closer integration of 
a wide range of skills from various departments and 
agencies of the countries providing assistance.

If, on the other hand, the answers to the questions 
above lead to the conclusion that direct extension 
of state authority into the ungoverned area would 
be counterproductive, then a range of other options 
must be considered. These might include:
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n Working with leaders in both the central 
government and the ungoverned area to regularize 
the area’s status within the larger state. For example, 
in exchange for external economic development 
assistance or political concessions, local leaders may 
be open to limited but sufficient cooperation with 
government officials to curtail criminal or terrorist 
activity.

n Pursuing deals with the de facto power structure 
in the ungoverned area independently of the de jure 
central authorities. The development of coopera-
tive relations between U.S. forces and Sunni tribal 
sheikhs in Iraq’s Anbar Province may provide a 
rudimentary model. In the long run, this course 
may lead to support for formal independence for the 
(formerly) ungoverned area.

n Internationalizing the issue under the auspices 
of the United Nations (UN) or a regional security 
organization. Britain’s Lord Robertson and Lord 
Ashdown specifically referred to the possibility of 
UN-mandated action to deal with ungoverned areas 
when they advocated the creation of more effective 
military forces under the auspices of the European 
Union in June 2008.

None of these courses is without peril. Past 
reliance upon locals to police themselves without ef-
fective incentives to do so effectively is, in some mea-
sure, the reason why areas such as Pakistan’s FATA 
are practically ungoverned today. Choosing the 
wrong local power brokers to work with runs the risk 
of empowering warlords and creating what amounts 
to a giant protection racket. Clumsy attempts to buy 
off local populations by trading economic incen-
tives for compromises on highly charged cultural or 
political issues can easily backfire by sparking moral 
outrage. Supporting independence for populations 
in formerly ungoverned areas will certainly create 
enemies in the rest of the country, probably provoke 
international condemnation on grounds of interfer-
ence in the host country’s internal affairs, and poten-
tially lead to irredentist conflict in the future.

Ultimately, the degree of danger posed by the 
continuing lack of governance in the area in question 
will determine whether these risks are worth taking. 
If the area is being actively used by terrorist groups 
with global agendas and global reach, outside players 
may well judge that getting effective control in place 
is paramount to any other objective. If so, the choice 
may come down to which side to back: the official 
central authorities or the people in the region itself. 
If we truly believe, as our rhetoric would have it, that 

governing people fairly and in a way consistent with 
their own desires and expectations is the surest path 
to preventing the use of their territory by terrorists 
or other illicit actors, then the choice will become 
that much clearer.

Pandemics: State Fragility’s Most  
Telling Gap?

A nation-state’s capacity to govern effectively faces 
no stiffer test than its ability to manage infectious 
disease crises. Pandemics require unprecedented 
multidisciplinary and multi-agency communication, 
expertise, and collaboration at the state, regional, 
and international levels, all of which are crucial for 
containment of the disease and mitigation of its 
consequences. Andrew Price-Smith has argued that 

“as disease intensity grows it will correspondingly 
reduce state capacity, increase economic deprivation, 
and deplete the reservoir of human capital within 
seriously affected states.”8 A strong correlation also 
exists between a population’s health, as measured by 
life expectancy and infant mortality rates, and that 
state’s capacity to govern. Disease management is a 
critical element in this equation.

Countries beset by poor governance and low 
levels of state capacity have failed in today’s world 
to contain and manage the spread of a contagion 
and mitigate its economic and political toll. The data 

Indian health officials cull birds to curb spread of bird flu
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here are compelling: 75 percent of epidemics during 
the last three decades have occurred in countries 
where war, conflict, and prolonged political violence 
have crippled their capacity to respond, leaving 
their neighbors and the world vulnerable. Gaps in 
state capacity are defined as the protective public 
health infrastructure (water, sanitation, food, shelter, 
fuel, and health) and the systems that support and 
manage this infrastructure on a daily basis as being 
either insufficient, absent, not maintained, denied, or 
politically influenced, interfered with, or vulnerable 
to corruption.

Disease and State Weakness: A Vicious Cycle
Epidemics and pandemics are always public health 

emergencies. They easily elude a compromised 
health system and can rapidly cause confusion, fear, 
and chaos, and send populations fleeing across un-
protected borders. An estimated 6.4 million people 
die each year from AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. 
An additional 1.3 million children die from diseases 
preventable by vaccine. AIDS, a pandemic whose 
spread and morbidity are directly fueled by (though 
by no means limited to) weak states and ungoverned 
spaces, has demonstrated how an infectious disease 
can “disrupt and destabilize” governance, becom-
ing a major issue in national security debates. It 
has taught us how quickly an infectious disease can 
spread worldwide, and how poor and unrepresented 
populations are most affected.

In 2003, Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS) highlighted the importance of broad out-
break control measures and information-sharing 
for mitigation and prevention efforts, when China’s 
initial failure to disclose the epidemic resulted in 
its spread to over 40 countries around the globe. It 
required the World Health Organization (WHO) to 
aggressively expand advisories, real-time informa-
tion-sharing, and broad outbreak control measures. 
This was an unprecedented measure, which in turn 
prompted a World Health Assembly resolution to 
revise old International Health Regulations (IHR) 
initially used to control smallpox, cholera, plague, 
and yellow fever decades before. The dated regula-
tions had limitations such as a restricted surveillance 
capacity and inadequate mechanisms for swift assess-
ment and investigation within sovereign countries 
that, if not revised, would fail to contain modern-day 
diseases across land borders and via air and sea travel 
and trade.

In 2005, WHO authority and surveillance capacity 
expanded when human rights principles were added 

to the criteria for measuring public health interven-
tions to stop pandemics. These changes represent a 
major development in the use of international law for 
public health purposes. The resulting international 
treaty of June 2007, which applies to “public health 
emergencies of international concern,” ensures 
maximum security against the international spread 
of diseases, while addressing the need to minimize 
interference with trade and travel to mitigate the 
economic tragedy that prevails with any pandemic.

The management of the deadly avian influenza 
A virus (H5N1) outbreak that followed the SARS 
pandemic and that occupies our concerns today 
confirms that well-governed countries do have 
the capacity and will both to eliminate SARS and 
contain H5N1. Yet poorly governed countries remain 
endemically threatened by newly emergent and re-
emergent bacteria and viruses. While the H5N1 virus 
is of global concern because it mutates incessantly 
and gains resistance the longer it remains unchecked, 
countries with poor governance tend to resent mea-
sures, even if designed by treaty to protect state and 
global populations, that appear to threaten their own 
national sovereignty. This can be a deadly combina-
tion: hidden repositories of disease may occur in any 
country, but fragile states and ungoverned spaces, 
with massive migration and displacement of human 
populations, represent an “ideal home” for any future 
viral mutation and propagation, and would elude 
the best intentions of the WHO and IHR. These 
diasporic populations are at risk for the transmission 
of disease and resistant organisms that are poorly 
identified and controlled, while they also jeopar-
dize the global surveillance required under current 
international mandates. Finding a means to optimize 
global surveillance and to contain highly lethal and 
aggressive diseases remains a global priority.

AIDS, SARS, and H5N1 viruses and drug-resistant 
tuberculosis underscore how important it is to 
transcend conventional concepts of sovereignty if 
global pandemics are to be prevented or at least 
contained. The 2005 IHR is already under threat 
from trade, political, and social inequity concerns. In 
late 2006, Indonesia chose not to share with WHO 
live H5N1 virus samples from new cases; WHO 
hoped to carry out a genome study to determine 
whether a more lethal mutation had occurred, which 
is necessary for successful vaccine development. 
Fearing that expensive patented vaccines produced 
in rich countries would be less accessible to poorer 
countries, Indonesia suspended the transfer of live 
virus samples, claiming sovereign ownership of the 
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virus itself. Other countries threatened the same 
action, challenging WHO authorities, the World 
Health Assembly, and the global health community 
to guarantee every country access to vaccines and 
equal protections and coverage.

Globalization, which has provided great eco-
nomic gains in many Asian countries, has also 
increased discrepancies in health outcomes between 
the “have” and “have not” populations in the same 
country. A paradox of globalization is that state 
resources are often directed toward building private 
capacity resources at the expense of maintenance 
for public hospitals, health facilities, and systems, 
on the grounds that when the economic situation 
improves, health security will follow. Yet popula-
tions have increasingly seen their access to health 
care and medications diminish, and for many, health 
has become a major security concern. Megacity 
populations—most of whom are under age 25, poor, 
uneducated, and discontent—often occupy dense 
and disaster-prone areas in the developing world, 
devoid of public health infrastructure and protec-
tions, including surveillance capacity. Pandemics 
may prove to be the politically catalyzing event that 
exposes such vulnerabilities in otherwise promising 
economic globalization initiatives. The current crisis 
of insufficient health care workers in 57 poor African 
and Asian countries severely impairs their ability to 
provide even the most essential daily and lifesaving 
interventions. This crisis will make state sovereignty 
a moot point when an undetected epidemic in a 
fragile nation-state accelerates into a continent-wide 
pandemic.

Engaging the Problem
The existing 2005 IHR is not without legal dis-

agreements and controversy, especially as it relates to 
fragile states and ungoverned spaces. David Fidler, 
who has led efforts to strengthen global capac-
ity through international law, reminds us of more 
desperate legal limitations for fragile states and states 
with ungoverned spaces, beginning with the fact 
that neither the IHR nor other international legal 
instruments applicable to public health defines the 
terms fragile state or ungoverned space. International 
law does not recognize the right of a state, directly or 
indirectly, to infringe on another’s sovereignty simply 
because it is “weak and experiencing difficulties effec-
tively governing all parts of its territory.” The fact that 
a state is weak or “fragile,” or has less effective gover-
nance in some parts of its territory, does not dilute its 
rights as a sovereign state under international law.9

Rights and obligations under the 2005 IHR with 
respect to fragile and ungoverned spaces are unclear 
because the terms’ lack of definition fails to inform 
such provisions under the existing law. The surveil-
lance provisions in the 2005 IHR nevertheless are 
relevant:

n First, they require all state parties to report to 
WHO all events within their respective territories 
that may constitute a public health emergency of 
international concern (Article 6.1). This includes 
governments of fragile states or those with ungov-
erned territories.

n Second, the provision (Article 9.1) allows WHO 
to receive reports of disease events from sources 
other than governments, such as nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) or the media, and to seek veri-
fication of these reports. The expansion of WHO’s 
ability to collect, analyze, and pursue epidemiologi-
cally significant information would allow WHO to 
raise surveillance awareness about disease events in 
fragile and ungoverned areas.

n Third, the IHR (Article 9.2) requires a state 
party to report within 24 hours evidence that it 
receives of a disaster event occurring within the 
territory of another state party, which could produce 
reports of “a public health risk” occurrence in fragile 
and ungoverned areas.

Taken together, these three surveillance provisions 
in the IHR serve to increase transparency and the 
flow of information where governance has broken 
down. The IHR does not, however, grant any state 
party or WHO the right to intervene without the 
affected state’s permission. Put bluntly, international 
law presently gives a state the right to let its people 
die even when help is at hand—a grim reality high-
lighted when Cyclone Nargis devastated Myanmar’s 
Irrawaddy Delta area in May 2008, leaving more than 
140,000 people dead or missing.

Short- and Long-term Solutions
Ultimately, the IHR is only as strong as its weak-

est link, and those weakest links worldwide clearly 
belong to infected populations from fragile states 
and ungoverned spaces. Peace-building that opens 
the door to improved governance requires sustained 
initiatives that move beyond rhetoric to strengthen 
nation-state institutions and modernize a country’s 
political system.

A first step can come from building capacity in 
public health (surveillance and proven community 
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containment and mitigation strategies) as an incen-
tive for fragile states to accept improvements in basic 
governance. Such successes occurred through the 
“Health as a Bridge to Peace” initiatives that were 
implemented by WHO in conflict and postconflict 
zones, and are now being re-explored by WHO as 
possible models elsewhere. Another means is to 
link the guarantee of trade opportunities, security, 
surveillance, and public health infrastructure and 
systems development to values that speak to a com-
mon respect for global protection and security.

The IHR is far from perfect. In fact, from a clinical 
perspective, the IHR falls miserably short of what is 
responsibly required to control a pandemic, especial-
ly one that is aggressive and lethal to the human host. 
Additionally, decisionmakers rarely consider how 
indecision on health insecurity and the transmission 
of disease undermines their responsibility to global 
health. Fragile states and ungoverned spaces by 
definition have little or no public health protections. 

Strengthening the IHR would best come in incre-
mental ways that ensure appropriate language, guar-
antees, and individual nation-state buy-in. The right 
to sovereignty does not come without the responsi-
bility to protect one’s population, a correlation that 
is currently being promoted under the “Responsibil-
ity to Protect (R2P)” initiative’s guiding principles, 

which hold that a state is entitled to full sovereignty 
so long as it abides by norms established by the 
international community. The R2P concept, however, 
is restricted to cases involving large-scale, violent 
atrocities, such as genocide and crimes against 
humanity.10 In June 2008, the Indonesian health min-
ister decided to restrict his office’s reporting on avian 
influenza in humans to every 6 months, leading to 
concerns that such a delay could lead to a pandemic 
if important mutations are not detected in a timely 
manner. Indonesia’s action challenges both the IHR 
and the R2P, leading experts to question whether the 
IHR can stand up to such pressure.

Yet a cognitive link can be made between a poten-
tial pandemic of global genocidal proportions and 
the R2P, especially if many of the worst outcomes are 
preventable. By incorporating emerging disease con-
trol as part of an international “right to health,” the 
IHR can help ensure that infectious disease control 
becomes a human rights issue.

In the long term, the global community’s disaster 
diplomacy must strengthen and leverage this unique 
opportunity in international law, as an initial step 
toward an expanded IHR, or as a model for fur-
ther global health initiatives under existing United 
Nations Children’s Fund (for example, vaccine 
initiatives) and other accepted health mandates (for 
example, U.S. International Partnership on Avian 
and Pandemic Influenza). A retooled globalization 
model must address the world’s worsening health 
discrepancies and include a mandated health security 
requirement under future UN Charter reform. The 
worldwide health care worker crisis is arguably mak-
ing all the good intentions of the IHR debatable. The 
protective shield begins with the global community, 
which has the responsibility to promote and support 
both short- and long-term nation-state and regional 
education and training infrastructure, and provide 
incentives for health care workers that emphasize 
public health, preventive medicine, and primary care.

State Failure: Devising Effective  
Responses

Since the 9/11 attacks, American policymakers 
have highlighted fragile and failed states as the central 
security challenge of our time. In fact, many Western 
countries have begun to address these situations, as 
it has become clear that some of the principal threats 
to their vital national interests—such as terrorist 
networks, illicit arms markets, counterfeiting, human 
trafficking, money laundering, and narcotics cartels—
are drawn to failed states where these activities can 

Armed Somali pirates aboard MV Faina observed from U.S. Navy ship after 
they attacked, seized, and forced cargo ship to anchor off the Somalia 
coast, October 8, 2008
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operate with impunity, in the absence of state struc-
tures to control them. Many developed countries have 
begun to make structural and programmatic changes 
in their foreign policy apparatus to address the chal-
lenges they face from the consequences of these failed 
states. These changes are still in their infancy and 
appear to be inadequate to the task: poorly funded and 
staffed, with uncertain authority.

Within the United States, policy advocates 
frequently invoke the centrality of defense, develop-
ment, and diplomacy as the primary instruments of 
power needed to address the challenge from mar-
ginal or failed states. Yet a profound discontinuity ex-
ists between the bureaucratic position, organizational 
strength, size, budget, and staffing of these three 
instruments of national power, and their relationship 
to the threat of fragile and failed states, which are 
principally caused by a failure of development. Sadly, 
it is the developmental instrument that is compara-
tively the weakest in the U.S. arsenal, and yet it is the 
one most needed to address the problem.

Setting aside these discontinuities of organiza-
tional power within the United States and other 
governments, what do we know about the nature of 
state fragility and state failure? While no two situa-
tions are precisely alike, failed states do tend to share 
five characteristics:

n collapse of the authority of the central govern-
ment, particularly outside the capital city, mani-
festing in a breakdown in the provision of public 
services, the efficacy of the criminal justice system, 
and the enforcement of law and order

n macroeconomic collapse with double-digit un-
employment, high rates of inflation, a deterioration 
in the value of the currency and its convertibility, and 
a decline in the gross domestic product

n widespread civil conflict and human rights 
abuses

n mass population movements into refugee or in-
ternally displaced camps, to escape the civil conflict

n rising morbidity and mortality rates from 
malnutrition and sickness as food security and access 
to water break down and communicable disease 
spreads among the general population.

Devising effective responses to these interconnect-
ed problems is a daunting task for outside would-be 
interveners. The immediate temptation is to tackle 
all of these at once—an understandable reaction, but 
one that risks squandering scarce resources. Where, 
then, should priority be placed?

Emergency Response: The Humanitarian  
Imperative

The most visible and most immediate set of chal-
lenges these states face is humanitarian in nature: 
food insecurity, disease epidemics, and population 
displacement. During the 1990s, the humanitar-
ian response systems through which the United 
States, other donor governments, and international 
institutions reacted to the crisis of state failure went 
through a profound evolution in doctrine, manage-
ment, structure, and standard setting. Spending 
increased for emergency response to what aid agen-
cies were calling complex humanitarian emergencies, 
their term for the crises that occur as a result of state 
failure. An extensive body of academic research and 
practitioner study has developed over the past two 
decades that analyzes the architecture of the humani-
tarian response system, its weaknesses, its strengths, 
what works well and what does not, and how it might 
be reformed or improved.

To start with, authority in the international 
response system is very diffuse: clusters of institu-
tions have developed with increasingly defined roles, 
but with no clear hierarchy for unified decision-
making. Decisions tend to be made by consensus, 
a cumbersome and inefficient process. While the 
UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs, charged with the coordination function in 
the international system, has improved its leadership 

UN personnel help displaced persons return to homes in Pristina, Kosovo
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capacity and technical competence in providing a 
management framework since its creation in 1991, 
it neither controls funding, nor can it give orders to 
other actors even within the UN system, including 
the five specialized agencies where humanitarian re-
sources are concentrated: the World Food Program, 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees, UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, UN Children’s 
Fund, and the UN Development Program. The sec-
ond institutional cluster is composed of international 
NGOs, of which perhaps two dozen dominate the 
system, in addition to three international organiza-
tions not formally part of the UN family: the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross, International 
Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societ-
ies, and International Organization for Migration. 
Finally, the bilateral response agencies of donor gov-
ernments are also major actors in the system, since 
they provide over three-quarters of the total funding 
spent in humanitarian operations; these donor agen-
cies usually have a field presence as well.

The response agencies have developed a set of 
principles or norms that are widely, but not univer-
sally, accepted: aid should be allocated by emergency 
based on need, separate from the political interests 
of donor and recipient governments and those of the 
contestants in the conflict; aid should be distributed 
to the population without respect to political ideol-
ogy, position in the conflict, race, ethnicity, religion, 
or gender; aid should be used to encourage the rapid 
recovery of the population from the crisis and avoid 
the dependency syndrome; aid should be provided 
in a way that allows the population to have some 
control over its own recovery and that helps resolve 

rather than exacerbate local conflicts; and aid is pro-
vided in a way that respects the culture and values of 
the people receiving it.

In the 1990s, a coalition of European and Ameri-
can NGOs and international organizations developed 
a set of technical standards in the major emergency 
disciplines (food and nutrition, water and sanitation, 
shelter, and public health and emergency medical 
care) called the Sphere Project standards, which the 
signing organizations agree to follow in their pro-
gramming.11 It is not clear to what degree NGOs in 
practice conform to these standards, as the enforce-
ment mechanisms, which rely on peer pressure and 
self-reporting, are relatively weak. But the standards 
have existed now for more than a decade. While 
efforts have been made within aid agencies to bridge 
the operational and programmatic gap between 
emergency response and long-term development 
programs, known as the relief-to-development con-
tinuum, these efforts have achieved limited results 
at best. A greater focus on finding means to achieve 
success in this area would speed the recovery of 
failed states in the reconstruction phase.

The U.S. Government’s humanitarian aid functions 
continue to be divided organizationally between the 
Department of State and the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID). Within State, the 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration and 
the Bureau of International Organizations mainly 
provide block grants to multilateral bodies and have 
no operational capacity. Within USAID, the Democ-
racy, Conflict, and Humanitarian Assistance Bureau’s 
various units—including the Office of Foreign Disas-
ter Assistance, the Office of Transition Initiatives, the 

Pakistani trucks await security escort to deliver supplies to U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan
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Office of Conflict Mitigation and Management, Food 
for Peace, and the Office of Military Affairs—possess 
the capability to deliver money, commodities, and 
programming into crisis areas that the international 
aid system sometimes avoids. Problems are com-
pounded in the United States when Congress and the 
Office of Management and Budget (OMB) earmark 
humanitarian response funding by office, program, 
and sector. A consequence of conflicting approaches 
and earmarks is that frequently too much money is 
provided for some programs and emergencies, while 
others are underfunded.

Obstacles to Reconstruction and Development
As difficult as emergency response may be, in the 

United States it has traditionally been much better 
and more consistently funded over sustained periods 
of time than recovery and reconstruction, which are 
usually funded in supplemental budgets proposed by 
OMB and approved by Congress. The regular alloca-
tion for these emergency response accounts in the 
State Department and USAID budgets totals nearly 
$3 billion. By contrast, efforts to resource the follow-
on phase through the regular budget of the State 
Department’s Office of the Coordinator for Recon-
struction and Stabilization (S/CRS) have been unsuc-
cessful thus far, as Congress has refused to fund fully 
either the President’s budget for S/CRS or the civilian 
reserve corps. Continuing tensions between S/CRS 
and the regional bureaus of the State Department, 
where policy and bureaucratic authority have tradi-
tionally been concentrated in the department, have 
exacerbated the difficulty.

Even with more resources, the conceptual issues 
are staggering. Oxford professor and former World 
Bank director Paul Collier, whose book The Bottom 
Billion has drawn much international acclaim, has 
identified four so-called traps that his empirical 
research suggests are all too common among the 
poorest performing states, complicating recovery 
and reducing the chances for success of international 
state-building efforts.12 Collier proposes some rem-
edies to these traps, and describes the results of his 
research on the efficacy of various interventions. His 
diagnosis and prescriptions are telling.

The conflict trap. Collier reports that 73 percent 
of the 1 billion people who live in fragile or failed 
states have “recently been through a civil war or are 
still in one.” Conflict is more likely in the absence of 
economic growth, and it has a significant depressive 
effect on growth. Civil wars typically cut growth rates 
on average by 2.3 percent per year. Destitute, unem-

ployed young men can be recruited into criminal 
gangs or rebel groups. The more instability there is in 
a country, the less foreign or domestic investment it 
will attract, and the less investment, the less growth, 
which leads to more instability and conflict. Accord-
ing to Collier, “There is basically no relationship 
between political repression and civil war” or, for 
that matter, income inequality and war, based on a 
number of empirical studies. What does make a large 
difference in the risk of war and its duration is the 
country’s income at the onset of conflict: the poorest 
countries have the highest risk. Additionally, much 
research has shown that countries that end civil 
wars through political settlements have a 50 percent 
chance for relapse, depending on how quickly eco-
nomic conditions improve. The economy matters.

The natural resource trap. Dependence on primary 
commodity exports such as oil, diamonds, and 
timber “substantially increases the risk of civil war.” 
Democracy and natural resource dependency do not 
mix well: resource rents undermine checks and bal-
ances because the influx of money increases the pro-
pensity for corruption. Only when there are powerful 
constraints on abuse (competitive bidding of public 
projects, for example) do the economies of resource-
rich democracies grow. This does not mean, however, 
that autocracies flourish and democracies do not. 
Neither grows absent strong oversight, which is why 
natural resource wealth can be a serious impediment 
to growth in either case.

The location trap. Geography counts a great 
deal, in Collier’s view. Being landlocked does not 
condemn a country to poverty, he reports, but 38 
percent of the people in the bottom billion live in 
countries that are. If a landlocked country has good, 
unfettered access to a port that gives it an opening to 
international markets, the negative effects of being 
landlocked disappear. But without that access, and 
especially if hostile or uncooperative neighbors con-
tribute to the problem, the economies of landlocked 
countries do not grow.

The bad governance/small size trap. Poor gover-
nance has long been recognized as a poverty trap in 
poor countries, but it is the most destructive, in the 
Collier analysis, in small countries. The three factors 
that increase the chances for a turnaround in a failed 
state are: if a country has a large population; if a large 
portion of the population has a secondary educa-
tion; and, counterintuitively, whether the country 
has recently emerged from a civil war (after which 
entrenched vested interests are possibly broken up 
long enough to allow a reform process to take root).
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How can countries break free of these disabling 
traps? Collier’s prescriptions lay great stress on cred-
ible long-term commitments from external actors for 
a peace-building presence; aid in the form of technical 
assistance to build skills among the depleted ranks 
of government professionals and service providers; 
reconstruction of critical infrastructure such as roads 
and trade corridors that help landlocked countries 
connect to the outside world; and the negotiation of 
charters between a recovering country’s government 
and its international backers to foster greater transpar-
ency and acceptable norms of behavior in everything 
from business investments to budgeting, and the 
disposition of revenues generated by oil or mineral 
wealth. Collier’s recommendations are both ambitious 
and innovative. Unfortunately, the U.S. Government is 
poorly postured to step up to the task at hand.

Getting Our House in Order
Reforming U.S. Governmental structures and 

processes is never easy, but it is essential if the United 
States is to improve its capacity for responding to 
state failure and postconflict recovery. The overarch-
ing goal must be to better integrate the political, 
humanitarian, economic, military, and develop-
mental instruments of national power in a fashion 
that increases the effectiveness of U.S. Government 
responses. Several priorities should guide this effort:

n The initial emergency phase of humanitarian re-
sponse should be structured in a way that facilitates 
economic reforms in the country at the grassroots 
level. At present, the response system does not rigor-
ously, effectively, or consistently integrate economic 
interventions into its programming. A more system-
atic set of programs to stimulate economic activity 
and strengthen markets is a fundamental part of 
recovery.

n Food aid, under the USAID Food Aid and Food 
Security Policy (Title II), makes up nearly half of the 
U.S. Government’s budget for emergency response, 
but is the least flexible of all the sources of funding. 
One action the executive branch should consider is 
to urge congressional support for reform of U.S. food 
aid policies, most notably a provision that would 
allow up to 25 percent of Title II aid to be bought 
in developing countries. If used effectively, this new 
purchasing authority would be a powerful tool that 
aid officers could use to help stimulate local agricul-
tural markets and increase economic activity.

n More than any other element, economic growth, 
particularly early in reconstruction, appears one of 

the most important factors in a country’s success-
ful recovery. While growth can be stimulated by the 
careful investment of foreign aid resources, this av-
enue is not sufficient in itself. The reduction of trade 
barriers between a recovering state and developed 
economies can have a profound effect on growth 
rates if other factors are taken into account. A func-
tional road and highway system, connection to ocean 
ports, and other infrastructure are important. Infra-
structure and external aid must be combined with 
the lowering of trade barriers and the integration of 
a recovering state into the international economic 
order in the early stages of reconstruction. Finally, 
donors must contribute both funds and expertise 
to the creation of a favorable legal and regulatory 
framework for business development.

n Reform must come from within; it cannot be 
successfully imposed by external actors if there is no 
local will or leadership to carry it through. Inter-
national and bilateral efforts at state-building have 
limits. Consequently, international agencies should 
try to search for, embrace, and fund the indigenous 
change agents or reform-minded leadership in fragile 
or failed states on the road to recovery, as these are 
the people who will increase the chances for their 
states to succeed. This means making an active effort 
to identify and support the work of reform-minded 
ministers and community leaders.

Beyond these specific steps is the paramount need 
for sustained funding. While funding over a long pe-
riod of time (10 to 15 years) may not ensure success, 
a 2007 RAND study demonstrated that the absence 
of sustained funding ensures the failure of state-
building.13 The creation of a permanent, predictable 
reconstruction and recovery account in the USAID 
budget for conflict countries would be a useful first 
step. Absent this reform, making the emergency re-
sponse accounts of the State Department and USAID 
more flexible, so that funds can be used for recon-
struction, might be a more politically realistic option. 
Either way, real improvement in U.S. performance 
will be hard to achieve without a resource base on 
which to build.

Complex Contingencies: Can They  
Restore Governance?

In contemporary parlance, armed interven-
tions aimed at quelling conflict in fragile or failing 
states are often framed in remedial terms. The core 
objective, we are told, is to “export stability” into 
war-torn regions. But what does that really mean? 
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Past interventions have aimed variously at giving 
peace a chance by interposing peacekeepers between 
warring factions that begrudgingly consent to their 
intrusion, or at delivering emergency aid to desper-
ate populations, or at toppling capricious dictators 
who threaten their fellow citizens or neighboring 
countries. If, however, durable stability is the real 
focus, even if only as part of the exit strategy, then 
an additional ingredient needs to be factored in: 
reconstituted governmental structures that people 
accept as legitimate.

Building or rebuilding governments amid the 
tumult of complex civil-military operations is an 
enormously difficult proposition. The operations 
themselves may involve elements of warfare, coun-
terinsurgency, mediation, and capacity-building, 
all within the same venue. Often, as seen in places 
such as Sarajevo or Baghdad, the initial jolt of the 
intervention itself may trigger an onset of prob-
lems—looting, retributive violence, a spike in street 
crime—that need mitigation. Moreover, even when 
the governance issue is squarely on the table, practi-
tioners will bring their own biases when the question 
of how best to proceed is raised.

Competing Strategies and Critical Tradeoffs
In their initial phases, many complex operations 

are afflicted by a dearth of basic information when 
it comes to daily patterns of local governance. The 
first and most obvious question is: who is really 
in charge? Even in a failed state, power abhors a 
vacuum; is it filled by tribal councils, family oli-
garchs, key religious leaders, warlords who extort 
others for a living, rebel leaders who fight for a cause, 
or figureheads sitting in some faraway national 
capital? Second, what keeps these leaders in charge: 
seniority, tribal loyalty, electoral sanction, a widely 
feared praetorian guard, wealthy outside patrons, or 
locally exploitable resources? And third, and most 
important, how are these leaders viewed by their 
constituencies: as revered masters, defenders of 
their rights, predators, or self-aggrandizers? It can 
be a great benefit when a recovering or transitional 
country has a national unifying figure in its midst, 
such as a Norodom Sihanouk, Nelson Mandela, or 
Xanana Gusmão, but these cases are very much the 
exception, not the rule.

The next challenge is to fit the strategy to the 
socio-political context. Broadly, outside interven-
ers may favor either stability- or reformist-oriented 
strategies. The former tend to be ex ante–focused—
that is, recovery of prewar stability—and attach over-

riding importance to achieving short-term priorities, 
such as reestablishing a modicum of security, restor-
ing traditional elites, and providing vital services 
in whatever ways those were delivered previously. 
The latter strategies, by contrast, are more ambi-
tious and forward looking. They aim at cultivating 
and empowering civil society in ways that promote 
human rights and build the rule of law, and thereby 
create greater demands for accountable government; 
not surprisingly, democracy promotion is often a key 
component of this approach.

Ideally, one would want a blend of the two, but 
achieving this mix is difficult. Stabilizers are often 
criticized for acting with excessive expediency and 
for accepting unfair status quos or corrupt leaders 
in the interests of pursuing other goals (for example, 
counterterrorism), thereby sacrificing longer term 
improvements in governance. Reformers, on the 

Missile explodes in northern Gaza Strip during assault by Israeli war-
planes, December 2008
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Afghan police destroy opium poppies during eradication operations
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other hand, invite criticisms for purported indiffer-
ence or hostility to the issue of cultural acceptance, 
while pursuing civic initiatives that can polarize local 
communities (such as schooling for women in patri-
archal societies) or create the fact of political winners 
and losers (for example, through electoral processes), 
thereby introducing a new set of instabilities even as 
old ones are resolved. Controversy can also attach to 
each strategy’s sectoral choices. Stabilizers typically 
concentrate on building capacity in the military or 
police organizations, primarily to ease the opera-
tional burdens on the outside interveners. Reformers 
tend to focus on civil governance reforms, but they 
worry the governance structures may not be able to 
control the empowered security apparatus they may 
someday inherit.

Finally, there is an important “vertical” dimen-
sion to choices about governance-building strategy. 
Outside interveners, not surprisingly, tend to focus 
on the national level initially, with the aim of find-
ing ways to consolidate legitimate state authority 
and extend its writ into the country’s hinterlands. 
In such diverse capital cities as Kabul, Baghdad, 
Port au Prince, Monrovia, or Phnom Penh, post–
ColdWar era interveners have sought to strengthen 
or rebuild national ministries and to regularize 
their budgets, thus both cutting down on corrup-
tion and boosting the skills of their staff cohorts. 

Even provincial level reconstruction activity, such 
as that carried out in Colombia, Afghanistan, 
or Iraq, has a writ-extending focus. Yet all these 
“top-down” approaches coexist uneasily with a 
“bottom-up” imperative in which the search for au-
thority starts at the municipal level and may involve 
empowering local groups, such as Sunni militias in 
Iraq’s Anbar Province, in the interests of counter-
ing or marginalizing locally based insurgents who 
feed upon the population’s resentment of a national 
government whose legitimacy they contest.

Can’t We All Just Get Along?
However the strategy is crafted, a basic ques-

tion for any complex contingency is how well the 
interveners themselves can work together, not only 
at the inception of the operation but also through 
unit or personnel rotations that occur over long-
duration missions. Especially in the governance 
arena, the civil-military character of these operations 
requires more than just the deconfliction or loose 
coordination of activity, but a full integration of 
effort between professionals from different insti-
tutional cultures with their own operating styles. 
Not surprisingly, stereotypes on each side abound; 
diversity within each community is often missed as a 
result. Just as civilians can be put off by the military’s 
penchant for rigid operational routine, military 
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personnel are frequently frustrated by what they see 
as a haphazard or less-than-focused routine among 
their civilian colleagues. Somewhat ironically, it is in 
the more dangerous operating environments where 
civilians and military cadre tend to get along the 
best; there is no choice but to do so. As the setting 
becomes more permissive, internal coalition man-
agement becomes a more demanding task.

As the foregoing discussion on strategy suggests, 
the drama of capacity-building for governance usu-
ally unfolds on two levels. At the national level, the 
prime venue is found in the various ministries—
interior, defense, trade, education, finance, and 
so forth—where policies are set, civil servants are 
recruited, and resources are matched to service 
delivery requirements across critical sectors (such 
as security, health, and commerce). For outside 
interveners, the key objective is to provide techni-
cal assistance and oversight, usually attained via 
the technique of embedding personnel directly into 
various ministries. These embedded personnel may 
have physical challenges such as getting to and from 
their ministries safely, but it is the cognitive domain 
that is the most difficult to penetrate. Learning how 
a given institution really works—its budgeting, per-
sonnel, and programmatic activities—and know-
ing how to be most effective in assisting positive 
growth in capacity, while challenging fraud, waste, 
and abuse, are daunting tasks, even for personnel 
who are already schooled in the local language and 
culture.

Generally, the civil-military dynamics at the na-
tional capital level are most likely to play out in terms 
of critical choices over security sector reform and its 
funding. The job of aligning policing and military 
tasks between the key ministries can be a contentious 
one, especially where the government faces an active 
insurgency and a huge demand for the protection of 
critical facilities (such as the energy grid). Beyond 
that, funding delays and program management 
shortfalls for civil police training, equipping, and 
advisory programs have been sore points for military 
commanders who find themselves hard pressed to 
staff their own training elements—a traditional arena 
for special operations forces pre-9/11—without the 
added complication of “mission creep” pressures they 
may find difficult to fend off. However, these chal-
lenges may pale in comparison to civil-military chal-
lenges at the second level of governance capacity-
building, the provincial level.

Provincial governance challenges are often seen 
as the Achilles’ heel of complex operations, and 

not without reason. The political terrain can be rife 
with local power brokers and their armed loyalists, 
corrupt or unpaid civil servants, and dilapidated 
infrastructure, all amidst public expectations for 
improvement that the intervention itself has inflated 
to unrealistic levels. To meet these expectations, 
military commanders will seek to mobilize quick-
impact programs with contingency funding explicitly 
intended for this purpose. What they have lacked, 
and chronically so, are rapidly employable technical 
experts who could advise them, say, on how best to 
fix a local irrigation system with longer term devel-
opmental priorities in mind, or what steps need to 
be taken to ensure that rebuilt community schools or 
health clinics will actually have teachers or doctors 
and nurses to staff them. The dearth of expertise and 
agile funding to bridge quick-impact programs and 
long-term recovery has been a huge challenge for 
complex operations.

Improving Field Performance
Without question, the array of challenges facing 

complex contingencies is enormous. Perhaps the big-
gest challenge, to embellish upon Reinhold Niebuhr’s 
prayerful plea, is to somehow muster the courage to 
overcome those obstacles that can be surmounted, 
the skill to discern those that are impervious to rem-
edy and work around them, and the wisdom to know 
one from the other.

Which obstacles can be overcome? In brief, it 
would be those that appear most responsive to infu-
sions of greater knowledge, resources, or the right 
mix of skills. Four steps are critically important.

Fill information and analytic deficits. Despite 
recent improvements, U.S. agencies still have a 
long way to go in building a better knowledge base 
for likely operating venues. Improved situational 
awareness will help shape the terms of entry (for ex-
ample, for forceful or negotiated entry) and generate 
better estimates of how interventions will reshape 
conflict dynamics within the country or region in 
question. That in turn will help to recapture the 
concept of ripeness as part of the U.S. Government’s 
calculus for targeting expeditionary operations. 
Moreover, once they are deployed, information-
sharing between military and civilian elements 
remains difficult. Procedures should be developed 
that enable the humanitarian and developmental 
data collected in stabilization missions to default 
into “common user space” unless affirmatively 
sorted into a classified channel for counterterrorism 
or counterinsurgency.
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Enhance self-knowledge. Though it is often paid 
lip service, good analysis of lessons learned remains 
hard to do. Within the defense community, despite 
recent improvements in the joint arena, after-action 
reporting remains the preserve of specific commands 
and the military Services, while on the civilian side, 
the endeavor is still in its infancy. What is needed is a 
well-honed interagency lessons learned process that 
can cull out and review incoming assessments from 
a growing array of sources—blogs, commissioned 
studies, debriefings, and so forth—using an agreed 
methodology. Such a process could be a valuable cor-
rective against the risk of “over-learning”—proffering 
up one experience in one venue as a best practice 
with broad applicability—as well as a good means to 
sort out instrumental from environmental expla-
nations in determining the factors behind a given 
success or failure.

Improve capacity-building at the retail level. Since 
their unveiling in the early phases of the Afghan 
campaign, provincial reconstruction teams have 
proved their worth as useful vehicles for small-scale 
reconstruction projects, as well as for capacity-
building for village- and district-level governance 
and police reform. They still remain constrained, 
however, by a lack of diversified expertise across 
all the areas—rule of law, engineering, agriculture, 
and police, among others—to which they could 
potentially contribute, and the task of identifying 
priorities across the sectors of governance, security, 

and development remains idiosyncratic. A fourfold 
approach is needed: clearer interagency guidance for 
the planning and execution of projects; new funding 
streams for civilian-led stabilization comparable to 
those already available to military commanders; less 
reliance on contractors for key assignments where lo-
cal engagement requires a U.S. Government presence 
on the expeditionary team; and more extensive team-
building opportunities prior to deployment, so that 
the break-in time for newly arriving staff is as tightly 
compressed as possible.

Address equipment and service shortfalls. Meeting 
the equipment needs for expeditionary elements in 
nonpermissive field settings is an ongoing challenge, 
as is ensuring comparable support for the medi-
cal and other needs of civilian field personnel and 
contractors deployed by various agencies. Complex 
operations tend to draw heavily on areas where the 
United States has traditionally found it hard to match 
supply to requirements, most notably with respect 
to armored vehicles, nonlethal weapons, rapidly 
deployable explosive ordnance disposal, air defense 
countermeasures, and improvised explosive device 
countermeasures that work in multinational settings.

And for those obstacles that must be worked 
around? Broadly, they fall into an area characterized 
by differing institutional equities that drive predi-
cable patterns of behavior and create friction along 
the way.

Resolve tensions between diplomatic mediators and 
expeditionary planners. Whenever the United States 
takes the lead role in negotiating the terms of entry 
for expeditionary forces into an operational arena, 
such as Bosnia (the Dayton process) or Afghanistan 
(the Bonn process), there is going to be an inherent 
tension between those who negotiate a settlement 
and those who plan and resource the subsequent 
operation. This is perfectly understandable. Media-
tors must zealously guard their talks from malign 
outside influence; they therefore tend to be exclusive. 
Planners by contrast need every available player with 
legal authority and funding at the table; they perforce 
must be inclusive. The problems are predictable: 
planning is delayed; the quick onset of an agreement 
produces pressures for near-instantaneous decisions 
on forces and resource commitments; and imple-
menters then begin to pick apart the agreement at its 
weakest points. The best way to contain these ten-
sions is to insist that the negotiation team be seeded 
with a few capable planners who can advise on the 
practicality of settlement provisions before the final 
deal is cut.

United Nations offered Burundian refugees in Tanzania cash grants and 
food packages as incentives to return home
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Balance the stabilizers and reformers. When it 
comes to managing tensions between short-term 
and long-term priorities, complex operations plan-
ners have no choice: they need both perspectives. 
The question is how to ensure those tensions have 
a creative rather than a destructive result. Faced 
with initial stabilization imperatives, the opera-
tion’s leadership should insist on capacity-building 
programs that keep pace with operational needs. 
For the reformist camp, that means some measure 
of compromise—that is, accepting programs that 
might not make the cut if long-term development 
were the only goal. By the same token, the leader-
ship’s injunction to the stabilizers should be that 
quick-impact projects that fail to achieve their 
promised results—for example, a schoolhouse with 
no teachers—are not a good investment, and that 
individual projects should be accompanied wherev-
er possible by a transition plan that keeps long-term 
sustainment in sight. This is especially challenging 
in the governance arena, where the institutions that 
cushion the shocks of electoral alternation need to 
be put in place.

Tolerate differences between partisan and impar-
tial actors. Certain civilian actors in the expedi-
tionary environment, especially humanitarian 
relief providers, regard neutrality as a key to their 
operational effectiveness, so there is always going to 
be some level of tension between them and U.S. or 
coalition personnel whenever the latter are seen as 
partisans on the political landscape. The challenge 
here is to keep a good two-way dialogue, so that 
each knows what the other is doing and, where pos-
sible, to create agreed rules of the road. It remains 
the case, however, that the factors encroaching on 
NGO impartiality are numerous and are broader 
than simply guilt by association with the U.S. 
military. If NGOs cannot secure their protection by 
standing out as neutrals, as UN peacekeepers try 
to do, they must either blend in or armor up. Both 
options have their drawbacks in terms of gaining 
access to populations in need that are scattered 
across a dangerous landscape.

Manage competing lines of authority. In complex 
operations, it is a fact of life that the mission’s lead-
ing civilian official and military commander will 
work up through their respective chains of com-
mand. Even in cases where the former has presiden-
tially conveyed chief-of-mission authority, the latter 
can and will submit a reclama on decisions deemed 
risky, unwise, or wrong. This pattern has always 
been the case in multinational operations, where 

assigned national units cross-check directives com-
ing down the operation’s chain of command against 
guidance from their own capital. There is no way 
around this fact of life; what we can reasonably aim 
to achieve is a greater unity of effort, if not a com-
plete unity of command, forged by a shared view 
of core policy objectives, the strategies to achieve 
them, and the efforts of compatible personalities. 
This places an absolute premium on the need to 
build leadership teams.

In the end, policymakers have good reason to 
be wary of launching complex contingencies into 
weak or failing states, given how polarizing nation-
building and counterinsurgency missions have been 
over the past half-century. Nevertheless, prevailing 
strategic conditions are not likely to let U.S. policy-
makers off the hook of tough decisions on whether 
to lead or support these kinds of missions in the 
future, given the mix of national security, political, 
diplomatic, and humanitarian interests that may be 
at stake. For this reason, the United States must do 
what it reasonably can to prepare for such missions. 
Greater preparedness in this area need not be seen 
as a license for wasteful, ill-advised interventions, 
but rather as a safeguard against them. gsa

N o t e s

1  Statistics Finland, “World in Figures,” June 2008, 
available at <www.stat.fi/tup/maanum/index_en.html>.

2  Francis Fukuyama, State Building: Governance and 
World Order in the Twenty-first Century (London: Profile 
Books, 2005).

3  Robert Cooper, The Breaking of Nations: Order and 
Chaos in the Twenty-first Century (New York: Atlantic 
Monthly Press, 2003).

4  For an informative review that compares and con-
trasts the various measures, see Susan E. Rice and Stewart 
Patrick, Index of State Weakness in the Developing World 
(Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2008), 5–7.

5  Stewart Patrick, “Weak States and Global Threats: 
Fact or Fiction?” The Washington Quarterly 29, no. 2 (Spring 
2006), 27–53.

6  Moisés Naím, “The Five Wars of Globalization,” 
Foreign Policy, no. 134 (January-February 2003).

7  George J. Tenet, “Written Statement for the Record,” 
Joint Inquiry Committee, Senate Select Committee on Intel-
ligence, October 17, 2002.

8  Andrew Price-Smith, The Health of Nations (Cam-
bridge: MIT Press, 2002).

9  See the following publications by David P. Fidler: 
“Developments involving SARS, International Law, 
and Infectious Disease Control at the Sixth Meeting of 
the World Health Assembly,” The American Society of 



118 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A D A P T I N G  T O  e I G h T  G L O B A L  C h A L L e N G e S

International Law Insights (June 2003), available at <www.
asil.org/insigh108.cfm>; “Influenza Virus Samples, Inter-
national Law, and Global Health Diplomacy,” Emerging 
Infectious Diseases 14, no. 1 (January 2008), 88–94; and 
“Globalization, International law, and Emerging Infectious 
Diseases,” Emerging Infectious Diseases 2, no. 2 (April-June 
1996), available at <www.cdc.gov/ncidod/eid/vol2no2/fidler.
htm>.

10  United Nations General Assembly, “2005 World 
Summit Outcome,” October 2005, available at <http://
daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N05/487/60/PDF/
N0548760.pdf?OpenElement>.

11  For background on Sphere standards and its collabo-
rating organizations, see <www.sphereproject.org/>.

12  Paul Collier, The Bottom Billion: Why the Poorest 
Nations Are Failing and What Can Be Done about It (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007).

13  James Dobbins et al., The Beginner’s Guide to Nation-
Building (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2007), xxi.

Contributors

Dr. James A. Schear (Chapter Editor) is Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Partnership 
Strategy and Stability Operations. Previously, he 
served as Director of Research in the Institute 
for National Strategic Studies (INSS) at National 
Defense University (NDU). Dr. Schear also 
served as an advisor to the United Nations on 
field missions in Cambodia and the Former 
Yugoslavia and held research appointments 
at Harvard University, Carnegie Endowment, 
Henry L. Stimson Center, Aspen Institute, and 
International Institute for Strategic Studies.

Dr. Frederick M. Burkle, Jr., is a Senior Public 
Policy Scholar at the Woodrow Wilson Interna-
tional Center for Scholars and a Senior Fellow 
in the Harvard Humanitarian Initiative at Har-
vard University. Dr. Burkle also holds academic 
appointments at Johns Hopkins University and 
the Uniformed Services University of the Health 
Sciences. He has served as a Deputy Assistant 
Administrator for the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID) and has worked 
in numerous complex emergencies, including in 
northern Iraq, Somalia, Liberia, and the Former 
Yugoslavia.

Dr. Michael T. Klare is the Five College Profes-
sor of Peace and World Security Studies, a joint 
appointment at Amherst, Hampshire, Mount 

Holyoke, and Smith Colleges, and the Universi-
ty of Massachusetts at Amherst. He is the author 
of Resource Wars (Owl Books, 2001), Blood 
and Oil (Metropolitan Books, 2004), and Rising 
Powers, Shrinking Planet: The New Geopolitics of 
Energy (Henry Holt and Company, 2008).

Joseph McMillan is Principal Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for International Security 
Affairs. Previously, he served as Senior Research 
Fellow in INSS at NDU. A specialist on regional 
defense and security issues in the Middle East, 
South Asia, as well as transnational terrorism, 
Mr. McMillan has more than two decades of ex-
perience as a civilian official in the Department 
of Defense, and he also has served as academic 
chairman of the Near East South Asia Center 
for Strategic Studies.

Andrew S. Natsios is Distinguished Profes-
sor in the Practice of Diplomacy in the Walsh 
School of Foreign Service at Georgetown 
University. From May 2001 to January 2006, 
he served as Administrator of USAID. During 
this period, he managed USAID reconstruc-
tion programs in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Sudan, 
which totaled more than $14 billion over 4 
years. President George W. Bush appointed him 
Special Coordinator for International Disaster 
Assistance and Special Humanitarian Coordina-
tor for Sudan.



119GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

N ational and international security now in-
volves nonstate actors to an extent unprec-
edented in modern history. Transnational 

movements and substate groups have tremendous 
power both to contribute to the greater good and 
to bring about violence, death, and repression. The 
most prominent such threat arises from transnation-
al Salafi jihadism, of which al Qaeda is the standard 
bearer. Al Qaeda and the larger movement that pres-
ently command America’s attention remain serious 
threats for two primary reasons. First, this movement 
threatens the use of weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD), though its ability to do so in the near term 
is questionable. Second, the movement’s ability to 
create humanitarian dystopias, as in Afghanistan and 
Iraq’s Anbar Province, among other places, remains 
significant and should not be underestimated.

Nevertheless, the movement has substantial weak-
nesses and arguably is self-limiting.1 It finds itself 

Chapter 6
Transnational Movements and  
Terrorism

surrounded on all sides by opponents that include 
not only the Western democracies but also the me-
dia, the governments in majority Muslim countries, 
mainstream Muslims, and even other Islamists. 
Moreover, it is becoming clear that the Muslim 
community’s familiarity with al Qaeda and its ilk is 
breeding contempt, not converts.

Recent poll results underscore some of these 
points. Gallup polls taken across the Muslim world 
make clear that many Muslims, justifiably or not, are 
extremely skeptical about U.S. actions and policies, 
but that these feelings do not translate into support 
for al Qaeda and its associates. In fact, only 7 percent 
of Muslims, some 91 million people, “fully support” 
the attacks of September 11, 2001, with another 7 
percent leaning toward supporting it.

Clearly, then, the United States has some fence-
mending to do among Muslims. The terrorism prob-
lem, however, is much smaller in extent than even 

Girl in Islamic Jihad headcovering rallies with Palestinian Islamic Jihad militants in Gaza City
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Gallup’s numbers indicate. Al Qaeda and likeminded 
groups boast as members only a fraction of 1 percent 
of the 91 million Muslims who may have celebrated 
September 11. Arguably, this suggests that increas-
ing America’s popularity among Muslims, while 
desirable in itself, is an inefficient way to shrink the 
number of Salafi jihadists. Indeed, some of America’s 
staunchest allies against al Qaeda—such as Hamas, 
the Muslim Brotherhood, the Iranian regime, many 
radical preachers, even the much maligned Arab 
media—may be some of our staunchest foes on other 
issues. In short, an approach to the contest in which 
the United States remains active but does not insist 
on putting its actions (especially the military ones) at 
center stage may be most effective.

A look at the psychology of terrorists can also pay 
dividends. It turns out that terrorists of any stripe are 
mostly notable for their similarity to the rest of us (a 
point that the Gallup results make in a different way). 
What makes them different is not their individual 
psychology, but their group, organizational, and 
social psychologies. A comprehensive understand-
ing of the social, historical, and political contexts 
in which terrorist groups arise suggests a typology 
of terrorism. Among the substate terrorists, there 
are five basic types: social revolutionary (left-wing), 
right-wing fascist, nationalist-separatist, religious 
extremist, and single-issue terrorists. The religious 
extremists divide into violent religious fundamental-
ists (such as al Qaeda) and those fighting for “new 
religions.” Each of these types has a different group 
psychology, and thus different policy prescriptions 
are appropriate for each.

The next issue to consider is the nightmare 
scenario that terrorists will acquire and use WMD. 
The U.S. Government is not well prepared—intel-
lectually, legally, organizationally, or in terms of 
capability—to respond to catastrophically disrup-
tive incidents. Fortunately, few terrorist groups in 
recent decades have actually tried to use WMD, not 
least because there are more readily available con-
ventional means of gaining attention. But al Qaeda 
does not fit that profile and has sought to acquire 
unconventional weapons.

Looking to the future, technology, notably 
biological technology, is in the process of “super-
empowering” not just small groups such as terrorist 
organizations, gangs, organized criminal networks, 
anarchists, and ultra-extreme environmentalists, but 
even Unabomber-style individuals. The successful 
response to this emerging threat will probably have 
to aspire to be an “all-of-society” response.

Assessing the Salafi Jihadist Movement
A particularly idiosyncratic understanding of the 

Sunni Islamic faith called “Salafi jihadism” by its 
practitioners underpins al Qaeda and inspires more 
than 100 kindred terrorist groups around the world, 
not to mention numerous isolated groups or even 
individuals.2 Salafi jihadism is a minority, reaction-
ary viewpoint within a wider acrimonious debate 
among Muslims about how to reconcile the progress 
and frustration unleashed across the Islamic world 
by modernization and globalization.3 Though many 
Muslims (and, for that matter, non-Muslims) are 
concerned about the implications of globalization, 
only a tiny minority of Sunnis adhere to the stern 
tenets of this harsh and xenophobic worldview that 
calls for the formation of a caliphate—an Islamic 
superstate stretching from Spain to Indonesia—and 
the conversion of all other Muslims from their pur-
portedly innovative, unfounded, and corrupt beliefs. 
(It is important to note that the destruction of the 
United States is not among the goals per se of Salafi 
jihadists, though many, perhaps most of them, would 
be happy to see it happen. Instead, they desire to see 
the United States quit the Muslim world as part of 
a process to topple corrupt regimes and hasten the 
beginning of the caliphate.)

Salafis seek a return to what they believe was the 
simple and pure truth of Islam as it was first prac-
ticed, hence, the Arabic word Salafi, which means 
“return to the forefathers.” (Whether they are correct 
in their understanding of Islam’s original nature is 
another question.) Even within the Salafi commu-
nity, however, there are important divisions.4 A large 
component of the community eschews engagement 
in politics, let alone violence, because they believe 
that such activities pit people against each other 
when they should, instead, be coming together in 
“true” (that is, Salafi) Islam. A second, probably larger 
component, which includes the Muslim Brother-
hood, is willing to engage in politics—for instance, 
by standing for election—and to use violence when 
deemed necessary. The smallest component of the 
Salafi community is the actual Salafi jihadists them-
selves, who believe that violent jihad is presently an 
obligation incumbent on every true Muslim, and that 
democracy is un-Islamic. The Salafi jihadist theology 
was codified by Egyptian Sayyid Qutb (1906–1966) in 
the 1960s, proliferated via radical Egyptian and Saudi 
scholars during the 1960s and 1970s, oxygenated dur-
ing the jihad against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan 
in the 1980s, and updated by al Qaeda’s leadership in 
the 1990s. Today, al Qaeda remains its vanguard.
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Salafi jihadism shares the major characteristics of 
the other great radical ideologies of the post–Indus-
trial Revolution era:

n a social critique that resonates widely
n a call to violence as the only way to alter a cor-

rupt social order
n a utopian vision of the future that will follow a 

violent uprising.

Like Karl Marx’s critique of unconstrained capi-
talism, much of Salafi jihadism’s social critique is 
powerful and resilient. It taps into widely accepted 
historic Arab and Sunni mythology about the man-
ner in which Christian crusaders, Mongol hordes, 
and assorted Western colonizers have successively 
subjugated and oppressed Islam and Muslims for 
centuries. It further criticizes Muslims for being 
seduced by alien values such as nationalism, secular-
ism, and democracy. It projects fault onto external 
forces: the Other. It dovetails with the blame that 
Arab and Islamic states have projected on the West 
for generations, but it extends fault to insufficiently 
pious Muslim government leaders, calling for their 
violent overthrow. Though parts of this critique are 
less well supported within the Sunni world, such as 
the opposition to nationalism and democracy, as a 
general proposition it has a strength, and a politico-
cultural authenticity, that make it stubbornly resis-
tant to counter-messaging from the outside.

Salafi jihadism’s weakness is not in its social 
critique, but in its prescriptions. First, in its call for 
violent jihad, it is on shaky ground with the general 
Muslim population. Polling done by Gallup indicates 
that perhaps some 91 million Muslims worldwide see 
the September 11 attacks as fully justified. Yet only a 
minuscule fraction of even these most anti-American 
Muslims have been willing to join the Salafi jihadist 
movement, let alone al Qaeda itself. The fact is that 
most Muslims do not support violent jihad except 
(if at all) under very circumscribed conditions. They 
certainly do not welcome an “all jihad, all the time” 
approach. In fact, the polling compellingly points 
out that most Muslims who do support violence 
do so on political grounds, not, ultimately, on the 
religious grounds that are central to al Qaeda ideol-
ogy. Indeed, the experience in such locations as 
Riyadh, Amman, and Iraq’s Anbar Province, among 
many others, has shown that when the violence is no 
longer performed far away and out of sight against 
the “Zionist-Crusader” Other, but comes home to 
Islamic communities, it loses its appeal.5

Second, Salafi jihadism features the vision of a 
utopian future based upon historical fiction. This 
vision parallels an equally seductive ahistorical myth 
of socially ideal primitive communism espoused by 
Marx and Friedrich Engels. Much like its ideologi-
cal forerunner, Salafi jihadism’s vision of the future 
anchors on the myth of a near-perfect Sunni caliph-
ate, under a single religious hub and sharia law, that 
stretched from modern-day Morocco to India during 
the 7th and 8th centuries. It aspires to “reestablish” this 
caliphate from Spain to Indonesia, arguing this will 
occur rapidly after the violent overthrow of corrupt 
Muslim autocracies and the elimination of all deca-
dent Western influences throughout the region. Of 
course, as with human societies throughout history, 
there was less utopian bliss in the historic caliphate 
than Salafi jihadists advertise. The Taliban’s real-life 
emirate established in Afghanistan from 1996–2001 
displayed the many horrors for average Muslims that 
will come from the oppressive, misogynistic, and 
xenophobic caliphate that the Salafi jihadists desire.

Al Qaeda is the self-designated vanguard (another 
echo of Marxism) of Salafi jihadism. Its senior leader-
ship cadre has worked since 1996 to communicate its 
social critique and vision of the future, while simultane-
ously recruiting, training, organizing, and inspiring the 
new generation of Sunni terrorists necessary to bring 
about that future. Nevertheless, Salafi jihadism existed 
for some two decades before al Qaeda established itself 
in the late 1980s, and there is every reason to believe 
that the far-flung, organizationally diffuse movement 
will outlast al Qaeda. Thus, the health of al Qaeda may 
be an important issue, but it is not necessarily the deci-
sive issue. Rather, the United States and its allies must 
gauge the vigor of the broader movement.

Present Trends
American policymakers have recently been con-

fronted with dramatically differing analyses of the 
health of and risk posed by al Qaeda and the rest of 
the Salafi jihadist community. One line of analysis 
argues that al Qaeda, operating from its safe haven 
along the Afghan-Pakistan border, remains the 
source of the gravest threat for catastrophic terror.6 
The contending perspective is that al Qaeda’s opera-
tional decline renders it less salient to international 
security concerns than the growing threat from 
diffuse, low-level groups emerging out of local social 
networks and acting out of a shared belief in the 
Salafi jihadist mass media message.7 What are global 
policymakers to think? Can both of these perspec-
tives be correct? If not, which threat is more severe?
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Ultimately, the question of whether al Qaeda itself 
or its relatively diffuse constellation of loosely affiliated 
co-religionists poses the greater threat may be moot. 
Both are substantial threats. Each requires a tailored 
response from its opponents. On the one hand, the 
al Qaeda–led globalized variant is more intellectu-
ally adaptable within its ideological commitment to 
nonstop jihad, but it faces major structural challenges. 
It has the greater ability to mount narrow but devas-
tating attacks, as its track record makes clear. On the 
other hand, the surrounding movement with its vio-
lence-prone group of men poses a more widespread 
but less physically potent threat. There is growing 
evidence that the multifaceted approach to counter-
ing Sunni terrorism that has evolved in the past few 
years, with a concentration on denying al Qaeda its 
desired outcomes, is showing signs of success. While 
American strategy for countering terrorism can, of 
course, be improved, policymakers should use caution 
to avoid discarding methods that are known to work, 
in their zeal to get rid of what has not.

Responding to the Threat
In organizational and strategic terms, the Salafi 

jihadists have faced substantial setbacks over the 
last several years. The United States and its part-
ners have continued regularly to kill or capture key 

leaders, such as a succession of operational chiefs of 
al Qaeda central, and a string of successive leaders 
of “al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula.” There have 
been similar successes against Jamaah Islamiyah in 
Southeast Asia, and against other groups large and 
small across the globe. Important leaders of al Qaeda 
in Iraq, including Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, have been 
killed or captured. Moreover, the overall Salafi jihad-
ist position in Iraq is, as of this writing, grim, under 
relentless American military pressure, and facing 
increasingly capable Iraqi services and the Sunni 
tribal “Awakening.” In sum, because of the combined 
pressures of various national security services and 
the military, intelligence, and law enforcement ser-
vices of the United States, al Qaeda and its allies find 
it hard to operate in most places in the globe.

At the same time, the movement has, arguably, 
made a grave strategic blunder. By allowing Zarqawi 
to reorient attention of the Salafi jihadists in Iraq 
and, indeed, in the entire Middle East, toward attack-
ing the Shia, it took on an additional adversary, both 
ideological and physical, while it was still grappling 
with the formidable alliance of the “Jews, Crusaders, 
and [Sunni] apostates.” This was not part of Osama 
bin Laden’s or Ayman al-Zawahiri’s master plan, for 
they always felt that the Shia would be quickly elimi-
nated late in the process of forming a caliphate, when 

Gunman takes position in Tripoli, birthplace of Lebanon’s Salafi movement in the 1950s
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The View from the Muslim World

While military and economic strategies are of critical importance in 
capturing, killing, or containing terrorists, equally important is public 
diplomacy, the battle to win the hearts and minds of people who 
might be sources of recruitment or support for jihad. Although the 
United States and its allies have made progress in learning how both 
to understand and fight against global terrorism, the U.S. Achil-
les’ heel has been a continued failure of public diplomacy, which 
lags far behind the military response. Too often, such diplomacy 
has simply taken the form of public relations, demonstrating how 
likeable the U.S. Government really is. Yet the most important factor, 
which is how the foreign policy of the United States and the rest of 
the developed world is perceived abroad, has been overlooked or 
downplayed.

Anti-Americanism is not based on who “we” are, but on what 
people believe “we” do—in other words, the perceived contrast be-
tween the way we walk and the way we talk. But neither of the two 
aspects of public diplomacy, public relations or public perceptions, 
can succeed without an understanding of what Muslims truly think. 
Getting an accurate fix on the Muslim world continues to be critical 
to limiting the feelings of alienation, powerlessness, and humili-
ation that foster radicalization and recruitment among Muslim 
populations.

The U.S. Government has been engaged in an ideological battle, 
a struggle it frames in terms of ideas, beliefs, and perceptions 
that tend to obscure its vision of the larger situation. Policymak-
ers have had to rely on wildly differing “experts” who, however 
well credentialed, often lacked the global data to back up their 
reading of the Muslim world. Rather than seeing the Muslim world 
through the lens of a Western/American mindset, Washington 
needs new insights that come directly from what large numbers of 
Muslims across the Muslim world really think, not from outsiders 
or, especially, from the extremist terrorists who seized center stage 
and overshadowed the less demonstrative mainstream majority. 
Direct access to Muslim public opinion helps policymakers avoid 
the grand theories, individual political agendas, and ideologies that 
can blur important insights.

To respond effectively to global terrorism, U.S. foreign policymak-
ers require a better understanding of how Muslim majorities see the 
world and, in particular, how they regard the United States. Major 
polling by a number of organizations, including Pew, Zogby, and 
Gallup, provide much needed insight into the minds and hearts of 
Muslims globally.

The Gallup World Poll, which has surveyed a Muslim population 
sampling representing more than 90 percent of the world’s 1.3 billion 
Muslims, is the largest, most comprehensive study of contemporary 
Muslims ever done.1 As such, it now enables us to answer such basic 
questions as: What do Muslims across the world have to say about 
their dreams, hopes, and fears? How many Muslims hold extremist 6 Continued on p. 127

the numbers of Sunni “true believers” would form an 
overwhelming weight to wield against Shia heretics.8 
As a result of these various developments, almost 
nowhere in the world is there a truly permissive 
environment for the operation of Salafi jihadists.

Nevertheless, al Qaeda and the broader movement 
have been adapting in a number of ways. First, al 
Qaeda has worked hard to reestablish a physical safe 
haven in Pakistan, and especially within the Feder-
ally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). Al Qaeda 
requires a place of physical freedom to practice the 
management of a proto-caliphate, to congregate 
in an unfettered manner, and to plan and launch 
spectacular acts of terrorism against its opponents. 
Al Qaeda strategists are incessantly writing to each 
other about the good old days in Afghanistan (be-
tween the expulsion of the Soviet Union in 1989 and 
the post-9/11 invasion), and the need to generate a 
similar safe haven soon. They lament the loss of the 
once-promising safe haven in Iraq, particularly in 
Anbar Province, largely blaming Zarqawi’s intemper-
ance for this. Today, al Qaeda’s strategists are trying 
to establish a permanent safe haven in Pakistan’s bor-
der areas adjacent Afghanistan. Intense efforts since 
late 2005 have produced results. Al Qaeda gained 
a foothold in this area, which by 2009 had become 
a central battle ground. In alliance with young and 
highly militant Pakistani-Pashtun allies, al Qaeda has 
overthrown most of the tribal elder system in west-
ern Pakistan and embarrassed the Pakistani military. 
Many of the major attacks planned and executed 
against Western targets since 2002—including the 
London 7/7 bombings, the United Kingdom–U.S. 
airliner plot of 2006, and the Frankfurt airport plot 
of 2007—have common origins in western Pakistan 
and featured direct contact between key attackers 
and al Qaeda leaders.

Second, al Qaeda has expanded its formal 
franchisee arrangements with heretofore loosely 
affiliated Salafi jihadist groups. Al Qaeda’s leadership 
has tried to formalize relationships and stamp the 
al Qaeda brand name on all forms of regional Salafi 
jihadist and insurgent activity. At the same time, 
these groups seek their share of the prestige, and 
often funding, that goes with the “al Qaeda” name 
and reach out to it. For instance, in 2004, Zarqawi’s 
Iraqi group was assimilated into the movement as 
“al Qaeda of the Two Rivers,” a reference not only to 
Iraq, but also to the wider territory extending toward 
southwestern Iran and Kuwait. Similarly, in early 
2007, distinct references to “al Qaeda of Khoristan” 
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views? What are their priorities? What do Muslims ad-
mire and what do they resent about the United States 
and the West?

Between 2001 and 2007, Gallup conducted more 
than 50,000 hour-long, face-to-face interviews with res-
idents of more than 40 nations that are predominantly 
Muslim, and among significant Muslim populations in 
the West. Respondents represent the young and old, 
female and male, educated and illiterate, wealthy and 
poor, living in urban, suburban, and rural settings. With 
the random sampling method that Gallup used, results 
are statistically valid within a 3-point margin of error.

Extremism and Muslim Populations
Anger at the United States, a sense of not being 

accorded respect, and widespread religiosity seem an 
explosive combination. Muslims nevertheless are, in 
fact, at least as likely as the American public to reject 
attacks on civilians. While 6 percent of Americans think 
attacks in which civilians are targets are “completely 
justified,” in Saudi Arabia, it is 4 percent; in both Leba-
non and Iran, this figure is 2 percent. In Europe, Mus-
lims in Paris and London were no more likely than their 
counterparts in the general public to believe attacks on 
civilians are ever justified, and were at least as likely to 
reject violence, even for a “noble cause.”

Despite widespread disapproval of the U.S. leader-
ship, only a minority sympathize with the attacks of 
September 11, 2001. Some 55 percent said it was 
completely unjustified (a 1 on a 1-to-5 scale from com-
pletely unjustified to completely justified); 12 percent 
gave this item a 2; 11 percent gave it a 3; 7 percent gave 
it a 4.2

To understand what drove public support for ter-
rorism, however, Gallup looked at the outliers—the 7 
percent of the population who saw the 9/11 attacks 
as completely justifiable (5 on the scale), and have an 
unfavorable view of the United States—and compared 
them to the rest. Where was terrorism finding a sympa-
thetic ear?

Perhaps the most significant finding was the lack of 
a finding; there was no correlation between levels of 
religiosity and extremism among respondents. While 
94 percent of the high-conflict group said religion is an 
important part of their daily lives, a statistically identi-
cal 90 percent of the nonviolent mainstream said the 
same thing. Similarly, no significant difference exists 
between the two groups in mosque attendance.

Gallup probed respondents further and asked both 
those who condoned and those who condemned 

extremist acts why they answered as they did. The 
responses fly in the face of conventional wisdom, 
specifically the view held by many people that Islam, 
more than other faiths, encourages violence. Rather, it 
is politics, not piety, that drives 7 percent of Muslims 
to condone fully the attacks of September 11. Looking 
across majority-Muslim countries, Gallup found no sta-
tistical difference in self-reported religiosity between 
those who sympathized with the attackers and those 
who did not. Moreover, when respondents in selected 
countries were asked in an open-ended question to ex-
plain their views of 9/11, those who condemned it cited 
religious as well as humanitarian reasons. For example, 
20 percent of Kuwaitis who called the attacks “com-
pletely unjustified” explained this position by saying 
that terrorism was against the teachings of Islam. In 
Indonesia, one woman said, “Killing one life is as 
sinful as killing the whole world,” paraphrasing verse 
5:32 in the Koran. In contrast, not a single respondent 
who condoned the attacks of 9/11 cited the Koran for 
justification. Instead, this group’s responses were 
markedly secular and worldly—expressed in terms of 
revenge and revolution, not religion. For example, one 
respondent said, “The U.S. Government is too control-
ling toward other countries, seems like colonizing.”

Limiting the growth of terrorism requires the United 
States not only to focus on and try to understand the 
politically radicalized few, but also to appreciate the 
mainstream majority. While not extremists today, a 
significant portion of the world’s Muslim population, 
if further alienated and marginalized, represent the 
seed bed from which tomorrow’s terrorists will grow. 
An analysis of the politically radicalized, the 7 percent 
(some 91 million) of Muslim respondents who believe 
that 9/11 was completely justified and who are con-
vinced that the United States wishes to dominate the 
Middle East, can yield important insights.

Educated, Affluent, Optimistic Radicals
The politically radicalized are, on average, more 

educated and affluent than the mainstream majority, 
and they are also more internationally sophisticated. 
These individuals are surprisingly optimistic about 
their personal futures, but, as might be expected, 
when it comes to their political futures, they are more 
pessimistic.

The politically radicalized are not antidemocratic. A 
significantly higher percentage (50 percent of radicals 
versus 35 percent of the mainstream) say that moving 
toward democracy will foster progress in the Muslim 
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world. In addition, they are even more likely than 
mainstream respondents (58 percent versus 44 per-
cent) to believe that Arab/Muslim nations are eager for 
better relations with the West. They are more cynical, 
however, about whether improved relations will ever 
actually occur. While half (52 percent) of the main-
stream disagree when asked whether the United States 
is serious about promoting democracy, that percentage 
is 72 percent among the radicalized.

The politically radicalized faction conveys a strong 
sense of being “dominated” or even “occupied” by the 
West. Responding to an open-ended question, they 
cite “occupation/U.S. domination” as their greatest 
fear. In contrast, while concerned about American 
influence, the mainstream respondents’ top concern 
centers on economic problems.

“Why Do They Hate Us?”
A common answer to the question, “Why do they 

hate America?” has been, “They hate Americans for 
who they are and what they represent.” While this 
response may accurately describe the terrorists, it does 
not adequately account for the widespread anti-Ameri-
canism among many in the Muslim world, and in other 
countries and regions of the world, who admire the 
principles and values the United States stands for but 
reject its conduct of foreign policy. Despite widespread 
anti-American and anti-British sentiment, Muslims 
around the world said that they do in fact admire much 
of what the West holds dear.

When Gallup asked all respondents in an open-end-
ed question to describe what they admired most about 
the West, the most frequent response was technology, 
expertise, and knowledge; the second most frequent 
was the West’s value system, hard work, and respon-
sibility; and the third was its fair political systems 
and regard for human rights. When respondents were 
asked to describe their dreams for the future, they did 
not describe waging jihad, but instead cited the need 
for a better job, improved economic well-being and 
prosperity, and the possibility of a better future for 
their children. This was the most frequent response 
in Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Indonesia, 
among others.

A Question of Politics, Not Piety
Muslims do not see the West as monolithic; their 

perceptions of different nations fall along policy lines, 
not cultural or religious lines. For example, while 
unfavorable views of the United States (74 percent) and 

the United Kingdom (69 percent) dominate, respon-
dents view France and Germany as positively as they 
do other Muslim-majority countries. For example, only 
21 percent of respondents have unfavorable views of 
France, while 30 percent view Pakistan unfavorably. 
This issue becomes especially clear when comparing 
the United States to its neighbor to the north: Canada. 
While 67 percent of Kuwaitis have unfavorable views of 
the United States, the number for Canada is 3 percent. 
Similarly, where 64 percent of Malaysians say the 
United States is “aggressive,” only 1 in 10 associates 
this quality with France and Germany.

Although a significant number of Muslims admire 
and associate liberty with the West in general and 
the United States in particular, most do not believe 
Americans are serious about supporting democracy 
in the Muslim world, and seem to believe that U.S. 
policies deny Muslims the same rights of self-determi-
nation that they themselves enjoy. Doubting American 
intentions with regard to democracy is closely tied 
with the perception that America is an imperial power 
that controls the Middle Eastern region. More than 65 
percent of Egyptians, Jordanians, and Iranians and 55 
percent of Pakistanis believe that the United States will 
not allow people in their region to fashion their own 
political future the way they see fit, without direct U.S. 
influence. A perceived “democratic exceptionalism” 
when it comes to the Muslim world is also reflected in 
significant percentages who associate the adjective 
“hypocritical” with the United States.

The perceived deep gap between America’s 
espoused values of self-determination, democracy 
promotion, and human rights on one hand, and its ap-
parent “double standard” in failing to put these values 
first in the Muslim world on the other, lead many to be-
lieve that America and its allies must be hostile toward 
Islam and regard Muslims as inferior. Because the per-
ception of how Muslims are treated is so antithetical to 
admired Western values, Muslims reason, these same 
Western powers must simply be singling Muslims out 
for disapproval. When Gallup asked Muslims around 
the world what the West can do to improve relations 
with the Muslim world, the most frequent responses 
were that the West should demonstrate more respect 
for Islam and regard Muslims as equals, not inferiors.

Religion and Terrorism: Challenging Assumptions
Understanding the relationship of religion to terror-

ism, both domestically and globally, remains critical in 
the 21st century. Religion remains an important factor in 
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mainstream Muslim politics, a source of national iden-
tity, and a factor in democratization movements and 
electoral politics from Egypt and Morocco to Turkey, 
Iraq, Bahrain, Kuwait, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Malaysia, 
and Indonesia. At the same time, it is also a source 
of identity and legitimacy for extremists and terrorist 
organizations, domestic and global, which operate 
from Spain to the southern Philippines.

The primary causes of global terrorism are often ob-
scured by the religious language and symbolism used 
by extremists. In most cases, political and economic 
grievances are primary causes or catalysts, and religion 
becomes a way to legitimate the cause and to mobilize 
popular support. Religiously legitimated violence and 
terror add divine or ultimate authority, moral justifica-
tion, religious obligation, and certitude of heavenly 
reward that enhance commitment and sacrifice—a 
willingness to fight and die in a sacred struggle. Yasser 
Arafat, leader of a secular nationalist movement (the 
Palestinian Liberation Organization [PLO] and then the 
Palestinian National Authority), frequently used the 
words jihad and shahid (martyrdom) to enhance his 
influence. Similarly, the Palestinian militia (not just 
the Islamist Hamas) appropriated religious symbol-
ism, called itself the al Aqsa Brigade (a reference to 
the mosque in East Jerusalem opposite the Dome of 
the Rock), and used religious terms such as jihad and 
martyrdom for recruitment, legitimacy, and support.

While a seemingly logical profile of terrorists as-
sumes that they are psychological or social misfits, 
poor, unemployed, and uneducated, this charac-
terization, as in the above-mentioned profile of 
the “politically radicalized” identified in the Gallup 
World Poll, is often inaccurate. Like members, and 
particularly leaders, of many social movements in the 
Muslim world and the West, members of terrorist or-
ganizations are not solely the “have nots,” but rather 
bright, educated, motivated individuals respond-
ing to their perception of grave political or social 
injustice. With some exceptions, the new breed of 
militants and terrorists, from the 9/11 attackers to 
the London bombers, are not the urban poor. Ay-
man al-Zawahiri, a pediatric surgeon, and other al 
Qaeda leaders, as well as those responsible for the 
World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks, such as 
Mohammad Atta, were well-educated, middle-class 
professionals. Many British Muslim militants, such 
as Omar Sheikh, the convicted murderer of journalist 
Daniel Pearl, have been products of the British public 
school system.

Distinguishing between mainstream opposition and 
extremists or terrorists can sometimes be difficult. 
Drawing the line between national liberation move-
ments and terrorist organizations often depends upon 
one’s political vantage point. Israel founders Menach-
em Begin and Yitzhak Shamir, the radical Zionist Irgun 
and Stern Gangs, Nelson Mandela and the African 
National Congress, and Yasser Arafat and the PLO, 
to name only a few, were regarded by their opposi-
tion as terrorist leaders. Yesterday’s terrorists may be 
just that—terrorists; or they may become tomorrow’s 
statesmen. Even grayer and more difficult for some to 
characterize are groups such as Lebanon’s Hizballah, 
which is a militia, a de facto local governing body, and 
a major political party with seats in Lebanon’s parlia-
ment, and Hamas, which has won electoral victories 
not only in municipal but also in national elections in 
Palestine.

Implications
Globally, majorities of Muslims clearly do not see 

conflict with the West as primarily a religious war or 
a “clash of civilizations.” Instead, they distinguish 
between specific Western powers in terms of policy, 
and not principle. The clash-of-civilizations theory 
provides no helpful answers and gains no support in 
Muslim responses to the Gallup World Poll. It may be 
helpful for policymakers to disaggregate “the West” 
and the “Muslim World” into distinct countries, whose 
conflicts and confrontations originate from the specific 
policies of specific nations and their leaders, especially 
the United States.3

When Muslims are asked what is the most impor-
tant thing the United States could do to improve the 
quality of life of people like them, the most common 
responses after “reduce unemployment and improve 
the economic infrastructure” are “stop interfering in 
the internal affairs of Arab states,” “stop imposing your 
beliefs and policies,” “respect our political rights and 
stop controlling us,” and “give us our own freedom.” 
Failure to respond effectively to the hopes and fears of 
the mainstream, and especially those of the politically 
radicalized, will make a bad situation worse.

The voices of majorities of populations should not 
be ignored or overlooked because of the threat from 
an extremist minority, or because Western countries 
have established ties to authoritarian rulers in, for 
example, Tunisia, Algeria, Egypt, Kazakhstan, or Saudi 
Arabia. Acceding to and even supporting the growing 
authoritarianism of some regimes because they are 
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American-born al Qaeda operative justifies future terrorist attacks against 
United States
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(al Qaeda in Afghanistan, eastern Iran, and western 
Pakistan), and the announcement of its leader, Mus-
tafa Abu al-Yazid, began to appear on the al Jazeera 
Web site, with reference to that jihadist group’s evolv-
ing status as the Arab partner to the Taliban. Then, 
in September 2007, the longstanding Salafist Group 
for Call and Combat (GSPC) in Algeria announced 
formal affiliation with al Qaeda and changed its 

name to the “al Qaeda Organization in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM).” These moves extend al Qaeda’s 
reach and reinforce the Salafi jihadist’s narrative 
that a fundamentalist Sunni caliphate is borderless 
and destined to encompass the entire Islamic world 
(see map on p. 139). They also enhance previously 
informal communications and terror management 
conduits and potentially extend al Qaeda access to 
underdeveloped terror recruiting networks such as 
those affiliated with Algerian GSPC across France 
and in other parts of Western Europe.

By way of contrast, Salafi jihadists have only a 
limited ability to forge alliances with Muslims who 
are not Salafi jihadists, even those with whom they 
have very substantial theological similarities. For 
instance, Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood on the 
one hand, and al Qaeda on the other, are constantly 
at daggers drawn, in particular over issues of the 
propriety of electoral politics and the relative value of 
violent and nonviolent aspects of the jihad.

If al Qaeda is unwilling to make common cause 
with non-Salafi jihadist groups, what of their blandish-
ments toward individual Muslims? What is the health 
of the broader movement? Perhaps at the homegrown, 
grassroots level the movement has better prospects.

allies in the so-called war on terror or because they 
warn that Islamists could come to power in elections 
would be seriously short-sighted. If it is to support self-
determination in the Muslim world, the United States 
must make a crucial distinction, and separate violent 
extremists from the many mainstream Islamic activists 
and parties who have proven track records of participa-
tion in electoral politics and government. Perpetuating 
the culture and values of authoritarianism and repres-
sion will only contribute to the long-term instability and 
anti-Americanism that empower the terrorists.

The United States can counter its concerns about 
mainstream Islamists coming to power by supporting 
a strong civil society and rule of law. Multiple political 
parties and professional associations, an independent 
judiciary, and a free press and media offer Muslim 
populations broader political choices. If Islamists are 
the “only game in town,” then their electoral support 
will come not only from their members, but also from 
those who want to cast the only vote they can against 
incumbent governments and for the critical changes 
needed to improve their future.

A wealth of data is available, from the polls cited 
here as well as from other sources, and it offers new 
insights that may point the way toward ending the 
ongoing conflict between the West and the Muslim 
world. It is about policy, not a clash of principles. The 
U.S. Government needs a greater understanding of the 
conflict’s root causes; listening to the voices of a billion 
Muslims is a sound way to begin.

N o t e s

1  Gallup’s self-funded Poll of the Muslim World is 

conducted in 40 predominantly Muslim nations and among 

significant Muslim populations in the West. It is the first data set 

of unified and scientifically representative views from Muslims 

globally. The Poll of the Muslim World is part of Gallup’s larger 

World Poll, a self-funded effort aimed at consistently measuring 

the well-being of 6 billion world citizens (a sample representing 

95 percent of the Earth’s population) on a wide range of topics 

for the next 100 years.
2  Based on a population-weighted average across Egypt, 

Indonesia, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Lebanon, Pakistan, 

Morocco, Iran, and Bangladesh, representing 800 million 

Muslims.
3  David Kilcullen, “Countering Global Insurgency,” The 

Journal of Strategic Studies 28, no. 4 (August 2005), 597–617.

5 Continued from p. 123
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Of the three major features of the ideology’s mes-
sage, one remains resilient while the other two have 
demonstrated substantial weakness. The biggest asset 
the Salafi jihadist movement has is anti-American 
sentiment in the Muslim world. Much less helpful 
is the anti-Israel sentiment there because more and 
more voices are asking why Hamas and Hizballah 
have actively, and apparently successfully, fought 
Israel, while al Qaeda and other Salafi jihadist orga-
nizations have not even tried, despite their rhetoric 
and anti-Semitic stance. In other words, the Salafi 
jihadists are not viewed as being out in front on 
this issue. The preeminent Salafi jihadist Palestinian 
group, Fatah al-Islam, is a minor player in the region 
by comparison with Hamas, Hizballah, and even the 
Lebanese government.9

The credo of necessary violence is the Achilles’ 
heel of the ideology, and its overexposure across the 
Islamic world in recent years has weakened the Salafi 
jihadist appeal. Since at least 2003, when a wave 

of terrorism in Riyadh and Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, 
shocked many Muslim sensibilities about the killing 
of fellow Muslims, al Qaeda has struggled to retain 
a grip on message management regarding the use of 
violence and the desirability of a future Islamic ca-
liphate. Al Qaeda has been forced to rebuke its Saudi 
Arabian arm and one of its few precious celebrities, 
the late Zarqawi, for excessive violence that was ev-
ery bit as appalling to Muslims as to non-Muslims.

Since the summer of 2005, polling across the 
Muslim world has shown a dramatic drop in public 
support and admiration for Osama bin Laden and al 
Qaeda. Revulsion at violence has been the primary, 
though not the only, issue here.10 To the extent that 
mainstream Muslim support for bin Laden as the fig-
urehead of al Qaeda and the Salafi jihadist ideology 
remains, Muslims overwhelmingly link this support 
to his rhetorical stand on behalf of Islamic causes 
and his confrontation of the United States, while 
expressing little support for his violent methods of 
operation or his vision of a utopian Islamic state.11

The Salafi jihadists will have a hard time reversing 
the tendencies of many within the movement toward 
wanton violence. There are two obvious ways to 
control this problem. The first is through tough com-
mand and control; the second is to deny membership 
in the movement to those inclined to indiscriminate 
violence. For a series of interlocking reasons, neither 
of these seems probable. As previously discussed, the 
United States and its partners are busily impeding 
command and control functions within Salafi jihadist 
organizations. As a result, the ability of cooler heads 
at al Qaeda central (for instance) to prevail is inhib-
ited. Indeed, some Salafi jihadist thinkers, notably 
Abu Musab al-Suri, have even started to argue that 
the movement should eliminate its bureaucracies and 
devolve to something more like “leaderless resistance” 
because the U.S. military and local security services 
are optimized to destroy terrorist or insurgent com-
mand and control structures.12 Moreover, the Salafi 
jihadist movement claims to champion the only 
universally applicable version of Islam. Thus, while 
individual groups can control their own member-
ship, the movement as a whole perforce is saddled 
with anyone who claims to be a Salafi jihadist, even 
if he is an incompetent or a bloodthirsty psychopath 
whose actions will discredit the movement in the vital 
Sunni Muslim audience. Ironically, the very growth 
of the Salafi jihadist movement will almost certainly 
undercut its popularity.

The vision of a utopian future brought about 
by violence has also worn poorly across the Sunni 

Student members of India’s ruling party protest terrorist attacks in  
Mumbai, December 2008

A
P 

Im
ag

es
 (M

an
is

h
 S

w
ar

up
)



129GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

Transnational Movements and Terrorism

Muslim world among religious and revolutionary 
elites. Renowned Salafi jihadist and former ideologi-
cal head of Egyptian Islamic Jihad, Dr. Sayyid Imam 
Sharif, also known as “Doctor Fadl,” released a book 
in late 2007 formally renouncing violence, jihadism, 
and the path to social reform espoused by al Qaeda, 
largely on the grounds that it will not succeed.13 
Prominent Saudi clerics continue to issue decrees 
against violence and terrorism in the name of Islam. 
Finally, a growing network of non-Arab Islamic lead-
ers has been condemning Salafi jihadism’s violence 
and its inhumane treatment of Muslims in places 
such as Anbar Province, Iraq, and across western 
Pakistan.14 Most recently, in late May 2008, the 
extremely conservative Deoband Muslim seminary 
in India issued an edict against terrorism as unjust 
and un-Islamic, while also criticizing the Taliban for 
going too far in their implementation of Islamic laws 
in Afghanistan and parts of western Pakistan.15

The growing criticism has put al Qaeda’s leaders 
in an increasingly reactive mode. Deputy al Qaeda 
leader Ayman al-Zawahiri and media spokesmen, 
including the late Abu Laith al-Libi and Abu Yahya 
al-Libi, have been increasingly consumed in detailed 
ideological debates with these challengers within 
the Salafi jihadist movement and across wider Sunni 
Islam. For example, Zawahiri found it necessary to 
issue a 2-hour monologue in early 2008 to counter 
the impact of Dr. Sharif ’s renunciation of Salafi 
jihadism. Extensive and frequent public releases 
assert the necessity of violence, scold Islamic leaders 
and movements who are insufficiently activist, and 
defend the jihad and martyrdom as necessary for 
true believers.

Given these concerns, al Qaeda has expanded its 
efforts at mobilization and recruitment, simultane-
ously endeavoring to counter growing Muslim dis-
content with its aggressive methods and unpalatable 
goals. Much of this growth has come as a normal 
function of the ever-expanding Internet. Since 
2004, al Qaeda has established its own media pro-
duction company, As Sahab. It has also developed a 
new propaganda distribution network known as the 
Al Fajr Media Center, while widening its network 
of Web sites from fewer than 1,000 to more than 
5,000.16 Most of these operate overtly, while others 
have password protection and exhibit sophisticated 
access and message control. The network even fea-
tures more than 100 sites operating in English. The 
content of these Web sites is increasingly aimed at 
the second- and third-generation Islamic diaspora 
across Europe.

For terrorism analysts who focus on measuring 
inputs, expanding Web sites would seem to indicate 
that a new form of self-radicalized, homegrown jiha-
dist has become the greatest terrorist threat inspired 
by Salafi jihadism. In general, however, these efforts 
have not paid off in terms of recruits or converts. 
There is little evidence that they have played an 
important role in the increased anti-Americanism 
around the world or in any resurgence of “Islamic 
feeling” (if such indeed is under way at all). Rather, 
what has demonstrably contributed to America’s bad 
poll numbers have been its overt acts in prosecuting 
the fight against terrorism, primarily the invasion 
of Iraq, and to a lesser extent Afghanistan, and the 
formal and informal media far beyond the jihadists’ 
efforts, which convey inflammatory words and im-
ages from these conflicts.

Moving beyond mere empathy through affiliation 
and on to formal enfranchisement as a practitioner 
of Salafi jihadist terror would appear to require direct 
contact with the core of al Qaeda’s trusted agents. 
Multiple reports over the past few years indicate 
that an increasing number of second- and third-
generation European Muslims are being aggressively 
recruited to come to Pakistan for vetting, training, 
and incorporation into interchangeable terrorism 
operations within Pakistan, across the border in 
Afghanistan, and, most ominously, against targets in 
their countries of origin. Those who fail al Qaeda’s 
litmus test or who cannot gain safe transit back to 
the West remain and conduct terror attacks in South 
Asia. Those whom the leadership trusts, and who 
can secure passage out to the West, will return there 
to conduct spectacular attacks. Consequently, the 
culmination of the process of radicalization to terror-
ism involves physical space. Today, that space is in 
western Pakistan (including the Federally Adminis-
tered Tribal Areas, the Northwest Frontier Province, 
and Baluchistan).

At the same time, the Salafi jihadists have found 
that their media efforts are swamped by those of the 
globalized information and entertainment industry, 
not to mention the vast majority of the imams and 
Islamic scholars. The Salafi jihadists have found that 
these outlets and communicators are overwhelmingly 
hostile to them, even when they are virulently anti-
American and anti-Israeli. Jihadist elites write lengthy 
denunciations of the news media while the rank and 
file threaten death to reporters from al Jazeera and al 
Arabiya.17 The problem, however, from an al Qaeda 
perspective, is much worse than that. Popular media, 
music, and sports are all typically anti-Salafi jihadist 
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in their orientation even when appearing, from a 
Western perspective, as nonpolitical. The movement 
is even plagued by the various September 11 con-
spiracy theories. For instance, it is difficult to attract 
new recruits if they believe that Osama bin Laden is 
a creation of the Central Intelligence Agency, or that 
the attacks were an inside job mounted by the Bush 
administration, or a plot by Israel’s Mossad.18

Ultimately, then, the Salafi jihadist movement is 
failing to attract large numbers of people. Generous 
estimates put its total number at perhaps 250,000 
worldwide. While even this possibly inflated estimate 
sounds like a large number, in fact it is not. It is 
roughly 0.03 percent of the 91 million Muslims 
worldwide who found the September 11 attacks 
“fully justified.” Only some 0.02 percent of all Mus-
lims in the world are Salafi jihadists.

These numbers underscore that there is no straight 
line from grievance to terrorism. In the words of 
one social movement theorist, “If we have learned 
anything from the last thirty years of social move-
ment scholarship, it is of course that no such line 
exists. A huge analytic chasm separates grievances 
and specific strategies of collective action.”19 Another 
scholar put it more directly: “Making Arabs angry 
does not alone turn them into terrorists.”20 Given 
this, there is little reason to believe that burnish-
ing America’s image in the Middle East or among 
Muslims generally—even assuming such is possible, 
and recent scholarship on the many types of anti-
Americanism suggests that perhaps it is not—will be 
an effective, let alone efficient, method of reducing 
the terrorism threat.21

Policy Considerations and Tradeoffs for the 
United States

The United States will continue carrying out 
defensive measures to protect itself and its allies 
against terrorist attacks. The difficult questions are 
what forms of offensive action should be under-
taken, and by whom. Fortunately, the fundamental 
strategic situation is extremely grim for al Qaeda and 
the other Salafi jihadists. The movement is under 
tremendous stress and has failed to attract genuine 
adherents despite its media efforts, the once-high 
(but now declining) popularity of Osama bin Laden, 
and the fact that the U.S. prosecution of the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan is widely unpopular across the 
Islamic world.22

The problem, from the Salafi jihadist perspective, 
is the fact that experience has shown that, all other 
things being equal, the more Muslims are exposed 

to its indiscriminate violence, the less they support 
al Qaeda and the movement it represents. As many 
have argued—including those who still see al Qaeda 
as tremendously dangerous—the movement is inher-
ently self-limiting.23

The United States, ironically, is the best friend that 
the Salafi jihadists have. The Salafi jihadists want the 
United States to use its military power extensively be-
cause they believe such actions help to mobilize Sunni 
Muslims to become Salafi jihadists. It is also worth 
remembering that what most contributes to anti-
Americanism in the Islamic world is the perception 
that U.S. policies unfairly dictate how things must be. 
Reducing the visible American profile in the world 
would undercut Salafi jihadism at least to the extent 
that it can take the edge off of anti-Americanism. 
To this effect, the United States might wish to sup-
port regional programs that grow responsible local 
paramilitary and law enforcement capacity in Sunni 
Muslim states. Building local partner capacity, along 
with intelligence-sharing to help constrain the ability 
of organized Salafi jihadist terror groups to topple 
these regimes, might undercut the effectiveness of the 
terrorists while reducing America’s military profile.

The United States must recognize that it is in a 
similar position to the terrorists. Not surprisingly, 
given its preponderance, the more it uses coercive 
force, the more it is likely to be seen as a threatening 
power. Arguably, the more visible the United States 
is, with the notable exception of manifestly humani-
tarian missions, the less it is liked. Indeed, al Qaeda 
usually wants the United States to act, believing 
that American actions will inevitably validate their 
narrative. Accordingly, the United States must avoid 
falling into a maximalist, activist, and intervention-
ist approach. In addition, it must not make the 
mistake—too often committed by both sides of the 
political system—of believing that it alone has power 
and agency, and that the other peoples around the 
world have none. Furthermore, Washington must 
recognize the limits of its power, not only because 
America’s intrinsic capabilities to deal with this (and 
any other) problem are finite, but also because Mus-
lims themselves will always outnumber Americans 
in Muslim countries, and they have positional and 
cultural advantages over the United States. But the 
United States still enjoys numerous potential part-
ners in fighting Salafi jihadist extremism and vio-
lence. These range all the way from the governments 
of Indonesia, Syria, and Iran, to Hamas and many 
other Islamist groups, to al Jazeera, to the United 
Nations (UN), to traditional allies such as the United 
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Kingdom, Canada, and Australia. Policymakers have 
a range of cooperative techniques available to them 
for dealing with these various countries and groups, 
ranging from unwitting to tacit to covert to overt.

The most important potential partners for the 
United States are Sunni Muslims, who have cred-
ible voices with other Muslims. Salafi jihadists’ 
complaints suggest that most of those in the Islamic 
world are against them. If it is going to take full ad-
vantage of this fact, the United States might continue 
to quietly support Muslim voices opposing Salafi 
jihadism, while improving activities in areas where 
unacceptable al Qaeda strength remains, notably in 
the safe haven of western Pakistan.

Several other policy considerations stand out:

n It may be helpful to measure proposed changes 
in U.S. counterterrorism policy against the possible 
harm from degrading what has already proved suc-
cessful in the struggle against Salafi jihadism and al 
Qaeda. It is clear that an al Qaeda under pressure is 
less tactically and strategically effective. Similarly, 
the Salafi jihadist movement has, at various points 
in its 40-year history, apparently been contained or 
reduced to manageable levels. When the pressure 
was removed, the movement always rebounded.

n While the United States wishes to be well liked 
in the Muslim world, it is clear that America’s un-
popularity is largely unrelated to the health of Salafi 
jihadism. Thus, policymakers may wish to carefully 
scrutinize calls for more and better strategic mes-
saging campaigns to counter the social critique of 
Salafi jihadism. Reform of Islamic societies, under 
the leadership of mainstream Muslims, is most likely 
to render the Salafi jihadi social critique impotent. 
This reform will take time, but Western govern-
ments may be able to help indirectly by continu-
ing to encourage temperate Muslim reformers and 
visionaries, while avoiding heavy-handed gestures 
and pompous demands for immediate change. To 
the extent that direct Western efforts can help, these 
need to be seen and not heard. By the same token, 
Western leaders may wish to take every opportunity 
to provide significant, visible assistance to Muslim 
victims of flooding, earthquakes, famine, and other 
natural disasters. As was the case with U.S. assistance 
to Pakistani Muslim victims of the October 2005 
earthquake, and Indonesian Muslim victims of the 
December 2004 tsunami, such overt assistance to 
Muslims in need will slowly but surely erode general 
Muslim beliefs that the West is only about subjugat-
ing and exploiting Muslims.

n The United States can provide additional 
indirect support for the growing number of Muslim 
critics of Salafi jihadism. Washington might encour-
age the natural tendency of Muslims who have been 
victims of the violence to speak out in front of fellow 
Muslims, for it is these voices that carry the most 
weight in discrediting the Salafi jihadist ideology.

n Most importantly for 2009, American and allied 
leaders will have to face the major threat posed by al 
Qaeda and the Salafi jihadist ideology: namely, the 
terrorist safe haven in western Pakistan. A collabora-
tive effort to fully and firmly engage the Pakistanis in 
order to eradicate al Qaeda may be indispensible to 
preventing another 9/11. The approach most likely 
to be successful will frame the al Qaeda safe haven 
in Pakistan as part of the more general problem with 
jihadism in terms of an ongoing Pakistani security 
strategy, and address this wider problem in the context 
of a reformulated South Asia security arrangement.

In short, Salafi jihadism remains dangerous. It is 
a threat that is irregular in nature but is easy to un-
derstand because it is an open mass movement with 
universal aspirations. It can be penetrated nearly at 
will, however, whether for the purpose of collecting 
information or for influencing its actions. This is a 
different problem from competing with closed soci-
eties such as the former Soviet Union. Salafi jihadists 
are remarkably open in discussing and debating their 
strategies, weaknesses, fears, and vulnerabilities. The 
United States might, then, profitably invest more in 
its ability as a nation to “know the enemy,” which is 
the wider movement of Salafi jihadism. Washington 
can then tailor its strategies to exploit the move-
ment’s growing vulnerabilities in the Muslim world, 
while simultaneously taking only prudent offensive 
actions that inhibit catastrophic terrorism and sup-
porting ongoing Muslim efforts to marginalize the 
Salafi jihadist ideology across the Islamic world.

The Mind of the Terrorist
What is inside the mind of the terrorist? The lay 

public widely assumes that terrorists driven to give 
their lives for their cause must be crazed fanatics. In 
fact, the consensus of scholars who have specialized 
in terrorist psychology holds that individual-level 
analyses fall far short of explaining terrorism.24 As 
Martha Crenshaw has observed, “The outstanding 
common characteristic of terrorists is their normal-
ity.”25 Similarly, in a review of the “Social Psychology 
of Terrorist Groups,” McCauley and Segal conclude 
that “the best documented generalization is negative; 
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terrorists do not show any striking psychopathol-
ogy.”26 Indeed, terrorist groups and organizations 
screen out emotionally unstable individuals. They 
represent, after all, a security risk.

If it is not individual psychopathology, what is 
the major determinant of terrorist psychology? The 
Committee on the Psychological Roots of Terrorism 
concluded that:

group, organizational and social psychology . . . provides 
the greatest analytic power in understanding this com-
plex phenomenon. Terrorists have subordinated their 
individual identity to the collective identity, so what 
serves the group, organization or network is of primary 
importance. For some groups, especially nationalist/
terrorist groups, this collective identity is established 
extremely early, so that “hatred is bred in the bone.”27

In considering psychological and behavioral bases 
of terrorism, it is important to consider each mani-
festation of terrorism in its own political, historical, 
and cultural context,28 for terrorism is a product of 
its own place and time. It is an attractive strategy 
to a diverse array of groups that have little else in 
common. In considering the psychology of the broad 
spectrum of terrorist types—right-wing, nationalist-
separatist, social revolutionary, single-issue, and 
religious fundamentalist terrorists—given how dif-
ferent their causes and their perspectives are, these 
types would be expected to differ markedly.29 So the 
discussion should be about terrorisms—plural—and 
terrorist psychologies—plural—rather than search-
ing for a unified general theory to explain all terrorist 
behavior.

After the attacks of September 11, 2001, President 
George W. Bush declared that this was “the first war 
of the 21st century.” But in fact, the modern era of 
terrorism is usually dated back to the early 1970s, as 
represented by the radical Palestinian terrorist group 
Black September’s seizure of the Israeli Olympic vil-
lage at the 1972 Munich Olympics, an event that cap-
tured a global television audience and demonstrated 
powerfully the amplifying effect of the electronic 
media in the information age. In the early years of 
the modern era of terrorism, two terrorist types 
dominated the landscape. They were leftist social 
revolutionary terrorists, groups seeking to overthrow 
the capitalist economic and social order, and exem-
plified by the Red Army Faction in Germany and 
the Red Brigades in Italy; and nationalist-separatist 
terrorists, such as al-Fatah and other radical secular 
Palestinian terrorists, the Provisional Irish Repub-
lican Army of Northern Ireland, and the Basque 
separatist group Freedom for the Basque Homeland 
(Euskadi ta Askaratsuna, or ETA), which sought to 
establish a separate nation for their national minor-
ity. Both of these group types wished to call attention 
to their cause and would regularly claim responsi-
bility for their acts. They were seeking to influence 
the West and the establishment. Often, there were 
multiple claims of responsibility for the same act.

Social-Revolutionary Terrorism
Social-revolutionary terrorists are rebelling against 

the generation of their parents who are loyal to the 
regime. They are disloyal to the generation of their 
families that is loyal to the regime. Their acts of ter-
rorism are acts of revenge against the generation of 
their family that they hold responsible for their fail-
ures in this world. One of the Baader-Meinhof gang 

Crowds search rubble of U.S. Embassy, Nairobi, Kenya, after August 1998 
car bombing
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spoke derisively of his parent’s generation: “These 
are the corrupt old men who gave us Auschwitz and 
Hiroshima.” Social-revolutionary terrorist groups 
have experienced a significant decline over the last 
two decades, paralleling the collapse of communism 
in Europe and the end of the Cold War.

Nationalist-Separatist Terrorism
In contrast to the social-revolutionary terrorist 

groups, nationalist-separatist terrorism continues 
to be a vigorous, even growing phenomenon. Also 
known as ethnonationalist terrorists, these groups 
are fighting to establish a new political order or state 
based on ethnic dominance or homogeneity. In vivid 
contrast to the generational dynamics of the social-
revolutionary terrorists, they are carrying on the 
mission of their parents and grandparents who have 
been damaged by, or are disloyal to, the regime. They 
are loyal to families that are disloyal to the regime. 
Their acts of terrorism are acts of vengeance against 
the regime that damaged their families.

These vengeful feelings become particularly 
intense when the majority is seen as obliterating the 
identity of the minority. This “identicide” is exempli-
fied by the eliminationist policies of the founder of 
the modern state of Turkey, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, 
toward the Kurds, or Francisco Franco’s attempts to 
obliterate Basque identity in Spain. This in turn pro-
duced a defensive intensification of identity, setting 
the stage for the charismatic leadership of Abdullah 
Ocalan, founder of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, and 
the formation of the ETA.

Islamist Fundamentalist Terrorism
In recent decades, however, no responsibility has 

been claimed for upward of 40 percent of terrorist 
acts. This is probably because of the increasing fre-
quency of terrorist acts by radical religious extremist 
terrorists, in particular radical Islamist fundamen-
talist terrorists. They are not trying to influence the 
West. Rather, the radical Islamist terrorists are trying 
to expel what they consider the corrupt, secular 
modernizing West. And they do not need recogni-
tion by having their name identified in a New York 
Times headline or on a story on CNN. They are 
“killing in the name of God” and do not need official 
notice; after all, God knows.

Traditional groups include Islamic, Jewish, 
Christian, and Sikh radical fundamentalists. In 
contrast to social-revolutionary and nationalist-
separatist terrorists, for religious extremist groups, 
the decisionmaking role of the preeminent leader is 

of central importance. The radical cleric, who is seen 
as the authentic interpreter of God’s word, interprets 
the religious text so as to endow the destruction of 
the defined enemy with sacred significance. This 
interpretation is uncritically accepted by his “true 
believer” followers, so there is no ambivalence about 
killing the defined enemy. These groups are accord-
ingly particularly dangerous because they are not 
constrained by their target’s reaction; they seek to 
expel the unbelievers, to have revenge against them. 
Islamist radicals have shown a willingness to per-
petrate acts of mass-casualty terrorism, as exempli-
fied by the 1993 truck bombing of the World Trade 
Center in the United States; the 1996 bombing of the 
Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia; the 1998 coordi-
nated twin attacks on the U.S. Embassies in Nairobi, 
Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania; the 2000 attack 
on the USS Cole in the Gulf of Yemen; and the mass-
casualty terrorism on a scale never seen before in 
the coordinated attacks on the World Trade Center 
and the Pentagon. Osama bin Laden, responsible for 
these events, has openly discussed in interviews the 
use of weapons of mass destruction.

While many who are drawn to the path of 
religious fundamentalist terrorism are poor and un-
educated, some show similarities to the generational 
dynamics of the rebellious, social-revolutionary 
terrorists. Osama bin Laden shows characteristics of 
these generational dynamics and can be considered 
a social-revolutionary operating under the guise of 
religious fundamentalism.30 He is the 17th of 25 sons 
of a multibillionaire Saudi construction magnate, 
whose financial empire and wealth came from a 
special relationship with the Saudi royal family. 
When Osama bin Laden was 11, his father died. The 
father was worth between $2 billion and $3 billion at 
his death; his son Osama inherited some $57 million 
at age 16. After the mujahideen rebels, with the help 
of bin Laden’s money and his Islamist followers, ex-
pelled the Soviet Union from Afghanistan, bin Laden 
actively criticized “the apostate regime” in Saudi 
Arabia for permitting the U.S. military to “occupy the 
land of the two cities” (Mecca and Medina). When 
he railed at the corruption of the Saudi royal family 
and their lack of fidelity to Islam in permitting the 
American military to establish a base on holy Saudi 
land, he was striking out at the source of his family 
wealth, a move that led not only to his expulsion 
from Saudi Arabia, but also to severe damage of his 
family’s standing, turning them against him as well. 
He was rebelling against the family that was loyal to 
the regime that had enriched them.
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While not a religious authority, Osama bin Laden 
is known for his piety and has been granted the title 
of emir. Like the late Iranian Supreme Leader, Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini, Osama bin Laden regu-
larly cites verses from the Koran to justify his acts of 
terror and extreme violence, even using many of the 
same verses earlier cited by Khomeini. Consider this 
extract from the February 1998 fatwa, “Jihad against 
Jews and Crusaders, World Islamic Front Statement”:

In compliance with God’s order, we issue the following 
fatwa to all Muslims:

The ruling to kill the Americans and their allies—
civilians and military—is an individual duty for 
every Muslim who can do it in any country in which 
it is possible to do it, in order to liberate the al-Aqsa 
Mosque and the holy mosque [Mecca] from their grip, 
and in order for their armies to move out of all the 
lands of Islam, defeated and unable to threaten any 
Muslim. This is in accordance with the words of Al-
mighty God, “and fight the pagans all together as they 
fight you all together,” and “fight them until there is no 
more tumult or oppression, and there prevail justice 
and faith in God.”

We—with God’s help—call on every Muslim who 
believes in God and wishes to be rewarded to comply 
with God’s order to kill the Americans and plunder 
their money wherever and whenever they find it.

Note that it is not Osama bin Laden, but God 
himself, who is ordering his followers to kill Ameri-
cans. Bin Laden is simply the messenger relaying the 
commands of God as written in the holy Koran—a 
blasphemous suggestion in itself for many Muslims.

Al Qaeda, Hamas, Hizballah, and Islamic Jihad all 
have found an abundance of recruits, eager to join 
these Islamic fundamentalist terrorist organizations. 
Indeed, Ariel Merari, an Israeli specialist on terror-
ism, noted wryly that for every terrorist killed or cap-
tured, there were 10 waiting to take his or her place, 
and that there were now more terrorist volunteers 
than there are suicide explosive belts.31 For them, like 
the youth drawn to the path of nationalist-separatist 
terrorism, hatred has been “bred in the bone.”

This emphasizes the crucial organizing role of the 
leader, who provides a sense-making explanation for 
what has gone wrong in the lives of these disaffected 
recruits, is able to identify the external enemy as the 
cause, and draws disparate individuals into a collec-
tive identity. It was Osama bin Laden and his desig-

nated successor, Ayman al-Zawahiri, cofounder and 
principal ideologue of al Qaeda, who fulfilled this 
illuminating role and forged the collective identity 
of the radical Islamist fundamentalist, transnational 
terrorist organization al Qaeda.

Contrast between Suicide Bombers in Israel and 
Suicidal Hijackers of 9/11

Israeli authorities developed so-called psychologi-
cal postmortems for 93 Palestinian suicide bombers 
in the early 1990s. These were, for the most part, lost 
young men between the ages of 17 and 22, unmar-
ried, uneducated, and unemployed.32 When they 
volunteered or were recruited, they were told that, 
though their life prospects were bleak, they could 
still do something significant with their lives and that 
they would be enrolled in the hall of martyrs. From 
the moment they entered the group’s safe house, 
the prospective martyrs were never alone: someone 
slept in the same room with them the night before 
the action to ensure that they did not backslide, and 
physically escorted them to the pizza parlor, disco, or 
shopping mall to carry out their act of suicide terror-
ism. Merari has called attention to the “suicide bomb 
production line,” in which individuals first volunteer 
to become a shahid (martyr), then are identified and 
praised publicly as living martyrs, and finally make 
the requisite pre-attack video, which will be used 
both to memorialize their names and to recruit other 
potential martyrs. He observes that it is difficult to 
back down after passing through these stages; the 
shame that would attend such a reversal would be 
unbearable.

The contrast with the suicidal hijackers of Sep-
tember 11 is dramatic. They were older, ranging in 
age from 28 to 33 (Mohammed Atta, the ringleader, 
was the oldest), with the exception of a small group 
of younger terrorists, brought in late for “muscle,” 
who may have been unaware that theirs was not a 
conventional hijacking. A number had higher educa-
tion: Atta and two of his colleagues were in master’s 
degree programs at the technological university in 
Hamburg at the time of the operation. Most came 
from comfortable, middle-class homes in Saudi Ara-
bia or Egypt. Unlike the Palestinian suicide bombers, 
these were adults who had willingly subordinated 
their individuality to the organization, responding 
uncritically to the siren song of hatred sung by the 
charismatic leader, Osama bin Laden. Interestingly, 
some had been on their own in the West for about 7 
years, exposed to the “buzzing, blooming confusion 
of a democracy,” pretending to blend in while nur-
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turing their secret intention to give their lives while 
taking the lives of thousands of others.

Implications
The understanding that children have been led 

onto the path of terrorism at an early age has impor-
tant implications for counterterrorism strategy. This 
should be a sustained campaign, requiring early in-
terventions. Moreover, mainstream Muslims should 
counter the extremists who have called for violence 
in the name of Allah, by pointing out that they are 
using the Koran to justify actions that in fact the 
Koran proscribes. There are numerous prohibitions 
against suicide in the Koran, against the killing of 
innocents, and against the killing of fellow Muslims. 
And yet children in the mosques hear the glorifica-
tion of martyrdom. It is encouraging to observe that 
mainstream Islamic voices in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan, Singapore, Great Britain, Lebanon, Ban-
gladesh, Indonesia, and elsewhere are beginning to 
challenge and counter the extremists in their midst.

Preventing Catastrophic Terrorism
Concerns about terrorist use of chemical, biologi-

cal, radiological, or nuclear (CBRN) weapons are not 
new. In fact, two prominent 19th-century anarchist 
theorists, Karl Heinzen and Johann Most, advocated 
the use of poisons by terrorists. But serious concerns 
about WMD terrorism date to the late 1970s. At the 
time, these concerns impelled the U.S. Departments 
of Defense and Energy to formulate nuclear response 
capabilities. Despite isolated worries about biological 
and chemical terrorism, however, only in the wake 
of the 1995 sarin attack on the Tokyo subway did the 
U.S. Government begin to take the prospect of these 
types of attacks seriously.

Why So Few Attempts?
There is considerable debate regarding the serious-

ness of the WMD terrorism threat. Skeptics argue 
that this threat is exaggerated, as demonstrated by 
the paucity of reports regarding terrorist interest in 
unconventional attacks. Some skeptics argue that the 
notion of “global terrorism” is also overblown, but 
most contend that a myopic focus on a low-proba-
bility, high-impact WMD terrorism event distracts 
from efforts to address more likely forms of terror-
ism, including improvised explosive devices.

The historical record certainly indicates that few 
terrorist groups have been interested in WMD, if only 
because they tend not to see those types of weapons 
as useful. Indeed, most terrorist groups have not been 

interested in mass-casualty attacks. Prior to Septem-
ber 11, the most destructive terrorist incident on 
record was the 1978 arson attack on a cinema in Iran 
that killed at least 377 people.33 According to one sur-
vey, there were only 10 terrorist attacks between 1946 
and September 11, 2001, that resulted in the death of 
100 or more people, and only 76 that resulted in 25 
or more deaths.34 While there were numerous failed 
terrorist plots that could have resulted in the deaths 
of more than 100 people, it is still a remarkably small 
number given the violence of the period and the large 
aggregate numbers of people killed by terrorists. The 
apparent lack of interest on the part of most terror-
ists in causing mass casualties helps explain their lack 
of interest in weapons of mass destruction. RAND 
terrorism expert Brian Jenkins articulated this view in 
the mid-1970s: “Terrorists want a lot of people watch-
ing, not a lot of people dead.”35

Historically, only a few terrorist groups have 
shown an interest in WMD, and fewer still have 
acquired and used such weapons. The best known 
example was the 1995 use of chemical agents by Aum 
Shinrikyo, a Japanese cult. In that attack, the nerve 
agent sarin was released in a low-tech operation 
in the Tokyo subway, killing 12 and injuring about 
1,000. It is worth noting that the group had spent 
months before that trying to figure out how sarin 
and other chemical agents could be used as weapons. 
Significantly, some groups that have employed WMD 
subsequently abandoned them. The Tamil Tigers 
used chemical agents against Sri Lankan forces in 
1990, but there is no evidence of subsequent interest 
by them in chemical weapons or other WMD. Simi-
larly, the Rajneeshee, a cult responsible for infecting 
750 people in Oregon during September 1984 by 
contaminating salad bars with salmonella, subse-
quently stopped using biological agents and focused 
on more conventional weapons.

The primary WMD terrorism concern since the 
late 1990s has been al Qaeda and groups associated 
with it. Al Qaeda clearly does not fit into Jenkins’ 
paradigm. It has long shown an interest in mass-
casualty terrorism and has expressed an explicit 
interest in WMD. In 1998, Osama bin Laden issued 
a public statement declaring that it was a religious 
imperative for Muslims to acquire WMD. In 2003, a 
Saudi cleric issued a fatwa justifying the use of WMD, 
even if it resulted in the mass death of innocents. 
Although considerable evidence exists that al Qaeda 
is interested in WMD, there is less evidence to indi-
cate serious progress in developing capabilities to use 
them. The group undertook a crude effort to develop 



136 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A D A P T I N G  T O  e I G h T  G L O B A L  C h A L L e N G e S

poisons under the direction of Abu Khabab al-Masri, 
who reportedly was killed in July 2008. Al Qaeda also 
explored producing radiological dispersal devices (so-
called dirty bombs). More seriously, it had a program 
under way to develop biological weapons capable of 
causing mass casualties, which U.S. forces discovered 
after the invasion of Afghanistan.

The declassified key findings of an April 2006 
National Intelligence Estimate concluded, “CBRN 
capabilities will continue to be sought by jihadist 
groups.”36 Although the Intelligence Community 
believes that al Qaeda and related groups will rely 
mainly on explosive devices, it maintains that they 
are still seeking WMD capabilities.37

There are two basic sources of skepticism regard-
ing al Qaeda’s WMD ambitions. First, many experts 
doubt the ability of al Qaeda to master the tech-
nologies needed to use any but the most primitive 
of chemical, biological, or radiological weapons. 
Second, there is mounting criticism from within 
the Islamic community of al Qaeda’s unrestrained 
violence. In particular, many clerics respected by al 
Qaeda’s supporters are casting doubt on the legiti-
macy of targeting innocents.

Countering WMD Terrorism
Since the fall of the Soviet Union and the dispersal 

of its military assets among several successor states, 
the United States and other countries have invested 
substantial efforts into ensuring that the materi-
als needed to produce WMD did not fall into the 
wrong hands. Until recently, the primary focus of 
these efforts was to secure nuclear material scattered 
across the former Soviet Union. Chemical stockpile 
destruction also received considerable support. More 
recently, growing attention has been given to reduc-
ing the risks from biological weapons. The efforts 
initiated in the former Soviet Union now are being 
extended to other parts of the world, especially those 
countries potentially vulnerable to terrorist exploita-
tion of WMD-related technology.

Prior to September 11, most efforts to restrict the 
movement of materials needed to develop WMD 
focused on state programs. Since then, the primary 
emphasis has shifted to addressing nonstate transac-
tions. To some extent, this not only suggests greater 
concern that terrorists might get access to existing 
nuclear weapons, but it also reflects the lessons 
learned from studying the operations of the diffuse 
transnational network associated with prominent 
Pakistani scientist A.Q. Khan. The network spanned 
many countries in the 1990s and provided clients 

with the critical technology needed for the produc-
tion of nuclear weapons. It could provide designs 
for centrifuges to produce highly enriched uranium, 
and it was able to contract with companies that could 
manufacture the components. It also could provide 
blueprints for nuclear weapons designs. As a result, 
the proliferation of nuclear weapons apparently no 
longer relied on the activities of states, but could be 
contracted out to private operators.

One effort to address the changing environment 
was the Bush administration’s Proliferation Security 
Initiative (PSI), announced in May 2003, which 
created no new legal authorities, but rather sought 
to build on existing national and international legal 
frameworks. PSI attempts to enhance cooperation 
among states on the interception of illegally diverted 
WMD-related materials and technologies. More than 
90 countries now participate in the Proliferation Se-
curity Initiative. The later Global Initiative to Com-
bat Nuclear Terrorism, launched in 2006, applies the 
same model to fostering international cooperation 
against all aspects of nuclear terrorism.

Another initiative intended to restrict access by 
terrorists to WMD technology was UN Security 
Council Resolution 1540. Adopted in April 2004, 
the resolution imposes a binding obligation on UN 
member states to ensure that nonstate actors are 
unable to obtain the technologies needed to develop 
WMD. While the capabilities to implement these 
obligations vary considerably from one country to 
another, the Security Council reiterated its continued 
support for the objectives of 1540 when, in April 
2008, it extended the mandate of the UN’s 1540 
Committee until 2011.

The United States also has supported the develop-
ment of a global architecture for the detection of 
nuclear materials. This effort, centered primarily 
on points of entry into the United States and at key 
shipping hubs elsewhere, aims to locate in-transit 
radioactive material that might be used in a so-called 
dirty bomb, or fissile material for an improvised 
nuclear device.

Although the United States would like to deter ter-
rorists from using WMD, it remains unclear whether 
it can in fact do so. First, Washington may not have 
sufficient information regarding terrorist possession 
of WMD to develop the types of tailored policies 
needed for truly effective deterrence. Second, it is 
difficult to deter terrorists when one may not have 
identified the key individuals responsible for terrorist 
decisionmaking, or when one does not know how 
those individuals relate to one another, what moti-
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vates them, and how they make decisions. Finally, it 
may not be possible to identify suitable targets for 
retaliatory strikes, since the terrorists involved may 
have no easily identified home base.

For such reasons, it has proven difficult to develop 
a deterrence strategy against WMD terrorism. In 
2008, the United States articulated a declaratory 
policy addressing the complications posed by the 
danger of WMD terrorism:

The United States has made clear for many years that 
it reserves the right to respond with overwhelming 
force to the use of weapons of mass destruction against 
the United States, our people, our forces, and our 
friends and allies. Today we also make clear that the 
United States will hold any state, terrorist group, or 
other non-state actor or individual fully accountable 
for supporting or enabling terrorist efforts to obtain 
or use weapons of mass destruction—whether by facili-
tating, financing, or providing expertise or safe haven 
for such efforts.38

This statement appears aimed primarily at groups 
and countries who might be enablers of WMD 
terrorism, either by providing ready-to-use CBRN 
weapons or by providing access to the technol-
ogy, expertise, and resources needed to generate 
these weapons. If terrorists themselves may not be 
deterrable by traditional means, their facilitators—
perhaps less committed and with identifiable home 
bases—may be.

Since the late 1990s, the United States has devoted 
considerable resources to developing the capabilities 
needed to respond to WMD terrorism. Consequence 
management is particularly challenging given our 
federal system of government, which gives state and 
local governments the primary responsibility for re-
sponse activities. While the Federal Government has 
the resources and much of the specialized capabili-
ties, it cannot take the place of the first responders 
who work for state, local, and tribal governments. 
As a result, a national response requires integration 
across all levels of government. The Department of 
Homeland Security has tried to address the response 
architecture problems highlighted by Hurricane 
Katrina through the National Response Framework, 
which establishes the guidelines for all levels of gov-
ernment for the management of natural disasters and 
terrorism incidents.

The concern that the United States may not be 
able to identify the perpetrators of a WMD ter-
rorism attack has resulted in growing attention 

to the problems of attribution, which requires the 
development of robust processes for assessing all 
types of information, including intelligence and 
law enforcement data. Integral to this process is the 
information developed through forensic analysis. 
In addition to traditional types of forensics, the 
investigation of WMD events will require special-
ized capabilities. Efforts are under way to develop 
specialized analytic capabilities for nuclear foren-
sics, in the hope that it will be possible to ascertain 
critical information about the origin of a nuclear 
or radiological device from post-event analysis. 
Similarly, in the aftermath of the 2001 anthrax 
letter attacks against targets in the United States, a 
bioforensics capability has emerged to allow investi-
gators to glean additional information based on an 
understanding of the materials used in a biological 
incident. Efforts to develop comparable chemical 
forensics capabilities are just beginning.

Despite substantial concerns about the prospect 
for terrorist use of WMD, there remain significant 
divisions between the bureaucracies that address 
terrorism and those dealing with unconventional 
weapons. Historically, the counterterrorism commu-
nity devoted little attention to WMD, and the groups 
responsible for addressing WMD concerns had little 
to do with terrorism. These disconnects were recog-
nized more than a decade ago, and considerable effort 
has been made since then to integrate the full range of 
responses to state and terrorist WMD threats. Experi-
ence also suggests that there is considerable confusion 
regarding the relationships among nonproliferation, 
counterproliferation, and consequence manage-
ment, as well as counterterrorism communities and 
activities. This uncertainty makes synchronization of 
strategies, plans, and operations more difficult and 
contributes to the creation of organizational stove-
pipes and unnecessary competition. Unless addressed 
by the national leadership, there is a danger this could 
become a long-term institutional obstacle to ensuring 
that WMD terrorism remains a rare occurrence.

Evolving Threats: Terror Groups, Gangs, 
and Networks

Even as nations adjust to fighting today’s combi-
nation of insurgencies and terror groups, political, 
economic, social, and technical trends are setting the 
conditions for conflicts that may involve even smaller 
but potentially more powerful entities. These entities 
could range from super-empowered individuals and 
small groups unified by a cause, to gangs and other 
criminal enterprises motivated primarily by profit.
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Major al Qaeda Lost Sanctuaries 

The Sudanese government expelled al Qaeda from that country in 1996 and Operation Enduring Freedom ejected 
it from Afghanistan in 2001.

Al Qaeda has had three primary sanctuaries. It was born in Afghanistan out of Abdullah Azzam’s Maktab al-Khidmat 
or “Services Bureau,” but it began to mature as an organization in its own right in Sudan where Sudanese leader Hassan 

al-Turabi offered the group sanctuary beginning in 1992. 
Expelled from Sudan in 1996 as a result of international pres-
sure on the Sudanese regime, al Qaeda sought refuge back 
in Afghanistan. It lost this sanctuary in 2001 as a result of 
Operation Enduring Freedom. The group is now thought to 
have sanctuary in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas in 
northwest Pakistan. 

al Qaeda Polling Data Results

What aspect of the al Qaeda organization do you  
sympathize with most?

4 7%    It seeks to create an Islamic state like that of the Taliban in 
Afghanistan

4 10%  Its methods of operation
4 18%  It stands for Muslim causes such as the Palestinian issue
4 30%  It confronts the United States
4 21%  I do not sympathize at all with this organization

A survey conducted by Zogby International in March 2008 
showed that Arab Muslims have little enthusiasm for al Qaeda’s 
positive program or its methods. The survey had a sample size of 
4,046 respondents from Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Asked what they most liked 
about al Qaeda, 21% said they did not like anything about it and 
another 48% said that they liked it for its opposition to the United 
States or its support for Muslim causes such as the Palestine issue. 
Of course, al Qaeda is hardly the only group to hold such views 
about the United States or Palestine. These findings suggest that al 
Qaeda’s support in the Arab world is narrow and potentially shaky.

Arab Muslims show little enthusiasm for al Qaeda’s positive 
program or its methods. They respond most positively to its anti-
American stance.

82%

15%

 3%
> 1%

Shia, Sunni, Salafi, and Salafi Jihadists throughout Islam

Salafi Jihadists, like al Qaeda, are a minuscule fraction of Salafis overall, who are a minority community within Sunni Islam.

Estimates of the number of Muslims in the world vary substantially. How-
ever, 1.5 billion is roughly the median estimate. Of those, some 85% or 
1.3 billion are Sunnis. The number of Salafis is uncertain but is perhaps in 
the range of 50 million, of which only perhaps 250,000 are Salafi jihadists. 
This estimate, of course, is imprecise and includes some individuals who 
emerge from Deobandi or Wahhabi backgrounds but who identify with the 
Salafi jihadist cause. The jihadists’ own literature brackets the number of 
their brethren as being less than half a million at most; low-end estimates 
are that there are several tens of thousands of Salafi jihadists. 

n Sunni Salafi non-Jihadis

n Sunni Salafi Jihadis

n Sunni

n	 Shia

Salafi Jihadists: Still Dangerous, Still Failing

al Qaeda Major Defeats 4

Strategic analysts within the jihadist movement such 
as Abu Musab al-Suri and Hazim al-Madani identify 
numerous past defeats of various elements of the Salafi 
jihadist community. These defeats date back to the 1960s, 
shortly after the death of Sayyid Qutb, to more recent 
events, such as the failure of the Armed Islamic Group in 
Algeria during the 1990s, and the near-complete defeat of 
the Islamic State of Iraq in the post-Saddam era. Many of 
these more recent defeats have been the subject of wide 
discussion within the Salafi jihadist community among 
elites and the rank and file.

	 	Locations of major defeats as assessed by  
Abu Musab al-Suri
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The expanse of the Caliphate by 1500 CE included most of Africa, 
the Middle East, much of southwest Asia, and southeast Europe.

In 900 CE, the Caliphate included 
most of present-day Spain and  
portions of France and Italy.

The Primary Sanctuary for Salafi Jihadists is northwest Pakistan
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Background
The United States may have seen the first attack 

by a super-empowered individual, or at most a very 
small group, in the 2001 anthrax letter attacks in 
New York, Florida, and Washington, DC. It took the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation almost 7 years to 
decide that a single individual was responsible. Yet 
the attack caused massive disruptions for Congress 
and the entire U.S. Postal Service.

While groups empowered with weapons of mass 
destruction, or mass disruption, are an emerging 
phenomenon, gangs represent a much older problem 
that may well evolve into something more threaten-
ing in the decades ahead. John Sullivan, for instance, 
contends that gangs have evolved in three waves or 
generations. First-generation gangs essentially fight 
over turf. They focus on gaining control of a territory 
and providing a social structure for their members 
based on loyalty to the gang. Once these have been 
established, the second generation of gangs evolves 
to become market-oriented drug traffickers, some of 
which are international in nature. Third-generation 
gangs have a higher degree of sophistication. They 
strive to operate globally, controlling noncontigu-
ous territories for political and mercenary purposes. 
Third-generation gangs often dominate the local 
governments in the areas in which they operate.

The obvious question is why these nonstate 
challengers will be a growing threat in the future. 
Nations have certainly faced such threats from small 
groups in the past without major problems. What is 
changing? The Prussian military philosopher Carl 
von Clausewitz noted, “Military institutions and the 
manner in which they employ violence depended on 
the economic, social, and political conditions of their 
respective states.”39 The enormous changes in societ-
ies over the last 50 years have inevitably changed how 
violence is carried out. Unfortunately, some trends 
increase the potential destructive power of these 
nonstate threats. Moreover, what has changed in con-
temporary society in many countries is that govern-
ments possess fewer effective checks on individuals 
or small groups, at least relative to the lethality of the 
weapons that might be at their disposal.

Clearly, small actors pose big problems in failed 
and failing states, such as Somalia and potentially 
Haiti. In states where governments fail to provide 
for basic security, welfare, and political voice, people 
will turn to more local or tight-knit communities, 
including clans, tribes, or extended families or ethnic 
groups, as the basic unit of security. These smaller 
communities will, in turn, assume responsibility for 

security by forming armed gangs or paramilitar-
ies. Without suggesting that the future portends a 
world of failed states, state weakness will compel 
many people to look to smaller, more local entities to 
provide for their own security. Personal loyalties may 
shift away from the nation-state to specific causes, 
ranging from subnational ethnic ties to transnational 
religions to global ecological movements. Whether 
these trends presage a rise in the number of small-
group threats remains to be seen, but the combina-
tion of changing identity and the proliferation of 
lethal means into the hands of individuals and small 
groups would certainly alter the strategic landscape.

These developments have already changed who 
fights “wars” and how they fight them. The trend has 
been away from nation-states using huge, uniformed 
armies to small groups of like-minded people with 
no formal organization who simply choose to fight. 
The nature of most armed conflict has changed so 
much that often it is impossible to tell today’s insur-
gents from simple criminal elements. Many of the 
former are, in fact, criminal elements—either they 
use crime to support their cause or they use their 
cause to legitimize their crime. The Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia, the recently resurgent 
Shining Path in Peru, pirates off the coast of Somalia, 
and Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines are just four il-
lustrations of this challenge.

Political, economic, and social trends point to the 
emergence of super-empowered individuals or small 
groups bound by a cause rather than a nation. At the 
same time, trends in technology will increase the 
power of gangs and other criminal networks bound 
together for both profit and identity. Using tomor-
row’s off-the-shelf technology, small actors may well 
be able to generate levels of destructive power that 
used to require the resources of a nation-state.

Key Issues
These new developments are of particular concern 

because emerging political, business, and social 
structures have consistently been more successful 
at using nascent technology than older, established 
organizations. Today, two emerging technologies, 
nanotechnology and biotechnology, have the power 
to alter our world—and warfare—more fundamen-
tally than information technology has.

Even before these technologies mature, the 
fragility of globalization means that it is impera-
tive to prepare for significant shocks. In many ways, 
military and business problems are merging as the 
world becomes more interconnected and power is 
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driven downward. In 2006, a group of about 20 angry 
Nigerians took hostages from a Shell Oil Company 
oil platform in the Gulf of Guinea. In response, Shell 
shut down its Nigerian Delta production and world 
oil prices rose dramatically, demonstrating how vul-
nerable our interconnected world is to disruptions in 
key commodities, and how business issues can very 
rapidly become matters of international security. 
This is not the same as in the old “banana wars” of 
the early 20th century, in which U.S. Marines were 
consistently committed to protect American business 
interests that mattered only to a few stockholders. 
Today, very small armed groups can affect the entire 
world’s economy immediately and dramatically.

This fragility in the oil supply system is duplicated 
in a number of key elements in the international sup-
ply chain, including rail and shipping bottlenecks. To 
prevent minor damage from translating into a major 
economic shock, these systems need excess capacity. 
Yet businesses are rightly reluctant to pay for excess 
capacity “just in case,” since it makes them less com-
petitive in an increasingly competitive world market.

At the same time that globalization has created a 
more interconnected and fragile economic system, 
small groups and even individuals now have access 
to much more powerful weapons. Using the leader-
less resistance model of the Animal Liberation Front 
(ALF) and, increasingly, some Islamist terrorist 
groups, these groups can use materials available 
in modern society to attack it. These range from 
the simple arson attacks conducted by ALF to the 
attempted chlorine attacks by al Qaeda in Iraq, to 
the potential for major chemical attacks based on a 
Bhopal-type accident, to nuclear-equivalent detona-
tions modeled after the 1947 Texas City disaster. 
The remarkable growth of innovation in synthetic 
biology means that there is a high probability that 
within the next 10 years, small groups will be able 
to create lethal viruses, including smallpox, from 
commercially available DNA. The possibility of a 
planned, worldwide release of smallpox gives small 
groups access to a potential lethality equal to dozens 
of nuclear weapons.

One of the crucial issues facing the developed 
world, and the United States and its allies in particu-
lar, is the mismatch between investments in defense 
and the potential threats. The earlier forms of war 
will continue to coexist with newer kinds of threats 
represented by small groups and gangs. Therefore, 
future conflict is likely to cover an enormously broad 
spectrum from small groups conducting single 
actions, to Hizballah-type movements, to nation-

state wars—in essence, hybrid war. Increasing the 
complexity of these conflicts, most will involve a 
multitude of players with widely varying objectives. 
The United States and its allies must be prepared to 
fight these hybrid wars, but unfortunately, our cur-
rent investment in national defense is still skewed 
heavily toward external, nation-state wars.

The Future
As noted above, future enemies will make use of 

the entire spectrum of warfare and crime to achieve 
their goals. Some will have traditional political goals of 
controlling territory or coercing behavior from other 
states, others will pursue purely criminal goals, still 
others will want to achieve a mix, and finally, some 
fear that a relatively new entrant, radical environmen-
talism, might well attack in defense of the “planet.”

For the United States, the absence of a peer com-
petitor in the short to medium term poses particu-
larly difficult questions. While the United States will 
have to be prepared to fight across the spectrum, 
even the Department of Defense, in its 2008 report to 
Congress on China’s military power, suggested that a 
China out-of-area threat would probably not emerge 
until the 2020s. Similarly, a “near peer” competitor to 
the United States is not likely to materialize over the 
next decade or more. Meanwhile, the threats to U.S. 
forces in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan obviously 
will remain priority considerations for some time 
to come. Beyond those considerations, however, the 
United States and its allies will have to be aware of 
what could cause serious harm at home.

Third-generation transnational criminal gangs 
represent both a direct and indirect threat to security. 
First, they may have already gained sovereignty in 
parts of the United States, Europe, and elsewhere—a 
neighborhood in one city, an apartment block in an-
other, an apartment complex in a suburb elsewhere. 
These gangs are essentially leaderless networks that 
answer to no single authority, but have extended 
sovereignty over noncontiguous spaces in the United 
States and overseas. They directly challenge the 
legitimacy of civil rule within parts of the United 
States. States and cities lack the resources to control 
them. Indirectly, gang violence compels migration 
by increasing political and civil instability in the 
“home” countries. This instability, combined with 
looming population and resource crises south of the 
U.S.-Mexico border, could force major migrations 
of people with no other choice. Gangs and cartels 
are fighting to establish mini narco-states in various 
nations in Central America and Mexico. They do not 
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want control of the entire state, simply enough of it 
to provide a secure base for their operations, and in 
which to enjoy their wealth.

A more distant nonstate threat may be that of 
environmental activists. Of course, the vast major-
ity of environmentalists are law-abiding individu-
als; however, a few believe their ends justify violent 
means. Usually, this violence amounts to small-scale 
criminal activity. But one could imagine the emer-
gence of a more radicalized fringe movement, driven 
by a fervent belief that governments were ruining the 
planet. Thus, a loose, violent antiglobalization move-
ment could take hold, albeit this time with access to 
highly disruptive means, whether cyber terrorism or 
a radiological attack to demonstrate dangers associ-
ated with nuclear power. To date, their attacks have 
been limited to minor nuisance attacks. However, 
as globalization affects people at higher levels of 
education (computer programmers, radiologists, and 
biotechnicians, for instance), some of those displaced 
workers will inevitably lend their skills to efforts to 
reduce globalization. This may well take the form of 
attacks on the communications and transportation 
systems that create globalization.

The most dangerous attacks probably would ema-
nate from apocalyptic groups. Their causes would 
vary, but they are likely to be driven by an absolute 
belief in what they do. In particular, these groups 
may look to exploit the advances in synthetic biol-
ogy, as well as the possibilities of other weapons of 
mass destruction. Belief in their cause will pro-
vide the moral justification for mass destruction 
of fellow human beings, as well as allay concerns 
about the number of their own personnel who will 
inevitably die.

Finally, the United States must consider how 
other states will react to the increasing power flow-
ing to small groups. While some states will use 
them for their own purposes, most states fear this 
threat to their own sovereignty. Washington must 
take advantage of the common interest in stopping 
such apocalyptic attacks to build relationships with 
other nation-states. Containing this type of emerg-
ing small-actor threat should be a challenge around 
which developed nations can fully cooperate.

All-of-Society Response
These potential threats will be extremely difficult 

for governments to counteract. A defense against 
them must involve all of society in the effort. Just as 
insurgency requires all elements of government to 
work together to defeat it, the challenge of super-em-

powered leaderless groups will require all elements of 
society to defeat them.

Creating an all-of-society defense will be difficult, 
but not impossible. There are already some models 
of such defenses, the most obvious being the defense 
of the Internet. It is being attacked daily by what is 
essentially a leaderless array of networks and individu-
als. In response, a leaderless network has developed 
to defend the Internet. While some elements of the 
defense are sophisticated organizations, the vast ma-
jority of those who defend the Internet simply follow 
basic rules: never run a system without an updated 
protection package, and never open emails from 
unknown senders. This creates the emergent intel-
ligence that has, to date, protected the Internet from 
another computer virus such as the “Love Bug” that 
caused worldwide damage in 2000. Other examples of 
successful defense are effective crime control through 
community participation and effective disease control 
through a network of public health officers.

The key issue for developing all-of-society de-
fenses against various threats is developing the rule 
sets that allow all elements of society to participate 
without having any specific individual or agency in 
command. This may well be the legitimate role of the 
Federal Government. Only it has the resources to 
bring together the entire range of players—all levels 
of government, business, academia, the media, and 
others to discuss and game possible threats, and de-
velop the rule sets that will allow a global, leaderless, 
emergent intelligent response. gsa
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One of the key challenges that strategists face is 
balancing the tension between the constantly 
changing character of war and its underly-

ing, unchanging nature. During the early 1990s, 
technological enthusiasts suggested that information 
technology would eliminate the Clausewitzean fog 
and friction of war. Today, even its most stubborn 
proponents now admit that advanced technology 
cannot do so. It is equally important for traditional-
ists to admit that, although the underlying nature of 
war as described by Clausewitz has not changed, the 
character of warfare has and will continue to change 
along with society as a whole. This chapter addresses 
the changing character of modern warfare with an 
eye to both truths.

Chapter 7
The Changing Character of War

Combatants select from an entire range of tactics 
and technologies that are appropriate to their own 
societies; therefore, this chapter first explores how 
the concept of hybrid war has captured the latest 
incarnation of this trend and how it is affecting 
modern conflicts. After defining the challenges that 
hybrid war presents, the chapter moves on to explore 
specific manifestations of the phenomenon and how 
they challenge the United States. First, it discusses 
what has changed and what remained the same in 
insurgency and counterinsurgency. Then it explores 
the humanitarian issues that are an integral part of 
modern battlefields. Expanding the arena of conflict, 
the chapter next deals with the changing character 
of maritime and air power in the 21st century. The 

F–15E takes on fuel from KC–10 during combat mission over Afghanistan
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discussion of maritime conflict begins with the 
planned structure of the U.S. fleet and the trends that 
will impact that structure and closes with recom-
mendations for how to deal with these trends in an 
era when maritime power is of increasing impor-
tance. Next, we examine the complex and flexible 
amalgam that is airpower and how it has adapted 
to the changing character of modern war. A final 
section provides a much longer term historical view 
of what constitutes asymmetry and the changing 
character of war.

The Challenge of Hybrid Warfare
The National Defense Strategy issued in 2005 

was noteworthy for its expanded understanding 
of modern threats. Instead of historical emphasis 
on conventional state-based threats, the document 
identified traditional, irregular, terrorist, and disrup-
tive threats, outlined their relative probabilities, and 
acknowledged increased vulnerabilities to more un-
conventional types of conflict. Moreover, the strategy 
even noted the overinvestment in traditional means 
of warfighting and the need for the United States to 
shift the focus and resources to other means.

Although intrastate wars and civil strife have oc-
curred more frequently than interstate wars through-
out history, their strategic implications and operation-
al effects have had little impact on Western militaries, 
especially that of the United States. Instead, the U.S. 
Armed Forces have focused on state-based threats 
and high-intensity conflicts or conventional warfare. 

The result has been overwhelming American military 
superiority, which has been measured in terms of 
conventional capabilities and global power projection. 
However, American force capabilities and investments 
must change as new enemies and altered conditions 
influence both the frequency and character of war.

After the National Defense Strategy appeared, a 
number of American and foreign observers compli-
mented the Department of Defense for moving be-
yond a preoccupation with conventional warfighting. 
But they also cited an increased blurring of distinc-
tions among various forms of warfare, rather than 
the clear-cut categories outlined in the strategy. The 
Pentagon itself suggested that most future complex 
challenges would involve synergy from the simultane-
ous application of multiple approaches. The National 
Defense Strategy explicitly stated that potential chal-
lenges could overlap and that “the most dangerous 
circumstances arise when we face a complex of chal-
lenges. . . . [T]he most capable opponents may seek 
to combine truly disruptive capacity with traditional, 
irregular, or catastrophic forms of warfare.”1

Many defense analysts suggest that future conflict 
will be multimodal, combining various methods of 
warfare to increase both their frequency and potential 
lethality. This threat is frequently described as hybrid 
warfare where adversaries can employ unique com-
binations of all forms of warfare specifically targeted 
to U.S. vulnerabilities. Criminal activities can be 
considered part of this threat because they destabilize 
government authority and abet insurgents by provid-
ing resources. Such activities could involve smuggling, 
narcoterrorism, illicit transfers of advanced explosives 
and weaponry, or exploitation of urban gang networks.

Major challenges in the future will be posed not by 
a state that chooses a single approach but rather by 
states or groups that select an approach from a menu 
of tactics and technologies. Such potential enemies 
will blend diverse elements in innovative ways to suit 
their own strategy, culture, and geography. As Michael 
Evans of the Australian Defence Academy warned 
prior to the Quadrennial Defense Review: “The possi-
bility of continuous sporadic armed conflict . . . means 
that war is likely to transcend neat divisions into dis-
tinct categories.”2 Still others point to the increasingly 
complex operating environment with large civilian 
populations, dense urban areas, and complex informa-
tion activities that will abet the hybrid challenger. 
Colin Gray predicted that “there is going to be a blur-
ring, a further blurring, of warfare categories.”3 The 
British and Australians are exploring the implications 
of this blurring and the desired countercapabilities Soldier fires AT–4 rocket launcher during firefight near Asadabad, Afghanistan
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required to effectively operate against hybrid threats. 
In fact, British thinking on the subject has surpassed 
American doctrine and incorporated hybrid threats 
within the construct for irregular warfare.

In many respects, Hizballah represented the rising 
tide of hybrid threats. The 34-day battle in Lebanon in 
2006 revealed Israeli weaknesses, which had implica-
tions for American defense planners. Combining an 
organized political movement with decentralized cells 
that used adaptive tactics in areas outside Lebanese 
government control, Hizballah demonstrated that it 
could inflict as well as take punishment. Specifically, 
highly disciplined, well-trained, and distributed cells 
contested ground against modern conventional forces 
with a mixture of guerrilla tactics and technology 
in dense urban centers. Like the jihadist defend-
ers of Fallujah during April and November of 2004, 
Hizballah skillfully exploited the urban terrain to lay 
ambushes, evade detection, and hold strong defensive 
positions in close proximity to noncombatants.

The Israelis grudgingly admitted that Hizballah 
resistance was several orders of magnitude more 
difficult to deal with than were counterterrorism 
operations on the West Bank or in Gaza. More im-
portantly, the degree of training, fire discipline, and 
lethal technology wielded by Hizballah was far more 
advanced. The tactical combinations and technologi-
cal innovations employed by Hizballah were particu-
larly noteworthy. The antitank guided missile systems 
used against the defensive positions and armored 
vehicles of the Israel Defense Forces, coupled with 
decentralized tactics, were surprises. At the battle of 
Wadi Salouqi, for instance, a column of Israeli tanks 
was halted by these tactics. The antitank weapons 
in the Hizballah arsenal included the Russian-made 
RPG–29, AT–13 Metis, and AT–14 Kornet, with a 
range of 3 miles. The Israelis found that AT–13s and 
AT–14s were effective but not necessarily formidable 
against their own first-line Merkava tanks.

Hizballah even launched some armed unmanned 
aerial vehicles that challenged the Israelis to detect 
them, including Iranian Mirsad-1s or Ababil-3 Swal-
lows. In addition, there is evidence that Hizballah 
invested in signals intelligence and monitored the cell 
phones of Israel Defense Forces as well as uncon-
firmed reports of de-encrypting Israeli radio traffic. 
Hizballah also appeared to use advanced surveil-
lance systems and advanced night vision devices. The 
employment of C802 antiship cruise missiles also 
provided another side of hybrid warfare.

Perhaps the most unusual asset demonstrated by 
Hizballah was its stock of 14,000 rockets. Many were 

old and relatively inaccurate, but thanks to help from 
Iran or Syria, Hizballah also possessed newer missile 
systems that could reach deep into Israeli territory. 
These missiles were used to terrorize the civilian 
population as well as attack Israeli military infrastruc-
ture. The fact that Hizballah could launch as many 
rockets on the last day of the war as the first gave 
these old rockets a strategic impact far beyond their 
limited tactical value.

Hybrid wars represent more than traditional 
conflicts between states and other armed groups. 
They incorporate different modes of warfare includ-
ing conventional capabilities, irregular tactics and 
formations, terrorist acts of indiscriminate violence, 
and criminal disorder. Hybrid wars can be conducted 
by states and various nonstate actors. Separate units 
or the same unit can conduct such multimodal activi-
ties that are operationally and tactically directed and 
coordinated within the main battlespace to achieve 
synergistic effects in the physical and psychological 
dimensions of conflict. Moreover, these effects can be 
achieved on all levels of war.

At the strategic level, many wars have had both 
regular and irregular components. However, in most 
conflicts the two occurred in different theaters or 
different formations. Examples include the Conti-
nental Army and militias in the Revolutionary War, 
the Army of Northern Virginia and Mosby’s Rangers 
in the Civil War, British regulars and Spanish guer-
rillas in the Peninsula War, the British 8th Army and 
Bedouins under T.E. Lawrence in World War I, and 

Soldier launches RQ–II Raven umanned aerial vehicle, Afghanistan
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the North Vietnamese army and Viet Cong troops 
in the second Indochina War. But hybrid wars are 
different in that they blur capabilities or apply them 
in the same battlespace. The integration of irregular 
and conventional forces operationally and tactically 
is a new phenomenon.

The future does not portend separate threats rel-
egated to distinct slices of a conflict spectrum. Tradi-
tional conflict will remain the most dangerous threat, 
but hybrid warfare will become more common. It will 
pose threats that blur and blend different methods 
and modes of warfare at the same time. Therefore, the 
most distinctive change in the character of war will 
involve combining various types of combat rather 
than a widening number of distinct challenges.

Hybrid wars blend the lethality of state military 
power with the irregular protracted conflict. Accord-
ingly, potential adversaries such as states, state-
sponsored groups, and self-funded actors will exploit 
advanced capabilities, including encrypted command 
systems, man-portable air-to-surface missiles, and 
other lethal systems. They will employ insurgent 
tactics such as ambushes, improvised explosives, and 
assassinations, and also combine high-tech capabili-
ties such as antisatellite weapons with terrorism and 
cyberwarfare directed against financial targets.

Such challenges are not limited to nonstate actors. 
Conventional forces can be transformed into irregu-
lar units with new tactics similar to the Iraqi fedayeen 
in 2003. The evidence suggests that several Middle 
Eastern nations are modifying their militaries to 
exploit this mode of conflict. This development will 
make it increasingly difficult to characterize national 
forces as traditional and nonstate actors as irregulars. 
Future threats will present a more diverse array of 
effective countermeasures to Western capabilities as 
Hizballah clearly demonstrated.

Regardless of state sponsorship, the lethality and 
capacity of organized groups are growing as incen-
tives to exploit nontraditional modes of war increase. 
This transformation will mean modifying current 
views about frequency and content of future conflicts. 
Irregular and protracted forms of conflict have been 
castigated as the tactics of the weak, employed by 
nonstate actors who lack the means to do anything 
else. That judgment is misleading since future adver-
saries may exploit such means precisely because they 
are militarily effective. In fact, such measures may 
come to be seen as tactics of the smart and nimble, 
rather than the weak and under-resourced.

The rise of hybrid warfare does not represent the 
end of traditional or conventional warfare, but it 

introduces a complicating factor in the 21st century. 
Instead of thinking about conventional or irregu-
lar warfare, defense planning must be expanded to 
include hybrid combinations. Instead of conventional 
or irregular threats presenting an either/or situation, 
both types of warfare must be contemplated, perhaps 
simultaneously. The implications of added complexity 
are significant. As John Arquilla of the Naval Post-
graduate School observed: “While history provides 
some useful examples to stimulate strategic thought 
about such problems, coping with networks that can 
fight in so many different ways . . . is going to require 
some innovative thinking.”4

The Department of Defense recognized the need for 
exploring the nature of this complex challenge. Secre-
tary of Defense Robert Gates discussed hybrid threats 
with the senior leadership as part of the broader issue 
of reprogramming the investment and capability mix. 
Consequently, the Pentagon has initiated research on 
the problem including large joint exercises.

Future conflicts will not be easily parsed in simple 
classes of conventional and irregular war. Many de-
fense analysts acknowledge the blurred lines between 
them. Conventional and irregular forces, combat-
ants and noncombatants, and physical or kinetic and 
virtual dimensions of conflict will be blended and 
blurred to pose complex challenges. Defense planners 
can no longer think in terms of conventional or ir-
regular enemies. They must adapt to hybrid warfare.

Counterinsurgency Warfare
The United States has been slowly and painfully 

relearning the lessons of counterinsurgency. This 
process is reflected in efforts to develop a unified 
response to deal with insurgencies in both Afghani-
stan and Iraq. Of particular importance has been an 
understanding that insurgencies are no longer unified 
political movements such as those of Mao Tse-tung 
or Ho Chi Minh, but rather coalitions of the angry 
responding to perceived threats to their way of life. 
This evolution from single political actors to coali-
tions was evidenced in the anti-Somoza Nicaraguan 
movement, the anti-Soviet insurgencies in Afghani-
stan and Chechnya, the anti-Israeli organizations in 
Palestine, and the anti-American insurgencies in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. All of these movements can be best 
described as anti movements; they were not linked by 
any cause other than ejecting an outside power. Once 
that goal is accomplished, the insurgents know they 
will have to fight each other to resolve whose vision of 
the future will prevail in the contested area.

Inevitably, new insurgent coalitions have learned 
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from past counterinsurgency operations. Their most 
critical innovation is the understanding that against 
the outside power the message is the insurgency. They 
realize that they cannot inflict a military defeat on 
that outside power. There will be no Maoist third-
phase conventional offensive that will crush the 
government forces. Instead, they plan to defeat the 
outside power by breaking its political will. They will 
accomplish this objective through effective strategic 
communications against that outside power while 
positioning themselves for the inevitable internal 
conflict that will follow the withdrawal of the outside 
forces. Thus, their strategic communications cam-
paign will address both external and internal audi-
ences by targeting the outside power while addressing 
potential supporters and neutral states.

Today, insurgencies arise spontaneously rather 
than under central planning and direction. For 
example, in the first Palestinian Intifada, Afghanistan, 
and Iraq, the insurgents launched effective strategic 
campaigns without unified leadership. They dem-
onstrated emergent intelligence where independent 
actors following basic rules create strategic effects, 
and thus precluded any form of decapitation strategy. 
Of particular note was the bombing campaign in 
Iraq over the summer and early autumn of 2003. 
The insurgents attacked the Jordanian embassy, Red 
Cross, and United Nations. By doing so, they ensured 
that the U.S. coalition would get little or no help 
from Arab nations, nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), or international bodies. While this brilliant 
bombing campaign appeared to be planned, there is 
no indication the insurgents had a unified command. 
Thus, the intelligence behind the strategic campaign 
has the properties of emergence.

The development of coalitions of the angry that 
conduct aggressive strategic communications and 
that have links to emergent intelligence poses greater 
challenges to counterinsurgency operations than 
traditional Maoist movements. Nevertheless, the 
basics of counterinsurgency remain valid. Before any 
counterinsurgency effort can gain the support of the 
people, it must provide security. Moreover, that secu-
rity cannot be transient and must protect all members 
of the society who have sided with the government 
against the insurgency. Just as some members of the 
public refuse to testify against drug pushers because 
of their fear of retaliation, most citizens in a country 
torn by insurgent violence avoid being associated 
with a government that cannot protect them.

Another basic element of counterinsurgency 
remains unchanged: the hope for a better future. 

However, that concept of a better future must origi-
nate with the local people, not with outsiders. While 
the United States has promoted democracy in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, Islam stresses justice over democ-
racy. The problem is compounded by a naïve belief 
that one form of democracy—national elections—is 
better than alternative local forms of democracy. This 
has led some to push national elections on societ-
ies which are not ready for complex powersharing 
arrangements. Remember, it took the English almost 
450 years to advance from the Magna Carta to a par-
liamentary democracy. Yet some have planned to take 
a society with no experience in democracy from a 
dictatorship to a democracy in only a couple of years.

While the basics of counterinsurgency have not 
changed, the difficulty of achieving them has in-
creased. Since the Nation no longer confronts a single, 
unified movement, it must understand the political, 
economic, social, and religious motives of various 
groups, which range from preserving a certain way of 
life to imposing a new type of government or a stricter 
form of religion and from protecting criminal enter-
prises to seeking revenge or personal gain. As noted, 
these coalitions are not committed to common beliefs 
but rather band together to fight outsiders. There is not 
even unity within major factions. Instead, each faction 
is networked together, often by preexisting political, 
social, or religious linkages. These simple networks 
allow insurgents to share information to attack outsid-
ers, although they do not fully trust each other.

While not every counterinsurgent must be a state 
builder, efforts to establish security must be based on 
understanding players and intentions in any given 
area. There will not be a national-level solution but 
rather local responses to issues that motivate fighters 
in that area. Even when events are addressed, such as 
the Anbar Awakening, counterinsurgents must sus-
tain powersharing compromises among the various 
groups to prevent the outbreak of civil war.

A final dangerous development in insurgencies 
is that nonstate actors in general and insurgents in 
particular have greater communications, technologi-
cal capabilities, and arms than at any time in the past, 
which has made it possible to overmatch govern-
ments in many regions.

One key question is how often insurgencies will 
occur in the future. If the United States is convinced 
that it will never fight such enemies again, then it can 
ignore the problem and focus on other issues. But 
if defense planners accept that insurgents threaten 
strategic American interests, then they must be 
prepared to defeat them and develop a strategy for 
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counterinsurgency operations. Since each insurgency 
has unique problems, each requires a unique ap-
proach. However, despite the fact they present unique 
challenges, each counterinsurgency effort will require 
an all-of-government approach.

And how does the United States achieve an all-of-
government response? Does it require every compo-
nent of the government to deploy trained personnel 
to respond to insurgencies, or does it task the military 
to provide the necessary personnel? If civilian agen-
cies are forced to respond, what percentage of their 
personnel will be committed? How much will such 
operations cost and what laws must be enacted or 
amended to carry out these missions? Moreover, how 
extensive is the potential disruption to agency man-
power policies in achieving a deployable force?

Similar obstacles are posed by all-military solu-
tions. For example, if the Services must field the 
necessary response, can they recruit the necessary 
personnel? Should the military activate selected Re-
servists who have comparable jobs in the civil sector? 
Or should the military form units in either the Active 
or Reserve Components to accomplish these mis-
sions? And if so, how should the military revamp its 
force structure to gain such capabilities? What types 
of units are reduced or eliminated to free up person-
nel required to execute these new missions?

At the core of agency responsibility is the question 
of strategic communications. How can the United 
States engage in strategic communications to defeat 
insurgents while reinforcing its own political will? 
Given the centrality of strategic communications and 

Future U.S. Naval Power

4 AIRCRAFT CARRIERS 11

4  MAJOR SURFACE  
COMBATANTS

Arleigh Burke–Class Destroyer 62

DDX 7

CG[X] 19

LCS 55

TOTAL 143

4 SUBMARINES

SSBN 14

SSGN 4

SSN 48

TOTAL 66

4  AMPHIBIOUS/ 
EXPEDITIONARy

Amphibious Warfare 31

Command Support 30

Combat Logistics 20

MPFF Ships 12

TOTAL 93

Key: DDX=Next Generation Destroyer; CG[X]=Next Generation 
Cruiser; LCS=Littoral Combat Ship; SSBN=Ballistic Missile Sub-
marine; SSGN=Guided Missile Submarine; SSN=Nuclear Attack 
Submarine; MPFF=Maritime Prepositioning Force (Future).

21st Century War
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type/amount of training kind/degree

tactics and strategies kind

geopolitical differences kind/degree

economic differences kind/degree
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our notable failures in the recent past, an effective 
campaign is essential to counterinsurgency opera-
tions. However, the fragmented nature of insurgen-
cies often increases the problem of developing that 
strategy. For example, a first-hand cultural under-
standing is essential to developing such a success-
ful campaign. Unfortunately, American personnel 
systems do not support a career pattern that permits 
government employees to develop a sufficiently deep 
level of understanding. Thus, developing counterin-
surgency strategy requires reconsidering the career 
paths for professionals in the field established by cur-
rent personnel systems.

Once the civil and military roles are adequately 
delineated, the United States can build the requisite 
capabilities in the host government. Insurgencies are 
easiest to defeat at their inception and best defeated 
by indigenous forces. As such, they require a network 
of American specialists to advise on governance, 
economics, and local security. They should be a corps 
of professionals trained to support a cooperative 
security engagement strategy. In addition to these 
advisers, the military should provide training and 
equipment to assist indigenous security forces.

An additional challenge in developing a success-
ful counterinsurgency strategy is the amount of 
manpower required. The ratio most often cited is 1 
security officer for every 50 citizens. In Afghanistan 
alone, this guideline would demand nearly 600,000 
personnel. Since this number is beyond the capabili-
ties of the United States or its allies, the only solution 
is developing forces in the host nation. Even then, to 
meet this standard, 2 percent of the population would 
be needed in the security forces. Paying for this mobi-
lization poses another challenge.

Advisory capacity will also be a major issue for the 
United States. Those nations threatened by insurgent 
movements typically lack the ability to provide key 
services. They require advisers in a range of ministries 
in addition to advisers for local security. In addition 
to building these capabilities, the statutory authorities 
and funding necessary to successfully achieve this 
strategy must be determined. Given the unpredict-
ability and length of insurgencies, counterinsurgency 
strategies should be at least multi-year and perhaps 
even multi-decade in scope.

Even if the United States can successfully disengage 
from Iraq and Afghanistan, it must be prepared to 
meet other insurgent threats that are sure to arise. The 
Nation will require organizations, training, and skills 
to conduct effective counterinsurgency operations 
against coalitions of the angry.

Humanitarian Issues in Conflict Zones
The American military has dealt with humanitar-

ian problems throughout its history, whether these 
involved victims of natural disasters or refugees in 
wartime. Since the 1990s, however, these problems 
have been constant in U.S. military operations, and the 
trend is likely to continue over the next decade. Some-
times humanitarian problems such as in Kosovo are 
the cause of military intervention and at other times 
they exist as a consequence of ongoing conflicts.

Military intervention involving humanitarian crisis 
may have one of two outcomes. First, an uncertain 
peace may follow the decisive end of fighting among 
warring parties. While various policies of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Euro-
pean Union on Kosovo and Bosnia remain open to 
criticism, the policies postintervention brought stabil-
ity and allowed for relatively bloodless peacekeeping 
and nation-building. Second, conflicts may not end 
decisively, such as those in Iraq and Afghanistan.

To win against an insurgency, the host government 
must establish its legitimacy by providing its people 
with security, humanitarian assistance, basic public 
services, governance, and the start of postwar recon-
struction. As a major force combating insurgents in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, the U.S. military has become 
deeply involved in the humanitarian and reconstruc-
tion efforts as a part of efforts to win the support 
of the people. Lack of security in many areas has 
further magnified military participation in humani-
tarian activities. The inability of underfunded and 
understaffed Department of State and U.S. Agency 
for International Development (USAID) activities 
also has drawn the military into the humanitarian 
sphere. American forces are now operating on the 
same playing field as civilian NGOs and international 
organizations. This inequality was exacerbated in the 
case of Iraq where the Department of Defense was 
initially placed in charge of postwar operations. In 
fact, the traditional humanitarian lines between civil 
and governmental entities generally tend to disappear 
in areas dominated by insurgency.

Various points of friction dominate humanitarian 
affairs. First, in both Afghanistan and Iraq, the enemy 
learned that attacking NGOs was a low-risk, high-
reward strategy. For the insurgent, there is a payoff 
in attacking humanitarian organizations, particularly 
those that are unprotected, allied with the United 
States, or associated with unpopular religions. By at-
tacking the military, the insurgent invites retribution. 
By attacking an element of either the United Nations 
or an NGO, the insurgent may strike a blow against 
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the government’s effort to create legitimacy at the lo-
cal level, especially if the NGO subsequently chooses 
to cease operations in that area.

Second, colliding bureaucratic cultures also create 
problems. In Afghanistan, for example, special opera-
tions personnel initially fought in civilian clothes 
using concealed weapons, leading to objections from 
NGOs. This practice was changed by the military in 
2002 but continued to be raised by NGOs into 2004. 
Meanwhile, well-intentioned military members ad-
vised NGO personnel that they were part of the same 
team and that civil affairs and other units were eager 
to coordinate humanitarian efforts, which is a poor 
choice of words. Most civilians resent being coordi-
nated by military or governmental entities while the 
military regards coordination as simply a low-level 
activity that involves everyone. NGOs associate coor-
dination with control, whereas the military associates 
it with interaction and communication.

Third, local reconstruction teams can become a 
point of friction. In late 2002, the Provincial Recon-
struction Teams (PRTs) came into being in Afghani-
stan. These interagency teams of 50 to a few hundred 
personnel were designed to further security and 
reconstruction and promote host-government inter-
ests. There are 50 teams in both Iraq and Afghanistan, 
including 13 teams in Iraq that are non-regional and 
embedded with maneuver units and 14 in Afghani-

stan fielded by the coalition. While they have solved 
problems, they have created some as well.

PRTs initially heightened concerns of nongovern-
mental and international organizations as well as 
career diplomats over a military takeover of stabiliza-
tion and reconstruction activities. Critics have also 
noted a lack of standardization, basic operational 
concepts, and doctrine among the various teams. On 
balance, however, PRTs have been a plus for coalition 
efforts and useful in resolving disputes between gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental organizations. The 
teams have institutionalized American or coalition 
presence and also made it easier for NGOs to interact 
with both Department of State and USAID personnel.

As General David Petraeus stated to counterinsur-
gency military commanders in 2003, money is am-
munition. This observation illustrates a fourth point 
of friction. Beginning in 2002, unit commanders who 
often could not wait for help from USAID or PRTs 
began to get Commander’s Emergency Relief Program 
(CERP) funding for relief and reconstruction tasks. 
Since then, these funds have become a multibillion-
dollar effort. As a result of this explosion in CERP 
funding, 20 percent of development assistance goes 
through the Pentagon. This form of humanitarian 
assistance has become a point of bureaucratic friction 
despite attempts by military commanders to work in 
close coordination with USAID and the PRTs.

Marines conduct operation in Helmand Province, Afghanistan, April 2009
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A fifth point of friction is the weakness of Ameri-
can instruments of power in the diplomatic and 
economic spheres. Despite a Presidential directive 
in 2005 making the Department of State the lead 
agency for stabilization and reconstruction, economic 
and security assistance amounts to only 5 percent 
of the Pentagon budget. The United States spends 
approximately $20 on defense for every $1 spent on 
Department of State and USAID programs combined. 
The last requested increase in defense budget equals 
the entire State-USAID budget. Moreover, the 8,000 
Foreign Service Officers are simply inadequate to 
meet the requirements of 2 conflicts, 265 diplomatic 
and consular posts, and activities in over 120 coun-
tries. While Congress protects and expands defense 
funding, it barely supports the Foreign Service, which 
is roundly criticized for not solving problems that it is 
not adequately resourced to tackle.

The future promises more stability operations and 
humanitarian activities. U.S. participation in Iraq and 
Afghanistan will continue for some years to come. 
In short, the problem of failing and failed states will 
dominate international relations. While it is fair to 
believe that the Nation will be cautious of undertak-
ing further commitments, it is easy to envision large-
scale stability operations with or without convention-
al violence. Thus, the military role in humanitarian 
affairs will remain large in both conflict situations and 
natural disasters.

The United States must continue to build on recent 
progress in promoting stabilization and reconstruc-
tion activities. The Department of Defense has 
elevated stability operations as well as irregular 
warfare in doctrine and training. The Department of 
State has established an Office of the Coordinator for 
Reconstruction and Stabilization, which is supported 
by Secretary of Defense Robert Gates among others. 
USAID has also organized a military liaison office 
and, along with the Department of State, assigned 
senior advisers to combatant commands. The Depart-
ments of Defense and State, USAID, and U.S. Institute 
of Peace are working on whole-of-government and 
whole-of-society approaches to humanitarian prob-
lems. One promising initiative is the Consortium on 
Complex Operations, which is a virtual think tank for 
governmental agencies and other interested parties. 
Moreover, U.S. Africa Command and U.S. Southern 
Command function as interagency organizations in 
their areas of responsibility, a development that has 
brought praise as well as criticism. However, all of 
these organizational developments are still new and 
must be allowed to mature.

Despite some renewed interest, the U.S. military 
does not want to take the lead in stabilization and re-
construction activities. Although improving skills and 
programs for stability operations is important, nation-
building is not a core military competency. It is an area 
for civilian leadership. In fact the last two Secretaries 
of Defense have been at the forefront in advocating 
substantially greater capabilities for stability operations 
in the Department of State and USAID. If the Nation 
fails to do this, then the military role in humanitarian 
operations will grow even larger—to the detriment of 
all concerned. Thus the Nation must consider ways to:

n improve interagency planning for complex 
contingencies

n dramatically increase the budget and manpower 
of the Department of State and USAID for stabili-
zation and reconstruction activities, development 
assistance, and public diplomacy

n broaden congressional understanding of the 
need for a multilevel civilian response corps

n maintain current emphasis by the military on 
stability operations and irregular warfare

n institutionalize and codify the military response 
to natural and other humanitarian disasters

n disentangle the legislative authorities for hu-
manitarian activities and stability operations

n refine U.S. actions and programs to prevent 
deadly conflict and state failure.

The Changing Nature of Maritime  
Conflict

Like other maritime forces around the world, the 
U.S. Navy is engaged in a major fleet reconstruction 
program. Over the next three decades, its acquisi-
tion plan calls for reaching a fleet of 313 ships and 
submarines, with some 70 percent intended for 
major combat operations and the balance for other 
missions. This program offers long-term planning 
stability. Seven major projects already are approaching 
either lead-ship stage or full production. Moreover, a 
new-generation CVN–21 super-carrier, the CVN–78 
Gerald R. Ford, will go into production this year. The 
resulting fleet will have 11 aircraft carriers, 143 major 
surface combatants, 66 submarines, and 93 amphibi-
ous, support, and expeditionary ships. This acquisition 
plan could transform the Navy into a force best suited 
to cope with the new conditions of the 21st century.

There are two problems with the plans for this 
fleet expansion. The first is that, in numerical terms, 
the naval force has declined since the Cold War to 
less than half of its size in the 1980s. This decline is 
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alarming given the growing maritime capabilities of 
other nations such as China. Accordingly, the Chief 
of Naval Operations has warned that the present plan 
is insufficient and that the 313-ship Navy will not be 
adequate for missions in the coming years.5

The second problem with the planned expansion 
is the general view that the Navy will not be able 
to meet its target of 313 ships. Meeting this target 
would require constructing about 10 ships each year 
from now to 2037 at an estimated cost of $25 billion,6 
which is unlikely in the present fiscal environment. 
The problem is aggravated by the high operational 
tempo resulting from the conflicts in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. This tempo has shortened the antici-
pated life of both ships and aircraft while reducing 
the propensity for Sailors to reenlist and maintain 
existing force levels. For example, many observers 
were startled when two advanced Aegis ships recently 
failed their inspections and were declared unfit for 
service. These ships had deteriorated more quickly 
than expected largely because of operational tempo. 
Moreover, with the rate of technological change 
occurring today, it is increasingly difficult to have 
incremental modernization. Instead, the Navy is 
forced to identify transformational leaps in platform 
specification as evidenced by the Littoral Combat 
Ship, the DDG–1000 Zumwalt-class destroyer, and 
the CG (X) next generation cruiser programs. These 
are inherently riskier and costlier to fix when things 
go wrong. For all these reasons, alternate fleet struc-
tures as low as 220 ships have been predicted, which 
would clearly aggravate the resources-commitments 
gap still further.

The issues of fleet size and funding confronting the 
United States are part of a trend affecting all the na-
vies of the world. Individual platforms, sensors, and 
weapons are simply getting more expensive relative to 
available resources for naval procurement. The result 
in Europe and much of the Asia-Pacific region has 
been substantial downsizing of naval forces. Although 
the capabilities of remaining platforms are greater, 
overall coverage and flexibility suffer.

U.S. planners are torn between the demands of 
major combat and those of stabilization operations. 
Combat operations require high-intensity sea-control 
capabilities for deepwater antisubmarine warfare, 
antiair warfare, and ballistic missile defense with 
seabased nuclear deterrence. Such operations are de-
signed for combat with traditional symmetrical peer 
competitors. By contrast, stabilization operations are 
aimed at asymmetrical threats. These operations de-
mand capabilities required for expeditionary warfare 

such as projecting naval forces and supporting forces 
ashore. Stabilization also includes maritime domain 
awareness, small ship operations, and activities with 
coast guards. Finally, these operations are used for 
constructive naval engagement with other countries 
in areas such as surface ships and inclusive naval 
procedures. These types of operations are not cheap. 
Recent asymmetrical conflicts—such as the USS Cole 
incident in Aden, the ambush of a boarding party 
from the Royal Navy frigate HMS Cornwall by the 
Iranian Republican Guard, and the hit on the well-
armed Israeli corvette Hanit by a C–802 missile fired 
by Hizballah forces in Lebanon—indicate the extent 
of the demands on maritime operations.

Balancing these demands against the require-
ments of hedging against a near-peer competitor is 
far from easy. A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century 
Seapower is candid about the “tensions . . . between 
the requirements for continued peacetime engage-
ment and maintaining proficiency in the critical 
skills necessary to fighting and winning in combat.”7 
For example, while it is true that helicopters can 
deliver ordnance in a high-intensity war as well as 
humanitarian aid in a tsunami relief operation, it is 
also the case that a month spent learning Arabic is 
a month lost training for high-intensity operations. 
More specifically, the best ships for maritime security 
operations are often ocean and inshore patrol vessels, 
but these would be of limited utility in a conflict 
in the Taiwan Straits. Allocating scarce resources 
between competing sets of commitments is the most 
difficult conceptual issue facing naval planners.

In addition, the current focus on Iraq and Afghani-
stan aggravates planning. Priority is given to defense 
projects bearing on those conflicts and places others 
related to future contingencies on a back burner. This 
mindset affects the Navy and its allies in two ways. 
First, it jeopardizes or at least delays long-term proj-
ects that may be equally important as those projects 
associated with current operations. Second, it raises 
issues about the utility of naval power at a time when 
boots on the ground seem the main requirement. De-
spite an obvious shift in naval priorities from power 
at sea to power from the sea, the contribution that na-
vies make remains both out of sight and out of mind. 
For example, in Great Britain over half the contingent 
deployed in Afghanistan was naval personnel, includ-
ing marines, helicopter pilots, and medics. However, 
the Royal Navy got little credit because it operated 
more or less as army personnel. Some conclude that it 
might make sense to treat all naval personnel as such, 
a result of believing that navies do not matter as much 
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as they did in the past. This attitude negatively affects 
the debate whenever an expensive naval project is 
presented to the media or the political establishment.

The importance of seapower for the global economy 
is growing. Globalization in fact rests on the container 
and modern shipping industry. Low and decreasing 
seaborne freight rates mean that the cost of shipping 
$700 television sets from China to Europe is no more 
than about $10 per set. This helps keep American 
and European costs of living and rates of inflation 
down, encourages China to industrialize, and makes 
industrial relocation possible from both Europe and 
North America to the Far East. Lower costs also 
prompt the diversification of production lines in an 
increasing number of countries. Seaborne commerce 
produces mutual dependence among members of the 
international community in industrial production and 
consumption. The world is seen as an increasingly 
interconnected nexus of partners with high degrees of 
mutual economic as well as political interdependence 
in which the world’s seas play a vital part.

Nevertheless, the system is under threat. Today, 
globalization relies on a supply-chain philosophy of 
just enough and just in time, which increases vulner-
ability to disruption. This situation is compounded 
by low stocks of life essentials such as oil and food 
that many states retain. The all-round maritime 
development of countries in the Asia-Pacific region, 

especially China and India, suggests a sophisticated 
appreciation of the fact that the 21st century will 
prove the maritime century. There seems little doubt 
that by 2050 seapower will drive international events. 
But whose seapower will it be?

Solutions to these issues are likely to be sought 
in three ways. The first is making resources more 
cost-effective through better project management. 
This includes the establishment of a real partnership 
between the Navy and the defense industrial base 
that would prevent the kind of risk and blame-shift-
ing characteristic of the Littoral Combat Ship while 
encouraging innovation such as the leasing by the 
Royal Navy of offshore patrol vessels from Vosper-
Thorneycroft.

A second solution is making the best use of 
technology. While Iraq and Afghanistan indicate that 
superior technology is not the answer, it offers an 
important advantage. Networked naval forces can be 
dispersed and concentrated. Modularization provides 
design and operational flexibilities unheard of 20 
years ago. Improved propulsion systems enable mod-
ern platforms to deliver more days at sea, allowing 
commanders to do more with less. But technological 
innovation presupposes an availability of manpower 
that many navies find difficult to achieve.

Finally, defense planners around the world must 
recognize that the range of risks and threats is wider 

U.S. Marines investigate hole in earthen berm separating Iraq and Syria during Operation Al Anbar Border Initiative 
Phase II, north of Qaim, Iraq, to prevent smuggling between Syria and Iraq
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than the resources available to even the most power-
ful individual nations. Furthermore, many risks and 
threats are challenges to all countries. This calls for 
the development of maritime partnerships, estab-
lishment of cooperation and coordination agree-
ments, and recognition that operations may be best 
conducted through multilateral compromises on 
decisionmaking and standard operating procedures. 
The maritime consensus necessary to defend global 
trading must be seen as integral to operations rather 
than as unimportant peacetime activities.

The changing character of maritime conflict points 
to the importance of seapower in the future. None-
theless, financial, industrial, and other trends may 
well impede the kind of ambitious fleet reconstruc-
tion plans discussed above. The Nation will be hard-
pressed to balance the demands of the challenges 
maritime forces must address together with a greater 
reliance on international partnerships.

Airpower in a Nutshell
America has undergone a nonlinear growth in 

airpower over the past three decades. Its ability to 
contribute to combat operations at the high end of 
the conflict spectrum is exponentially greater because 
of the convergence of low observability or stealth, 
freedom to attack fixed and moving targets with 
high accuracy from relatively safe standoff ranges 
irrespective of weather or time of day, and expanded 
battlespace awareness made possible by developments 
in command, control, communications, and comput-
ers and in information, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance. As a result of such improvements, airpower has 
acquired capabilities to set the conditions of victory 
in joint warfare against organized opponents that field 
conventional forces.

Four important rules must be stipulated to clarify 
the meaning of the term airpower. First, airpower is 
a shorthand way of saying air, space, and cyberspace 
power. Second, airpower does not refer only to combat 
aircraft or the combined assets of an air arm. Rather, 
in its totality, airpower is a complex amalgam consist-
ing of equipment and less tangible ingredients bearing 
on effectiveness, such as employment doctrine, 
concepts of operations, training, tactics, proficiency, 
leadership quality, adaptability, and practical experi-
ence. These soft factors vary among air arms around 
the world operating superficially similar kinds or even 
identical types of equipment. Yet they are given little 
heed in typical air capability analysis. Only through 
their combined effects can the success of raw hardware 

Changing and Enduring Aspects of Conflict

Conventional wisdom holds that transformation, however 
defined, is necessary to compete in the current environment. 
Although that may be true, change that is strategically or 
operationally misinformed can lead to irrelevance or worse. 
To avoid that outcome, those responsible for the structure 
and implementation of any military or defense transforma-
tion would do well to arrive at a clear understanding of which 
aspects of warfare are new and changing as well as which are 
not. The task is not an easy one because a number of assump-
tions about contemporary warfare have been broadly accepted 
without the benefit of critical examination.

One assumption is that the wars of the 21st century will differ 
greatly from those of the past, in that future wars will be asym-
metrical whereas previous conflicts were purportedly symmetri-
cal. A second assumption is that the key to military success is 
knowledge of the enemy and greater situational awareness. 
Another assumption is that military transformation can deliver 
success irrespective of the political context in which the conflict 
occurs. But asymmetry is the rule rather than the exception in 
war. Moreover, asymmetry itself is not a particularly useful term 
since knowledge is dependent on the time available to obtain it, 
and real-world time constraints mean militaries must be able to 
function in an atmosphere of uncertainty. The political context 
plays a decisive role in whether transformed militaries can 
deliver victory.

The term asymmetric has become enormously popular in 
defense literature. Its current usage falls into two categories. The 
first suggests that asymmetrical warfare is a newer and cleverer 
way of fighting, and thus the exception rather than the rule. The 
second category uses the term to describe any conflict that ap-
pears to differ from conventional or traditional ways of fighting. 
Examples of asymmetrical conflicts include the war on terror or 
any guerrilla war, insurgency, irregular, or small war, even stabili-
zation and reconstruction operations.

Both usages of asymmetric are flawed and misleading. The 
first presumes that belligerents have been and in most cases are 
symmetrical. Yet this presumption is not supported by historical 
analysis. In fact, in reviewing the historical record, the opposite 
is true. Symmetry between or among opposing forces is less 
common than asymmetry. Every enemy is asymmetric relative 
to its opponent in important ways. Likewise, every conflict is 
asymmetric. Asymmetry results from the interplay of political, 
cultural, economic, and geographic factors that cause communi-
ties to evolve differently. It is unavoidable and exists even when 
protagonists are not consciously using it to their advantage. It is 
also the state of nature—the rule rather than the exception.

The second usage of asymmetric requires accepting that 
irregular wars are less frequent than conventional conflicts. How-
ever, as Max Boot points out in Savage Wars of Peace, America 6 Continued on p. 159
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has fought more so-called small or irregular wars in 
its history than conventional ones. Moreover, the 
Nation has forces designed for such wars and has 
developed them over decades. One can argue over 
whether there are enough forces for this purpose or 
whether they are properly deployed, but the point re-
mains that asymmetrical conflicts are natural events, 
and fighting them has hardly posed an unfamiliar 
challenge for the United States.

Asymmetries are common in warfare and fall 
into two categories: kind or degree. Disparities in 
numbers, training, and leadership are asymmetries 
of degree. Basic differences in strategy, weapons, 
or sources of strength—Sparta, for instance, was 
clearly a land power and Athens a naval power—are 
examples of asymmetries of kind. Distinguish-
ing between asymmetries demystifies the term by 
providing a framework for understanding them. This 
categorization underscores the point that asymmetric 
wars are the rule and the types of asymmetry may 
vary over time.

Because asymmetry is the rule, describing 
enemies or types of conflicts as asymmetrical adds 
little to strategic analyses. In confronting asym-
metrical adversaries, those adversaries are also, by 
definition, facing asymmetrical adversaries. Thus, it 
is important to grasp the particulars. Simply put, how 
does the adversary differ from you and how should 
you alter your thinking to meet the challenge? And in 
a counterinsurgency, the adversary should be called 
insurgents. Second- and third-order questions, such 
as political objectives, weapons, and others, should 
be brought to the forefront.

Asymmetry is a natural state of affairs while sym-
metry is the exception to the rule. Military operations 
involve multiple asymmetries of both kind and de-
gree, and it is impossible to predict which particular 
difference or combination of differences will prove 
decisive. Consequently, the term asymmetric offers 
little value. It does not matter whether the next 
adversary or conflict is asymmetric. Rather, what mat-
ters are the second- and third-order questions that, 
in turn, ought to reveal how to maximize strengths 
and minimize weaknesses of a military force.

A debate has raged for over a decade over whether 
information-age technology will result in a revolution 
in military affairs. At the risk of oversimplification, 
the argument is focused on how much confidence 
should be placed in technology versus human judg-
ment. Certainly, knowledge is more desirable than 

ignorance, particularly in war. In addition, new tech-
nology is making more information, if not knowledge, 
available to operating forces. But knowledge is not 
an independent variable, separate from the actors, 
objectives, and actions in a given contest. When 
information is regarded as a dependent variable, the 
argument for making it a fundamental premise, as is 
the case for U.S. defense transformation, weakens 
considerably. This premise is based on the flawed 
assumption that decisions can usually be delayed 
until sufficient knowledge becomes available. While 
that may be true in some cases, it is by no means 
universal. It is certainly not true in a war where politi-
cal circumstances and other factors may force the 
timing of decisions.

Decisions on implementing the surge depended 
to some extent on information gained from strategic 
assessments from across Iraq. However, timing the 
surge was driven more by political concerns, both 
domestic and international. While knowledge gained 
by means of the assessment was the key variable 
to decisionmaking, it was dependent on timing. The 
required knowledge had to be gained within a certain 
timeframe. Knowledge not gained during that period 
was simply not available to decisionmakers at the 
time of the decision. Accordingly, decisions were 
made based on the best information available at the 
time.

Knowledge is largely a function of the time 
required to gain it. It is not infinite, and therefore 
decisions must be made before all the information 
is available. This implies that many decisions entail 
some degree of uncertainty and is particularly true in 
war where both sides are actively engaged in deny-
ing information to each other. Acquiring knowledge 
in war is a continuous, often violent activity, and 
requires intrusion into many different domains. Fur-
thermore, it is likely that legal and ethical constraints 
will limit such intrusions, despite advances in 
enabling technologies. Accordingly, leaders will not 
have the luxury of making decisions with complete 
knowledge. Rather, they will have to operate in an 
environment characterized by some degree of uncer-
tainty. Thus, the development of the ability to make 
decisions in ambiguous environments must remain 
an integral part of any transformation process.

It is generally accepted that military transformation 
is critical to strategic success. However, this judg-
ment assumes that transformation will proceed in the 
right direction and that political context—the constel-
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lation of power relationships that exists among key 
players whether states or nonstates—is unimportant. 
Unfortunately, history demonstrates that even a 
transformed military is not enough to overcome bad 
strategic decisions. To be sure, all parties involved 
in an armed conflict will make mistakes. Misper-
ceptions and misjudgments occur more often than 
thought. Although many mistakes can be corrected 
during the course of a war, one of the most difficult 
to overcome is the failure to appreciate the political 
context surrounding a conflict.

The rebuilding of the German Wehrmacht between 
World War I and II has long been touted as a textbook 
case of successful transformation. It involved creat-
ing a new air arm, an expanded navy, and notably 
land forces organized and trained for mobile warfare. 
However, that machine could not compensate for 
a flawed strategy, which failed to appreciate the 
political context, and particularly the position of the 
European powers and, ultimately, the United States.

The British, French, and Soviet militaries also 
transformed during the 1920s and 1930s, each 
shaped by political and cultural influences that 
made them unique. The British placed emphasis on 
preserving their maritime power, the French invested 
in static defenses, and the Russians moved toward 
reliance on tanks and heavy artillery. Nonetheless, 
strategic and political decisions made within the 
existing political context set the course for success 
or failure.

A cautionary note is found in ongoing defense 
transformation—established on the principles of 
speed, precision, knowledge, and jointness—that 
may yield a truly exquisite military machine. How-
ever, that machine will not necessarily be able to 
overcome strategic mistakes and generate success. 
In other words, transformation of the U.S. military 
cannot replace strategy.

Contemporary defense policymakers must chal-
lenge the conventional wisdom regarding war. A 
fixation on irregular or asymmetric warfare must not 
obscure either the enduring or changing character of 
warfare. At a minimum, we must avoid oversimplified 
labels such as asymmetric, which tell us little about 
the similarities and differences between adversar-
ies. Similarly, the talk about transformation, change, 
and reform must not obscure fundamental aspects of 
warfare, not least the crucial issue of strategy.

in producing desired combat results be determined.
Third, airpower is inseparable from battlespace 

information and intelligence. Thanks to the dramatic 
growth in the lethality and effectiveness of American 
airpower in recent years, it has become fashionable to 
speak increasingly not of numbers of sorties per target 
killed, but rather of number of kills per combat sortie. 
Nevertheless, airpower involves more than merely 
attacking and destroying enemy targets. It involves 
knowing what to hit and where to find it. On one 
hand, it is almost a cliché to say that airpower can kill 
anything it can see, identify, and engage. On the other 
hand, it is less widely appreciated that it can kill only 
what it can see, identify, and engage. Airpower and 
intelligence are opposite sides of the same coin. If the 
latter fails, the former is likely to fail as well. For that 
reason, accurate, timely, and comprehensive informa-
tion on enemy assets is not only a crucial enabler but 
also an indispensable precondition for success.

Fourth, properly understood, airpower is not the 
province of one Service alone. It embraces not just 
aircraft and other combat capabilities of the Air Force, 
but also the aviation assets of the Navy and Marine 
Corps, along with Army attack helicopters and sur-
veillance aircraft. Although the Air Force is the only 
Service that can provide full-spectrum airpower in all 
mission areas, recognition and acceptance of the fact 
that air warfare is an activity in which all four Services 
have important roles to play is a necessary first step 
toward a proper understanding and assimilation of the 
changed role of airpower in modern warfare.

As evidenced by successful U.S. combat operations 
against conventionally equipped forces since the Gulf 
War of 1991, airpower has become a strategic force. 
The effectiveness of earlier air offensives was limited on 
the operational and strategic levels because it simply 
took too many aircraft and too high a loss rate to 
achieve too few results. Today, airpower can make its 
presence felt quickly. Its superior power can affect an 
enemy from the outset of battle and the subsequent 
course of a joint campaign. Of course, all military force 
elements have gained the opportunity in principle to 
achieve such outcomes with new technologies and con-
cepts of operations. American airpower is distinctive 
in that it has pulled well ahead of surface forces, both 
land and maritime, in its capacity relative to our en-
emies. This progress is attributable not only to stealth, 
precision, and information dominance, but also to the 
abiding characteristics of speed, range, and flexibility. 
Current and emerging air employment options offer 
theater commanders the possibility of engaging and 

5 Continued from p. 157
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neutralizing enemy forces from standoff ranges with 
virtual impunity, thereby reducing the threat to U.S. 
troops who otherwise might have to directly engage 
the enemy and risk sustaining high casualties.

It is fundamentally wrong to assume that airpower 
can win conflicts without ground and naval involve-
ment. Yet although success in major wars will continue 
to require integrated participation by all forces, current 
air warfare capabilities promise to allow joint force 
commanders to conduct operations more quickly and 
efficiently than ever before. One can argue that air 
assets of all the Services have the potential to seriously 
degrade fielded enemy forces of all kinds, thus enabling 
other force elements to achieve objectives in combat 
with a minimum of pain, effort, and cost.

Perhaps the greatest payoff in transforming 
American airpower since the mid-1980s has been the 
increase in situational awareness of friendly forces 
while denying that capacity to the enemy. That infor-
mation advantage entails breakthroughs in targeting 
capabilities and creates a powerful force multiplier in 
concert with high-accuracy attack systems. Indeed, 
the area of sensor fusion is arguably more pivotal than 
any other technology development in the air warfare 
arena because it is the precondition for extracting the 
fullest value from new imposition options.

A second major payoff afforded by recent im-
provements in airpower is the potential that it holds 
for situational control from the outset of combat, 
such that the first blow can often predetermine the 
subsequent course and outcome of a major war. Air-
power, at least in principle, permits the attainment of 
strategic objectives through simultaneous rather than 
sequential means of plodding from tactical through 
operational to strategic levels with an exorbitant cost 
in lives and national treasure. This differs from what 
airpower classicists such as Giulio Douhet and his 
followers envisaged. America today has the ability 
with airpower to cause early destruction or neutral-
ization of enemy war-making potential. However, 
critical targets are no longer leadership, infrastruc-
ture, economic potential, and other objectives listed 
by the proponents of strategic bombardment. Instead, 
targets embrace key assets that enable enemy forces 
in the field to organize their actions. With the recent 
advent of offensive cyberspace warfare, the initial at-
tack may even be surreptitious.

Finally, the transformation of airpower has enabled 
U.S. forces to maintain constant pressure on the 
enemy from a safe distance, increase the number 
of kills per sortie, selectively target with near-zero 
unintended damage, substantially reduce reaction 

time, and cause a complete shutdown of the ability of 
the enemy to control its forces. While these and other 
payoffs are not all-purpose substitutes for a balanced 
force able to operate effectively in all mediums of 
warfare, they allow joint force commanders to rely on 
airpower to conduct deep battle for the greater extent 
of a joint campaign. This foreshadows an end to the 
need for friendly armies to plan on conducting early 
close-maneuver ground combat as standard practice.

In addition to its effective performance in higher in-
tensity combat involvements since 1991, the airpower 
of all the Services has been increasingly critical for 
counterinsurgency operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Although kinetic capabilities in irregular conflicts have 
proven less applicable than conventional warfare such 
as Operation Desert Storm or the 3-week high intensity 
fighting that ended the Iraqi regime, the achievements 
by coalition assets in Southwest Asia have disabused 
those people of the notion that airpower in counterin-
surgencies is rarely presented with lucrative targets. On 
the contrary, experience bears out the proposition in 
the Air Force counterinsurgency manual that airpower 
can be effectively leveraged in irregular warfare, 
notwithstanding the fact that such conflicts are over-
whelmingly ground-centric in nature.

Airpower has several advantages in counterin-
surgency warfare. First, it offers mobility and air 
dominance without which nothing else is possible. 
Moreover, its unique advantages in speed and range 
enable it to span large areas with a rapid-response 
capability while allowing coalition and indigenous 
ground forces to focus their efforts wherever needed. 
In addition, with theater-wide situational awareness, 
the air and space assets of joint force commanders 
can monitor ground operations for emerging threats 
in one region, bring firepower to bear in another, and 
provide critical border security in yet another. As for 
other advantages, air and space assets can disrupt 
insurgent’s freedom of movement and ability to mass 
forces, and also prevent an irregular conflict from 
spreading to conventional fighting. They also can 
geolocate, fix, and target insurgents and terrorists as 
well as provide prompt on-call medical evacuation of 
wounded to rear-area facilities. In addition, airpower 
affords minimal intrusiveness and makes a small 
footprint in other nations. Much activity of air-
power occurs outside the range of combatants on the 
ground. Yet it proves increasingly pivotal in shaping 
the outcome of joint counterinsurgency operations.

Perhaps the most innovative use of airpower in 
counterinsurgencies involves nontraditional intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (NTISR), 
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which currently is being performed by coalition 
fighters over Iraq and Afghanistan. NTISR assets are 
combat aircraft equipped with electro-optical and 
infrared sensors in their onboard targeting pods, the 
main purpose of which is not intelligence collection but 
strike support. Such aircraft are being increasingly and 
routinely used to fill the gaps in existing ISR coverage. 
Their targeting pods allow fighter pilots to provide real-
time situational updates to friendly troops in contact 
with enemy forces, often in conjunction with Predator 
unmanned surveillance aircraft operations. This de-
velopment has greatly improved the ability of coalition 
ground forces to locate and engage nearby insurgents.

Despite airpower enhancements in developed 
countries, including potential competitors such as Rus-
sia and China, America remains indisputably on the 
cutting-edge of technological innovations in the field 
of military aviation. Only the United States possesses 
high-end stealth capabilities such as found in B–2 
and F–22 aircraft. Moreover, there is a substantial gap 
between U.S. aerial combat assets and those of other 
nations in size, technical capability, extent of reach, 
sustainability, and breadth of operational and support 
services. Among the air forces of the world, only the 
United States maintains full-spectrum land- and 
seabased strike assets, intercontinental-range bombers, 
and supporting tanker, airlift, and space surveillance 
and targeting adjuncts, which offer the ability to engage 
in global power projection and all-weather precision 
attack. This description in no way demeans the air 
arms of allied and friendly nations around the world. 
Rather, it merely acknowledges the advantages that 
American airpower offers theater commanders. Most 
countries are likely to use their air arms only as part-
ners in a U.S.-led coalition. With the exception of the 
Israeli use but inconclusive effect of airpower against 
Hizballah in 2006, only America has demonstrated the 
capacity to organize and conduct a full-scale air cam-
paign in support of joint and combined operations. gsa
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Chapter 8
The Proliferation of Weapons of  
Mass Destruction

Problems of WMD Proliferation
Our worst fears regarding the proliferation and 

use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) have not 
been realized to date, but important trends bearing 
on nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons have 
made it increasingly possible that they will be.

WMD Use
The absence of catastrophic WMD use is the most 

positive WMD trend of the last decade. No nuclear 
weapons were detonated except for test purposes. As 
disruptive and costly as the 2001 anthrax letters in-
cident proved, only 5 people are known to have died 
and 22 to have sustained injury as a result of those 
letters. Terrorist use of chlorine gas in conjunction 

with high explosive attacks in Iraq in 2006 had little 
impact. A radioactive isotope, polonium, was used to 
assassinate Alexander Litvinenko in 2007.

Why there has not been catastrophic (or much 
of any) WMD use is unclear, particularly given 
how easy it would be for terrorist entities that have 
expressed interest in acquiring and utilizing such 
weapons to obtain some forms of WMD. The reasons 
probably reflect some combination of deterrence, 
offense, defense and interdiction, and technical 
obstacles. Sources of deterrence include the threat 
of retaliation, particularly against states, given the 
explicit U.S. threat of an “overwhelming response” 
to WMD use against it and its allies; fear of failure, 
given strengthened homeland security and force 

Iranian Shahab-3 missile, allegedly capable of carrying a nuclear warhead and reaching Europe, Israel, and U.S. forces in the Middle 
East, displayed in Tehran
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protection measures; and fear of alienating core 
constituencies, given the criticism increasingly 
directed against al Qaeda within the Islamic world 
for its violence against Muslims. The U.S.-led war on 
terror likely has denied al Qaeda and its co-travelers 
the time and space they need to develop WMD. And 
while some forms of WMD currently are accessible 
to terrorists, they may consider more familiar and 
more easily acquired high explosives sufficient or 
preferable for their purposes.

Nuclear Proliferation
WMD proliferation developments over the last 

decade have been mixed. There is little information 
available about actual terrorist development or ac-
quisition of WMD. On the state side, Iraq and Libya 
shed their WMD programs or legacies as well as 
their rogue state status. India and Pakistan emerged 
from U.S. sanctions imposed after their 1998 nuclear 
tests. This reflected in part those states’ geopolitical 
importance in the post-9/11 international secu-
rity environment, and in part efforts or assurances 
they made to contain their nuclear rivalry with one 
another and secure their nuclear capabilities. The 
recent U.S.-India agreement on civil nuclear coop-
eration1 was approved by the U.S. Senate in October 
2008 and signed into law by President George W. 
Bush. The agreement, signed by Indian External Af-
fairs Minister Pranab Mukherjee and his counterpart 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, represents an 
important effort to bring into the broader nuclear 
nonproliferation regime a nuclear weapons state not 
recognized as such under the Nuclear Nonprolifera-
tion Treaty (NPT).

In April 2003, North Korea became the first state 
ever to withdraw from the NPT (joining at least 
India and Pakistan as nonmembers), asserted its pos-
session of nuclear weapons in early 2005, and tested 
a nuclear device in October 2006. More recently, 
North Korea took significant initial steps toward 
implementing an agreement under the auspices of 
the Six Party Talks to abandon its nuclear weap-
ons program in return for specified economic and 
political concessions. In September 2008, however, 
North Korea moved to restart its Yongbyon nuclear 
facilities in protest over the Bush administration’s 
failure to remove North Korea from its terrorism 
blacklist, as was promised in the earlier agreement. 
While the Bush administration subsequently fulfilled 
that promise in October 2008, Pyongyang moved 
ahead with a test launch of a ballistic missile on April 
5, 2009, subsequently declared that it had restarted 

its nuclear weapons development program, asked 
International Atomic Energy Agency inspectors 
to leave the country in mid-April, and exploded 
another nuclear device in May. Thus, the path ahead 
for North Korea’s denuclearization remains long and 
the outcome more uncertain than ever.

Iran’s covert development of uranium enrichment 
and other nuclear weapons–relevant capabilities was 
exposed, at least to the general public, in 2003. Iran 
has defied international efforts, including sanctions 
imposed through United Nations Security Council 
resolutions, to halt its uranium enrichment activities 
and demonstrated the peaceful nature of its nuclear 
program. Although a November 2007 U.S. National 
Intelligence Estimate assessed that Iran had, in 2003, 
suspended those aspects of its nuclear program 
directly related to weaponization,2 the United States 
and its major European allies, among others, remain 
concerned that the continuing expansion of Iran’s 
uranium enrichment capability is removing the great-
est obstacle to its ability to develop nuclear weapons.

Syria more recently appeared on the nuclear stage. 
In September 2007, Israel bombed a site in Syria that 
U.S. Government officials and outside analysts con-
tend was a nuclear reactor nearing completion, built 
covertly and with North Korean assistance. Syria 
denies the nuclear nature of the site, but it moved 
quickly after the Israeli bombing to eliminate traces 
of the bombed structure.3

North Korea’s and Iran’s demonstrated or suspected 
pursuit of nuclear weapons, and perhaps also Syria’s, 
could set the stage for another round of nuclear 
proliferation. Following North Korea’s 2006 nuclear 
test, prominent individuals in Japan and South 
Korea called for their nations to reconsider their 
non-nuclear weapon status,4 although both nations’ 
governments reaffirmed their longstanding policy of 
not pursuing such weapons, and the United States 
reiterated its extended nuclear deterrence commit-
ments to these allies.5 While any additional defections 
from the nuclear nonproliferation regime could cause 
more states to reconsider their nuclear status, Japan’s 
defection would be disproportionately significant as 
it is one of the most prominent proponents of that 
regime and claims exceptional moral authority as the 
only country to have suffered nuclear attack.

Iran’s apparent pursuit of a nuclear weapons 
capability likely is a significant factor in the recent 
dramatic expansion in the number of nations in its 
region expressing interest in establishing civilian 
nuclear programs. Of the nearly 30 nations currently 
interested in joining the more than 30 that already 
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operate nuclear reactors, 13 are Arab or border Iran.6  
Some of these 14 nations perceive Iran as a security 
threat that is exacerbated by its nuclear program. 
Others may feel less directly threatened by Iran, but 
could feel their security threatened or their regional 
leadership positions challenged if other regional 
states acquired nuclear weapons in response to Iran’s 
nuclear program.

By expressing interest in establishing civilian 
nuclear programs, at least some of these states are 
signaling to Iran, their neighbors, and the United 
States that they are not prepared to cede the nuclear 
option to Iran or others in their region. They thereby 
may hope to dissuade Iran or other regional states 
from pursuing nuclear weapons programs and/or to 
motivate the United States and other international 
actors to do more to stop Iran’s program or otherwise 
address their security concerns. To the extent that 
they act on their interest in civilian nuclear energy, 
they can acquire expertise and infrastructure useful 
to a potential nuclear weapons development effort. 
While technologies exist that would allow these 
countries access to nuclear power without leading to 
a weapons capability, if any of these countries decide 
to develop their own capacity to enrich uranium 
and/or reprocess spent reactor fuel, they could pose a 
serious proliferation risk.7

The prospects for a new round of nuclear weapons 
proliferation will be significantly influenced by the 
extent to which the United States and the larger 
international community can contain the regional 
proliferation impulses fueled by North Korea’s, Iran’s, 
and Syria’s demonstrated or suspected nuclear weap-
ons programs.

Chemical and Biological Proliferation
In contrast to the nuclear efforts of North Korea, 

Iran, and Syria, no states are newly pursuing, or 
suspected of pursuing, in an overt or exposed 
manner, chemical or biological weapons. This 
probably reflects in part the fact that chemical and 
biological weapons programs are comprehensively 
prohibited by international conventions, to which 
almost all nations are signatories.8 Membership, of 
course, does not necessarily constitute compliance. 
The United States has expressed concerns about a 
number of parties’ compliance with these conven-
tions, among them Russia and China.9 Noncompli-
ance is hard to detect and harder to prove, however, 
because chemical and biological weapons programs 
can be concealed within dual-use facilities and ac-
tivities. Moreover, the Biological and Toxin Weap-
ons Convention has no enforcement mechanism, 
and no challenge inspections have been conducted 

Army Chief of Staff General George W. Casey, Jr., speaks during CBRNE incidents consequence management response 
force exercise
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under the Chemical Weapons Convention’s enforce-
ment mechanism.

Most concerns about chemical and biological 
weapons proliferation center on the spread of scien-
tific/technological and industrial capacity. Chemical 
manufacturing has globalized. Production no longer 
is dominated by a few, mainly Western, multinational 
companies, but now occurs in many more facilities 
spread over many more countries. This means that 
more people will be involved in chemical technology 
and manufacture. Growth has been particularly pro-
nounced in Asia. Production facilities also are get-
ting smaller and utilizing new technology: individual 
plants used to focus on the bulk production of just 
a few chemicals, while modern plants can economi-
cally produce a wide range. Furthermore, it may be 
harder to detect illicit activity in smaller plants that 
are utilizing new technology.10 Such developments 
could facilitate chemical weapons proliferation.

New tools, including robotics, micro reactors, and 
ever more powerful computing capabilities, have 
dramatically increased the number of new compounds 
that can be synthesized, and the rate at which they can 
be synthesized and screened. Commercial entities are 
creating large libraries of new chemical compounds, 
some of which may be highly toxic and useful for 
weapons.11 Nanotechnology is another rapidly devel-
oping area that could have important implications for 
chemical warfare, particularly for the identification 
and development of new or improved dissemination 
techniques. Ongoing work to use nanotechnology to 
improve the delivery of drugs for therapeutic purposes 
is one possible pathway.12 There is an increasing 
convergence of chemistry and biology as biological 
and other scientific disciplines are increasingly being 
applied to the search for new chemical compounds 
with particular effects on biological systems.13

The rapid pace of development in the biological 
sciences and biotechnology is making the expertise 
and technology to produce biological weapons more 
accessible, and also may be enabling new types of 
such weapons. Organisms are available throughout 
the world. Most of the requisite expertise and equip-
ment for biological weapons is dual-use, and much 
dual-use equipment is available for the production, 
processing, and dissemination of biological agents. 
The commercialization of bioreactors has made it 
easier to produce agents. Commercial technologies 
like agricultural sprayers, dry agent production tech-
niques, and, more recently, microencapsulation, could 
facilitate agent dissemination, which had always been 
one of the chief obstacles in weaponization.

Revolutionary insights in biology are lowering the 
educational threshold needed to produce a patho-
gen. The diffusion of advanced techniques in the 
biological sciences has made routine what was once 
advanced science, just as the commercialization of 
advanced biotechnology has made common what 
was once a sophisticated capability. The number of 
recorded genetic sequences has increased dramati-
cally. New classes of infectious agents have emerged, 
including prions, viroids, and satellite viruses/nucleic 
acids. The relatively new fields of synthetic biology 
and bioengineering already have enabled scientists 
to create the polio virus from scratch, and perhaps, 
in the not-so-distant future, will enable the “from-
scratch” creation of more pathogenic viruses, like 
smallpox (which no longer exists in nature), as well 
as the engineering of new organisms, some of which 
may prove conducive to weaponization.

Conclusions Regarding Proliferation
We still do not fully understand how the rapid ad-

vances in biological and chemical science and tech-
nology will change the landscape for biological and 
chemical weapons. These emerging developments 
are commercially driven and promise to yield many 
beneficial products for mankind. Yet like almost all 
scientific and technological progress, the potential to 
do good carries with it the potential to do harm, and 
where such potential exists, bad actors will endeavor 
to exploit it. The bad actors able to exploit the most 
technologically sophisticated developments first 
most likely will be states with offensive biological 
and/or chemical weapons programs, but commer-
cialization and globalization already have made the 
catastrophic use of biological and chemical weapons 

Electron microscope image of Vibrio cholerae bacteria, which infect the 
digestive system
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potentially accessible to terrorists. Rapid advances in 
science and technology likely will accord a continu-
ing advantage to offense over defense, as defensive 
responses lag behind the development of new forms 
of attack. As technical barriers decline, adversary 
intent will become an ever more important part of 
the biological and chemical threat equation.

These trends toward a more WMD-capable world 
represent a serious threat to the United States and the 
international community because they give a much 
broader range of actors, state and nonstate, a capacity 
to inflict destruction and disruption that historically 
was available only to a few large and powerful states. 
As dangerous as powerful states have proven over the 
ages, they at least constituted a narrower focus for in-
telligence, diplomacy, and defense. Even the effective-
ness of a Cold War–type nuclear deterrence becomes 
less certain as the number and nature of WMD-capa-
ble adversaries and rivals multiply, and particularly as 
terrorists acquire such catastrophic weapons.

International Net Assessment for the 
Second Nuclear Age

Strategic nuclear deterrence is becoming far more 
complex than in the “first” age. During the Cold War, 

the United States and its allies developed elaborate 
nuclear deterrence doctrines against a Soviet regime 
that turned out to be essentially conservative, stable, 
and unlikely to disrupt the status quo. After a short 
interlude in the 1990s, however, the world entered 
what Colin Gray has called “the second nuclear 
age,” characterized by the original nuclear powers 
plus emerging states that either now have, or likely 
soon will have, nuclear weapons. Not all of them 
are stable, which poses serious questions for allied 
policymakers regarding how they will respond to 
proliferated nuclear threats, particularly with regard 
to deterrence strategies.

In addition to the increasing number of nuclear 
powers, technological developments have added 
unprecedented wrinkles to deterrence strategies. 
Offensive systems are more accurate, harder to find, 
and more mobile; some, including missiles that can 
reach from Esfahan to Berlin, are also more available 
on the global weapons market. Longer range missiles 
are able to span half the globe or more. Antimissile 
defenses at the mid- and long-range level did not 
exist in the past, and now add complexity to deter-
rence calculations on both sides of the Atlantic and 
the Pacific. Japan, for instance, is adding modern-

Federal Agency for Radiation Protection investigator removes computer disk from home in Haselau, Germany, where traces 
of radiation were found linked to poisoning of former Russian spy Alexander Litvinenko
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ized antimissile-capable Aegis systems to its fleet. 
Additionally, the prospect that nonstate entities like 
terrorist groups could obtain nuclear weaponry casts 
doubt on the future reliability of deterrence strategies 
as they are presently understood.

The U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) defines 
deterrence as “the prevention from action by fear 
of the consequences. Deterrence is a state of mind 
brought about by a credible threat of unacceptable 
counteraction.”14 Fundamentally, though, “deter-
rence” is a difficult concept to prove, based as it is 
on causing something not to happen. Used against 
a more traditional nation-state with all the equities 
and responsibilities of statehood, strategies of dissua-
sion and deterrence are interwoven with traditional 
mechanisms used to maintain international stability, 
such as negotiations, treaties, arms control agree-
ments, and other diplomatic tools. The same is not 
necessarily the case, though, when opaque outlier 
states like North Korea gain nuclear weapons. States 
with authoritarian governments and tendencies 
toward bellicose behavior may be less likely to enter 
into stable relationships than states with a history of 
more responsible behavior. Along with arms control 
agreements, international inspection regimes, and 
other diplomatic and military strategies designed to 
maintain a stable international system, deterrence 
may have little appeal to the leaders of North Korea, 
Iran, or a state-sponsored terrorist group with access 
to nuclear weapons. The nuclear world has changed 
to such an extent that creating credible “second age” 
nuclear strategies of deterrence and use is not simply 
the extension of previous experiences in statecraft, 
but a new challenge entirely.

Net Assessment
If nations are to work together to maintain stable 

nuclear weapons strategies in a proliferating world, 
they must establish some mechanism to understand 
and react appropriately to potentially hostile nuclear 
powers whose cultural and operational frames of 
reference for nuclear weapons may be far different 
from those in the West.15 The predominant view 
that nuclear weapons are not “just a bigger bullet” 
is based on decades of increasingly sophisticated 
theorizing on the effects of nuclear persuasion, 
coercion, or deterrence. As a consequence, policy 
planners have long believed that nuclear forces serve 
primarily political functions. The United States and 
allies like the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), Japan, South Korea, and perhaps Israel are 
mostly concerned with the prevention of nuclear use, 

or wielding successfully the influence of the nuclear 
threat, rather than actual employment.

From that point of view, transparency concern-
ing nuclear arsenals, aims, and capabilities is a 
major step toward deterring nuclear use by unstable 
regimes, just as clarity regarding capabilities and 
intentions is fundamental to the two-way dialogue 
necessary for deterrence policies. At present, though, 
the United States and its allies have no mechanism to 
measure accurately the nuclear balance between their 
own capabilities and those of potential opponents, a 
fundamental requirement for clarity on both sides of 
a deterrence dialogue. Given the growing complexity 
of the strategic environment, the need for a process 
that pulls together allies in this most complicated 
arena, and the vital necessity for universal transpar-
ency regarding nuclear deterrent policies, the United 
States should propose and lead the development of a 
common method to assess the net strengths of allies 
against potential threats as they relate to nuclear 
deterrent policies.

Of course this would not be the first time the 
United States has led in the formulation of nuclear 
deterrent policies. During the Cold War, U.S.-led 
nuclear policy development was the centerpiece of 
NATO defense planning. To develop valid deter-
rence strategies, in the early 1970s, DOD established 
the Office of Net Assessment, whose purpose was 
to make an accurate assessment of the capabilities 
and intentions of the Soviet threat as it measured up 
against NATO. Since net assessment is fundamen-
tally the business of power balances, the term came 
to mean a process by which “Blue” (U.S. and NATO) 
and “Red” (Soviet and Warsaw Pact) forces could be 
weighed, wargamed, and studied, so policymakers 
could come to appropriate conclusions about their 
relative strengths. In the words of Paul Bracken, “Net 
assessment emphasizes that strategic interactions 
are shaped by the complex sprawling organizations 
that break complex problems into smaller ones. . . . 
Net assessment, thus, had its origins in the need to 
integrate Blue and Red strategy in a single place. This 
is where the term ‘net’ came from.16

So long as net assessment dealt with the roughly 
symmetrical balance between two peer adversaries, it 
could at least rely on roughly understood boundaries 
and the experience that came from decades of focus-
ing on a single threat. Using this tool, over time the 
United States and its allies built a highly proficient 
nuclear deterrent subculture within the military and 
certain civilian agencies that culminated in the Single 
Integrated Operations Plan (SIOP), a combined 
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nuclear war plan that took priority over all other 
allied military operational planning; when SIOP was 
invoked, the bottom line was nuclear war and the 
survival of the West. Of course, everything else took 
a back seat.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, 
the United States and its allies no longer focused on 
nuclear strategies with the same determination that 
had produced NATO nuclear strategy and the SIOP 
during the Cold War.17 U.S. “strategic” intelligence 
was reoriented from nuclear threats to the support 
of operational forces, particularly during Operation 
Desert Storm in 1991 and, after 9/11, in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Strategic intelligence staffs overall were cut; 
many of the intelligence analysts who spent their 
careers focused on Soviet nuclear missile sites were 
reassigned to other missions or retired. But with 
the emergence of potentially hostile nuclear capable 
states that are secretive by nature and often antago-
nistic to the West, there is a renewed need for expert 
strategic analysis and a realistic understanding of 
nuclear power balances. (Whether resources have 
followed the need remains an open question.) Shifts 
in allied policies and intra-alliance balances since the 
1990s indicate a need to refocus and reenergize allied 
nuclear policy development; in particular, this means 
agreeing on common net assessments of potentially 
hostile nuclear powers. Common net assessments are 
essential for a unified approach to deterring nuclear 
capable rogue states.

Since “deterrence” works best when accurately 
focused on the motives and objectives of potential 
foes, the re-invention and internationalization of net 
assessment requires the development of new meth-
ods of analysis to take into account the more varied 
cultural and political motives of newly nuclear states. 
All states, not only our friends but also potentially 
hostile closed states like North Korea or Iran, have 
unique decisionmaking traditions and processes. 
Discerning the motives and common ground among 
friends is tough enough; understanding the hidden 
political and military milieu of potential adversar-
ies is far harder. Future nuclear deterrent strategies 
must be developed in a cooperative, transparent, and 
joint environment, with broad political and military 
engagement among allies and partners. By the same 
token, each potential nuclear opponent will likewise 
require nuanced, tailored strategies appropriate to 
the specific circumstances. This is a call for highly 
detailed and accurate intelligence and analysis. As 
nuclear threats proliferate, allied intelligence agencies 
must return to Cold War levels of intensity to find 

out what makes certain ruling cliques or cadres tick, 
because what dissuades or deters one may be a spur 
to action for another.

Not all actors in international politics calculate 
utility in making decisions in the same way. Differ-
ences in values, culture, attitudes toward risk-taking, 
and so on vary greatly. There is no substitute for 
knowledge of the adversary’s mindset and behav-
ioral style, and this is often difficult to obtain or 
apply correctly in assessing intentions or predicting 
responses.18

Developing the ability to lead international 
second-age net assessments of emerging and exist-
ing nuclear threats should be a top priority for the 
United States, as a method to underpin successful 
future strategies of deterrence, as a way to reconcen-
trate U.S. intelligence and operational expertise on 
serious threats, and as a process to foster cooperative 
and sustainable international responses to nuclear 
proliferation.

Building the Structure
Any net assessment process requires focus and 

boundaries to keep it manageable. Commonly, 
these boundaries are set by mutually agreed conflict 
scenarios that include both military and political 
analyses. During the Cold War, the well-understood 
nuclear arsenals of the West on one hand and the 
Soviet Union on the other set the boundaries of Cold 
War nuclear net assessment. There were only two vi-
able scenarios: one in which war began by miscalcu-
lation, and one in which the Soviet Union attacked 
Western Europe and the United States. Though our 
knowledge of Soviet motives and intentions was 
never as good as we wished, certain assumptions and 
conclusions could be drawn by U.S. and allied poli-
cymakers.19 In either case, the overarching scenario 
became all-out nuclear exchange, in which first- and 
second-strike capabilities could be analyzed and 
described to senior policymakers.

Second-age nuclear net assessment, though, must 
deal with more complex possibilities. A three-tiered 
system can be developed to group systematically the 
weapons, command and control, and policymak-
ing structures of potential adversaries. The first, of 
course, comprises the “traditional” nuclear powers of 
Russia and China, the former of which maintains a 
substantial nuclear arsenal. Both potential adversar-
ies are signatories to the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty, and both are veterans of the decades-long 
series of negotiations and agreements to limit the 
spread of nuclear weapons and discourage their use. 
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Although neither state can be taken for granted, 
tensions between the two and the United States do 
not now rise to the level of concern about potential 
nuclear war.

The second tier may be more worrisome. India 
tested in 1974, but Pakistan and North Korea are 
more recently declared nuclear states, and Iran 
may well become a nuclear power within a decade. 
While Israel, India, and Pakistan are aligned with 
the United States, North Korea is a decidedly less 
friendly state with an opaque if uncertain leadership 
that periodically threatens Japan and South Korea. 
Additionally, North Korea is suspected of export-
ing nuclear weapons technology, most recently to 
Syria.20 Iran could become a nuclear power within 
the decade.21 Its leadership varies from the pragmatic 
to the zealous, though over decades it has been 
hostile to the West in general and the United States 
in particular.

Since the industrial capacity required to produce 
nuclear weapons can be built only by nation-states, 
access by nonstate groups to nuclear weapons can 
come either through sponsorship by a nuclear state 
or by the theft of sufficient fissile materiel to build 
a crude weapon. Tier three is therefore occupied 
by nonstate terror groups that either have potential 
nuclear state sponsors, and thus would be susceptible 
to pressure or control from their sponsor, or can 
manage on their own to obtain sufficient nuclear 
materials to produce their own weapon. Hizballah 
is potentially an example of the former, because it 
receives support from Iran. Al Qaeda is the unas-
sociated terror group that is most likely to be seeking 
stolen nuclear materials.

Net assessment of these third-tier threats differs 
from those of state actors because the weapons bal-
ance between the United States and the threat—the 
net in net assessment—is stated in different terms, 
and nuclear net assessment of nonstate entities relies 
more on highly discriminating intelligence regarding 
specific groups than generalized assumptions about 
terrorists. Each terrorist group and splinter group 
has distinguishing characteristics that might provide 
some leverage for dissuasion or deterrence. In his 
book, On Nuclear Terrorism, Michael Levi says:

Nuclear experts often hold intuitive assumptions about 
terrorism that are not borne out in the study of actual 
terrorist groups. At the same time, it is impossible to 
adopt traditional counterterrorism strategies to the 
nuclear program without accounting for the special 
properties of nuclear weapons. Thus, any assessment 

should interweave expertise on nuclear weapons with 
expertise on terrorism, something that has not always 
occurred in past analysis.22

Scenarios play a vital role in “bounding” a nuclear 
net assessment, which is not simply a catalog of the 
other side’s nuclear arsenals and governing systems, 
but a comparative analysis of the two sides’ total 
capabilities with regard to potential nuclear conflict. 
An initial key consideration is what scenario the 
assessment should use, since scenarios provide the 
essential context for any analysis. Just as the East-
West standoff was couched in terms of aggression by 
the Soviet Union against NATO, assessment of other 
potential nuclear threats must be undertaken within 
a scenario of the most likely nuclear conflict—for ex-
ample, a North Korean attack on the South. Military 
experts then must spin away portions of the conflict 
that do not affect nuclear outcomes.23 Assumptions 
on Red nuclear doctrine and a thorough knowledge 
of Red’s arsenals and the backgrounds and predi-
lections of Red’s leadership are prerequisites, since 
some battlefield reverses might trigger Red nuclear 
responses.

Wargame results of nuclear effects—missile attacks 
and defenses, weapons effects, and the like—provide 
“hard” data based on both sides’ weapons charac-
teristics, missile flight data and dispositions, and so 
on. “Soft” data on policy, leadership, and intentions, 
derived from intelligence sources, is also critical—
and in some ways more critical than the outcomes 
of weapons use. The data are arrayed in a four-way 
analysis that examines the scenario from four per-
spectives:

Blue against Red and Red against Blue can be 
standard gaming that pits the opposing sides against 
one another in the chosen scenario. For realism, all 
participants in a Blue-Red conflict must participate 
at some level; for example, in a North Korean sce-
nario, major Blue players would be the United States, 
Japan, and South Korea, but a host of other Blue 
actors would have equities in the conflict and should 
be represented; other Asian states, U.S. allies, and the 
United Nations come to mind. Within the U.S. Blue 
team will be players representing the appropriate 
U.S. combatant and allied commands. Red would be 
a tougher challenge, because although North Korea 
has no formal allies, other states might be presumed 
to be friendly and provide intelligence or other aid. 
Games are conducted in order to determine likely 
outcomes should deterrence fail, and are assessed 
from both the Blue and the Red perspective. Both 
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“hard” and “soft” assessments are made during the 
game, and planners may find it necessary to execute 
more than one game.24

Blue against Blue and Red against Red are seminar 
and conference-style debates conducted after the 
wargames, and are designed to examine fundamental 
assumptions or reservations that Blue or Red hold 
about themselves but that may not be true. For exam-
ple, how strongly does the North Korean government 
control its army? Would it actually devolve to ground 
commanders the authority needed to fight a modern 
war? What likely fissures would the threat of nuclear 
war open within the North Korean leadership? Are 
Blue missile defenses, based both in the immediate 
theater and around the world, really able to defeat 
certain modern missiles? Are allies sufficiently con-
fident in joint defensive systems that they would risk 
the security of their countries?

Following conclusions taken from the Blue and Red 
analyses, an inclusive assessment should be possible 
to address the balance of nuclear forces between Blue 
and Red in a specific theater—in this case, Northeast 
Asia—and those consequential variables that might tip 
a balance decisively one way or another. The nuclear 
net assessment does not set policy, but rather offers 
up a picture of the balance of forces and possible 
outcomes, and most important, an understanding 

of Red’s leadership, its motives and perspectives on 
nuclear use, and how it potentially would react in 
the most likely conflict scenario. An internationally 
derived nuclear net assessment would also encourage 
dialogue and intelligence-sharing among allies, and 
substantially support the development of common 
views on specific nuclear states and issues.

This process applies as well to a net assessment of 
nuclear terrorism, though some distinctions must be 
made between third-tier terrorists. Nuclear forensics, 
a process that makes possible the identification of 
the origins of nuclear material, could play a powerful 
role in detecting and thus deterring those states will-
ing to turn over nuclear materials to nonstate groups. 
In any case, all terrorist organizations have motives, 
hierarchies, cultures, and internal fissures that can be 
discerned in a “Red against Red” analysis, and thus 
can be balanced against Blue capabilities and doc-
trines. The purpose of nuclear net assessment is to 
find power balances; therefore, any splits and contra-
dictions in terrorist leadership or organizational fail-
ures that are highlighted—all logical outcomes of the 
assessment process—and a raised consensus among 
members of the Blue team would be advantageous 
to the development of common goals for countering 
nuclear terrorism. Michael Levi points out that states 
can play a role in discouraging nuclear terrorism:

Border Enforcement Security Task Force boarding team conducts security boarding on tanker off Long Beach,  
California, to enforce maritime laws and combat smuggling in ports
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If states can play an important role in facilitating 
nuclear terrorism beyond directly transferring nuclear 
materials to terrorists, targeting such relationships 
could undermine nuclear terrorism in a variety of 
ways. In the face of potential cooperation between 
states and terrorists, diplomacy might be used to break 
state-terrorist relationships, or at least to convince 
states that supporting nuclear plots might be unwise.25

An allied program to develop shared nuclear net 
assessments would be most likely to succeed initially 
if it were begun within a standing treaty organization 
like NATO, where defense staffs and officials have over 
time forged the intelligence-sharing and bureaucratic 
ties necessary for a robust assessment process. The 
United States should lead, principally because it com-
mands many of the new technologies, such as missile 
defenses. This project would require the development 
of consensus positions on intelligence, likely Red 
motives and alliance responses, as well as a vetting 
process at lower levels to ensure that military scenario 
development—the excruciatingly detailed description 
of missile sites, intelligence systems, and command 
and control systems—precedes and supports the more 
difficult identification and recruitment of experts in 
the softer fields of policy and political intelligence, 
both for Blue and Red. Older hands in the policy and 
weapons business will find considerable similarity 
between the present reorientation and deliberation 
on nuclear threats and SIOP planning decades ago. 
The primary difference is that the SIOP signified the 
failure of deterrence, the execution of the unthinkable, 
while nuclear net assessment will be a building block 
for a more nuanced nuclear deterrent policy.

An international net assessment program would 
focus policymakers, intelligence specialists, and 
military planners on allied nuclear objectives at a 
time when nuclear weapons appear likely to spread 
to irresponsible and potentially hostile states. Even 
if the United States, with its greater resources, agrees 
to lead an international net assessment program, 
getting consensus, assembling the right people, and 
doing the analysis is years away; begun soon, the first 
net assessment would probably be available about 
the time Iran fields its first nuclear weapon. But the 
alternative is worse: deterrent policies developed 
independently by leading states; little or no inclusive 
dialogue to develop agreement among allies; and the 
proliferation of nuclear weapons with no commonly 
held strategies, or even agreements on what the strat-
egy should be. It is time to begin building the first 
international nuclear net assessment.

Homeland Security and Defense
The capacity to launch attacks with catastrophic 

effects, particularly those involving WMD, are no 
longer marshaled only by states or state-sponsored 
groups, but also by small, organized terror cells or 
even lone individuals (such as the 1995 Oklahoma 
City bombing). From advances in biotechnology 
and pharmaceuticals to the prevalence of chemical 
manufacturing and the widespread availability of 
radiological materials such as Cesium, the threat is 
increasingly global and dynamic and blurs criminal 
intent with national security consequences. This 
makes fashioning an effective response to protect the 
homeland highly complex.

While new actors and capabilities emerge to pose 
a different kind of challenge to the homeland, they 
augment rather than replace more traditional dan-
gers, which did not disappear when new challenges 
appeared. State-based missile or nuclear weapons 
development and proliferation continue to menace 
U.S. and international security. Today’s threat con-
tinuum ranges from homegrown extremists to global 
opportunists to criminal networks to pariah states.

This dynamic security environment requires 
an equally dynamic and vigorous response. Much 
conceptual confusion, however, continues to plague 
efforts to effectively combat the danger of catastroph-
ic terrorism. Greater attention must be paid to the 
development of appropriate responses to a differ-
ent type of enemy—one that blurs the distinction 
between crime and terror, and one that can easily 
exploit traditional divisions between Federal, state, 
and local governments.

Al Qaeda is one such adversary: its attacks come 
with little or no warning, entail potentially cata-
strophic consequences, and have the potential to 
overwhelm the capabilities of first responders. The 
2007 National Intelligence Estimate makes this clear:

We judge the U.S. homeland will face a persistent and 
evolving terrorist threat over the next three years. . . . 
Al-Qa’ida is and will remain the most serious terrorist 
threat to the homeland. . . . . Al-Qa’ida’s homeland 
plotting is likely to continue to focus on prominent 
political, economic and infrastructure targets, with 
the goal of producing mass casualties. We assess that 
Al Qa’ida will continue to try to acquire and employ 
chemical, biological, radiological or nuclear mate-
rial in attacks and would not hesitate to use them if 
it develops what it deems is sufficient capability. The 
ability to detect broader and more diverse terrorist 
plotting in this environment will challenge current US 
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defensive efforts and the tools we use to detect and 
disrupt plots.26

Combating this threat requires coordinated proce-
dures and synchronized efforts across the state, local, 
and Federal levels of U.S. Government. And at each 
level, particularly the Federal level, departments and 
agencies charged with law enforcement and national 
defense must be organized and equipped to act in an 
integrated and mutually reinforcing manner. Home-
land security, conceptually and organizationally, 
brings together responsibilities and organizations 
that are spread out across the Federal Government. 
It attempts, through plans and strategies such as the 
National Response Framework, to link protection, 
detection, and response across the state, local, and 
Federal divide. The objective is to harmonize poli-
cies, develop effective capabilities, and deter adver-
saries. Four homeland security goals identified in the 
2007 National Strategy for Homeland Security are 
to prevent and disrupt terrorist attacks; protect the 
American people, critical infrastructure, and key re-
sources; respond to and recover from incidents that 
do occur; and, continue to strengthen the foundation 
of security to ensure our long-term success.

Who Does What?
In the United States, homeland security is a con-

certed national effort to prevent terrorist attacks, re-
duce the vulnerability to terrorism, and minimize the 
damage of and assist in the recovery from terrorist at-
tacks.27 The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
has the primary responsibility. Beyond the preven-
tion of terrorism, DHS also has the responsibility to 
prepare for, respond to, and aid in the recovery from 
natural and man made disasters, attacks that involve 
weapons of mass destruction, and other emergencies.

The Department of Justice enforces the law and 
defends the interests of the United States according 
to the law. The Attorney General, as chief law en-
forcement officer, leads the Nation’s law enforcement 
efforts to detect, prevent, and investigate terrorist 
activity within the United States.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is the 
investigative arm of the Justice Department. The FBI 
protects and defends the United States against terrorist 
and foreign intelligence threats, upholds and enforces 
the criminal laws of the country, and provides leader-
ship and criminal justice services to Federal, state, 
municipal, and international agencies and partners. 
The FBI is also responsible for crisis management of a 
terrorist event if it occurs in the homeland.

While homeland security is a national effort that 
involves various interagency actors such as Home-
land Security, Justice, and the FBI, homeland defense 
is a critical subset of homeland security. Homeland 
defense is the protection of U.S. sovereignty, terri-
tory, the populace, and critical defense infrastructure 
from external threats and aggression or other threats 
as directed by the President. DOD serves as the 
Federal agency with lead responsibility for homeland 
defense; DOD may execute homeland defense mis-
sions alone or with support from other agencies such 
as DHS.28

DOD also supports homeland security by assisting 
U.S. civil authorities. Homeland defense and civil 
support operations may occur in parallel and require 
extensive integration and synchronization. Civil sup-
port operations may also shift between missions—for 
instance, from homeland defense to civil support to 
homeland security, with the lead depending on the 
particular circumstances of the situation and desired 
outcome or mission objectives. In areas of overlap-
ping responsibility, the designation of a Federal 
agency with lead responsibility may not be predeter-
mined. In time-critical situations, on-scene leaders 
are empowered to conduct appropriate operations in 
response to a particular threat.29 As a result, the role 
of DOD may not be a fixed one during any particular 
crisis. Whether leading homeland defense operations 
against external threats, or supporting homeland 
security missions and tasks led by the Department of 
Homeland Security or other designated Federal lead 
agency, DOD’s uniquely trained force and capabili-
ties (including WMD detection, protection, and 
decontamination assets), coupled with command 
and control capacity from the tactical to the strategic 
level, make it an important component in homeland 
security.

DOD Homeland Defense
Defense of the homeland is DOD’s highest prior-

ity, with the goal to defeat threats at a safe distance 
from American soil.30 Therefore, while the U.S. 
military’s primary focus is on overseas combat 
operations in furtherance of national defense, DOD 
does have a role, albeit a primarily supporting one, 
in domestic homeland security. The traditional limits 
on DOD’s domestic role arise from deep skepticism 
after the Civil War over military forces acting in a 
domestic law enforcement capacity, embodied in 
the Posse Comitatus Act of 1878. In today’s threat 
environment, where surprise is likely and the effects 
potentially catastrophic, the tradeoff against this 
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prohibition is based on the premise that DOD may 
have the most ready and effective capabilities, per-
sonnel, and command and control for the homeland 
security mission. These capabilities, some argue, can 
save time during a response, and saving time may 
save lives. For example, DOD has a range of unique 
resources, from chemical, biological, radiological, 
and nuclear (CBRN) expertise to large-scale logistics 
execution and management capabilities. The ques-
tion then becomes how to effectively integrate those 
unique DOD capabilities with the civilian homeland 
security response, while respecting the principle of 
posse comitatus, which says that defense personnel 
should engage in law enforcement activities only as a 
last resort.

The Defense Department’s concept or philosophy 
for civil support in any particular case is based on the 
understanding that civil resources and capabilities 
will be exhausted before DOD plays a major role in 
a response. For example, the response to Hurricane 
Katrina brought into question fundamental assump-
tions of the role of the Federal Government and the 
specific role of DOD in supporting civil authorities 
as they respond to a catastrophic natural disaster. 
With the Federal response predicated on augment-
ing state and local civil authorities, it is justifiable 
to question whether this framework is reasonable 
and even workable where local and state capacity to 
respond to an event no longer exists and the social 
fabric of a large urban area is no longer functioning. 
Large natural disasters such as hurricanes, pandem-
ics such as an avian influenza outbreak, and CBRN 
attacks on, say, a state capital, certainly present the 
prospect of a situation where there was little, if any, 
remaining civil authority for a Federal response effort 
to augment. DOD plans call for civil support missions 
to be limited in duration and scope, and terminate as 
the crisis abates and civil authority is able to manage 
the situation effectively. While defense support to civil 
authorities will be a Total Force effort that utilizes 
both Active and Reserve elements as needed, the pri-
mary reliance for civil support will fall on the Reserve 
Component. Over time, “the goal is that the capacity 
of other agencies and state and local governments to 
respond to domestic incidents will be sufficient to 
perform their assigned responsibilities with minimal 
reliance on U.S. military support.”31

To satisfy the broader homeland defense require-
ment, DOD established joint doctrine to provide 
guidance on this role. This doctrine calls for secur-
ing the United States from attack through layered 
“defense-in-depth” that integrates capabilities in the 

forward regions, the geographic approaches to U.S. 
territory, and within national borders. For the for-
ward regions, or those areas far outside U.S. territory, 
the objective is to detect, deter, prevent, and defeat 
threats to the United States before they can mature to 
pose a threat to the homeland. For the approaches, 
the areas reaching from U.S. borders to the forward 
regions, the objective is to identify, characterize, and 
defeat threats as far away as possible. And for threats 
on U.S. soil, DOD must be able to take immediate, 
decisive action to defend against and defeat threats as 
they arise.

U.S. Northern Command (USNORTHCOM) has 
the operational responsibility for the conduct of 
military operations within the United States, utilizing 
forces to deter, detect, or defeat an incursion into 
sovereign territory. The command also maintains the 
responsibility for civil support activities for most of 
the United States.32  USNORTHCOM carries out civil 
support missions with forces assigned as required 
from all the armed Services, typically through the 
creation of a joint task force.

Conclusion Regarding Homeland Security and 
Defense

Threats to the United States are not static, and 
responding to them requires flexibility. As tradi-
tional threats evolve and new ones emerge, DOD’s 
homeland defense requirements will change and 
may require new approaches and tools, such as 
developing a joint command and control element 
for homeland defense and civil support missions, or 
a similar capability to manage the consequences of 
major catastrophic events, be they manmade or natu-
ral. Recognizing DOD’s unique role in protecting the 
United States and capitalizing on its unique capabili-
ties will assure U.S. security as the Nation adapts and 
responds to the emerging threat environment.

Proliferation and the Militarization of 
Space

Many concerns about WMD proliferation intersect 
issues related to the increasingly contested domain of 
space. Security through space and security in space 
are increasingly important issues. The proliferation of 
technology to disrupt or destroy satellites and other 
space assets is proceeding, even as reliance on these 
systems is growing. Not only are nuclear weapons and 
deterrent strategies interwoven with space systems, 
but also asymmetric attacks in space could pose po-
tentially devastating security consequences and create 
major social and economic disruption.



174 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A D A P T I N G  T O  e I G h T  G L O B A L  C h A L L e N G e S

Background
Since the launch of Sputnik by the Soviet Union 

in 1957, the uses of space—for economic, military, 
scientific, mass media, and other socio-cultural 
purposes—have grown dramatically, as has the 
number of actors involved with space. Globaliza-
tion, arguably the defining dynamic of the 21st cen-

tury, is dependent on the space-enabled informa-
tion networks that have transformed the nature of 
human and technological interaction. Use of space 
is no longer just for superpowers. If one includes 
all parties that use at least some product or service 
created by activities conducted in space, then 
space activities directly benefit most people in the 
developed world and many in the developing world. 
From mobile telephones, Internet communications, 
and television to money transfers and automatic 
teller withdrawals, space-based technologies and 
services permit people to communicate, companies 
to do business, civic groups to serve the public, and 
scientists to conduct research. Much like highways 
and airways, water lines and electric grids, global 
utilities such as precision navigation and timing 
data (provided via satellite free of charge) form an 
increasingly important part of the global informa-
tion infrastructures. A truly international space 
industry has developed and has witnessed the 
emergence of several international consortia with 
no readily ascertainable national identity. Revenues 
for the commercial space sector now exceed $100 
billion per year. Today, commercial and even indi-
vidual customers worldwide can purchase launch 
services or global imagery and other remote sensing 
data that were once available only to governments.

As critical as the space-enabled information in-
frastructure is to continued global economic growth 
and vitality, the full extent of this dependency on 
space is not widely understood. And with this depen-
dency comes vulnerability, even if that vulnerability 
is often shared. Conflict involving threats to space-
related assets would have serious effects on informa-
tion flows vital to the global economy.

The military and national security uses of space 
have also grown. Intelligence information collected 
from space platforms has been an essential part of 
maintaining transparency in the international system, 
dating back to the “open skies” policy created by the 
space systems of the United States and the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War, to verify treaties through 
“national technical means” and be warned of missile 
attacks. Today, states use satellites for national security 
purposes to provide global communications capabili-
ties; conduct photoreconnaissance; collect mapping, 
charting, geodetic, scientific, and environmental 
data; and gather information on natural or man made 
disasters. This intelligence is essential to all aspects of 
national defense, from the formulation of policy to the 
management of crises and conflicts, the conduct of 
military operations, and the development of needed 

Rocket simulating speed and trajectory of North Korean rocket launched from 
Alaska as target for ground-based interceptor from Vandenberg Air Force Base, 
California
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capabilities. Space-based capabilities allow military 
forces to communicate instantaneously, obtain near-
real-time information that can be transmitted rapidly 
from satellite to attack platform, navigate to a conflict 
area while avoiding hostile defenses along the way, and 
identify and strike targets from air, land, or sea with 
precise and devastating effect.

At the beginning of the space age, many space sys-
tems and capabilities were specialized to perform one 
specific function for a single user. Today, many space 
systems have become dual-use in that they simultane-
ously support both military and civilian applications. 
For example, commercial imagery companies now 
provide a major portion of space imagery used by the 
U.S. Government, and commercial systems carried 
over 80 percent of satellite communications traffic 
during the combat phase of Operation Iraqi Freedom.

Moreover, while space may have been perceived as 
a strategic sanctuary in the past, today it is becoming 
an increasingly contested military domain like land, 
sea, or air, where satellites face a variety of threats 
such as space debris, crowding, jamming, and the 
diffusion of countersatellite technology to a larger 
number of actors via dual-use capabilities and dedi-
cated development.

Such capabilities are not just theoretical. China 
launched a direct-ascent antisatellite (ASAT) weapon 
on January 11, 2007, which struck a Chinese weather 
satellite in low Earth orbit. The successful test 
demonstrates China’s ability to threaten a number of 
satellites in low orbit, which may include those used 
for reconnaissance, remote sensing, surveillance, 
electronic surveillance, and meteorology, as well as 
some civilian satellites with military applications. 
These satellites and the International Space Station 
are also at increased, although not significant, risk 
from the debris cloud created by the Chinese ASAT 
test. The direct-ascent ASAT appears to be part of a 
larger Chinese ASAT program that includes ground-
based lasers and jamming of satellite signals.33

The United States has also demonstrated the abil-
ity to destroy satellites. On September 13, 1985, an 
F–15 fighter aircraft launched a miniature vehicle 
to destroy a defunct U.S. satellite. On February 21, 
2008, the United States used a modified Navy missile 
(the Standard Missile 3) to shoot down a crippled re-
connaissance satellite that was falling out of orbit and 
threatening to spill its toxic rocket fuel upon reentry.

The “Militarization” of Space
The “militarization” of space is an imprecise 

phrase. Some would note that space has been 

militarized for decades, with satellites used for 
intelligence and ballistic missiles that fly through 
space. Others think of militarization of space as 
involving kinetic weapons in space that could 
destroy either satellites or targets on Earth. Neither 
is a very enlightening or satisfactory way of looking 
at the issue.

There are two important military and security 
aspects for spacefaring nations or other actors to 
consider: security through space, and security in 
space.

Security through space implies the use of space 
assets to enhance the security posture of an actor 
or set of actors on Earth. Space capabilities may 
be used by an actor to prevent conflict and ensure 
stability through either transparency or deterrence. 
Transparency refers to the ability to “see” capabili-
ties as they develop and events as they unfold. De-
terrence could be holstered because space-based re-
connaissance provides warning as well as command 
and control for nuclear forces. Conversely, a nation 
may use its space assets to enhance its terrestrial 
combat capability through either force enhance-
ment or force application. Forces could be enhanced 
by the precision and capability of air, land, and sea 
forces through positioning, navigation, and timing; 
command and control; and intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance. Force application would 
result from actors developing ways to apply force di-
rectly from space to generate combat effects on the 
terrestrial battlefield, and from defenses that might 
be deployed in space to deter and protect against 
ballistic missile attacks.

Security in space concerns the protection of space 
assets themselves, whether used for military or civil-
ian purposes. Nations, particularly those that already 
possess a strategic advantage, will seek to maximize 
their freedom of action in space. To do so, an actor 
may seek capabilities in four areas. The first area 
concerns transparency. Situational awareness is es-
sential to identify potential threats in space. Equally 
important is the ability to track potential adversar-
ies’ ground-based activities as they relate to space. 
Second, security in space also involves protection. 
The fragile and vulnerable nature of space assets, 
particularly commercial and civil devices, suggests 
that protection measures be considered early in the 
design cycle of space systems. Military forces may be 
called upon to protect critical civilian assets. Denial 
is a third issue, because of the ability to negate an 
adversary’s space capabilities, through such means as 
6 Continued on p. 179
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There is a deep and longstanding worldwide recogni-
tion that the proliferation of nuclear weapons is 
dangerous and must be prevented. The ideal path 
to nonproliferation is to eliminate the reasons why 
countries may feel that they need nuclear weapons. 
Since, amid the world’s political complexities, that 
cannot always be swiftly or dependably achieved, the 
countries of the world have assembled a substantial 
structure of more specific instruments. The record of 
achievement by this structure since the 1968 conclu-
sion of the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) is, 
in the round, not discouraging, and claims that the 
prevention regime now stands on the edge of an 
abyss are neither well founded nor helpful. There are, 
however, risks and dangers to be addressed in at 
least four areas:

n the problems of particular countries

n general weaknesses in the nonproliferation 
regime itself

n the danger of material diversion and terrorism

n the call for further disarmament by the nuclear-
armed states.

Country Problems
The nonproliferation regime faces one definite new 
breakout (by North Korea) and one potential breakout 
(by Iran). The United States and others with a stake in 
the outcome must maintain pressure on North Korea 
to live up to its agreements and also must keep a 
close watch on Pyongyang’s propensity for pernicious 
export activity. As long as Japan, in particular, sustains 
its mature refusal to let this beleaguered minor state 
provoke it into reversing its nonnuclear policy, a move 
that would be gravely unsettling region-wide, the North 
Korea problem is less troubling than that of Iran.

The size, resources, and location of Iran make it a 
much more important state. There may be no clear 
agreement among its leadership about ultimate 
goals, but present actions seem plainly to head 
toward creating at least a “threshold” capability, 
from which breakout to a deliverable nuclear weapon 
(with delivery vehicles already available) could be 
relatively swift. Even if progress went no further, 
that would be deeply damaging to the global regime 
and disruptive to Iran’s region. Efforts to avert this 
outcome, through a combination of incentives and 
penalties, must continue to command a high priority 
in the international community. Policy—and public 

Preventing Nuclear Proliferation: An Overview

utterances about it—must, however, recognize an 
awkward tension. The hard truth is that if Iran is 
determined to continue down its current path, what-
ever the cost, it cannot permanently and depend-
ably be prevented, whether by military intervention 
(which would, at best, carry massive costs for the 
interveners and their allies) or otherwise. Efforts at 
prevention must resolutely continue, with no hints 
of ultimate willingness to acquiesce. But prudent 
planning should also consider what could be done, 
if prevention does eventually fail, to ensure both that 
Iran suffers a lasting penalty and that regional neigh-
bors do not feel compelled to traverse the same road.

A third country-specific issue, albeit one of a very 
different character, concerns India, a massive demo-
cratic state of increasingly positive global weight. 
Other states must balance their desire to assist in 
its nuclear energy program to ensure the program’s 
safety and security with the maintenance of an ob-
jectively even-handed approach to the operation of 
the nonproliferation system. This issue interacts with 
more general questions about the future working of 
the regime.

General Weaknesses in the Nonproliferation Regime 
An array of instruments and institutions that amount 
to a strong structure of constraint on proliferation has 
grown up around the cornerstone of the NPT itself—
including, for example, the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA), the Nuclear Suppliers Group, and the 
U.S.-led Proliferation Security Initiative. But partici-
pation in some of them remains less widespread or 
energetic than it should be, and at least three specific 
weaknesses need to be tackled if the regime is going to 
be more effective.

The first concerns verification of the NPT’s con-
straints. After the 1990–1991 Gulf War unmasked 
sweeping concealment and evasions by Iraq, a valu-
able Additional Protocol was given to the IAEA to apply; 
it would extend safeguards to help detect undeclared 
nuclear activity. But not enough states parties to the 
treaty have been willing to accept and implement the 
protocol, or to allocate adequate resources to the IAEA 
for its enforcement.

The second weakness is that Article X of the NPT al-
lows states parties to withdraw from it—as North Korea 
has intermittently done—simply by giving 3 months’ 
notice and some account (not subject to any evalua-
tion) of its reasons for doing so. An entitlement of this 
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kind is, of course, fairly normal practice in treaties, as 
the U.S. withdrawal from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile 
Treaty illustrated. But it is questionable whether such 
an easy escape clause is tolerable in a commitment 
that has become virtually a global norm, and where 
withdrawal by one party stands to undermine the 
treaty’s benefits and credibility for numerous other 
parties. It is unlikely that formal amendment of the 
treaty to remove the right entirely would be politically 
feasible. There would, however, be an advantage—not 
least for deterrence—in developing and agreeing to a 
clearly understood package of disadvantages that any 
state withdrawing from the treaty without manifestly 
compelling reasons must expect to endure.

The third weakness relates to the “threshold” 
problem, vividly exemplified by Iran’s behavior. Noth-
ing in the NPT prevents states parties from developing 
their capability in the field of civil nuclear energy, in 
ways that would have the effect (intentional or not) 
of making the step to producing nuclear weapons 
(using highly enriched uranium or plutonium from the 
reprocessing of spent fuel) just a matter of months, or 
at most a few years. In fact, Article IV specifically grants 
nonnuclear weapons states the right to “equipment, 
materials and scientific and technological informa-
tion for the peaceful uses of nuclear energy,” as long 
as they meet the safeguards requirements laid out 
in earlier articles. This provision has already proved 
harmful to long-term confidence in the regime, and its 
significance will be heightened by the likelihood that 
over the next few decades, for a combination of rea-
sons, nuclear power will play an increasingly important 
role in the energy mix for many countries.

This third weakness may well be, in the long run, 
the most important of the three. To rectify it, lead-
ing technologically capable countries will need to 
devise—preferably on the most cooperative basis that 
can be constructed—arrangements for the dissemina-
tion of nuclear energy technology that close off the 
threshold problem, yet are accessible, generous, 
politically nondiscriminatory, and dependable over the 
long term. Such carefully devised arrangements could 
convince recipient countries both that a fair and secure 
alternative path was available to meet their legitimate 
requirements, and that they should fully support ac-
tion against any intransigent holdouts such as Iran. 
Article IV of the NPT has always recognized the value of 
nuclear energy, but it has not been taken up with much 
vigor by the nuclear weapons states or, to be fair, by 
the nonnuclear weapons states themselves.

All these weaknesses will need to be acknowledged 
and dealt with at the next review conference of NPT 
parties in 2010. The last conference, in 2005, was a 
fiasco, largely for political reasons that need not be 
recapitulated here. Another fiasco could imperil confi-
dence in the entire regime. It would be an opportunity 
missed, moreover, for though the conferences are 
not the venue for detailed executive decisions, they 
can serve as both a setting for developing ideas and 
consensus about how to strengthen nonproliferation, 
and a political stimulus to concrete action by states or 
other collective bodies.

Nuclear Terrorism
Opinions differ widely on how real or likely the risk is 
that terrorists might obtain a nuclear bomb and use 

Delegates attend Six-Party Talks in Beijing on denuclearizing North Korea
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it to inflict vast damage. Even those who regard the 
probability as slight, however, would agree that all 
reasonable efforts should be made to keep the risk as 
low as possible. Action to that end may need to take 
many forms, but two particular international prospects 
seem worth pursuing.

One instrument was provided in 2004 by United 
Nations (UN) Security Council Resolution 1540. This 
resolution, framed in the wake of revelations about 
Pakistani physicist A.Q. Khan’s “nuclear black market,” 
was passed under Chapter VII of the UN Charter and is 
therefore mandatory for all member states. It requires 
each one to put in place, operate effectively, and 
report on legal and administrative measures to prevent 
nonstate actors from acquiring materials for weapons 
of mass destruction. Action to fulfill this obligation is 
by no means globally complete, and some less well re-
sourced countries are reported to be finding it difficult 
to implement the resolution fully. Where that is so, it is 
in the interest of leading states to be ready to help, as 
well as pressing for full compliance by all.

A second measure that could help to reduce dangers 
is the compilation of a thorough international data 
bank making it possible to swiftly trace the source of 
any fissile material used in a nuclear detonation. Such 
a bank would heighten the likelihood that any state 
that had been careless, or worse, in its stewardship 
of weapons-usable material would be exposed. This 
would have the corollary benefit of stimulating robust 
security and strengthening deterrence.

Reducing the Size and Salience of Nuclear Armories
It is politically (and many would say legally) impos-
sible to decouple the prevention of proliferation from 
what the nuclear-armed countries do to reduce the 
scale of their own arsenals, mitigate their dangers, and 
deemphasize them within the total security toolbox. 
The nonproliferation regime imposes constraints and 
burdens upon the nonnuclear weapons states, and 
their willingness to continue accepting these whole-
heartedly cannot be divorced from what most of them 
perceive about the fulfillment of the disarmament 
bargain indicated in NPT Article VI. The reassertion of 
that bargain was crucial to the indefinite extension 
of the treaty, agreed by consensus at the 1995 review 
conference, and it was reemphasized in 2000.

Until the end of the Cold War, the five official 
nuclear weapons states honored this clause of the 
treaty in the breach. Since then, all but China (which 
still has by far the smallest arsenal)—and especially 
the United States and Russia—have made a certain 

amount of progress in reducing both the numbers and 
kinds of weapons and delivery systems they possess. 
It might well be helpful if the facts of these reductions 
were more widely and vigorously publicized, and also 
if the possessors were more transparent about what 
they still hold. There remains valuable scope to do 
more, especially for the two weapons states with the 
largest stockpiles.

The 2002 Moscow Treaty limits U.S. and Russian 
strategic forces only at a single point in time, in 2012, 
and it has no verification provisions. It is important that 
a more robust and durable successor agreement be 
put in place. It would, moreover, be highly desirable, 
for several reasons, to reach an agreement to constrain 
and verify Russia’s nonstrategic armory, which is far 
larger than that of the United States. If such an agree-
ment required inducements from the U.S. side—for 
example, about the residual presence of U.S. nuclear 
arms in Europe, or the plans for a missile defense sys-
tem in Central Europe—they should not be dismissed 
out of hand.

Beyond limitation on the size of weapons stockpiles, 
there is a strong case for movement on at least three 
further issues:

n reconsidering whether any nuclear systems still 
need to be kept on short-notice alert

n taking the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty for-
ward to full ratification and implementation

n moving forward on a fissile material cutoff treaty.

In cold strategic logic, the latter two projects may 
be less important than advocates claim, but they have 
acquired a political weight that by now has force in its 
own right.

There remains the idea of eventually abolishing all 
nuclear armories. That goal was agreed at the 2000 
NPT review conference, and though at the 2005 confer-
ence the United States and France declined to reaffirm 
it, the aspiration has attracted growing attention in 
the past few years. However skeptical the nuclear 
weapons states’ governments may be, there is a good 
case that they should be prepared to engage—as the 
United Kingdom has already proposed—in serious 
exploration of the concept, if only to ensure that its 
formidable difficulties and potential drawbacks, both 
political and technical, are adequately understood 
and exposed.
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antisatellite programs, may permanently or tempo-
rarily shift the relative advantage in space. Finally, 
space control—a combination of protection and de-
nial strategies—is also significant. An actor desiring 
freedom of action in space may also wish to limit its 
adversary’s freedom of action, to remove a perceived 
threat. This requires maximizing both protection and 
negation capabilities.

Prospects for International Space Security
The prospects for international space security are 

uncertain not least because the international regime 
regulating the use of space is embryonic. The Outer 
Space Treaty, which was ratified unanimously by the 
U.S. Senate and entered into force in 1967, defined 
the initial principles for space activity and described 
the dominant paradigm of the international com-
munity regarding space:34

n Space is the province of all mankind—a “global 
commons.”

n Space is to be used only for peaceful purposes. 
No weapons of mass destruction will be placed in or-
bit, or installed on a celestial body such as the moon.

n All states have an equal right to explore and use 
space.

n International cooperation and consultation are 
essential.

n Signatories retain ownership of their space 
objects and bear responsibility for their space activi-
ties, including any damage inflicted on another state’s 
space objects.

Although most, if not all, spacefaring actors 
ascribe to the principles of the Outer Space Treaty, a 
number of issues have arisen to challenge the domi-
nant paradigm. The first problem concerns defini-
tions. The terms peaceful uses and common heritage 
of man have widely varying interpretations among 
space actors. Moreover, there is no agreed definition 
of what constitutes a space weapon (see sidebar). 
Sovereignty and property rights pose a second chal-
lenge. Economic development in space under the 
current paradigm is stunted by lack of legal defini-
tion concerning these issues. Finally, self-interest 
may prevail over a weak international regime. As 
more actors enter into the space domain, there may 
be a growing tendency to pursue unilateral interests 
rather than adhere to established norms. The Outer 
Space Treaty has no enforcement mechanism, if 
anyone should choose to take that step.

A reframing of the current paradigm may be re-
quired to accommodate the changing nature of space 
activity. Nations will likely seek alternative arrange-
ments in space if they perceive their security to be at 
greater risk. There are myriad ways in which the fu-
ture framework might evolve. Some alternative ways 
that nations may choose to enhance security, either 
individually or collectively, include unilateral strate-
gies; a balance of power approach; alliance-based 
arrangements; “rules of the road” through informal 
talks and agreements; frameworks for cooperation 
and interdependence in space, through existing alli-
ances and institutions, or a new multilateral process; 
and negotiated arms control or other legal restraints, 
bilaterally or through a multilateral treaty process.

From the standpoint of international security, one 
can identify an optimal condition of enduring stabil-
ity in the space domain. Its main attributes would 
include:

n a norm of unfettered access to space as a feature 
of amicable interstate relations

n a solid measure of protection, through indi-
vidual or collective measures, against the aggressive 
or capricious acts of spoilers

n a situation in which the real or perceived vulner-
abilities among space actors are minimized.

Ultimately, creating a condition of enduring 
stability in space will hinge on how tensions between 
national interests are addressed and whether there 
emerges over time a common perception of what 
actions tend, on balance, to strengthen or undermine 
stability. The simple truth is, if enduring stability 
is not the primary goal of major space powers, the 
prospects for military competition and conflict will 
increase. In a stable environment, space can enhance 
and strengthen the international system. Spacefaring 
actors may be driven by realistic self-interest to con-
sider adopting cooperative approaches in space to 
address issues of global concern, such as energy scar-
city, climate change, material resource scarcity, space 
situational awareness, space debris, and defense 
against Earth-colliding objects such as asteroids.

What Is a Space Weapon?
As with much else about space, there is consider-

able debate and uncertainty over what constitutes a 
space weapon, how such weapons might be defined, 
and how important it is to attempt to define and con-
trol such weapons. A 1991 study sponsored by the 

5 Continued from p. 175

6 Continued on p. 182
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Important Trends for WMD Proliferation

Proliferating nuclear Programs

Category Countries

nuclear non-proliferation 
Treaty–recognized nuclear  
weapons states

5    China, France, Russia, United Kingdom, United 
States 

other declared or suspected 
nuclear weapons states 

4    India, Israel,* North Korea,† Pakistan 
 
* Israel has not acknowledged its nuclear weapons status
†North Korea has asserted that it possesses nuclear weapons 
and has tested a nuclear device

other states with enrichment/
reprocessing facilities 

5    Brazil, Germany, Iran,* Japan, The Netherlands 

*Iran is under UNSC sanctions for NPT compliance issues

other states planning enrich-
ment/reprocessing facilities 

2    Argentina, Canada 

other states with civilian 
nuclear energy programs 

17    Armenia, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 
Finland, Hungary, Lithuania, Mexico, Romania, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, 
Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine 

other states expressing interest 
in establishing civilian nuclear 
energy programs

29    Algeria, Australia, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Belarus, 
Chile, Egypt, Estonia,† Georgia, Ghana, Indonesia, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Latvia,† Malaysia, Morocco, Namibia, 
Nigeria, Norway, Oman, Poland,† Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
Syria, Turkey, United Arab Emirates, Venezuela, 
Vietnam, Yemen

†In conjunction with Lithuania to support the replacement of 
a reactor  scheduled to be shut down in 2009 due to safety 
concerns.

Sources: IAEA, Israel Atomic Energy Commission, United Nations, U.S. Department of State,  
International Security Advisory Board, IISS
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Increasing BioKnowledge

Source: Genetic Sequence Data Bank, NCBI-GenBank Flat File Release 166.0

n		Non-signatories to Nuclear Non- 
proliferation Treaty

n		Non-signatories to Biological  
Weapons Convention

n		Non-signatories to Chemical  
Weapons Convention1

1  Iraq has declared its intent to accede to the 
Chemical Weapons Convention

Sources: United Nations, Organisation for the Prevention 
of Chemical Weapons, U.S. Department of State
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United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research 
proposed the following definition:

A space weapon is a device stationed in outer space 
(including the Moon and other celestial bodies) or in 
the earth environment designed to destroy, damage or 
otherwise interfere with the normal functioning of an 
object or being in outer space, or a device stationed in 
outer space designed to destroy, damage or otherwise 
interfere with the normal functioning of an object or 
being in the earth environment. Any other device with 
the inherent capability to be used as defined above will 
be considered as a space weapon.35

This definition seems clear and comprehensive; 
it focuses on devices stationed in space or on Earth 
capable of creating weapons effects in space and de-
vices stationed in space capable of creating weapons 
effects in the Earth environment. Closer examina-
tion, however, reveals significant, and perhaps irre-
solvable, points of contention within this definition.

The first of these contentious points relates to 
the lack of clarity regarding where space begins and 
the meaning of the word stationed. Since neither 
of these terms is defined, this approach does not 
provide much assistance to analysts attempting to 
draw distinctions between space weapons and other 
types of weapons based on where they are located or 
normally operate.

A second and even more pervasive and conten-
tious point is raised by the last sentence of the 
definition that considers any other device with the 
inherent capability to create weapons effects to be 
a space weapon. This seems to be an extremely low 
threshold for a device to cross to be categorized as 
a space weapon, and it is doubtful whether it would 
create a useful analytical category. Consider, for 
example, that every satellite capable of maneuvering 
or transmitting has the potential to interfere with 
other satellites, or that a backhoe cutting the fiber 
optic cable from a satellite control ground station has 
surely interfered with the normal functioning of an 
object in the Earth environment; are every satellite 
and every backhoe to be considered a space weapon?

Other approaches to defining space weapons 
attempt to resolve the scope problem highlighted 
above by focusing on distinctions between dedicated 
weapons and systems with residual or latent capa-
bilities. For example, Michael Krepon and Michael 
Katz-Hyman define space weapons and offensive 
space warfare initiatives as “terrestrially based devices 

5 Continued from p. 179 specifically designed and flight-tested to physically 
attack, impair, or destroy objects in space, or space-
based devices designed and flight-tested to attack, 
impair, or destroy objects in space or on earth.” This 
definition respects the distinction between capabil-
ity and actuality; and it excludes residual or latent 
space warfare capabilities, such as ballistic missiles. 
Also excluded in this working definition are satel-
lites that provide essential military functions but do 
not serve as weapons platforms. In other words, the 
definition used here clarifies the essential distinc-
tion between the current primarily passive military 
uses of space, and the flight-testing and deployment 
of space weapons that some wish to pursue in the 
future. This definition also excludes activities that are 
specifically designed to interfere with the uplinks or 
downlinks of satellites. Jamming is treated separately 
from direct physical attacks against satellites because 
jamming has long been considered a part of warfare, 
whereas direct attacks in or from space would be 
consequential firsts in the history of warfare.

Of course, there are also potential problems with 
this more pragmatic definition. In general, because 
it excludes so many of the ways in which already-
deployed or readily available capabilities could 
easily interfere with space systems, it is questionable 
whether controls based on this definition would 
provide sufficient transparency, build confidence, 
or create much security for space systems. A related 
problem is the fact that many spacefaring actors 
already have numerous technologies that are capable 
of interfering with satellites, and so would not need 
to test or deploy such systems as dedicated weapons.

These longstanding problems with seemingly 
simple definitional issues, such as where space begins 
or what constitutes a space weapon, help to explain 
why it has been so difficult to develop many formal 
arms control measures for space, or even to advance 
less formal transparency- and security-building 
measures. When thinking about how to proceed in 
these areas, it should be instructive that decades of 
previous work have produced very little fruit. Major 
previous efforts that lack specific results include 
the focused superpower antisatellite arms control 
negotiations in 1978–1979 and the Defense and 
Space Talks begun in 1985, as well as many years of 
multilateral efforts at the Conference on Disarma-
ment and elsewhere. gsa
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Section II
Assessing Complex Regional Trends

During Operation Tornado, joint Afghan and ISAF troops meet with local leaders in Uruzgan Province, Afghanistan, October 2008
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In a globalized world, every region is important. 
When viewed through a regional prism, some 
international challenges are magnified while others 

appear more manageable. This section posits some 
of the more likely challenges that may arise in major 
regions over the next decade.

The Greater Middle East is the epicenter of conflict 
today. Iraq’s stability and Iran’s appetite for power could 
top the global security agenda within the next 5 to 10 
years. Declining U.S. support for Iraq may unleash 
divisive forces that lead to civil war and strengthen a 
nuclear-armed Iran under its Revolutionary Guard 
Corps. But if Iraq can increasingly stand on its own 
while the United States reduces its presence, and if a 
clash with Iran can be averted, then the region could 
become more stable before 2020. In particular, there 
may be scope for a renewed peace process by Israel 
and its neighbors. It is obvious that negotiations, with 
or without preconditions, will be mulled in many 
capitals. The United States will be pressed by its allies 
and partners—such as Israel, Jordan, Egypt, and the 
Gulf Arab states—who will look for reassurance in the 
face of a real and present danger as adversaries and 
spoilers remain suspicious of American motives. The 
United States might revive support for freedom and 
democracy, based on a recognition that reform comes 
from within societies, that effective governance takes 
decades to achieve, and that American values do not 
constitute a formula for regime change. Whether the 
Greater Middle East is more or less peaceful a decade 
from now may hinge on the capacity of Washington 
to work with a growing number of countries. But in 
a region noted for taking hesitant steps toward peace, 
any success will require significant investments of 
American prestige and largesse.

A growing insurgency in Afghanistan and along the 
Afghan-Pakistan border, which serves as an incubator 
for the Taliban, al Qaeda, and other extremist groups, 
ensures that South Asia will rival the Middle East as 

the most dangerous security challenge in the next 10 
years. The lesson of September 11, 2001, appeared to be 
that developed nations would not allow remote, almost 
ungovernable areas of the world to provide safe havens 
for terrorists—not when globalization has facilitated 
the destructiveness of ideologically motivated zealots 
who murder people of all faiths around the globe. But 
the antidote—stabilization, reconstruction, and state-
building—is far more costly and takes more patience 
than originally contemplated. An international effort 
is needed to strengthen the fledgling government in 
Kabul against political violence and extremism, build 
local security forces and institutions, and provide 
alternatives to an economy fueled by the trade in 
illicit narcotics. Both the United States and the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) will have to 
find effective ways to deliver nonmilitary assistance to 
the contested areas of Afghanistan, where Provincial 
Reconstruction Teams have been useful in recovery 
and state-building projects during stability opera-
tions. Meanwhile, finding the means to check violence 
emanating from Pakistan without undermining the 
new civilian government in Islamabad will require 
considerable finesse. Some may expect an increasingly 
powerful India to address regional problems, and no 
doubt it can help in reducing the risk of conflict with 
Pakistan, including nuclear escalation. But the role of 
India in solving the Afghanistan question is neces-
sarily circumscribed, as even positive acts on its part 
are likely to be misperceived by Islamabad. Instead, a 
long-term solution would involve helping the more 
than 40 million Pashtuns in Afghanistan and Pakistan 
attain a better standard of living. While India will 
become increasingly active on the regional and global 
level, it is likely to seek greater latitude in its external 
affairs than it enjoyed as the leader of the Non-Aligned 
Movement. Consequently, building a strategic partner-
ship with Delhi will be a gradual process. In addition, 
India will primarily focus on managing its economic 

Left to right: Israeli soldiers provide security in Jerusalem; Afghan villagers meet with joint team investigating allegations of civilian  
casualties in Tagab; Georgian defense officials meet Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Tbilisi
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development in the foreseeable future while retaining 
a cautious role abroad, which is inseparable from its 
democratic coalitions.

If the Middle East and South Asia are likely to 
dominate the security agenda in the near term, East 
Asia continues as the most promising region in which 
to promote international security. An ascendant China, 
while encouraging hedging by neighbors, is more 
likely to be regarded as a responsible stakeholder or 
frontline state in meeting 21st-century transnational 
challenges, be it energy security, water supplies, or the 
environment than as a spoiler. The Korean Peninsula 
will remain a flashpoint as long as the closed society 
in the North clings to nuclear weapons for its survival. 
Developing a serious diplomatic framework to achieve 
tangible progress in reversing that trend could be the 
springboard for a new level of multilateral coopera-
tion, including with respect to the Six-Party Talks 
that have been crucial in the nonproliferation effort. 
Although the region has overlapping agreements and 
forums, U.S. bilateral alliances, especially in the case of 
Japan, the Republic of Korea, and Australia, underpin 
regional security interests; maintaining alliances and 
transforming them into effective mechanisms for 
security cooperation will require sustained American 
leadership and involvement with the countries of the 
region. Moreover, the combination of problems facing 
the countries of Southeast Asia cannot be ignored. In 
all, East and Southeast Asia will continue to generate 
hope in a world seeking effective leadership and insti-
tutions to forge genuine solutions to current as well as 
future strategic challenges.

The conflict between Russia and Georgia in August 
2008 seemingly ended two decades of imagin-
ing Europe as a whole and free region. The price of 
hydrocarbons served as a catalyst for Russia’s startling 
economic revolution. Trade in energy resources, in 
turn, emboldened Moscow to assert itself, especially 
on the periphery of the old Soviet empire. While many 

observers were bewildered by the first intervention by 
Russia outside its borders since the Cold War, frustra-
tion had been mounting in the Kremlin because of real 
and perceived slights to its national prestige and inter-
ests. Yet a new Cold War is not looming on the hori-
zon, if only because few predict that Russia can manage 
its own enormous challenges, including diversifying 
an economy addicted to energy, achieving ethnic and 
religious integration in the face of demographic trends 
that sharply reduce the number of ethnic Russians, and 
maintaining control and legitimacy within a semi-
authoritarian state. But cooperating with Moscow in 
the next decade will be problematic, not least because 
of its neighbors. How Europe and the United States 
work with the countries on Russia’s periphery, from 
the Baltic to Ukraine and Georgia and energy-rich 
Central Asia, will be a major challenge in the short and 
medium term. Even cooperation among major powers 
over shared interests such as nuclear nonproliferation 
may be difficult, since Russia seems prone to take issue 
over its differences with the West rather than to seek 
areas of agreement. Whether the relationship between 
Russia and China deepens may turn on the ability of 
the United States to overcome its popular depiction as 
a unilateral military power and whether Beijing can 
convince Moscow that its ascendancy does not pose a 
challenge to Russia’s centrality in Eurasia.

A strong and prosperous united Europe will ensure 
that the transatlantic community performs its vital 
security role while dealing with emerging problems 
of the 21st century. Increasingly, the European Union 
and NATO seem more synergistic and less competitive 
than once feared. Yet Europe is divided on how much 
to focus on its own security versus that of the other 
regions of the world. Clearly, the challenges in the 
Balkans will continue, as future stability pivots on Ko-
sovo and Serbia. Turkey, which apparently has passed 
the high water mark of secular Kemalism, is torn by 
questions about its identity with regard to religion and 

Left to right: High-rise buildings in Beijing; Leaders from Germany, France, and Great Britain discuss financial crisis 
during EU summit, October 2008

Im
ag

in
ec

h
in

a 
vi

a 
A

P 
Im

ag
es

 (Y
u 

gu
iy

ou
)

A
P 

Im
ag

es
  (

B
un

de
sr

eg
ie

ru
ng

/B
er

gm
an

n,
 H

O
)



190 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A S S E S S I N G  C O M P L E X  R E G I O N A L  T R E N D S

civil-military relations, demands by ethnic Kurds, and 
integration into Europe. Meanwhile, many European 
nations are increasingly concerned about terrorism on 
their soil, whether imported or homegrown, and seek-
ing ways to promote internal security and multicultural 
assimilation. In the aftermath of U.S. intervention in 
Iraq, some European governments implied a norma-
tive if not moral superiority to America, which they 
thought had slipped from its ethical moorings; a new 
administration in Washington provides an opportune 
moment to broach the Atlantic divide on issues of 
institutional values that have arisen in Europe and 
elsewhere in the recent past.

The myriad problems of Africa warrant greater 
attention than the international community has 
mustered until now. The continent is more accurately 
perceived as a series of subregions and not as a vast 
homogeneous land mass, with North Africa, the Sahel 
Belt, West Africa, Central Africa, the Great Lakes, 
East Africa, and Southern Africa presenting far more 
differences than similarities. The Horn of Africa—
Somalia, Sudan and Darfur, Ethiopia, and Eritrea—is 
the most dangerous area, both on land and offshore. 
Although weak states explain some of the risks, includ-
ing piracy and communal strife in Somalia, ethnic 
cleansing in Darfur can be attributed to Sudan, which 
could descend into civil war. Ineffective multilateral 
institutions and mechanisms for resolving conflicts 
point to the need for external assistance, but it remains 
unclear whether U.S. Africa Command can become a 
credible source of whole-of-government approaches 
to the problems of the region, only some of which are 
related to terrorism and military threats. While the 
United States and other developed nations agree on the 
need for increased cooperation with African states and 
organizations, the global financial crisis may curtail or 
delay integrated plans for assistance and collaboration 
with a new generation of enlightened African leaders.

Both positive trends and latent risks in the Americas 
pose a dilemma for Washington: while the region es-
chews a hegemon, it does not benefit from U.S. neglect 
or retrenchment. Brazil has emerged on the regional 
and international scene in an impressive fashion, 
though how it forges closer relations with the United 
States will define the region for the next decade. Mean-
while, the establishment of subregional communities 
and trading blocs offers the potential for dealing with 
problems through multilateral dialogues on the local 
level, provided an actor such as Venezuela does not 
succeed in destabilizing them. Regional security chal-
lenges will increasingly center on global and transna-
tional issues such as development, energy dependence, 
and the environment. The succession of Raul Castro 
in Havana does not necessarily imply that the future 
transition of Cuban society will be a crisis-free process. 
Moreover, despite enormous progress in the period 
since September 11, 2001, cooperation by the United 
States, Canada, Mexico, and The Bahamas on border 
security is a daunting task. Washington will have to 
cooperate with many states in the region to tackle basic 
problems rather than their symptoms, including pover-
ty, governance, and narcotics. Indeed, the last of these 
challenges underscores a wider problem—that of drug 
cartels and their associated criminal networks—which 
will only proliferate in the years ahead.

In the decade ahead, every region has the potential 
to contribute to international order and stability. But 
as nations attempt to enhance their own security and 
prosperity, new challenges will require innovative 
approaches and institutions. Moreover, some regional 
troubles may demand greater effort on the part of the 
international community as a whole. The combination 
of enduring threats and emerging global and transna-
tional issues will tax the most influential and fastest 
rising individual states and the most affluent regions, 
even while they deal with traditional concerns. gsa

Left to right: Djiboutians gather for opening of new well; Skyline of Sao Paulo, Brazil, overlooking Favela Morumbi 
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Chapter 9
The Greater Middle East

The Greater Middle East:  
Strategic Change

From the 1970s, when the United States first as-
sumed responsibility for the security of the Persian 
Gulf, through the mid 1990s, the region called the 
Greater Middle East was relatively stable. Regime 
change occurred within families, parties, or tribes, 
was usually orchestrated, and was rarely challenged. 
Hafiz al-Assad ruled Syria for nearly 30 years, 
Saddam Hussein ruled Iraq for 35 years, the late 
King Hussein of Jordan held power for nearly 50 
years, and Sultan Qaboos has ruled Oman for almost 
40 years. Where leaders died suddenly, as with the 
assassinations of Egyptian President Anwar Sadat 
in 1981 or Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 
1995, the political system did not change. There were 
two exceptions to this political passivity: the 1979 
revolution in Iran that replaced the shah and the 
monarchy with clerics and an Islamic republic, and 
the military takeover in Sudan that brought General 
Omar Bashir to power in 1989.

The region’s wars occurred primarily in the Gulf: 
Iraq invaded Iran in 1980 and Kuwait in 1990; Iraq 
was defeated by a U.S.-led coalition in 1991. (The 
second U.S. invasion of Iraq, in 2003, was unusual in 
that the American military force liberated Iraq from 
Saddam’s grip and destroyed the existing political 
system, only to begin a long occupation while it 
tried to reinvent the government, politics, and the 
civic structure of the devastated country.) The main 
interests of the United States in this 25-year period 
primarily were ensuring access to oil and safe pas-
sage for shipping, containing the influence of the 
Soviet Union, supporting Israel, and maintaining 
a balance of power, especially in the Persian Gulf 
region. Washington preferred not to engage in the 
region’s wars, including the four Arab-Israeli wars, 
and used surrogates, such as the shah of Iran and the 
king of Saudi Arabia, when instability threatened 
U.S. interests in the Persian Gulf.

Two events propelled the United States to take 
a much more active and visible role in the region: 

U.S. convoy passes triumphal arch built by Saddam Hussein to commemorate Iran-Iraq War
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Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait in 1990, and the terrorist 
attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon on 
September 11, 2001. In the 1990s, the key security 
issues driving U.S. policy in the Greater Middle East 
were to maintain a secure and reasonably priced oil 
supply, support Israel, limit the spread of weapons 
of mass destruction (WMD), and keep Iraq and 
Iran—labeled pariah states for their wars, support for 
international terrorism, and efforts to acquire and 
use WMD—contained. The events of September 11 
moved international terrorism to the top of the list.

Today, U.S. interests remain focused on maintain-
ing access to oil, curbing nuclear weapons prolifera-
tion, eliminating terrorism, protecting Israel, and 
isolating those governments and parties, includ-
ing Iran, Syria, Hamas in Gaza, and Hizballah in 
Lebanon, that are deemed pariahs. The region of the 
Greater Middle East faces many problems, but four 
stand out as critical issues for U.S. strategic planning 
and security policy in the decade ahead: the future of 
Iraq, Iran’s regional ambitions and nuclear policy, the 
lack of an Arab-Israeli and Palestinian-Israeli peace 
process, and the impact of reform—or lack thereof—
in the Arab world.

Iraq and Iran: Risks and Opportunities
Iraq and Iran present a complicated and interwo-

ven series of policy dilemmas for the United States. 
Not a failed state, Iraq’s government—the first freely 
elected in its history—is struggling with sectar-
ian militias at war with each other, and politicians 
fighting for personal power, wealth, and national 
independence. Provinces and tribes are not fighting 
each other, nor are they fighting on the same side as 
each other. Most seek independence from the United 
States and from central authority concentrated in 
Baghdad, which most Iraqis have always opposed. 
The Shia-dominated government must work out the 
modalities of political and economic control in a 
government deliberately designed to be weak, decen-
tralized, and dysfunctional. Comparative suffering is 
still a measure of citizenship and prevents meaning-
ful moves toward national reconciliation. Yet the 
political process appears to be working, oil is flowing, 
the insurgencies have abated, and the central govern-
ment under Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki is trying 
to assert its authority while it balances the needs and 
demands of its powerful patrons, the United States 
and Iran.

Iran, for its part, is also in the midst of politi-
cal confusion and economic stress, and faces the 
prospect of tougher sanctions if it does not change 

its nuclear policy. Unanticipated oil profits not only 
eased economic burdens in many oil-producing 
countries, but they also raised popular expectations 
in an unstable market. The government in Tehran 
has not provided promised economic benefits, ade-
quate housing, or jobs sufficient to meet the needs of 
many Iranians, and Mahmoud Ahmadinejad won a 
disputed election in June 2009. The strategic interests 
of Washington and Iran intersect in Iraq.

Decisionmaking in Iran: Deliberate, Consensual, 
Ambiguous. The Islamic Republic of Iran is a con-
tradiction in terms to many observers and analysts. 
It is a republic and the only example of a modern, 
clerically dominated regime. It is a participatory 
democracy, yet resembles a totalitarian system in that 
it proclaims the absolute supremacy of a religion (Is-
lam), as interpreted by a clerical elite, over public and 
private life. Islam provides the moral compass for 
political governance and social behavior in Iran. It 
holds elections in which the people sometimes have 
a genuine choice, yet all candidates must be screened 
for ideological correctness. It has multiple sources 
of power and checks and balances, yet in the end 
one person, not elected by the people, is the ultimate 
decisionmaker.1 The result is confusion. It is difficult 
to know where real power lies in Iran, how decisions 
are made, and how informal networks of relation-
ships interact with formal structures of power.

Several trends shape decisionmaking on security 
issues and foreign affairs under Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei and the 8th parliament that was elected in 
March 2008.

First, decisionmaking is institutionalized and 
state-centered. Ayatollah Khamenei is a powerful and 
influential force in security policymaking. Unlike 
his predecessor, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who 
was not a nationalist and avoided identification with 
political factions, Khamenei is centered in the con-
servative camp. At times, he appears uncomfortable 
with policies and pronouncements made by President 
Ahmadinejad, whose outspoken views on foreign and 
security issues far exceed his constitutional limita-
tions. Khamenei uses his authority to discreetly offset 
decisions and appointments made by the president 
and his more extreme conservative faction. Multiple 
centers advise the Supreme Leader on security issues 
and policy options; some are traditional, such as 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, while others are ap-
pointed by the Supreme Leader to advise him from a 
perspective other than that of the “official” institu-
tions. Khamenei, for example, created the Supreme 
6 Continued on p. 194
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the Greater Middle East

The World as Seen from Tehran

Iran’s ambitions as the preeminent power in the Greater 
Middle East are longstanding. The quest for regional 
hegemony began under the shahs and has been 
continued by the clerics of the Islamic Republic. Iranian 
foreign policy has always been designed to protect a 
nation and empire that was long coveted by more pow-
erful neighbors (Ottoman Turkey and Tsarist Russia), 
and divided into spheres of influence by the Great Pow-
ers of the 20th century (the Soviet Union, Great Britain, 
and the United States). Viewed through this historical 
prism, these ambitions have little to do with exporting 
its Islamic revolution or expanding its borders, although 
occasional reminders to the Sunni Arab–led Gulf Arab 
states of Iran’s territorial claims, and of the Shia and 
Persian-origin communities within their borders, serve 
to warn those states of their vulnerability.

Several factors shape Iran’s strategic and military 
priorities:

n  The need to secure Iran’s territorial and political 
integrity and recognition of the regime’s legitimacy. 
Iranians under both shahs and ayatollahs are proud 
of their long history as an empire and nation-state 
and of the role of Islam in shaping religious and po-
litical values. Like their Arab neighbor states, which 
were created and divided by 19th- and 20th-century 
European imperialism, they reject all foreign efforts 
to guide or deny their political, economic, or security 
aspirations.

n  The need to reassert Iran’s traditional role of 
regional hegemon in the Gulf and beyond. Iran’s lead-
ers see their country as encircled by real and potential 
enemies: Iraq, which used chemical weapons against 
Iranian troops and missiles against Tehran in their 
8-year war; the Gulf Arab states, which host the U.S. 
military presence and are seen as repressing their 
Shia communities; Pakistan, which is occasionally 
involved in hostile skirmishes with Iran on their com-
mon border and has encouraged anti-Iranian activity 
in Afghanistan; and Central Asia, once pro-Soviet, 
now a source of economic opportunity, sectarian risk, 
and occasional basing for U.S. military forces. Above 
all, the United States, a virtual neighbor since the oc-
cupation of Iraq in April 2003, and Israel are viewed as 
enemies. Both threaten Iran’s nuclear achievements 
and deplore Iran’s efforts to derail any peace process 
between Israel and the Palestinians or Israel and Syria. 

Washington, in particular, is seen as keen to keep the 
Persian Gulf as its militarized zone, maintain pro-U.S. 
regimes in Baghdad and Kabul, and marginalize Iran.

n  The need for an enhanced capability to defend 
Iran against any threat of military aggression. Tehran 
wants independence and self-sufficiency in strategic 
and tactical terms. It believes that it must build its 
own military industries, reconstitute a modern military 
force, and have minimal reliance on foreign suppliers. 
At the same time, Tehran is seeking to acquire nuclear 
technology and the capability to produce nuclear 
weapons, probably as a cost-effective way to com-
pensate for military weakness and relative strategic 
isolation.1

Iran’s leaders, whether moderate Persian nationalist 
or conservative Islamist, view the world with a mix of 
confidence and trepidation. Regardless of where they 
stand on the political spectrum, they likely share a 
common view of the threats to the security of the Irani-
an homeland and regime, and the measures necessary 
to protect Iranian interests. This consensus includes an 
assumption that at some point they will fight again and 
alone, just as they did from 1980 to 1988, and that 
Iran must be able to defend itself by itself.

N O T E

1  For further discussion of Iranian ambitions and regional 

reactions, see Judith S. Yaphe and Charles D. Lutes, Reassess-

ing the Implications of a Nuclear-Armed Iran, McNair Paper 69 

(Washington, DC: National Defense University Press, 2005).
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vative newspaper, warning that the IRGC “cannot 
tolerate the situation anymore” and threatening 
action against the reformist government of then–
President Mohammad Khatami. The student riots 
provided the government the opportunity to further 
centralize power and limit dissent. The Guard Corps 
was able to expand its power and influence inside the 
regime, while the government signaled that it would 
tolerate what it called a “democratic game,” provided 
the basic foundation of the Islamic Republic was not 
challenged.

Despite growing opposition to Ahmadinejad, his 
contested victory in the June 2009 presidential elec-
tion dampens immediate hopes for reform in Iran or 
a more moderate tone in foreign policy. Opposition 
to Ahmadinejad dates back at least to the parliamen-
tary elections in March 2008.4 In that election, his 
supporters won 70 percent of the 290 seats, but one 
of his most vocal critics, Ali Larijani, became speaker 
of the parliament and remains one of the compet-
ing centers of power in Iran. Moreover, in the 2009 
presidential election defeat of Mir-Hussein Moussavi, 
many Iranians took to the streets to protest potential 
election fraud, suggesting an unprecedented degree 
of disgruntlement over Ahmadinejad. Although 
Moussavi is by no means a liberal reformer, his ap-
parently softer stance on nuclear issues and concern 
about Iran’s isolation would no doubt have made it 
easier for outside powers to engage Tehran.

U.S.-Iran: The Legacy of Missed Opportunities. 
The list of possible opportunities for reconcilia-
tion between the United States and Iran is long 
and often recited as if all the opportunities were 
real ones. Some were meant seriously by one side 
and dismissed offhandedly by the other. Most were 
interpreted as indicating weakness in the other. Few 
were pursued, and the limited results they achieved 
were satisfactory to both sides. When Iran offered to 
cooperate during operations in Afghanistan follow-
ing the events of September 11 and during the U.S. 
war on Iraq in 2003, Washington’s response was to 
quietly accept both of Iran’s offers and, in the latter 
case, declare Iran part of the reviled “axis of evil.” 
When then–Secretary of State Madeleine Albright 
offered Iran security discussions in 1997, Iran heard 
the Clinton administration deny it legitimacy and 
recognition by rejecting any dealings with Iran’s 
“unelected” leaders. When the last American held 
hostage in Lebanon was released in 1991 after 7 years 
of captivity by Hizballah, Iran asked why the United 
States was not grateful to then–President Ali Akbar 
Hashemi-Rafsanjani.

Council on Foreign Relations after Ahmadinejad is-
sued some of his more outrageous policy statements. 
Issues once negotiated by the Foreign Ministry, such 
as the nuclear enrichment issue, are now under the 
control of the president’s security establishment. 
Ahmadinejad did not take power away from the 
Supreme Leader. The Supreme Leader exercises au-
thority behind an opaque screen. Governance in Iran 
is a push-back system—Ahmadinejad has a strong 
sense of what authority the president should exercise 
and has pushed the envelope to see how far he can go 
before the Supreme Leader pushes back.

Second, strategic decisions are shaped by military 
security perceptions, not by diplomats or clerics. 
Policies once fashioned around ideological cor-
rectness or export of the revolution have become 
more purposeful and pragmatic, intended to end 
Iran’s strategic isolation and establish its authority 
in the region. Discussions on key issues are held in 
the National Security Council (NSC), with recom-
mendations to the Supreme Leader based on group 
consensus. No Iranian official would oppose a deci-
sion recommended by the NSC and confirmed by the 
Supreme Leader, especially one citing the need for a 
strong national defense as the primary reason for de-
veloping nuclear power and new weapons systems.2

Third, veterans from the Iranian Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC), military, and security services 
probably have a greater role in decisionmaking than 
clerics. Once a central feature of the Islamic state, 
the number of clerics in the parliament has dropped 
from 140 in the early 1980s to 32 in the latest parlia-
ment. Two non-clerics have served as speakers in 
parliament, and the current president, while reli-
gious, is not a cleric. The IRGC was created after the 
1979 revolution to be a praetorian guard for the new 
regime. It reports directly to the Supreme Leader, 
but over the past decade, it has expanded its role in 
security issues and provincial government, as well 
as the government bureaucracy.3 In addition, it has 
become an economic engine through its investment, 
job creation, and import-export activities.

The shift in power from the clerics in government 
to the IRGC began in July 1999, when local conser-
vative militias orchestrated by the IRGC savagely 
beat students at the University of Tehran. In what is 
seen by many Iranians as the most serious internal 
threat to the regime to date, students protesting 
conditions at the university publicly demanded the 
ouster of the Supreme Leader. In response, 24 senior 
IRGC officers published a letter in a leading conser-

5 Continued from p. 192



195GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

the Greater Middle East

Both Tehran and Washington were delighted with 
the collapse of the Taliban and Ba’athist regimes, but 
neither saw a need to prevent the slide from coopera-
tion, however limited, to confrontation. Iran certainly 
agreed with short-term U.S. goals in Iraq—a quick 
war followed by an equally rapid withdrawal of forces 
and the institutionalization of democratic practices, 
especially elections. The differences were over longer 
term issues: a secular democratic state or an Islamic 
republic; simple and majoritarian, and therefore 
sectarian, rule, or the protection and participation of 
minorities in governance. Underlying the differences 
was a basic shift in how national priorities would be 
identified: would Iraq remain as the eastern front of 
the Arab world, as defender of Sunni Arab nation-
alism against the Persian Shia threat, or would it 
become part of the western wall of the Iranian Islamic 
Republic, provider of strategic depth to Iran against 
threats from the Arabs and Israel? If both sides hoped 
the new Iraq would serve as a model for emulation 
and change in the region, what was the model?

In 2003, Iran was in a weakened position, seem-
ingly encircled by the United States, which had 
pro-American governments and military forces in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Turkey, the Gulf states, and the 
Central Asian republics bordering Iran. Some Irani-
ans talked of the “Iraqification” of Iran—meaning the 
takeover of important posts, such as the Justice Min-
istry, by officials born in Iraq. Others predicted that 
Iran’s most respected Shia scholars and clerics, many 
of whom oppose Khomeini-style theocratic rule, 
would flee to Najaf, where they could freely ques-
tion the religious legitimacy of the Islamic Republic. 
Worry about being the next target for American 
efforts at regime change, and the apparent U.S. rejec-
tion of an opening for talks, heightened the paranoia 
in the Iranian political establishment.

Six years after the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the tide 
has turned. The Iranian regime is stronger and more 
certain of its ability to shape events in the region, 
while the United States and its allies are perceived 
as weakened by years of insurgency and terrorism 
in Iraq. The regime in Tehran has become more 
stable, more repressive, and less amenable to foreign 
pressure than in its earlier decades. Iraq’s new politi-
cal elite has established close ties with the Iranian 
regime, and Ahmadinejad used the first visit by an 
Iranian leader to Baghdad in February 2008 to offer 
political and economic assistance to Baghdad and 
advertise their close ties.

What Does Iran Want in Iraq? Iran has key stra-
tegic interests in Iraq, many of which are similar to 

those of the United States. The 8-year war with Iraq 
in the 1980s left both countries with high casualties 
and extensive damage to their economic and military 
infrastructure. Iraq had used chemical weapons 
on Iranian territory and was working on acquiring 
nuclear weapons; Iran had none. Iraq had managed 
to both heavily subsidize the war and meet civilian 
needs with $80 billion in “loans” from the oil-rich 
Gulf countries of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE), and Qatar, and arms sales 
from the United States, Russia, and most European 
countries; Iran had no loans, no debt, and a badly 
damaged military. For the next 15 years, as Iraq faced 
war and crippling sanctions for its invasion and oc-
cupation of Kuwait, Iran began carefully reconstruct-
ing its image and its regional role.

The Islamic Republic wants an Iraq that is stable, 
united, and nonthreatening, and one that is an 
economic, political, and strategic ally facing common 
enemies—Israel, the United States, anachronistic Arab 
monarchies, and obstreperous minorities, such as 
the Kurds. Iran assumes it is by right the preeminent 
power in the Persian Gulf and the Greater Middle 
East region. It has the largest population, largest land 
mass, largest military, and oldest culture and civiliza-
tion. It believes it is the economic engine of the region, 
the most innovative in the application of science and 
technology, and the leader of the world’s Muslims. Iran 
would prefer Iraq to be an Islamic state under shariah 
law similar to its own theocratic façade, but if forced to 
choose between a precarious Islamic state and a stable 
unitary state, would almost certainly choose the latter.

Iraqi oil minister tours K3 oil refinery, a main source of income for Al Anbar 
Province and jobs for Iraqi citizens
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Iran’s “region” is more than the Gulf or Central 
Asia. It extends from Afghanistan through the Gulf, 
Iraq, and Turkey to Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, and 
Israel. As the preeminent power, it expects to be 
consulted on all issues affecting the region, in much 
the same sense that Syrian President Hafiz al-Assad 
interpreted his and Syria’s role. Iran believes that 
the roads to a U.S. exit strategy from Iraq, to a peace 
settlement in the Arab-Israeli conflict, and to stabil-
ity in the Gulf run through Tehran. Without Iran, the 
country’s leaders believe, there can be no peace, no 
resolution of conflict, and no “justice.”

Iran wants to expand its influence and authority 
in the region, but it is not interested in territorial 
expansion. Rather, it seeks to build its clout through 
a policy of aggressive outreach short of war—
by building and supporting surrogate networks 
throughout the region, providing political support 
and economic assistance to key actors, bolstering 
trade and commercial ties with neighboring coun-
tries, and signing security and defense agreements. 
In implementing its strategies, Iran operates on two 
intertwined principles to build its networks of sur-
rogates, intimidate opponents and critics, and make 
foreign policy: the first is plausible deniability, and 
the second is deliberate ambiguity.

How successful has Iran been in this effort? The 
question resonates today as it did 25 years ago, when 
Iran began constructing its Lebanon policy and 
building Hizballah. How much control does Iran 
exert over surrogates such as Hizballah and Hamas? 
Are extremist leaders, such as Lebanese Hizbal-
lah’s Hassan Nasrallah or Iraqi Mahdi Army head 
Muqtada al-Sadr, totally subservient to the wishes 
of Iran’s Supreme Leader and the doctrine of clerical 
rule? Would Hamas do more than pray for Iran if the 
latter was threatened with imminent attack? Or do 
they act independently of Iran, as do Lebanese and 
Palestinian nationalists willing to work within their 
respective systems of government so long as they can 
shape them? The answer probably remains the same 
today as it was in the 1980s: there is great personal 
loyalty and devotion to the ideals of the Islamic Rev-
olution and to its clerical leaders, but a tendency to 
pursue self-interest, with or without Iran’s approval. 
Iran may not be consulted on all operations, or if it 
is, may not approve, but it would not openly oppose 
actions by Hizballah or Hamas, or risk a breach with 
its most successful surrogates.

Iraq as Risk and Opportunity. In their 8-year-long 
war, both Saddam Hussein and Ayatollah Khomeini 
made certain judgments about the other’s country. 

Khomeini assumed Iraq’s Shia would join the Shia 
Islamic Republic to defeat the secular, Sunni Arab–
dominated regime in Baghdad; Saddam assumed 
the Arabs of Iran’s Khuzistan Province would join 
Arab Iraq to defeat the mullahs. Both were wrong. 
Iraq’s Shia Arabs fought to defend the state of Iraq 
from defeat by Persians and were rewarded by Sadd-
am for their loyalty; Iran’s Arabs remained loyal to 
the republic.

The collapse of Saddam’s regime in April 2003 gave 
Iran an unanticipated opportunity. Its primary re-
gional enemy was gone. Iraqi Shia militants who had 
spent two decades in Iranian exile could now return 
and demand a role in the post-Saddam government. 
Iran had created the major exile group—the Supreme 
Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI)—
as an umbrella organization for Iraqi exiles; it was 
led by members of a prominent pro-Iranian clerical 
family, Ayatollah Muhammad Baqr al-Hakim and 
his brother Abd al-Aziz al-Hakim.5 Iranian pilgrims 
could now visit the Shia shrine cities of Najaf and 
Karbala while traders, businessmen, diplomats, inves-
tors, security personnel, and intelligence operatives 
could easily cross the virtually unguarded 900-mile 
border. Iran called for free elections and democratic 
institutions in the new Iraq, correctly assuming that 
the majority Shia population would win any election 
and, for the first time in history, govern Iraq.

With opportunity, however, comes risk. Iran is 
pouring money into Iraq in the form of business 
investment and community reconstruction. It is 
refurbishing the mosques and shrines of Najaf and 
Karbala, building community infrastructure, and 
providing various forms of support—including 
money, advisors, training, and intelligence—to many 
of the political factions and government ministries, 
especially the Interior Ministry, according to accounts 
told by Iraqis and reported in the press. In early 2008, 
President Ahmadinejad, on the first visit made by an 
Iranian leader to Iraq, offered Iraq development as-
sistance, including joint projects for oil, pipeline and 
refinery construction, and a billion-dollar loan. Iraq 
turned down the loan offer but signed economic and 
trade agreements, and issued tenders for construction 
of a pipeline to Iran. Iran has funded virtually every 
Shia candidate standing for election to the National 
Assembly. Some Iraqis claim that the IRGC supports 
Sunni extremist factions in the center and north of 
Iraq as well in order to expand its influence and assets 
there. It expects, in return, a compliant government 
in Baghdad willing to accede to its vision of the New 
Iraq. By contrast, some of the oil-rich Gulf states—
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once the source of more than $80 billion in loans to 
help Iraq defeat Iran—are only now beginning to 
approve debt relief (Saudi Arabia and the UAE) and 
nominate ambassadors to Baghdad. They still oppose 
additional assistance to Iraq.

Economists disagree over the impact Iranian 
promises of development assistance will have on 
Iraq. While the assistance may help in the very 
short term, Iran, they say, cannot give Iraq what it 
needs most: the advanced technology and capital for 
industrial, oil, and gas-field development. Iran needs 
the same help, most of which is unavailable to it 
under sanctions. Iran’s influence in Iraq is probably 
at its highest point now. Over time, that influence 
will lessen. Iraq will no longer need the goods and 
services that Iran now supplies, trade will diminish, 
and Iraq could become an investor in Iran.

According to interviews with Iraqis, a growing 
number of Iraq’s Shia, Sunni Arab, and Kurdish 
populations are uneasy with the extent of influence 
Iran and the IRGC wield in Iraq. They raise several 
important questions: How extensive is Iranian influ-
ence in Iraqi ministries (especially Defense, Interior, 
and Intelligence)? Have Iranians been involved in 
targeting Iraqi intellectuals, academics, or military 
officers for assassination? Are the Iranians, through 
the IRGC, communicating with or assisting al Qaeda 
or other extremists in Iraq? Are the Iranian religious 
scholars in the seminaries of Qom trying to displace 
those of Najaf from the intellectual and spiritual 
leadership of Shia Islam, or to join them?

Whether Iran is engaged in all, some, or none of 
these activities, an increasing number of Iraqis are 
growing uncomfortable with the pattern of Iranian 
involvement in their affairs. Iraq’s Sunni Arabs have 
long warned about the influence of the turbans 
(clerics) in politics, and many label Iraq’s Shia Arabs 
as Persians or Safavids (meant as an insult referring 
to the 16th-century Persian dynasty that waged and 
lost several wars with the Sunni Ottoman Empire in 
Iraq’s provinces). More importantly, Iraqi Shia Arabs 
in greater number reject Iran’s efforts to control their 
country’s politics, economics, and security. This 
includes Iraqis—clerics and government officials—
who belonged to clandestine Shia movements under 
Saddam and did not seek exile and safe haven out-
side Iraq. These sentiments are expressed discreetly 
to avoid raising Iranian ire and do not reflect consen-
sus among Iraq’s many political elements.

Iraq’s government must balance American 
complaints that Iran is supporting anti-U.S. acts 
of terrorism in Iraq with Iranian demands that 

the United States leave Iraq and the Gulf. Support 
from both Washington and Tehran is critical to the 
survival of any government in Baghdad. Thus far, the 
Nuri al-Maliki government has managed to bring 
Americans and Iranians together for several meet-
ings in Baghdad, and Tehran appears to have reined 
in Muqtada al-Sadr by insisting he abide by his 
ceasefire and draw down his militia. Muqtada is not 
an Iranian loyalist. That role is reserved for SCIRI 
(now called the Islamic Supreme Council in Iraq), 
which has proven itself a much more witting tool and 
ally of Iran. The negotiations between Baghdad and 
Washington over a treaty defining relations and a 
status of forces agreement were made more difficult 
because of Iran’s concern that Iraq would agree to al-
low the United States access to military facilities that 
could be used to monitor and attack Iran.

The Gulf Cooperation Council: Avoiding 
Risk, Seeking Opportunity

Since the early 1960s, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Bahrain, Qatar, the UAE, and Oman have preferred 
to have governments outside the region defend them, 
define their security policies, and provide for their 
needs. New to acting like states rather than tribes, not 
yet wealthy from oil, and accustomed to letting tradi-
tion determine the governance and institutions of civ-
il society, the smaller Arab states of the Persian Gulf 
initially followed their colonial protector, Great Brit-
ain, to shelter themselves from the Arab and Persian 
nationalist storms that periodically swept through 
the neighborhood. The exception was Saudi Arabia, 
which enjoyed better relations with the United States 
than with the United Kingdom. When the British 
decided they could no longer afford to protect the 
Gulf Arabs and withdrew in 1971, the small and frag-
ile Gulf states turned to the United States to assume 
the British mantle.6 Concerned about possible Soviet 
encroachments in the Gulf, President Richard Nixon 
created the Twin Pillars policy, which designated Iran 
and Saudi Arabia as proxies for a U.S. military pres-
ence in the region.7 This was followed by the Carter 
Doctrine on U.S. military engagement in the Gulf and 
the expansion of the American force presence and 
operations during the 1980–1988 Iran-Iraq war.

Through the 1970s and 1980s, the Arab states of 
the Gulf faced the hegemonic ambitions of Iran, first 
under the secular and intensely nationalistic regime 
of the shah and then under the revolutionary Islamic 
Republic of Iran, also nationalistic and determined 
to export its revolution across the Gulf. In between 
Iranian challenges came Iraqi feints at territorial 
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acquisition, as well as attempts to gain influence in 
decisionmaking on Gulf and wider Arab political, eco-
nomic, and strategic affairs. In 1981, as the Iraq-Iran 
war continued and Iran broadened its efforts to export 
its Islamic revolution, the six states formed the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC).8 It was not intended to 
be a political or security organization similar to the 
European Union (EU) or the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO); instead, its members focused 
on common economic interests, such as forming a 
common customs union and trade zone and cooperat-
ing in local police and security matters.

Despite a prohibition by Ayatollah Khomeini 
against relations with the Saudis, today’s Iranian gov-
ernment values its expanding ties to Saudi Arabia and 
the other Gulf Arab regimes. Even the UAE maintains 
links to Iran, despite their seemingly intractable dis-
pute over ownership of three small islands in the Gulf, 
the Tunbs and Abu Musa. Iran’s outreach extends to 
Shia communities in Iraq (approximately 55 to 60 
percent of the population), Saudi Arabia (10 to 15 
percent of the population, concentrated primarily in 
the oil-rich Eastern Province), Kuwait (approximately 
20 percent), and Bahrain (about 75 percent). Iran’s 
approach to neighboring Arab states and their Shia 
communities has changed over the years. Initially, it 
consisted of efforts to organize antiregime move-
ments through the local mosques and prayer houses, 
led by local Shia clerics or Iran-based activists. Since 

Khomeini died in 1989, however, Iranian efforts have 
focused on diplomatic overtures to restore relations 
with its Gulf neighbors, primarily Saudi Arabia.

The Gulf Arabs’ Security Vision
Gulf Arab security policies have traditionally been 

based on risk avoidance, collective reaction, and reli-
ance on nonregional powers to ensure security and 
survival. The strategy is to avoid provoking either of 
the dominant and powerful governments in Baghdad 
and Tehran, pay for protection, use arms sales as an 
extension of foreign policy, and above all, maintain 
a balance of power in the Gulf. Iraq’s invasion and 
occupation of Kuwait in 1990 should have exposed 
the weakness in this form of strategic thinking, but 
the Gulf governments still prefer to maintain the 
kind of balance of power under which they once felt 
comfortable—a balance maintained by cordial rela-
tions with regional powers and backed up by a more 
distant U.S. presence.

Several developments in the past few years have 
produced a significant shift in the strategic thinking 
of the Gulf states. The first was the spread of religious-
based terrorist attacks following the al Qaeda attacks 
of 9/11. Al Qaeda and other extremist elements 
accuse the Al Sa`ud and other ruling families of being 
un-Islamic puppets of the United States and have 
conducted terrorist operations on Saudi and Ameri-
can targets in Saudi Arabia. Saudi youth have been 
recruited for operations in Iraq, and press reports 
indicate Gulf nationals have been caught both in Iraq 
and on their return to the Peninsula states.

The second major development is the rise of politi-
cal and sectarian movements demanding reform. All 
of the Gulf states are witnessing the growing political 
influence of ultraconservative religious, ethnic, and 
tribal factions. These factions demand a greater role 
in decisionmaking, constitutional limitations on 
ruling family power, adherence to a strict version of 
Islamic law, and an end to corruption in government. 
In Kuwait, for example, elections for the national 
assembly in May 2008 saw Islamists and tribal 
conservatives win nearly half of the seats. These 
conservative elements are now challenging the ruling 
Al Sabah family for the right to appoint cabinet min-
isters and for limitations on the power of the amir.

The collapse of Saddam Hussein’s regime and the 
installation of a non-Sunni government in Bagh-
dad has also had a major impact on the Gulf states, 
which see risk whether Iraq fails or succeeds. A failed 
Iraq means more cross-border terrorists entering or 
returning to the Gulf intent on overthrowing the tra-

U.S. Navy Inshore Boat awaits permission to dock at Khawr Al Amaya oil  
terminal as part of security mission in Persian Gulf
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ditional ruling elites. It also raises the risk of sectarian 
or ethnic unrest in countries where significant minor-
ity populations have long been discriminated against 
by Sunni Wahhabi prejudices and Arab nationalist 
sentiment. If Iraq succeeds in stabilizing under a 
democratic-leaning, elective form of governance, 
especially one with a weak central government and 
strong semi-independent provincial authorities, then 
the Gulf states worry about the export of “advanced” 
political ideas, which they say their countries do not 
need or are not prepared to adopt. Either strategically 
or tactically, Iraq will no longer be the eastern flank 
of the Arab world and protector of the Sunni world 
against the Persian Shia crescent; rather, it will pro-
vide strategic depth for a hegemonic-minded Iran.

The Gulf Arab states have only recently begun to 
express unease with a nuclear-empowered Iran. Loath 
to provoke Iran by denying its right to nuclear energy 
capability, the Gulf Arabs now speak openly of their 
concerns about Iran developing nuclear weapons, its 
insistence on full-cycle control of uranium enrich-
ment, and its plans for as many as 20 more nuclear 
powerplants strung out along the northern shore of 
the Gulf. They deny that Iran would use a nuclear 
weapon against them, but their fears of weaponiza-
tion appear at this point to rival their fear of environ-
mental damage from a Chernobyl-style accident or 
natural disaster (such as an earthquake at a nuclear 
plant built on or near a fault), and Iran’s lack of 
responsible planning or preparation for consequence 
management in the event of a nuclear accident.

Finally, the Gulf Arabs worry that the United States 
will launch a war against Iran or negotiate security 
issues with Iran without consulting Gulf friends and 
allies. Should the United States launch military opera-
tions against Iran, it would be the fourth Gulf war in 
one generation. Gulf rulers would like Washington to 
consult them before making any overtures—hostile 
or friendly—toward Iran. Privately, many admit that 
they would feel compelled to support America, but 
are uncertain about the willingness of the United 
States to honor its commitments to their stability and 
security (meaning their survival).

Response to Risks
The GCC states are consumers and not producers 

of security. They publicly urge the United States to 
get out of Iraq—but only after establishing a secure 
and stable government there. For them, Iraq is the 
litmus test. If the United States does not stay the 
course in Iraq, then how strong will its commit-
ments be to the Gulf governments? Their response to 

these new risks has been to reconsider their strategic 
options. The most important shift has been to seek 
stronger commitments to their security from the U.S. 
and European governments and from new friends 
and customers in Asia (China, India, and Japan) 
who may be willing to extend security guarantees 
in exchange for assured access to oil, investments, 
and arms sales. The extent of their discussions with 
European and Asian governments is unclear, but 
France, Spain, and Germany have been talking with 
individual members of the GCC about security issues 
(France will deploy a 500-man contingent to the 
UAE). Although China, India, and Japan are increas-
ingly dependent on Gulf oil and gas, none appears 
interested in contributing to Gulf security or protect-
ing sea lanes and access to those commodities.

In response to Iran’s nuclear aspirations and threat, 
the Gulf Arab states have announced their interest in 
acquiring nuclear facilities similar to Iran’s civilian 
nuclear energy program. Together, the GCC states 
control nearly half the world’s known oil reserves, 
but mostly in response to Iran’s nuclear programs, 
several states have expressed interest in nuclear 
energy for domestic consumption. The Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) sent a team of 
experts to Riyadh in 2007 to discuss building nuclear 
energy plants. Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and the UAE 
seem especially interested, but all declare that any 
nuclear energy facilities built would be placed under 
IAEA and Nonproliferation Treaty safeguards.9

Underlying these options is the desire to keep the 
diplomatic door open and maintain correct relations 
with Iran. In keeping with tradition, the GCC al-
lowed Ahmadinejad to speak at its annual summit in 
December 2007. Saudi Arabia then welcomed him to 
make his first hajj, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca 
and Medina required of all Muslims. This was the 
first appearance by an Iranian at a GCC meeting and 
the first hajj visit by a sitting Iranian president.10

Israel and the Arabs: The Price of Peace
Hopes for change in Israel’s relations with the 

Palestinians and its Arab neighbors rose in 2008. 
Where once everyone predicted the conflict would 
stagnate at best or Palestinian society would com-
pletely break down at worst, Israel and Palestinians 
engaged in extensive negotiations, Israel and Syria 
started indirect talks, and Israel permitted U.S.-led 
train-and-equip measures to upgrade Palestinian 
security capabilities.

Syrian President Assad will make no decision 
until and unless the new leadership in Israel proves 
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strong enough to deliver on any promises and un-
less the United States engages actively in the coming 
months. Indeed, it is widely believed that Assad’s 
motivation for peace talks is to enhance relations 
with the United States and the West. At the same 
time, Damascus remains in close contact with 
Iran, Hizballah, and Hamas, unwilling to risk the 
certainty of these alliances for the sake of uncertain 
concessions from Jerusalem. What seems certain 
is Israel’s inability to take any decisive steps soon 
because of its prolonged domestic political crisis, 
Syria’s reluctance to reenter direct negotiations with 
Israel without U.S. involvement, and continued in-
fighting among Palestinians for control of a failed 
state and process. None of the leaders appears able 

to gain popular or official support for the far-reach-
ing compromises under consideration.

Resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict is a vital 
national security interest of the United States. 
American attention—or lack thereof—to advancing 
the peace process by resolving conflicts between 
Israel and the Palestinians and Israel and its Arab 
neighbors affects regional perceptions of, and 
willingness to support, U.S. policies and actions. 
American approaches to the Palestinian dilemma 
and Washington’s tendency to apply different 
standards to Israel have been used, in particular, to 
undercut regional support for the U.S. war against 
terror and efforts to promote regional security. Gov-
ernments that have supported U.S. regional security 
policies in the past have come under increasingly 
heavy domestic criticism for their pro-American 
ties. Some may now be focused more on their own 
internal security issues and new threats from reli-
gious extremists and political reformers. For them, 
the Palestinian issue may be of lesser importance, 
but the fate of the Palestinians resonates with Arab 
and Iranian popular opinion and cannot be safely 
ignored.

The Options
Several plans to restart the peace process are on 

the table. Their outlines have been discussed since 
2000, when President Bill Clinton made an effort 
to reach a settlement before he left office. At that 
time, the talks hinted at ways to resolve the most 
pressing issues, with both sides apparently consid-
ering concessions. The Palestinian right-of-return 
could possibly be settled by limiting the returnees to 
refugees from the 1948 war, or by allowing Palestin-
ians to “return” not to their previous homes in Israel 
but to the new Palestinian state. Israel’s borders with 
the new Palestinian state might resemble, but would 
not be restricted to, the pre-1967 borders, and, as 
promised in the Oslo Agreement, no new settlements 
would be established. There also could be agreement 
that land could be swapped to allow Israel to keep 
some settlements around Jerusalem and two other 
areas in exchange for land elsewhere in the West 
Bank. There was even a hint that the Palestinians 
might gain control over Palestinian-inhabited areas 
of East Jerusalem, minus the Old City and the non-
Muslim religious sites, which would remain under 
Israeli control. The talks failed.

Variations have surfaced since then, but the fail-
ure of the George W. Bush administration to pursue 
peace between the Arabs and Israel until its last Israeli soldiers provide security in Jerusalem
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Israeli Settlements and Palestinian Refugee Camps on the West Bank
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Syria: Stabilizer or Spoiler?

Can Syria be a force for stability in the Middle East, or will it always be a spoiler? Since the advent of the 
Hafez al-Assad regime in 1970, Syria’s external actions have been characterized by two mutually exclusive 
dynamics: on some occasions, Syria cooperated with the American order—the so-called Pax Americana—
in the Middle East; at other times, Syria was at the forefront of those challenging that order. Despite the 
appearance of a dichotomy, however, Syrian foreign policy is consistent. The tension between Syria’s 
contradictory modes of behavior is explained by its quest to recover the Golan Heights, occupied by Israel 
in 1967.

Syria functions as a stabilizing force when its leaders’ focus on Syrian interests (that is, the recovery of 
the Golan Heights) is taken into account. There are multiple examples of Syria’s stabilizing actions: its ac-
ceptance of the U.S.-brokered 1974 disengagement of forces agreement with Israel following the October 
1973 war; its intervention in Lebanon in 1975 to tame the Palestinian Resistance Movement; and its 
alliance with the U.S.-led coalition against Iraq in 1990. In 1991, Syria accepted Washington’s invitation to 
the Madrid Conference (in fact, Hafez al-Assad was the first Middle East leader to accept that invitation); 
this conference opened the way to the Oslo Agreement between Israel and the Palestinians, and to the Jor-
danian-Israeli peace treaty. More recently, Syria agreed to attend the Annapolis Conference in November 
2007, thereby endowing it with greater legitimacy among the Arabs. The Bashar al-Assad regime agreed 
to attend on condition that the issue of the Golan Heights was added to the agenda of the conference.

Despite this positive record, however, Syria has also played the spoiler role when its interests were not 
taken into account. For example, Syria, along with Iraq, mobilized the Arab world against Egyptian Presi-
dent Anwar Sadat’s separate peace with Israel; torpedoed the May 17, 1983, agreement that would have 
established a separate peace between Israel and Lebanon; and, along with Iran, tried to destabilize Leba-
non prior to the 2007 Annapolis Conference. Nevertheless, when offered a seat at the table, along with the 
promise that the Golan would be discussed, Syria joined the negotiations, much to Iran’s displeasure.

As evident from this pattern of behavior, the recovery of the Golan is the hinge upon which Syrian for-
eign policy swings. By extension, Syria’s external actions reflect Washington’s efforts to help Syria recover 
the Golan: when the United States actively pursues that goal, Syria cooperates. Conversely, when Wash-
ington excludes Damascus from a potential deal between Israel and other Arabs, Syria does what it can to 
sabotage it, including the use of terrorism. From a Syrian perspective, how Washington acts with regard to 
the Syrian-Israeli conflict will determine whether Syria is a spoiler or a stabilizer in the Middle East.

This has significant implications for U.S. policy in the region. Peace between Syria and Israel, based on 
the United Nations land-for-peace formula, is among the requisites for regional stability. Hence, if Syria’s 
grievance is addressed, namely Israel’s withdrawal from the Golan Heights (in return for Syria’s recognition 
of Israel within secure boundaries free from the threat of war), Syria will have no more use for militant anti-
Israel groups. Peace between Syria and Israel would then marginalize Hizballah and Hamas. It would also 
isolate Iran. The onus is thus on Washington.

year in office, or to adequately support President 
Mahmud Abbas, has made resolution nearly impos-
sible. No direct talks were held between 2001 and 
2008, and no draft agreement has been presented 
to either the Arab or Israeli governments or their 
publics. As in 2000, too much pressure was brought 
to bear for a quick resolution to the six-decade-old 
conflict on leaders who lacked the support of their 
governments and publics for these compromises. 
Indeed, little has been done to prepare Israelis or 
Palestinians for the kinds of concessions under dis-
cussion since 2000, and both the Israelis and Pales-

tinians are probably waiting to see what a new U.S. 
administration will offer. Several choices remain:

n Israel appears ready for discussions about the 
key issues, but will seek assurances of American 
support for Israel’s positions. Israel may be unwill-
ing to freeze settlements or dismantle unauthorized 
outposts, and may continue to expand existing settle-
ments around East Jerusalem, while also completing 
the security wall.

n The Palestinians need immediate progress 
toward a settlement—including an Israeli settlements 
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freeze—if the government of President Abbas is to 
retain control of the West Bank and counter rival 
Hamas’ hold over Gaza. Abbas needs something 
tangible to demonstrate his skills at negotiating with 
the Israelis, and his ability to create and maintain a 
stable, secure Palestine.

n Hamas wants to consolidate its hold on Gaza 
and obtain international assistance. It and Israel may 
have been preparing for contact in July 2008 when a 
prisoner swap was arranged; some high-value Hamas 
prisoners held in Israel were to be exchanged for the 
bodies of two Israeli soldiers and kidnapped soldier 
Gilad Shalit abducted in the 2006 war. Hamas has of-
fered Israel a truce (hudna) rather than a permanent 
negotiated settlement several times. Israel rejected 
these offers and any dealing with Hamas so long as 
rocket attacks on Israel continue. They may, however, 
find it convenient to renew the current ceasefire.

n Saudi Arabia’s King Abdullah tabled an Arab 
peace proposal in 2002 and again in 2007 that offered 
Israel official recognition, normalization of relations, 
and secure borders in exchange for its withdrawal 
to the pre-1967 borders.11 Gulf Arabs have permit-
ted some openings to Israeli business interests and 
hosted Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni at a trade 
conference in Qatar in 2008. Abdullah also invited 
a prominent Israeli Orthodox rabbi to an interfaith 
religious conference held in Spain in July 2008. 
The Arab states hope that by no longer question-
ing Israel’s existence and focusing instead on Israeli 
withdrawal to the pre-1967 boundaries, all issues can 
be resolved, thereby allowing the focus to shift to the 
threat posed by Iran to Saudi and Arab interests.

n Syria has held indirect discussions with Israel 
through Turkish mediators. As it was in the 1990s, 
Syria’s price for peace is return of the Golan on its 
terms (pre-1967 lines). At issue is more than the 
Golan; it is control of the sources of water for most 
of northern Israel and Jordan. This was one of the 
reasons for the failure of Hafiz al-Assad’s negotia-
tions with Israel in the 1990s.12

Will opportunities exist for active U.S. peacemak-
ing in the Arab-Israeli context? If not, can the United 
States do anything to help create such opportunities? 
The issues that need addressing are well known—the 
right of return for Palestinians, secure borders for 
Israel and Palestine, no new or expanded settle-
ments, divided versus undivided Jerusalem—but the 
proposed solutions have yet to be officially presented 
or publicly debated. The Arab initiative can help the 
peace process by giving Palestinians the confidence 

to take hard but necessary decisions to reach a settle-
ment, but it will not be enough for the Palestinians 
that the Arab states will pay for those decisions. This 
could present an extraordinary opportunity for U.S. 
diplomacy to build on this foundation and bring the 
parties toward the historic tradeoffs and the detailed 
plans necessary to construct a two-state solution.

The Obstacles
Serious obstacles need to be removed before 

progress can be made. The trend toward political and 
religious radicalization is growing not only among 
Palestinians, but also among some Israelis and their 
hardline American supporters. A two-state solution 
has been at the core of Middle East peace efforts, but 
there are indications that support for it is waning. 
Hamas’ victory in the 2006 Palestinian legislative 
elections was attributable as much to a failure of the 
peace process as it was to a rejection of the failed 
Fatah–Palestine Liberation Organization leadership 
style, growing disenchantment with secular solu-
tions, growing religiosity, corruption, and misman-
agement. Hamas’ appeal in 2008–2009 is feeding off 
similar discontent within Middle Eastern society, 
especially the conviction that peace with Israel is not 
possible and thus “Islam is the solution.”

Completion of the security fence separating Israe-
lis from Palestinians may also carry a subtle warning 
of a shift in Israeli thinking about the viability of a 
two-state solution. Long before the establishment of 
the Jewish state, Zionist pioneers, immigrants, and 
those Jews born in Eretz Yisrael (the land of Israel) 
assumed Israel would fit into and be a part of the 
Middle East physically and psychologically. Some Is-
raeli strategic thinkers now look more toward Europe 
for succor.13 They and others in the United States talk 
of Israel as part of a democratic alliance of states that 
share the same political values and institutions. Israel 
is one of the six Mediterranean states considered 
junior partners of the EU and conducts joint train-
ing exercises with NATO. Is membership in the EU 
and NATO in Israel’s future? More importantly, do 
Israelis see a strengthened connection to both orga-
nizations as a new security check that would possibly 
undercut European support for the Palestinians and 
wean Israel from its long-time dependence on its 
“special relationship” with the United States?

Several other obstacles could intrude on restarting 
Palestinian-Israeli and Arab-Israeli talks:

n A failed Palestinian state will leave Israel with no 
partner for negotiations. The authority of the Pales-
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tinian Authority and its scope of control have been 
circumscribed since Hamas’ 2007 election victory 
and takeover of Gaza. Palestinian Authority President 
Abbas and the PLO-Fatah are losing credibility both 
among their own people and on the international 
scene. One of the most critical aspects of a success-
ful peace process is to ensure that the Palestinian 
Authority does not collapse and remains a partner in 
negotiations with Israel.

n The weakness of Israel’s governing coalition will 
stall progress. Israeli governments are almost always 
drawn from quarrelsome parties with deep divisions 
and a taste for high-risk political gambling. Israeli 
leaders often dangle promises of settlement and fears 
of an existential threat to rally support in an election. 
The campaign and elections of February 2009 were 
no different.

n Isolating Syria would slow but probably not pre-
vent limited progress on Israeli-Palestinian discussions. 
At issue is Syria’s willingness to end its ties to Hizbal-
lah, Hamas, and ultimately Iran, in exchange for con-
cessions on the Golan. Engaging Syria would limit its 
capacity to derail progress on Palestinian-Israeli talks.

n Another Israel-Hizballah war would almost 
certainly disrupt if not break down any peace process. 
Lebanon’s internal stability, which in 2008 had not 
been a priority for Washington, needs attention from 
the United States and its allies.

What Is to Be Done?
Most U.S. administrations begin their terms 

expecting to focus on domestic economic issues and 
stabilizing the Gulf region. Few have relished tack-
ling the Gordian knot of the Palestinian-Israeli peace 
process, but none ultimately has been able to ignore 
it. Some suggestions for the new U.S. administration, 
drawn from past experiences, include:

n Avoid focusing on short-term fixes and delaying 
discussion of the main issues of Palestinian return, 
settlements, and borders. All are difficult issues, es-
pecially Jerusalem, but baby steps will no longer buy 
time or ease tensions. Interim or partial agreements 
usually fail to build confidence on either side and 
will only breed more distrust.

n Isolating Syria will not encourage a change in 
behavior. Damascus will need to succeed in its goal 
of regaining the Golan if it is to risk altering its ties 
with Iran and Hizballah.

The Challenge of Political Reform
The period since 2001 has seen the rise and fall of 

international interest in political reform in the Arab 
world. Where there once was heady optimism and en-
thusiasm, there is now increasing pessimism and de-
spair. The current struggle for political reform began 

U.S. M1A1 tanks move across desert in Kuwait, Operation Desert Storm
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In the years since 1991 and Kuwait’s liberation from 
Iraqi occupation, many states in the Middle East 
region have instituted political reforms. Some of 
the changes have been significant, others minimal, 
intended more as window dressing to impress 
domestic populations and foreign critics than as real 
change. Most regional governments now hold elec-
tions for a tame parliament or municipal councils. 
Some monarchies have broadened political partici-
pation for nonroyal elites and women. Progress has 
been uneven at best, with many governments unwill-
ing to move at a faster pace than conservative tribal 
and religious elements.

Kuwait in many respects has been the vanguard 
of change in the Gulf. The first state to have an 
elected parliament (1963) and to dissolve it when 
it refused to follow government guidance, Kuwait 
today has the most independent and transparent 
system in the region. Kuwait also illustrates the 
limitations of political reform. Twice since 1961, the 
ruling Al Sabah family suspended parliament indefi-
nitely. After liberation in 1992, however, the family 
bowed to heavy domestic and American pressure, 
agreeing to reinstate the National Assembly and call 
for new elections if it were dissolved.

Kuwait’s parliamentarians have ventured into 
areas of power and politics where few in the Arab 
world have dared go. They have been encouraged in 
this by dysfunctional factionalism within the ruling 
family. Liberals, nationalists, Islamists, and tribal 
deputies compete with each other and the govern-
ment for public attention. The result has been a 
parliament that can block reform when it wishes but 
cannot take positive action on its own. Moreover, 
tribal deputies, who are anxious to secure economic 
benefits for their followers, frequently clash with 
Islamist deputies who have a different social and 
economic outlook. Both have a far more conserva-
tive social vision than the Al Sabah government, and 
favor rolling back government decisions, especially 
on postwar reconstruction and investment issues 
and educational reform (which they regard as too 
secular, insufficiently religious, and too permissive 
of mixed sexes). They oppose votes for women, 
demand that women wear the hijab (headscarf), and 
oppose women cabinet ministers. They seek the right 

to question members of the government, including 
Al Sabah family members, veto laws approved by 
the government, form political parties, name cabinet 
members, and approve the prime minister, who they 
believe could be a commoner. In response, the gov-
ernment dissolved the parliament in 2008, rejected 
calls to dismiss officials, and reduced the number of 
voting districts from 25 to 5 to weaken the conserva-
tive Islamist-tribal bloc. The ploy failed. No women 
have been elected to the National Assembly and the 
conservative alliance now holds nearly half the seats 
in parliament, a significant increase over its numbers 
in the previous parliament.

Elsewhere in the region, democratic reform has 
taken place, but it has rarely changed the funda-
mental nature of politics. Bahrain had a parliament 
briefly from 1973 to 1975. It was not restored until 
2002. Shia make up approximately 75 percent 
of the population but only 17 of its 40-member 
parliament. The king and tribes from its Sunni Arab 
minority rule this small, oil-poor state, and the 
government is criticized for trying to shift the popu-
lation balance by granting citizenship to foreign 
Sunnis. Bahrain’s Shia parliamentarians demand 
an end to political, employment, and religious 
discrimination; all parliamentarians would like the 
right to question cabinet members. Oman, Qatar, 
and Saudi Arabia have experimented with munici-
pal elections. Only the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
has had no elections, though it has adopted an odd 
step by designating a small number of citizens who 
may vote when elections are held—in short revers-
ing the normal democratic arrangement by having 
the rulers pick the voters rather than the other way 
around. Kuwait, the UAE, and Oman have women in 
their cabinets, but Bahrain took an even more un-
usual step in 2008 when it named a Jewish woman 
as its ambassador to the United States.

The political deadlock in Kuwait has led its 
citizens to speculate that the ruling family will once 
again abandon democracy by suspending parlia-
ment. Once seen as a positive model for other Gulf 
states, Kuwait’s democratic experiment is currently 
at an impasse, which critics can now cite as a rea-
son to avoid adopting democratic reforms in their 
own country.

Kuwait: Democratic Vanguard or the Next Islamic Republic?
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decades ago, and not just when its lack was identified 
as a possible contributing factor to the rising popular-
ity of religious extremism. Popular demand for reform 
is unlikely to disappear, especially as deep political 
problems related to governance in the Middle East 
show little sign of abating. Even if the United States 
scales back on its commitment to regional political 
reform, as it seems now to be doing, and security con-
cerns appear more pressing for most regional regimes, 
demands for change in governance will continue and 
are likely to complicate U.S. security efforts.

Regional Reform Trends . . . 
Middle Eastern societies have changed in some 

fundamental ways over recent decades, and the pace 
of change is not likely to slow. Political conflicts and 
the vicissitudes of high oil prices in consumer states 
have shifted power and influence in the region. The 
rapidly growing population in many Middle East 
societies has created a “youth bulge,” and even though 
growth rates show signs of slowing, the ripple effects 
of that bulge will be felt for years to come. The rapid 
expansion of education has created a literate popula-
tion in many states, but the quality of that education 
has left the labor force poorly prepared for a global-
ized economy. The era after independence saw most 
regimes make strong commitments to provide for the 
material needs of their population. Whether socialist 
or capitalist, republic or monarchy, the state assumed 
responsibility for providing food, health care, employ-
ment, and education to the entire citizenry. In recent 
years, however, governments have worked hard to 

jettison many of these commitments, with uncertain 
success (even oil-rich states with small popula-
tions, such as Kuwait, have shown some discomfort 
with the level of material benefits they are expected 
to provide). But with an uneven record at best of 
participation in a globalized economy, the decline of 
the welfare state leaves behind social, economic, and 
political tensions that will be difficult to resolve.

Interstate conflicts will also likely show little sign 
of abatement. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict may be 
moving away from settlement, regardless of the signs 
of possible truce between Israel and Gaza, Syria, and 
Lebanon. This and the possibility that Iraq could dis-
integrate has set off a new round of regional rivalries 
and tensions. Such conflicts have domestic reper-
cussions because they undermine the legitimacy of 
existing regimes that seem unable to pursue a clear 
policy toward, much less address, such conflicts.

In short, regional regimes are likely to appear in-
creasingly unable to meet popular needs and respond 
to regional challenges. Widespread political cyni-
cism has set in, with existing political elites widely 
regarded as corrupt, ineffective, and unaccountable. 
Such cynicism has rarely taken revolutionary form—
the stability of existing regimes is remarkable in 
light of their poor policy performance—and that is 
unlikely to change because rulers have become adept 
at suppressing, dividing, and coopting opposition 
movements. Instead of dramatic upheaval, the region 
is likely to pass through a period in which rulers are 
weak but not unstable, continuously fending off pres-
sure to reform but unable to respond effectively to 
economic and political challenges.
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Complicating the U.S. Mission
Given these realities, pursuit of U.S. national secu-

rity interests in the Greater Middle East is likely to be 
complicated in three ways:

n Long-term government-to-government security 
relationships can be pursued, but they could be un-
popular and embarrassing to regional governments. 
Jordan, for example, is one of America’s closest and 
oldest security partners in the region. Yet Amman 
strives to obscure the depth of its cooperation from 
its public. This is likely to be a continuing pattern in 
the region. It will make bilateral relations sometimes 
rocky, especially if weak regimes feel compelled to 
scale back on security ties.

n The United States will become—whether it likes 
it or not—an unwitting player in domestic politics in 
the region. Because it has built its security posture 
on good government-to-government relations, 
the United States is seen as “propping up” regional 
autocracies. In some ways, this perception overstates 
its capabilities; autocracy is very much a home-
grown phenomenon, and America’s ability to sustain 
unpopular regimes, while real, is greatly exaggerated. 
At a minimum, Washington will find itself a political 
football; at a maximum, it will be called upon to help 
support regimes that have lost the confidence of their 
own people.

n The United States may become involved in 
governance missions. The wall between security 
interests and governance issues characteristic of past 
decades of U.S. regional policy has collapsed. Gover-
nance issues, when they were raised in Washington, 

. . . and U.S. National Security Interests
At first glance, domestic debates over the kind 

and quality of political reform would seem to 
have little relevance for the security presence and 
strategic regional interests of the United States, or 
its relations with friendly governments. If regimes 
believe that they are not likely to face revolution-
ary challenges, then it would seem possible for 
Washington to maintain longstanding stable 
government-to-government relations. The United 
States has been careful to mute its rhetoric on the 
necessity of political reform and the virtues of 
Western-style democracy, and most rulers appear 
willing to continue their cooperation with the 
United States despite popular criticism. If a replay 
of the 1979 Iranian revolution occurs, however, and 
a regime hostile to the United States replaces a criti-
cal security partner, then U.S. arrangements and 
relationships will be at serious risk.

If domestic political difficulties are unlikely to 
pose a dramatic challenge to U.S. security interests, 
there are some important exceptions. Support for 
al Qaeda and other extremist movements among 
dissidents in the Arab world grew with the convic-
tion that the United States was a more important 
target than their own governments. This popularity 
reflects an Arab “street” frustrated with the U.S. 
stance on the Palestinian issue, support for Israel, 
and protection of rulers seen as corrupt and un-
Islamic. Al Qaeda’s leaders argue that the best way 
to confront domestic political shortcomings is to 
expel the United States from the region. Al Qaeda 
was spectacularly successful in 2001, but it has been 
far less successful in shifting the debate within 
regional societies. Most Islamist movements remain 
focused on domestic agendas.

The pressure for political reform will likely 
confront the United States with more subtle chal-
lenges. In a region of unpopular regimes that lack 
domestic legitimacy, Washington will continue to 
find that good government-to-government relations 
aggravate rather than undermine its unpopular-
ity. Moreover, blame for the persistence of regional 
crises—most notably if the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict continues and should Iraq fail—will be 
linked directly to U.S. policies. Demands for politi-
cal reform and the unresolved nature of regional 
conflicts will not disrupt U.S. business relations 
with governments in the region, but the United 
States will continue to be identified with unpopular 
policies and regimes and unjust regional realities.
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were generally addressed through diplomacy and 
foreign assistance, not through defense and security 
relationships. That began to change with the 2003 
Iraq War and the U.S. military’s uncharacteristic role 
in post-Saddam governance and operations against 
the endemic insurgencies. On a more modest level, 
greater attention will be paid by political leaders to 
the governance implications of security arrange-
ments. U.S. security assistance, for instance, may 
need to be designed in such a way as to bring issues 
of civilian control of the military and security forces, 
political accountability, and respect for human rights 
to the attention of the recipients.

A general implication of these challenges is an 
increased likelihood that when regional tensions 
are highest, and the United States needs security 
cooperation the most, regional partners will be the 
least reliable. Even regional actors with a long his-
tory of security cooperation with the United States, 
such as Saudi Arabia, are clearly coming to view the 
relationship as a problem to be managed as much as 
it is a source of support. It is increasingly common 
to hear once-close U.S. allies in the region indicate 
that they regard the United States much more warily 
than previously. Many say they now see it more as 
a source of political instability in the region than a 
security guarantor.

Coping with Change
After 2003, the United States embarked on an 

ambitious project of regional transformation. The 
new administration will be forced to deal with the 
consequences of that project’s shortcomings. This 
will encompass two related challenges:

n How can we pursue political reform in a less 
messianic fashion? It is clear that the nature of re-
gional governance will complicate the U.S. posture 
in the region and that political reform must be part 
of a long-term strategy. But the tools the United 
States has used to promote political reform were de-
veloped for use in the former Soviet bloc and Latin 
America—very different places, whose governments 
(in the 1990s) welcomed U.S. assistance in bringing 
reform. When the United States turned its attention 
to the Middle East, it found such tools ineffective, 
and the attempt to add a new tool (Iraq-style forced 
regime change) is hardly one that is likely to be 
used repeatedly. Washington will need to find tools 
for pursuing political reform that are effective but 
gradual.

Islamists: Why They Won’t Go Away

The challenge of political Islam is often viewed through a security prism, 
an unsurprising perspective after the attacks of September 11, 2001. 
But from a regional perspective, Islamist movements are better seen as a 
long-term political challenge than as a short-term security threat.

Islamist movements are broadly based social movements that 
encompass a wide variety of activities—social, educational, charitable, 
missionary, and political. In the second half of the 20th century, the 
authoritarian political environment in the Arab world actually led many 
to deemphasize politics: those who wished to build more Islamic societ-
ies found opportunities to do so through quieter paths, such as building 
kindergartens or encouraging students to form religious study groups.

In a paradoxical fashion, this led Islamist movements to become 
more powerful political actors. No longer are Islamists organized in 
tightly formed, hierarchical ways that are easier to control or suppress. 
Instead, they tend to be loosely organized social movements with deep 
roots and broad constituencies; these are very difficult for governments 
to contain or root out.

In the 1970s and 1980s, some Islamist movements began to reenter 
politics. The most radical groups insisted that any regime failing to 
implement Islamic law was illegitimate and should be overthrown. Such 
radical movements challenged regimes in Egypt, Syria, Algeria, Saudi 
Arabia, and other places. But in all cases, they were defeated. Al Qaeda 
is attempting to unite the remaining fragments of these groups into an 
international network that turns its attention from overthrowing regional 
regimes to combating the Western forces that it holds responsible for 
propping up regional dictators.

But while the radicals have captured the headlines in recent years, they 
hardly represent the mainstream. Other, far larger groups embarked on a 
very different path. They continued their efforts to reform society in other 
realms while taking advantage of whatever political openings occurred 
to organize more freely, develop political programs, and even run for 
office. For these groups, the political struggle is only one part of a broader 
mission of social progress, and they see their role as reformist rather than 
revolutionary. They aim not to replace the regime but to transform it.

These groups, best exemplified by the Muslim Brotherhood and its 
offshoots in various countries, can shift between calls for far-reaching 
change and more soothing, conservative, and modest reform propos-
als. The fact that they are Islamist, that they have broad constituencies, 
and that they share some common origin with the radicals leads many 
regimes to treat them as security threats. The problem is that such an 
approach leads to short-term repressive measures that do little over the 
long term to confront the challenge posed by this strain of political Islam. 
Regimes find over time that Islamists, because of their deep social roots, 
cannot easily be suppressed, which has led a few to experiment with 
political strategies of incorporation by seeking to pull such groups into 
the system rather than stamp them out. The deep authoritarian streak 
that characterizes most regimes in the region, however, militates against 
such a political approach.
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n How can we balance short-term crisis manage-
ment with long-term reform? The turn away from 
political reform since 2006 is marked, but it is not ab-
solute. And the reasons are clear: the press of political 
crises in the region has made political reform seem like 
a long-term luxury rather than a short-term need—
and indeed, with the strong showing of Islamists in 
regional politics, it has come to be seen as a long-
term luxury that complicates short-term problems. 
The United States will have to find a way to promote 
political reform in a manner that balances long-term 
strategies with short-term crisis management.

Elements of a New U.S. Strategy
When oil sold for $20 a barrel and Asia was not 

a major consumer of the world’s energy resources, 
the United States had greater leverage on the Gulf 
states. And when the United States first entered Iraq 
in 2003, its influence was at its highest point. Neither 
lasted long. What, then, are U.S. options for the is-
sues outlined here?

Engagement or Isolation for Iran and Syria?
American administrations since the 1979 Islamic 

revolution and hostage crisis have believed that the 
Iranian regime’s most important goal was recogni-
tion of its legitimacy and that talking to Iranian 
leaders would be tantamount to recognition and a 
reward for bad behavior. The tactic may have been 
effective in the 1980s, when Iran was at war with 
Iraq and considered a rogue state intent on export-
ing its extreme version of Islamic revolution to Iraq, 
Lebanon, and the Gulf. But denial of recognition 
may no longer be the sole trump card for Wash-
ington. Neither Ahmadinejad nor Supreme Leader 
Khamenei seems intimidated by U.S. refusal to 
recognize the Islamic Republic. Equally important to 
Ahmadinejad and most Iranians are recognition and 
acceptance of Iran’s claims as the dominant power in 
the Gulf region, and a participant to be consulted in 
matters dealing with the Greater Middle East, includ-
ing Israeli-Palestinian and Lebanese issues, and the 
Islamic world in general.

Similarly, offering to hold talks with Iran or Syria 
does not imply recognition of or approval for bad be-
havior. It would, however, signal Iran’s neighbors and 
the Greater Middle East region that the United States 
is willing to revitalize diplomacy and seek areas of 
common ground. Washington and Tehran have some 
key interests in common; for example, both have a 
huge stake in Iraq’s survival as a unified state that 
functions within acceptable parameters and quells 

its sectarian unrest. Washington’s refusal to talk to 
Iran has placed the burden of responsibility for failed 
negotiations on the United States. An offer to enter 
talks, however, would shift the onus of obstruction-
ism onto Iran.

Other steps the United States could take include 
an end to the vilification of Iran or Syria as rogue 
states. Frequent public condemnation of Iran and 
outraged responses to Ahmadinejad’s vituperative 
statements only serve to enhance his stature among 
Iranians and the Arab street. Conversely, recogniz-
ing Iran’s security perceptions and giving it a voice 
in a regional forum would allow Iran the political, 
economic, and strategic interaction it seeks, but 
would also set the agenda and terms of engagement 
on the basis of Iran’s behavior before it tries to make 
demands based on its nuclear status. Washington 
could offer to end or eliminate some of the sanctions 
that preclude economic development in Iran. The 
sanctions clearly hinder Iran’s efforts to develop its 
economic infrastructure; in July 2008, the French oil 
company Total pulled out of plans to develop some 
Iranian oil projects because of political pressure and 
economic risk. Acquiescence to a pipeline project to 
carry Central Asian gas and oil through Iran would 
be an important signal that the United States is 
aware of Iran’s economic needs. It could also defuse 
potential Iranian dependence on Chinese investment 
in the energy sector of its economy.

Promote Cooperation or Isolation between 
Iraq, Iran, and Their Gulf Neighbors?

For the next 10 to 15 years, Iraqis will need to 
concentrate on reinventing themselves, their iden-
tity, their political institutions, and their economic 
infrastructure. To do so, they will need cooperation 
from their neighbors to stabilize trade and devel-
opment plans and maintain secure borders. The 
United States needs to encourage Iraq’s neighbors—
especially Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and 
Syria—to assist Iraq in border security and to end 
arms, narcotics, and human trafficking. In the long 
term, Iraq could return to challenge Iran for the 
coveted position of paramount leader of the Gulf 
region. It could also resume efforts to build up its 
new military into more than a defensive force and, 
if Iran has crossed the nuclear weapons threshold, 
try to acquire WMD again.

Iraq and U.S. friends in the Gulf will continue to 
move cautiously in developing ties to Iran. Those 
ties, for now and the foreseeable future, will probably 
6 Continued on p. 211
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The sea channel that abuts Iran’s coastline at the entrance to the 
Persian Gulf is often described as the world’s most important waterway 
because of the huge volume of oil exported through it daily. The Strait 
of Hormuz is located at a narrow bend of water separating Oman and 
Iran, and connects the biggest Gulf oil producers, such as Saudi Arabia, 
with the Gulf of Oman and the Arabian Sea. At its narrowest point, 
the strait is only 34 miles (55 kilometers) across. It consists of 2-mile 
(3.2-kilometer)-wide navigable channels for inbound and outbound 
tanker traffic as well as a 2-mile-wide buffer zone.

The Strait of Hormuz, Iran, and the Risk: A Fact Box

n Oil flowing through the strait accounts for 
roughly 40 percent of all globally traded oil supply, 
according to the U.S. Energy Information Administra-
tion. The figure fluctuates with changing output from 
the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries. In May 2007, the International Energy Agency 
estimated 13.4 million barrels per day (bpd) of crude 
passed through the narrow channel on tankers. An 
additional 2 million barrels of oil products, including 
fuel oil, are exported through the passage daily, as 
well as liquefied natural gas.

n Exports from the world’s largest liquefied natural 
gas exporter, Qatar, also pass through the strait en 
route to Asia and Europe, totaling some 31 million 
tons a year.

n Ninety percent of oil exported from Gulf produc-
ers is carried on oil tankers through the strait.

n Japanese officials say 90 percent of their oil 
imports come from the Gulf. Industry sources report 
that more than 75 percent of Japan’s oil passes 
through the strait.

n One of U.S. Central Command’s key missions in 
the Gulf is to ensure the free flow of oil and energy 
supplies. Between 1984 and 1987, a “tanker war” 

took place between Iran and Iraq, in which each nation 
fired on the other’s oil tankers bound for their respec-
tive ports. Foreign-flagged vessels were caught in the 
crossfire. Shipping in the Gulf dropped by 25 percent 
because of the exchange, forcing the intervention of 
the United States to secure the shipping lanes.

n Iran has admitted to deploying antiaircraft and 
antiship missiles on Abu Musa, an island strategi-
cally located near the strait’s shipping lanes and 
claimed by the United Arab Emirates. In 2008, Iran 
announced the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps 
naval force would establish a post at the point where 
shipping enters the Gulf.

n The Energy Information Administration predicts 
oil exports passing through the strait will double to 
between 30 million and 34 million bpd by 2020.

n Merchant ships carrying grains, iron ore, sugar, 
perishables, and containers full of finished goods 
also pass through the strategic sea corridor en route 
to Gulf countries and major ports such as Dubai.

n Heavy armor and military supplies for the U.S. 
Armed Forces in Iraq and other Gulf countries pass 
through the channel aboard U.S. Navy–owned, U.S.-
flagged, and foreign-flagged ships.

Published by Reuters, July 1, 2008.

Sources: International Energy Agency, U.S. Energy Information Administration, United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 
GlobalSecurity.org, U.S. Navy Military Sealift Command, and Clarkson shipping consultancy.

Some additional facts about the Strait of Hormuz:
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security issues that are not specifically military. 
Most states in this region share transnational 
problems: terrorism, religious and nationalist ex-
tremism, organized crime, arms smuggling, illegal 
immigration, environmental pollution, drug and 
human trafficking, disease, poverty, lack of water 
resources, and desertification. Turkey, for example, 
under the Islamist AK Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi, or Justice and Development Party) has 
been looking east to the Arab world and Iran for 
a new role in regional developments and coopera-
tion against common enemies. It has a significant 
investment in Iraqi reconstruction and trade with 
Iran, and Ankara cooperates with Iran to contain 
anti-Turkish PKK (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan, or 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party) terrorists sheltered in 
Iraqi Kurdistan.

Offer the GCC Expanded Security Guarantees 
and a Smaller Military Presence?

In the face of a nuclear-capable Iran or a rearmed 
Iraq, the Gulf Arabs are likely to seek expanded U.S. 
guarantees of enhanced protection and promises to 
defend them if a confrontation is imminent. This 
could include advanced missile defense systems 
or even inclusion under the American nuclear 
umbrella. They are not likely, however, to support 
an American policy of preemptive strikes to lessen 
their Iran problem or to welcome the presence of a 
substantial U.S. military force on bases or with access 
to base facilities. Nor will they join Iran in a security 
arrangement that would preclude a U.S. presence in 
the Gulf, reflecting in part their understanding that 
the U.S. military presence allows them to improve 
relations with Tehran now and Baghdad some day. 
At the same time, the Gulf regimes are wary of closer 
ties to the United States, fearing popular protest 
against the costs of the U.S. presence and depen-
dence on its military for protection that their own 
governments should be able to provide.

Push Hard on American-style Political Reform 
or Insist on Timetables for Change?

Even without U.S. pressure, the governments of 
the Greater Middle East will face daunting challenges 
over the next decade, including rising demands for 
an end to authoritarian rule (whether monarchies, 
ruling families, single parties, or tribes), and greater 
restrictions on or opportunities for women. There 
may be problems of overdevelopment and a risk to 
the fragile Gulf ecosystem from increased tanker 
traffic, lack of potable water, or a nuclear accident or 

remain limited to cooperation on trade, commerce, 
police matters, and sharing of intelligence on drugs 
and narcotics trafficking. They are not likely to 
include any significant security pact whose terms 
express a demand for the immediate withdrawal of 
U.S. military forces from the region. Gulf govern-
ments may prefer to avoid antagonizing their larger 
and dangerous neighbors, but they also realize that 
the U.S. presence and commitments to their security 
allow them the freedom to negotiate with former 
enemies Iran and Iraq.

Pursue Effective Deterrence and Collective 
Defense Options at the Same Time?

Continued arms sales to the region are no pana-
cea for countering a nuclear-armed Iran, but two 
alternatives are frequently mentioned. Both have 
drawbacks. The first is a regional nuclear-free zone, 
but neither Israel nor Iran seems interested. The 
second is to turn the GCC into a regional defense 
and security organization that would include Iraq, 
Yemen, and, eventually, Iran. Unfortunately, the 
GCC would be hard pressed to become the Persian 
Gulf ’s or Middle East’s equivalent of NATO, the 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Eu-
rope, or the EU. Moreover, pan-regional solutions 
will not work; they are too broad in scope, and too 
vague in purpose.

The United States could cooperate with its Euro-
pean partners and those Asian states dependent on 
the region’s energy resources to support the estab-
lishment of a subregional security organization as a 
venue for threat reduction talks, confidence-building 
measures, and cooperative political, economic, and 
security unions. This could be a venue to discuss 
security measures to keep sea lanes in the Persian 
Gulf open and protect access to and shipment of oil. 
China, Japan, and India are becoming increasingly 
dependent on the Gulf states for their energy needs 
(Japan receives 90 percent of its oil from the Gulf, 
and China and India meet probably half of their 
energy needs with Gulf oil). Yet all depend on the 
United States, and the United Kingdom to a lesser 
extent, to protect the Strait of Hormuz. A regionwide 
security venue could encourage them to participate 
in regional measures to protect the strait and Gulf 
shipping. Their participation would encourage Iran, 
Iraq, and the Gulf states to join.

Similarly, Washington should engage Europe, 
non-Gulf Arabs (Egypt and Jordan), and Asian 
powers with influence in the region to address 

5 Continued from p. 209
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Turkey Faces East

After decades of passivity and neglect toward the Middle East, Turkey is once again becoming an active player in that region. 
For most of its republican history, Ankara did not consider the Middle East a foreign policy priority. The official ideology of the 
republic, Kemalism, turned its back on the Islamic world and pursued an exclusively Western path. This one-sided orientation 
began to change with the end of the Cold War. It reflected Turkey’s new geostrategic horizons, cooling ties between Europe 
and Turkey, and perceived threats and opportunities in regions surrounding Turkey. As a result, first under the late Turgut Ozal 
(prime minister from 1983–1989 and president from 1989–1993), and more recently under the Justice and Development 
Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, or AKP) from 2002 to the present, Turkey became more involved in the Greater Middle East. 
In recent years, Ankara adopted a more active approach toward the Israeli-Palestinian issue, sent troops to support the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization mission in Afghanistan, contributed to the United Nations forces in Lebanon, assumed a leader-
ship position in the Organization of the Islamic Conference, attended Arab League conferences, established closer ties with 
Iran, Iraq, and Syria, and improved its economic, political, and diplomatic relations with most Arab and Muslim states.

Turkey is deeply polarized over its Muslim, secular, and national identities, and Turkish foreign policy is certainly not 
immune from such divisions. In one camp, secularist critics of the AKP government maintain that Turkey’s activism in the 
Middle East abandons the republic’s Western vocation and orientation. These skeptics usually focus on AKP’s Muslim 
political pedigree and tend to see a hidden Islamic agenda behind openings to the Arab world. In the opposing camp are 
those who argue that such an Islamic agenda simply does not exist, mainly on the grounds that the AKP is the most pro–
European Union (EU) political party in the Turkish domestic political scene. Despite its Islamic roots, the AKP has indeed 
worked much harder than previous Turkish governments to improve Ankara’s chances of EU membership. Such efforts 
were eventually rewarded with the opening of accession negotiations between Turkey and the EU in December 2005. Since 
neither of the camps is able to convince the other, this polarized debate continues. Ankara’s Middle East policy also pres-
ents a dilemma for policymakers in Washington, who are often puzzled by Turkey’s rapprochement with countries such as 
Syria and Iran.

What is the rationale behind Ankara’s new interest in the Middle East? There are two conflicting drivers of Turkish policy, 
namely the Kurdish challenge and neo-Ottomanism. Turkey’s Middle East policy is increasingly driven by the tension between 
these two alternative visions and priorities. Neo-Ottomanism seeks to transcend the Kemalist norms of the republic, which 
define Turkey’s preoccupation with its Kurdish challenge. Kemalism considers Kurdish ethnicity and nationalism as existen-
tial threats to the national and territorial integrity of the Turkish Republic. Even the Kurdish language and cultural rights for 
Kurds are deemed dangerous, on the grounds that they make Kurdish assimilation—the official policy of the republic since 
1923—much more difficult. The nationalist aspirations of Kurds in Iran, Iraq, and Syria pose a similar challenge for Turkish 
foreign policy. As a result, when the Kurdish question dominates Ankara’s agenda, Turkish foreign policy becomes apprehen-
sive, reactive, and insecure.

Neo-Ottomanism, by contrast, seeks to rise above this Kemalist myopia. Compared to Kemalism, neo-Ottoman instincts are 
more self-confident and less focused on the Kurdish threat. Neo-Ottomanism embraces a grand geostrategic vision in which 
Turkey is an effective and engaging regional actor, working to solve regional problems as a bridge between East and West. 
Rather than pursue a neoimperialist policy aimed at resurrecting the Ottoman Empire, however, neo-Ottomanism is essen-
tially about projecting Turkey’s “soft power” as a Muslim, secular, democratic, capitalist force. Similar to French Gaullism, it 
seeks Turkish “grandeur” and an influential foreign policy. Today, Turkey appears torn between these two alternative visions 
of foreign relations. While the Kurdish challenge forces Ankara to be reactive, cautious, and sometimes overly insecure, 
neo-Ottomanism motivates Turkish policymakers to be more audacious, imaginative, and proactive. Needless to say, the 
secularist Kemalist mindset is uncomfortable with the neo-Ottoman vision, which it perceives as unrealistic, adventurist, and 
pro-Islamic.

In dealing with the Middle East, the challenge for Ankara will be to balance its Kemalist and neo-Ottoman instincts. The 
challenge posed by the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (known as the PKK) movement plays into the hands of Kemalist hardliners in 
the military, which means that in the short term, the Kurdish question is likely to remain a central factor in the formulation of 
Turkey’s national security policy. Although Turkey has legitimate concerns about terrorism, military means alone will not solve 
the Kurdish question. Much hinges on Turkey’s success in becoming a more liberal democracy, where cultural and political 
rights for Kurds are not perceived as a national security threat. Ultimately, whether Turkey can positively engage the Middle 
East and solve its Kurdish dilemma will require reconciliation between the neo-Ottoman and Kemalist visions, both at home 
and in foreign policy.
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oil fire. The region also faces a challenge to keep its 
small, rich populations happy and expatriate labor 
unorganized and isolated (more than 85 percent 
of the population of Qatar and the UAE is foreign 
labor, for example). Washington will need to choose 
its issues carefully, especially since a strong public 
stance on domestic political reform often triggers 
local cynicism that the United States does not live 
by its ideals and that its security is heavily reliant on 
dysfunctional or unpopular regimes in the region.

The United States has key national security 
interests and objectives in the Greater Middle East. 
The U.S. military is likely to be present in the Gulf 
for some time. The desire to reduce the U.S. military 
footprint in Iraq and the vulnerability of forward-
deployed forces need to be balanced against the 
diplomatic and deterrent value of a visible U.S. 
military presence in the Gulf. If friends and enemies 
no longer see U.S. forces and operations, they may 
conclude that the Gulf governments are once again 
vulnerable to intimidation or outright threat and that 
the United States is less likely to defend its interests 
and honor its security commitments in the region. 
As U.S. policymakers approach decisions on the 
future forward presence posture for the Gulf, several 
political realities need to be taken into account:

Iraq, Iran, and Syria are not perceived by the Arab 
states as major and imminent threats to regional 
security, and most believe the United States needs to 
shape strategies to engage them positively.

Palestine is important. The fact or perception of 
Israeli intransigence, as well as divisions within the 
Palestinian Authority and U.S. reluctance to take the 
lead in finding a solution, shapes public attitudes and 
damages U.S. influence in the Greater Middle East to 
a significant degree.

Political change in Iran may come smoothly or 
violently, but it will not alter a defense strategy based 
on the acquisition of a nuclear capability and is 
unlikely to lead to major reversals in Tehran’s foreign 
and security policies. The 2005 presidential election 
was fought between conservatives and reformists, but 
the 2009 battle was waged mainly between the “strict” 
conservatives loyal to Ahmadinejad and the “prag-
matic” conservatives around Mir-Hussein Mossavi.

Is there a Sunni-Shia confrontation ahead? Probably 
not, although some scholars and leaders in the region 
predict it, or at least feign concern about it.14 The Shia-
Sunni tensions that wrack the region are, if not unprec-
edented, certainly impressive in their intensity. They 
are a consequence of the 2003 war and pose security 

problems for the region. Iran’s ultimate goal in Iraq is 
to prevent Iraq from reemerging as a threat, whether of 
a military, political, or ideological nature. Iraq’s failure, 
its collapse into civil war, or the emergence of indepen-
dent ethnic or sectarian-defined ministates would have 
huge implications for disaffected minorities in Syria, 
Turkey, Iran, and the Gulf states.

Convincing Iran that the United States is not set 
on regime change there will be very difficult. A major 
factor in Iran’s policymaking calculus is a desire to 
maintain “strategic depth” in Iraq. Iranian leaders 
will remain convinced that the United States and 
Israel will continue to plan on the use of force to stop 
Iran’s nuclear program. The ability to retaliate against 
U.S. troops in Iraq, as well as against Israel via 
Hizballah in Lebanon, is seen by Iranian officials as 
leverage that diminishes the chances of an American 
attack on Iran. gsa

N O T E s

1  Supreme Leader Khamenei was chosen by the circle 
around Ayatollah Khomeini and serves for life; he is subject 
only to a yearly approval by the elected Council of Guard-
ians. The president of Iran, however, can serve two terms 
successively, and then must stand down before he can run 
again in a general election.

2  In a speech before the 2008 Majles election, Supreme 
Leader Khamenei declared that “Allah would reprimand 
those voters who failed to support the controversial nuclear 
power program.”

3  IRGC leaders must have favored the election of one 
of their own as president. Ahmadinejad joined the para-
military basij as a youth and fought in the Iran-Iraq war as a 
member of the IRGC.

4  In the March 2008 parliamentary elections, 4,500 
of 7,200 registered candidates ran for office. Most of those 
disqualified by the Council of Guardians were reformists, 
but a grandson of Ayatollah Khomeini was also rejected 
on the ground that “he lacked loyalty to Islam and the 
constitution.”

5  Muhammad Baqr al-Hakim was the spiritual leader 
of the movement; he was assassinated in August 2004 
outside the Imam Ali Mosque in Najaf. Abd al-Aziz was in 
charge of the SCIRI militia, the Badr Brigade, and fought 
with Iranian forces against Iraq in the Iran-Iraq war. He 
currently heads the organization. Apparently at the sugges-
tion of the Iranians, SCIRI changed its name to the Islamic 
Supreme Council of Iraq in 2007.

6  For a short history of the U.S. military engagement 
in the Persian Gulf, see Richard Sokolsky, ed., The United 
States and the Persian Gulf: Reshaping Security Strategy for the 
Post-Containment Era (Washington, DC: National Defense 
University Press, 2003).
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7  The United States first entered the Gulf with a small 
naval presence—the U.S. 5th Fleet—in 1947 in Bahrain and 
a U.S. Air Force presence in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, from 
the 1940s through the early 1960s.

8  In 2001, the GCC extended a special status to Yemen 
but is reluctant to extend full membership to Yemen, Iraq, 
or Iran.

9  Other nations that have said they plan to construct 
civilian nuclear reactors or have sought technical assistance 
and advice from the IAEA, the Vienna-based United 
Nations nuclear watchdog agency, in the last year include 
Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Turkey, and Yemen, as well as several 
North African nations. See Bob Drogin and Borzou Dara-
gahi, “Arabs make plans for nuclear power,” Los Angeles 
Times, May 26, 2007.

10  Iranian sources claim the GCC invited Ahmadinejad 
to speak, but Gulf officials say the Iranian invited himself to 
Doha for the summit. He reportedly spoke about a 12-point 
plan for regional security, but no further information has 
been made available.

11  See <www.al-bab.com/arab/docs/league/peace02.
htm>.

12  Details on these and other meetings are available at 
the following Web sites: for Clinton 2000, see <www.pros-
pectsforpeace.com/Resources/Plans/Clintonpeace.doc>; 
for the 2001 negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians 
in Taba, see <www.peacelobby.org/moratinos_document.
htm>; for the nonofficial Israeli-Palestinian Geneva Initia-
tive in 2003, see <www.geneva-accord.org/mainmenu/
english>; and for the Ayalon-Nusseibeh principles agreed in 
2003, see <www.7th-day.co.il/mehumot/ayalon.htm>.

13  See Ronald D. Asmus and Bruce P. Jackson, “Does 
Israel Belong in the EU and NATO?” Policy Review (Febru-
ary and March 2005), 47–56; and Uzi Eilam, Israeli Member-
ship in NATO: A Preliminary Assessment, Tel Aviv Notes No. 
99 (February 11, 2004).

14  See Vali Nasr, The Shia Revival: How Conflicts within 
Islam Will Shape the Future (New York: Norton, 2006); and 
statements by King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia and King 
Abdallah II of Jordan warning of the danger from a resur-
gent Iran and Shia community.
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Chapter 10
South Asia

S outh Asia is a region of startling strategic 
contradictions, at once the locus of booming 
high-tech economies and crushing poverty, 

of vibrant multireligious, multiethnic democracy and 
bitter insurgencies fueled by ethnic, economic, tribal, 
and sectarian grievances. The most daunting trans-
national threats converge in the South Asian zone: 
narcotics trafficking, human trafficking, prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction, and terrorism. 
With the populations of China and Russia combined 
in an area the size of the contiguous United States 
west of the Mississippi, South Asia presents strategic 
challenges of unparalleled diversity, ranging from 
the preservation of a stable balance between nuclear- 
and missile-armed rivals to the conduct of irregular 
mountain warfare. In one part of South Asia, the 
principal policy challenge is how to create the most 
rudimentary capacity for effective governance, while 
elsewhere it is managing the process by which an 

emerging India takes its place among the leading 
powers of the world.

Afghanistan: The Quest for Stability and 
Legitimacy

In the months following the 9/11 terrorist attacks, 
the international community seemed to have learned 
not to underestimate the stake it had in Afghanistan. 
Chronically too poor to afford to govern itself or 
meet the basic needs of its scattered and ethnically 
diverse population, the Afghan state has always 
been vulnerable to conflicts exacerbated or trig-
gered by foreign powers. The most recent of these 
conflicts, which began with the 1978 coup d’état by 
Soviet-trained army officers, had finally left most 
of the country under the rule of the Taliban. This 
movement of rural clergy imposed a harsh version 
of Islamic sharia law on a society badly damaged 
by uncontrolled violence. The Taliban’s parochial 
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Afghan villagers meet with joint team investigating allegations of civilian casualties in Tagab
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leadership, which lacked all experience with the 
international system, became increasingly dependent 
upon both the Pakistani intelligence agency, the 
Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), and 
Osama bin Laden, who reestablished his global ter-
rorist operation on Afghan soil when he was expelled 
from Sudan in May 1996.

Once the United States and the Afghan forces it 
armed and funded ousted the Taliban regime in late 
2001, the international community set out under the 
framework of the Bonn Agreement (December 2001) 
and later of the Afghanistan Compact (January 2006) 
to rebuild the institutions of governance that seemed 
to hold the key to preventing yet another violent 
cycle of Afghan history. Since the adoption of the 
compact, however, the limited progress it symbol-
ized has badly unraveled. Both the leadership of al 
Qaeda and a diverse, locally rooted insurgency have 
exploited the strategic mistakes of the United States, 
the weakness of Afghanistan’s shattered institutions, 
and the contested and loosely governed status of 
the areas in Pakistan’s frontier with Afghanistan to 
reconstitute their leadership infrastructure and carry 
out insurgencies in both countries.

Creating a stable and peaceful Afghanistan 
requires an integrated strategy that incorporates 
political and developmental, counterterrorist, 
and counterinsurgency components. Moreover, it 

requires recognition that the Afghan government’s 
ability to prevent its own territory from being used 
as a base for international terrorism depends on the 
integrity and democratic development not only of 
Afghanistan itself but of Pakistan as well.

Background
The problem of Afghanistan ultimately goes back 

to the power vacuum left by the collapse of Safavid 
and Moghul power in the area between Persia and 
India in the 18th century. Unable to extract sufficient 
resources from the barren terrain to govern the area’s 
diverse and fractious population, the newly formed 
Afghan empire turned to conquering its wealthier 
and more fertile neighbors as its main source of 
revenue. It was partly to stop such depredations 
against its Indian empire and partly to prevent Russia 
from advancing toward India from central Asia that 
Britain created the multi-tiered security structure 
whose lines continue to define the geopolitics of 
Afghanistan and Pakistan to this day.

The independence and partition of India in 1947 
altered the strategic stakes in the region. Afghanistan 
promptly repudiated the validity of the line separat-
ing itself from the tribal areas of the former Indian 
empire. When the United States refused the govern-
ment’s request for aid, it turned to Moscow to build 
its national army. An April 1978 coup by communist 

Afghan National Army commandos return to base after air assault mission to capture suspected insurgents in Khowst 
Province, March 2009
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military officers led to a massive Soviet invasion in 
1979; in response, the United States, Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia, and others began spending billions of dollars 
to back the anticommunist Afghan mujahideen and 
their Arab auxiliaries—and thereby laid the founda-
tions for an infrastructure of regional and global jihad. 
The result has been some 30 years of almost uninter-
rupted fighting that has left Afghanistan devastated.

The United States treated Afghanistan’s collapse 
into warring chiefdoms—many of them allied with 
neighboring states or other external forces—as a 
matter of little concern once Soviet forces departed 
in 1988. Washington saw no potential benefit from 
involvement in Afghanistan’s politics; Afghans and 
Pakistanis saw that the United States had no perma-
nent interest in and took no consistent responsibility 
for the region. It took 9/11 to force Washington to 
recognize that a global terrorist opposition had cre-
ated a base for itself among the ruins of Afghanistan, 
using the very human and physical capital that the 
United States and its allies had armed and supplied, 
through Pakistan’s intelligence services, in pursuit 
of a Cold War agenda over a decade before. It was 
this recognition, not the immense humanitarian 
emergency in Afghanistan, that led the United States 
and others to send tens of thousands of troops and 
spend billions of dollars to establish internationally 
recognized institutions in the country.

The Afghan Environment Today
The United States had a doctrine and capacity for 

overthrowing hostile regimes; neither it nor interna-
tional institutions has adequate doctrine or capacity 
to rebuild states and societies. The U.S. administra-
tion originally declined to finance reconstruction 
or to participate in any part of the security sector 
except for training the army, which it saw chiefly as 
a partner in counterterrorism. The Afghan Na-
tional Army has been a relative success. As of June 
2009 some 86,000 recruits were on the books and 
it was set to expand to 134,000. It depends heavily, 
however, on embedded U.S. trainers as well as on 
U.S. financial, logistical, airlift, and medical support. 
It cannot undertake independent operations. The 
police are in far worse condition than the army, as 
the United States did not become involved in their 
rebuilding until 2006. The justice system, necessary 
for the police to do their job, is so corrupt as to be 
nonfunctional.

Failures in security have undermined gains in 
political legitimacy. Under the process outlined in 
the Bonn Agreement of December 2001, an interim 
government chosen at the Bonn talks presided over 
a transition that gradually restored the institu-
tions of the Afghan state, but in a more democratic 
framework. A constitution adopted in January 2004 
provided for a presidential system and a bicameral 

A
P 

Im
ag

es
  (

V
in

ay
 Jo

sh
i)

Indian Border Security Forces man western sector of India-Pakistan international border after November 2008 attack 
in Mumbai
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legislature, as well as provincial and district councils 
in accord with Afghanistan’s system of centralized, 
unitary government. The process culminated in the 
inauguration of both houses of the National Assem-
bly in December 2005.

The Bonn Agreement was then followed by the 
Afghanistan Compact, adopted in London in January 
2006, which provided for a program of state-building 
(security, governance, and development) to enable 
the government to meet its obligations. The combi-
nation of a rising security threat and the departure 
of some senior reformist ministers from the cabinet, 
however, meant that institution-building has largely 
stalled. Instead, corruption fed by currency inflows 
from drug exports and foreign aid threatens to 
engulf the government, which Washington estimates 
controls fewer than 20 percent of Afghanistan’s 
365 districts. The insurgents control slightly fewer 
districts, while most are contested or ungoverned by 
any organized entity.

Economic development has led to some successes, 
notably the enrollment of half of all school-age 
children in school, and a decrease in infant and child 
mortality. Nevertheless, while the total licit gross 
domestic product has grown robustly, the living stan-
dards of much of the population have declined in the 
face of increasing prices of food and fuel. Unemploy-
ment is estimated at about 60 percent. While poppy 
cultivation is restricted to the most conflict-affected 
provinces for now, the drug industry, accounting for 
one-quarter to one-third of the total licit plus illicit 
economy, continues to expand throughout the coun-
try, as discussed in greater detail in the next section.

After the expulsion of the Taliban and al Qaeda 
leadership from Afghanistan in 2002, U.S. counter-
terrorism policy impeded reintegration of the many 
former Taliban who would have stayed in Afghani-
stan, as the Afghan government could not guaran-
tee they would not be detained. Consequently, the 
Taliban regime shifted wholesale to Pakistan, as did 
al Qaeda. While Pakistan captured hundreds of al 
Qaeda members, losing many troops in the process, 
it quietly welcomed the Afghan Taliban. The U.S. 
administration, focused on the upcoming conflict 
in Iraq, moved intelligence and military assets to 
the Persian Gulf, devoting few to surveillance of the 
Taliban’s activities.

As a result, since the fall of 2005 there has been 
a steady annual increase in the tempo, sophistica-
tion, and effectiveness of attacks by insurgents and 
terrorists in Afghanistan. Increasingly sophisticated 
tactics have included suicide bombing, modeled on 

techniques used in Iraq. The timing of the escalation 
of the insurgency may be due to the time required to 
reorganize; it may also be due to a political decision 
made by Pakistan in response to the handover of 
military command from the U.S.-led coalition to the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the 
increasing Indian presence in Afghanistan. U.S. intel-
ligence finds continuing links between the Pakistani 
ISI and the Afghan Taliban and other insurgents; the 
Afghan and Indian governments charge that Pakistan 
directs their activities.

The link between Pakistan and the insurgency 
in Afghanistan has now become the most serious 
obstacle to the stabilization of Afghanistan. The al 
Qaeda safe haven in Pakistan is protected by the 
umbrella organization Tehrik-i Taliban-i Pakistan 
(TTP, Taliban Movement of Pakistan). The TTP 
collaborates with militant groups that have fought 
in Kashmir, as well as with Uzbeks and Chechens. It 
has built a support base among the local population 
using a combination of money (funds from al Qaeda, 
Persian Gulf donors, and drug and other traffick-
ing), force (death threats against tribal elders), and 
the provision of public services such as justice. The 
Afghan Taliban’s Shura (council), located in Quetta, 
capital of Pakistan’s Balochistan Province, directs 
insurgent operations in southern Afghanistan and 
loosely oversees the rest of the movement. An of-
ficially subordinate but largely autonomous center of 
Afghan Taliban leadership based in Pakistan’s North 
Waziristan Agency is the network commanded by 
Jalaluddin Haqqani and his son, Sirajuddin. The 
Haqqanis collaborate closely with al Qaeda and the 
TTP. Another center of Afghan insurgency is Gul-
buddin Hikmatyar’s faction of Hezb-i Islami, based in 
northwest Pakistan and northeast Afghanistan.

All of these Afghan groups were closely supported 
and monitored by Pakistan’s ISI and had bases and 
logistical structures in Pakistan for many years 
before 9/11. Afghan and Indian intelligence have 
long charged that ISI directly organizes the most 
spectacular attacks and acts through these groups—
charges that gained credence when U.S. intelligence 
sources claimed to have evidence of an ISI role in the 
July 7, 2008, suicide bombing of the Indian embassy 
in Kabul.

Strategic Imperatives
The core challenge now faced collectively by the 

United States, NATO, other troop contributors and 
donors, and the Afghan government is the exis-
tence of a transnational movement of terrorists and 
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insurgents, spanning the Durand line (the tenuous 
border established by the British between Pakistan 
and Afghanistan in 1893) and providing a safe haven 
from which al Qaeda and its allies can plan, train for, 
and potentially carry out renewed terrorist attacks 
comparable to 9/11. This movement is fueled by the 
lack of legitimacy and capacity of the Afghan state, 
the Pakistan military’s perception of the post-9/11 
political arrangement there as a security threat, the 
political conflict between the two states over the 
status and management of the border region, and 
turmoil in the governance of Pakistan itself.

In the coming months, the U.S. administration 
will confront an urgent task affecting the political le-
gitimacy of the Afghan government: the presidential 
elections of August 2009. Hamid Karzai remained the 
frontrunner, though much of Afghan and interna-
tional opinion has concluded that he had serious 
shortcomings as a leader. Furthermore, under current 
security conditions, it was going to hold a contested 
election in all parts of the country whose results 
would be accepted as legitimate. Failure to elect a 
legitimate president will undermine the founda-
tional legitimacy of the government. Whatever the 
process, the maintenance of some degree of stability 
will require urgent political, financial, and security 
assistance from the Obama administration and global 
community.

Legitimacy will also require a thorough cleansing 
of the Afghan administrative apparatus of criminal 
elements. As many of those who will have to be dis-
missed lead armed groups, the Afghan president will 
require strong backing from the international com-
munity. Making the government work better with 
less corruption requires an urgent effort to establish 
a nationwide computerized payments system for the 
government payroll, which still does not exist after 
7 years.

The Afghan government and its international 
partners are discussing the possibility of a negoti-
ated political solution with insurgents. The interna-
tional coalition’s current red lines are no partici-
pation by al Qaeda or those associated with it; no 
sharing of control over the territory or government; 
and no safe areas or ceasefires before reaching a 
political agreement.

There is currently no adequate plan to sustain the 
Afghan National Security Forces. The current cost 
structure requires foreign funding for the foresee-
able future, and that funding is largely dependent on 
supplemental appropriations from the U.S. Congress. 
One proposal is to put the security forces on the U.S. 

recurring budget; another is to finance them through 
an international trust fund. The creation of well-
armed but unsustainable security forces could pose a 
threat to the future of the country.

Counternarcotics and economic development have 
to be considered together, as narcotics production is 
the largest industry in the country. Afghanistan has 
become a monetized economy, and farmers will not 
return to subsistence agriculture. As discussed in 
greater detail elsewhere in this volume, the economic 
alternative to the drug industry is not another “crop,” 
but jobs. Such jobs need not be in rural areas or even 
in Afghanistan. Rural communities need money, not 
plants.

No amount of reform in Afghanistan can resolve 
the insurgency and the terrorist safe haven that it 
provides, however, unless cross-border support from 
Pakistan is also addressed. The festering problems 
of transnational insurgency and al Qaeda’s presence 
in the tribal agencies are so closely related to the 
deterioration of security and governance throughout 
Pakistan, the strategic posture of Pakistan’s security 
establishment (including its nuclear deterrent), and 
the weakness of civilian institutions in Pakistan that 
they cannot be addressed without a comprehensive 
strategy that deals with both Afghanistan and Paki-
stan in their entirety, as well as with the broader re-
gion beyond. For example, unilateral military action 
by the United States may, in exceptional cases, target 
the top leadership of al Qaeda in Pakistan or TTP 
support to insurgents in Afghanistan, but such action 
cannot address the expansion of Taliban control in 
Pakistan itself and may trigger a backlash that aggra-
vates rather than mitigates the strategic challenge. A 
sustainable political solution in Afghanistan depends 
on a sustainable political solution in Pakistan, one 
that makes cross-border cooperation and the opera-
tion of international forces there much more feasible.

A regional strategic perspective on Afghanistan, 
however, must go beyond Pakistan. For one thing, 
it must address Pakistan’s concerns about Indian 
paramilitary and intelligence activities in Afghani-
stan. The new U.S. administration might also do 
well to reconsider engaging Iran on cooperation in 
Afghanistan, as well as the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization.

Afghanistan: The Challenge of Narcotics
According to a recent United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime (UNODC) report, 157,000 hect-
ares of opium poppies were cultivated in Afghanistan 
in 2008, a reduction of nearly 19 percent from the 
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previous year and slightly below the 165,000 hectares 
cultivated in 2006. Thanks to higher crop yields, 
however, at 7,700 metric tons, the amount of opium 
produced from this crop remains more than one-
third higher than in 2006. Despite recent progress, 
Afghanistan still supplies some 90 percent of the 
global opiate market; as the UNODC stated in 2007, 
“No other country in the world has ever produced 
narcotics on such a deadly scale.” The explosion of il-
licit drug production makes defeating the insurgency 
and building a viable state in Afghanistan more dif-
ficult. The drug trade finances illegal armed groups, 
empowers nonstatutory power holders, sustains 
criminal networks, and corrupts government, all of 
which undermine the establishment of stability, good 
governance, and rule of law in the country.

The weak Afghan state, together with endemic 
violence and poverty, contributes to the growth of 
the country’s illicit drug industry. Therefore, all of 
Afghanistan’s stakeholders must cooperate to find 
a solution that brings together the development of 
security, governance, rule of law, and the economy—
the same elements that must comprise a comprehen-
sive strategy for defeating the insurgency that afflicts 
the country. Massive eradication of opium poppies 
alone will help in neither reducing the illicit drug 
industry nor defeating the insurgency.

Background
Afghanistan has a relatively short history of opium 

production. Before 1978, the country produced only 
100 tons of opium a year, though production had 
increased tenfold by 1992. The growth of the illicit 
drug industry was caused by decades of continu-
ing violent conflict and a long drought cycle that 
destroyed the rural economy. The country, accord-
ing to journalist Pierre-Arnaud Chouvy, was on the 
verge of attaining food self-sufficiency at the time of 
the Soviet invasion but has since seen its irrigated 
farmland halved. During the 1990s, the amount of 
arable land—only 12 percent of the total territory 
to begin with—declined by more than a third. As 
a result, farmers began to view the production of a 
high-value, easily marketable commodity such as 
opium as the only way to survive in an unpredict-
able and dangerous environment. Opium is nearly 10 
times more lucrative to produce than any practicable 
alternative crop, such as wheat ($5,200 per hectare 
versus $545 per hectare). Even factoring in bribes 
and rake-offs by traffickers, Afghans see opium as 
sufficiently profitable that 14 percent of the popula-
tion grows the crop. Many farmers claim that they 

would prefer a licit income but see no alternative to 
growing opium in order to support their families.

The market incentives to grow opium poppies 
were established as part of a drug-based political 
economy that developed during the 1992–2001 civil 
war and the fighting that followed the 2001 U.S.-
led intervention. Western support to the various 
Afghan factions dried up in the early 1990s in the 
aftermath of the communist regime’s collapse, and 
as a result some groups turned to the illicit drug 
industry to mobilize new sources of financing to 
fuel their continuing power struggle. This reliance 
on drug revenue created not only a ready number of 
poppy producers but also a vast supporting network 
of financiers, protectors, traffickers, and political 
patrons who became vested in the industry. The 
situation persisted during the post-Taliban period, 
as the U.S.-led coalition co-opted the local militias 
and warlords, who controlled the drug trade, into 
ousting the Taliban and fighting terrorism. The 
absence of an international peacekeeping force or 
a viable central authority allowed these powerbro-
kers to dominate local administrations and resist 
counternarcotic efforts. Militia leaders, warlords, 
insurgents, and drug traffickers flourished in such 
an environment.

Current Challenges
The struggle against Afghanistan’s illicit drug 

industry exhibits three key characteristics: the pre-
vailing insecurity in the area where opium produc-
tion is concentrated; the consolidation of the drug 
trade by a network of politicians and traffickers; and 
disagreements over counternarcotics strategy among 
members of the international community.

Opium cultivation in Afghanistan is concentrated 
in areas of the country where security is poor, access 
is difficult, and economic development is sluggish. 
In 2007, 70 percent of Afghan opium was produced 
in the five southern provinces where the insurgency 
is strongest. In contrast, a significant reduction in 
poppy cultivation was seen in more stable and ac-
cessible areas in the north. It is thus clear that the 
suppression of the drug trade is intimately linked to 
the provision of security.

The consolidation of the drug trade by a net-
work of traffickers and politicians has spawned a 
parallel polity that provides financial and market-
ing services, security, and conflict resolution more 
effectively than the Afghan government. Filling a 
void created by poverty, violence, and lawlessness, 
the network influences every aspect of political, 
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economic, and social life. It influences farmers, 
wage laborers, small district-level traders who col-
lect opium resin from the farm gate or small shops, 
refiners and wholesalers who run labs and trade in 
large quantities, smugglers who transport drugs 
across international borders, local commanders and 
power holders who provide protection and sponsor 
processing facilities, and government officials who 
give favors through misuse of the law enforcement 
system. Everyone affected by the network, from or-
dinary people to complicit government officials, has 
an interest in the trade’s survival. Therefore, dealing 
with the problem requires targeting all the elements 
in a comprehensive way.

Unfortunately, counternarcotic efforts in Afghani-
stan have been plagued by the lack of a strategic 
vision shared by the Afghan government and the 
international community. Attempts have been made 
to mimic other countries’ counternarcotic successes, 
but many of these lessons are not applicable to the 
current situation in war-ravaged Afghanistan. Fur-
thermore, many donors have tended to push simple 
fixes, such as eradication, that are politically appeal-
ing at home but disconnected from the realities of 
Afghanistan.

Responding to the Challenges
A sustainable counternarcotics strategy must be 

comprehensive and holistic. It must address not 
only poppy eradication but also the factors that have 
allowed the illicit drug industry to grow so substan-
tially during the past 30 years. In effect, one-third 
of the country’s economy must be destroyed and 
rebuilt in a way that does not destabilize the state in 
the process. Such an undertaking will require time, 
resources, and the integration of law enforcement, 
interdiction, alternative crop development, security, 
and diplomatic efforts. Above all, it requires building 
the Afghan government’s capacity to crack down on 
traffickers and corrupt officials. The international 
community must help the Afghan government build 
such a capacity and coordinate support for efforts in 
the region and beyond.

The Afghanistan National Drug Control Strategy 
is based on four priorities: disrupting production 
and trafficking networks; providing alternative liveli-
hoods for farmers; reducing demand; and building 
institutions. It serves as a useful starting framework 
for Afghan counternarcotics efforts. Donor countries 
have endorsed it, but they consistently disagree about 
priorities. The most visible disagreement involves the 

Over 400,000 vehicles are on the streets of Kabul
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disruption component and centers on whether prior-
ity should be given to trafficking interdiction or crop 
eradication. In the past, the United States favored the 
aerial spraying of herbicide on poppy fields, but the 
Afghan government feared that such a tactic would 
drive farmers into supporting the Taliban. Mean-
while, NATO refused until late 2008 to involve itself 
in either fighting traffickers or destroying drug labs 
and markets, further demonstrating the international 
community’s lack of cohesion.

For 6 years, an emphasis on eradication has over-
shadowed all other aspects of counternarcotics efforts. 
Eradication is not sustainable unless it is paired with 
the development of alternative livelihoods for farmers, 
and it can even be counterproductive, by driving the 
population into the arms of insurgents and further ag-
gravating an already insecure environment. Moreover, 
the laws of supply and demand dictate that a reduc-
tion in opium production will not necessarily lead to 
a reduction in the amount of money that the industry 
generates. For instance, the Taliban cut opium produc-
tion in 2001 from 3,276 tons to 185 tons but, because 
of a rise in the price of opium, saw income grow from 
$1.1 billion to $7.3 billion.

A second option for disrupting the illicit drug 
industry involves the interdiction of resin and 
processed opium after the crop leaves the farm. Such 
interdiction can lower the farm-gate price of opium 
and thus discourage farmers from growing poppies. 
Since 70 to 80 percent of the money from the illicit 
drug industry goes to traffickers—who are far fewer 
in number than farmers—the targeting of traffick-
ers has fewer negative consequences than simple 
eradication. Unfortunately, the Afghan government’s 
interdiction capacity is limited, and the criminal 
justice sector responsible for processing drug-
related crime is weak. Thus, international forces are 
needed to enhance interdiction capacity. For years 
the NATO-led International Security Assistance 
Force (ISAF) exhibited a reluctance to involve itself 
in drug interdiction. NATO finally recognized in 
October 2008 that counternarcotics operations are 
an appropriate part of ISAF’s mission, although it left 
each force-providing country free to decide whether 
its personnel would participate in such operations.  
A more robust ISAF initiative in targeting opium 
stockpiles, drug laboratories, and trafficking routes 
would not only aid Afghan counternarcotics and 
counterinsurgency efforts, but also help curtail the 
flow of Afghan opium to Europe.

Afghanistan’s neighbors have an important role 
to play in drug interdiction. Drugs are trafficked 

through Central Asia to Russia and through Pakistan 
and Iran to Europe. Corrupt border guards in Russia 
and the Central Asian states facilitate rather than 
impede traffic along the first route. The Afghan gov-
ernment is unable to exercise effective control on its 
border with Pakistan, particularly in the insurgency-
ridden Nangarhar, Khowst, and Paktia Provinces 
adjoining Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas, where al Qaeda has found a safe haven. Iran 
has stepped up interdiction efforts because of its own 
domestic addiction problem, but the Afghan-Iranian 
border remains hard to control in the face of stiff 
resistance by groups operating in the area.

Not only has the Afghan government been un-
able to control narcotics trafficking in the country’s 
insecure areas, but it has also failed to prevent the 
drug network’s formation of a narco-state within 
the country. Efforts to disrupt this incipient narco-
state have been stymied by the protection of traf-
fickers by government officials; corruption within 
the police and judicial systems; the lack of investi-
gative capacity; and a general absence of political 
will. Sources inside the Afghan government admit 
that they have lists of high-ranking officials suspect-
ed of links to the drug trade, but such lists are of 
no use unless the Afghan government can develop 
an investigative capacity and working courts and 
demonstrate the political will to use them. Oth-
erwise, law enforcement agencies will continue to 
arrest and prosecute foot soldiers without bringing 
the kingpins to justice.

Some groups have suggested that the illicit drug 
industry’s demise can be achieved by legalizing some 
opium poppy production. For example, the Senlis 
Council, an international policy think tank, has pro-
posed legalizing poppy crops that are put toward the 
production of legal opiate drugs such as morphine 
and codeine. The organization announced that a 
licensing system would be able to regulate between 
licit and illicit production. In practice, however, it 
would be extremely difficult to implement such a sys-
tem in the country’s insecure areas. Afghan authori-
ties do not currently possess the ability to control the 
country’s poppy production and would not have the 
resources to regulate a dual system of licit and illicit 
production. Rampant corruption would only exacer-
bate the problem, as officials would be pressured to 
determine who could and could not produce opium 
poppies legally. The authorities would be better 
served in attempting to wean farmers from opium 
poppy production and provide them with alternative 
livelihoods.
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As for alternative livelihoods for farmers, efforts to 
implement substitute crops will succeed only as part 
of a comprehensive strategy that includes assistance 
in processing, transporting, and marketing new 
products. Over the past several years, some farmers 
in Herat have successfully made the transition to 
growing saffron, which has the potential to earn up 
to $2,000 more per hectare than opium, taking into 
account crop yields and price differentials. The lack 
of adequate processing capability, a reliable transpor-
tation infrastructure, and marketing skills, however, 
prevents farmers from receiving full market value for 
the crops. But with the recent worldwide rise in food 
prices, a temporary subsidy for licit crop production, 
particularly in the more stable areas, followed by a 
gradual removal of the subsidies may prove to be an 
attractive way for the Afghan government to help 
farmers shift to alternative livelihoods.

The illicit drug industry in Afghanistan will disap-
pear only when a functioning, stable, and effective 
Afghan state emerges. To this end, Afghanistan must 
focus on development as the way to rid itself of pop-
py cultivation. The Afghan government must work 
to increase security, rule of law, good governance, 
and economic growth. There are no quick and simple 
solutions. Reorienting a full one-third of Afghani-
stan’s economy without destabilizing the country 
requires an enormous amount of resources, a large 
administrative capacity, and plenty of time. Only a 
comprehensive and holistic approach is appropriate 
to Afghanistan’s unique and fragile situation.

Provincial Reconstruction Teams in  
Afghanistan: An Enduring Innovation

Modern counterinsurgency was born on Decem-
ber 7, 2001, in the grey, windswept desert of southern 
Afghanistan. On that day, Kandahar, the last Taliban 
stronghold, fell to the combined forces of indigenous 
Afghan fighters, precision American airpower, and a 
few intelligence and unconventional warfare teams 
following a 7-week campaign. With only 110 Central 
Intelligence Agency officers and 400 special forces 
operators directly engaged, the coalition found itself 
responsible for a war-wrecked, barely administered, 
almost totally undeveloped country of 32 mil-
lion. This sudden victory thus posed a forbidding 
stabilization challenge. As the Taliban and al Qaeda 
reasserted themselves, the mission evolved from 
postconflict reconstruction (envisaged in the Decem-
ber 2001 Bonn Agreement) into counterinsurgency, 
counterterrorism, counternarcotics, and contested or 
“in-conflict” reconstruction.

The Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT), an 
early innovation of this new era, has endured in 
Afghanistan and been copied in Iraq. PRTs were 
devised in late 2002 to replace the ad hoc Joint 
Regional Teams and Coalition Humanitarian Liaison 
Teams. The first PRTs deployed in late 2002 and early 
2003 into the Afghan provinces of Gardez, Kunduz, 
and Bamiyan. Initially, PRTs were controlled directly 
by coalition contributors, but some, and eventually 
all, later came under the operational control of the 
ISAF as it assumed responsibility for all of Afghani-
stan in late 2006. As of 2008, there were 26 PRTs in 
Afghanistan, 14 provided by the United States and 12 
by its allies.

A PRT is a self-protecting, self-deploying civil-
military team that, as described in the original draft 
PRT handbook developed by ISAF, is “able to pen-
etrate the more unstable and insecure areas because 
of its military component and . . . stabilize these areas 
because of the combined capabilities of its diplo-
macy, military, and economic components.” In their 
initial conception, therefore, PRTs were intended as 
an interagency early entry capability, allowing the de-
livery of governance and development assistance to 
the population before security was fully established. 
This notion of PRTs as postconflict reconstruction 
assets (criticized by some in the aid community as 
“small-scale reconstruction agencies, but with over-
heads off the charts”1) has, however, evolved with 
the campaign. PRTs now perform an integrating task 
that synchronizes both governance and develop-
ment aspects of counterinsurgency and stabilization: 
an in-conflict rather than a postconflict role, and a 
“security support” rather than a “reconstruction sup-
port” function. Because of changing functions and 
the dangerous environment, most PRTs now operate 
in close partnership with maneuver units.

Composition, Variants, and Operating Methods
Early PRTs had 50 to 100 people comprising a mil-

itary protection force, logistics and communications 
support, an integrated military-civilian headquarters, 
and civilian development and governance specialists. 
Some included specialists in humanitarian assistance, 
policing, finance, agriculture, engineering, water 
supply, education, or public health. More recently, 
“human terrain” teams, composed of anthropologists 
who deploy with combat brigades to help military 
commanders in the field understand local cultures, 
have worked alongside PRTs, and some PRTs (such 
as the Asadabad PRT in Kunar) have developed their 
own organic human terrain–mapping capability.



224 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A S S E S S I N G  C O M P L E X  R E G I O N A L  T R E N D S

In theory, a U.S. PRT is led by a co-equal com-
mand team comprising a military officer (usually 
an Army or Air Force lieutenant colonel or Navy 
commander), a State Department Foreign Service 
Officer, and a Foreign Service Officer or personal 
services contractor from the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development. In contrast to the American 
“integrated team” model, non-U.S. PRTs tend to have 
military and civilian components that operate sepa-
rately and coordinate their activities loosely. Over 
time, as the insurgency spread and the environment 
became more dangerous, PRTs grew with the addi-
tion of security and intelligence personnel, giving 
the military a greater role in their operations. Most 
U.S. PRTs now number 80 to 100 people, of whom 90 
to 95 percent are military. Due to the Army’s heavy 
commitment in Iraq, the other U.S. Services have 
provided many personnel for PRTs in Afghanistan, 
six of which are commanded by Navy and at least 
another six by Air Force officers.

Some countries have fielded powerful reconstruc-
tion task forces that regularly engage in combat and 
provide advisory teams to Afghan security forces. 
The Australian force, for example, which operates 
under the Netherlands PRT in Uruzgan, has over 
400 personnel based on a combat engineer battalion. 
It cooperates with its own Special Operations Task 
Group and fields heavy mortars, armored vehicles, 
unmanned aircraft systems, and heavy construction 
equipment. The Canadian PRT in Kandahar province 
numbers 330 and includes diplomats, corrections 
officers, development specialists, police, and military 
personnel. At the other end of the spectrum, the 
Turkish PRT in Wardak is civilian-led, operates 
strictly within its local area, and focuses on educa-
tion, health, literacy, training programs (including 
police training), and construction projects. The 
Spanish (Baghdis) and German (Faizabad) PRTs take 
a similar approach, conducting parallel military and 
civilian efforts, while the British, who lead the PRT 
in Helmand, have stated their belief that “civilian 
effects should be delivered by civilian agencies,” 
and accordingly staff their PRT predominantly with 
civilians.

How PRTs Operate
Two operational examples illustrate the field meth-

ods of U.S.-led Provincial Reconstruction Teams.
Operation al Hasn was conducted during No-

vember 2006 in the Tagab Valley, east of Bagram, 
by the U.S. Special Operations Task Force 33, the 
United Arab Emirates Task Force 8, and the U.S.-led 

Bagram PRT. The operation included engagement 
with communities, focused information operations, 
and cooperation with civil officials. Abdur Sattar 
Murad, governor of Kapisa, and Afghan army, police, 
intelligence, and provincial government officials were 
closely involved from the outset. Afghan officials 
vetted and approved all targets in advance, and 
the governor was forward deployed to the tactical 
operations center from the third day. Information 
operations (based on local radio stations, with Gov-
ernor Murad as the central player) generated popular 
support, while Afghan army and police and coalition 
units, including the Bagram PRT, created a 2-week 
“surge” of presence to clear enemy mobile forces and 
marginalize local guerrilla cadres. Afghan forces then 
garrisoned these secured areas, intending to create a 
permanent presence once coalition operations began 
to wind down. This operation featured advance 
purchasing, prepositioning, and rapid distribution of 
humanitarian assistance by the PRT, using the U.S. 
commander’s emergency response program funds, 
and the rapid exploitation of maneuver success 
through a combination of development assistance 
and governance. Unfortunately, coalition maneuver 
units subsequently moved on to other tasks and the 
PRT lacked the capacity to sustain a permanent pres-
ence in the area, leading to a gradual return of the 
enemy as Afghan units operating without coalition 
partners were co-opted or forced out.

In another example, Combined Joint Task Force 
76 (CJTF–76) conducted Operation Big North Wind 
in Kunar during autumn 2006. The operation aimed 
initially to exacerbate divisions within the popula-
tion of the Korengal Valley as leverage to separate 
the population from the enemy. Units focused on 
improving conditions in the northern sector of 
the valley only, ignoring the tribally and ethnically 
distinct southern sector. U.S. and Afghan forces 
established a persistent presence in the village of 
Omar, constructing a footbridge, a school, and a 
water scheme, refurbishing a mosque, and building a 
bridge across the Pech River, with close cooperation 
from the Asadabad PRT. Meanwhile, coalition forces 
mounted combat operations against Taliban fighters 
in the southern part of the valley. Simultaneously, 
the Afghan government administrator of Manogai 
district, Mohammed Rahman, applied strict resource 
and population control measures, preventing anyone 
except people needing medical assistance from enter-
ing or leaving the area, until local Korengali leaders 
would negotiate with him about government access 
to the population. This was the governor’s decision, 
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not that of coalition commanders, which helps to 
emphasize the fact that the key aspect of this opera-
tion was an Afghan-led political maneuver. U.S. 
forces combined kinetic operations with PRT-led 
engineering activity, civil development, route and 
population control, and humanitarian and economic 
assistance, in cooperation with Afghan officials 
applying political negotiations and civil population 
control measures, to support a political strategy to 
extend government control into an enemy-domi-
nated area. This operation was more successful than 
Operation al Hasn in bringing government access to 
the Safi peoples of Omar and Kandigal because de-
velopment infrastructure and a permanent presence 
prevented Taliban insurgents from returning to their 
previous strongholds.

Evaluating Effectiveness
Numerous assessments have been made of PRT 

effectiveness, including academic studies, articles 
in military journals, studies by the United States 
Institute of Peace and the Congressional Research 
Service, as well as by nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) and aid organizations. Conclusions naturally 
vary, but these diverse studies generally suggest that 
PRTs are more effective when they:

n are brought into maneuver commanders’ plan-
ning processes fully and early

n develop an extremely detailed understanding 
of social, tribal, ethnic, and religious groupings and 
networks, and communicate this knowledge effec-
tively to maneuver commanders

n work in close partnership with maneuver units 
and synchronize their development efforts with 
combat operations to support an integrated political 
strategy

n are complemented by a robust and well-staffed 
Embassy PRT section, including “PRT plus” staff 
with specialist expertise that can be called upon in 
response to the needs of the teams

n are supported by integrated command and con-
trol arrangements that ensure common interagency 
guidance to team members

n support effective local government officials and 
community leaders, put Afghan officials publicly in 
the lead, and work to give communities a sense of 
ownership over projects

n maintain close oversight of projects and contrac-
tors via permanent presence or frequent visits

n coordinate short- and medium-term reconstruc-
tion and security with longer term development 

programs under the Afghan National Development 
Strategy

n see themselves as operating in a “support to 
stabilization operations” framework rather than 
competing with aid agencies or NGOs

n enable local economies and government officials 
by helping locals set priorities and assisting them, 
rather than providing for them.

The term PRT has evolved over time and now 
means different things in different contexts. At one 
end of the spectrum, in Afghanistan, the Uruzgan 
PRT described above is basically a combat unit with 
organic reconstruction and governance compo-
nents. Conversely, embedded PRTs in Iraq comprise 
eight people only, function as a brigade reconstruc-
tion staff, and have no independent operational 
capability. Likewise, the name suggests that the PRT 
is responsible for a province and provides equal 
coverage across it; this is often not the case.

While some NGOs initially criticized the PRT 
program for blurring the line between military and 
humanitarian assistance, over time the emerging 
consensus is that PRTs fill a critical niche in the array 
of stabilization, reconstruction, and counterinsur-
gency missions. But PRTs are not a panacea: they 
provide a specific stabilization-support function for 
the nonkinetic aspects of counterinsurgency and 
reconstruction, but they are not a comprehensive 
solution to development or governance challenges.

Counterinsurgencies since 9/11 have been 
conducted in tribal societies, under extremely tight 
resource constraints, with force levels tradition-
ally considered hopelessly inadequate for classical 
counterinsurgency, and where host-nation govern-
ments are simultaneously being built from almost 
nothing. Innovative approaches to reconstruction 
and governance in insecure, undeveloped, and 
infrastructure-free environments have therefore been 
essential. PRTs, an early innovation of this new era, 
have proven effective and are therefore likely to be an 
enduring feature of the counterinsurgency repertoire.

Pakistan: Moving Away from the Brink
Pakistan is a state that has stood on the brink 

of chaos for years, is now at the epicenter of jihadi 
terrorism, and has enabled nuclear proliferation. 
Nevertheless, there is room for cautious optimism. 
Pakistan has had its second free election, moderate 
forces (including a civilian president) are nominally 
in power, and all of the major states with which 
Pakistan has important relationships—the United 
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States, India, China, and Saudi Arabia—do not want 
to see it collapse.

After stripping away the rhetorical excess so 
common in discussions on Pakistan, three questions 
are dominant. First, what are Pakistan’s long-term 
interests, and how can Islamabad alter its actions and 
its relations with other actors in the region? Second, 
what are the areas of concern for others regarding 
Pakistan? And third, what would a stable Pakistan 
look like in the long term?

Pakistan’s Interests and Foreign Policy
The past is only one guide to the future, but it 

offers some lessons regarding Pakistan’s long-term 
interests and foreign policy.

First, the U.S.-Pakistan relationship has been 
episodic and discontinuous, driven on the American 
side entirely by larger strategic calculations during 

the Cold War, and more recently by the need for 
military allies in the ill-named ‘war on terror’. On 
the Pakistani side, the purpose of the alliance was to 
obtain resources and political support for Pakistan’s 
contest with India. This dynamic, which informed 
the Pakistani army’s circumspection regarding 
American support, was epitomized by General Mu-
hammad Zia ul-Haq, president from 1977 to 1988, 
who compared it to living on the banks of a river: 
“The soil is wonderfully fertile . . . but every four or 
eight years the river changes course, and you may 
find yourself alone in a desert.”2 At the same time, 
anti-Americanism grew among Pakistani civilians, 
who saw the U.S. alliances to be perpetuating the 
army’s hold over Pakistani society.

Second, Pakistan’s role during the Cold War and 
the subsequent U.S.-led war in Afghanistan made its 
economy dangerously reliant on foreign aid, primar-
ily from the United States but also from other coun-
tries. This aid, however, was never made contingent 
upon any set of policies, including economic and 
social reform. Pakistan has consequently failed to 
adjust to a new, globalizing economy, despite growth 
rates of over 6 percent.

Third, relations with India have improved gradu-
ally, following a border confrontation in 2002 that 
threatened to turn into full-fledged war. But despite 
the continuance of a wide-ranging “composite dia-
logue” and the advent of various confidence-building 
measures, the peace process still remains on shaky 
ground. Indian apprehensions about Pakistani-spon-
sored terrorism and latent Pakistani fears concern-
ing Indian military superiority mean that a single 
dramatic event has the capability to erase 4 years of 
efforts.

Fourth, Pakistan’s failures to adequately address 
the problems on its western border cannot be blamed 
solely on Pakistani decisionmaking. Certainly, 
Pakistan is somewhat restrained by its natural af-
finity for the Taliban and its fears that a pro-Indian 
government will consolidate itself in Kabul. The 
Pakistani army, however, is also ill equipped to 
fight a counterinsurgency war in the tribal areas in 
support of American efforts, and cooperation with 
the U.S. Government in this regard has not been 
adequate. Moreover, continued squabbling with the 
Karzai government, particularly over the unsettled 
Pakistan-Afghanistan border, has not helped.

Fifth, China and Saudi Arabia remain the prin-
cipal foreign influences in Pakistan other than the 
United States. Both have their own interests and 
6 Continued on p. 229

Rescue workers search through rubble of Marriott Hotel in Islamabad, Pakistan, 
after truck bomb killed 44 people, September 2008
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FATA 
Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) 
comprise a quasi-autonomous mountain region along 
the Afghan border in which lack of central govern-
ment control has permitted the development of a safe 
haven for terrorists and insurgents. Established during 
the 19th century as one of several tiers of progressively 
diminishing British control along the northwest 
frontier of India, the seven agencies of FATA are 
subject to an administrative regime that not only 
permits the tribes to govern themselves under their 
own laws and customs but also denies them many of 
the political and civil rights of other Pakistani citizens. 
FATA is the least developed part of Pakistan, with per 
capita income about half the national average.

Kashmir
For six decades, Pakistan and India have disputed the status of Jammu and 
Kashmir, a Muslim-majority princely state whose ruler opted to join India at 
independence in 1947. Pakistan’s attempt to reverse this decision by force led to the 
area’s partition into the Indian State of Jammu and Kashmir (10 million people, 
99,948 sq km); a semi-autonomous area within Pakistan known as Azad Kashmir 
(3 million people, 13,297 sq km); and the sparsely populated Northern Areas 
(870,000 people, 72,496 sq km), also controlled by Pakistan but with a special 
administrative status. Pakistan and India have fought three major wars and 
countless skirmishes along the Line of Control separating their respective portions 
of Kashmir. In addition, the Indian-controlled portion is the arena of a bloody 
insurgency conducted in large part by Pakistani-sponsored militant groups. 

�e Baloch
�e Baloch, a nomadic tribal people inhabiting the desert and mountain areas of 
southwestern Pakistan, southern Afghanistan, and southeastern Iran, have presented 
security problems for the Pakistani government ever since independence. Believing 
that Islamabad siphons o� the energy and mineral resources of their region while 
providing little in return, the Baloch have been characterized by deep unrest that 
occasionally �ares into open insurgency, which erupted again in 2004. �e Pakistani 
government—which has blamed both India and Iran for inciting trouble in the 
region—has a substantial economic interest in sustained peace with the Baloch given 
the importance of the area as a prospective energy transit route.

�e Pashtuns 
Some 45 million Pashtuns live in Afghanistan and Pakistan, divided by the 
so-called Durand Line that was drawn by the British in 1893 to separate their 
Indian Empire from the Kingdom of Afghanistan. Of these, fewer than 20 percent 
reside in the remote mountain areas of FATA and the adjacent Afghan provinces. 
Pashtun culture is heavily in�uenced by the tribal social norms known as 
Pashtunwali, which emphasize such traditional values as honor, hospitality, and 
reciprocity. However, Pashtun life has not been immune from the e�ects of war, 
migration, and globalization, and millions of Pashtuns today live and work in quite 
di�erent conditions than those of their forefathers.

PAKISTAN’S TROUBLED BORDERS

Ethnic Pashtun Lands
FATA

Princely Jammu and Kashmir

Line of Control
Indian-Administered Kashmir 
Pakistani-Administered Kashmir 

AK Azad Kashmir
FATA Federally Administered Tribal Areas

NWFP North-West Frontier Province

Pakistan’s Troubled Borders
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At least 40 million and perhaps as many as 50 million 
Pashtuns live in Afghanistan and Pakistan. They con-
stitute 40 to 50 percent of Afghanistan’s people and in 
Pakistan are the largest minority group, making up 15 
to 20 percent of the population. Although their original 
homeland is situated between the Hindu Kush in cen-
tral Afghanistan and the Indus River bisecting Pakistan, 
Pashtun communities are now scattered over a vast 
territory, from the Amu Darya River on Afghanistan’s 
northern border with Central Asia, to the southern 
Pakistani port city of Karachi on the Arabian Sea, which 
has one of the largest urban Pashtun populations.

With war, invasion, and endemic civil violence as 
constant features of Pashtun history, the group has 
never been fully integrated into a single empire, state, 
or political system. This historic pattern of political 
instability also preserved and reinforced the tribal 
nature of Pashtun society. While some writers have 
tried to understand Pashtun society by tracing the 
genealogies of tribes, clans, and lineages, it is best 
understood by looking not only at its internal struc-
ture but at its wider environment as well.

Today, the Pashtun live under various political ar-
rangements and engage in a wide variety of economic 
activities, some involving a high degree of globaliza-
tion. The social makeup of Pashtun communities 
varies according to whether they are rural or urban, 
the degree of their inclusion or seclusion from the 
surrounding societies, and the extent of their absorp-
tion by modernity and development. All of them, 
however, are characterized by the prevalence of what 
anthropologists call “segmentary lineages.” Such a 
system conceives of societies in hereditary tree-like 
hierarchies. In the Pashtun case, the smaller lineages, 
or zais and khels—male descent groups—merge into 
larger tribes and tribal confederations.

Most Pashtuns speak Pashto, an Indo-European 
language related to Persian, as their mother tongue. 
But bilingualism is now common in urban areas and 
regions with mixed ethnic populations. Some small 
groups still identify themselves as Pashtuns despite 
speaking a different first language because of their 
ethnic heritage; the former ruling family of Afghani-
stan is a case in point. Nevertheless, Pashto still 
remains a key identity marker of Pashtuns because 
use of the language is closely tied to the notion of 
observing the code of Pashtunwali.

Rooted in the tribal organization of the society, 
Pashtunwali embraces a number of values that it 

shares with surrounding Muslim societies, but it also 
includes a set of fundamental ideals of individual 
and collective behavior seen as specific to Pashtuns. 
Pashtunwali includes the handful of norms to which 
it is frequently reduced by Western writers—honor, 
hospitality, and reciprocity (often confused with 
revenge)—but the whole is much more complex than 
that. Pashtunwali also includes the values of forgive-
ness, equality, egalitarianism, and chivalry, as well as 
the institution of the jirga or council of elders, which 
is summoned for the resolution of disputes and to 
deliberate on new threats and challenges. Over cen-
turies, some Pashtun tribes have developed their own 
peculiar narkh, or sets of unwritten customary laws to 
implement the principles of Pashtunwali.

The overwhelming majority of Pashtuns are Sunni 
Muslims of the Hanafi school, although the Turi tribe 
in the Kurram Valley of Pakistan, some clans of the 
neighboring Bangash tribe, and small communities in 
Afghanistan are Twelver Shia. Some sufi orders, too, 
have a considerable following among Pashtun tribes. 
Over the past three decades, however, the Pashtun 
regions in Afghanistan and Pakistan have become 
home to a brand of political Islam that now manifests 
itself primarily in the form of global jihadism.

Pashtuns were not the chief actors in bringing 
this change to their society. The transformations 
began when the Cold War boiled into a hot war 
after the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. What 
began as an indigenous nationalist resistance to the 
communist occupation of Afghanistan was swiftly 
transformed into a religious struggle, partly because 
of Pakistani fears that the perpetuation of Afghan 
nationalism might lead to the strengthening of Afghan 
irredentist claims to Pakistani territory and boost 
domestic Pashtun ethno-nationalism within Pakistan 
itself.

Three decades of war in the Pashtun borderlands 
created new classes, alliances, and leaderships at the 
expense of the old ones. For the first time in history, 
networks of puritanical Sunni clerics and Islamist 
militant commanders became more powerful than 
the traditional secular tribal and political leadership. 
This transformation of the Pashtun social fabric, ac-
complished over the course of years through external 
patronage and billions of dollars of covert and overt 
funding from outside for armed factions, culminated 
in the rise of the Taliban in both Afghanistan and 
Pakistan. By default, this enabled al Qaeda (the lead-

Twenty-first Century Pashtuns: Change amid Continuity
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ership and core of which is largely Arab) to use the 
Pashtun regions in both states as safe havens.

Pashtuns themselves are the people most af-
fected by the violence wracking their homeland in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. Over the past 30 years, the 
conflict has taken more than a million Pashtun lives. 
In addition, Pashtuns now have one of the world’s 
largest displaced populations. Most of their social 
and political institutions have been undermined or 
destroyed. While tremendous sums of money have 
been invested over the years in the warfare (estimates 
range from $50 billion to $100 billion), there has 
been little investment in human development and 
economic prosperity.

As a result, Pashtuns today are among the most 
underdeveloped people in the world. The key 
indicators of quality of life—life expectancy, literacy, 
employment, food security, and rule of law—invari-
ably place Pashtuns living in their ancestral lands 
alongside the nations of sub-Saharan Africa at the 
bottom of global rankings.

Thirty years of war have done much to undermine 
the rule of law and promote a huge criminal economy 
based on opium cultivation, from which Pashtun 
farmers realize only a tiny fraction of the proceeds. 
Meanwhile, globalization has touched Pashtun soci-
ety primarily through the millions of Pashtun workers 
who form a large share of the expatriate underclass 
in the oil-rich Gulf states. While remittances from the 
diaspora serve as one of the few sources of wealth 
for the community remaining in the Pashtun home-
land, the money is a mixed blessing, often altering 
traditional village power relationships while simulta-
neously providing the wherewithal to resolve by force 
the inevitable ensuing feuds. Few of the funds sent 
home from Dubai and Kuwait are funneled into the 
generation of further wealth, let alone into meeting 
social needs (such as building schools and clinics).

Despite the stereotype of Pashtuns as culturally 
disposed to violence and disorder, elections and the 
jirgas held in both Pakistan and Afghanistan over 
the past decade demonstrate that Pashtuns are tired 
of wars and conflicts on their land and are looking 
forward to a peaceful and emancipated future. But 
the realization of that dream will need patience, 
the sustained cooperation and assistance of the 
international community, and commitments by both 
Pakistan and Afghanistan to invest in the political and 
economic development these groups need.

influences. Saudi Arabia, for example, remains clos-
est to the faction of the Pakistan Muslim League led 
by Nawaz Sharif. China’s influence has been seen 
mostly in military matters. It has long been a sup-
plier of conventional weaponry and had a key role in 
Pakistan’s nuclear development, but it could possibly 
distance itself from Pakistan as it crafts its own new 
relationship with India.

Lastly, Pakistan’s nuclear status remains paradoxi-
cally an enabler of and an impediment to its foreign 
policy objectives. The government’s decision to retain 
a level of opacity surrounding the A.Q. Khan prolif-
eration network has hurt its international standing 
and ensured that it is unlikely to receive conces-
sions from the international community similar to 
those recently offered to India. At the same time, a 
nuclear deterrent gives Pakistan a stronger hand in 
its dealings with India. Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal also 
complicates its relationships with China (its one-
time nuclear benefactor), Saudi Arabia (a potential 
recipient of nuclear supplies or weaponry), and Iran 
(a former recipient of technology and a possible 
regional competitor).

Concerns and Priorities
Notably, many of the central issues dominating 

the discourse concerning Pakistan today are carried 
over from the 1980s: Pakistan’s uneven alliance with 
the United States against an overarching threat (then 
the Soviet Union, now al Qaeda), nuclear prolifera-
tion, democratization (or the lack thereof), and a 
frail India-Pakistan peace process. In the 1980s, the 
United States clearly prioritized its proxy war against 

5 Continued from p. 226

U.S. troops and Afghan army commandos conduct operations to disrupt 
Taliban activity in eastern Afghanistan
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the Soviets in Afghanistan over all other consider-
ations, including democracy and nonproliferation. 
Today, the one-dimensionality of that relationship is 
only slightly less evident.

At the same time, several important trends have 
been overlooked by the Pakistani government, 
as well as its external supporters. These include 
Pakistan’s unbalanced economic development, its 
crumbling educational system, and the growth of 
Islamic radicalism. When drawing up a list of major 
concerns for the present and future, the following 
five issues seem to be critically important.

Containing Terrorism. The existence and actions 
of violent groups that target Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
India, and the United States and its NATO allies 
have become a central concern. Pakistan, which has 
witnessed a sudden rise in domestic terrorism over 
the past few years, now shares a similar perspective 
on terrorism as other victims in the region. Pakistan 
needs to acknowledge that past policies to use terror-
ist groups for strategic purposes had serious negative 
side effects. The government should also recognize 
that terrorism can only be dealt with through long-
term preventative policies and therefore should 
address its deeper ideological and social roots. Of 
paramount concern are Pakistan’s weak educational 
infrastructure and the lack of adequate employment 
opportunities, which together increase the allure of 
Islamic extremism.

Nuclear Weapons. Islamabad is certainly envious 
of the generous offer to India by the United States to 
accommodate its nuclear weapons program and re-
sume the supply of civilian nuclear fuel, equipment, 
and technology. Pakistan would likely have received 
similar treatment had it not been for the A.Q. Khan 
proliferation network. The network has been publicly 
revealed, some measures have been taken to staunch 
proliferation activities, and light punitive action has 
been taken against Khan. Pakistani officials bristle 
at suggestions of nuclear irresponsibility, but seri-
ous problems evidently remain. Most importantly, 
Pakistan’s nuclear export control system is inad-
equate. Looking ahead, the prospect of an Iranian 
nuclear weapon and the subsequent spread of such 
technology to other Gulf states will refocus attention 
on Pakistan’s role as a potential proliferator. Should 
the domestic political situation improve and a more 
transparent policy toward the A.Q. Khan network 
prevail, Pakistan’s admission to a nuclear “halfway 
house” should be considered.

Democratization. Pakistan’s democratization is in 
both its own interests and those of the United States, 

India, and Afghanistan. The Pervez Musharraf gov-
ernment and its supporters argued that democratiza-
tion would bring incompetent politicians or radical 
Islamic groups to power. The latter argument has 
been disproved by the recent election. The former 
may be true, but Pakistan needs to give its politi-
cians a fair chance to fail. In 1999, Musharraf, then 
chief of army staff, asserted incorrectly that the army 
could run Pakistan more efficiently than civilians. 
Events of recent years have made clear that this was 
not the case. It remains to be seen whether Pakistan’s 
civilian institutions (both bureaucratic and political) 
are strong enough to revive themselves, but it is clear 
that a return to military rule is not a viable solution.

Relations with Neighbors. For the first time, India 
is not a primary factor in Pakistani domestic politics, 
while Pakistan’s rocky relationship with the Karzai 
government in Afghanistan has taken center stage. 
Pakistan’s engagement in Afghanistan is largely 
shaped by the belief that the Karzai government—
although ridiculed in Islamabad—is dangerously 
sympathetic to India. Indian influence in Afghani-
stan may even expand in the vacuum left by any 
future American and NATO withdrawal. To a lesser 
extent, there is a similar Pakistani concern regard-
ing the intentions of Iran. As there is a Pakistan-
India-China strategic triangle, there is an evolving 
Pakistan–Saudi Arabia–Iran one, although it has not 
yet been nuclearized.

Pakistan’s Identity. Finally, there is real concern 
over the very future and identity of Pakistan. To a 
degree verging on hysteria, foreign observers have 
argued that Pakistan is, or will become, a failed state 
and that it is, or could become, a radical Islamic 
country. Until recently, these concerns were largely 
dismissed by many Pakistanis, but even they now 
know that there is a real threat to Pakistan from ideas 
and movements that have been nurtured or ignored 
over the years. The Pakistani army itself has become 
the target of ridicule and armed attack, and Paki-
stan is now the main training ground for European 
Muslim terrorists.

Future Prospects
Over the last 7 years, Pakistan has squandered the 

opportunity to correct many of its old mistakes. Yet 
regional and domestic political developments could 
benefit Pakistan in coming years.

The regional developments that suggest optimism 
are largely to be found in the changing India-Paki-
stan relationship. The introduction of nuclear weap-
ons, plus the failure of either side to alter the status 
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quo by conventional means or diplomacy, could 
mean the end of 60 years of outright conflict over 
Kashmir. Former President Musharraf can be faulted 
for many things he did during his time in office, but 
he did ultimately accept the present line of control 
in Kashmir as permanent after trying to change it by 
both force and diplomacy. This does not mean the 
end of the conflict by any means, and the present and 
future governments may stumble into yet another 
crisis, but both states are thinking about expanding 
the benefits of peace: trade, cultural links, the ability 
to deal with water and population issues. Pakistan’s 
internal threat now exceeds that of the threat from 
India, and the Pakistani army must redeploy and 
retrain to meet this threat, although this will take 
considerable time and resources.

There are also domestic sources of change that give 
reason to be confident about the future. The election 
that brought the current government to power—an 
election that was more or less free and fair—demon-
strates that Pakistan is the “moderate Muslim state” 
that its leaders have claimed, but not allowed, it to 
be. The coming months and years will test the ma-
turity of Pakistan’s civilian political leadership. They 
will certainly need help from the army, which in 
turn badly needs their support to deal with domestic 
security threats.

Pakistan’s unique set of weaknesses and contradic-
tions means that its long-term stability should be a 
priority not just for its own government, but also for 
other regional actors, including the United States, In-
dia, China, and Saudi Arabia, all of whom can exert 
different levels and kinds of influences. While many 
of the problems facing Pakistan today are grave, do-
mestic and regional developments provide a window 
of opportunity for improvement. By working on the 
range of issues outlined above in conjunction with 
other influential governments, the Pakistani leader-
ship can perhaps avert long-term instability and turn 
the country from a “failed state” into a moderate, 
peaceful, and economically vibrant nation.

India: The Confounding Power
India presents a confounding profile of national 

power. Its rapid economic growth rates of recent 
years, increasing international trade and investment, 
accumulation of huge foreign exchange reserves, 
growing energy consumption, and more activ-
ist diplomacy could make India a rising power of 
potentially global consequence. At the same time, 
however, its enormous poverty, unresolved disputes 

The South Asian Nuclear Balance and  
Strategic Stability

India and Pakistan maintain a relatively stable nuclear environment. 
This may come as a surprise, given the history of nuclear-related 
crises between the two countries—as many as six between 1983 and 
2002, according to some accounts. Nevertheless, both states have 
adopted policies and doctrines to ensure the physical security of their 
nuclear forces and components and to maintain those nuclear forces 
at reassuringly low levels of operability and alert (except in crisis).

This does not mean, of course, that the danger of nuclear war in 
the subcontinent is negligible. Emerging trends in both conventional 
and nuclear balances may prompt potentially destabilizing changes 
in doctrine and posture on one or both sides. Domestic politics, in 
Pakistan in particular, may lead to changes in civil-military relations 
and nuclear decisionmaking that could alter perceptions of the threat 
environment. Furthermore, the abundance of nonstate militant groups 
in the region, many with transnational or revolutionary agendas, 
raises the risks to the physical security of both nations’ nuclear weap-
ons and components to a much greater degree than in most other 
nuclear states.

India
India has adopted a policy of minimum nuclear deterrence. Indian 
doctrine calls for assured, but not necessarily immediate, retaliation 
in response to weapons of mass destruction attacks on its territory 
or armed forces, and India remains committed to a policy of no first 
use. This approach lessens requirements for sophisticated command 
and control or high levels of readiness in the force structure. Autho-
rization to employ nuclear weapons is exclusively in the hands of the 
political council of the Nuclear Command Authority, headed by the 
prime minister. Although the doctrine calls for eventual deployment 
of a nuclear triad (land, sea, and air delivery), India’s current arsenal 
remains small: dozens, rather than hundreds, of weapons, delivered 
by land-based missiles and aircraft. The existing missiles—Prithvi and 
Agni 1 and 2—are mobile systems with enough range to cover many 
Pakistani targets but not ones in northeastern China.

India’s capabilities will increase with time. It has tested the Agni 3 
missile, which will cover a wider range of Chinese targets, as well as 
the K–15 submarine-launched missile. Press reports state that India 
will soon take possession of one or two Akula-class submarines under 
lease from Russia and that a domestically produced nuclear subma-
rine is in the advanced stages of design. These will form the basis for 
a seabased leg to the nuclear triad, equipped either with the K–15 or 
a nuclear-armed cruise missile. The development of new warheads for 
seabased delivery systems, however, may increase pressure for an ad-
ditional round of nuclear tests to verify not only the new systems but 
also the thermonuclear design of 1998. Additional tests would com-
plicate Indo-U.S. relations and might compromise the U.S.-India civil 
nuclear agreement, which will provide India with a unique opportunity 6 Continued on p. 233
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(as a nonsignatory of the Nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty) to acquire commercial nuclear technology and 
nuclear fuel on the international market.

Pakistan
Pakistan also remains committed to minimum nuclear 
deterrence, but Pakistani deterrence is based on the 
principle of the threat of nuclear first use: in the event 
of war with India, Pakistan will use nuclear weapons 
as necessary for the survival of the state. Pakistani 
authorities have articulated four broad red lines 
that, if crossed or threatened, might prompt nuclear 
response. These are the destruction of significant 
portions of the Pakistani armed forces; occupation 
of significant amounts of Pakistani territory; actions 
that impose unacceptable economic costs to Pakistan 
(perhaps including naval blockade or shutting off ac-
cess to the Indus River waters); or deliberate attempts 
to split Pakistan along ethnic lines.

Pakistan is also pursuing nuclear modernization 
and has recently tested both the Ghaznavi medium-
range missile and the Babur cruise missile. The 
former has sufficient range to cover most targets in In-
dia. The latter eventually may be deployed in ground, 
air, or sea-launched versions. Recent revelations sug-
gest A.Q. Khan’s proliferation network offered foreign 
customers both a Chinese fission weapon design and 
a more sophisticated, presumably Pakistani, design. 
Each is therefore likely present in the Pakistani inven-
tory. Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal probably numbers 
in the dozens and can be delivered by aircraft and 
mobile missiles. Nuclear components are separated, 
and physical control of both nuclear materials and 
delivery systems is in the hands of the military. Unlike 
India, Pakistan’s nuclear planning, procurement, and 
decisionmaking bodies are dominated by the military, 
although the decision to use nuclear weapons is in 
the hands of a combined civilian-military national 
command authority, with the president having the 
final say.

Long-term Trends
Although the regional nuclear balance appears rela-
tively stable, three long-term trends may undermine 
this apparent stability and lead to a more dangerous 
nuclear environment. The first is the presence of 
other nuclear actors on the borders of South Asia. 
India’s nuclear doctrine envisions China as a potential 
adversary. Pakistan, although focused primarily on 
India, may have to adjust to the presence of a nuclear-

capable Iran on its western border. Both states, 
therefore, will feel pressure to build new forces in 
response to multiple adversaries, and also to counter 
their primary regional foe’s improvements, generating 
an arms “creep,” if not an arms race.

The second trend is related to India’s economic 
growth, which allows it to modernize its military and 
obtain substantial conventional advantage, over 
time, against Pakistan. This gives India the options to 
rapidly penetrate Pakistani territory or locally destroy 
Pakistani conventional forces—the objective of the 
Indian Army’s new “Cold Start” doctrine—and also 
the possibility to conduct conventional air attacks on 
Pakistan’s nuclear forces and command and control 
system. Indian military leaders, analysts, and experts 
regularly question Pakistan’s nuclear doctrine or 
its ability to use nuclear weapons. Changing Indian 
capabilities and intentions may force Pakistan to 
adopt less relaxed levels of readiness and deploy-
ment in the nuclear force, which will increase the risks 
of nuclear use either through accident or through 
misperception in crisis.

The third trend is related to domestic politics in 
both countries, where democratic elections must ac-
commodate ethnic and regional parties as well as re-
spond to radical religious and nationalist movements. 
Domestic politics therefore exacerbates unpredict-
ability in relations between India and Pakistan, as 
radical parties seek to capitalize on perceptions of 
threat or hostile intent or to utilize irredentism as 
a political mobilizing force. Both states suffer from 
significant internal political violence generated by a 
multiplicity of groups. These groups pursue a range 
of aims, but at least some of them—particularly 
those linked with al Qaeda and the Taliban—have 
expressed interest in obtaining nuclear weapons. 
In the case of Pakistan, members of the nuclear 
community are known to have consulted with al 
Qaeda and other groups, which prompted substantial 
upgrades in Pakistani physical security and chains of 
custody. The physical control of nuclear components 
becomes much more complicated in crisis, when both 
states might consider moving either components—in 
order to assemble devices or mate them with delivery 
systems—or nuclear-armed missiles themselves via 
road or rail. Nuclear components and weapons are 
much more vulnerable to seizure by hostile groups 
once they have left the safety of their storage areas—
a matter of concern to the entire international com-
munity, in the event of regional crisis.
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with neighbors, and internal ethnic, social, and envi-
ronmental cleavages and challenges also constrain it. 
Even if in absolute terms and by a range of conven-
tional indices India today remains a limited power, 
its trends, scale, and comparative potential raise 
questions about its structural role in the emerging 
international system.

Too often, debate over whether India is a rising 
global power obscures the implications of the simul-
taneous strengths and weaknesses of the country’s 
power as they are manifested in its external interests. 
This combination of strengths and weaknesses, com-
bined with India’s own perceptions of its interests 
and the instruments of power available to it, will 
shape its actions in the world. It is with this combina-
tion that the international community must contend.

From Independence through the Cold War
During the 60 years of its independence, India has 

had diffuse and diverse relations with the interna-
tional community. India’s closest security ties were 
for a long time with the Soviet Union; its economic 
ties were relatively evenly spread among the West 
(North America and Europe), the former communist 
bloc, and the Middle East; and its principal political 
links have been with the “South” or lesser developed 

countries. Meanwhile, India’s closest educational, 
cultural, and personal ties have been with the West, 
especially the United States and Britain.

Notwithstanding this rich diversity of interactions, 
however, India was less thoroughly integrated into 
the broad international system than it might have 
seemed, to its own disadvantage. It was overly depen-
dent upon one country, the Soviet Union, for mili-
tary hardware and political support on key issues. 
Conversely, it was estranged from the United States 
and isolated from other key countries and regions of 
increasing importance to the post–World War II in-
ternational order, including China, Japan, and much 
of Asia. It was unable to exert a “pull of attraction” as 
a partner for trade, investment, or other commercial 
opportunities, and by the end of the Cold War found 
itself remarkably isolated from international relations 
considering its geographical position, large size, and 
ambitions of its political and diplomatic elite.

Since the end of the Cold War, India’s international 
role has steadily evolved. With the disappearance of 
its main Cold War partner, economic reforms were 
launched and policy decisions taken that shifted 
India’s place in the world. These ranged from the 
detonation of nuclear weapons to the initiation of a 
“Look East” policy that sought enhanced ties with 
the rest of Asia as a way to compensate for the loss 

Soldier destroys opium poppies while on patrol with Afghan police
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of political, economic, and military support from the 
former Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc countries, and 
to escape isolation and marginalization in a U.S.-led 
“new world order.” Some two decades later, India’s 
policy adjustments have created new interactions 
between it and the international community and 
potentially augur further change in the years ahead.

Exercising Indian Power
India’s external power and interests can essen-

tially be divided into two categories, economic and 
politico-security, with the latter encompassing India’s 
involvement in multilateralism.

Economics is a growing factor in India’s interna-
tional strength and interests, an important shift from 
the last six decades during which India had an essen-
tially closed economy. This shift in orientation is the 
main factor accounting for predictions of India’s rise 
in the international system. Its increasing integration 
into the international economy has been primarily 
in the areas of trade (especially service exports and 
energy imports), borrowing, and remittances from 
the Indian diaspora. Of lesser but growing impor-
tance are investment (both inward and outward) and 
outward foreign aid.

There are two broad constraints on the impact 
these elements will have on India’s external interests 
and power. The first is a set of domestic consider-

ations, particularly the need for equitable growth 
that will both reduce overall poverty levels and 
provide employment for India’s large population of 
underemployed young people. The second is the low 
base, relative to the size of its population, from which 
India’s economic rise is starting. For example, India 
accounts for only about 1 percent of global trade 
and worldwide foreign direct investment. Moreover, 
while economic interaction with certain countries 
such as the United States and China and regions 
such as the European Union (EU) is critical to India, 
the opposite is not true. Hence, India accounts for 
only about 1 percent of U.S. two-way trade, while 
the United States accounts for more than 10 percent 
of India’s. Similarly, India accounts for only about 
1.4 percent of China’s, 0.6 percent of Japan’s, and 1.7 
percent of the European Union’s trade.

This mixed and asymmetrical profile of Indian 
economic power and interests suggests that India’s 
international role and behavior will likely follow 
certain consistent patterns.

First, the United States will remain critical to In-
dia’s economic interests because it is India’s largest 
export market (though China is catching up fast), 
its largest source of private commercial borrowing, 
and the key to its access to multilateral aid, and 
because it hosts a large Indian diaspora that not 
only accounts for an estimated 50 percent of remit-
tances but also creates nonmonetary wealth such 
as networks and influence useful to India’s global 
engagement. The United States is also emerging as 
the largest destination of India’s own foreign direct 
investment (FDI).

Second, in terms of regions, Europe and the 
Persian Gulf are critical to India in different ways. 
The EU accounts for the largest share of India’s trade, 
excluding petroleum. Including petroleum, the 
Persian Gulf is India’s largest regional trade partner. 
The EU, however, remains the largest regional source 
of FDI, though Gulf and Middle East investments 
in India are increasing. Other regions have risen or 
declined in importance. Eastern Europe and Russia 
(the one-time members of the Soviet-era Council for 
Mutual Economic Assistance) no longer account for 
much of India’s trade or other economic interac-
tions. On the other hand, East and Southeast Asia’s 
increasing importance to India is especially notable, 
and the growth rates of Indian economic interaction 
with Africa and Latin America are higher than other 
regions, albeit from a considerably lower base. Africa 
is emerging as an important source of Indian energy 
supplies and as a destination for Indian aid and proj-Afghan security guard stands watch as opium is destroyed outside Kabul
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ect exports—which partly explains India’s hosting of 
the first India-Africa summit this year. A third fea-
ture of India’s external economic power and interest 
profile is the degree of its diversification; roughly 50 
percent of trade (both exports and imports) is with 
countries other than its top 10 partners.

The implications of the above contours of India’s 
external economic power and interests for India’s 
international engagement more generally are as 
follows:

Given that no single region is overwhelmingly im-
portant to India’s external economy, and that nearly 
50 percent of its trade is with non–top 10 bilateral 
partners, India must pursue overlapping global, 
bilateral, and regional efforts to achieve its trade 
objectives. India will be active everywhere, from 
Latin America to Africa, because marginal gains 
matter when the absolute amounts of its trade are so 
low. (India’s total world exports in 2007 were only 
$100 billion, less than half the value of the U.S. trade 
deficit with China alone.)

The diversity and diffusion of countries and 
regions that contribute to its economic interests 
will complicate India’s ability to maintain coher-
ence in its external economic strategy. It will seek 
to shape the outcome of global trade talks on the 
one hand (not least because of the need to address 
domestic agricultural interests), while pursuing free 
trade–type agreements (for example, with the Gulf 
Cooperation Council [GCC] and the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations) and new multilateral 
arrangements (for example, India–Brazil–South 
Africa [IBSA]) on the other, to garner absolute 
and incremental trade gains as well as to leverage 
its negotiating power with competing partners. 
Bilateral deals will be especially important, and so 
will engaging the Indian diaspora, which is strongly 
present in five of the eight “nodal” countries that 
account for almost half of India’s trade.

Finally, nothing India can do economically vis-à-vis 
a foreign country or region matters more than what it 
must do at home to reform and develop its economy 
to attract the world. Moreover, the social and politi-
cal, not to mention economic, demands for poverty 
alleviation, equitable growth, and more employment 
mean that India’s external economic engagement 
and negotiations will reflect a carefully considered 
calibration of what is possible in domestic terms for an 
elected government to sustain and stay in power.

As with economics, India’s political and security 
interests and the power it has available to pursue 
them are diverse and diffuse across regions and 

countries. India’s main international diplomatic 
and security interests revolve around the following 
objectives:

n strategic autonomy, attained through a combina-
tion of multipolarity and national strength

n international acceptance of the status quo in 
Kashmir, or at least reduced pressure to change it

n wider and deeper access to defense and high-
tech imports

n de facto and de jure recognition as a nuclear 
weapons state

n a permanent seat on the United Nations (UN) 
Security Council

n a leading role in international and regional 
organizations.

Because of the limits of Indian power and the 
nature of the objectives themselves, pursuing them 
requires wide-ranging, overlapping, and often incon-
sistent engagement on diverse bilateral and multilat-
eral tracks. For example:

n The quest for strategic autonomy under condi-
tions of limited national capacity requires persistent 
efforts to broaden options by fostering multipolar 
relationships, from IBSA to the recently formed 
BRIC (Brazil-Russia-India-China) nexus.

Pakistani paramilitary soldiers protect supply route to U.S. and NATO troops in 
Afghanistan from militant attack
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n Realizing the benefits of a far-flung Indian 
diaspora requires engagement with countries from 
North America through Australasia.

n Attaining a permanent UN Security Council 
seat mandates coordination with other countries 
also seeking reform of the council’s structure, such as 
Japan, Brazil, and Germany. Gaining other member-
ships, such as in the Asia-Pacific Economic Coopera-
tion (APEC), requires even wider outreach.

n Gaining support for policies regarding Kashmir 
and Pakistan requires cultivating interlocutors such 
as the United States, Russia, Japan, and key members 
of the EU and GCC.

India’s evolving power profile and interests also 
indicate a likely shift in its approach to multilateral 
institutions. It is noteworthy that, for the most part, 
India is either not a member or at most an observer 
in the multilateral groupings, such as the Group 
of Eight, that are most important to achieving its 
economic and political objectives, while it is a full or 
even founding member of organizations that are ei-
ther underfunctioning (such the South Asia Associa-
tion for Regional Cooperation and the Bay of Bengal 
Initiative for Multisectoral Technical and Economic 
Cooperation) or have outlived their usefulness 
and relevance (such as the Non-aligned Movement 
and G–77). While domestic political pressures will 
continue to require a certain level of commitment 
to groups symbolizing the solidarity of the global 
“South,” economic and security realities are increas-
ingly leading India to pursue its own version of ad 
hoc multilateralism. Such an approach is leading 
India to promote new multilateral arrangements in 
which it is a full member (such as IBSA and BRIC), 
to seek an increased role in others (for example, the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization and APEC), and 
to participate actively in the debates of those group-
ings such as the World Trade Organization that can 
provide (or deny) benefits to Indian interests.

Future Prospects for Indian Strategy
This complex picture of India’s power is unlikely 

to change in the next 4 to 8 years. By most indices 
and analyses, India will continue to increase its 
economic and politico-security profile incrementally 
and steadily, but certainly at a much faster pace than 
during the first half-century of independence. Only 
an unlikely major disruption such as war or domestic 
crisis is liable to interfere with this prognosis.

Therefore, the combination of weaknesses and 
strengths in India’s power and consequent interests 

suggests an international approach that will be char-
acterized by:

n An increasing emphasis on key bilateral rela-
tionships, in contrast to India’s traditional focus on 
region-wide and multilateral organizations. Apart 
from pursuing a concrete set of calculated interests, 
this approach is consistent with India’s own self-
image and ambitions as a major power. The specific 
countries to be engaged will vary according to the 
interest affected, but Russia will remain important 
for weapons and spare parts, China for trade, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates for oil, and the 
United States for everything.

n To the extent that it continues to follow regional 
approaches, India’s future focus is likely to remain on 
Asia and the Persian Gulf. The relative importance of 
the EU will ebb while Africa probably will continue 
to grow in importance.

n India will be active everywhere, using a mixed 
kit of diplomatic and economic tools, because the 
strengths and weaknesses of its power profile dictate 
a search for marginal and incremental gains at every 
opportunity. As a result, India cannot be “assigned” 
by other countries to a region where cooperation is 
to be pursued.

In essence, India will persist in a revised version of 
its post-independence policies that seek to make the 
best of its strengths and weaknesses by being active 
everywhere and through varying mechanisms. What 
is perhaps the most fundamental difference between 
now and the past is that India will go forward from 
a base of new strengths, including its attractive-
ness as an economic partner, as a cash-paying arms 
purchaser, as a high-demand energy consumer, and 
as a diplomatic partner whose decisions—whether 
on trade talks or climate change—will have increas-
ingly important implications for the international 
community. gsa
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Paradigm Shift: Dealing with  
Russia after 08/08/08

The Russian-Georgian war in August 2008 put 
an end to nearly two decades of Western attempts 
to design and build a new transatlantic security 
architecture with Russia as its easternmost pillar. 
Three successive U.S. administrations—those of 
George H.W. Bush, William J. Clinton, and George 
W. Bush—and their European Allies sought to 
integrate Russia into Western security and political 
structures as a partner that, with the passage of 
time and progress of internal reforms, would fully 
embrace Western values and interests. Russia’s inte-

Chapter 11
Russia/Eurasia

gration into the Group of 8 (G–8), special relation-
ship with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO), and partnership with the European Union 
(EU) were supported and actively promoted by 
the United States based on the premise that Russia 
would transform and that, as a result, its values and 
interests would coincide with those of the United 
States. The war in Georgia put an end to that vision 
and signaled to the United States and its European 
Allies that modern-day Russia requires a new and 
different approach.

Then–Russian Federation President Vladimir Putin delivers remarks at 2007 Munich Security Conference
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A Promising Start
Russia’s integration into Western security and 

political structures, which was pursued by the United 
States and its Allies in tandem with the steady expan-
sion of their security sphere from its Cold War–era 
boundaries eastward, was part and parcel of an 
American policy guided by a vision of Europe whole, 
free, and at peace with itself and its neighbors. It 
was a vision of the continent without dividing lines, 
without spheres of influence, and without competing 
political-military blocs.

That Russia did not embrace this vision from 
the outset is well known. Moscow opposed the 
expansion of NATO as the centerpiece of the new 
European security framework, and it resented the 
European Union’s absorption of former Soviet 
satellites, motivated by the belief that the West was 
expanding its sphere of influence at Russia’s expense 
while Russia was weak. For a long time, however, 
the EU and NATO Allies viewed Russia’s intransi-
gence as a legacy of the Cold War that Russia would 
eventually shed as it regained domestic stability and 
prosperity and realized that its true interests would 
be best served by partnership with the West.

U.S. and European leaders were not ignoring Rus-
sia’s opposition to Western security policies. NATO 
and EU expansion projects moved along despite 
Russian complaints, because they were viewed then 
as the best way to put an end to the continent’s 

division while integrating Russia at the same time. 
Western Allies were under strong pressure from 
Moscow’s former satellites to open NATO and EU 
doors to them. The Allies had two options: to devise 
a wholly new security system for Europe to replace 
both NATO and the defunct Warsaw Pact, or to build 
on the foundation of the Cold War–era institutions 
and adapt them to the new times. Russia, limping 
from one economic or political crisis to the next 
and focused on its domestic problems, was in no 
position to play a constructive role in either of these 
two pursuits. The rest of Europe could not wait, and 
the Allies moved on, building the post–Cold War 
security structure on Cold War–era foundations, but 
reserving for Russia a seat at the table once it recov-
ered from its time of troubles.

An Unexpected Recovery
Russia’s domestic recovery has been followed by 

its gradual return to the international arena as a 
major actor, especially around its periphery, where 
Moscow has felt its interests were concentrated. 
What is noteworthy is that Russia’s recovery and 
return to prominence in the international arena 
were not accompanied by a shift in Russian attitudes 
toward the Western-designed and -built security 
architecture. More than a decade after NATO and the 
European Union embarked on the path of expansion 
in Central and Eastern Europe, Russian resentment 

Russian arms sales have been steadily increasing since 1998, but saw a decline in 2007 due to a sharp cut in purchases from China, the largest 
importer of Russian weapons. Sales have suffered other setbacks, such as the return of a MiG–29 delivery by Angola due to the poor quality of 
the aircraft and suspension of a tanker contract with China. Russia continues to be one of the top arms exporters in the world, ranking second 
after the United States and accounting for 25 percent of all arms exports during the period of 2003–2007. Recent figures show that Russia had 
a record year for sales in 2008, totaling $8.35 billion in arms exports.

Source: SIPRI online database on arms transfers, available at <www.sipri.org/contents/armstrad/at_db.html>.
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of their moves remained palpable. The notion that 
with domestic political stability and a measure of 
prosperity Russia would move closer to Western val-
ues and embrace the new, non–zero-sum approach 
to international relations stipulating that NATO and 
EU gains would be also Russia’s gain, was apparently 
mistaken.

Moreover, not only was Moscow resentful of 
NATO and, to a lesser degree, EU moves farther east 
and closer to Russia’s border, it felt aggrieved by the 
new European security system’s actions; the conflict 
in Kosovo and its settlement, both of which Russian 
authorities viewed as illegitimate, left a deep impres-
sion on their attitudes toward NATO and the EU. 
NATO’s military action in Serbia, they complained, 

was undertaken in spite of Russian objections, and 
Russia was too weak to intervene and stop it.

As Russia regained its strength, it took steps 
beyond mere protestations and complaints against 
NATO actions. Ukraine and Georgia, whose leaders 
have been among the most eager advocates of their 
countries’ membership in NATO, have seen their 
energy prices rise dramatically, and both experience 
occasional disruptions in their fuel deliveries from 
Russia. The three Baltic states, Latvia, Estonia, and 
Lithuania, formerly occupied by the Soviet Union 
and newly admitted into NATO and the EU, experi-
enced disruptions in fuel shipments from Russia and 
occasional trade sanctions as well. In 2007, Russia 
suspended its participation in the Conventional 
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Russia has continued to be the primary supplier of arms to Syria, Iran, India, and China, and has recently signed large arms 
agreements with Venezuela. While some customers have changed since the 1990s, India and China in particular remain the 
primary purchasers of Russian arms and equipment.

Source: SIPRI online database on arms transfers, available at <www.sipri.org/contents/armstrad/at_db.html>.

Russian Exports by Country 1997/2007



241GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

russia/Eurasia

Forces in Europe (CFE) Treaty to protest NATO 
expansion, U.S. plans to deploy missile defense com-
ponents in Europe, and the NATO Allies’ decision 
to hold treaty ratification hostage to the withdrawal 
of Russia’s remaining troops from Georgia and 
Moldova.

Speaking in Munich at a major security conference 
in February 2007, then-President Vladimir Putin de-
livered a warning to the West that NATO’s course of 
expansion and disregard for Russian interests would 
lead it into a new Cold War with Russia. Georgia 
and Ukraine—NATO’s presumed next targets for 
expansion—in a sense represented a new frontier for 

NATO, which to date had not admitted a bona fide 
ex-Soviet state (the three Baltic states had never been 
formally ceded to the Soviet Union by the West). 
Georgia and Ukraine emerged as battleground states 
between the West and Russia, which has drawn a red 
line around them, insisting that NATO should stay 
out of Russia’s traditional sphere of influence and 
interests.

Russia has reemerged from a period of introspec-
tion and reconstitution forced upon it by the breakup 
of the Soviet Union and the ensuing economic and 
political calamities, but it has reemerged with a very 
different outlook on the world, its place in it, and the 

The size of the Russian armed forces has continued a steady decline from its Soviet 
heights with drastic reductions visible in active personnel and combat readiness. 
Russian armed forces suffer from a broad range of endemic problems ranging from 
a lack of housing for personnel to shortages in serviceable equipment and funding 
for upgrading aging arsenals with new technology. However, Russia’s plans remain 
ambitious, working to maintain a military with one million personnel while mod-
ernizing and reforming the component services.
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nature of relationships with key partners, than had 
been expected by both internal and external observ-
ers at the outset of the post-Soviet era. The interna-
tional system, in this world view, is organized around 
a series of major powers that balance their interests 
against each other and act as gravitational poles for a 
collection of smaller and lesser countries that follow 
them as satellites in orbit. Russia’s first foreign policy 
priority is to be recognized as a major, “system-
forming” power, responsible—along with the United 
States, Europe, China, and perhaps a handful of 
other regional actors—for maintaining the inter-
national system in a state of equilibrium, achieved 
by balancing among the major powers. The second 

priority, related to the first, is to secure an exclusive 
sphere of influence around Russia’s periphery, where 
Russian interests would not be challenged by other 
major powers. This notion had gradually emerged in 
Russian foreign policy discussions over the course 
of several years, but was most clearly articulated 
by President Dmitry Medvedev following the 2008 
Georgian war as a sphere of Russia’s “privileged” 
interests, not to be tampered with by outsiders.

Notwithstanding the formal pretext for the war 
in Georgia, it would be difficult to mistake Russian 
military action in Georgia for anything other than a 
clear message to Georgia and arguably to Ukraine, 
as well as to Moscow’s Western interlocutors, that 
its red lines should be respected, that its warnings 
are to be taken seriously, and that it is no longer to 
be treated as a transitional entity without a clear 
sense of its own place in the international system. It 
was, furthermore, an indication from Moscow that 
it had not embraced the “non–zero-sum, win-win” 
approach to European security that the architects of 
NATO and EU enlargement had banked on, and that 
Russia has always viewed as an opportunistic expan-
sion of the Western sphere of interests at the expense 
of its own. Having reemerged from its domestic 
troubles, Russia was signaling that it would not be 
a joiner in a Western-designed European security 
system, but would instead insist on having a hand in 
shaping one.

Different Values, Different Interests
At the center of disagreements between Russia on 

the one hand and the United States and Europe on 
the other is the question of values and their role in 
international relations. Values, particularly demo-
cratic values, occupy a prominent place on U.S. 
and European foreign policy agendas. In those—
not infrequent—instances when tensions develop 
between them, finding a compromise is rarely an 
easy task. The search for balance between values and 
interests has proven to be one of the most enduring 
challenges for makers of U.S. foreign policy from the 
earliest days of the republic.

In post-Soviet Russia, the tradeoff between values 
and interests has been settled—at least for the fore-
seeable future—unequivocally in favor of interests. 
According to leading Russian policymakers, interests 
should play by far the dominant role in foreign 
policy formulation, and relations between countries 
should be based on the balance of their interests. 
Speaking in Berlin in June 2008, President Medve-
dev proposed to European leaders to develop a new 
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Russia has recently switched to a 3-year budget framework and has made 
considerable changes to the presentation of budgetary data, much of which 
has become classified again. However, projections suggest that defense expen-
diture will continue to increase in the near future as military spending has 
become a priority for the Russian government.

*Estimated numbers, based on an average exchange rate of 1USD:34Rbl and expen-
diture estimates
Source: International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2007–2009 
editions.

Russian Defense-Related Security Expenditure  
(2007–2011 Projected)
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security architecture for Europe based on “naked” 
national interests.

Having suffered great setbacks at the end of the 
Cold War and retreated from vast territories in Eu-
rope and Asia, Russian policymakers tend to view se-
curity and interests in tangible, material terms rather 
than ideas and values. The fact that the ideas and 
values that the United States and Europe would like 
Russia to embrace are a product of foreign political 
cultures is a particular concern for these policymak-
ers. Moscow views the prospect of NATO expansion 
into Georgia and Ukraine as a double challenge: 
it represents the projection of foreign values into 
Russia’s declared “privileged” sphere of interests, and 
it denies Russia a measure of physical security and 
control over key elements of the infrastructure that it 
relies on for access to European markets for oil and 
gas deliveries.

For the West, NATO expansion to Ukraine and 
Georgia represents one of the few remaining steps 
toward a Europe that is whole, free, and at peace. 
For Russia, the specter of Ukrainian and Georgian 
membership in the Alliance is the point of no sur-
render, beyond which a retreat will spell the end to 
Russian greatness as a European power. Principle 
and geography have thus come together to define a 
major challenge to Europe’s security and stability in 
the years to come.

But the gap between Russia and the West in 
general, and the United States in particular, goes 
beyond values to include the considerable differ-
ences between U.S. and Russian perceptions of their 
respective interests.

For many Americans, the dividing line between 
democratic values and interests is virtually imper-
ceptible. For many Russians, their treasured stability 
and present degree of prosperity are associated with 
a particular political regime—that of Putin—and 
its pronounced turn in a rather more authoritarian 
direction than was seen during the previous decade. 
This view is not only embraced by the elite, but is 
also endorsed by many of the rising middle class, 
who see in it the restoration of social stability and the 
prospect of increased prosperity. For most Russians, 
the authoritarian turn of the government and the 
reduction in space for independent social and politi-
cal action has not yet encroached upon the expanded 
sphere of personal freedoms that the new middle 
class has come to enjoy. The rising power of the 
state has been brought to bear disproportionately on 
relatively small segments of the general population, 
such as opposition political activists, some religious 
minorities, and so on. Most Russians, at present, fear 
the consequences of political instability as a much 
greater threat to their economic prospects than 
the current course charted by Vladimir Putin and 

President Obama meets with Russian President Medvedev at Winfield House in London, April 2009
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Ukraine

Political and civil development1

Year 2000 2008

Political Rights (10–1) 4 3*

Civil Liberties (10–1) 4 2*

Status Partially Free Free

*Lower score indicates improvement.

corruption Perception Index2

Year 2000 2008

Corruption Perceptions Score (1–10) 1.5 2.5

Comment: Ukraine continues to progress as a democracy.

Human development Index3

Year 2000 2008

Human Development Index Value (0–1) 0.748 0.788

Country Human Development Index Rank 80 76

Comment: There has been consistent improvement in the quality of living.

ukranian Military reform4

Year 2000 2007

Defense Budget ($B) 0.441 1.81  (IISS)

Defense Budget as % of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 1.4 1.28  (IISS/EIU Numbers)

Active Duty Personnel 303,800 129,925

Comment: Ukraine is investing in military reform and the establishment of a more streamlined force.

ukrainian Economic Growth5

Year 2000 2007

GDP (current US $B) 31.30 141.20

GDP per head (US $B at PPP) 111.60 7,008

Unemployment Average (%) 5.70 2.30

Current Account Balance (US $M) 600 -5,918

External Debt (US $M) 12,200 69,038

Foreign Exchange Reserves Excluding Gold (US $M) 1,200 31,784

Comment: The real economy continues to expand as unemployment declines.

demographics6

Year 2000 2007

Population (m) 49.18 46.38

Population  Growth (%) -1 -0.9

Comment: The country still faces demographic challenges as the population continues a slow decline.

1 Freedom House, Freedom in the World, 2008 Edition, available at <http://www.freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=363&year=2008>.
2 Transparency International, Corruption Perceptions Index, available at <http://www.transparency.org/policy_research/>.surveys_indices/cpi.
3 UNDP, Human Development Report 2007/2008, 2007 Edition, available at <http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/global/hdr2007-2008/>.
4 International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance, 2001 and 2008 editions.
5 Economist Intelligence Unit, Country Report: Ukraine (October 2000, September 2008).
6 World Bank, Development Data and Statistics, available at  
<http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/DATASTATISTICS/0,,menuPK:232599~pagePK:64133170~piPK:64133498~theSitePK:239419,00.html>.
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continued by Dmitry Medvedev, and they believe 
that renewed efforts at democratization are more 
likely to resemble the chaos of the 1990s rather than 
to lead to even greater prosperity and liberty.

As a result, even if the Russian political system were 
to be rapidly and painlessly democratized, the world 
might not see much change in actual policies. The 
Russian elites, and by extension the growing middle 
class that is employed by these elites and has benefited 
from their prosperity, envision that Russia’s economic 
prosperity over the next decade (and by extension its 
resurgence as a major power) is tied to several factors. 
First is the continued role of the state as the main 
driver of reforms and as a major player in the eco-
nomic life of the country. Second is the reemergence 
of Russia as the “transit chain” for Eurasia, beginning 
with the transmission of energy resources but growing 
to encompass other industries such as metallurgy and 
manufacturing. The vision is for Russia ultimately to 
become the financial and economic center of a group 
of countries that stretches from the eastern European 
members of the EU to China and the northern Middle 
East, not unlike the sphere of influence the Russian 
empire had 150 years ago. Third, Russia must work to 
rejuvenate a number of industrial sectors, including 
the nuclear power and defense industries, not only on 
the basis of rents from Russia’s energy sector, but also 
from increased arms and military technology sales 
around the world. Finally, Russia must make use of 
its economic resources to acquire Western companies 
that, ideally, can both further assist in the transforma-
tion of the Russian economy and extend Russian influ-
ence in the global economy.

At present, such goals conflict with U.S. prefer-
ences, which are to have multiple energy suppliers 
and multiple routes that bypass Russia and send 
Eurasian energy to the West; isolate “rogue states” 
and deny them access to advanced technologies and 
weapons; and encourage the reorientation of former 

Soviet republics away from economic and politi-
cal dependence on Russia toward the Euro-Atlantic 
community.

Russian Recovery: A Bumpy Ride
Russia’s reemergence as a major actor in the 

international arena has not occurred as originally 
hoped for and planned by its partners in the West. 
Its economic performance has impressed many, as 
its economy grew at spectacular rates for nearly a 
decade, and the painful memories of the nadir it 
reached in the late 1990s receded. A closer look at 
Russian economic performance, both its drivers and 
constraints, however, reveals many clouds on the 
country’s economic horizons, and suggests that it will 
take difficult decisions, skill, and luck for Russia to 
consolidate its recovery, navigate through the current 
economic turbulence, and securely launch itself on 
the path of sustainable development.

Russian gross domestic product (GDP) has gone 
from almost $300 billion in 1998 to approximately 
$1.7 trillion in 2008. GDP per capita has grown from 
approximately $6,000 in 1998 to nearly $16,000 in 
2008. Prior to the onset of the global financial crisis, 
Russia had the third largest currency reserves in the 
world (after Japan and China), over $500 billion. 
Its reserves are currently estimated at nearly $400 
billion, after the Russian government has spent over 
$200 billion supporting the ruble.

The global financial crisis has hit Russia hard. The 
Russian economy is expected to contract by 2 percent 
in 2009, after growing at nearly 6 percent in 2008. 
Russia’s stock market has lost nearly three-quarters 
of its value since its high of May 2008. Although the 
country appears far better equipped to handle global 
financial turbulence now than it was a decade ago at 
the time of the Asian financial crisis, the shock of the 
economic downturn, after years of what appeared to 
be open-ended growth, is severe.

Russia’s Demographic Decline

 Population
Life Expectancy at Birth

for total Population (Male/Female)
Birth rate death rate

Russia 140,702,096 65.94 (59.19/73.1) 11.03/1,000 16.06/1,000

Brazil 196,342,592 71.71 (68.15/75.45) 18.72/1,000 6.35/1,000

India 1,147,995,904 69.25 (66.87/71.9) 22.22/1,000 6.4/1,000

China 1,330,044,544 73.18 (71.37/75.18) 13.71/1,000 7.03/1,000

Source: Central Intelligence Agency, The World Factbook, available at <https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/>.
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The outlook for Russia remains clouded by a 
combination of challenges for which there is no near-
term cure. Russia suffers from a host of structural 
weaknesses that will severely constrain its ability 
to act in accordance with its aspirations as a great 
power. The Russian population, currently at about 
141 million, is declining and projected to fall to 128 
million by 2025. It is experiencing a demographic 
“catastrophe” that no other industrialized nation 
has experienced in peacetime. Its infrastructure 
needs vast investments, estimated to be as high as 
$1 trillion. Its industrial base has been starved of 
investment for decades, and its defense industries 
have suffered the same fate. The demographic crisis 
has resulted in domestic labor shortages and limited 
the supply of recruits for the military, which relies 
mostly on conscripts to fill its ranks. The cash cow of 
the Russian economy, its oil and gas industry, is hav-
ing to deal with declining production from fields de-
veloped long ago. New fields will take a long time to 
develop and will be expensive. The Russian economy, 
no longer merely relying on oil and gas revenues, 
has become “addicted” to oil—a phenomenon that is 
distorting many other sectors of the economy. Sus-
taining this habit will be costly; withdrawing from it, 
painful. The economic crisis and its adverse effect on 
Russian finances undercut the ability of the Russian 
government to undertake the ambitious programs it 
had sketched out earlier in this decade to address the 
structural problems of the Russian economy.

One of those programs is the long-anticipated 
plan for an ambitious military reform, including 
major modernization of the country’s armed forces. 
The Russian military has made a visible comeback by 
comparison with the previous decade. For most of 
the current decade, defense spending has been rising, 
training has improved, and the military has under-
taken a number of high-profile missions—long-range 
bomber flights, naval deployments, and maneuvers—
designed to demonstrate to the world that Russia 
still matters as a military power. The war in Georgia 
was the most dramatic reminder to Europe and the 
United States not to write off Russia militarily.

A more robust Russian military posture, manifest-
ed in the Georgian campaign and military exercises, 
reflects both the increased attention of the political 
leadership to the nation’s military capabilities and 
improvements in the actual capabilities. The military 
reform program announced by President Medvedev 
in 2008 and reiterated subsequently in 2009, entails 
an ambitious new military reform program intended 
to reduce the size of the military bureaucracy, re-
structure and reduce the size of the armed forces, and 
modernize their hardware, all with the aim of making 
the Russian military a more potent fighting force. 
Medvedev’s proposed reform targets the longstand-
ing and most difficult challenges facing the Russian 
military. Many attempts have been made before to 
tackle them; few have been successful, due to power-
ful institutional resistance in the military and lack of 
resources. The economic crisis adds to this long list of 
major obstacles facing Russian military reformers.

The future of Medvedev’s reforms is therefore in 
doubt. Nonetheless, as the Georgian campaign has 
demonstrated, even with its current resources, the 
Russian military by virtue of its size is the preemi-
nent force in its neighborhood—something that the 
United States and its Allies will have to take into 
account as they contemplate how to sustain their 
engagement with Russia and its neighbors.

Russian domestic politics has regained a measure 
of stability on Putin’s watch that would have been 
hard to imagine only a few years earlier. Putin and 
Medvedev have been popular among their citizens, 
the opposition has been marginalized, and few Rus-
sians seemed to object to the Kremlin’s imposition of 
its own brand of democratic rule described alterna-
tively as “managed” or “sovereign.”

However, the economic crisis is likely to take its 
toll on Russian domestic politics as well. The appar-
ent social contract between the Putin-Medvedev 
government and the Russian people—constraints 

Oleh Dubyna, head of Ukrainian state energy firm Naftogaz, points to 
map indicating that if Naftogaz fulfills all demands from the Russian side, 
several Ukrainian regions will be left without gas supplies, January 2009
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on political freedoms in exchange for stability and 
prosperity—is threatened by the economic crisis as 
well. Despite the leadership’s assurances that Russia 
was immune to global economic turbulence, Russian 
citizens have experienced the country’s difficulties 
first-hand—falling currency, rising prices, and un-
employment. The government’s efforts to support the 
falling ruble and the vast sums of money it has spent 
on that task suggest that it is extremely sensitive to 
the social and political consequences of the country’s 
economic difficulties. The Russian government’s 
worries about the impact of the crisis on domestic 
stability are grounded in Russian realities.

Russian domestic politics is not the picture of 
tranquility that Putin’s and Medvedev’s strong ap-
proval ratings might lead one to believe. Russia in the 
early 21st century is not the Soviet Union of the late 
20th century. Millions of Russians have now travelled 
abroad. They have largely unimpeded access to the 
Internet; they are free to read Western literature and 
news reports about developments in Russia and else-
where in the world. They enjoy a significant measure 
of freedom to express themselves, as indicated by the 
lively Russian-language blogosphere. Public opinion 
data describe a population that is alienated from the 
ruling elite but that has accepted certain restrictions 
on personal freedoms in exchange for the stability 
and economic security of the new era, which stands 
in stark contrast with the despair and turmoil of the 
previous decade. It is, however, a population that, ab-
sent the promise of further economic growth, could 
prove difficult for the ruling elite to control.

Challenges Abroad
As if these domestic problems were not enough, 

Russia is facing major new challenges in the interna-
tional arena. It is surrounded by weak states in Central 
Asia and the South Caucasus that in turn border on 
the world’s most turbulent area—the greater Middle 
East. Should one or more states on Russia’s doorstep 
stumble, others could fall like dominoes along and 
across its southern frontier. This would not be a new 
phenomenon for Russia, which saw its security threat-
ened during the previous decade when the Taliban 
declared their plans for an Islamic caliphate in Central 
Asia. Few Russian policymakers are likely to have 
illusions about their ability to control Russia’s borders, 
something that the Russian security services were un-
able to do during the 1990s, when the war in Chech-
nya became a rallying cause for foreign volunteers ea-
ger to support their Chechen Muslim brethren in their 
struggle for independence from Russian occupiers.

The recent war in Georgia has not made Russia 
more popular in its immediate neighborhood. Sup-
port for Russia has been lukewarm at best among its 
closest neighbors, all of whom had to one degree or 
another been looking to build and expand ties with 
NATO and the EU, and all of whom have been taught 
the lesson of not sticking their necks too far out for 
fear of Russian punishment. All of Russia’s neighbors 
are bound to proceed from this point with great cau-
tion in forging ties with NATO or the EU, but none 
is likely to abandon these efforts. Moreover, the EU’s 
lead role in the settlement of the Georgian war is 
drawing the organization into a region in which, until 
recently, it had been reluctant to involve itself. Despite 
Moscow’s insistence on an exclusive sphere of influ-
ence around its periphery, its neighborhood has long 
been open to new partners besides NATO and the 
EU, most notably Turkey in the Caucasus and China 
in Central Asia. It appears highly improbable that in 
the aftermath of the Georgian war, this trend will be 
reversed and Russia’s neighborhood will revert to its 
exclusive sphere of influence. To the contrary: Russia’s 
neighbors are more likely now to hedge against its 
attempts to reassert itself at their expense by pursuing 
quiet, cautious engagement with other powers.

What Next?
Triumphant in the aftermath of its victory over 

Georgia, Russia is confronting a combination of chal-
lenges at home and abroad that suggests that despite 

Russian armored vehicles moving toward the border with North Ossetia, 
70 km (43 miles) north of Tskhinvali, South Ossetia, August 2008
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its assertiveness and insistence on revising some key 
aspects of the post–Cold War order in Europe, Rus-
sia is hardly in a position to disrupt the international 
system. Considering the multitude and nature of 
the challenges facing Russia, common sense would 
suggest that it has a compelling interest in preserving 
and strengthening that system.

Russia wants to be recognized as a major power 
with its own sphere of influence, but it is unable to 
secure that position and stand up to other major 
powers. Russia wants to challenge U.S. dominance 
in international affairs, but it has a stake in a special 
relationship with the United States because of the 
special, unique status that relationship confers on 
Russia. Russia needs foreign investment and know-
how, but it does not want outside interference in its 
internal affairs and wants to limit foreign investors’ 
access to key sectors of its economy. In sum, Russia 
wants a bigger stake in the international system, but 
is not prepared to pay the full price for it.

Russia is also a country that, despite all the diffi-
culties associated with forging a productive relation-
ship with it, will remain very important to the United 
States as either a partner or an adversary. The task 
of managing this relationship will remain one of the 
leading concerns of U.S. policymakers for a long time 
to come.

Enduring Aims
The United States and its Allies will remain com-

mitted to the same four essential objectives with 
respect to Russia as before the Georgian war:

n the security of Russia’s nuclear arsenal and sup-
port for global nonproliferation efforts

n a secure and stable Europe, with regional con-
flicts resolved through negotiations

n a secure and sustainable energy flow from Rus-
sia to international markets

n the independence and sovereignty of Russia’s 
neighbors.

This is not an exhaustive list of Western interests 
in Russia, but merely a list of the essential ones. 
Some of these interests, such as the flow of energy 
from Russia to world markets, parallel Russia’s own 
interests. Others, such as the independence and 
sovereignty of Russia’s neighbors, will be areas of 
tensions and competition.

Different Means
To achieve their objectives, the United States 

and its Allies will need to devise a new approach to 
Russia and its neighbors. It will require coordina-
tion, patience, and communication on the part of 
6 Continued on p. 251

Russian atomic agency chief and head of Iran’s Atomic Energy Organization at joint press conference at Iran’s 
Bushehr nuclear powerplant as officials began test-run of Iran’s first nuclear plant, February 2009
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Russia and Arms Control1

As U.S.-Russian relations evolve from an unfulfilled 
partnership toward an association based on balance 
of interests and power, arms control has regained a 
measure of importance by comparison with the previ-
ous decade, when it was considered largely a relic of 
the Cold War. Both the United States and Russia still 
maintain nuclear arsenals that can be justified only in 
the Cold War terms of mutually assured destruction. 
Arms control agreements and their attendant verifica-
tion regimes provide a measure of transparency and 
predictability to both sides’ nuclear postures that oth-
erwise would be difficult to achieve. Russian interest in 
arms control can be explained by an overall preference 
for traditional diplomacy and concerns about the 
unconstrained nature of U.S. defensive and offensive 
strategic programs and the long-term impact of these 
programs on the U.S.-Russian strategic balance. A re-
turn to a more traditional, formal arms control agenda 
could serve U.S. interests as well. It would contribute 
to a stronger overall global nonproliferation regime as 
a sign of U.S. and Russian adherence to their Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty commitments to reduce their 
arsenals and would provide the United States with ad-
ditional leverage to press Moscow for greater coopera-
tion on issues that are more important to Washington, 
such as Iran’s nuclear program or Russian theater 
nuclear forces.

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty
The United States and Soviet Union signed the first 

Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) on July 31, 
1991. START officially entered into force on December 
5, 1994, limiting long-range nuclear forces—land-
based intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs), and 
heavy bombers—in the United States and the newly 
independent states of the former Soviet Union. Each 
side can deploy up to 6,000 attributed warheads on 
1,600 ballistic missiles and bombers. (Some weapons 
carried on bombers do not count against the treaty’s 
limits, so each side could deploy 8,000 or 9,000 actual 
weapons.) Each side can deploy up to 4,900 warheads 
on ICBMs and SLBMs. START also limits each side 
to 1,540 warheads on “heavy” ICBMs, a 50 percent 
reduction in the number of warheads deployed on the 
SS–18 ICBMs in the former Soviet republics.

START contains a complex verification regime. 
Both sides collect most of the information needed 
to verify compliance with their own satellites and 

remote sensing equipment—the National Technical 
Means of Verification. But the parties also use data 
exchanges, notifications, and on-site inspections to 
gather information about forces and activities limited 
by the treaty. The United States and Russia completed 
the reductions in their forces by the designated date of 
December 5, 2001.

START expires in December 2009. The United States 
and Russia have held discussions about the treaty’s fu-
ture, but the two sides have sharply different views on 
what that future should look like. Neither side wishes 
to continue the treaty as is and there are a number of 
potential stumbling blocks for agreement. Differences 
are likely to emerge on the establishment of new rules 
for counting deployed nuclear weapons, stockpiles, 
and means of delivery. Other issues could include 
any further reductions in the number of deployed 
warheads, the regulation of multiple warhead mis-
siles (MIRV), development and testing of new nuclear 
weapons, and means of delivery. If no agreement can 
be reached within the year, it is likely the two sides will 
seek an extension of the existing treaty but only under 
the condition and expectation that it will be replaced 
by 2010.

Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces Treaty
The United States and the Soviet Union signed 

the Treaty on Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces (INF 
Treaty) on December 8, 1987. The United States and 
Soviet Union agreed to destroy all intermediate- and 
shorter range nuclear-armed ballistic missiles and 
ground-launched cruise missiles, which are those mis-
siles with a range between 300 and 3,400 miles. The 
launchers associated with the controlled missiles were 
also to be destroyed. The signatories agreed that the 
warheads and guidance systems of the missiles need 
not be destroyed; they could be used or reconfigured 
for other systems not controlled by the treaty. The So-
viets agreed to destroy approximately 1,750 missiles, 
and the United States agreed to destroy 846 missiles, 
establishing a principle that asymmetrical reductions 
were acceptable in order to achieve a goal of greater 
stability. The parties had eliminated all their weapons 
by May 1991.

The INF Treaty returned to the news in 2007. Russia, 
partly in response to U.S. plans to deploy a missile 
defense radar in the Czech Republic and interceptor 
missiles in Poland, has stated that it might withdraw 
from the INF Treaty. Some Russian officials have 
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claimed this would allow Russia to deploy missiles 
with the range needed to threaten the missile defense 
system, in case it were capable of threatening Russia’s 
strategic nuclear forces. Analysts outside Russia have 
also noted that the Russians might be responding to 
concerns about the growing capabilities of China’s mis-
siles or those of other countries surrounding Russia. 

Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty
The United States and Russia signed the Strategic 

Offensive Reductions Treaty, or Moscow Treaty, on 
May 24, 2002. The treaty entered into force on June 
1, 2003, and is due to remain in force until December 
31, 2012, after which it could be extended or replaced 
by another agreement. In theory, the parties might be 
able to increase their warheads above the 2,200 limit 
as soon as the treaty expires. The treaty also states that 
either party may withdraw on 3 months’ notice. This 
provision differs from the withdrawal clause in previous 
treaties, which required 6 months’ notice and a state-
ment of “extraordinary events” that led to the nation’s 
withdrawal.

Article I contains the only limit in the treaty, stating 
that the United States and Russia will reduce their 
“strategic nuclear warheads” to between 1,700 and 
2,200 by December 31, 2012. The text does not define 
“strategic nuclear warheads” and, therefore, does not 
indicate whether the parties will count only those war-
heads that are “operationally deployed,” all warheads 
that would count under the START counting rules, or 
some other quantity of nuclear warheads.

It does not contain any monitoring or verification 
provisions, and there are no restrictions on nonstra-
tegic nuclear weapons. During hearings before the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 2002, Secretary 
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and Secretary of State 
Colin Powell agreed that the disposition of nonstrategic 
nuclear weapons should be on the agenda for future 
meetings between the United States and Russia, al-
though neither supported a formal arms control regime 
to limit or contain these weapons.

Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty
In late 1990, 22 members of the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Warsaw Pact 
signed the Conventional Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) 
Treaty, agreeing to limit NATO and Warsaw Pact non-
nuclear forces in an area from the Atlantic Ocean to the 
Ural Mountains. The participants signed the so-called 
Tashkent Agreement in May 1992, allocating respon-
sibility for the Soviet Union’s treaty-limited items of 
equipment (TLEs) among Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus, 

Kazakhstan, Moldova, Russia, Ukraine, and Georgia. 
It also established equipment ceilings for each nation 
and the implied responsibility for the destruction/
transfer of equipment necessary to meet these national 
ceilings.

The CFE parties negotiated a Flank Agreement in 
early 1996. This agreement removed several Russian 
(and one Ukrainian) administrative districts from the 
old “flank zone,” thus permitting existing flank equip-
ment ceilings to apply to a smaller area. CFE placed 
alliance-wide, regional (zonal), and national ceilings on 
specific major items of military equipment. It sought 
to promote stability not only by reducing armaments, 
but also by reducing the possibility of surprise attack 
by preventing large concentrations of forces. The CFE 
Treaty also provides for detailed data exchanges on 
equipment, force structure, and training maneuvers; 
specific procedures for the destruction or redistribution 
of excess equipment; and verification of compliance 
through on-site inspections. Its implementation has 
resulted in an unprecedented reduction of conven-
tional arms in Europe, with over 50,000 TLEs removed 
or destroyed; almost all agree it has achieved most of 
its initial objectives.

On April 26, 2007, in his last state of the union 
speech, President Putin announced a “moratorium” 
on Russian CFE compliance, pointing to, among other 
things, the fact that the NATO nations had not rati-
fied the treaty as adapted. A Russian request to the 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
for a special conference of CFE signatories in June was 
granted. The conference failed to resolve any of the 
outstanding issues, and the state parties were unable 
to find sufficient common ground to issue a final joint 
statement.

N O T E

1  This text is based on Amy F. Woolf, Arms Control and 

Nonproliferation: A Catalog of Treaties and Agreements, Congres-

sional Research Service Report for Congress (Washington, DC: 

Congressional Research Service, April 9, 2008).
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both the United States and Europe. It will require a 
much keener sense of priorities with respect to U.S. 
objectives vis-à-vis Russia than what was implicit 
in the old, non–zero-sum-game approach, whereby 
U.S. interests were presumed to be the same and 
of equal urgency as Russia’s and therefore did not 
require tradeoffs by the United States. In the future, 
the United States may have to choose between Rus-
sian support for U.S. nonproliferation objectives and 
NATO membership for some of Russia’s neighbors.

Coordinating actions between the two sides of the 
Atlantic and among the Group of 7 partners will be 
essential, considering the asymmetrical but uniquely 
important relationships the United States and Europe 
have with Russia. The United States and Russia have 
the special relationship that is rooted in the Cold 
War and the legacy of their nuclear competition. 
Europe and Russia have geographic proximity, trade, 
and human ties that bind them together. Together, 
Europe and the United States are in a unique posi-
tion to influence Moscow. Their failure to agree on a 
common vision and set their priorities accordingly 
could be fatal to the entire enterprise of developing a 
new approach to Russia.

The Allies should tackle the challenge of a new 
Russia policy with alacrity, but with patience that 
does not count on quick results. Considering the 
breadth, depth, and longevity of popular support 
for the Kremlin’s policies, elite, middle class, and 
rank-and-file attitudes will not change quickly. The 
United States and its Allies should allow themselves 
ample time to demonstrate to Russia the benefits of 
cooperation, as well as the costs of competition.

Communication will be essential, for the Allies 
will need to reach their critical target audience—the 
Russian people. Western dialogue with Russia should 
make clear that the goal of the United States and 
Europe is not to isolate Russia, but rather to encour-
age its greater openness to Western contacts and 
cooperation.

To that end, the Allies should weigh carefully any 
steps they might be tempted to take as retribution for 
Russia’s war in Georgia. For example, does it make 
sense to hold up Russian membership in the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) if membership carries 
with it the possibility of greater Russian openness to 
international pressures, and a greater Western ability 
to influence Russia through WTO institutional ar-
rangements?

By contrast, the G–8 could be an appropriate 
venue for letting Russia know that its actions in 

Georgia are not without consequences. The group 
lacks formal institutional structure and responsibili-
ties, but has an established parallel format, the G–7, 
that allows the United States and its key Allies to 
address major issues of the day without Russia.

Which Way NATO after the War in Georgia?
The assumption that Russia will accept—eventual-

ly—NATO enlargement and see it as beneficial to its 
interests has proven unrealistic, at least for the fore-
seeable future. The notion that NATO enlargement 
has been accompanied by its transformation into a 
‘new’ organization, different from its Cold War-era 
predecessor, has faded in the wake of the Georgian 
war, threatening Russian statements aimed at Poland 
and the Czech Republic, and the cyber attack on 
Estonia in 2007. NATO’s Article V guarantee, always 
viewed as the cornerstone of the Alliance, had none-
theless lost some of its saliency when the Cold War 
ended, and a new confrontation in the heart of Eu-
rope seemed unthinkable. Renewed concerns about 
Russia and its direction have once again underscored 
the importance of ‘old’ NATO with its Article V 
guarantee, especially to NATO’s newest members, 
who continue to treat the Article V guarantee no less 
seriously than they did during the Cold War.

Moreover, the Georgian war has demonstrated 
that extending NATO membership, or holding out 
the possibility thereof, to countries that the Alliance 
is not fully committed to defend makes them poten-
tially more vulnerable to Russian pressures. NATO’s 
Bucharest promise to eventually admit Georgia 
arguably left that country more vulnerable to Russian 
actions than if the Allies had said nothing about its 
membership prospects.

With Georgian and Ukrainian NATO prospects on 
hold, the United States and its European allies need 
to develop a new formula for integrating these two 
countries, whose Euro-Atlantic aspirations are not in 
doubt, into European political and security archi-
tecture. The approach adopted by the United States 
and Europe after the Cold War—NATO membership 
first, EU second—has worked well elsewhere in East-
ern Europe, but is unlikely to work in Ukraine and 
Georgia. Many European allies of the United States 
are opposed to Ukrainian and Georgian membership 
in NATO, even if some of NATO’s newest members 
are strongly in favor of it. The debate surrounding 
this issue promises to be deeply divisive for the alli-
ance and—ultimately—probably inconclusive, and is 
therefore likely to do more harm than good.

5 Continued from p. 248

6 Continued on p. 253
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In recent years, the Russian government has empha-
sized the urgency of socioeconomic development in 
the Russian Far East, a region mired in economic and 
social stagnation. The Russian Far East (or the Far 
Eastern Federal District) has always lagged behind 
European Russia economically. Russia has long felt 
strategically vulnerable in the region due to its remote-
ness from the center of Russian power in Europe and 
its proximity to rival powers China and Japan. Today, 
the region is facing yet another threat: a demographic 
decline of unprecedented proportions. The region’s 
population has declined by almost 15 percent since 
1989 and is projected to continue falling over the 
next decade, giving China’s ponderous proximity and 
vibrant economic growth a highly sinister aspect in 
the eyes of many Russians. The Russian government 
has stated on numerous occasions its commitment to 
reverse the situation in the region, though its chances 
of accomplishing that task appear in doubt.

At the heart of the Kremlin’s vision for the Russian 
Far East is a plan for a massive development project 
known as the Far Eastern energy complex, which 
will include pipelines, regional gasification efforts, 
electrical grids, rail lines, and even tunnels to Sakhalin 
Island’s oil and gas fields. The government has also 
drawn up a blueprint for a socioeconomic development 
plan, wherein it would invest as much as $300 billion 
in the infrastructure of the region. The accomplish-
ment of such a plan would definitively mark Russia’s 
strategic reemergence in northeast Asia after almost 
two decades of marginalization.

The centerpiece for the energy complex is the 
East Siberian–Pacific Ocean (ESPO) oil pipeline. The 
pipeline is under construction and will travel roughly 
3,000 miles from the town of Taishet in an oil-produc-
ing region northwest of Lake Baikal to a terminus on 
Kozmino Bay, near Vladivostok on the Pacific Ocean. 
The cost for the first stage of the pipeline is expected 
to exceed $12 billion. The second stage would likely 
cost more than $15 billion. The primary partners in the 
project are Transneft, a state-owned pipeline monop-
oly, which would be responsible for constructing the 
pipeline, and Rosneft, a state-controlled oil company.

The ESPO pipeline captured the attention of many 
observers beginning in 2002, as the Chinese and 
Japanese governments became engaged in a diplo-
matic tug-of-war over the route of the still-uncompleted 
pipeline. The Chinese government thought that it 

had reached an agreement for the construction of 
a pipeline to the refining center of Daqing in north-
eastern China in 2002. But the Japanese government 
intervened at the eleventh hour and put forth an 
attractive proposal for a Pacific-bound pipeline, which 
the Russian government tentatively agreed to in 2004. 
As of 2008, however, there is still no firm commitment 
from the Kremlin as to which branch will have priority, 
though it appears that the pipeline eventually will go to 
both places.

As part of a national energy strategy published in 
early 2006, the Kremlin announced that it plans to 
increase gas and oil exports to the Asia-Pacific region 
from their current level of 3 percent of total Russian 
energy exports to 30 percent. The ESPO pipeline 
would be expected to export 80 million metric tons of 
oil annually by the year 2020 (or roughly 1.6 million 
barrels of oil per day). As of the end of 2006, however, 
East Siberian fields were producing only 1 million tons 
per year. Thus, the commercial viability of the project 
is still in doubt, unless new discoveries are made in 
Eastern Siberia.

Nevertheless, the Russian leadership sees the issue 
of Russian Far Eastern economic development in terms 
of national security; therefore, economic viability is 
not an overriding factor. In a speech several years ago, 
Vladimir Putin warned that if the economic and social 
conditions in the Russian Far East were not improved, 
residents of the region would be speaking Chinese, 
Japanese, or Korean in future generations. Later, he 
warned that the crumbling socioeconomic situation in 
the region was a “threat to national security.” Ironically, 
in order to complete these massive Far Eastern develop-
ment projects, the Russian government will probably 
need to import—at least temporarily—foreign labor.

Aside from the ESPO pipeline’s commercial feasibil-
ity, and doubts surrounding the overall viability of 
the ambitious $300-billion government-sponsored 
development project in the Far East, there is the 
larger question of whether Moscow’s plans for the Far 
East are likely to restore Russia’s position as a major 
power in northeast Asia or to further marginalize it by 
increasing its dependence on Chinese labor, Chinese 
markets, and Chinese imports of industrial equipment, 
consumer goods, and the like. If, as some Russians 
fear, economic development of the Far East comes at 
the price of its de facto colonization by China, then 
what is Russia’s interest in it?

The Russian Far Eastern Energy Complex and Russia’s  
Reemergence in East Asia
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Nor are U.S. interests in this situation easily identi-
fied. On the surface, more oil pumped into the global 
marketplace from anywhere would appear to serve U.S. 
interests as an energy consumer. Given China’s thirst 
for oil, quenching it with the help of Russian producers 
appears overall to benefit the economic interests of the 
United States.

The question is whether Moscow’s attempts to reas-
sert itself in northeast Asia will prove to be a factor for 
increased regional stability or tension. What if its cur-
rent plans lead to more, not less, Russian dependence 
on China as a trade and investment partner? What if 
the result of this development is that Russia emerges 
as Beijing’s junior partner in the region? It is highly im-
probable that in the next decade Russia could, through 
its “pipeline diplomacy,” gain a position of influence in 
northeast Asia remotely comparable to its current clout 
in Europe thanks to its energy role there. The most 
optimistic forecasts predict that East Siberian oil would 
only account for 15 percent of Chinese and Japanese 
oil imports. Therefore, the completion of the ESPO 
pipeline is unlikely to drastically change the strategic 
balance in northeast Asia, and despite its ambitions, 
Russia’s options are likely to remain constrained in the 
Far East.

How would Russia try to avoid or cope with this 
predicament? Would it lead to renewed Russian-
Chinese tensions? Or would Moscow simply accept the 
inevitable and agree to ride China’s economic coattails 
in the region? Would that in turn lead to Russia falling 
in as China’s junior partner? None of these scenarios 
has obvious implications for U.S. interests in northeast 
Asia, beyond further complicating the situation in the 
region. All of them, however, call attention to the evolv-
ing situation in northeast Asia, including Russia—a 
region where the United States has much at stake, and 
where fading Cold War memories are likely to produce 
more, not fewer, tensions.

5 Continued from p. 251
Instead, the United States and Europe should 

launch a new trans-Atlantic project to help Ukraine 
and Georgia launch firmly toward their goal of EU 
membership. The project would entail a U.S.-EU 
commitment to support Ukrainian and Georgian 
reforms necessary for the two countries to under-
take in order to become viable candidates for EU 
membership, as well as a commitment from the 
EU to consider them eligible for membership once 
they implement those reforms. Ukraine, much like 
Georgia, should be focused on domestic consolida-

tion and a lengthy reform agenda whose purpose 
should be to move them ever closer to the goal of EU 
membership. This approach should make it pos-
sible for the United States and Europe to continue 
working toward their goal of Europe whole and free, 
while avoiding new divisions within the Alliance and 
new tensions with Russia, whose cooperation both 
Europe and the United States need in the Middle 
East, the Far East, and Afghanistan.

Frozen Conflicts
The war in Georgia has demonstrated that the so-

called frozen conflicts on the territory of the former 
Soviet Union can thaw in unpredictable and danger-
ous ways. Moreover, the explicit connection made 
by Russia (and prior to that, ironically, by Georgia) 
between Kosovo on the one hand and South Ossetia 
and Abkhazia on the other suggests that the argu-
ment put forth by U.S. and other European officials 
that there is no similarity between the two types of 
conflict, and that therefore the former is not a prece-
dent for the latter, lacks credibility. There can be little 
doubt that the Kosovo settlement—leading up to its 
independence from Serbia—was seen as a precedent-
setting event in Georgia with its breakaway territo-
ries, as well as in Russia. With the map of Georgia de 
facto redrawn as a result of Russian military actions, 
the premise of a return to status quo ante through 
negotiations to restore Georgian sovereignty within 
its Soviet-era borders appears highly unrealistic. 
What, then, is the way ahead and out of the impasse 
that these frozen conflicts have reached?

There appear to be few alternatives to deadlock 
other than for the United States and its EU partners 
to acknowledge that the Kosovo settlement could 
serve as a precedent for settling frozen or separat-
ist conflicts. This approach calls for considerable 
compromise on the part of the United States and 
Europe, premised on the strength of their systemic 
advantages, as well as a long-term and profound 
commitment to the well-being and security of the 
Caucasus region. This course of action would recog-
nize, in principle, that the Kosovo experience could 
constitute a precedent for settling frozen conflicts in 
the Caucasus, provided that certain critical condi-
tions are met. These conditions should be patterned 
after those established for Kosovo but adapted to the 
specific circumstances of each conflict situation.

This course of action would require a full and 
impartial examination of the successes, failures, 
shortcomings, and missed opportunities of the 
Kosovo experience, so as to draw the correct lessons. 
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Before embarking on this course, the international 
community—under the auspices of major interna-
tional organizations—would have to fully record, 
analyze, and assess the Kosovo experience to produce 
an impartial lessons learned document, including 
recommendations on what and what not to do in 
future crisis situations, that could provide a road 
map for the future.

A shift of this magnitude in U.S. policy does 
not need to come without preconditions set by the 
United States and Europe. In exchange for conceding 
that Kosovo could serve as a precedent for resolving 
separatist conflicts in the South Caucasus, the United 
States and the European Union could and should 
insist that international recognition be accorded the 
de facto states only as a result of their own domes-

tic transformation and their ability to fulfill com-
mitments in the areas of civil society, rule of law, 
political reforms, return of refugees, minority rights, 
and willingness to negotiate peaceful settlement 
with their former metropoles. The United States and 
Europe would thus take an impartial approach to 
the issue of frozen conflicts, but would offer a path 
toward their eventual resolution rather than stay on 
the open-ended course of attempting to negotiate 
settlements that have little or no chance of accep-
tance by either party to the conflicts. 

Taking Russia at Its Word
In recent months, Russian leaders have issued 

several appeals to the West to devise a new security 
architecture for Europe. Lacking specificity, these pro-
posals have been viewed with suspicion in the West, 
where some have interpreted them as an attempt to 
weaken NATO and the transatlantic ties. This pro-
posal is worth exploring, however, as an opening to 
a new dialogue about European security and its un-
derlying principles. With skillful diplomacy, patience, 
and a firm commitment to their core principles, the 
United States and its European Allies, as well as quite 
a few other countries around Russia’s periphery, 
would have a strong hand to negotiate a new arrange-
ment with Russia that, just like the Commission on 
Security and Cooperation in Europe a generation ago, 
will not replace NATO, but will provide a new venue 
for Russia and the West to address their differences.

The Shanghai Cooperation Organization: 
The Lowest Common Denominator

The establishment of the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO) in 2001 has been referred to 
as the emergence of a new anti-Western alliance in 
the heart of Eurasia; as a Russian-Chinese condo-
minium in Central Asia; and as the start of a new, 
powerful regional bloc that could rise to dominance 
in Eurasia if it were to admit to its ranks India and 
Iran. These descriptions seem to ignore, or at the 
very least underestimate, some of the fundamental 
trends in Eurasia, particularly as they pertain to the 
changing fortunes of Russia and China, as well as 
the outlook for the four Central Asian states that 
make up the rest of the organization (Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan).

After 7 years, the SCO remains much less than 
the sum of its parts. The fact that it brings together 
the two biggest countries in the world and more 
than 2 billion people (counting the observer states 
of Mongolia, Pakistan, India, and Iran) is likely to 

Man changes figures on exchange rate display as Russian ruble dropped 
against U.S. dollar and Euro, February 2009
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foster an inflated notion of the organization’s cohe-
sion and capabilities. The number and size of SCO 
member-states say nothing about its vision, interests, 
differences, and ability to act. A closer look at the 
organization reveals that it is, paradoxically, held 
together to a large degree by its differences. To be 
sure, organizations that are established to manage 
their members’ differences can make a valuable con-
tribution to the security of both their members and 
the international community. But when considering 
their capabilities and potential, it is important to 
keep in mind their inherent limitations.

Not an Alliance
Unlike NATO, the SCO is not an alliance. It does 

not have a binding set of agreements among its 
members about joint action or mutual assistance 
in case of need. The SCO does not have committed 
military capabilities or command arrangements. 
It is an organization that, far from promulgating 
internal cohesion in its ranks, has held respect for 
each member’s differences as one of its key founding 
principles.

Far from being an alliance, the SCO resembles a 
loose association of countries with diverse inter-
ests, where the balance between cooperation and 
competition is shifting gradually toward the latter. 
The shared interests of the organization’s biggest and 
most important members, China and Russia, are out-
weighed by their competing interests. Although both 
play a very important role in Central Asia and in the 
SCO, Russia and China are going in very different 
directions and face different strategic predicaments, 
which in turn shape their respective interests in 
Central Asia and the SCO.

China’s Gain
China’s interests in Central Asia, which presently 

manifest most clearly in the economic sphere, in the 
future are unlikely to be limited to trade, invest-
ment, and energy flows. Central Asia borders on 
China’s western provinces, where separatist Uyghur 
movements have long challenged Chinese control. 
The breakup of the Soviet Union and the resulting 
destabilization of Central Asia must have been a 
worrisome development for Chinese leaders, one 
that they certainly are not prepared to accept as 
precedent-setting.

From China’s point of view, Central Asia repre-
sents an opportunity for a long-term investment in 
an important area, which nonetheless is secondary 
to the premier strategic arena for Beijing: the Pacific 

Rim. Chinese interests in Central Asia pale in com-
parison to Chinese interests in the East: Taiwan, and 
relations with North Korea, Japan, the United States, 
and a whole host of neighbors in Southeast Asia. 
With its strategy for securing its Western provinces 
resting on the domestic pillars of economic develop-
ment and ethnic assimilation, Beijing appeared con-
tent to leave Central Asian security to Russia and the 
United States, while expanding its economic ties in 
the region. The fruits of that expansion have begun 
to ripen in recent years, as China emerged as a major 
player with regard to Central Asian energy resources.

Thus, membership in the SCO has served China 
well, giving it a major voice in Central Asian affairs 
without antagonizing Russia or alarming regional 
leaders, and while keeping the United States at bay.

Russia’s Loss
Russia, despite its economic rebound and inter-

national resurgence during Vladimir Putin’s tenure 
as president, is a country in a state of long-term 
decline. Demography, geography, and globalization, 
the factors that will define its glide path and strategic 
direction, are largely outside its leaders’ ability to 
manage in the short and medium term. China looms 
large on the agenda of Russian policymakers in all 
three of these areas.

There are fewer Russians than there were a decade 
ago, and likely to be fewer still as time goes by. With 
a total population projected at 128 million by 2025, 
Russia will need to import labor to sustain economic 
growth, develop new mineral resources, and man its 
military.

Russia’s geography does not leave the country’s 
leaders much room for maneuver. The country 
shares a 3,600-kilometer border with China in 
the Far East. This is a situation that many Russian 
analysts view with growing unease, considering the 
demographic imbalance between the two neighbors 
and China’s latent territorial claims against Russia, 
as well as a Chinese economic dynamism that acts 
like a magnet for nearby regions of Russia, which are 
experiencing a much weaker gravitational pull from 
the rest of their country.

Russia shares an even longer border—6,800 
kilometers—with Kazakhstan, which also shares a 
1,500-kilometer border with China. Once the domi-
nant power in Central Asia, Russia is having to adjust 
to the fact that since the breakup of the Soviet Union, 
the region’s geographic proximity to China has en-
abled the latter to expand its presence and influence 
in Central Asia.
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This combination of geography and politics has re-
sulted in a new and complex challenge for Russia: it 
has to keep a wary eye on the unstable Central Asian 
region, which borders on Afghanistan and Iran, and 
it has to contend with growing Chinese economic 
and political influence there. The benefits that Russia 
has long derived from its proximity to Central Asia, 
particularly the ability to exploit the region’s mineral 
wealth and control its exports, are being eroded by 
Chinese economic expansion and pursuit of Central 
Asian resources, in particular oil and gas, just as Rus-
sia is becoming more dependent on Central Asian 
gas to make up its own shortfall in production from 
existing fields.

The unfavorable picture for Russia is further 
clouded by the effects of globalization, including 
rapid technological change and the emergence of 
new manufacturing powerhouses in Asia, coupled 
with abundant and cheap labor, also in Asia. These 
developments render Russia—with its crumbling 
infrastructure, limited and comparatively expensive 
labor supply, and obsolete industrial base—unable to 
compete, especially with China.

A Tough Neighborhood
There is no doubt that Russian-Chinese rela-

tions have improved immeasurably since the era of 
Sino-Soviet confrontation. But Russia remains deeply 
suspicious of its giant neighbor and shares only a 
limited agenda with China in Central Asia, for which 
the SCO provides a useful vehicle.

One of the key items on that agenda is to limit the 
U.S. presence in the region. This has long been a key 
objective of Russia, given the priority it has assigned 
to the task of securing an exclusive sphere of influ-
ence in the territories of the former Soviet states. Rus-
sian zeal for containing U.S. influence in Central Asia 
subsided somewhat in the aftermath of September 
11, and Moscow most likely saw an added benefit to 
its security interests from the demise of the Taliban 
regime in Afghanistan. The long-term U.S. military 
presence on Central Asian bases, however, has been 
an irritant for Russian policymakers, as demonstrated 
by Russia’s reported push to expel the United States 
from the Manas airbase in Kyrgyzstan in 2009.

Moscow’s and Beijing’s positions were pushed 
closer together as the United States embarked on a 
course of democracy promotion in the second George 
W. Bush administration. Both saw the U.S. initiative 
as fraught with dangerous destabilizing consequences 
that would not necessarily be contained in one 
Central Asian country, or even in the entire region, 

and that could spill across their borders to endanger 
their own domestic stability. United in their opposi-
tion to U.S. influence, Moscow and Beijing have used 
the SCO to declare their region-wide opposition to 
Washington’s pursuit of democracy.

This Russian-Chinese united front has served the 
interests of the Central Asian countries as well. Their 
leaders, ranging from mildly authoritarian to klep-
tocratic, were eager to enlist the support of the two 
giant neighbors in opposition to U.S. policy.

The Central Asian states’ interests are also well 
served by the SCO. For these relatively small coun-
tries, long isolated from the outside world and forced 
to navigate an independent course in what one of 
them described as a “tough neighborhood” with little 
advance warning when the Soviet Union broke up, 
the SCO has served as a vital forum for engaging two 
giant and important neighbors.

Wary of the two giants, however, and fearful of 
domination by them, the Central Asian countries 
have pursued their own careful balancing act intend-
ed to offset growing Chinese and Russian influence 
in the region with ties to other powers. Key among 
them has been the United States, whose presence in 
Central Asia has served as a useful check on Russian 
influence and could play a similar role vis-à-vis 
China in the future. But for the Central Asian coun-
tries, any rapprochement with the United States has 
to be balanced with ties to China and Russia for fear 
of provoking their negative responses. There is also 
the danger of getting too close to the United States 
and in the process exposing the region to too much 
destabilizing U.S. influence. For all of these pursuits, 
the SCO has proved a reliable and useful vehicle.

No Greater than the Sum of Its Parts
Despite its utility to all of its participants, the SCO 

as an organization is hampered by limitations that 
stem first and foremost from members’ diverging 
interests. Russia and China are competing for influ-
ence in the region. The Central Asian countries want 
to have a common forum for engaging Russia and 
China but, fearing their domination, do not want 
to endow the organization with too much power 
and authority. At the same time, they would like to 
maintain ties to the United States, Europe, and other 
powers that are taking more and more interest in 
Central Asia. However, they do not want to be too 
closely associated with the United States, fearing its 
disruptive influence on the region’s politics.

Russia’s military campaign against Georgia, and its 
subsequent recognition of the two breakaway territo-
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ries of Abkhazia and South Ossetia, have introduced 
new tensions into the SCO. Russia’s neighbors and 
erstwhile colonies, some of which still have sizeable 
Russian populations, no doubt feel vulnerable and 
fear that Russia will intervene in their domestic affairs 
or, worse, use force against them under the same pre-
text that Russia used in Georgia, namely, protecting 
its citizens abroad. For China, Moscow’s decision to 
recognize South Ossetia and Abkhazia was an unwel-
come surprise, considering Beijing’s own problems in 
Tibet and Sinkiang and of course with Taiwan. This 
lack of support for Russia’s move was evident in the 
lukewarm reaction from the SCO summit partici-
pants in August 2008, in Dushanbe, Tajikistan.

Amidst all this discord and competition, one pat-
tern appears to emerge as the critical long-term trend 
in the region: China’s continuing economic expan-
sion, and with it, growing influence in Central Asia, 
most likely at the expense of Russian influence. The 
SCO is almost an ideal vehicle for Beijing’s interest 
in the region: it provides China with a major voice in 
regional affairs but is in no way binding and leaves it 
full freedom to pursue its bilateral initiatives in Cen-
tral Asia and elsewhere. As China is pursuing its eco-
nomic and ultimately political agenda in the region, 
Russia and the United States provide for the region’s 
security. It is an arrangement that in the short and 
medium term serves its stakeholders well. gsa
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Chapter 12
East and Southeast Asia

T oday, East Asia’s vitality and connectedness 
are astounding. Economic, political, and social 
developments in the region have created new 

linkages and opportunities. Northeast and Southeast 
Asia are connecting with each other through trade, 
investment, and cooperation across a spectrum of 
goods and services.

Yet within this same dynamic East Asia, three 
trends and concerns play a key role in the security 
considerations of countries in the region: a rising 
China and how the United States manages that key 
relationship; a potentially fragile North Korea with 
nuclear weapons and how the region grapples with 
that country’s nuclear program and potential succes-
sion crises; and the preservation of and relationship 
between traditional bilateral alliances and multilat-
eral and regional approaches to security.

One obvious dilemma is that of managing U.S.-
China strategic competition within a broader U.S. 
China strategy. While China is restrained in its 
international behavior, seeking to reassure neighbors 
of its peaceful intentions as it continues to expand 
its regional and global influence, it also has launched 
an ambitious military modernization program that 
complicates the U.S. ability to pursue a multifaceted 
relationship with it.

In this context, both U.S. allies in Northeast Asia—
Japan and the Republic of Korea (ROK)—confront 
a complex strategic environment characterized by 
the uncertainty posed by North Korea’s pursuit 
of nuclear weapons. They also are challenged by 
a fragile global economy, concerns about how the 
region will be transformed by China’s resurgence, 
and the implications of that resurgence for their own 
security and relationship with the United States. 
This highlights the need for managing expectations 
and building mature partnerships as the strategic 
landscape evolves.

The current pattern of interaction among Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member 
states is very different from the environment of 
conflict and confrontation in which ASEAN was 
established in 1967. The present-day vitality and 

connectedness of Southeast Asia do not imply that 
ASEAN states have overcome their internal and exter-
nal challenges, however. In fact, all face a diverse set 
of problems, some of which are an outgrowth of the 
issues that brought ASEAN together in the first place.

Just how important is Asia? Carefully weighting 
Asia’s potential provides an integrating thread, giving 
context to Asia’s economic emergence and exploring 
the centrality of the United States in Asia’s rise.

Managing Strategic Competition with 
China

One critical foreign policy challenge for the 
Obama administration will be dealing with a more 
powerful China that generally behaves in a restrained 
manner and seeks to reassure its neighbors of its 
good intentions, while simultaneously developing 
advanced military capabilities and expanding its re-
gional and global influence. The United States should 
welcome restrained and responsible Chinese behav-
ior, but must also recognize and prepare for the more 
complex policy challenges a strong China will pose. 
A more powerful China will have a major impact on 
Asia-Pacific security and create new challenges for 
U.S.-China relations.

U.S. Strategy toward China
China has defied the predictions of those who 

expected its communist system to fail in the after-
math of the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. Instead, a brief period 
of political retrenchment was followed by continu-
ing economic reforms that have produced rapid and 
sustained economic growth, albeit with only limited 
political reforms.

In 1995 and 1996, Beijing’s seizure of Mischief 
Reef in the South China Sea and its use of missiles to 
intimidate Taiwan stoked regional fears of a hostile 
and expansionist China. Worried that the United 
States and other countries might seek to contain it, 
China’s leaders sought to allay regional concerns 
through a combination of military restraint, friendly 
diplomacy, active participation in multilateral and 
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regional organizations, and offers to allow others 
the chance to benefit from China’s rapid growth. 
Simultaneously, Beijing launched an ambitious mili-
tary modernization program (with double-digit real 
defense budget increases) and worked to expand its 
influence within Asia and beyond. China’s restrained 
behavior over the last decade has limited the willing-
ness of its neighbors to balance against its rising 
power, but has not eliminated concerns about how a 
stronger China might behave in the future.

Awareness of China’s power potential and uncer-
tainty about its long-term evolution have been key 
considerations in U.S. strategy. Instead of defining 
China as a partner or adversary, the United States has 
sought to reap the benefits of cooperation while hedg-
ing against China’s potential emergence as a future 
threat. The first element of U.S. strategy emphasizes 
cooperation and integration into global institutions as 
a means to influence Chinese behavior and shape Chi-
na’s future evolution in positive directions. The second 
emphasizes maintenance of U.S. military capabilities 
and alliances as a hedge against a potentially aggres-
sive future China. Ideally, U.S. alliances and military 
capabilities should discourage aggressive actions and 
encourage Beijing to pursue its goals through peace-
ful means. The challenge is to keep the elements in 
balance, so that overemphasis on cooperation does 
not leave the United States in an unfavorable strategic 
position, while overemphasis on the military hedge 
does not push China toward confrontation.

Within this strategic context, the Bush administra-
tion increased cooperation with China on a range of 
important economic and security issues including 
energy security, nonproliferation, and counterterror-
ism. It also tried to influence Chinese thinking about 
its own long-term interests by proposing a vision 
of China as a “responsible stakeholder” that both 
benefits from and plays an important role in main-
tenance of the current international system. This 
concept, elaborated in a 2005 speech by then–Deputy 
Secretary of State Robert Zoellick, recognizes China’s 
increasing influence on the international system and 
seeks to obtain Chinese support to sustain the global 
institutions and norms that have helped enable its 
remarkable economic success. It aims to expand the 
scope of U.S. and Chinese common interests and to 
place potential conflicts of interests within a larger 
framework of cooperation.

The responsible stakeholder concept is funda-
mentally sound but has ambiguities that deserve 
attention. First, there is no clear definition of what 
constitutes “responsible behavior” in many areas of 
international relations. China is unlikely to accept 
a definition of responsibility based on what is most 
helpful for American interests or most congruent 
with American policy. The United States will have 
difficulty holding China accountable to international 
rules and norms that Washington itself does not 
always respect. Second, Zoellick’s speech acknowl-
edges the reality of increasing Chinese influence in 
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Asia but avoids specifying which Chinese interests 
are legitimate and must be respected by the United 
States; it also does not clarify the extent to which the 
United States is willing to consider changes in exist-
ing rules and institutions to accommodate Chinese 
concerns and interests. Finally, the concept assumes 
China will have influence within an international 
system where the United States plays the leading role. 
If U.S. power wanes, this assumption may eventually 
come into question.

The China Challenge
A strategy of engaging and hedging that seeks 

to integrate China into the international system as 
a responsible stakeholder makes sense in light of 
uncertainty about China’s future. But U.S. policymak-
ers have not fully grappled with the challenges posed 
by a China that behaves in a restrained and generally 
responsible manner while simultaneously developing 
strategic capabilities that may threaten U.S. inter-
ests. Chinese military planners—like those in other 
advanced militaries—are interested in developing new 
technologies and capabilities that can increase military 
effectiveness. This does not make China uniquely ag-
gressive, but it does raise questions about how a stron-
ger China might use these capabilities in the future.

China is modernizing its forces and developing 
new capabilities to deal with a range of internal and 

external contingencies. Concerns about the pos-
sibility of Taiwan independence have been the key 
driver of Chinese military modernization since the 
mid-1990s, but China is now laying the founda-
tions for military capabilities that can perform other 
missions, such as protecting its territorial claims and 
sea lines of communication. China is reshaping its 
military to take advantage of opportunities provided 
by advanced command, control, communications, 
computers, intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance and precision strike. Areas of particular 
concern include China’s modernization of its nuclear 
arsenal and efforts to develop advanced space and 
counterspace, cyber warfare, and conventional force 
capabilities that may limit U.S. military access to the 
western Pacific. These capabilities represent a nascent 
antiaccess capability designed to limit U.S. strategic 
mobility in the western Pacific, limiting the U.S. mili-
tary’s ability to fulfill its security commitments.

Beijing’s near- to midterm objective is not to 
match U.S. military capabilities across the board, but 
rather to create sufficient U.S. vulnerability to ensure 
that Washington behaves cautiously when core 
Chinese interests, such as preventing Taiwan from 
attaining de jure independence, are at stake. China’s 
investments in advanced strategic capabilities even-
tually are likely to challenge current U.S. dominance 
in some key areas. The United States should and will 

Vietnam’s first oil refinery, opened February 2009, will meet one-third of nation’s petroleum needs
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make investments to improve its own capabilities. 
China nevertheless will reap some operational ad-
vantages from its own investments and develop some 
ways to limit American ability to apply its military 
capabilities in a conflict. Continued U.S. dominance 
in key strategic areas is preferable but may be tech-
nologically impossible (due to the offense-dominant 
nature of some strategic domains) or unaffordable 
(due to high costs and competing demands).

One potential U.S. response might involve efforts 
to dissuade China from acquiring advanced military 
capabilities. Dissuasion was a prominent theme in 
Bush administration strategic documents such as the 
2001 and 2006 Quadrennial Defense Reviews and 
the 2005 National Defense Strategy. U.S. strategic 
documents do not single out China as an object 
of dissuasion, but several academic analysts have 
examined dissuasion’s potential applicability to the 
China case. Successful dissuasion requires persuad-
ing the other state that it will not derive the hoped-
for benefits from investments in strategic capabilities 
or that the direct and indirect costs of pursuing 
advanced capabilities will outweigh the potential 
benefits. Three main avenues have been explored 
in the academic literature: pursuing competitive 
strategies that invite China to engage in costly arms 
competitions that it cannot win; raising the political 
and economic costs of Chinese efforts to develop and 
deploy advanced strategic capabilities; and linking 
U.S. economic and strategic cooperation with China 
to restraint in its strategic development programs.

All three approaches are problematic when applied 
to China. Although it may be possible to raise the 
costs of Chinese behavior that violates established 
international rules and norms, the utility of advanced 
military technologies means that dissuasion is un-
likely to prevent China from developing additional 
advanced nuclear, space, conventional, and cyber 
capabilities.

Managing U.S.-China Strategic Competition
An all-out arms race is not inevitable, but the 

United States will have to think more seriously about 
how to deal with China if it no longer enjoys un-
questioned dominance in key areas. Washington will 
need to be willing either to accept greater costs and 
risks in the pursuit of its interests or to scale back its 
objectives. The U.S. military has operated success-
fully in high-risk situations in the past, but the ex-
pectation that the U.S. military will be dominant and 
able to carry out major operations with few casualties 
will need to be revised. Some degree of vulnerability 

is inevitable, but the United States should seek to 
maintain a balance that makes the use of force more 
costly for China than for the United States and thus 
maintains some U.S. freedom of action.

Given ongoing military operations and competing 
demands, many in the nuclear, ballistic missile de-
fense, space, and cyber communities are likely to be 
frustrated at resource, technology, and policy limita-
tions that restrict the development of advanced U.S. 
capabilities. These strategic communities will focus 
intently on Chinese efforts in their areas, and seek to 
draw leadership attention and resources to their mis-
sions. Their Chinese counterparts will do the same. 
If U.S. efforts do not sustain dominance, some mem-
bers of these communities are likely to appeal to the 
broader political system to attract more attention to 
their concerns. The structure of U.S.-China strategic 
competition suggests that nuclear, missile defense, 
space, and cyber issues will be at least irritants—and 
potentially major destabilizing factors—in bilateral 
relations for some time to come.

The ultimate effect will depend on whether these 
strategic issues can be compartmentalized or wheth-
er they come to dominate the broader relationship. 
Those Americans with responsibilities for specific 
strategic domains are likely to urge that their con-
cerns be linked with wider bilateral issues as a way 
to increase U.S. leverage. Such a move, however, may 
undercut broader U.S. efforts to integrate China fully 
into the international system as a responsible stake-
holder. Because different elements of the government 
have different responsibilities and perspectives, the 
effort to strike the right balance between cooperation 
with China and strategic competition in particular 
domains is likely to be an enduring tension in U.S. 
China policy.

The Road Ahead
The U.S.-China relationship will remain ambigu-

ous, with substantial areas of cooperation coexist-
ing with strategic tensions and mutual suspicions. 
The United States and China are not inevitable 
enemies, but managing the competitive aspects of 
the relationship will require wise leadership on both 
sides of the Pacific. Even though the United States is 
likely to maintain its technological edge, China will 
develop some advanced strategic capabilities that will 
allow it to inflict significant damage on U.S. forces 
in the event of a military conflict. If the countries 
manage their relations carefully, the negative effects 
of strategic competition on the broader relationship 
may remain modest. If strategic conflicts of interest 
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become prominent—most likely over Taiwan—
then competition may intensify and poison other 
aspects of the relationship. Conversely, if the Taiwan 
issue appears on a path toward peaceful resolution, 
strategic competition will likely be more muted. In 
any case, Sino-American strategic competition has 
begun to move beyond Taiwan to include concerns 
about respective future military capabilities and 
relative influence. Even as the two militaries explore 
potential areas of security cooperation, each appears 
increasingly concerned about the other.

The United States will need to improve its ability 
to pursue a multifaceted relationship with China 
within the context of its overall strategy. This should 
involve cooperation where American and Chinese 
interests are compatible, combined with active efforts 
to engage China to influence how it defines and pur-
sues its interests. Given U.S. security commitments 
and the importance of U.S. alliances for Asia-Pacific 
security, the maintenance of robust military capabili-
ties will remain an important part of U.S. strategy. 
Because of the difficulty of dissuading China from 
acquiring additional advanced strategic capabilities, 
the United States must be prepared to compete vigor-
ously with it in important strategic domains while 
simultaneously seeking to limit the impact of this 
competition on the broader bilateral relationship.

How can U.S.-China strategic competition be 
managed effectively? One way is to try to place 

some limits on any competition that might make 
both sides worse off. For example, unrestrained 
nuclear competition or all-out efforts to weaponize 
space would require huge investments that might 
ultimately produce no strategic advantages once the 
other side’s response is factored in. Mutual restraint, 
strategic understandings, and informal limits on the 
development or deployment of particular capabilities 
may be valuable to reduce or manage competition. 
The United States is using its strategic dialogue and 
military-to-military contacts with China to try to 
address its strategic concerns and to correct misper-
ceptions about U.S. strategic intentions. Official and 
unofficial dialogues on nuclear issues and ballistic 
missile defense over the last decade have played a 
useful role in making each side aware of the other’s 
concerns and have had modest success in reduc-
ing mutual suspicions. These efforts are continuing, 
and can be enhanced (including a dialogue on space 
issues), albeit with modest expectations about their 
ultimate impact.

A second approach is to keep the competitive di-
mensions of U.S.-China relations within the context 
of a broader, generally cooperative relationship that 
is of huge importance to both countries. By placing 
narrow areas of strategic competition in proper pro-
portion, leaders can make informed decisions about 
how important these areas are, what investments 
are appropriate, and what damage to the broader 
relationship is justified in terms of strategic benefits. 
Clearly, the specifics of the U.S.-China balance in 
particular strategic domains would become very 
important in a military crisis. Both sides should be 
careful not to let concerns about worst-case scenarios 
and unlikely contingencies steer the broader relation-
ship. Handled properly, these concerns can remain 
remote contingencies rather than the primary drivers 
of policy.

A third way is to recognize that integrating China 
into the international system as a responsible stake-
holder requires showing Beijing a path by which it 
can pursue its legitimate aspirations through peace-
ful means. As John Ikenberry has written, the current 
liberal international order is remarkably flexible and 
has done a good job so far of accommodating China’s 
rising power. The United States will have to recog-
nize that if China is to make greater contributions to 
maintaining the international system, it will expect 
a greater voice within that system. The original 
formulation of the “responsible stakeholder” concept 
was silent on the question of which Chinese interests 
were legitimate and deserving of respect. The United 

Chinese President Hu Jintao (left) with Japanese Prime Minister Yasuo 
Fukuda during Hu’s visit to Tokyo, May 2008
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States will not be able to ignore this question forever; 
answering it will likely require some adjustments in 
both the international system and U.S. foreign policy 
goals. Just as markets provide ways to reconcile 
competing economic interests, however, an open 
international system can provide ways to reconcile 
competing strategic interests without war.

A final point is that the division of labor implicit 
in a strategy of engaging and hedging—with the 
State Department and economic policymak-
ers concentrating on engagement and military 
policymakers concentrating on the hedge—can 
potentially result in a lack of focus and increase the 
difficulty of making appropriate tradeoffs between 
U.S. economic and security interests. The issues 
involved are complex, and reasonable people can 
disagree about the answers. An enduring consensus 
is likely to be elusive. Strong political leadership and 
effective use of the National Security Council as a 
coordination mechanism will be essential to the 
successful implementation of an effective strategy 
for dealing with a stronger China.

The U.S.-Japan Alliance: Managing  
Expectations

In Northeast Asia, Japan is faced with both im-
mediate and long-term security challenges. A nuclear 
North Korea, armed with ballistic missiles capable of 
reaching Japan, represents Tokyo’s immediate chal-
lenge. China represents the long-term strategic chal-
lenge. Despite guarded optimism about recent trends 
in the Japan-China relationship and their accelerat-
ing economic engagement, Japan is at the same time 
cognizant of China’s growing military power. Bei-
jing’s 20-year run of double-digit increases in defense 
spending and its lack of transparency are matters for 
growing concern in Japan. In Southeast Asia, China’s 
diplomatic standing as well as its political and com-
mercial influence are perceived as rising across the 
region, adding to Japan’s strategic uneasiness.

Domestic Situation
The 2008 Economic Survey of Japan by the Orga-

nization for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) projected the economic expansion 
that began in 2002 to continue through 2009, with 
growth rates in the range of 1.5 to 2 percent. By 
mid-2008, however, rising energy and commodity 
prices, declining consumer spending, and a fall-off 
in industrial production and housing construction 
combined to temper growth forecasts. To revive the 
economy, the government of Prime Minister Taro 

Aso proposed a stimulus package of tax cuts and 
increases in government spending, likely to increase 
government debt which in 2007 amounted to 180 
percent of gross domestic product (GDP). At the 
same time, a rapidly aging population will increase 
claims on the government’s financial resources for 
health and social welfare spending.

Building on its historic victory in the 2007 Upper 
House elections, the opposition Democratic Party of 
Japan (DPJ) is actively seeking to displace the Liberal 
Democratic Party (LDP)–New Komeito Party ruling 
coalition. An intensification of politics, includ-
ing foreign policy and national security issues, will 
mark Diet deliberations as each side maneuvers for 
electoral advantage. This political logjam, coupled 
with the stultifying internal effects of bureaucratic 
scandals, has brought policy decisionmaking in 
Japan to a standstill.

From 2001 to 2006, under successive LDP-Komeito 
governments headed by Prime Minister Junichiro 
Koizumi, Japan moved to support Operation Endur-
ing Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom by deploy-
ing the Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) to assist 
refueling operations in the Indian Ocean, the Air 
Self-Defense Force to Kuwait to provide airlift supply, 
and the Ground Self-Defense Force to Iraq to assist 
in postwar reconstruction. Although he deployed 
the Self-Defense Forces under United Nations (UN) 
Resolution 1368, Koizumi anchored his decision 
to authorize the deployments as a function of the 
U.S.-Japan alliance, in support of Japan’s sole alliance 
partner. In a March 23, 2003, convocation address to 
the National Defense Academy, Koizumi defined the 
alliance as “absolutely invaluable” to Japan. The prime 
minister explained that Japan could not count on U.S. 
support on North Korea if Japan did not support the 
United States in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Koizumi’s term as prime minister provided unusu-
al political continuity to Japanese policy. His succes-
sor, Shinzo Abe, however, failed to last 1 year, resign-
ing after the LDP lost control of the Upper House of 
the Diet to the DPJ in the July 2007 election. Abe’s 
successor as prime minister, Yasuo Fukuda, who also 
resigned unexpectedly in September 2008, had to 
deal with the consequences of the election defeat, an 
opposition aimed at forcing dissolution of the Diet 
and a Lower House election, and the resulting legis-
lative and policy gridlock. Fukuda’s LDP successor, 
Taro Aso, faced Diet elections shortly after his own 
elevation to the LDP leadership position. In the short 
term, Japan’s governments are not likely to experi-
ence the continuity of the Koizumi years.
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In the present political context, alliance-related 
issues—such as implementing the Defense Policy 
Review Initiative (DPRI), relocating the U.S. Marine 
Corps’ Futenma Air Station to northern Okinawa 
and troop relocation to Guam, and maintaining 
present levels of host nation support (HNS)—have 
become matters of active policy and political debate. 
Should the DPJ form the core of a successor govern-
ment, the new government will seek adjustments in 
the HNS budget as well as amendments to the Status 
of Forces Agreement. Moreover, former DPJ presi-
dent Ichiro Ozawa has long held that Japan can only 
deploy the Self-Defense Forces overseas under UN 
auspices, a position he underscored in his opposition 
to the 2007 reauthorization of Japan’s Anti-Terrorist 
Special Measures Law, which authorized the MSDF 
refueling operations in support of Operation Endur-
ing Freedom.

Looking Outward
Japan’s difficult fiscal environment will continue to 

affect defense and foreign policy budgets. For political 
reasons, defense budgets have been maintained at 1 
percent of gross national product; the 2008 defense 
budget, however, lowered spending to 0.89 percent. 
Fiscal constraints are similarly apparent in Japan’s 
declining Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) 
budget. For 2007, the Development Assistance 
Committee of the OECD reported that Japan’s ODA 
disbursements totaled $7.7 billion, a reduction of 30 
percent from the previous year. As a result of the 2007 
reduction, Japan—formerly the leader in ODA—
has dropped from third to fifth place among ODA 
donors. Concerned with Japan’s drop in international 
standing, the Fukuda government made an effort 
to increase ODA spending in Africa and Southeast 
Asia. This effort toward greater diplomatic and ODA 
activism was driven in part by concerns with China’s 
growing presence and influence in both regions.

At the time of the 1991 Persian Gulf War, Japan’s 
security responsibilities under the U.S.-Japan alli-
ance, in addition to the defense of the home islands, 
extended 1,000 nautical miles out from Japan for sea 
lane defense. Despite strong financial and diplomatic 
backing for the coalition forces, Japan was criticized 
in the United States for its risk-averse “checkbook 
diplomacy.” Moved in part by such criticism, as well 
as a growing recognition that Japan should be more 
actively engaged in efforts to support international 
stability and security, the Diet in 1993 adopted legis-
lation to allow Japan to participate in UN peacekeep-
ing operations.

Meanwhile, a series of events during the 1990s—
the 1993–1994 North Korean nuclear crisis, the 1996 
Taiwan Strait crisis, and North Korea’s launch of a 
Taepo Dong missile over Japan in 1998—underscored 
the tenuous nature of the security environment in 
which Japan existed. These developments prompted 
efforts by Tokyo to strengthen its alliance with the 
United States, culminating in the Tokyo Declaration 
of April 1996 and Japan’s subsequent commitment to 
provide rear-area support to U.S. forces for contin-
gencies in the areas surrounding Japan.

In the Diet debate over legislation to implement 
Japan’s rear-area support commitment, members 
tried to get some clarification from the Foreign Min-
istry concerning the geographic reach of “areas sur-
rounding Japan.” The Foreign Ministry, in an effort 
to maintain flexibility with regard to the applicability 
of the concept, retreated to diplomatic ambiguity 
and defined it as functional rather than geographic. 
Following the attacks on the World Trade Center, the 
MSDF deployed to the Indian Ocean in support of 
Enduring Freedom.

Reauthorization of the MSDF mission, however, 
eventually fell victim to politics. Once in control of 
the Upper House, the DPJ, in a possible preview of 
its national security policies should it gain control of 
the government, refused to reauthorize the mission 
because it lacked a specific UN mandate. In January 
2008, Japan passed the New Anti-Terrorism Special 
Measures Law, which reauthorized the MSDF mis-
sion through January 15, 2009. The law was again ex-
tended through January 2010. The Iraq Special Mea-
sures Law, which authorized the Air Self-Defense 
Force to transport personnel and goods for the UN 
and Multinational Force between Kuwait and Iraq, 
terminated December 12, 2008. Japanese ground and 
air units were withdrawn shortly thereafter.

Looking back to 1991, the record of the past 17 
years points to growing Japanese involvement in 
support of international stability and security. It is in 
the national interest of the United States that Japan 
continues to focus outward.

The Road Ahead
The major challenge facing the new administra-

tion is to continue to strengthen the U.S.-Japan 
alliance and to sustain and encourage Japan’s slowly 
evolving engagement in support of international 
stability and security.

At the strategic level, there is a firm consensus on 
the central importance of the U.S.-Japan alliance. 
There is, however, a gap between strategic consensus 
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The U.S.-Japan Alliance: Key Documents

A series of documents issued by the U.S.-Japan Security Consulta-
tive Committee constitute a framework and work program for the 
alliance. These include the February 2005 Joint Statement; the 
October 29, 2005, “Joint Statement on the U.S.-Japan Alliance, 
Transformation and Realignment for the Future”; the May 1, 2006, 
joint statement, “United States–Japan Roadmap for Realignment 
Implementation”; and the May 1, 2007, statement on “Alliance 
Transformation: Advancing United States–Japan Security and 
Defense Cooperation.”

The February 2005 Joint Statement marked the convergence of 
a common strategic vision and a shared understanding that the 
alliance enhances the security of the two partners, the Asia-Pacific 
region, and the cause of “global peace and stability.” The docu-
ment set out a number of common strategic objectives toward the 
region and beyond and judged the consolidation of the U.S.-Japan 
partnership to be in the interest of “peace, stability, prosperity 
worldwide.”

The October 2005 Joint Statement identified specific areas for 
improved security and defense cooperation, and provided for a re-
alignment of the U.S. force posture in Japan as well as a joint study 
on roles, missions, and capabilities. Realignment centered on the 
relocation of U.S. Marine forces from Okinawa to Guam and the 
return of the Marine Corps Air Station at Futenma to the Okinawa 
prefectural government.

Subsequent joint statements reaffirmed the common strategic 
objectives, provided a detailed roadmap for realignment, and 
strengthened missile defense and operational cooperation.

and performance on “nuts and bolts” issues. The 
relocation of the Futenma Air Station and the 8,000 
Okinawa-based Marines to Guam are issues the new 
administration will inherit. Implementation will 
require careful and continuing attention.

The realignment issues are operational in nature 
but are strategic in consequence, and will be central 
to the health of the alliance over the next decade. For 
the United States, the alliance is the cornerstone of its 
strategy toward the Asia-Pacific region and a central 
element of U.S. global strategy.

The new administration has inherited an ac-
tive program in missile defense cooperation, the 
enhancement of which—including encouraging 
the Japanese government to adopt comprehensive 
legislation to protect classified information—will 
lead to greater integration of defense capabilities 
and strengthen Japan’s defenses against the ballistic 
missile threat posed by North Korea. Missile defense 
cooperation will serve to reassure Japan of Wash-
ington’s commitment to its security over the next 
decade and beyond, as would a U.S.-Japan dialogue 
on extended deterrence, should the nuclear challenge 
posed by North Korea remain unresolved.

The new administration has an opportunity to put 
its own historic stamp on the alliance and the U.S.-
Japan relationship. The year 2010 will mark the 50th 
anniversary of the U.S.-Japan Treaty for Mutual Co-
operation and Security. A new joint vision statement 
along the lines of the 1996 Tokyo Declaration, which 
carried the alliance into the post–Cold War world, and 
the 2005 Joint Statement of Common Strategic Objec-
tives, which globalized alliance cooperation, could re-
affirm mutual commitments to the alliance and shape 
its direction toward midcentury. Without progress on 
DPRI implementation, however, a new vision state-
ment would lack a firm operational foundation.

Japan will also host the 2010 meeting of the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum. This 
will provide another opportunity for the United 
States and Japan to cooperate to promote the vision 
of an Asia-Pacific free trade area (FTA). A trans-
Pacific FTA comports with historic U.S. interests of 
being “included” in East Asia.

As for broader cooperation among U.S. allies 
in Northeast Asia, both Japan and the Republic of 
Korea have expressed interest in reestablishing tri-
lateral coordination with the United States on issues 
that go beyond North Korea to shared regional and 
global concerns. Since the initiation of the Six-Party 
Talks, thought has been given to seeing the structure 
evolve into a successor Northeast Asia Peace and Se-

Japanese and U.S. lawmakers hold first meeting under newly created official 
Japan-U.S. parliamentarian exchange organization, Washington, DC, June 
2008
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curity Mechanism. Absent the complete denuclear-
ization of North Korea, however, such a mechanism 
remains a distant possibility.

Nevertheless, the new administration will find that 
multilateral cooperation has built outward from our 
alliance-rooted strength in the region. The concept 
has not been exclusionary, but one that stems from 
our shared values and complementary interests, and 
allows the alliance partners collectively to engage 
others with greater confidence.

The U.S.–ROK Alliance: Building a  
Mature Partnership

The Republic of Korea confronts a complex stra-
tegic environment. To its north, across the Demilita-
rized Zone (DMZ), the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK) remains a closed, unpredictable 
society. The DPRK’s conventional military, although 
degraded, remains formidable in terms of num-
bers, but it is North Korea’s attempted development 
of nuclear weapons and ballistic missile delivery 
systems that defines the major security challenge. At 
the same time, North Korea’s totalitarian political 
system, its aging and ill political leadership, and its 
fragile and failing economy combine to raise the 
specter of unrest, instability, and regime collapse. 
Well aware that the financial cost of reunification to 
the government of South Korea is generally expected 

to dwarf the sum involved in German unification 
at the end of the Cold War, ROK governments have 
cautiously addressed the issue.

Beyond the peninsula, South Korea’s booming 
economic relations with its immediate neighbors, 
China and Japan, are balanced by longstanding terri-
torial disputes, intense political nationalism, and the 
unhappy legacy of conflict and colonialism.

China is South Korea’s top trading partner, with 
two-way trade amounting to $145 billion in 2007, 
nearly one-quarter of the ROK’s total trade. This 
gives Beijing considerable leverage in Seoul. China’s 
diplomatic leadership in the Six-Party Talks, aimed at 
resolving North Korea’s nuclear challenge, also is well 
appreciated in Seoul. Yet China’s growing economic 
influence in North Korea and its claim to the ancient 
territory of Koguryo, which includes large areas of 
ancient Korean kingdoms, have raised concerns that 
China’s long-term interests and objectives toward 
the peninsula may not correspond to those of South 
Korea. Keeping the past alive, South Korea’s his-
tory textbooks record China’s numerous military 
advances into the peninsula and the subservience of 
Korea’s tributary status.

Japan is South Korea’s third leading trading 
partner, with two-way trade in 2007 totaling $63.6 
billion. Yet memories of the Japanese empire’s an-
nexation and harsh occupation of Korea from 1905 

Chinese bank clerk counts foreign exchange banknotes at branch of Agricultural Bank of China, Liaocheng
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to 1945 remain intense and volatile in South Korea’s 
body politic, and complicate management of the 
bilateral relationship between Seoul and Tokyo. Visits 
to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine by Japan’s politi-
cal leaders to honor their country’s war dead, which 
include 14 Japanese Class A war criminals, and the 
sovereignty dispute over the Liancourt Rocks have 
the potential to reignite still-smoldering resentments.

The Advent of the Lee Administration
On December 19, 2007, Lee Myung-bak of the 

right-center Grand National Party (GNP) was elected 
president of the Republic of Korea. Lee’s victory 
marked the end of a decade of left-center govern-
ments under Presidents Kim Dae Jung and Roh 
Moo-hyun. Lee, a former president of Hyundai Con-
struction Company and mayor of Seoul, campaigned 
on a platform of economic revitalization, a policy 
toward North Korea that demands reciprocity, and a 
commitment to strengthen the ROK–U.S. alliance.

In contrast to the income redistribution policies 
of the previous government, Lee’s economic policies 
highlight deregulation, investment incentives, tax 
cuts, and pro-growth and chaebol-friendly initia-
tives (chaebol are large family-controlled firms with 
strong government ties), all aimed at making South 
Korea the world’s seventh largest economy, raising 
per capita GDP to $40,000 and achieving a 7 percent 
economic growth rate. Early in 2008, however, in 
light of rising oil prices and a slowdown in the U.S. 
economy, Lee’s economic team lowered projected 
growth figures to 6 percent, while the Bank of Korea 
forecast a 4.7 percent growth rate. Both the Samsung 
Economic Research Institute and the state-run Korea 
Development Institute estimated growth at 5 percent 
for 2008 despite unfavorable external economic con-
ditions. By mid-year, slowing growth, combined with 
the rising prices of oil and agricultural commodities, 
combined to raise concerns of stagflation.

With regard to North Korea, the Lee government 
announced plans to assist the DPRK’s economic 
development, proposing to raise per capita income 
to $3,000 over 10 years, helping to create over 
100 export companies, and creating over 300,000 
industrial jobs—conditioned on North Korea’s co-
operation in denuclearization. The new government 
also made clear that it would review the large-scale 
economic infrastructure projects announced at the 
October 4, 2007, South-North Summit between 
former President Roh and North Korea’s Kim Jong 
Il to ensure that the projects served the economic 
interests of South Korea. The Lee government also 

announced that it would not refrain from criticizing 
North Korea’s human rights violations. Seoul’s new 
willingness to criticize North Korea and its emphasis 
on reciprocity in its dealing with Pyongyang marked 
a departure from the policies of leftist governments 
since the June 2000 summit in Pyongyang.

U.S.–ROK Alliance Relations
Improving relations with the United States is at 

the center of Lee’s foreign policy. As a presidential 
candidate, Lee made clear his intent to strengthen 
the ROK–U.S. alliance; as president, he proposed 
the development of a “Strategic Alliance for the 21st 
Century” that would expand alliance cooperation 
from the peninsula to East Asia and beyond. Lee also 
stressed the importance of the U.S. ratification of the 
Korea–United States (KORUS) Free Trade Agree-
ment signed by his predecessor in 2007. Legislation 
to implement the FTA is pending in the U.S. Con-
gress and the ROK national assembly.

For over 50 years, South Korea has been allied 
with the United States. Since its inception, the al-
liance has served to deter the outbreak of a second 
Korean War, while allowing South Korea to devote 
its resources to the development of a world-class 
economy and a vibrant democracy. Over the years, 
however, South Korea’s prosperity, growing national 
confidence, and emergence as a stable democracy 
have combined to build political pressures to restruc-
ture and transform the alliance.

Officials of the Lee government characterize al-
liance management under Presidents Kim and Roh 
as “ten lost years.” While it is true that ROK–U.S. 
relations experienced political turbulence in South 
Korea from 2000 to 2008, it is also true that signifi-
cant steps were taken to transform the alliance into a 
more equal military and political structure.

Strategic dissonance in policies toward North 
Korea marked relations between Seoul and Washing-
ton in the years following the June 2000 South-North 
Summit, which served to foster more benign views 
of North Korea in the ROK. Subsequently, large 
numbers of South Korean citizens came to see North 
Korea as a poor, weak, and highly insecure neighbor, 
whose intractable, belligerent behavior was often 
attributed to U.S. policies, which were perceived as 
isolating or pressuring the regime in Pyongyang. In-
dicative of this trend, the ROK’s Ministry of Defense 
2005 White Paper ceased to identify North Korea as 
an enemy, and, in a 2004 South Korean public opin-
ion poll, the United States was viewed as a greater 
threat to peace than was North Korea.
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Roh came into office in 2003 with a highly nation-
alistic agenda, determined to redress long-perceived 
inequities in the ROK–U.S. relationship. With regard 
to the alliance, Roh made the transfer of wartime 
operational control of ROK forces back to South 
Korean command the touchstone of his efforts to 
transform the alliance into a more equal structure.

At the same time, the Bush administration, in re-
sponse to the 9/11 terrorist attacks, initiated a global 
transformation of U.S. forces aimed at making them 
lighter and more readily deployable. On the Korean 
Peninsula, this imposed a new security requirement 
on U.S. forces—in addition to being prepared to 
defend South Korea, they were also to be prepared to 
deploy off the peninsula to deal with the threat posed 
by international terrorism.

This combination of U.S. and ROK imperatives to 
meet the security challenges of the post-9/11 world 
and the demands for greater equality within the al-
liance resulted in consecutive bilateral negotiations: 
the Future of the Alliance Talks (FOTA) and the 
Strategic Policy Initiative (SPI). The talks resulted 
in the redeployment of U.S. forces from bases at the 
DMZ to the Osan-Pyongtaek area and the Taegu-
Pusan area; the return of approximately 60 camps 
and installations to the ROK; the relocation of the 
Yongsan Garrison in downtown Seoul to Pyongtaek; 
and the transfer of wartime operational control to 
the ROK by April 17, 2012. South Korea’s “Defense 
Reform 2020” provides for the acquisition of es-
sential upgrades in command and control, commu-
nications, computers, and intelligence capabilities to 
support transfer of operational control. At the same 
time, the United States agreed to provide necessary 
bridging capabilities through 2020. While some in 
South Korea continue to express uneasiness with the 
readiness of the ROK military to assume wartime op-
erational control, the initiative continues on track.

The Road Ahead
The ability of the United States and the Republic 

of Korea to advance their bilateral relationship and 
strengthen the alliance will depend on the interplay 
of a number of factors: the capacity of the Lee gov-
ernment to overcome its initial stumbles and govern 
effectively in the face of vocal and determined oppo-
sition; the implementation of FOTA and SPI agree-
ments; the success of the ROK’s Defense Reform 
2020; the maintenance of coordination on policies 
toward North Korea; and the fate of KORUS.

Less than 2 months after its inauguration, the Lee 
administration met with an unexpected reversal when 

his Grand National Party escaped with a narrow ma-
jority victory in the National Assembly elections. The 
narrowness of the victory, 153 out of 299 seats, was 
in part due to the defection of 26 GNP members to 
an alliance led by Park Geun-Hye, Lee’s unsuccessful 
rival for the GNP presidential nomination.

In advance of his summit visit to Washington, Lee 
announced his decision to implement the commit-
ment, made by the Roh government, to re-open the 
Korean market for U.S. beef (U.S. beef imports had 
been banned since 2003, following the outbreak of 
mad cow disease in the United States). Many South 
Koreans saw the announcement as an arbitrary 
exercise of power, one that put Lee’s relationship 
with Washington ahead of the health of the Korean 
people. Massive demonstrations, first by students and 
civil society organizations, later supported by opposi-
tion parties, resulted in plummeting public approval 
ratings for the president, the reorganization of the 
president’s staff, strikes by the Korean Confederation 
of Trade Unions, opposition parties’ refusal to allow 
the opening of the National Assembly, and finally, a 
presidential apology.

Lee’s emphasis on reciprocity in South-North 
relations—demanding denuclearization as a condi-
tion for economic assistance—meant that for many 
months in 2008 South Korea had refused to send 
food and fertilizer to North Korea. With public 
pressures building for a response to reports of an 
intensifying famine in North Korea, however, Lee 
reversed his position. In his address to the open-
ing of the National Assembly, he called for renewed 
dialogue with North Korea “to alleviate the pain of 
the North Korean people.” In reply, an editorial in 
North Korea’s Rodong Sinmun newspaper blasted the 
president for his responsibility for the aggravated 
state of North-South relations.

Challenges and Opportunities
In the midst of transforming the bilateral U.S.–

ROK alliance, President Lee is facing determined 
opposition on defense budget issues, including 
appropriations for Defense Reform 2020, for the 
Special Measures Agreement (Host Nation Support), 
and for implementation of the FOTA and SPI agree-
ments on the redeployment of U.S. forces on the 
peninsula. Also, the opposition is determined to raise 
issues related to the environmental cleanup of U.S. 
bases returned to the ROK.

The Lee government has repeatedly emphasized 
the strategic importance of the alliance with the 
United States, and Lee has made clear his interest in 
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turning the Cold War–origin alliance into a “Strate-
gic Alliance for the 21st Century,” expanding its scope 
from the peninsula to East Asia and beyond. Korean 
officials frequently point to the Tokyo Declaration of 
April 1996, which defined a post–Cold War role for 
the U.S.-Japan alliance, as a model. Cooperating with 
the ROK in defining such an alliance would allow the 
administration the opportunity to put its mark on a 
new initiative in Asian security.

Efforts to develop a new vision of the alliance, 
however, have diverted attention from implementa-
tion of the FOTA/SPI agreements. Despite a shared 
understanding on the importance of the alliance, a 
gap exists between strategic consensus and actual 
performance on nuts-and-bolts issues. Funding and 
implementation of FOTA/SPI—operational issues 
with strategic consequences—will require the careful 
and continuing attention of the new administration 
in Washington.

The Obama administration has inherited the 
KORUS Free Trade Agreement. Senior ROK officials 
have privately communicated that a U.S. failure to 
ratify the agreement would be “a major blow” to the 
Lee government. Furthermore, such an outcome 
would negatively affect the U.S.–ROK relationship 
and mark a significant retreat from the commitment 
of past administrations, Democratic and Republican 
alike, to free trade.

North Korea: Choices for the New  
Administration

The challenge of halting North Korea’s pursuit of a 
nuclear weapons program has now bedeviled Ameri-
can Presidents for over two decades. The George 
H.W. Bush administration attempted to bring North 
Korea under International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) inspections after becoming concerned about 
North Korea’s Yongbyon gas-graphite power reactor 
in the late 1980s. When discrepancies arose between 
North Korea’s declaration and evidence gathered by 
IAEA inspectors during 1992, the ensuing dispute 
sparked the first North Korean nuclear crisis and led 
to bilateral negotiations under the Clinton adminis-
tration that resulted in the Geneva Agreed Frame-
work. By the terms of this deal, North Korea froze 
construction and promised to eventually dismantle 
its plutonium-based nuclear program upon delivery 
of two light-water reactors for electricity production 
by a U.S.-led multinational consortium.

Lack of political will among the parties to the 
agreement, the withholding of funding by the newly 
elected U.S. Republican Congress, and delays in the 

timetable for provision of the two light-water reac-
tors as promised in the Agreed Framework caused 
relations between North Korea and the United States 
to deteriorate over the next several years, and sowed 
the seeds for the next North Korean nuclear crisis.

Background
In 2002, the U.S. Intelligence Community con-

cluded that the DPRK had pursued a covert uranium 
enrichment path to achieving nuclear weapons 
capability in contravention of the Clinton-era agree-
ment, spawning a second crisis over North Korea’s 
nuclear ambitions. U.S. allegations to this effect dur-
ing an October 2002 visit to Pyongyang by President 
Bush’s special envoy, Assistant Secretary James Kelly, 
sparked an angry response from the North Koreans 
and the unraveling of the Agreed Framework. In re-
taliation for a U.S. decision to halt deliveries of heavy 
fuel oil that had been promised under the framework 
agreement, North Korea expelled IAEA nuclear 
inspectors and reinstalled fuel rods that had been 
put in storage near Yongbyon since the mid-1990s. 
Following on-again, off-again six-party negotiations 
established in 2003 that included China, Russia, 
Japan, South Korea, North Korea, and the United 
States, North Korea’s apparent October 2006 test of a 
nuclear device dramatically illustrated the policy fail-
ures of successive administrations. The test catalyzed 
a uniformly negative international response, includ-
ing rapid passage of UN Security Council Resolution 
1718, which placed severe economic sanctions on the 
DPRK. The implementation of those sanctions was 
suspended, however, when the Bush administration 
pursued bilateral U.S.–DPRK negotiations in the 
context of the six-party negotiations.

The outcome of those negotiations was a February 
13, 2007, implementing agreement and a more spe-
cific October 3 agreement in which the DPRK was 
to shut down, disable, and dismantle its Yongbyon 
nuclear facilities. These agreements would allow 
IAEA monitors to return to the complex, and offer 
a “complete and correct declaration” of its nuclear 
facilities, programs, and materials. In return, the 
United States would remove North Korea from the 
list of state sponsors of terrorism from the Trading 
with the Enemy Act; Japan-DPRK relations would 
improve; and North Korea would receive one million 
tons of heavy fuel oil or its equivalent from the other 
parties (with the exception of Japan). The agreement 
was built on a Six-Party Joint Statement of Principles 
for addressing the North Korean nuclear issue that 
had been completed on September 19, 2005, a year 
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prior to North Korea’s nuclear test. The “grand bar-
gain” that had been envisaged in the joint statement 
traded North Korea’s denuclearization for multilat-
eral economic support and the political benefits of 
diplomatic normalization with the United States, 
under agreed-upon principles of “action for action.”

The February 13, 2007, agreement covered only 
the first steps that would have to be taken toward 
North Korea’s full denuclearization. They were to be 
completed within 90 days, but it took until summer 
to complete only the first phase of the agreement. 
North Korea also missed a December 31, 2007, 
deadline for submitting a “complete and correct” 
declaration of its nuclear program, materials, and 
facilities; it was finally submitted in June 2008. With 
this, President Bush notified Congress that he would 
remove North Korea from the list of state sponsors of 
terrorism within 45 days. However, North Korea re-
fused to agree to the verification measures requested 
by the United States, ROK, and Japan, and took 
initial steps to refurbish nuclear facilities at Yong-
byon. Following what is believed to be a verification 
protocol, the Bush administration announced that it 
had delisted North Korea on October 10, 2008.

On April 5, 2009, North Korea, in the face of 
international opposition, conducted a missile test over 

Japan into the Pacific Ocean. On May 25, Pyongyang 
tested its second nuclear device. In response the 
United Nations Security Council, on June 13, adopted 
UNSC 1874, sanctioning North Korea for its action.

The Obama administration faces multiple chal-
lenges with respect to North Korea: reinitiating 
nuclear talks, verifying any accords, and managing a 
possible regime transition. This task may have been 
made more difficult by the fact that there remain 
ambiguities in the agreement regarding some com-
ponents of the verification regime. These issues are 
complicated by the fact that Kim Jong Il experienced 
a “medical event”—a possible stroke—that may have 
temporarily incapacitated him in mid-August 2008. 
Although the continuity of his leadership within 
North Korea apparently has not been challenged, 
this event has highlighted the possibility of internal 
political instability in the North, with uncertain 
implications for both regional stability and nonpro-
liferation.

The first issue is Kim Jong Il’s health. Although 
reported to have recovered from the August 2008 
medical event, the uncertainty regarding his physical 
condition appears to have accelerated the process 
of structuring a succession. Judging from recent 
pronouncements from Pyongyang, Kim appears to 
have settled on his youngest son, Kim Jong Un, as 
his successor. The medical event and Kim Jong Il’s 
subsequent recovery also may constitute a de facto 
test of loyalty among those closest to him. How 
North Korean powerholders have responded to Kim’s 
ill health could affect their subsequent standing in 
North Korea’s leadership hierarchy. Kim’s vulner-
ability also may influence North Korean bureaucratic 
organs in their willingness to carry out orders. A top 
priority for the United States is to assess the impact 
of the political situation inside North Korea for 
Pyongyang’s external priorities, especially as they 
relate to the task of denuclearization.

Kim Jong Il’s health situation also has exposed the 
need for greater coordination and more active shar-
ing of contingency plans among the United States 
and North Korea’s neighbors. Once such planning 
has occurred in the context of the U.S.–South Korea 
and U.S.-Japan alliances, there might be an oppor-
tunity to initiate a deeper discussion of such issues 
with China, especially as it relates to coordination 
of humanitarian assistance to North Korea and best 
practices for responding to refugees in the event of a 
political vacuum inside North Korea.

Uncertainty regarding the future direction of 
North Korea’s political leadership may also influence 

North Korean leader Kim Jong Il (second from right) talks with Wang Jiarui 
(left), head of Chinese Communist Party’s International Department, 
Pyongyang, February 2009
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North Korea’s tactical and strategic approaches to 
the Six-Party Talks. In response to the international 
outcry that followed the April 5 missile test and the 
May 25 nuclear test, Pyongyang announced that it 
would no longer participate in the Six-Party Talks, 
restart the Yongbyon reactor, and pursue a uranium 
enrichment program. While the United States, China, 
Japan, the ROK, and Russia have called on Pyongyang 
to return to the Six-Party Talks, it is not likely that 
the talks will resume in the near future. North Korea’s 
actions may suggest that Pyongyang is attempting to 
maximize leverage in dealing directly with the United 
States on a bilateral basis or, conversely, that it has no 
intention of surrendering its nuclear ambitions. 

A major challenge that has beset past administra-
tions when they tried to determine an effective policy 
strategy toward North Korea has been the need 
to reconcile the constraints imposed by America’s 
regional policy objectives with the parameters of 
America’s global nonproliferation objectives. A suc-
cessful approach has not yet been forged that can 
meld the objectives of nonproliferation while also 
strengthening America’s regional role and cred-
ibility. The Bush administration sought to manage 
this dilemma by increasing both the stakes and the 
level of responsibility felt by North Korea’s neighbors 
through the six-party negotiations process. But in 
the course of pursuing such a policy, differences have 
persisted between those who believe that U.S. objec-
tives are best served by preventing North Korea from 
engaging in proliferation of nuclear technologies or 
weapons to other countries, and those who believe 
that it is necessary to roll back North Korea’s pro-
gram as a means of supporting nonproliferation as 
an enforceable norm. This debate is likely to continue 
in the new administration.

North Korea’s immediate neighbors should be 
most concerned about a nuclear North Korea. The 
six-party process brought together those neighbors 
as the main actors, but has been relatively inef-
fectual in achieving concrete results. The priorities 
of regional powers such as China (and even South 
Korea) place stability above North Korea’s denucle-
arization, despite a rhetorical consensus in favor of a 
nuclear-free Korean Peninsula. As a result, there are 
limits both to regional support for U.S.-led coercive 
approaches and to the degree of pressure that North 
Korea’s neighbors are willing to apply even in the 
context of support for diplomacy. In fact, China and 
South Korea have been more interested in pressing 
the United States to avoid coercive options than in 
pressuring North Korea to give up all components 

of its nuclear program. This approach has enabled 
the North Koreans to engage in careful tactics that 
permit them to retain ambiguity about their overall 
nuclear status while reaping maximum rewards for 
limited cooperation.

The Road Ahead
As the Obama administration determines the 

priority of issues and the means by which it pur-
sues North Korea’s full denuclearization, it will be 
important not to imply in word or deed that a new 
status quo that includes a North Korea with a limited 
nuclear arsenal would be acceptable. The administra-
tion also will have to weigh various coercive options 
against continued negotiations in some bilateral or 
multilateral form as alternatives to achieve North 
Korea’s denuclearization. The depth of this ongo-
ing policy dilemma over North Korea’s program 
is compounded by the contradiction between the 
widespread perception that North Korea’s denucle-
arization may be impossible without regime change, 
and the priority that North Korea’s immediate 
neighbors place on maintaining regional stability. 
This underscores the need for more active pursuit of 
coordinated contingency planning to deal with the 
effects of political instability in North Korea.

The Bush administration’s approach to negotia-
tions fell short of achieving North Korean denucle-
arization. The new U.S. administration may be in a 
stronger position to negotiate effectively with North 
Korea. Possible policy approaches include continu-
ing six-party negotiations by offering North Korea 
a last chance to pursue political normalization in 
exchange for North Korea’s denuclearization, while 
promoting more active compellance efforts among 
other participants in the Six-Party Talks; setting 
aside the six-party process and bolstering a common 
resolve among the other parties, thereby convinc-
ing regional partners to push North Korea toward 
denuclearization; pursuing a bilateral “dealmaking” 
approach in which the United States quietly offers 
concrete economic and political incentives in return 
for the removal of North Korea’s plutonium from the 
country (along the lines of the “preventive defense” 
efforts led by Defense Secretary William Perry in the 
mid-1990s); and quietly beginning a policy dialogue 
with South Korea, and subsequently with China, on 
how various parties might respond to contingencies 
should North Korea face future political instability. 
As a practical matter, any solution to the North Ko-
rean nuclear crisis will require regional acquiescence 
and support if it is to be effective. But the top priority 
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of China and South Korea has been to prioritize 
regional stability over destabilizing regime change or 
nonproliferation. For this reason, the first step for the 
Obama administration is likely to be negotiations, 
preferably by affirming the U.S. commitment to the 
principles enshrined in the 2005 joint statement and 
requiring North Korea to do the same. At the same 
time, there is much more that the other participants 
in the Six-Party Talks can and should do to encour-
age North Korea that it is essential to regional stabil-
ity to fully implement the joint statement. If negotia-
tions fail, there will be expectations in the United 
States that the other five parties will take concrete 
actions to address the North Korean threat, but it is 
still not clear at this stage that the other parties will 
perform according to U.S. expectations. The United 
States will have to devise a strategy that strength-
ens political will in Northeast Asia in support of a 
denuclearized Korean Peninsula.

The new U.S. administration should reaffirm com-
mitments to nonproliferation by reenergizing strate-
gic nuclear arms reduction negotiations and provid-
ing continued leadership to address the difficult cases 
of North Korea and Iran. But such statements will be 
taken seriously only if the United States also imple-
ments a policy that continues to insist that a nuclear 
North Korea will not be accepted as part of a new 
status quo on the peninsula and in the region. Effec-
tive U.S. leadership in managing the North Korean 
nuclear issue can demonstrate that the United States 
remains an essential actor in dealing with pressing 
regional security issues, in ways that no other single 
party is able to do. Strengthened cooperation with 
other parties in the six-party process will limit North 
Korea’s scope to play off of the respective strategic di-
lemmas of the other parties and will foreclose North 
Korean alternatives to cooperation.

A prerequisite for strengthening cooperation 
among the other five parties is more effective coor-
dination with allies in South Korea and Japan. An 
approach that begins with allies and builds out to 
other parties would ensure that multilateral coordi-
nation within the Six-Party Talks does not contradict 
American alliances, and emphasize that U.S.-led 
diplomacy can make important contributions to 
stability as a supplement to U.S. military alliance 
commitments in the region.

President Obama has inherited the task of achiev-
ing North Korea’s denuclearization, following two 
decades of repeated failures. His administration is in 
a better position than any of its predecessors to join 
hands in promoting the kind of regional solidar-

ity necessary for a breakthrough with North Korea. 
Nevertheless, the perils are great. The administration 
could also stumble if it fails to align nonproliferation 
and regional security.

Reengaging with Southeast Asia and 
ASEAN

The Obama administration likely will be respond-
ing to criticism by U.S. allies and friends in Southeast 
Asia1 that Washington has not been sufficiently 
engaged in Asia-Pacific regional affairs in recent 
years. This perceived neglect has been attributed in 
part to the Bush administration’s preoccupation with 
other issues around the globe (Iraq, Afghanistan, 
terrorism, North Korea, and Iran). The fact is that 
when the United States does reengage more fully in 
Southeast Asia, it will find that China’s resurgence 
has transformed the region.

Challenges Confronting ASEAN States
From its initial boom in the 1960s, Southeast Asia 

has been an extraordinarily dynamic region driven 
by high rates of economic growth and moderniza-
tion. In little more than a generation, real per capita 
incomes in Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, and 
Brunei—and in many urban areas elsewhere—have 
quintupled. The sea lanes that traverse the Malacca 
Straits and the South China Sea have become the 
world’s busiest, in terms of both volume and value. 
Most societies of the region have changed almost 
beyond recognition. Never in history had so many 
people had their lives transformed for the better—
that is, until China launched on the same trajectory 
about 15 years later. Economic development has 
been accompanied by less dramatic, but nevertheless 
substantial, political development.

Change of this speed and scope creates inevitable 
strains and tensions throughout most of ASEAN. 
Economic growth in the region is uneven, both 
within countries and particularly among them. In the 
same archipelago with Singapore, which has living 
standards higher than Great Britain, for example, lies 
East Timor, one of the poorest and least developed 
countries on the planet. Sharing a border with boom-
ing Thailand is remote, isolated, dependent Laos, 
where modernization remains an idea, not a fact. 
Economic change often produces political fragility, as 
existing institutions and authorities are challenged by 
newly empowered, or aggrieved, groups. Southeast 
Asia has more than its share of still-developing de-
mocracies. A country as sophisticated and modern-
ized as Thailand has been unable to break the cycle 
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of recurrent military coups. The Philippines seems 
locked in a perpetual state of political incapacity, 
aggravated by frail leadership, endemic corruption, 
and weak government institutions. Indonesia, by 
contrast, has effected a democratic transition that has 
amazed even the most knowledgeable (and sympa-
thetic) observers. Meanwhile, Vietnam, not unlike 
China, maneuvers uncertainly between a Marxist au-
thoritarian order and a free-enterprise, open society.

The most graphic evidence of systemic political 
weakness in ASEAN is the persistence of secession-
ist movements that challenge the legitimacy of the 
state itself in Thailand, the Philippines, Burma, and, 
to a lesser degree, Indonesia. Many of these are the 
legacy of past empires (European and indigenous) 
that left significant groups disenfranchised, isolated, 
and disaffected.

The emergence of Islamist terrorist networks has 
been one manifestation of societal change and stress. 
When young Southeast Asian militants returned 
home from fighting in Afghanistan in the 1980s, they 
found societies vulnerable to their newly absorbed, 
violent dreams of an Islamic renaissance. Ethnic 
divisions, particularly between the Chinese urban 
minorities that are ubiquitous throughout the region 
and the majority indigenous non-Chinese, can also 
reflect the strains of modernization as one group 
(usually the Chinese) fares better economically than 
the others. Even the piracy that bedevils regional sea 
lanes (the crowded Malacca Straits has the highest 
rate of piracy in the world) reflects economic dis-
parities: it is no surprise when some boatmen from 
poor seafaring villages on the east coast of Sumatra, 
watching great wealth pass by in the Malacca Straits 
with no hope of benefit, try to seize what they can. 
Inevitably, breakneck economic growth has also pro-
duced widespread environmental despoliation—for 
which nature exacts a price. Recurrent floods in the 
Philippines, massive uncontrolled fires in Indonesia, 
and the virtual disappearance of traditional fishing 
grounds are all of a piece.

Significant interstate tensions exist as well. 
Unresolved territorial disputes complicate relations 
between Vietnam and China and among multiple 
claimants to the Spratly Archipelago and the South 
China Sea itself. Lesser maritime disputes have 
impaired relations among Singapore, Malaysia, and 
Indonesia. Very recently, an old boundary dispute 
between Cambodia and Thailand has rekindled, with 
troop movements and bellicose statements by national 
leaders. Burma represents a special, difficult case: 
not only is it geographically part of the region and a 

member of ASEAN, but it is also a political pariah 
and economic recluse that remains unintegrated into 
regional institutions, spurns widely held political and 
economic values, and resists efforts to foster greater 
regional cohesion. The Thai-Burma border remains 
perpetually neuralgic. Vietnam’s relationship with 
China is a complex amalgam of communist fraternity 
and geopolitical rivalry. For Vietnam’s military and 
security officials, the great strategic challenge is to 
carve out greater freedom of action under the suspi-
cious gaze of the increasingly powerful and ambitious 
behemoth to the north. Meanwhile, as these various 
forces work with and against one another, growing 
economies have permitted growing support for mili-
tary budgets in much of the region.

Collective Efforts of ASEAN Members
Despite these challenges, the efforts of ASEAN 

states to work collectively have translated into a 
number of economic cooperation and integration 
initiatives, which include China’s positive engage-
ment in the region and the spurring of regional 
security dialogues. ASEAN has attracted attention 
and partnerships both inside and outside the region. 
Its external relationships today are based on its 1997 
strategic paper, ASEAN Vision 2020. They range from 
extended relationships with China, Japan, and the 
ROK in a forum called ASEAN Plus Three, to bilateral 
trading arrangements between its member coun-
tries and China, Japan, and the ROK, to cooperative 
relations with Dialogue Partners (Australia, Canada, 
China, the European Union, India, Japan, the ROK, 
New Zealand, the Russian Federation, and the United 
States) and the United Nations Development Program. 
ASEAN also maintains relations with a number of 
intergovernmental organizations and actively partici-
pates in the APEC forum, the Asia-Europe Meeting, 
and the East Asia–Latin America Forum.

The ASEAN Plus Three relationship is an out-
growth of the Asian financial crisis of 1997. China, 
Japan, and South Korea, together with ASEAN, 
initially sought a mechanism that would support 
regional efforts to prevent, or at least mitigate, the 
effects of such a crisis in the future. This relationship 
has since expanded beyond finance and economics. 
During the 2002–2003 Severe Acute Respiratory 
Syndrome crisis, and in the midst of severe avian 
influenza outbreaks, for instance, ASEAN Plus Three 
engaged ministers of health and other senior officials 
in multiple levels of dialogue to explore prevention 
and mitigation strategies. Since then, other nontradi-
tional security challenges have found their way into 
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the ASEAN Plus Three agenda, as well as throughout 
other broader ASEAN venues.

Southeast Asian views of China have changed 
dramatically since the mid-1990s. China’s embrace 
of multilateral diplomacy, its efforts to reassure 
Southeast Asian countries of its benign intentions, 
and its booming economy have led countries in the 
region to see China more as an economic oppor-
tunity than as a strategic threat. This view stems in 
part from the reality that China is a neighbor and 
its economic, political, and military resurgence will 
have an impact on the region. China’s growing influ-
ence is especially evident in poorer countries such as 
Burma, Laos, and Cambodia. Others in the region 
have endeavored, bilaterally and through ASEAN, to 
benefit from the opportunities afforded by China’s 
boom, while at the same time seeking to create an 
environment conducive to China’s peaceful integra-
tion in regional and global affairs. ASEAN never-
theless remains wary of China’s overtures and has 
sought to use the United States as a balancing force 
within the region. In particular, ASEAN has rejected 
Chinese attempts to propose greater cooperation 
on “hard” security matters in favor of “soft” or non-
traditional security matters such as terrorism and 
human and drug trafficking.

The explosion of opportunities for closer engage-
ment in the region, however, also has given rise to 
questions concerning relations between ASEAN and 
other countries and the sustainability of regional 
architectures. Questions about regional architectures 
remain a complex issue. ASEAN does not appear 
wedded to a single organizational architecture; 
instead, it tends to see value in overlapping circles of 
cooperation. The East Asian Summit brought in In-
dia, New Zealand, and Australia; APEC involved the 
United States and some Latin American countries. 
In principle, ASEAN appears content to work within 
its own and other existing regional mechanisms 
(including APEC, the ASEAN Regional Forum, 
ASEAN Plus Three, and the East Asian Summit) in 
the belief that a community must be based on a sense 
of common destiny and the ability to cooperate in 
the pursuit of common interests, and that the goals 
and principles of a Southeast Asian community will 
eventually emerge as a natural evolution of interac-
tion and consensus-building in the region.

Prospects for ASEAN Cooperation
Any political portrayal of Southeast Asia must 

acknowledge the remarkable effort over four decades 
to build institutions that seek to integrate the region 

economically, politically, and psychologically. ASE-
AN is the centerpiece of this effort. Although it is 
easy to disparage the organization as being far more 
talk than action, ASEAN nevertheless has succeeded 
in its core purpose, which is to create processes and 
a mindset that can prevent the myriad strains within 
the region from becoming flashpoints for military 
conflict. Moreover, ASEAN has, to a remarkable 
degree, given Southeast Asia a central role in much 
of the multilateral diplomacy of Asia. Whether this 
achievement can be sustained into the future as 
larger players become more active on the Southeast 
Asian stage is an open question.

The diversity of the region and its geography, con-
taining both maritime and continental states, creates 
economic competition and differences of interests 
among the member states. Domestic concerns—
economic growth, political and regime stability—
are often key drivers. Obstacles to collective action 
come to the surface in disputes over intra-ASEAN 
sovereignty, the intransigence of the Burma problem, 
and China’s ability to win over weaker ASEAN states 
through economic influence. While sovereignty and 
the principle of noninterference provide a com-
mon face to ASEAN identity (often referred to as 
the “ASEAN way”), internal political development 
and economics dictate national interest for these 
countries, often producing obstacles to intra-ASEAN 
cooperation.

The ASEAN leadership has recognized that the 
changing geopolitical landscape (and the rise of Chi-
na and India in particular) means ASEAN cannot be 
complacent about its success. ASEAN concerns were 
reinforced by a McKinsey competitiveness study, 
which warned that the association may be in danger 
of losing its competitiveness and had only a few years 
to respond or be marginalized.2 ASEAN commis-
sioned the Eminent Persons Group to provide practi-
cal recommendations on the organization’s future 
direction and the development of an ASEAN Charter 
(which was signed on November 20, 2007). ASEAN 
sees two broad challenges for its organization: first, 
shaping community-building efforts among its mem-
bers and second, maintaining ASEAN’s centrality 
as it deals with its dialogue partners. In connection 
with this second challenge, ASEAN leaders express 
concern about the telling relative absence of the 
United States in Southeast Asia.

The inability of ASEAN states to work collectively 
is clearly reflected in its institutional weakness. ASE-
AN’s response to the humanitarian crisis in Burma 
that resulted from Cyclone Nargis in May 2008 
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CHINA’S GLOBAL REACH
China’s reemergence as a major power is 
demonstrated not only by its economic and military 
potential, but also by the government’s increasing 
use of “so� power” in the international sphere.  
Successful in its economic liberalization without 
equivalent political reform, China has established an 
active foreign policy that promotes its vision of a 
harmonious world via a framework emphasizing 
“peaceful coexistence.”  More importantly, the 
country’s increasing role in the global economy and 
its continued investment abroad have increased 
China’s economic interdependence along with its 
international in�uence. 

Domestic spending on business education and 
technological development, combined with 
improved diplomatic representation in developing 
countries around the world, demonstrates China’s 
commitment to the furthering of its presence 
abroad.  Meanwhile, foreign investment and interest 
in China show no sign of waning.  Today it is a 
major center of international trade, and the web of 
economic relationships it has formed provides an 
important source of in�uence. 

As China sets its sights on a more active role in the 
international arena, it continues to espouse a desire 
for a “more just and equitable international order” 
more favorable to developing nations.  �is diverse 
grouping of states is where China’s leadership 
aspirations are most evident today.  However, the 
current global economic crisis is slowing China’s 
economy and trade signi�cantly, which will reduce 
its demand for imports (and economic leverage over 
suppliers).  Chinese e�orts to support exports are 
likely to raise tensions with economic partners.
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demonstrated its potential to act as a mechanism for 
regional cooperation. Yet such optimism concerning 
ASEAN’s effectiveness rapidly evaporated as internal 
disagreements over Burma’s lack of human rights 
progress dragged on. ASEAN also remained unin-
volved in the Thai-Cambodia border issue, despite 
Cambodia’s plea for it to intervene and help end the 
dispute. ASEAN’s reflexive noninterference has been 
attributed to its design and function as an institution. 
Some suggest that while the principle of noninterfer-
ence facilitates consensus-building among members 
on some issues (such as nontraditional security 
challenges and economics), in the long term, it may 
pose other problems for the organization. Following 
ASEAN’s refusal to become involved in the Thai-
Cambodia dispute, Cambodia appealed directly to 
the United Nations. Such action has the potential 
to weaken ASEAN’s authority within the region 
in the absence of an effective dispute settlement 
mechanism, and brings into question the contradic-
tion between the principle of noninterference and 
ASEAN’s desire to establish a political and security 
community by 2015.

Despite its strong economic partnership with 
many Southeast Asian states, a sustained military 
presence, cooperation on counterterrorism, and, 

more recently, its response to Southeast Asian con-
cerns about nontraditional security challenges, the 
United States is perceived as lacking a comprehen-
sive strategy and sustained commitment toward the 
region. Some assert that the United States exercises 
its strategic presence primarily through its bilateral 
and multilateral security relationships, and believe 
that military and other security assistance in today’s 
strategic environment are insufficient for the United 
States to maintain its presence.3 But the majority 
laments its lack of diplomatic engagement, most no-
tably with ASEAN, whose desire for greater regional 
integration and vision of an East Asian community 
has placed it at the center of “some very creative 
diplomacy.”4 The new administration’s level of atten-
tion to the region will go a long way toward either 
reassuring ASEAN that Washington’s commitment 
is undiminished, or convincing the region that 
Washington’s attention is indeed diverted. Signaling 
the U.S. Government’s intention to sign the Treaty 
of Amity and Commerce, placing the newly created 
U.S. Ambassador to ASEAN in the region, and par-
ticipating consistently and at a high level in ASEAN 
meetings would go a long way toward telegraphing 
the message that our future is still tied up with the 
prosperity and well-being of the region.

Antigovernment protesters and supporters of ousted Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra attack prime minister’s car, Bangkok, 
April 12, 2009
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Weighting for Asia
Just how important is Asia? As eminent experts 

and indisputable data tell us, Asia’s economic weight 
and consequent importance to the United States 
and the world are increasing at an awesome pace. 
Asia has 6 of the world’s 20 largest economies,5 9 
of the world’s 20 largest foreign exchange reserves,6 
and many of the world’s fastest growing economies 
over a sustained period of time. As a corollary, Asia’s 
significance to the United States continues to grow. 
A new initiative of the East-West Center entitled 
Asia Matters for America demonstrates that Asia is 
a rising source of exports, employment, investment, 
and student revenue, not only nationally but also 
disaggregated across U.S. states and congressional 
districts.7 No longer is Asia’s importance confined 
to or concentrated on a handful of states, especially 
those on the coasts of the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. 
Led by the renewal of Chinese power, the anchor of 
Japanese strength (still the second largest economy 
in the world), the progress of South Korea, Taiwan, 
Malaysia, and Thailand, and the stirrings of India, 
Vietnam, and Indonesia, Asia’s economic gravity 
and dynamism are facts of international life unseen 
in centuries. Recent books have transformed reality 
into zeitgeist, declaring the arrival of “three billion 
new capitalists” based on the “great shift of wealth 
and power to the east” and a “power shift” based on 
“China and Asia’s new dynamics.”

Prognostications of Asia’s arrival to power have 
animated American discourse for over a century. 
Waves of anticipation (and anxiety) have crashed 
on the shores of reality; Japan’s aggressive rise was 
staunched by World War II, Japan’s economic boom 
in the 1980s burst on its own, while the 1997 finan-
cial crisis interrupted a decade of fast growth across 
Asia. Today, however, conventional sense holds 
that Asia has crossed the Rubicon, not as an act of 
war, but as a sign of arrival to power and prosperity 
without a chance of return. This may turn out to be 
true, but there are caveats and enigmas about Asia’s 
arrival—and its future path.

Both absolutely and relatively, Asia’s macroeconom-
ic weaknesses are surprising. For example, Indonesia’s 
GDP is slightly less than Sweden’s. Accounting for 
population differences (230 million versus 9 million, 
respectively), it is much less. Alternatively, India’s and 
South Korea’s economies combined are about equal to 
California’s. The reasonable retort is that the potential 
of Asian economies exceeds that of many countries, 
primarily from Europe, who occupy the top tier. 
Perhaps this is true. Largely for demographic reasons, 
Europe’s economies are alleged to have lower ceilings 
than most of Asia’s. But Asia is not immune from such 
constraints, particularly in its two largest economies, 
Japan and China, whose populations are aging rela-
tively rapidly. Moreover, large-scale immigration as a 
means to address demographic constraints and labor 
needs may not be an option in Asia as it has been in 
the past in Europe, given Asia’s different notions of 
society, nationality, and citizenry.

More importantly, a second caveat about Asia is 
its still-provisional nature, as a region where internal 
and external upsets could derail economic prog-
ress. Of Asia’s five biggest economies (Japan, China, 
India, South Korea, and Australia), the prospect of 
a domestic crisis sufficient to imperil, not simply 
slow or temporarily interrupt, economic growth is 
likely only in China and possibly India. Neverthe-
less, even if Asia does not confront an acute threat of 
economic collapse, its massive unfinished nation- and 
state-building challenges keep the future conditional. 
Indeed, one of the striking contrasts in the analytical 
expectations of Asia is the gap between the positive 
portrayal of the whole region and the mixed reviews 
of its constituent countries. Hence, while region-wide 
assessments portend “power shifts,” “new dynamics,” 
and even “new hemispheres,” and proclaim phenom-
ena signaling vitality such as “thunder” and “fire” from 
the east, country-based appraisals offer more contra-
dictory conclusions. Countering the many studies of 

North Korean and South Korean officials meet for inter-Korean prime ministerial 
talks, Seoul, November 2007
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China’s achievements are those predicting its collapse. 
Considerations of Japan’s economic future veer 
between expectations of revival and terminal decline. 
For every study anticipating India’s emergence is an-
other acknowledging its “strange” or “turbulent” rise. 
In addition, a host of possible external shocks, from a 
cross-strait or Korean conflict, to North Korean rogue 
actions, to a major power clash, could damage the 
entire region’s economy. It is difficult to envision such 
shocks in Europe, Latin America, or Africa (though 
not so difficult in the Middle East). In short, Asia’s 
macroeconomic achievements are evident but mixed, 
and their future uncertain.

Asia’s rising economic weight in America’s 
economy is full of surprises, too. While U.S. exports 
of goods and services to the Asia-Pacific region 
exceed those to the European Union, and four Asian 
countries have consistently been among the top 10 
U.S. trading partners, U.S. exports to all of Asia are 
marginally more than its exports to Canada alone. 
Certainly the growth rates of exports to Asia in 
general and to specific Asian countries are high, but 
not so high as to come close to dislodging Canada 
and Mexico from their spots as first and second 
U.S. trade partners. On investments to and from 
Asia, the asymmetries are more striking. The direct 
investment position abroad on a historical cost basis 
shows that by the end of 2005, U.S. investments in 
Asia were about a third of investments in Europe, 
just $20 billion or so more than in Latin America, 
and $50 billion less than in Great Britain alone. Of 
the $376 billion in U.S. investment in Asia, nearly a 
third, or $113 billion, was in Australia, with the other 
$263 billion spread over China (the smallest at $16 
billion), Hong Kong ($37 billion), Singapore ($48 bil-
lion), Japan ($75 billion), and other Asian countries.

Asia’s investments in the United States are similarly 
skewed. They are less than a third of Europe’s, though 
much higher than Latin America’s U.S. investments. 
But it is Australia and Japan that together account for 
over 90 percent of Asian investment in the United 
States, while the rest of Asia combined accounts for 
just 8 percent. Again, however, trends are changing. 
For example, India’s investments in the United States 
are now approaching the level of U.S. investments in 
India. Other considerations of Asia’s importance to the 
United States are even more complex and nuanced. 
American imports from Asia are massive (hence big 
trade deficits), but they keep inflation down and pro-
vide consumers choice and value. A significant share 
of these imports, particularly from China, comes from 
U.S. companies operating there. This fact qualifies the 

strength of these national economies, but also raises 
their importance to the United States.

A final consideration is the continuing centrality 
of the United States for Asia’s economic emergence, 
both globally and vis-à-vis the United States. For 
all of America’s current difficulties, the sinews of 
its structural strengths (for example, demography, 
education, stable political system, geographical 
location, and strong civil society) are profound. 
America’s relative power will ebb in this century as 
other countries rise—especially in Asia. But the rise 
of others cannot happen without a vibrant United 
States, and the United States will in turn gain op-
portunities from them. Hence, the United States and 
Asia will continue to be increasingly interlinked, and 
declarations that America and Asia are “de-coupling” 
economically are premature.

The bottom line is that the world, including the 
United States, is increasingly, and correctly, “weight-
ing” for Asia economically. But Asia’s journey is 
incomplete and enigmatic. Thus, the world also is 
still waiting for Asia.

East Asia is increasingly important for American 
prosperity and security. It houses 29 percent of the 
world’s population and produces about 19 percent 
of global GDP. Asia accounts for 30 percent of total 
U.S. trade and includes 8 of the top 15 destinations 
for U.S. exports. One of the biggest stories is China’s 
remarkable economic reforms, which have produced 
a sustained growth rate of more than 8 percent for 
almost 30 years. China’s economic success, supported 
by sophisticated regional diplomacy, has turned Bei-
jing into a key economic partner for most countries 
in Asia (including U.S. allies) and underpinned a 
dramatic expansion of Chinese regional influence. 
But Asia is also home to Japan’s huge economy, a 
dynamic South Korea, a rising India, and successful 
Southeast Asian economies. It is the most economi-
cally dynamic region of the world, and Asian coun-
tries now hold about two-thirds of global foreign 
exchange reserves. This shift in economic power as 
Asia and Asian countries gain greater weight in the 
world economy is producing parallel changes in the 
political and security spheres. Asians feel that they 
deserve a greater voice in global economic and gov-
ernance institutions, and the economic and increas-
ing military power of China (and to a lesser degree 
India) has already begun to reshape regional politics.

The United States still holds a strong position 
within a changing region. Unmatched U.S. military 
power, enabled and supported by its regional alli-
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ances, provides hard security in Asia that no other 
country or set of security institutions can replace. 
Countries in Asia look to the United States to provide 
balance against a rising China whose regional ambi-
tions remain unclear and which has maritime and 
territorial disputes with many countries in the region. 
This is seen nowhere more clearly than from Tokyo, 
where close integration into a bilateral ballistic missile 
defense network is emblematic of effective practical 
cooperation under difficult political restraints.

The U.S. market is a key factor for regional 
economic growth with many of the goods produced 
by regional production networks throughout Asia 
ultimately winding up in the United States. The nega-
tive impact of the severe worldwide financial crisis 
and the ongoing U.S. economic slowdown on Asian 
economies and stock markets illustrates the continu-
ing importance of the U.S. economy. In the face of 
persistent complaints about the Bush administra-
tion’s distraction from Asian issues due to the Middle 
East and overemphasis on a narrow counterterrorism 
agenda, there is considerable appetite among Asian 
governments for a more active U.S. regional role.

Despite these strengths, the U.S. position is begin-
ning to be challenged in both the traditional and 
nontraditional security domains. Rapid growth has 
allowed China to make substantial investments in 
military modernization, many of which are focused 
on antiaccess capabilities that may eventually chal-
lenge the U.S. ability to operate in the western Pacific 
and to fulfill its traditional security responsibilities. 
China also is developing increased power projection 
capabilities, including both nuclear-armed missiles 
and more accurate and longer range conventional 
ballistic missiles, which can threaten Taiwan and 
Japan. Intense diplomatic efforts to constrain and 
eliminate North Korea’s nuclear weapons ambitions 
and potential so far have failed to prevent North 
Korea from testing a nuclear device, heightening re-
gional concerns about nuclear proliferation. The abil-
ity of the Six-Party Talk process to produce verifiable 
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula remains in 
doubt, and will be an important policy challenge for 
the new administration.

At the same time, countries in the Asia-Pacific are 
grappling with an increasingly important nontra-
ditional security agenda that requires cooperative 
solutions and has a direct impact on the day-to-day 
lives of the people. Issues such as energy security, ter-
rorism, infectious disease, disaster relief, and maritime 
security have the potential to affect the regional stabil-
ity and security necessary for continued economic 

development. Asia-Pacific countries have begun to 
address these issues through a variety of political and 
security organizations including the ASEAN regional 
forum, the East Asian Summit, the unofficial Council 
on Security and Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific, the 
Shangri-La Dialogue, and a series of bilateral efforts. 
Although some Asian experts see these organiza-
tions as a foundation for a new cooperative secu-
rity approach, they remained limited in both their 
practical accomplishments and their ability to address 
contentious traditional security issues such as territo-
rial disputes and potential conflicts on the Korean 
Peninsula and in the Taiwan Strait. Nevertheless, these 
organizations are becoming focal points for regional 
cooperation as well as venues for great power competi-
tion. Major powers such as China, Japan, and India see 
nontraditional security issues as a means of justifying 
new military capabilities and expanding their regional 
influence in a nonthreatening way. The United States is 
an active player on both traditional and nontraditional 
security issues in the Asia-Pacific, but it will need a 
more consistent and comprehensive approach if it is to 
maximize its positive influence in the region.

U.S. alliances continue to provide the founda-
tion for the U.S. hard and soft security presence in 
the region. Indeed, the Bush administration made 
concerted efforts to repair and strengthen the politi-
cal and security foundations of the key U.S. alliances 
with Japan and South Korea. Alliance transformation 
is deepening security cooperation and leading to 
shifts in responsibilities within each alliance. With 
political foundations strengthened, the new admin-
istration will be able to follow through on planned 
relocations of U.S. forces, and on efforts to build the 
capabilities of its alliance partners. This will require 
consistent political engagement, close attention to 
detail, and patience during consequential negotia-
tions over burdensharing and roles and missions.

A “business as usual” attitude toward U.S. alliances 
will be insufficient. Japanese security experts are con-
cerned about potential threats from China and North 
Korea and are raising concerns about the credibility 
of extended deterrence that must be addressed. The 
issue of Kim Jong Il’s poor health is a reminder that 
collapse or crisis in North Korea are real possibilities, 
and could involve the U.S.–ROK alliance in both new 
military tasks and delicate, short-fused diplomacy 
with other regional powers. China has become a 
key economic partner for Australia, making inroads 
“down under.”

There are, of course, many opportunities for 
enhanced relations available to the United States. 
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The interoperability and combined capabilities 
developed with U.S. allies (including Australia, 
Thailand, the Philippines, and Japan) can be applied 
outside alliance structures to deal with regional 
challenges in cooperation with other countries. 
The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and 2005 Pakistan 
earthquake relief efforts show the strong potential 
for regional security cooperation and the attrac-
tiveness of combining soft power with military 
capabilities. The challenge for the United States is to 
develop new models of open security cooperation 
and work with allies, partners, and other interested 
countries to address a broader range of security 
issues. In some cases the United States may take the 
lead, and in other cases we may be more effective in 
supporting regional initiatives.

The Obama administration has inherited a reason-
ably sound foundation for U.S. power in Asia, along 
with new and growing challenges. It will need to 
articulate a clear regional vision and policy priorities 
in order to reassure Asian countries that the United 
States will adopt a strategic approach and devote suf-
ficient high-level attention to implement its propos-
als. Doing so will require more effective integration 
of U.S. economic and security policies to convert U.S. 
power potential into actual regional influence, espe-
cially in the face of increasing Chinese influence.

Asia-Pacific nations will watch U.S. statements 
about China with particular care, and track closely 
the outcomes of Sino-American relations. They not 

only support U.S. efforts to encourage positive Chi-
nese behavior through active engagement under the 
“responsible stakeholder” framework, but also want 
an active U.S. role that maintains regional balance and 
limits their vulnerability to Chinese pressure. The re-
gional nightmare scenario is a U.S.-China conflict that 
destroys regional stability and forces the nations of the 
Asia-Pacific to choose sides. The most difficult chal-
lenges the new administration faces in Asia involve 
positioning China properly within the framework of 
a broader U.S. regional strategy, and striking the right 
balance between the cooperative and competitive ele-
ments of the U.S.-China relationship.

The potential of the Asia-Pacific cannot be over-
stated, both for stable economic growth and political 
cooperation as well as for disruption and instability. 
America’s own potential, in the region and for the 
region, is equally profound, clearly appreciated, and 
closely tracked throughout Asia. East Asia’s challeng-
es are its opportunities as well for the United States, 
for which expectations remain very high throughout 
the region. gsa

N O T E s

1  Southeast Asia here is defined as the 10 countries 
comprising the Association of Southeast Asian Nations: 
Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar/Burma, the Phil-
ippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam.
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Chapter 12
East and Southeast Asia

T oday, East Asia’s vitality and connectedness 
are astounding. Economic, political, and social 
developments in the region have created new 

linkages and opportunities. Northeast and Southeast 
Asia are connecting with each other through trade, 
investment, and cooperation across a spectrum of 
goods and services.

Yet within this same dynamic East Asia, three 
trends and concerns play a key role in the security 
considerations of countries in the region: a rising 
China and how the United States manages that key 
relationship; a potentially fragile North Korea with 
nuclear weapons and how the region grapples with 
that country’s nuclear program and potential succes-
sion crises; and the preservation of and relationship 
between traditional bilateral alliances and multilat-
eral and regional approaches to security.

One obvious dilemma is that of managing U.S.-
China strategic competition within a broader U.S. 
China strategy. While China is restrained in its 
international behavior, seeking to reassure neighbors 
of its peaceful intentions as it continues to expand 
its regional and global influence, it also has launched 
an ambitious military modernization program that 
complicates the U.S. ability to pursue a multifaceted 
relationship with it.

In this context, both U.S. allies in Northeast Asia—
Japan and the Republic of Korea (ROK)—confront 
a complex strategic environment characterized by 
the uncertainty posed by North Korea’s pursuit 
of nuclear weapons. They also are challenged by 
a fragile global economy, concerns about how the 
region will be transformed by China’s resurgence, 
and the implications of that resurgence for their own 
security and relationship with the United States. 
This highlights the need for managing expectations 
and building mature partnerships as the strategic 
landscape evolves.

The current pattern of interaction among Associa-
tion of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) member 
states is very different from the environment of 
conflict and confrontation in which ASEAN was 
established in 1967. The present-day vitality and 

connectedness of Southeast Asia do not imply that 
ASEAN states have overcome their internal and exter-
nal challenges, however. In fact, all face a diverse set 
of problems, some of which are an outgrowth of the 
issues that brought ASEAN together in the first place.

Just how important is Asia? Carefully weighting 
Asia’s potential provides an integrating thread, giving 
context to Asia’s economic emergence and exploring 
the centrality of the United States in Asia’s rise.

Managing Strategic Competition with 
China

One critical foreign policy challenge for the 
Obama administration will be dealing with a more 
powerful China that generally behaves in a restrained 
manner and seeks to reassure its neighbors of its 
good intentions, while simultaneously developing 
advanced military capabilities and expanding its re-
gional and global influence. The United States should 
welcome restrained and responsible Chinese behav-
ior, but must also recognize and prepare for the more 
complex policy challenges a strong China will pose. 
A more powerful China will have a major impact on 
Asia-Pacific security and create new challenges for 
U.S.-China relations.

U.S. Strategy toward China
China has defied the predictions of those who 

expected its communist system to fail in the after-
math of the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown and the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. Instead, a brief period 
of political retrenchment was followed by continu-
ing economic reforms that have produced rapid and 
sustained economic growth, albeit with only limited 
political reforms.

In 1995 and 1996, Beijing’s seizure of Mischief 
Reef in the South China Sea and its use of missiles to 
intimidate Taiwan stoked regional fears of a hostile 
and expansionist China. Worried that the United 
States and other countries might seek to contain it, 
China’s leaders sought to allay regional concerns 
through a combination of military restraint, friendly 
diplomacy, active participation in multilateral and 
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regional organizations, and offers to allow others 
the chance to benefit from China’s rapid growth. 
Simultaneously, Beijing launched an ambitious mili-
tary modernization program (with double-digit real 
defense budget increases) and worked to expand its 
influence within Asia and beyond. China’s restrained 
behavior over the last decade has limited the willing-
ness of its neighbors to balance against its rising 
power, but has not eliminated concerns about how a 
stronger China might behave in the future.

Awareness of China’s power potential and uncer-
tainty about its long-term evolution have been key 
considerations in U.S. strategy. Instead of defining 
China as a partner or adversary, the United States has 
sought to reap the benefits of cooperation while hedg-
ing against China’s potential emergence as a future 
threat. The first element of U.S. strategy emphasizes 
cooperation and integration into global institutions as 
a means to influence Chinese behavior and shape Chi-
na’s future evolution in positive directions. The second 
emphasizes maintenance of U.S. military capabilities 
and alliances as a hedge against a potentially aggres-
sive future China. Ideally, U.S. alliances and military 
capabilities should discourage aggressive actions and 
encourage Beijing to pursue its goals through peace-
ful means. The challenge is to keep the elements in 
balance, so that overemphasis on cooperation does 
not leave the United States in an unfavorable strategic 
position, while overemphasis on the military hedge 
does not push China toward confrontation.

Within this strategic context, the Bush administra-
tion increased cooperation with China on a range of 
important economic and security issues including 
energy security, nonproliferation, and counterterror-
ism. It also tried to influence Chinese thinking about 
its own long-term interests by proposing a vision 
of China as a “responsible stakeholder” that both 
benefits from and plays an important role in main-
tenance of the current international system. This 
concept, elaborated in a 2005 speech by then–Deputy 
Secretary of State Robert Zoellick, recognizes China’s 
increasing influence on the international system and 
seeks to obtain Chinese support to sustain the global 
institutions and norms that have helped enable its 
remarkable economic success. It aims to expand the 
scope of U.S. and Chinese common interests and to 
place potential conflicts of interests within a larger 
framework of cooperation.

The responsible stakeholder concept is funda-
mentally sound but has ambiguities that deserve 
attention. First, there is no clear definition of what 
constitutes “responsible behavior” in many areas of 
international relations. China is unlikely to accept 
a definition of responsibility based on what is most 
helpful for American interests or most congruent 
with American policy. The United States will have 
difficulty holding China accountable to international 
rules and norms that Washington itself does not 
always respect. Second, Zoellick’s speech acknowl-
edges the reality of increasing Chinese influence in 
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Asia but avoids specifying which Chinese interests 
are legitimate and must be respected by the United 
States; it also does not clarify the extent to which the 
United States is willing to consider changes in exist-
ing rules and institutions to accommodate Chinese 
concerns and interests. Finally, the concept assumes 
China will have influence within an international 
system where the United States plays the leading role. 
If U.S. power wanes, this assumption may eventually 
come into question.

The China Challenge
A strategy of engaging and hedging that seeks 

to integrate China into the international system as 
a responsible stakeholder makes sense in light of 
uncertainty about China’s future. But U.S. policymak-
ers have not fully grappled with the challenges posed 
by a China that behaves in a restrained and generally 
responsible manner while simultaneously developing 
strategic capabilities that may threaten U.S. inter-
ests. Chinese military planners—like those in other 
advanced militaries—are interested in developing new 
technologies and capabilities that can increase military 
effectiveness. This does not make China uniquely ag-
gressive, but it does raise questions about how a stron-
ger China might use these capabilities in the future.

China is modernizing its forces and developing 
new capabilities to deal with a range of internal and 

external contingencies. Concerns about the pos-
sibility of Taiwan independence have been the key 
driver of Chinese military modernization since the 
mid-1990s, but China is now laying the founda-
tions for military capabilities that can perform other 
missions, such as protecting its territorial claims and 
sea lines of communication. China is reshaping its 
military to take advantage of opportunities provided 
by advanced command, control, communications, 
computers, intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance and precision strike. Areas of particular 
concern include China’s modernization of its nuclear 
arsenal and efforts to develop advanced space and 
counterspace, cyber warfare, and conventional force 
capabilities that may limit U.S. military access to the 
western Pacific. These capabilities represent a nascent 
antiaccess capability designed to limit U.S. strategic 
mobility in the western Pacific, limiting the U.S. mili-
tary’s ability to fulfill its security commitments.

Beijing’s near- to midterm objective is not to 
match U.S. military capabilities across the board, but 
rather to create sufficient U.S. vulnerability to ensure 
that Washington behaves cautiously when core 
Chinese interests, such as preventing Taiwan from 
attaining de jure independence, are at stake. China’s 
investments in advanced strategic capabilities even-
tually are likely to challenge current U.S. dominance 
in some key areas. The United States should and will 

Vietnam’s first oil refinery, opened February 2009, will meet one-third of nation’s petroleum needs
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make investments to improve its own capabilities. 
China nevertheless will reap some operational ad-
vantages from its own investments and develop some 
ways to limit American ability to apply its military 
capabilities in a conflict. Continued U.S. dominance 
in key strategic areas is preferable but may be tech-
nologically impossible (due to the offense-dominant 
nature of some strategic domains) or unaffordable 
(due to high costs and competing demands).

One potential U.S. response might involve efforts 
to dissuade China from acquiring advanced military 
capabilities. Dissuasion was a prominent theme in 
Bush administration strategic documents such as the 
2001 and 2006 Quadrennial Defense Reviews and 
the 2005 National Defense Strategy. U.S. strategic 
documents do not single out China as an object 
of dissuasion, but several academic analysts have 
examined dissuasion’s potential applicability to the 
China case. Successful dissuasion requires persuad-
ing the other state that it will not derive the hoped-
for benefits from investments in strategic capabilities 
or that the direct and indirect costs of pursuing 
advanced capabilities will outweigh the potential 
benefits. Three main avenues have been explored 
in the academic literature: pursuing competitive 
strategies that invite China to engage in costly arms 
competitions that it cannot win; raising the political 
and economic costs of Chinese efforts to develop and 
deploy advanced strategic capabilities; and linking 
U.S. economic and strategic cooperation with China 
to restraint in its strategic development programs.

All three approaches are problematic when applied 
to China. Although it may be possible to raise the 
costs of Chinese behavior that violates established 
international rules and norms, the utility of advanced 
military technologies means that dissuasion is un-
likely to prevent China from developing additional 
advanced nuclear, space, conventional, and cyber 
capabilities.

Managing U.S.-China Strategic Competition
An all-out arms race is not inevitable, but the 

United States will have to think more seriously about 
how to deal with China if it no longer enjoys un-
questioned dominance in key areas. Washington will 
need to be willing either to accept greater costs and 
risks in the pursuit of its interests or to scale back its 
objectives. The U.S. military has operated success-
fully in high-risk situations in the past, but the ex-
pectation that the U.S. military will be dominant and 
able to carry out major operations with few casualties 
will need to be revised. Some degree of vulnerability 

is inevitable, but the United States should seek to 
maintain a balance that makes the use of force more 
costly for China than for the United States and thus 
maintains some U.S. freedom of action.

Given ongoing military operations and competing 
demands, many in the nuclear, ballistic missile de-
fense, space, and cyber communities are likely to be 
frustrated at resource, technology, and policy limita-
tions that restrict the development of advanced U.S. 
capabilities. These strategic communities will focus 
intently on Chinese efforts in their areas, and seek to 
draw leadership attention and resources to their mis-
sions. Their Chinese counterparts will do the same. 
If U.S. efforts do not sustain dominance, some mem-
bers of these communities are likely to appeal to the 
broader political system to attract more attention to 
their concerns. The structure of U.S.-China strategic 
competition suggests that nuclear, missile defense, 
space, and cyber issues will be at least irritants—and 
potentially major destabilizing factors—in bilateral 
relations for some time to come.

The ultimate effect will depend on whether these 
strategic issues can be compartmentalized or wheth-
er they come to dominate the broader relationship. 
Those Americans with responsibilities for specific 
strategic domains are likely to urge that their con-
cerns be linked with wider bilateral issues as a way 
to increase U.S. leverage. Such a move, however, may 
undercut broader U.S. efforts to integrate China fully 
into the international system as a responsible stake-
holder. Because different elements of the government 
have different responsibilities and perspectives, the 
effort to strike the right balance between cooperation 
with China and strategic competition in particular 
domains is likely to be an enduring tension in U.S. 
China policy.

The Road Ahead
The U.S.-China relationship will remain ambigu-

ous, with substantial areas of cooperation coexist-
ing with strategic tensions and mutual suspicions. 
The United States and China are not inevitable 
enemies, but managing the competitive aspects of 
the relationship will require wise leadership on both 
sides of the Pacific. Even though the United States is 
likely to maintain its technological edge, China will 
develop some advanced strategic capabilities that will 
allow it to inflict significant damage on U.S. forces 
in the event of a military conflict. If the countries 
manage their relations carefully, the negative effects 
of strategic competition on the broader relationship 
may remain modest. If strategic conflicts of interest 
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become prominent—most likely over Taiwan—
then competition may intensify and poison other 
aspects of the relationship. Conversely, if the Taiwan 
issue appears on a path toward peaceful resolution, 
strategic competition will likely be more muted. In 
any case, Sino-American strategic competition has 
begun to move beyond Taiwan to include concerns 
about respective future military capabilities and 
relative influence. Even as the two militaries explore 
potential areas of security cooperation, each appears 
increasingly concerned about the other.

The United States will need to improve its ability 
to pursue a multifaceted relationship with China 
within the context of its overall strategy. This should 
involve cooperation where American and Chinese 
interests are compatible, combined with active efforts 
to engage China to influence how it defines and pur-
sues its interests. Given U.S. security commitments 
and the importance of U.S. alliances for Asia-Pacific 
security, the maintenance of robust military capabili-
ties will remain an important part of U.S. strategy. 
Because of the difficulty of dissuading China from 
acquiring additional advanced strategic capabilities, 
the United States must be prepared to compete vigor-
ously with it in important strategic domains while 
simultaneously seeking to limit the impact of this 
competition on the broader bilateral relationship.

How can U.S.-China strategic competition be 
managed effectively? One way is to try to place 

some limits on any competition that might make 
both sides worse off. For example, unrestrained 
nuclear competition or all-out efforts to weaponize 
space would require huge investments that might 
ultimately produce no strategic advantages once the 
other side’s response is factored in. Mutual restraint, 
strategic understandings, and informal limits on the 
development or deployment of particular capabilities 
may be valuable to reduce or manage competition. 
The United States is using its strategic dialogue and 
military-to-military contacts with China to try to 
address its strategic concerns and to correct misper-
ceptions about U.S. strategic intentions. Official and 
unofficial dialogues on nuclear issues and ballistic 
missile defense over the last decade have played a 
useful role in making each side aware of the other’s 
concerns and have had modest success in reduc-
ing mutual suspicions. These efforts are continuing, 
and can be enhanced (including a dialogue on space 
issues), albeit with modest expectations about their 
ultimate impact.

A second approach is to keep the competitive di-
mensions of U.S.-China relations within the context 
of a broader, generally cooperative relationship that 
is of huge importance to both countries. By placing 
narrow areas of strategic competition in proper pro-
portion, leaders can make informed decisions about 
how important these areas are, what investments 
are appropriate, and what damage to the broader 
relationship is justified in terms of strategic benefits. 
Clearly, the specifics of the U.S.-China balance in 
particular strategic domains would become very 
important in a military crisis. Both sides should be 
careful not to let concerns about worst-case scenarios 
and unlikely contingencies steer the broader relation-
ship. Handled properly, these concerns can remain 
remote contingencies rather than the primary drivers 
of policy.

A third way is to recognize that integrating China 
into the international system as a responsible stake-
holder requires showing Beijing a path by which it 
can pursue its legitimate aspirations through peace-
ful means. As John Ikenberry has written, the current 
liberal international order is remarkably flexible and 
has done a good job so far of accommodating China’s 
rising power. The United States will have to recog-
nize that if China is to make greater contributions to 
maintaining the international system, it will expect 
a greater voice within that system. The original 
formulation of the “responsible stakeholder” concept 
was silent on the question of which Chinese interests 
were legitimate and deserving of respect. The United 

Chinese President Hu Jintao (left) with Japanese Prime Minister Yasuo 
Fukuda during Hu’s visit to Tokyo, May 2008
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States will not be able to ignore this question forever; 
answering it will likely require some adjustments in 
both the international system and U.S. foreign policy 
goals. Just as markets provide ways to reconcile 
competing economic interests, however, an open 
international system can provide ways to reconcile 
competing strategic interests without war.

A final point is that the division of labor implicit 
in a strategy of engaging and hedging—with the 
State Department and economic policymak-
ers concentrating on engagement and military 
policymakers concentrating on the hedge—can 
potentially result in a lack of focus and increase the 
difficulty of making appropriate tradeoffs between 
U.S. economic and security interests. The issues 
involved are complex, and reasonable people can 
disagree about the answers. An enduring consensus 
is likely to be elusive. Strong political leadership and 
effective use of the National Security Council as a 
coordination mechanism will be essential to the 
successful implementation of an effective strategy 
for dealing with a stronger China.

The U.S.-Japan Alliance: Managing  
Expectations

In Northeast Asia, Japan is faced with both im-
mediate and long-term security challenges. A nuclear 
North Korea, armed with ballistic missiles capable of 
reaching Japan, represents Tokyo’s immediate chal-
lenge. China represents the long-term strategic chal-
lenge. Despite guarded optimism about recent trends 
in the Japan-China relationship and their accelerat-
ing economic engagement, Japan is at the same time 
cognizant of China’s growing military power. Bei-
jing’s 20-year run of double-digit increases in defense 
spending and its lack of transparency are matters for 
growing concern in Japan. In Southeast Asia, China’s 
diplomatic standing as well as its political and com-
mercial influence are perceived as rising across the 
region, adding to Japan’s strategic uneasiness.

Domestic Situation
The 2008 Economic Survey of Japan by the Orga-

nization for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) projected the economic expansion 
that began in 2002 to continue through 2009, with 
growth rates in the range of 1.5 to 2 percent. By 
mid-2008, however, rising energy and commodity 
prices, declining consumer spending, and a fall-off 
in industrial production and housing construction 
combined to temper growth forecasts. To revive the 
economy, the government of Prime Minister Taro 

Aso proposed a stimulus package of tax cuts and 
increases in government spending, likely to increase 
government debt which in 2007 amounted to 180 
percent of gross domestic product (GDP). At the 
same time, a rapidly aging population will increase 
claims on the government’s financial resources for 
health and social welfare spending.

Building on its historic victory in the 2007 Upper 
House elections, the opposition Democratic Party of 
Japan (DPJ) is actively seeking to displace the Liberal 
Democratic Party (LDP)–New Komeito Party ruling 
coalition. An intensification of politics, includ-
ing foreign policy and national security issues, will 
mark Diet deliberations as each side maneuvers for 
electoral advantage. This political logjam, coupled 
with the stultifying internal effects of bureaucratic 
scandals, has brought policy decisionmaking in 
Japan to a standstill.

From 2001 to 2006, under successive LDP-Komeito 
governments headed by Prime Minister Junichiro 
Koizumi, Japan moved to support Operation Endur-
ing Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom by deploy-
ing the Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) to assist 
refueling operations in the Indian Ocean, the Air 
Self-Defense Force to Kuwait to provide airlift supply, 
and the Ground Self-Defense Force to Iraq to assist 
in postwar reconstruction. Although he deployed 
the Self-Defense Forces under United Nations (UN) 
Resolution 1368, Koizumi anchored his decision 
to authorize the deployments as a function of the 
U.S.-Japan alliance, in support of Japan’s sole alliance 
partner. In a March 23, 2003, convocation address to 
the National Defense Academy, Koizumi defined the 
alliance as “absolutely invaluable” to Japan. The prime 
minister explained that Japan could not count on U.S. 
support on North Korea if Japan did not support the 
United States in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Koizumi’s term as prime minister provided unusu-
al political continuity to Japanese policy. His succes-
sor, Shinzo Abe, however, failed to last 1 year, resign-
ing after the LDP lost control of the Upper House of 
the Diet to the DPJ in the July 2007 election. Abe’s 
successor as prime minister, Yasuo Fukuda, who also 
resigned unexpectedly in September 2008, had to 
deal with the consequences of the election defeat, an 
opposition aimed at forcing dissolution of the Diet 
and a Lower House election, and the resulting legis-
lative and policy gridlock. Fukuda’s LDP successor, 
Taro Aso, faced Diet elections shortly after his own 
elevation to the LDP leadership position. In the short 
term, Japan’s governments are not likely to experi-
ence the continuity of the Koizumi years.
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In the present political context, alliance-related 
issues—such as implementing the Defense Policy 
Review Initiative (DPRI), relocating the U.S. Marine 
Corps’ Futenma Air Station to northern Okinawa 
and troop relocation to Guam, and maintaining 
present levels of host nation support (HNS)—have 
become matters of active policy and political debate. 
Should the DPJ form the core of a successor govern-
ment, the new government will seek adjustments in 
the HNS budget as well as amendments to the Status 
of Forces Agreement. Moreover, former DPJ presi-
dent Ichiro Ozawa has long held that Japan can only 
deploy the Self-Defense Forces overseas under UN 
auspices, a position he underscored in his opposition 
to the 2007 reauthorization of Japan’s Anti-Terrorist 
Special Measures Law, which authorized the MSDF 
refueling operations in support of Operation Endur-
ing Freedom.

Looking Outward
Japan’s difficult fiscal environment will continue to 

affect defense and foreign policy budgets. For political 
reasons, defense budgets have been maintained at 1 
percent of gross national product; the 2008 defense 
budget, however, lowered spending to 0.89 percent. 
Fiscal constraints are similarly apparent in Japan’s 
declining Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) 
budget. For 2007, the Development Assistance 
Committee of the OECD reported that Japan’s ODA 
disbursements totaled $7.7 billion, a reduction of 30 
percent from the previous year. As a result of the 2007 
reduction, Japan—formerly the leader in ODA—
has dropped from third to fifth place among ODA 
donors. Concerned with Japan’s drop in international 
standing, the Fukuda government made an effort 
to increase ODA spending in Africa and Southeast 
Asia. This effort toward greater diplomatic and ODA 
activism was driven in part by concerns with China’s 
growing presence and influence in both regions.

At the time of the 1991 Persian Gulf War, Japan’s 
security responsibilities under the U.S.-Japan alli-
ance, in addition to the defense of the home islands, 
extended 1,000 nautical miles out from Japan for sea 
lane defense. Despite strong financial and diplomatic 
backing for the coalition forces, Japan was criticized 
in the United States for its risk-averse “checkbook 
diplomacy.” Moved in part by such criticism, as well 
as a growing recognition that Japan should be more 
actively engaged in efforts to support international 
stability and security, the Diet in 1993 adopted legis-
lation to allow Japan to participate in UN peacekeep-
ing operations.

Meanwhile, a series of events during the 1990s—
the 1993–1994 North Korean nuclear crisis, the 1996 
Taiwan Strait crisis, and North Korea’s launch of a 
Taepo Dong missile over Japan in 1998—underscored 
the tenuous nature of the security environment in 
which Japan existed. These developments prompted 
efforts by Tokyo to strengthen its alliance with the 
United States, culminating in the Tokyo Declaration 
of April 1996 and Japan’s subsequent commitment to 
provide rear-area support to U.S. forces for contin-
gencies in the areas surrounding Japan.

In the Diet debate over legislation to implement 
Japan’s rear-area support commitment, members 
tried to get some clarification from the Foreign Min-
istry concerning the geographic reach of “areas sur-
rounding Japan.” The Foreign Ministry, in an effort 
to maintain flexibility with regard to the applicability 
of the concept, retreated to diplomatic ambiguity 
and defined it as functional rather than geographic. 
Following the attacks on the World Trade Center, the 
MSDF deployed to the Indian Ocean in support of 
Enduring Freedom.

Reauthorization of the MSDF mission, however, 
eventually fell victim to politics. Once in control of 
the Upper House, the DPJ, in a possible preview of 
its national security policies should it gain control of 
the government, refused to reauthorize the mission 
because it lacked a specific UN mandate. In January 
2008, Japan passed the New Anti-Terrorism Special 
Measures Law, which reauthorized the MSDF mis-
sion through January 15, 2009. The law was again ex-
tended through January 2010. The Iraq Special Mea-
sures Law, which authorized the Air Self-Defense 
Force to transport personnel and goods for the UN 
and Multinational Force between Kuwait and Iraq, 
terminated December 12, 2008. Japanese ground and 
air units were withdrawn shortly thereafter.

Looking back to 1991, the record of the past 17 
years points to growing Japanese involvement in 
support of international stability and security. It is in 
the national interest of the United States that Japan 
continues to focus outward.

The Road Ahead
The major challenge facing the new administra-

tion is to continue to strengthen the U.S.-Japan 
alliance and to sustain and encourage Japan’s slowly 
evolving engagement in support of international 
stability and security.

At the strategic level, there is a firm consensus on 
the central importance of the U.S.-Japan alliance. 
There is, however, a gap between strategic consensus 
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The U.S.-Japan Alliance: Key Documents

A series of documents issued by the U.S.-Japan Security Consulta-
tive Committee constitute a framework and work program for the 
alliance. These include the February 2005 Joint Statement; the 
October 29, 2005, “Joint Statement on the U.S.-Japan Alliance, 
Transformation and Realignment for the Future”; the May 1, 2006, 
joint statement, “United States–Japan Roadmap for Realignment 
Implementation”; and the May 1, 2007, statement on “Alliance 
Transformation: Advancing United States–Japan Security and 
Defense Cooperation.”

The February 2005 Joint Statement marked the convergence of 
a common strategic vision and a shared understanding that the 
alliance enhances the security of the two partners, the Asia-Pacific 
region, and the cause of “global peace and stability.” The docu-
ment set out a number of common strategic objectives toward the 
region and beyond and judged the consolidation of the U.S.-Japan 
partnership to be in the interest of “peace, stability, prosperity 
worldwide.”

The October 2005 Joint Statement identified specific areas for 
improved security and defense cooperation, and provided for a re-
alignment of the U.S. force posture in Japan as well as a joint study 
on roles, missions, and capabilities. Realignment centered on the 
relocation of U.S. Marine forces from Okinawa to Guam and the 
return of the Marine Corps Air Station at Futenma to the Okinawa 
prefectural government.

Subsequent joint statements reaffirmed the common strategic 
objectives, provided a detailed roadmap for realignment, and 
strengthened missile defense and operational cooperation.

and performance on “nuts and bolts” issues. The 
relocation of the Futenma Air Station and the 8,000 
Okinawa-based Marines to Guam are issues the new 
administration will inherit. Implementation will 
require careful and continuing attention.

The realignment issues are operational in nature 
but are strategic in consequence, and will be central 
to the health of the alliance over the next decade. For 
the United States, the alliance is the cornerstone of its 
strategy toward the Asia-Pacific region and a central 
element of U.S. global strategy.

The new administration has inherited an ac-
tive program in missile defense cooperation, the 
enhancement of which—including encouraging 
the Japanese government to adopt comprehensive 
legislation to protect classified information—will 
lead to greater integration of defense capabilities 
and strengthen Japan’s defenses against the ballistic 
missile threat posed by North Korea. Missile defense 
cooperation will serve to reassure Japan of Wash-
ington’s commitment to its security over the next 
decade and beyond, as would a U.S.-Japan dialogue 
on extended deterrence, should the nuclear challenge 
posed by North Korea remain unresolved.

The new administration has an opportunity to put 
its own historic stamp on the alliance and the U.S.-
Japan relationship. The year 2010 will mark the 50th 
anniversary of the U.S.-Japan Treaty for Mutual Co-
operation and Security. A new joint vision statement 
along the lines of the 1996 Tokyo Declaration, which 
carried the alliance into the post–Cold War world, and 
the 2005 Joint Statement of Common Strategic Objec-
tives, which globalized alliance cooperation, could re-
affirm mutual commitments to the alliance and shape 
its direction toward midcentury. Without progress on 
DPRI implementation, however, a new vision state-
ment would lack a firm operational foundation.

Japan will also host the 2010 meeting of the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum. This 
will provide another opportunity for the United 
States and Japan to cooperate to promote the vision 
of an Asia-Pacific free trade area (FTA). A trans-
Pacific FTA comports with historic U.S. interests of 
being “included” in East Asia.

As for broader cooperation among U.S. allies 
in Northeast Asia, both Japan and the Republic of 
Korea have expressed interest in reestablishing tri-
lateral coordination with the United States on issues 
that go beyond North Korea to shared regional and 
global concerns. Since the initiation of the Six-Party 
Talks, thought has been given to seeing the structure 
evolve into a successor Northeast Asia Peace and Se-

Japanese and U.S. lawmakers hold first meeting under newly created official 
Japan-U.S. parliamentarian exchange organization, Washington, DC, June 
2008
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curity Mechanism. Absent the complete denuclear-
ization of North Korea, however, such a mechanism 
remains a distant possibility.

Nevertheless, the new administration will find that 
multilateral cooperation has built outward from our 
alliance-rooted strength in the region. The concept 
has not been exclusionary, but one that stems from 
our shared values and complementary interests, and 
allows the alliance partners collectively to engage 
others with greater confidence.

The U.S.–ROK Alliance: Building a  
Mature Partnership

The Republic of Korea confronts a complex stra-
tegic environment. To its north, across the Demilita-
rized Zone (DMZ), the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea (DPRK) remains a closed, unpredictable 
society. The DPRK’s conventional military, although 
degraded, remains formidable in terms of num-
bers, but it is North Korea’s attempted development 
of nuclear weapons and ballistic missile delivery 
systems that defines the major security challenge. At 
the same time, North Korea’s totalitarian political 
system, its aging and ill political leadership, and its 
fragile and failing economy combine to raise the 
specter of unrest, instability, and regime collapse. 
Well aware that the financial cost of reunification to 
the government of South Korea is generally expected 

to dwarf the sum involved in German unification 
at the end of the Cold War, ROK governments have 
cautiously addressed the issue.

Beyond the peninsula, South Korea’s booming 
economic relations with its immediate neighbors, 
China and Japan, are balanced by longstanding terri-
torial disputes, intense political nationalism, and the 
unhappy legacy of conflict and colonialism.

China is South Korea’s top trading partner, with 
two-way trade amounting to $145 billion in 2007, 
nearly one-quarter of the ROK’s total trade. This 
gives Beijing considerable leverage in Seoul. China’s 
diplomatic leadership in the Six-Party Talks, aimed at 
resolving North Korea’s nuclear challenge, also is well 
appreciated in Seoul. Yet China’s growing economic 
influence in North Korea and its claim to the ancient 
territory of Koguryo, which includes large areas of 
ancient Korean kingdoms, have raised concerns that 
China’s long-term interests and objectives toward 
the peninsula may not correspond to those of South 
Korea. Keeping the past alive, South Korea’s his-
tory textbooks record China’s numerous military 
advances into the peninsula and the subservience of 
Korea’s tributary status.

Japan is South Korea’s third leading trading 
partner, with two-way trade in 2007 totaling $63.6 
billion. Yet memories of the Japanese empire’s an-
nexation and harsh occupation of Korea from 1905 

Chinese bank clerk counts foreign exchange banknotes at branch of Agricultural Bank of China, Liaocheng
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to 1945 remain intense and volatile in South Korea’s 
body politic, and complicate management of the 
bilateral relationship between Seoul and Tokyo. Visits 
to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine by Japan’s politi-
cal leaders to honor their country’s war dead, which 
include 14 Japanese Class A war criminals, and the 
sovereignty dispute over the Liancourt Rocks have 
the potential to reignite still-smoldering resentments.

The Advent of the Lee Administration
On December 19, 2007, Lee Myung-bak of the 

right-center Grand National Party (GNP) was elected 
president of the Republic of Korea. Lee’s victory 
marked the end of a decade of left-center govern-
ments under Presidents Kim Dae Jung and Roh 
Moo-hyun. Lee, a former president of Hyundai Con-
struction Company and mayor of Seoul, campaigned 
on a platform of economic revitalization, a policy 
toward North Korea that demands reciprocity, and a 
commitment to strengthen the ROK–U.S. alliance.

In contrast to the income redistribution policies 
of the previous government, Lee’s economic policies 
highlight deregulation, investment incentives, tax 
cuts, and pro-growth and chaebol-friendly initia-
tives (chaebol are large family-controlled firms with 
strong government ties), all aimed at making South 
Korea the world’s seventh largest economy, raising 
per capita GDP to $40,000 and achieving a 7 percent 
economic growth rate. Early in 2008, however, in 
light of rising oil prices and a slowdown in the U.S. 
economy, Lee’s economic team lowered projected 
growth figures to 6 percent, while the Bank of Korea 
forecast a 4.7 percent growth rate. Both the Samsung 
Economic Research Institute and the state-run Korea 
Development Institute estimated growth at 5 percent 
for 2008 despite unfavorable external economic con-
ditions. By mid-year, slowing growth, combined with 
the rising prices of oil and agricultural commodities, 
combined to raise concerns of stagflation.

With regard to North Korea, the Lee government 
announced plans to assist the DPRK’s economic 
development, proposing to raise per capita income 
to $3,000 over 10 years, helping to create over 
100 export companies, and creating over 300,000 
industrial jobs—conditioned on North Korea’s co-
operation in denuclearization. The new government 
also made clear that it would review the large-scale 
economic infrastructure projects announced at the 
October 4, 2007, South-North Summit between 
former President Roh and North Korea’s Kim Jong 
Il to ensure that the projects served the economic 
interests of South Korea. The Lee government also 

announced that it would not refrain from criticizing 
North Korea’s human rights violations. Seoul’s new 
willingness to criticize North Korea and its emphasis 
on reciprocity in its dealing with Pyongyang marked 
a departure from the policies of leftist governments 
since the June 2000 summit in Pyongyang.

U.S.–ROK Alliance Relations
Improving relations with the United States is at 

the center of Lee’s foreign policy. As a presidential 
candidate, Lee made clear his intent to strengthen 
the ROK–U.S. alliance; as president, he proposed 
the development of a “Strategic Alliance for the 21st 
Century” that would expand alliance cooperation 
from the peninsula to East Asia and beyond. Lee also 
stressed the importance of the U.S. ratification of the 
Korea–United States (KORUS) Free Trade Agree-
ment signed by his predecessor in 2007. Legislation 
to implement the FTA is pending in the U.S. Con-
gress and the ROK national assembly.

For over 50 years, South Korea has been allied 
with the United States. Since its inception, the al-
liance has served to deter the outbreak of a second 
Korean War, while allowing South Korea to devote 
its resources to the development of a world-class 
economy and a vibrant democracy. Over the years, 
however, South Korea’s prosperity, growing national 
confidence, and emergence as a stable democracy 
have combined to build political pressures to restruc-
ture and transform the alliance.

Officials of the Lee government characterize al-
liance management under Presidents Kim and Roh 
as “ten lost years.” While it is true that ROK–U.S. 
relations experienced political turbulence in South 
Korea from 2000 to 2008, it is also true that signifi-
cant steps were taken to transform the alliance into a 
more equal military and political structure.

Strategic dissonance in policies toward North 
Korea marked relations between Seoul and Washing-
ton in the years following the June 2000 South-North 
Summit, which served to foster more benign views 
of North Korea in the ROK. Subsequently, large 
numbers of South Korean citizens came to see North 
Korea as a poor, weak, and highly insecure neighbor, 
whose intractable, belligerent behavior was often 
attributed to U.S. policies, which were perceived as 
isolating or pressuring the regime in Pyongyang. In-
dicative of this trend, the ROK’s Ministry of Defense 
2005 White Paper ceased to identify North Korea as 
an enemy, and, in a 2004 South Korean public opin-
ion poll, the United States was viewed as a greater 
threat to peace than was North Korea.
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Roh came into office in 2003 with a highly nation-
alistic agenda, determined to redress long-perceived 
inequities in the ROK–U.S. relationship. With regard 
to the alliance, Roh made the transfer of wartime 
operational control of ROK forces back to South 
Korean command the touchstone of his efforts to 
transform the alliance into a more equal structure.

At the same time, the Bush administration, in re-
sponse to the 9/11 terrorist attacks, initiated a global 
transformation of U.S. forces aimed at making them 
lighter and more readily deployable. On the Korean 
Peninsula, this imposed a new security requirement 
on U.S. forces—in addition to being prepared to 
defend South Korea, they were also to be prepared to 
deploy off the peninsula to deal with the threat posed 
by international terrorism.

This combination of U.S. and ROK imperatives to 
meet the security challenges of the post-9/11 world 
and the demands for greater equality within the al-
liance resulted in consecutive bilateral negotiations: 
the Future of the Alliance Talks (FOTA) and the 
Strategic Policy Initiative (SPI). The talks resulted 
in the redeployment of U.S. forces from bases at the 
DMZ to the Osan-Pyongtaek area and the Taegu-
Pusan area; the return of approximately 60 camps 
and installations to the ROK; the relocation of the 
Yongsan Garrison in downtown Seoul to Pyongtaek; 
and the transfer of wartime operational control to 
the ROK by April 17, 2012. South Korea’s “Defense 
Reform 2020” provides for the acquisition of es-
sential upgrades in command and control, commu-
nications, computers, and intelligence capabilities to 
support transfer of operational control. At the same 
time, the United States agreed to provide necessary 
bridging capabilities through 2020. While some in 
South Korea continue to express uneasiness with the 
readiness of the ROK military to assume wartime op-
erational control, the initiative continues on track.

The Road Ahead
The ability of the United States and the Republic 

of Korea to advance their bilateral relationship and 
strengthen the alliance will depend on the interplay 
of a number of factors: the capacity of the Lee gov-
ernment to overcome its initial stumbles and govern 
effectively in the face of vocal and determined oppo-
sition; the implementation of FOTA and SPI agree-
ments; the success of the ROK’s Defense Reform 
2020; the maintenance of coordination on policies 
toward North Korea; and the fate of KORUS.

Less than 2 months after its inauguration, the Lee 
administration met with an unexpected reversal when 

his Grand National Party escaped with a narrow ma-
jority victory in the National Assembly elections. The 
narrowness of the victory, 153 out of 299 seats, was 
in part due to the defection of 26 GNP members to 
an alliance led by Park Geun-Hye, Lee’s unsuccessful 
rival for the GNP presidential nomination.

In advance of his summit visit to Washington, Lee 
announced his decision to implement the commit-
ment, made by the Roh government, to re-open the 
Korean market for U.S. beef (U.S. beef imports had 
been banned since 2003, following the outbreak of 
mad cow disease in the United States). Many South 
Koreans saw the announcement as an arbitrary 
exercise of power, one that put Lee’s relationship 
with Washington ahead of the health of the Korean 
people. Massive demonstrations, first by students and 
civil society organizations, later supported by opposi-
tion parties, resulted in plummeting public approval 
ratings for the president, the reorganization of the 
president’s staff, strikes by the Korean Confederation 
of Trade Unions, opposition parties’ refusal to allow 
the opening of the National Assembly, and finally, a 
presidential apology.

Lee’s emphasis on reciprocity in South-North 
relations—demanding denuclearization as a condi-
tion for economic assistance—meant that for many 
months in 2008 South Korea had refused to send 
food and fertilizer to North Korea. With public 
pressures building for a response to reports of an 
intensifying famine in North Korea, however, Lee 
reversed his position. In his address to the open-
ing of the National Assembly, he called for renewed 
dialogue with North Korea “to alleviate the pain of 
the North Korean people.” In reply, an editorial in 
North Korea’s Rodong Sinmun newspaper blasted the 
president for his responsibility for the aggravated 
state of North-South relations.

Challenges and Opportunities
In the midst of transforming the bilateral U.S.–

ROK alliance, President Lee is facing determined 
opposition on defense budget issues, including 
appropriations for Defense Reform 2020, for the 
Special Measures Agreement (Host Nation Support), 
and for implementation of the FOTA and SPI agree-
ments on the redeployment of U.S. forces on the 
peninsula. Also, the opposition is determined to raise 
issues related to the environmental cleanup of U.S. 
bases returned to the ROK.

The Lee government has repeatedly emphasized 
the strategic importance of the alliance with the 
United States, and Lee has made clear his interest in 
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turning the Cold War–origin alliance into a “Strate-
gic Alliance for the 21st Century,” expanding its scope 
from the peninsula to East Asia and beyond. Korean 
officials frequently point to the Tokyo Declaration of 
April 1996, which defined a post–Cold War role for 
the U.S.-Japan alliance, as a model. Cooperating with 
the ROK in defining such an alliance would allow the 
administration the opportunity to put its mark on a 
new initiative in Asian security.

Efforts to develop a new vision of the alliance, 
however, have diverted attention from implementa-
tion of the FOTA/SPI agreements. Despite a shared 
understanding on the importance of the alliance, a 
gap exists between strategic consensus and actual 
performance on nuts-and-bolts issues. Funding and 
implementation of FOTA/SPI—operational issues 
with strategic consequences—will require the careful 
and continuing attention of the new administration 
in Washington.

The Obama administration has inherited the 
KORUS Free Trade Agreement. Senior ROK officials 
have privately communicated that a U.S. failure to 
ratify the agreement would be “a major blow” to the 
Lee government. Furthermore, such an outcome 
would negatively affect the U.S.–ROK relationship 
and mark a significant retreat from the commitment 
of past administrations, Democratic and Republican 
alike, to free trade.

North Korea: Choices for the New  
Administration

The challenge of halting North Korea’s pursuit of a 
nuclear weapons program has now bedeviled Ameri-
can Presidents for over two decades. The George 
H.W. Bush administration attempted to bring North 
Korea under International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) inspections after becoming concerned about 
North Korea’s Yongbyon gas-graphite power reactor 
in the late 1980s. When discrepancies arose between 
North Korea’s declaration and evidence gathered by 
IAEA inspectors during 1992, the ensuing dispute 
sparked the first North Korean nuclear crisis and led 
to bilateral negotiations under the Clinton adminis-
tration that resulted in the Geneva Agreed Frame-
work. By the terms of this deal, North Korea froze 
construction and promised to eventually dismantle 
its plutonium-based nuclear program upon delivery 
of two light-water reactors for electricity production 
by a U.S.-led multinational consortium.

Lack of political will among the parties to the 
agreement, the withholding of funding by the newly 
elected U.S. Republican Congress, and delays in the 

timetable for provision of the two light-water reac-
tors as promised in the Agreed Framework caused 
relations between North Korea and the United States 
to deteriorate over the next several years, and sowed 
the seeds for the next North Korean nuclear crisis.

Background
In 2002, the U.S. Intelligence Community con-

cluded that the DPRK had pursued a covert uranium 
enrichment path to achieving nuclear weapons 
capability in contravention of the Clinton-era agree-
ment, spawning a second crisis over North Korea’s 
nuclear ambitions. U.S. allegations to this effect dur-
ing an October 2002 visit to Pyongyang by President 
Bush’s special envoy, Assistant Secretary James Kelly, 
sparked an angry response from the North Koreans 
and the unraveling of the Agreed Framework. In re-
taliation for a U.S. decision to halt deliveries of heavy 
fuel oil that had been promised under the framework 
agreement, North Korea expelled IAEA nuclear 
inspectors and reinstalled fuel rods that had been 
put in storage near Yongbyon since the mid-1990s. 
Following on-again, off-again six-party negotiations 
established in 2003 that included China, Russia, 
Japan, South Korea, North Korea, and the United 
States, North Korea’s apparent October 2006 test of a 
nuclear device dramatically illustrated the policy fail-
ures of successive administrations. The test catalyzed 
a uniformly negative international response, includ-
ing rapid passage of UN Security Council Resolution 
1718, which placed severe economic sanctions on the 
DPRK. The implementation of those sanctions was 
suspended, however, when the Bush administration 
pursued bilateral U.S.–DPRK negotiations in the 
context of the six-party negotiations.

The outcome of those negotiations was a February 
13, 2007, implementing agreement and a more spe-
cific October 3 agreement in which the DPRK was 
to shut down, disable, and dismantle its Yongbyon 
nuclear facilities. These agreements would allow 
IAEA monitors to return to the complex, and offer 
a “complete and correct declaration” of its nuclear 
facilities, programs, and materials. In return, the 
United States would remove North Korea from the 
list of state sponsors of terrorism from the Trading 
with the Enemy Act; Japan-DPRK relations would 
improve; and North Korea would receive one million 
tons of heavy fuel oil or its equivalent from the other 
parties (with the exception of Japan). The agreement 
was built on a Six-Party Joint Statement of Principles 
for addressing the North Korean nuclear issue that 
had been completed on September 19, 2005, a year 
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prior to North Korea’s nuclear test. The “grand bar-
gain” that had been envisaged in the joint statement 
traded North Korea’s denuclearization for multilat-
eral economic support and the political benefits of 
diplomatic normalization with the United States, 
under agreed-upon principles of “action for action.”

The February 13, 2007, agreement covered only 
the first steps that would have to be taken toward 
North Korea’s full denuclearization. They were to be 
completed within 90 days, but it took until summer 
to complete only the first phase of the agreement. 
North Korea also missed a December 31, 2007, 
deadline for submitting a “complete and correct” 
declaration of its nuclear program, materials, and 
facilities; it was finally submitted in June 2008. With 
this, President Bush notified Congress that he would 
remove North Korea from the list of state sponsors of 
terrorism within 45 days. However, North Korea re-
fused to agree to the verification measures requested 
by the United States, ROK, and Japan, and took 
initial steps to refurbish nuclear facilities at Yong-
byon. Following what is believed to be a verification 
protocol, the Bush administration announced that it 
had delisted North Korea on October 10, 2008.

On April 5, 2009, North Korea, in the face of 
international opposition, conducted a missile test over 

Japan into the Pacific Ocean. On May 25, Pyongyang 
tested its second nuclear device. In response the 
United Nations Security Council, on June 13, adopted 
UNSC 1874, sanctioning North Korea for its action.

The Obama administration faces multiple chal-
lenges with respect to North Korea: reinitiating 
nuclear talks, verifying any accords, and managing a 
possible regime transition. This task may have been 
made more difficult by the fact that there remain 
ambiguities in the agreement regarding some com-
ponents of the verification regime. These issues are 
complicated by the fact that Kim Jong Il experienced 
a “medical event”—a possible stroke—that may have 
temporarily incapacitated him in mid-August 2008. 
Although the continuity of his leadership within 
North Korea apparently has not been challenged, 
this event has highlighted the possibility of internal 
political instability in the North, with uncertain 
implications for both regional stability and nonpro-
liferation.

The first issue is Kim Jong Il’s health. Although 
reported to have recovered from the August 2008 
medical event, the uncertainty regarding his physical 
condition appears to have accelerated the process 
of structuring a succession. Judging from recent 
pronouncements from Pyongyang, Kim appears to 
have settled on his youngest son, Kim Jong Un, as 
his successor. The medical event and Kim Jong Il’s 
subsequent recovery also may constitute a de facto 
test of loyalty among those closest to him. How 
North Korean powerholders have responded to Kim’s 
ill health could affect their subsequent standing in 
North Korea’s leadership hierarchy. Kim’s vulner-
ability also may influence North Korean bureaucratic 
organs in their willingness to carry out orders. A top 
priority for the United States is to assess the impact 
of the political situation inside North Korea for 
Pyongyang’s external priorities, especially as they 
relate to the task of denuclearization.

Kim Jong Il’s health situation also has exposed the 
need for greater coordination and more active shar-
ing of contingency plans among the United States 
and North Korea’s neighbors. Once such planning 
has occurred in the context of the U.S.–South Korea 
and U.S.-Japan alliances, there might be an oppor-
tunity to initiate a deeper discussion of such issues 
with China, especially as it relates to coordination 
of humanitarian assistance to North Korea and best 
practices for responding to refugees in the event of a 
political vacuum inside North Korea.

Uncertainty regarding the future direction of 
North Korea’s political leadership may also influence 

North Korean leader Kim Jong Il (second from right) talks with Wang Jiarui 
(left), head of Chinese Communist Party’s International Department, 
Pyongyang, February 2009
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North Korea’s tactical and strategic approaches to 
the Six-Party Talks. In response to the international 
outcry that followed the April 5 missile test and the 
May 25 nuclear test, Pyongyang announced that it 
would no longer participate in the Six-Party Talks, 
restart the Yongbyon reactor, and pursue a uranium 
enrichment program. While the United States, China, 
Japan, the ROK, and Russia have called on Pyongyang 
to return to the Six-Party Talks, it is not likely that 
the talks will resume in the near future. North Korea’s 
actions may suggest that Pyongyang is attempting to 
maximize leverage in dealing directly with the United 
States on a bilateral basis or, conversely, that it has no 
intention of surrendering its nuclear ambitions. 

A major challenge that has beset past administra-
tions when they tried to determine an effective policy 
strategy toward North Korea has been the need 
to reconcile the constraints imposed by America’s 
regional policy objectives with the parameters of 
America’s global nonproliferation objectives. A suc-
cessful approach has not yet been forged that can 
meld the objectives of nonproliferation while also 
strengthening America’s regional role and cred-
ibility. The Bush administration sought to manage 
this dilemma by increasing both the stakes and the 
level of responsibility felt by North Korea’s neighbors 
through the six-party negotiations process. But in 
the course of pursuing such a policy, differences have 
persisted between those who believe that U.S. objec-
tives are best served by preventing North Korea from 
engaging in proliferation of nuclear technologies or 
weapons to other countries, and those who believe 
that it is necessary to roll back North Korea’s pro-
gram as a means of supporting nonproliferation as 
an enforceable norm. This debate is likely to continue 
in the new administration.

North Korea’s immediate neighbors should be 
most concerned about a nuclear North Korea. The 
six-party process brought together those neighbors 
as the main actors, but has been relatively inef-
fectual in achieving concrete results. The priorities 
of regional powers such as China (and even South 
Korea) place stability above North Korea’s denucle-
arization, despite a rhetorical consensus in favor of a 
nuclear-free Korean Peninsula. As a result, there are 
limits both to regional support for U.S.-led coercive 
approaches and to the degree of pressure that North 
Korea’s neighbors are willing to apply even in the 
context of support for diplomacy. In fact, China and 
South Korea have been more interested in pressing 
the United States to avoid coercive options than in 
pressuring North Korea to give up all components 

of its nuclear program. This approach has enabled 
the North Koreans to engage in careful tactics that 
permit them to retain ambiguity about their overall 
nuclear status while reaping maximum rewards for 
limited cooperation.

The Road Ahead
As the Obama administration determines the 

priority of issues and the means by which it pur-
sues North Korea’s full denuclearization, it will be 
important not to imply in word or deed that a new 
status quo that includes a North Korea with a limited 
nuclear arsenal would be acceptable. The administra-
tion also will have to weigh various coercive options 
against continued negotiations in some bilateral or 
multilateral form as alternatives to achieve North 
Korea’s denuclearization. The depth of this ongo-
ing policy dilemma over North Korea’s program 
is compounded by the contradiction between the 
widespread perception that North Korea’s denucle-
arization may be impossible without regime change, 
and the priority that North Korea’s immediate 
neighbors place on maintaining regional stability. 
This underscores the need for more active pursuit of 
coordinated contingency planning to deal with the 
effects of political instability in North Korea.

The Bush administration’s approach to negotia-
tions fell short of achieving North Korean denucle-
arization. The new U.S. administration may be in a 
stronger position to negotiate effectively with North 
Korea. Possible policy approaches include continu-
ing six-party negotiations by offering North Korea 
a last chance to pursue political normalization in 
exchange for North Korea’s denuclearization, while 
promoting more active compellance efforts among 
other participants in the Six-Party Talks; setting 
aside the six-party process and bolstering a common 
resolve among the other parties, thereby convinc-
ing regional partners to push North Korea toward 
denuclearization; pursuing a bilateral “dealmaking” 
approach in which the United States quietly offers 
concrete economic and political incentives in return 
for the removal of North Korea’s plutonium from the 
country (along the lines of the “preventive defense” 
efforts led by Defense Secretary William Perry in the 
mid-1990s); and quietly beginning a policy dialogue 
with South Korea, and subsequently with China, on 
how various parties might respond to contingencies 
should North Korea face future political instability. 
As a practical matter, any solution to the North Ko-
rean nuclear crisis will require regional acquiescence 
and support if it is to be effective. But the top priority 
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of China and South Korea has been to prioritize 
regional stability over destabilizing regime change or 
nonproliferation. For this reason, the first step for the 
Obama administration is likely to be negotiations, 
preferably by affirming the U.S. commitment to the 
principles enshrined in the 2005 joint statement and 
requiring North Korea to do the same. At the same 
time, there is much more that the other participants 
in the Six-Party Talks can and should do to encour-
age North Korea that it is essential to regional stabil-
ity to fully implement the joint statement. If negotia-
tions fail, there will be expectations in the United 
States that the other five parties will take concrete 
actions to address the North Korean threat, but it is 
still not clear at this stage that the other parties will 
perform according to U.S. expectations. The United 
States will have to devise a strategy that strength-
ens political will in Northeast Asia in support of a 
denuclearized Korean Peninsula.

The new U.S. administration should reaffirm com-
mitments to nonproliferation by reenergizing strate-
gic nuclear arms reduction negotiations and provid-
ing continued leadership to address the difficult cases 
of North Korea and Iran. But such statements will be 
taken seriously only if the United States also imple-
ments a policy that continues to insist that a nuclear 
North Korea will not be accepted as part of a new 
status quo on the peninsula and in the region. Effec-
tive U.S. leadership in managing the North Korean 
nuclear issue can demonstrate that the United States 
remains an essential actor in dealing with pressing 
regional security issues, in ways that no other single 
party is able to do. Strengthened cooperation with 
other parties in the six-party process will limit North 
Korea’s scope to play off of the respective strategic di-
lemmas of the other parties and will foreclose North 
Korean alternatives to cooperation.

A prerequisite for strengthening cooperation 
among the other five parties is more effective coor-
dination with allies in South Korea and Japan. An 
approach that begins with allies and builds out to 
other parties would ensure that multilateral coordi-
nation within the Six-Party Talks does not contradict 
American alliances, and emphasize that U.S.-led 
diplomacy can make important contributions to 
stability as a supplement to U.S. military alliance 
commitments in the region.

President Obama has inherited the task of achiev-
ing North Korea’s denuclearization, following two 
decades of repeated failures. His administration is in 
a better position than any of its predecessors to join 
hands in promoting the kind of regional solidar-

ity necessary for a breakthrough with North Korea. 
Nevertheless, the perils are great. The administration 
could also stumble if it fails to align nonproliferation 
and regional security.

Reengaging with Southeast Asia and 
ASEAN

The Obama administration likely will be respond-
ing to criticism by U.S. allies and friends in Southeast 
Asia1 that Washington has not been sufficiently 
engaged in Asia-Pacific regional affairs in recent 
years. This perceived neglect has been attributed in 
part to the Bush administration’s preoccupation with 
other issues around the globe (Iraq, Afghanistan, 
terrorism, North Korea, and Iran). The fact is that 
when the United States does reengage more fully in 
Southeast Asia, it will find that China’s resurgence 
has transformed the region.

Challenges Confronting ASEAN States
From its initial boom in the 1960s, Southeast Asia 

has been an extraordinarily dynamic region driven 
by high rates of economic growth and moderniza-
tion. In little more than a generation, real per capita 
incomes in Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, and 
Brunei—and in many urban areas elsewhere—have 
quintupled. The sea lanes that traverse the Malacca 
Straits and the South China Sea have become the 
world’s busiest, in terms of both volume and value. 
Most societies of the region have changed almost 
beyond recognition. Never in history had so many 
people had their lives transformed for the better—
that is, until China launched on the same trajectory 
about 15 years later. Economic development has 
been accompanied by less dramatic, but nevertheless 
substantial, political development.

Change of this speed and scope creates inevitable 
strains and tensions throughout most of ASEAN. 
Economic growth in the region is uneven, both 
within countries and particularly among them. In the 
same archipelago with Singapore, which has living 
standards higher than Great Britain, for example, lies 
East Timor, one of the poorest and least developed 
countries on the planet. Sharing a border with boom-
ing Thailand is remote, isolated, dependent Laos, 
where modernization remains an idea, not a fact. 
Economic change often produces political fragility, as 
existing institutions and authorities are challenged by 
newly empowered, or aggrieved, groups. Southeast 
Asia has more than its share of still-developing de-
mocracies. A country as sophisticated and modern-
ized as Thailand has been unable to break the cycle 
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of recurrent military coups. The Philippines seems 
locked in a perpetual state of political incapacity, 
aggravated by frail leadership, endemic corruption, 
and weak government institutions. Indonesia, by 
contrast, has effected a democratic transition that has 
amazed even the most knowledgeable (and sympa-
thetic) observers. Meanwhile, Vietnam, not unlike 
China, maneuvers uncertainly between a Marxist au-
thoritarian order and a free-enterprise, open society.

The most graphic evidence of systemic political 
weakness in ASEAN is the persistence of secession-
ist movements that challenge the legitimacy of the 
state itself in Thailand, the Philippines, Burma, and, 
to a lesser degree, Indonesia. Many of these are the 
legacy of past empires (European and indigenous) 
that left significant groups disenfranchised, isolated, 
and disaffected.

The emergence of Islamist terrorist networks has 
been one manifestation of societal change and stress. 
When young Southeast Asian militants returned 
home from fighting in Afghanistan in the 1980s, they 
found societies vulnerable to their newly absorbed, 
violent dreams of an Islamic renaissance. Ethnic 
divisions, particularly between the Chinese urban 
minorities that are ubiquitous throughout the region 
and the majority indigenous non-Chinese, can also 
reflect the strains of modernization as one group 
(usually the Chinese) fares better economically than 
the others. Even the piracy that bedevils regional sea 
lanes (the crowded Malacca Straits has the highest 
rate of piracy in the world) reflects economic dis-
parities: it is no surprise when some boatmen from 
poor seafaring villages on the east coast of Sumatra, 
watching great wealth pass by in the Malacca Straits 
with no hope of benefit, try to seize what they can. 
Inevitably, breakneck economic growth has also pro-
duced widespread environmental despoliation—for 
which nature exacts a price. Recurrent floods in the 
Philippines, massive uncontrolled fires in Indonesia, 
and the virtual disappearance of traditional fishing 
grounds are all of a piece.

Significant interstate tensions exist as well. 
Unresolved territorial disputes complicate relations 
between Vietnam and China and among multiple 
claimants to the Spratly Archipelago and the South 
China Sea itself. Lesser maritime disputes have 
impaired relations among Singapore, Malaysia, and 
Indonesia. Very recently, an old boundary dispute 
between Cambodia and Thailand has rekindled, with 
troop movements and bellicose statements by national 
leaders. Burma represents a special, difficult case: 
not only is it geographically part of the region and a 

member of ASEAN, but it is also a political pariah 
and economic recluse that remains unintegrated into 
regional institutions, spurns widely held political and 
economic values, and resists efforts to foster greater 
regional cohesion. The Thai-Burma border remains 
perpetually neuralgic. Vietnam’s relationship with 
China is a complex amalgam of communist fraternity 
and geopolitical rivalry. For Vietnam’s military and 
security officials, the great strategic challenge is to 
carve out greater freedom of action under the suspi-
cious gaze of the increasingly powerful and ambitious 
behemoth to the north. Meanwhile, as these various 
forces work with and against one another, growing 
economies have permitted growing support for mili-
tary budgets in much of the region.

Collective Efforts of ASEAN Members
Despite these challenges, the efforts of ASEAN 

states to work collectively have translated into a 
number of economic cooperation and integration 
initiatives, which include China’s positive engage-
ment in the region and the spurring of regional 
security dialogues. ASEAN has attracted attention 
and partnerships both inside and outside the region. 
Its external relationships today are based on its 1997 
strategic paper, ASEAN Vision 2020. They range from 
extended relationships with China, Japan, and the 
ROK in a forum called ASEAN Plus Three, to bilateral 
trading arrangements between its member coun-
tries and China, Japan, and the ROK, to cooperative 
relations with Dialogue Partners (Australia, Canada, 
China, the European Union, India, Japan, the ROK, 
New Zealand, the Russian Federation, and the United 
States) and the United Nations Development Program. 
ASEAN also maintains relations with a number of 
intergovernmental organizations and actively partici-
pates in the APEC forum, the Asia-Europe Meeting, 
and the East Asia–Latin America Forum.

The ASEAN Plus Three relationship is an out-
growth of the Asian financial crisis of 1997. China, 
Japan, and South Korea, together with ASEAN, 
initially sought a mechanism that would support 
regional efforts to prevent, or at least mitigate, the 
effects of such a crisis in the future. This relationship 
has since expanded beyond finance and economics. 
During the 2002–2003 Severe Acute Respiratory 
Syndrome crisis, and in the midst of severe avian 
influenza outbreaks, for instance, ASEAN Plus Three 
engaged ministers of health and other senior officials 
in multiple levels of dialogue to explore prevention 
and mitigation strategies. Since then, other nontradi-
tional security challenges have found their way into 
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the ASEAN Plus Three agenda, as well as throughout 
other broader ASEAN venues.

Southeast Asian views of China have changed 
dramatically since the mid-1990s. China’s embrace 
of multilateral diplomacy, its efforts to reassure 
Southeast Asian countries of its benign intentions, 
and its booming economy have led countries in the 
region to see China more as an economic oppor-
tunity than as a strategic threat. This view stems in 
part from the reality that China is a neighbor and 
its economic, political, and military resurgence will 
have an impact on the region. China’s growing influ-
ence is especially evident in poorer countries such as 
Burma, Laos, and Cambodia. Others in the region 
have endeavored, bilaterally and through ASEAN, to 
benefit from the opportunities afforded by China’s 
boom, while at the same time seeking to create an 
environment conducive to China’s peaceful integra-
tion in regional and global affairs. ASEAN never-
theless remains wary of China’s overtures and has 
sought to use the United States as a balancing force 
within the region. In particular, ASEAN has rejected 
Chinese attempts to propose greater cooperation 
on “hard” security matters in favor of “soft” or non-
traditional security matters such as terrorism and 
human and drug trafficking.

The explosion of opportunities for closer engage-
ment in the region, however, also has given rise to 
questions concerning relations between ASEAN and 
other countries and the sustainability of regional 
architectures. Questions about regional architectures 
remain a complex issue. ASEAN does not appear 
wedded to a single organizational architecture; 
instead, it tends to see value in overlapping circles of 
cooperation. The East Asian Summit brought in In-
dia, New Zealand, and Australia; APEC involved the 
United States and some Latin American countries. 
In principle, ASEAN appears content to work within 
its own and other existing regional mechanisms 
(including APEC, the ASEAN Regional Forum, 
ASEAN Plus Three, and the East Asian Summit) in 
the belief that a community must be based on a sense 
of common destiny and the ability to cooperate in 
the pursuit of common interests, and that the goals 
and principles of a Southeast Asian community will 
eventually emerge as a natural evolution of interac-
tion and consensus-building in the region.

Prospects for ASEAN Cooperation
Any political portrayal of Southeast Asia must 

acknowledge the remarkable effort over four decades 
to build institutions that seek to integrate the region 

economically, politically, and psychologically. ASE-
AN is the centerpiece of this effort. Although it is 
easy to disparage the organization as being far more 
talk than action, ASEAN nevertheless has succeeded 
in its core purpose, which is to create processes and 
a mindset that can prevent the myriad strains within 
the region from becoming flashpoints for military 
conflict. Moreover, ASEAN has, to a remarkable 
degree, given Southeast Asia a central role in much 
of the multilateral diplomacy of Asia. Whether this 
achievement can be sustained into the future as 
larger players become more active on the Southeast 
Asian stage is an open question.

The diversity of the region and its geography, con-
taining both maritime and continental states, creates 
economic competition and differences of interests 
among the member states. Domestic concerns—
economic growth, political and regime stability—
are often key drivers. Obstacles to collective action 
come to the surface in disputes over intra-ASEAN 
sovereignty, the intransigence of the Burma problem, 
and China’s ability to win over weaker ASEAN states 
through economic influence. While sovereignty and 
the principle of noninterference provide a com-
mon face to ASEAN identity (often referred to as 
the “ASEAN way”), internal political development 
and economics dictate national interest for these 
countries, often producing obstacles to intra-ASEAN 
cooperation.

The ASEAN leadership has recognized that the 
changing geopolitical landscape (and the rise of Chi-
na and India in particular) means ASEAN cannot be 
complacent about its success. ASEAN concerns were 
reinforced by a McKinsey competitiveness study, 
which warned that the association may be in danger 
of losing its competitiveness and had only a few years 
to respond or be marginalized.2 ASEAN commis-
sioned the Eminent Persons Group to provide practi-
cal recommendations on the organization’s future 
direction and the development of an ASEAN Charter 
(which was signed on November 20, 2007). ASEAN 
sees two broad challenges for its organization: first, 
shaping community-building efforts among its mem-
bers and second, maintaining ASEAN’s centrality 
as it deals with its dialogue partners. In connection 
with this second challenge, ASEAN leaders express 
concern about the telling relative absence of the 
United States in Southeast Asia.

The inability of ASEAN states to work collectively 
is clearly reflected in its institutional weakness. ASE-
AN’s response to the humanitarian crisis in Burma 
that resulted from Cyclone Nargis in May 2008 
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CHINA’S GLOBAL REACH
China’s reemergence as a major power is 
demonstrated not only by its economic and military 
potential, but also by the government’s increasing 
use of “so� power” in the international sphere.  
Successful in its economic liberalization without 
equivalent political reform, China has established an 
active foreign policy that promotes its vision of a 
harmonious world via a framework emphasizing 
“peaceful coexistence.”  More importantly, the 
country’s increasing role in the global economy and 
its continued investment abroad have increased 
China’s economic interdependence along with its 
international in�uence. 

Domestic spending on business education and 
technological development, combined with 
improved diplomatic representation in developing 
countries around the world, demonstrates China’s 
commitment to the furthering of its presence 
abroad.  Meanwhile, foreign investment and interest 
in China show no sign of waning.  Today it is a 
major center of international trade, and the web of 
economic relationships it has formed provides an 
important source of in�uence. 

As China sets its sights on a more active role in the 
international arena, it continues to espouse a desire 
for a “more just and equitable international order” 
more favorable to developing nations.  �is diverse 
grouping of states is where China’s leadership 
aspirations are most evident today.  However, the 
current global economic crisis is slowing China’s 
economy and trade signi�cantly, which will reduce 
its demand for imports (and economic leverage over 
suppliers).  Chinese e�orts to support exports are 
likely to raise tensions with economic partners.
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demonstrated its potential to act as a mechanism for 
regional cooperation. Yet such optimism concerning 
ASEAN’s effectiveness rapidly evaporated as internal 
disagreements over Burma’s lack of human rights 
progress dragged on. ASEAN also remained unin-
volved in the Thai-Cambodia border issue, despite 
Cambodia’s plea for it to intervene and help end the 
dispute. ASEAN’s reflexive noninterference has been 
attributed to its design and function as an institution. 
Some suggest that while the principle of noninterfer-
ence facilitates consensus-building among members 
on some issues (such as nontraditional security 
challenges and economics), in the long term, it may 
pose other problems for the organization. Following 
ASEAN’s refusal to become involved in the Thai-
Cambodia dispute, Cambodia appealed directly to 
the United Nations. Such action has the potential 
to weaken ASEAN’s authority within the region 
in the absence of an effective dispute settlement 
mechanism, and brings into question the contradic-
tion between the principle of noninterference and 
ASEAN’s desire to establish a political and security 
community by 2015.

Despite its strong economic partnership with 
many Southeast Asian states, a sustained military 
presence, cooperation on counterterrorism, and, 

more recently, its response to Southeast Asian con-
cerns about nontraditional security challenges, the 
United States is perceived as lacking a comprehen-
sive strategy and sustained commitment toward the 
region. Some assert that the United States exercises 
its strategic presence primarily through its bilateral 
and multilateral security relationships, and believe 
that military and other security assistance in today’s 
strategic environment are insufficient for the United 
States to maintain its presence.3 But the majority 
laments its lack of diplomatic engagement, most no-
tably with ASEAN, whose desire for greater regional 
integration and vision of an East Asian community 
has placed it at the center of “some very creative 
diplomacy.”4 The new administration’s level of atten-
tion to the region will go a long way toward either 
reassuring ASEAN that Washington’s commitment 
is undiminished, or convincing the region that 
Washington’s attention is indeed diverted. Signaling 
the U.S. Government’s intention to sign the Treaty 
of Amity and Commerce, placing the newly created 
U.S. Ambassador to ASEAN in the region, and par-
ticipating consistently and at a high level in ASEAN 
meetings would go a long way toward telegraphing 
the message that our future is still tied up with the 
prosperity and well-being of the region.

Antigovernment protesters and supporters of ousted Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra attack prime minister’s car, Bangkok, 
April 12, 2009
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Weighting for Asia
Just how important is Asia? As eminent experts 

and indisputable data tell us, Asia’s economic weight 
and consequent importance to the United States 
and the world are increasing at an awesome pace. 
Asia has 6 of the world’s 20 largest economies,5 9 
of the world’s 20 largest foreign exchange reserves,6 
and many of the world’s fastest growing economies 
over a sustained period of time. As a corollary, Asia’s 
significance to the United States continues to grow. 
A new initiative of the East-West Center entitled 
Asia Matters for America demonstrates that Asia is 
a rising source of exports, employment, investment, 
and student revenue, not only nationally but also 
disaggregated across U.S. states and congressional 
districts.7 No longer is Asia’s importance confined 
to or concentrated on a handful of states, especially 
those on the coasts of the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. 
Led by the renewal of Chinese power, the anchor of 
Japanese strength (still the second largest economy 
in the world), the progress of South Korea, Taiwan, 
Malaysia, and Thailand, and the stirrings of India, 
Vietnam, and Indonesia, Asia’s economic gravity 
and dynamism are facts of international life unseen 
in centuries. Recent books have transformed reality 
into zeitgeist, declaring the arrival of “three billion 
new capitalists” based on the “great shift of wealth 
and power to the east” and a “power shift” based on 
“China and Asia’s new dynamics.”

Prognostications of Asia’s arrival to power have 
animated American discourse for over a century. 
Waves of anticipation (and anxiety) have crashed 
on the shores of reality; Japan’s aggressive rise was 
staunched by World War II, Japan’s economic boom 
in the 1980s burst on its own, while the 1997 finan-
cial crisis interrupted a decade of fast growth across 
Asia. Today, however, conventional sense holds 
that Asia has crossed the Rubicon, not as an act of 
war, but as a sign of arrival to power and prosperity 
without a chance of return. This may turn out to be 
true, but there are caveats and enigmas about Asia’s 
arrival—and its future path.

Both absolutely and relatively, Asia’s macroeconom-
ic weaknesses are surprising. For example, Indonesia’s 
GDP is slightly less than Sweden’s. Accounting for 
population differences (230 million versus 9 million, 
respectively), it is much less. Alternatively, India’s and 
South Korea’s economies combined are about equal to 
California’s. The reasonable retort is that the potential 
of Asian economies exceeds that of many countries, 
primarily from Europe, who occupy the top tier. 
Perhaps this is true. Largely for demographic reasons, 
Europe’s economies are alleged to have lower ceilings 
than most of Asia’s. But Asia is not immune from such 
constraints, particularly in its two largest economies, 
Japan and China, whose populations are aging rela-
tively rapidly. Moreover, large-scale immigration as a 
means to address demographic constraints and labor 
needs may not be an option in Asia as it has been in 
the past in Europe, given Asia’s different notions of 
society, nationality, and citizenry.

More importantly, a second caveat about Asia is 
its still-provisional nature, as a region where internal 
and external upsets could derail economic prog-
ress. Of Asia’s five biggest economies (Japan, China, 
India, South Korea, and Australia), the prospect of 
a domestic crisis sufficient to imperil, not simply 
slow or temporarily interrupt, economic growth is 
likely only in China and possibly India. Neverthe-
less, even if Asia does not confront an acute threat of 
economic collapse, its massive unfinished nation- and 
state-building challenges keep the future conditional. 
Indeed, one of the striking contrasts in the analytical 
expectations of Asia is the gap between the positive 
portrayal of the whole region and the mixed reviews 
of its constituent countries. Hence, while region-wide 
assessments portend “power shifts,” “new dynamics,” 
and even “new hemispheres,” and proclaim phenom-
ena signaling vitality such as “thunder” and “fire” from 
the east, country-based appraisals offer more contra-
dictory conclusions. Countering the many studies of 

North Korean and South Korean officials meet for inter-Korean prime ministerial 
talks, Seoul, November 2007
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China’s achievements are those predicting its collapse. 
Considerations of Japan’s economic future veer 
between expectations of revival and terminal decline. 
For every study anticipating India’s emergence is an-
other acknowledging its “strange” or “turbulent” rise. 
In addition, a host of possible external shocks, from a 
cross-strait or Korean conflict, to North Korean rogue 
actions, to a major power clash, could damage the 
entire region’s economy. It is difficult to envision such 
shocks in Europe, Latin America, or Africa (though 
not so difficult in the Middle East). In short, Asia’s 
macroeconomic achievements are evident but mixed, 
and their future uncertain.

Asia’s rising economic weight in America’s 
economy is full of surprises, too. While U.S. exports 
of goods and services to the Asia-Pacific region 
exceed those to the European Union, and four Asian 
countries have consistently been among the top 10 
U.S. trading partners, U.S. exports to all of Asia are 
marginally more than its exports to Canada alone. 
Certainly the growth rates of exports to Asia in 
general and to specific Asian countries are high, but 
not so high as to come close to dislodging Canada 
and Mexico from their spots as first and second 
U.S. trade partners. On investments to and from 
Asia, the asymmetries are more striking. The direct 
investment position abroad on a historical cost basis 
shows that by the end of 2005, U.S. investments in 
Asia were about a third of investments in Europe, 
just $20 billion or so more than in Latin America, 
and $50 billion less than in Great Britain alone. Of 
the $376 billion in U.S. investment in Asia, nearly a 
third, or $113 billion, was in Australia, with the other 
$263 billion spread over China (the smallest at $16 
billion), Hong Kong ($37 billion), Singapore ($48 bil-
lion), Japan ($75 billion), and other Asian countries.

Asia’s investments in the United States are similarly 
skewed. They are less than a third of Europe’s, though 
much higher than Latin America’s U.S. investments. 
But it is Australia and Japan that together account for 
over 90 percent of Asian investment in the United 
States, while the rest of Asia combined accounts for 
just 8 percent. Again, however, trends are changing. 
For example, India’s investments in the United States 
are now approaching the level of U.S. investments in 
India. Other considerations of Asia’s importance to the 
United States are even more complex and nuanced. 
American imports from Asia are massive (hence big 
trade deficits), but they keep inflation down and pro-
vide consumers choice and value. A significant share 
of these imports, particularly from China, comes from 
U.S. companies operating there. This fact qualifies the 

strength of these national economies, but also raises 
their importance to the United States.

A final consideration is the continuing centrality 
of the United States for Asia’s economic emergence, 
both globally and vis-à-vis the United States. For 
all of America’s current difficulties, the sinews of 
its structural strengths (for example, demography, 
education, stable political system, geographical 
location, and strong civil society) are profound. 
America’s relative power will ebb in this century as 
other countries rise—especially in Asia. But the rise 
of others cannot happen without a vibrant United 
States, and the United States will in turn gain op-
portunities from them. Hence, the United States and 
Asia will continue to be increasingly interlinked, and 
declarations that America and Asia are “de-coupling” 
economically are premature.

The bottom line is that the world, including the 
United States, is increasingly, and correctly, “weight-
ing” for Asia economically. But Asia’s journey is 
incomplete and enigmatic. Thus, the world also is 
still waiting for Asia.

East Asia is increasingly important for American 
prosperity and security. It houses 29 percent of the 
world’s population and produces about 19 percent 
of global GDP. Asia accounts for 30 percent of total 
U.S. trade and includes 8 of the top 15 destinations 
for U.S. exports. One of the biggest stories is China’s 
remarkable economic reforms, which have produced 
a sustained growth rate of more than 8 percent for 
almost 30 years. China’s economic success, supported 
by sophisticated regional diplomacy, has turned Bei-
jing into a key economic partner for most countries 
in Asia (including U.S. allies) and underpinned a 
dramatic expansion of Chinese regional influence. 
But Asia is also home to Japan’s huge economy, a 
dynamic South Korea, a rising India, and successful 
Southeast Asian economies. It is the most economi-
cally dynamic region of the world, and Asian coun-
tries now hold about two-thirds of global foreign 
exchange reserves. This shift in economic power as 
Asia and Asian countries gain greater weight in the 
world economy is producing parallel changes in the 
political and security spheres. Asians feel that they 
deserve a greater voice in global economic and gov-
ernance institutions, and the economic and increas-
ing military power of China (and to a lesser degree 
India) has already begun to reshape regional politics.

The United States still holds a strong position 
within a changing region. Unmatched U.S. military 
power, enabled and supported by its regional alli-
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ances, provides hard security in Asia that no other 
country or set of security institutions can replace. 
Countries in Asia look to the United States to provide 
balance against a rising China whose regional ambi-
tions remain unclear and which has maritime and 
territorial disputes with many countries in the region. 
This is seen nowhere more clearly than from Tokyo, 
where close integration into a bilateral ballistic missile 
defense network is emblematic of effective practical 
cooperation under difficult political restraints.

The U.S. market is a key factor for regional 
economic growth with many of the goods produced 
by regional production networks throughout Asia 
ultimately winding up in the United States. The nega-
tive impact of the severe worldwide financial crisis 
and the ongoing U.S. economic slowdown on Asian 
economies and stock markets illustrates the continu-
ing importance of the U.S. economy. In the face of 
persistent complaints about the Bush administra-
tion’s distraction from Asian issues due to the Middle 
East and overemphasis on a narrow counterterrorism 
agenda, there is considerable appetite among Asian 
governments for a more active U.S. regional role.

Despite these strengths, the U.S. position is begin-
ning to be challenged in both the traditional and 
nontraditional security domains. Rapid growth has 
allowed China to make substantial investments in 
military modernization, many of which are focused 
on antiaccess capabilities that may eventually chal-
lenge the U.S. ability to operate in the western Pacific 
and to fulfill its traditional security responsibilities. 
China also is developing increased power projection 
capabilities, including both nuclear-armed missiles 
and more accurate and longer range conventional 
ballistic missiles, which can threaten Taiwan and 
Japan. Intense diplomatic efforts to constrain and 
eliminate North Korea’s nuclear weapons ambitions 
and potential so far have failed to prevent North 
Korea from testing a nuclear device, heightening re-
gional concerns about nuclear proliferation. The abil-
ity of the Six-Party Talk process to produce verifiable 
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula remains in 
doubt, and will be an important policy challenge for 
the new administration.

At the same time, countries in the Asia-Pacific are 
grappling with an increasingly important nontra-
ditional security agenda that requires cooperative 
solutions and has a direct impact on the day-to-day 
lives of the people. Issues such as energy security, ter-
rorism, infectious disease, disaster relief, and maritime 
security have the potential to affect the regional stabil-
ity and security necessary for continued economic 

development. Asia-Pacific countries have begun to 
address these issues through a variety of political and 
security organizations including the ASEAN regional 
forum, the East Asian Summit, the unofficial Council 
on Security and Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific, the 
Shangri-La Dialogue, and a series of bilateral efforts. 
Although some Asian experts see these organiza-
tions as a foundation for a new cooperative secu-
rity approach, they remained limited in both their 
practical accomplishments and their ability to address 
contentious traditional security issues such as territo-
rial disputes and potential conflicts on the Korean 
Peninsula and in the Taiwan Strait. Nevertheless, these 
organizations are becoming focal points for regional 
cooperation as well as venues for great power competi-
tion. Major powers such as China, Japan, and India see 
nontraditional security issues as a means of justifying 
new military capabilities and expanding their regional 
influence in a nonthreatening way. The United States is 
an active player on both traditional and nontraditional 
security issues in the Asia-Pacific, but it will need a 
more consistent and comprehensive approach if it is to 
maximize its positive influence in the region.

U.S. alliances continue to provide the founda-
tion for the U.S. hard and soft security presence in 
the region. Indeed, the Bush administration made 
concerted efforts to repair and strengthen the politi-
cal and security foundations of the key U.S. alliances 
with Japan and South Korea. Alliance transformation 
is deepening security cooperation and leading to 
shifts in responsibilities within each alliance. With 
political foundations strengthened, the new admin-
istration will be able to follow through on planned 
relocations of U.S. forces, and on efforts to build the 
capabilities of its alliance partners. This will require 
consistent political engagement, close attention to 
detail, and patience during consequential negotia-
tions over burdensharing and roles and missions.

A “business as usual” attitude toward U.S. alliances 
will be insufficient. Japanese security experts are con-
cerned about potential threats from China and North 
Korea and are raising concerns about the credibility 
of extended deterrence that must be addressed. The 
issue of Kim Jong Il’s poor health is a reminder that 
collapse or crisis in North Korea are real possibilities, 
and could involve the U.S.–ROK alliance in both new 
military tasks and delicate, short-fused diplomacy 
with other regional powers. China has become a 
key economic partner for Australia, making inroads 
“down under.”

There are, of course, many opportunities for 
enhanced relations available to the United States. 
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The interoperability and combined capabilities 
developed with U.S. allies (including Australia, 
Thailand, the Philippines, and Japan) can be applied 
outside alliance structures to deal with regional 
challenges in cooperation with other countries. 
The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and 2005 Pakistan 
earthquake relief efforts show the strong potential 
for regional security cooperation and the attrac-
tiveness of combining soft power with military 
capabilities. The challenge for the United States is to 
develop new models of open security cooperation 
and work with allies, partners, and other interested 
countries to address a broader range of security 
issues. In some cases the United States may take the 
lead, and in other cases we may be more effective in 
supporting regional initiatives.

The Obama administration has inherited a reason-
ably sound foundation for U.S. power in Asia, along 
with new and growing challenges. It will need to 
articulate a clear regional vision and policy priorities 
in order to reassure Asian countries that the United 
States will adopt a strategic approach and devote suf-
ficient high-level attention to implement its propos-
als. Doing so will require more effective integration 
of U.S. economic and security policies to convert U.S. 
power potential into actual regional influence, espe-
cially in the face of increasing Chinese influence.

Asia-Pacific nations will watch U.S. statements 
about China with particular care, and track closely 
the outcomes of Sino-American relations. They not 

only support U.S. efforts to encourage positive Chi-
nese behavior through active engagement under the 
“responsible stakeholder” framework, but also want 
an active U.S. role that maintains regional balance and 
limits their vulnerability to Chinese pressure. The re-
gional nightmare scenario is a U.S.-China conflict that 
destroys regional stability and forces the nations of the 
Asia-Pacific to choose sides. The most difficult chal-
lenges the new administration faces in Asia involve 
positioning China properly within the framework of 
a broader U.S. regional strategy, and striking the right 
balance between the cooperative and competitive ele-
ments of the U.S.-China relationship.

The potential of the Asia-Pacific cannot be over-
stated, both for stable economic growth and political 
cooperation as well as for disruption and instability. 
America’s own potential, in the region and for the 
region, is equally profound, clearly appreciated, and 
closely tracked throughout Asia. East Asia’s challeng-
es are its opportunities as well for the United States, 
for which expectations remain very high throughout 
the region. gsa

N O T E s

1  Southeast Asia here is defined as the 10 countries 
comprising the Association of Southeast Asian Nations: 
Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar/Burma, the Phil-
ippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam.

Marine Corps Air Station Futenma, Okinawa
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Chapter 13
Europe

Rethinking Euroatlantic Security  
Structures

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), 
backed by strong U.S. military and political com-
mitments to the Alliance, has been the primary 
guarantor of Europe’s defense from armed attack 
since 1949. With the end of the Cold War, NATO 
assumed new roles: building defense and security 
partnerships with new democracies in Central and 
Eastern Europe that prepared many for Alliance 
membership; extending dialogue and cooperation 
on political-military issues to Russia, Ukraine, and 
other states of the former Soviet Union; and lead-
ing complex military and stabilization operations 
in the Balkans and Afghanistan. Throughout its 
existence, NATO also has performed the vital job 
of promoting intra-European as well as transat-
lantic collaboration regarding threat assessments, 
political-military strategy, defense planning, equip-

ment standards and interoperability, and training 
and exercises.

Yet NATO’s “unipolar moment” has passed. Most 
Europeans want to preserve robust transatlantic links 
through NATO that are reinforced, in many cases, 
by basing, information-sharing, and other bilateral 
ties to the United States. Russia’s behavior in Georgia 
in the summer and fall of 2008 and its muscular 
statements of intent to “protect the life and dignity of 
[Russian] citizens wherever they are” have renewed 
interest in NATO’s collective defense role, particu-
larly among Eastern and Northern Europeans. Many 
Europeans, however, no longer view the most press-
ing threats to their security, or the tools needed to 
address them, as predominantly military. And while 
public opinion polls indicate a modest recovery in 
positive European views of the United States since 
the Iraq-related nadir of 2003–2004, European 
publics remain less confident than a decade ago that 

NATO members discuss expanding ISAF operations and missions in Afghanistan, June 2006
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U.S. interests, strategy, and policies will closely match 
their own. Hence, Europeans increasingly endorse 
the notion that, to protect and advance their com-
mon interests and values in defense- and security-
related matters, NATO must share the stage with the 
European Union (EU).

Defining how this shared responsibility should 
be carried out in practice will prove difficult for 
Europeans, notwithstanding the fact that 21 of 27 EU 
member states belong to NATO and 5 others work 
with NATO, sometimes quite intensively, through the 
Partnership for Peace (PFP). This task is complicated 
by profound differences between NATO and the EU 
in terms of their respective functions, structures, and 
procedures, as well as internal tensions over strategy, 
capabilities, and the uneven political will of their 
members.

NATO under Pressure
NATO’s solidarity and effectiveness are being tested 

in the caldron of Afghanistan, where European Allies 
and PFP members are contributing some 27,500 of 
nearly 56,500 troops that make up the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF).1 European leaders 
broadly agree that if Afghanistan were to become 
a “failed state” rather than a fragile one, terrorist 
networks would again be able to operate there with 
relative impunity, posing a direct threat to an unstable 
and nuclear-armed Pakistan and, eventually, the 
European and North American homeland. At the 
same time, many European officials fear the trends in 
Afghanistan are unfavorable, and public support in 
Europe for the ISAF effort is wavering. Despite Allied 
and PFP member troop increases in Afghanistan 
since NATO’s April 2008 Bucharest Summit, there is 
little prospect that Europe will provide significantly 
larger forces in 2009 and beyond. Indeed, over the 
next 2 years, some Allies plan to scale down or termi-
nate their presence in southern Afghanistan where, 
contrary to initial expectations, their involvement in 
combat missions frequently has overshadowed peace-
keeping and reconstruction tasks.

NATO’s difficulty in meeting force requirements 
for ISAF extends beyond troop levels. Some Allies 
continue to invoke so-called caveats that restrict how 
and where their nation’s forces can be employed by 
the ISAF commander. European leaders understand 
the inherent dangers of a two-tier NATO, in which 
some members are more fully committed than 
others. Still, certain important ISAF contributors 
would face serious domestic opposition were they to 
shift their focus from the relatively stable northern 

and western regions to higher risk operations in 
the south and east. None of the European Allies is 
prepared to contemplate military involvement inside 
Pakistan, despite the acknowledged problems posed 
by virtual sanctuaries for Taliban, al Qaeda, and 
other opposition militant forces along the Afghani-
stan-Pakistan border.

In addition, the costs associated with ISAF are 
taking a heavy toll on some troop contributor 
nations. Under standard NATO practice, nations 
must absorb the lion’s share of costs associated with 
their participation in operations. This is a particular 
disincentive to Allies who have the political will to 
sustain or increase troop contributions in the most 
demanding missions but lack sufficient resources to 
do so. Several Allies nevertheless resist suggestions 
to increase NATO’s common funding for operations 
or collective assets; faced with low and relatively 
stagnant defense budgets, they fear greater NATO 
common funding would come at the expense of 
national programs and priorities.

Afghanistan also raises hard questions regarding 
NATO’s role in long-term stabilization missions. The 
“Comprehensive Approach” agreed at the Bucha-
rest Summit aims to integrate international civil-
ian and military assistance to support the Afghan 
government’s efforts to build capable security forces; 
develop the economy; improve governance and rule 
of law; and tackle the narcotics problem. Europe-
ans, however, have not taken a common approach 
regarding their militaries’ engagement in such 
nontraditional roles. And some European officials 
worry that the United States might try to have NATO 
build its own civilian capabilities for use alongside 
the military in stabilization operations—a move that, 
in their view, would duplicate and undermine efforts 
by the United Nations (UN), EU, and other interna-
tional actors.

Finally, NATO’s deepening engagement in Af-
ghanistan has raised doubts in several European cap-
itals regarding overall strategy and priorities. None 
of those governments openly contests the need for 
NATO’s commitment and success in expeditionary 
operations or advocates a return to Cold War models 
of territorial defense. But their officials increasingly 
fret that NATO might lose its raison d’être of col-
lective defense—and vital parliamentary and public 
support—by focusing too heavily on out-of-area 
missions that seem disconnected from threats closer 
to home. For some Allies, the scaling back of the 
25,000-strong NATO Response Force after its failure, 
in 2007, to maintain full operational capability—due, 
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in part, to troop and capability shortfalls that many 
Allies attributed to their commitments in Afghani-
stan, the Balkans, and Iraq—exemplifies tensions 
between the requirements of ongoing missions and 
those that might be needed for Article 5 contingen-
cies. This sentiment is reinforced by a widespread 
European perception that U.S. strategic priorities 
have shifted, perhaps permanently, from Europe to 
the greater Middle East and northeast Asia.

Russia, for example, is a growing security concern 
for several European Allies. Even before long-
simmering tensions between Russia and Georgia 
exploded into violent combat in August 2008, 
Moscow had taken a series of moves—suspending 
its compliance with the Conventional Armed Forces 
in Europe Treaty, opposing Kosovo independence, 
warning of military countermeasures to the planned 
deployment of U.S. missile defense assets in Poland 
and the Czech Republic, and (according to some 
European officials) abetting the 2007 cyber attack 
against Estonian public and private institutions—that 
signaled a more assertive posture vis-à-vis NATO. 
Some, especially Poland and the Baltic states, have 
argued for additional signs of NATO’s preparedness 
to meet its collective defense commitment, along the 
lines of increased NATO contingency planning and 
exercises to deter and, if necessary, respond to any 
direct military intimidation by Russia. Meanwhile, 
other Europeans question whether the Alliance is do-
ing enough to prevent or, if necessary, respond to the 
proliferation of dangerous weapons technologies and 
delivery systems in the greater Middle East, potential 
large-scale terrorist attacks against NATO countries, 
or the threat of energy supply interruptions. 

Faced with such questions, many Europeans 
foresee difficult debates during preparation of a new 
strategic concept for the Alliance, a process launched 
at the NATO 60th anniversary summit in April 2009. 
The purpose of this public document is to help 
reestablish a solid transatlantic consensus on, and re-
newed commitment to, Alliance goals, strategy, and 
capabilities. This presupposes, of course, that NATO 
successfully manages its most pressing challenges—
notably in Afghanistan—in the meantime.

EU Seeking to Define Its Role
Nearly a decade after its formal launch, the EU’s 

European Security and Defense Policy (ESDP) is 
firmly rooted within the EU’s legal and institutional 
frameworks. ESDP is supported by civilian and 
military decisionmaking structures that roughly 
parallel NATO’s (albeit with much smaller staffs), 

and the 2003 European Security Strategy document 
(updated in late 2008) that underlies ESDP sets out 
a broad vision of EU policy goals and approaches. 
The record of some 20 ESDP military and civilian 
operations undertaken to date is generally positive, 
although most of these have been modest in size, of 
limited duration, and relatively low risk. The notion 
once floated by a few European officials that ESDP 
would develop into a “counterweight” to American 
influence in Europe and beyond has been largely dis-
credited. But while EU governments frequently differ 
over the priorities and resources they are prepared 
to assign to ESDP, even the most “Atlanticist” among 
them have come to accept ESDP as a legitimate and 
important pillar of the EU’s global influence.

Within the EU, debate regarding ESDP largely 
revolves around the balance between military and 
civilian tools for crisis management and how best to 
generate additional military and civilian capabilities. 
ESDP’s initial focus was largely military, very ambi-
tious, and heavily influenced by European lessons 
learned from the Balkan conflicts of the 1990s. For 
example, in 1999 the EU pledged to develop, by 2003, 
the ability to deploy, within 60 days, some 50,000 to 
60,000 military personnel to crisis spots thousands 
of miles from Europe, and to sustain them for at 
least 1 year for tasks ranging from humanitarian 
operations to peacekeeping and separating warring 
parties. Faced with substantial capabilities short-
falls, however, the EU shifted its attention in 2004 
to creating some 15 battle groups, each comprised 
of approximately 1,500 troops; two such formations 

Leaders from Germany, France, and Great Britain discuss financial crisis 
during EU summit, October 2008
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serve in alert status for 6-month periods and, in 
theory, would be able to deploy within 10 days of 
an EU decision and sustain operations for up to 120 
days. (To date, the EU has not operationally deployed 
a battle group, but EU officials cite Africa as the most 
likely venue for any future use.)

Some EU governments continue to place priority 
on the development of military capabilities within 
ESDP. They favor the periodic conduct of “autono-
mous” military operations—that is, operations with-
out NATO assistance available through the “Berlin 
Plus” arrangements agreed between NATO and the 

EU in 2003—to demonstrate ESDP’s practical value, 
encourage higher defense spending, and build habits 
of intra-European cooperation in increasingly chal-
lenging missions.2 They also favor expanded joint 
research, development, asset pooling, and acquisition 
programs managed by the EU’s European Defense 
Agency (EDA). That said, in recent years the limits 
of such efforts have become clearer. For example, the 
2008–2009 ESDP operation in Chad and the Central 

African Republic proved more difficult and expen-
sive than anticipated. In addition, European defense 
budgets remain stubbornly low and in many cases 
excessively weighted toward personnel expenditures, 
limiting the possibilities of significant new invest-
ments in EDA programs, especially if such programs 
are seen by some members as duplicative of NATO 
efforts or biased to give advantage to another mem-
ber’s defense industry.

Increasingly, EU members look toward their 
civilian capabilities—including police mentors and 
experts in justice, corrections, customs, and public 
administration—as key tools to be deployed in crisis 
prevention or crisis management operations. These 
capabilities can be used in conjunction with EU 
financial and developmental assistance and, depend-
ing on the circumstances, alongside an ESDP or 
NATO military component. Recruiting, training, and 
deploying qualified civilians for these purposes have 
not been easy in some cases; the EU finds itself, in ef-
fect, competing with its member governments. Still, 
the EU is accumulating valuable experience through 
several ongoing civilian ESDP missions, notably in 
Kosovo and Afghanistan.

European governments will remain careful to pro-
tect national prerogatives in the conduct of foreign, 
defense, and security policies. As a former EDA chief 
executive has pointed out, no EU member “will allow 
itself to be forced to enter conflict, or to change how 
it spends its defense budget, by ‘Brussels’—whether 
an EU institution, or a majority of its partners.”3 
The past decade’s trend toward greater coordination 
within the EU, however, is unlikely to be reversed, 
despite the setback to ratification of the Lisbon 
Treaty occasioned by its defeat in the June 2008 Irish 
referendum.

This will not be an easy transition for the EU. It 
will need time to overcome its institutional impasse. 
Depending on the issue at hand, the EU might some-
times appear more assertive with its transatlantic 
partners and, at other times, more hesitant. A deep 
and enduring transatlantic rift is not preordained, 
since most Europeans favor continued engagement 
with, not estrangement from, the United States. But 
as their “European” sense of identity continues to 
deepen, their past deference to U.S. “leadership” will 
continue to erode.

A New Security Triangle?
For most Europeans, the need for a close, coopera-

tive, and pragmatic relationship between NATO 
6 Continued on p. 291

Turkish president and first lady attend memorial ceremony in Japan
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Europe: A Normative Superpower?

The real power of a postmodern, post–Cold War state, 
some scholars allege, lies not in military or economic 
or other coercive power but in normative power. States 
exhibit normative power by successfully promoting 
principles such as democracy, rule of law, or human 
rights across the international arena through pro-
cesses based on legitimacy, leading by example, and 
suasion rather than use of material or physical force 
and threats. By resting on legitimacy, normative power 
is independent of force and possibly undermined by 
its use. In this dimension, the argument continues, 
Europe is a superpower, outstripping the United States 
and other major or emerging powers in flexing a new 
kind of muscle on the world stage.

Normative power has resonance among both those 
who fret that Europe has a limited autonomous secu-
rity capacity and those who disapprove of it possessing 
one. Neither the concept of normative power nor the 
assessment of its ascendance in Europe finds much 
empirical validity, however. This sidebar briefly notes 
the areas in which Europe has allegedly demonstrated 
normative power, reviews the concept of norms, and 
suggests some ways (albeit ones not diametrically op-
posed to security power) in which Europe has indeed 
done influential things with them.

The normative power approach argues that through 
dialogue and example, Europe, and especially the 
European Union (EU), has raised the salience of some 
issues and has promoted changes in domestic and 
international practices and understandings, thus 
acting as a “civilizing power.”1 A core set of EU actions 
and priorities is usually associated with the normative 
power approach. The most cited example is its role 
in spreading international human rights in the form 
of promoting the abolition of the death penalty, first 
within the EU and then abroad. But supporters of this 
view also claim Europe has spread values such as civil 
activism, transnational collective action, and sup-
port of peace by promoting development rather than 
intervention, making “sustainable peace” initiatives a 
central part of policy in the Balkans and Afghanistan, 
and championing other policies that emphasize crisis 
prevention rather than military intervention.2 In truth, 
however, the EU has not significantly shaped domestic 
opinion regarding the death penalty in the state that 
has been the biggest target of its rhetorical action: the 
United States. And norms that explicitly favor crisis pre-
vention and eschew intervention have not taken hold, 
even among Europe’s leadership. Normative authority, 

then, does not seem to be a significant source of power 
and certainly not one that Europe can easily harden to 
meet specific policy objectives.

Moreover, the emergence of an EU defense and 
security dimension, from rapid reaction forces to the 
European Defense Agency (EDA), is often construed 
by “normative power Europe” proponents as a further 
challenge to the idea. They mournfully note an EU 
“march towards military potency”3 that undermines the 
concept of a normative actor. Normative power, thus, 
seems a fragile thing: difficult to leverage where it does 
exist and easy to erode, if it is part of a zero-sum game 
juxtaposed with the use of force. This is ironic, as the 
EU has been one of the most innovative international 
organizations in history with respect to the creation 
of more formal international law and rule-based com-
mitments. It is also unclear that EU influence in either 
security affairs or the creation of international rules has 
shrunk over time, making it worth reconsidering what 
we mean by “norm” and what the EU has done with 
norms.

It is generally accepted that one of the most innate 
human social behaviors is rulemaking—and rules or 
norms, whether constitutions, contracts, or table man-
ners, underpin social interaction over groups and time. 
They allow people to make all kinds of social transac-
tions from building communities to doing business 
where the delivery of goods or services is separated 
by long distances or periods of time. Far from being a 
special and exclusive concept, international human 

ISAF French task force commander and district governor inaugurate new 
bridge in Kalakan, Afghanistan, May 2008
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rights norms are simply one kind of rule that fall on 
a spectrum of what scholars such as Douglass North 
have identified as “institutions.”4

Broadly construed, institutions can be said to vary 
along two dimensions: specificity and “bindingness.” 
At one end of this spectrum fall something like com-
mercial contracts—binding, specific, and detailing 
what parties will do and the consequences for failing to 
do so—so that everyone shares a fairly clear under-
standing of what it looks like if they are out of compli-
ance with those rules.

International law, which is typically only applicable 
to broadly aggregated actors such as states, tends to 
reside at the more distant end of the binding spectrum. 
However, detailed charters of human rights, for ex-
ample, can be influential in that the more specific they 
are, the more precise and concrete grounds they pro-
vide for negotiating behavior and discussing whether, 
at a minimum, actions are consistent or not with those 
rules. General norms like democracy, civic activism, 
and rule of law—the various alleged examples of the 
EU’s normative power by cultural example—reside at 
the extreme far end of the binding and specific spectra, 
however, which is why they are rather dubious levers in 
international arenas. A focus on general concepts also 
overlooks some interesting things the EU has done 
with rules.

At its inception in the 1950s, what is today called 
the EU—comprising weak supranational bodies, using 
procedures strongly favoring unanimous decisionmak-
ing by member states, and governed by treaties that 
established an international law that was binding 
only on states rather than individuals—did not look 
particularly different from other international organiza-
tions. Over time, however, it dramatically transformed 
how rules are created and used within Europe and, as 
it became more of an international actor, across the 
world. Through a series of activist rulings in the 1960s, 
the EU’s high court, the European Court of Justice (ECJ), 
used a set of technical, concrete cases dealing with 
the details of trade law to announce some principles of 
broad importance. In these rulings, it established the 
supremacy of EU law over national law and the principle 
that EU law is applicable to citizens as well as member-
states and is “intended to confer upon them rights.” 
This “constitutionalization” of the treaties and turn to 
precedent-based decisionmaking by the ECJ was the 
first step toward the dramatic “institutionalization of Eu-
ropean space,” a trend that continued as the European 
Parliament and Commission grew in power, yielding a 
vast legislative output that significantly structures what 
can and cannot be done within and by Europe.

This body of law has had consequences for both 
European security policy and EU interlocutors. De-
tailed, binding, and technically specific EU rules have 
diffused across the EU and beyond. The most sweeping 
example of this has been the adoption of the acquis 
communautaire—the body of EU law accumulated thus 
far—by its new member states, which has in the matter 
of a decade transformed the business, tax, and con-
tracting landscape and inserted a modern legal code 
into former communist countries. EU antitrust laws 
now significantly affect international firms, and its new 
regulations on defense procurement and the creation 
of a European defense market will have an impact on 
non-European as well as European technology research 
and development. Detailed EU provisions on passen-
ger screening and data privacy have direct implications 
for U.S. homeland security and immigration practices.

Thus, the EU has constructed a densely institution-
alized space in which binding and specific—indeed, 
notoriously technocratic—norms are promulgated 
with great consequence for actors, whether they are 
individuals, governments, or international firms. 
When these norms have security implications and 
are coupled with Europe’s economic weight, they are 
increasingly significant for non-Europeans in ways 
that have real implications in international space. It is 
also an instructive case study in the conditions under 
which norms can come to matter internationally—as 
they move further down the dimensions of “binding-
ness” and specificity, driven by motivated, activist 
international actors. Therefore, although Europe as 
a normative superpower—in the sense depicted by 
academics—has not and is unlikely to ever come to 
pass, it is perhaps the most compelling example extant 
of the growing importance and dynamics of rules and 
institutions in the international setting.
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and the EU is no longer seriously contested. The 
operational strains on Europe’s pool of forces caused 
by commitments in the Balkans, Afghanistan, Leba-
non, and Africa, combined with projected low levels 
of European defense spending, serve as a powerful 
brake on efforts within either organization to expand 
existing missions or create new and potentially du-
plicative structures. And when it comes to doctrine, 
training, and equipment interoperability, European 
military commanders understand that inconsistent 
practices within NATO and the EU could increase 
the inherent risk of military operations.

A formal “division of labor” between the two 
organizations, advocated by some European security 
experts, is unlikely for the foreseeable future. EU 
governments would find it as difficult to agree on a 
fixed ceiling for ESDP military operations—in terms 
of force size, capabilities, and deployment regions—
as NATO would find it difficult to set a bottom 
limit for its involvement. And neither organiza-
tion is prepared to subordinate its decisionmaking 
autonomy to the other. In practice, however, certain 
notional differences in each organization’s level of 
ambition already are taking shape. On the one hand, 
for example, none of the EU members is prepared to 
engage in large-scale combat operations without the 
United States, although only the United Kingdom 
(UK) has been willing to state this publicly. On the 
other hand, many Europeans believe that the EU has 
a comparative advantage, thanks to its array of devel-
opmental and civil-military tools, in crisis prevention 
and management in Africa.

Moreover, some initial assumptions on the nature 
of NATO and EU cooperation have proved too 
narrow. For example, many European defense and 
military planners believed during the period from 
1999 to 2002 that NATO and the EU would not be 
involved simultaneously in the same country. The 
transitions from NATO-led to EU-led security opera-
tions in Macedonia in 2003 and Bosnia-Herzegovina 
in 2004, followed by continued partnerships between 
the organizations in both instances, demonstrated 
otherwise. More recently, civilian ESDP missions, fo-
cused on rule of law and police training, have taken 
hold alongside NATO operations in Kosovo and 
Afghanistan. Although formal NATO-EU linkages 
are hampered by continuing political blockages—
largely due to disputes involving NATO ally Turkey 
and EU member Cyprus—the precedents set by 
practical cooperation in Kosovo and Afghanistan 
are promising indicators of improved collaboration 

between the two organizations on a “comprehensive” 
civil-military approach.

From a European perspective, however, Euroat-
lantic security cooperation cannot be limited to the 
NATO–EU relationship. Globalization has blurred 
the dividing lines between external and internal 
(or homeland) security. Many problems of greatest 
concern to European publics fall under the purview 
of EU structures that have little or no connection to 
ESDP instruments; among these are illegal immi-
gration, so-called homegrown extremism, transna-
tional crime, critical infrastructure protection, and 
environmental security. And while such problems 
can have a serious impact on transatlantic relations, 
many have limited, if any, direct connection to 
NATO’s core competencies.

An important and growing bilateral U.S.–EU re-
lationship already exists in areas such as counterter-
rorism, transportation security, nonproliferation, and 
combating transnational crime. Moreover, pragmatic 
approaches can open the way for expanded opera-
tional cooperation, as demonstrated by the 2008 
U.S.–EU agreement to place some 100 American 
civilian trainers and mentors within the EU civilian 
ESDP mission in Kosovo. But as the EU increasingly 
serves as the Europeans’ venue for strategic discus-
sions and decisionmaking on these and other interre-
lated security issues, the United States will want to 
ensure that its views are taken into account before 
EU policies are set in stone. This, in turn, will pose 
an increasingly difficult policy question for Washing-
ton: where does it draw the line between discussing 
strategic questions at NATO, where there is a U.S. 
seat at the table alongside its European Allies, and at 
the EU, where the United States and “Europe” sit at 
opposite sides of the table?

There are inherent limits to bilateral U.S.–EU rela-
tions insofar as defense matters are concerned. One 
is the obvious mismatch of memberships: the United 
States is more loath to put at risk its military and po-
litical relationships with the non-EU Allies (Canada, 
Turkey, Norway, and Iceland) by circumventing 
NATO councils to consult, plan, and operate with the 
21 other Allies who are EU members. Another, albeit 
less obvious, factor is equally important: NATO’s 
strength and effectiveness derive, in large part, from 
the multinational nature of its civilian and military 
structures, where Americans, Canadians, and Eu-
ropeans sit side by side to discuss, plan, decide, and 
implement a broad range of political and military 
functions. A bilateral U.S.–EU relationship would 
not include those structures, and duplicating them 

5 Continued from p. 288
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makes little sense. Similarly, letting them atrophy 
is a recipe for “decoupling” the United States from 
Europe in a manner that would put both at risk.

One point seems clear: the transatlantic commu-
nity is unlikely to come to grips with today’s wider, 
more complex security agenda absent a continued 
transformation of both NATO and the EU, much 
improved cooperation between them, and a demon-
strated willingness by the United States and Europe 
to work flexibly and pragmatically with both organi-
zations to advance common interests and values.

European Strength in an  
Unpredictable World

September 11 came late to Europe, but more than 
7 years after 2001, it is in the European conscious-
ness. Among Europe’s larger countries, the analysis 
of the changing security environment is converging 
with that of the United States. Germany’s Weissbuch 
(“White Book”) of October 2006 and France’s livre 
blanc (“White Paper”) of June 2008 overlap with 
the most recent national strategy papers released by 
Britain (March 2008) and the United States (March 
2006). These are all compatible, too, with the NATO 
Comprehensive Policy Guidelines of November 
2007. In a world that is described in the French 
White Paper as “neither better nor more dangerous” 
than two decades ago but “more unpredictable” and 
“exposed to new vulnerabilities,” the transatlan-
tic partnership is no longer divided along Robert 
Kagan’s celestial lines of Mars and Venus. A healthier 
understanding of Europe’s capabilities and a sober-
ing appreciation of America’s limits now define the 

transatlantic partnership as a more balanced rela-
tionship between relative strengths and weaknesses.

Following sharp clashes over Iraq, Europe’s new-
est political leaders are generally pragmatists who 
can work well together and with their main partner 
across the Atlantic. So it is, most visibly, with French 
president Nicolas Sarkozy, whose warm embrace 
of the United States parallels his interest in closer 
relations with the UK and support for an enhanced 
ESDP that would complement rather than compete 
with NATO. “We need both,” said Sarkozy in June 
2008, adding, “A NATO and European defense that 
oppose each other makes no sense.” This apparent 
willingness to end the so-called French exception is 
welcome in the UK, whose most important bilateral 
relationship is with the United States, and Germany, 
which traditionally has been torn between its two 
central but estranged partners and institutions of 
choice. As a result of these shifts in perspective, the 
four main Euroatlantic powers can at last agree on 
the main precondition of Euroatlantic solidarity: 
there can be a distinctive “European” way only to the 
extent that it is framed as a cooperative Euroatlantic 
endeavor, but conversely, there can be no cohesive “At-
lanticist” way unless it acknowledges specific European 
preferences and needs, even when these seem distinct 
from U.S. preferences and needs.

Learning to Say “Yes”
The French “return” to NATO in 2009 is signifi-

cant not only in terms of added value for NATO, 
but also because of the opportunity it provides for 
a broader rethinking of U.S.-European and intra-
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European relations: the EU with the United States, 
and NATO with the EU. Admittedly, current French 
expectations echo those of former president Jacques 
Chirac, who in December 1995 called for America 
to share leadership responsibilities (including high 
NATO command assignments for Paris), and for 
Europe to build up its defense policy (with an 
indispensable assist from the UK). At the same time, 
the French government does not want to abandon 
its “freedom to commit [its] armed forces” by having 
them “permanently placed under NATO command 
in peacetime.” Yet changed political circumstances 
should now make it easier for both France and the 
United States to voice and manage these expectations 
more effectively. The United States must help the UK 
to say “yes” to France in Europe, now that the French 
government is willing to say “yes” to NATO. France 
in turn should help Germany say “yes” to a more 
vigorous ESDP, based on a more consistent secu-
rity strategy than was put in place by Javier Solana 
in 2003. Finally, the United States, Britain, France, 
and Germany have to be willing to say “yes” to each 
other, so that the 32 members of the EU and NATO 
(including the 21 common European members) can 
achieve a much-needed strategic unity along national 
and institutional lines.

The past 5 years have shown that the states of 
Europe cannot play an effective role in the world, in 
analytical or in policy terms, when only one or two 
national capitals collaborate at a time. To be effec-
tive and credible in that role, the EU must mitigate 
its internal divisions, which can lead any of its 27 
members to block the will of the 26 others, as hap-

pened with the June 2008 Irish referendum on the 
2007 Lisbon Treaty. Thus, ESDP is an intra-European 
debate that begins with two participants (France and 
Britain). Germany then joins in before the debate is 
enlarged to six or seven (with Italy, Poland, Spain, 
and even Sweden). Eventually, it is extended to all 
EU members.

Although better aware of their own limits, the 
French remain torn between their traditional passion 
for autonomy and their newly found need for inter-
dependence. The French military’s current equip-
ment and capabilities are the product of a Gaullist 
orthodoxy that prevailed some 30 years ago and 
still assumes a state-based, symmetric enemy (that 
is, the Soviet Union). But the rise of asymmetrical 
threats and operations that are smaller and of greater 
frequency is compelling France’s strategic plan-
ners to make changes that were not part of France’s 
previous White Book released in 1994. The goal of 
France’s forces now is to be the first to enter a major 
theater of operations—apparently on the principle 
that security concerns convey a right of interference 
(droit d’ingérence sécuritaire). Paris, however, does 
not wish to do so alone, nor with only a few poorly 
prepared EU partners. The new tests for the French 
military are tests of efficacy and synergy: with a 
shrunken army said to be inadequately equipped 
and resourced, France needs to do more with less. 
It can only hope to do so by working with its Allies. 
The questions remain: if not with the United States 
and thus with NATO, with whom; if not with the UK 
and through the EU, how; if not now, with Sarkozy, 
when?4
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The French approach to ESDP is not yet compel-
ling for Prime Minister Gordon Brown or for the 
UK in general, where France’s longstanding interest 
in a fully operational EU military headquarters to 
plan and manage EU military operations remains 
especially contentious. Some fear such an EU head-
quarters will partially duplicate NATO capabilities 
without bringing added value. Over the years, British 
skepticism regarding an EU operational headquar-
ters has been shared by the United States. The UK’s 
opposition to such a move, however, is less a vote for 
NATO, where France is poised to increase its partici-
pation, than it is a vote against the EU, which the UK 
always appears about to depart. The United States 
can now encourage the UK to join France in an effort 
to build new capabilities for a Euroatlantic West that 
combines NATO and the EU. At the very least, and 
to facilitate the next steps of the European security 
debate, the EU needs to constitute a new mechanism 
to help coordinate the work of the EU’s civilian staff 
with NATO’s military personnel.

Besides the importance of Anglo-French unity, 
Germany holds the key to the future of ESDP, and 
the key to Germany is its leadership. That a German 
commitment has been missing since the EU estab-
lished ambitious new headline goals in 2004 is all 
too clear. For the past two decades, German defense 
expenditures have fallen steadily—from 2.8 percent 
in 1989 to 2.2 percent in 1991, to 1.5 percent in 

2001, to 1.3 percent in 2006. Yet the goals of the 2006 
Weissbuch are compatible with ESDP and NATO 
targets (Headline 2010 and Comprehensive Political 
Guidance), especially as they relate to threat assess-
ment, force transformation, and Bundeswehr reform. 
In the new political context created by closer bilateral 
and multilateral relations (between France and the 
United States within NATO; Britain and France 
within the EU; and the United States, the EU, and 
NATO within an expanding Euroatlantic communi-
ty), a second Angela Merkel–led governing coalition 
after the autumn 2009 elections in Germany could 
exert, by 2010, the leadership needed to resume an 
evolution in German security thinking that began 
in 1994, when a constitutional court ruling enabled 
the deployment of German troops abroad during the 
waning years of Helmut Kohl and the contentious 
chancellorship of Gerhard Schroeder.

Converging Views
Without a doubt, the states of Europe and the 

United States faced one of their most difficult crises 
ever over the use of force in Iraq. Before the war, a 
more united Europe might have better influenced the 
Bush administration’s decisions for war or provided, 
within a more cohesive alliance, the additional 
capabilities needed for the nonmilitary missions that 
followed the decision to go to war. Aside from Iraq, 
however, the United States and the states of Europe, Michel- Sec II, Chapter x

Figure x
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as well as the institutions to which they belong, do or 
can now agree on many endogenous factors (political 
and economic interests, ambitions, values) and exog-
enous realities (threats, risks, and partnerships that 
are all in turn nurtured by historic experiences and 
geographic location). Thus, it is mostly agreed that:

n A diverse and interconnected array of issues—
military (including the proliferation of weapons 
of mass destruction), political (good governance), 
economic (access to and manipulation of vital 
resources), social (pandemics and even poverty), 
environmental (climate change), and human (demo-
graphic curves)—creates an increasingly complex, 
unpredictable, and unfamiliar security situation. The 
members of the Euroatlantic defense community and 
their institutions are neither adequately prepared 
nor properly equipped to address many of these, 
whether in terms of capabilities and know-how, 
organization, or policies. Nor can many, if any, of 
these threats be addressed exclusively with any single 
tool, military or otherwise. Most of them require a 
mixture of military and civilian capabilities, as well 
as a combination of national and institutional tools. 
Thus, the new goal of an emerging strategic vision is 
for a “more integrated” or “comprehensive” approach 
that can “bring together the objectives and plans 
of all departments, agencies, and forces involved in 
protecting our [Britain’s] national security”—a view 
also articulated in the new French strategy, which 
is designed to combine, “without confusing them, 
defense policy, homeland security policy, foreign 
policy, and economic policy.”

n Such multifaceted security concerns require a 
major overhaul of national and institutional capabili-
ties, including national capabilities for the exercise 
of hard power, nonmilitary capabilities for the use 

of soft power, and joint capabilities that will enable 
the use of both hard and soft power. Admittedly, 
the United States (and NATO) has pursued this 
path for some time, though not as effectively with 
regard to the nonmilitary dimensions of security 
policy: in 2002, the United States Government still 
spent a mere $13 billion in external assistance versus 
the EU’s $36 billion. For the countries of Europe 
and their Union, it is especially difficult to upgrade 
military power because of budget pressures that 
leave national governments with little more than 
cost-cutting options. The intensity of this pressure 
varies from country to country, however; it is less 
in France than in Germany, but more than in the 
UK, for various reasons. The UK, for instance, is not 
sensitive to the EU pressures exerted on euro-zone 
members. The resulting emphasis on “capability 
over quantity” may sound more like a political alibi 
than strategic thinking or raw necessity, but even in 
the UK, where defense spending has had its longest 
period of sustained growth since the 1980s (with the 
2010 budget projected to be 11 percent higher in real 
terms than in 1997), it is recognized that the armed 
forces are stretched to the point of exhaustion, and 
the defense industry is approaching panic levels over 
the thinness of its order books.

n Relative to such a community, the notion of 
exclusive security “neighborhoods” for either side 
of the Atlantic is too limiting. In a globalized world, 
everywhere “over there” can intrude anywhere “over 
here.” Seemingly eager to cure the EU of its “parochi-
al myopia,” the states of Europe should be willing to 
strive for a strategy that goes global—along the stra-
tegic arc sketched by the French and stretching from 
the Atlantic via the Mediterranean to the Persian 
Gulf and the Horn of Africa, and on to South Asia. 
For the French, this means a commitment of scarce 
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funds in areas that would enable them to know early 
(intelligence) and thus, like the UK, engage promptly 
(carriers), strike visibly (Rafale fighters), and stay 
late (gendarmerie, which represents a sizable share 
of the French defense budget). Germany’s goal is to 
contribute quickly with smaller, more mobile crisis 
intervention forces for high-intensity, short-durabili-
ty conflicts, or to field longer duration, low-intensity 
operations for postconflict stabilization. But no 
strategic paper and no declaratory policy can make 
up for the limits of national capabilities and will: the 
French White Paper anticipates 377 billion euros in 
military spending from 2009 to 2020, which, even at 
the current favorable exchange rate ($581 billion), 
would barely exceed the current annual U.S. defense 
budget. Hence an emphasis, again, on the virtues 
of efficacy: while French defense spending remains 
relatively high (2.5 percent of gross national product, 
about the same as in 2001), it falls to 1.7 percent 
if pensions and gendarmerie are excluded; more 
tellingly, 40 percent of that budget is for combat per-
sonnel and operational duties, as opposed to about 
60 percent for administration and supporting roles 
(the reverse of the British budget, which the French 
government aims to emulate).

n Spurred by its members, the EU now agrees that 
international terrorism is a “significant threat”—
though not “the decisive ideological struggle of the 
21st century” postulated by the United States—whose 
global reach and potential access to weapons of mass 
destruction make it fundamentally different from 
previous expressions of local terrorism in postwar 
Europe. Even Germany agrees on the “need to 
expand the constitutional framework for the deploy-
ment of armed forces,” including on home soil, as “a 
result of the growing threat that terrorist attacks pose 
to German territory,” and in order “to secure access 
to energy resources” as a primary security interest 
potentially threatened by nonstate aggressors. Yet 
while every EU country has been making significant 
efforts in all areas singled out in the EU’s counterter-
rorism strategy—”prevention, protection, pursuit, 
and response”—Europe offers nothing comparable to 
a homeland strategy à l’américaine, still makes little 
room for the use of military instruments abroad, 
even in the areas of “pursuit” and “response,” and 
continues to show a deep national reluctance to share 
intelligence widely within the EU.

n NATO and EU member expectations that Russia 
might emerge quickly as a strategic partner have 
dampened. In August 2008, the war between Russia 
and Georgia confirmed that traditional threats, in 

the form of massive territorial invasion by large 
military forces, remain real and can demand the 
sort of collective response mandated by Article 5 
of the North Atlantic treaty, but now over a much 
larger geographic area than was envisioned in April 
1949. This means that while NATO must keep the 
membership door open to Georgia and Ukraine, no 
date for such enlargement can be set until NATO’s 
current members reach a consensus over the most 
effective ways to discourage Russia from trying to 
reestablish a commanding influence at its periphery. 
Outside Europe and beyond Russia, emerging poles 
of power in Asia (especially China, but also India 
and Japan) will need to be brought in as stakehold-
ers in a new multilateral order. The members of the 
EU and NATO will also need to engage, reform, and 
strengthen other institutions—including the Group 
of Eight, UN Security Council, International Mone-
tary Fund, and World Bank—a goal that is especially 
emphasized in the British national strategy paper. In 
this context, former Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice’s renewed emphasis on “transformational diplo-
macy” as a display of “realistic idealism” restores the 
old-fashioned imperatives of stability and order, and 
suits Europe’s predilection for a new multilateralism 
that insists on good governance, civil society, social 
and political reforms, rule of law, and so forth.

Learning to Act Together
As the Obama administration prepares for the 

difficult agenda that looms ahead, in and beyond 
Europe, it is comforting to find that in recent years, 
the views of at least the 32 states of the EU and 
NATO have become more compatible regarding their 
total security environment; the logic of unity can at 
last prevail over that of division. Nevertheless, in a 
reversal of Cold War conditions, even as Europeans 
and Americans are growing closer in spirit, the risk 
is that they might remain distant in practice. This is 
especially true with regard to the use and usefulness 
of military force, and it is especially significant with 
regard to Iran, a key priority outside the Euroatlantic 
area. Relations with Iran will be a driver of future 
policy decisions involving the expected but gradual 
withdrawal of American and coalition forces from 
Iraq, improved stabilization and reconstruction ef-
forts in Afghanistan, the instability of Pakistan, and 
some resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Over the past few years, EU unity, U.S.–EU coop-
eration, and Alliance solidarity on Iran have been 
impressive—but only thus far. As is to be expected 
from the members of an alliance, as distinct from a 
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single-mission coalition, some Allies have agreed at 
least to delay what they might otherwise have done 
sooner (a military strike), while others have agreed 
to what they otherwise are reluctant to do (impose 
more economic sanctions). Throughout, consultation 
has been a prerequisite to consensus, although it was 
originally by and for a few (the United States and the 
so-called EU–3—Britain, France, and Germany) be-
fore it was extended to the EU and NATO. Yet there 
should be no illusion: however united the Alliance 
may seem to be on the goal—to deny Iran access to 
nuclear weapons—its members are still divided over 
the means, whether it is the use of military force by 
members or an Israeli decision to make use of its 
forces, with or without U.S. consent. Notwithstand-
ing vague references to “preemptive engagement 
[that] can void serious problems in the future” writ-
ten into the EU strategy paper after its endorsement 
by member states at the Thessaloniki Summit of 
June 2003, there is little place for preemption in the 
national strategy of the leading European states and 
their Union. In 2009, or possibly a bit later, that dis-
tinction will be tested as Americans and Europeans 
are called upon to debate what is to be feared more, 
a nuclear Iran or a war with Iran. The question will 
be how and when best to deter Iran—with military 
threats before Iran achieves, or approaches, nuclear 
status, or afterward with threats of instant “oblitera-
tion,” as then-president Jacques Chirac warned. 
The United States and Europe do not always share 
the same priorities regarding other problems in the 
Greater Middle East. “Why are we in Afghanistan?” 
or “Why should we be involved with Pakistan?” are 
questions raised in Europe with a different sense 
of urgency than in the United States. Nor is there 
much discussion on either side of the Atlantic of the 
“years after” in Iraq, when the withdrawal of most 
coalition forces will have been completed, likely 
ahead of the next U.S. Presidential election in 2012. 
Nor, finally, is there a solid consensus on the terms 
of diplomatic engagement in the Middle East, for 
instance, on whether Syria or Hamas or Hizballah 
can be legitimate interlocutors for some even when 
they are dismissed by others, or even between Israel 
on the one hand, and the United States and the states 
of Europe on the other.

On these and many other issues, one of Chirac’s 
earlier questions lingers unanswered: “Who does 
what?” he asked in 2000, during the EU’s so-called 
finality debate. It is an equally valid question for an 
emerging Euroatlantic finality debate. The ques-
tion raises three distinctive but overlapping sets of 

national and institutional issues: what degree of au-
tonomy can or should the EU and its members have 
relative to NATO and to each other; what degree of 
autonomy can or should NATO and its members 
have relative to the EU and to each other; and what 
degree of autonomy can or should the United States 
have relative to NATO? Admittedly, these questions 
cannot be answered convincingly on paper until 
they have been tested empirically, over time. Still, 
the appeal of recent strategic documents—the recent 
British, German, and French White Papers, as well 
as the past EU Strategy Security Paper, the White 
House national security paper, and even the NATO 
Comprehensive Political Guidance—lies not only in 
what they and their state sponsors want to do about 
the world and its problems, but also in what they say, 
directly or by implication, about the Alliance or the 
EU, and their members.

For Europe, the EU, the United States, and NATO, 
in all their various relationships, asserting a will to 
act in common on the basis of compatible values, 
overlapping interests, and common goals may go 
a long way toward recasting an alliance that has 
seemed to be adrift in recent years. At this moment, 
there is an unusual opportunity for the Obama 
administration, as it reviews its National Security 
Strategy in 2009, to rely on the areas of conver-
gence discussed here to define a compatible, if not 
identical, Euroatlantic strategic approach (EU–U.S., 
U.S.–NATO, and NATO–EU–U.S.) to the daunting 
challenges of the post–Cold War, post-9/11, post-
Iraq world ahead.

Balkan Challenges
Since the end of the Cold War, the Balkan region 

has presented major security challenges to the United 
States, NATO, and the EU. Several Balkan wars erupted 
from the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia in 
1991, leaving a powerful legacy of distrust among the 
region’s governments and populations.

After a slow initial response from Europe (and 
hesitation by the United States) to wars involving 
Croatia, the former Republic of Yugoslavia (dominated 
by Serbia), and Bosnia-Herzegovina, the NATO-led 
Operation Joint Endeavor, backed by a 60,000-troop 
Implementation Force, began its deployment in De-
cember 1995 to enforce the Dayton Peace Agreement. 
In March 1999, in an effort to halt a humanitarian 
catastrophe involving Serbian-led ethnic cleansing in 
Kosovo, NATO launched an air campaign, Opera-
tion Allied Force, against Serbia. Three months later, 
when Serbian forces began to withdraw from Kosovo, 
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NATO established Operation Joint Guardian with the 
50,000-troop Kosovo Force (KFOR). In December 
2004, NATO transferred its military security tasks in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina to an EU force (EUFOR-Althea), 
but some 16,000 KFOR troops remain in Kosovo.

In February 2001, interethnic tensions flared into 
armed conflict between Macedonian government 
security forces and Albanian extremists. NATO and 
the EU responded by coordinating negotiations that 
led to the August 2001 Ohrid Framework Agreement, 
opening the door to numerous amendments to the 
Macedonian constitution and far-reaching legislative 
changes. NATO also launched successive operations 
to disarm ethnic Albanian groups, destroy their weap-
ons, and protect international monitors overseeing the 
implementation of the Ohrid settlement. Operating 
under the Berlin Plus arrangements, NATO trans-
ferred its military security role in Macedonia to the 
EU’s Operation Concordia in March 2003, which was 
followed in December by an EU civilian police mis-
sion, Operation Proxima, through December 2005. By 
July 2006, Macedonia was able to conduct parliamen-
tary elections that, while marked by confrontations 
within ethnic Albanian and ethnic Slav political par-
ties, were assessed to meet EU and NATO standards.

Despite the qualified successes of NATO- and 
EU-led stabilization efforts, regional conflicts and 
the risk of state failure have reemerged as looming 
challenges in the Balkans. These have become even 
more pronounced since the declaration of Kosovo’s 
independence in February 2008.

The Future of Kosovo and Serbia
Kosovo and Serbia will determine future Balkan 

stability and security. The Serbian parliament unani-
mously approved a new constitution in September 
2006, declaring its independence and reaffirming 
its position that Kosovo—with its overwhelmingly 
ethnic Albanian population—remained an integral 
part of Serbia. Two international efforts—led first 
by a UN special envoy and later by a “troika” of the 
United States, the EU, and Russia—failed to broker 
an agreement between Belgrade and Pristina during 
2006–2007. After Kosovo declared independence in 
February 2008, the United States and more than 40 
EU and non-EU countries extended recognition to 
the new Kosovo state, while Serbia, Russia, China, 
and some Balkan neighbors opposed it. This ambigu-
ous situation has resulted in a hardening of national-
ist positions and increased political instability.

Limited international recognition of Kosovo’s inde-
pendence has serious consequences. Kosovo’s ethnic 

Serbian population, which constitutes the majority of 
the population north of the Ibar River, wants nothing 
to do with Pristina. They consider themselves part 
of Serbia and enjoy support from Belgrade, backed 
by Russia. Under its continuing UN mandate, KFOR 
protects both ethnic Serbs and ethnic Albanians in 
Kosovo. After the Kosovo constitution came into 
force in June 2008, full powers devolved from the 
UN Mission in Kosovo to Kosovo’s state institutions, 
except in the areas of justice and policing, which 
remain, for a transition period, under the jurisdiction 
of a new EU rule of law mission.

Since Serbia and Russia do not recognize the 
legitimacy of an independent Kosovo, the EU mis-
sion could come into conflict with Belgrade’s efforts 
to create a separate Kosovo Serb parliament and to 
protect ethnic Serbs (which Belgrade considers as 
Serbian citizens) in northern Kosovo. With tensions 
seething just below the surface, KFOR will be needed 
for some time to protect the ethnic Serbs who 
remain in small enclaves south of the Ibar River and 
those ethnic Albanians still living north of the river. 
The longer the existing standoff continues, the more 
regional tensions will increase, possibly creating a 
new “frozen” conflict that will undermine long-term 
prospects for Balkan stability.

However the Kosovo question is resolved, the in-
tegration of Serbia and Kosovo into the Euro atlantic 
mainstream will be a major challenge. Serbia’s 
politics are still roiled by bitterness and resentment 
over the wars of secession that split apart Yugosla-
via. NATO invited Serbia to join PFP in November 
2006 and has encouraged its cooperation with other 
partners and Allies in the region. In April 2008, the 
EU and Serbia signed a Stabilization and Association 
Agreement (SAA).5 NATO and the EU will need to 
reach out to Serbia to help democratic reform there 
and coordinate its PFP and SAA activities, while 
working with its Balkan neighbors to create a secure 
and stable surrounding environment. At the same 
time, KFOR will need to continue to protect both 
ethnic communities while the EU mission in Kosovo 
facilitates the institutional development of judicial 
and police authorities.

Bosnia-Herzegovina: Unresolved Issues
In many respects, the transition in 2004 from a 

NATO-led stabilization force to EUFOR-Althea has 
become, after a bumpy start, a positive example of 
cooperation through the Berlin Plus arrangements. 
Some 2,200 EUFOR-Althea troops remain in Bosnia-
Herzegovina under a UN mandate, coordinating 
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6 Continued on p. 301

closely with a small NATO headquarters in Sarajevo, 
which assists Bosnia-Herzegovina in defense reform, 
counterterrorism, and intelligence-gathering. Mean-
while, the EU has shifted its overall emphasis from 
stabilization to support for Bosnia-Herzegovina’s “in-
tegration” into Euroatlantic structures. For example, 
the EU Police Mission has mentored the fledgling 
multiethnic police service, which is struggling to 
cope with exploding organized crime and human, 
drug, and arms trafficking.

More needs to be done. NATO and the EU will 
need to better focus and coordinate their programs 
and activities to combat organized crime and to 
counter terrorism. Areas needing priority attention 
include police reforms and amendments to the Bos-
nia-Herzegovina constitution that would strengthen 
the powers of the central government relative to the 
ethnic entities.

For example, although Bosnia-Herzegovina cre-
ated a new state-level defense ministry in January 
2006 and joined PFP later that year, it faces obstacles, 
largely explained by ethnic mistrust, to moving 
other institutions from the entity level to the state 
level. The prime minister of Republika Srpska (the 
ethnic Serbian region of the country) continues to 
resist police reform under a state-level ministry of 
the interior. In 2006, proposed amendments to the 
Bosnia-Herzegovina constitution, which would 

have accomplished such reform, failed to acquire 
the necessary two-thirds majority in both houses of 
parliament. The Bosniak (Muslim) leadership wants 
to eliminate the separate ethnic entities and build a 
stronger centralized state, while ethnic Croats want 
constitutional reforms to guarantee their security 
and equality. For their part, Republika Srpska lead-
ers want, at most, a loose federation of two entities; 
some have threatened to use the Kosovo “precedent” 
to hold a referendum on its constitutional status 
within Bosnia-Herzegovina.

EUFOR-Althea’s mission will be accomplished 
when Bosnia-Herzegovina’s state-level institutions 
have been consolidated and are functioning ad-
equately. No one can predict when this will happen, 
however. Recognizing that local politicians must 
ultimately accept responsibility for the result, the EU 
Office of the High Representative believes it is still 
premature to shift to state-level institutions, prefer-
ring that the EU Special Representative remain in the 
country for at least another year. The issue of a new 
constitution is now coming to the fore as well. Since 
70 percent of the population wants to join the EU, 
the EU agreed to sign an SAA in June 2008 not as a 
reward for merit, but as an incentive for administra-
tive reforms.

Italian ISAF troops search for weapons cache in Musahi Valley, south of Kabul
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Turkey at a Crossroads

Turkey faces a defining moment in its history as it 
tries to handle the twin challenges of deteriorating 
civil-military relations and maturing demands from 
its ethnic Kurdish population. How it manages these 
challenges will significantly affect its relations with the 
United States, the EU, and NATO.

Relations between the civilian government—led by 
the Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi, or AKP) and its popular prime minster, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan—and military leaders have taken a 
turn for the worse since April 2007, when the military 
attempted to counter AKP’s nomination of foreign min-
ister Abdullah Gul to become Turkey’s president. (Gul’s 
wife wears a headscarf, which the military, in particu-
lar, sees as a threat to secularism.) The AKP picked up 
the challenge by calling for early elections in July 2007, 
which handed Erdogan an unprecedented victory. 
Turkey, it seemed, had once again narrowly averted the 
abyss of a coup d’état.

Another showdown, however, developed a year 
later, when the constitutional court—at the instigation 
of the judiciary, military, and other elements of the 
arch-secularist establishment—agreed to consider 
charges that the government had violated constitu-
tional provisions guaranteeing a secular state. A ruling 
against the government would have closed down the 
AKP and effectively banned its members from holding 
office and other political activity. In July 2008, faced 
with domestic and international pressure, the court by 
a narrow margin decided not to close the AKP, but to 
punish it by imposing a fine.

These developments have alarmed EU members 
who have generally been sympathetic to the AKP’s 
efforts—however erratic—to substantially reform 
Turkey’s judicial and political system in line with the 
EU’s Copenhagen Criteria. Had the constitutional court 
banned the AKP, the EU likely would have suspended 
its accession negotiations with Turkey, further distanc-
ing the Turks from Europe and, more broadly, from 
Western institutions. At a minimum, EU consideration of 
Turkey’s membership would have been pushed down 
the road for several years. The court case demonstrated 
the fragility of Turkish-EU ties. Those Europeans who 
have second thoughts about Turkish accession will be 
scrutinizing the evolution of the civil-military divide.

The court’s decision was a setback for hard-line 
secularists, but this does not mean that the Turkish 
political system is out of the woods. The decision 
clears the way for the consideration of a badly needed 

new and liberal constitution. By recalibrating the role 
of the military in society and politics, such an effort 
could reignite the divisions in Turkey between the vast 
bulk of the population and elites, between civil society 
and the state apparatus, and between democrats and 
those who believe that the state trumps individual 
liberties and rights. A more turbulent political picture 
could also have economic reverberations.

Similarly, continued political uncertainty will affect 
the other challenge facing Turkey: the Kurdish ques-
tion. Turkish Kurds are far more politically mobilized 
than ever before. They have drawn inspiration from the 
Kurdish experiment in autonomy in northern Iraq and, 
while unwilling to secede from Turkey, are adamant in 
their demands for certain cultural and basic rights from 
Ankara. The two issues intersect in another way: the 
main Kurdish political party (which, like the AKP, has 
been threatened with closure) and the AKP account 
for the totality of Kurdish votes in Turkey. Kurds expect 
that these parties will deliver new solutions to their 
problems and likely will rally behind the party that 
best meets their aspirations for greater autonomy. 
The Kurdish question is another arena of civil-military 
discord and is the single most important determinant 
of Turkey’s policy toward Iraq.

The AKP closure case distracted the Turkish body 
politic from more pertinent and important issues of 
foreign and domestic policy. Turkish-American relations 
improved with Washington’s decision to support limited 
Turkish cross-border operations in Iraq’s Kurdish area. 
Yet those relations continue to face an important test 
in Iraq—in particular, over northern Iraq. The United 
States expects that Turkey will engage with the Kurdistan 
Regional Government to resolve outstanding disputes. 
The AKP government has indicated that it is interested 
in greater dialogue with Iraqi Kurds and Baghdad, but it 
will need U.S. support. The question of relations with the 
Iraqi Kurds is an explosive issue because of their ties to 
Turkey’s Kurds. How the AKP government manages the 
competing pressures coming from Turkey’s disparate in-
fluential sectors will help determine the future character 
of Turkey. The danger is that a Turkish government that 
just muddles through may alienate Europe and Turkey 
from each other. Such an outcome will mean that Ankara 
will be less likely to cooperate on issues such as Iran or 
human and drug smuggling. Alternatively, Ankara may 
seek to invoke Turkish “exceptionalism” to win American 
support, thereby placing Washington in a quandary with 
regard to its European Allies.
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Macedonia: Renewed Tensions
Though Macedonia passed the elections test in 

2006, recent Kosovo events have renewed intereth-
nic tensions. Skopje has so far refused to recognize 
Kosovo’s independence. Ethnic Albanians want to do 
so, but Macedonian Slavs remain hesitant to upset 
Belgrade and feel threatened by growing Albanian 
nationalism. Immediately before NATO’s April 
2008 Summit, the Democratic Party of Albania left 
the ruling coalition because the government did 
not meet its demands, which included recognizing 
Kosovo. It only returned to the coalition because of 
its desire to see Macedonia invited to join NATO. 
When Greece blocked Macedonia’s invitation (due to 
a longstanding dispute over the formal name of the 
Macedonian state), this shock also heightened inter-
ethnic relations and contributed to violent incidents 
surrounding the June 2008 parliamentary elections, 
further clouding Macedonia’s international image.

A near-term solution to the name dispute appears 
unlikely. Meanwhile, Macedonia’s frayed interethnic 
relations, heightened by differences over Kosovo, 
will bedevil the government and cast an additional 
shadow over regional stability.

Avoiding a Wider Crisis
Issues surrounding Kosovo’s independence have 

helped to stoke renewed Balkan tensions. If left unat-
tended, these could well provoke a series of uncon-
trolled and enormously damaging events. Consid-
ering NATO’s post–Cold War investment in the 
Balkans, the Alliance’s prestige would experience a 
considerable setback if its Balkan missions unraveled. 
The EU, which has made enormous strides since the 
early 1990s, more than ever needs to coordinate its 
efforts with NATO. If the EU and NATO fail in the 
Balkans, transatlantic ties could be weakened at the 
time of greatest need.

European Counter-radicalization  
Strategy

Europe’s security challenge is as much focused in-
ternally as externally. Preventing terrorism is a high 
priority across Europe, and that objective is being 
pursued by major European nations through various 
counter-radicalization policies. The UK may well be 
the bellwether for countering terrorism in Europe. 
Although there have been terrorist attacks in the UK 
since September 11, it has also successfully thwarted 
prospective attacks. The UK counterterrorism plan, 

called Operation Contest, was developed in 2003 (but 
was made public only in 2006). The UK plan differs 
from the approach taken by France, the European 
country with the largest Muslim population.6

The UK Experience
The UK has suffered repeated terror attacks or at-

tempted attacks in the past few years, beginning with 
the Dhiren Bharot radiation plot in the summer of 
2004, the July 2005 London underground/bus bomb-
ings (known as the 7/7 bombing ), the Heathrow 
airline plot in August 2006, and the Haymarket/Glas-
gow airport episodes in June 2007.

The Heathrow plot, in particular, might have been 
a watershed for the UK government, which had been 
largely focused on managing the threat through 
the criminal law system. Shocked to find that the 
majority of the perpetrators in the 7/7 bombing 
and Heathrow plot were born and raised in the UK, 
authorities realized that they had a homegrown 
terrorism problem, albeit one with a pervasive link 

to Pakistan and Kashmir, the original homelands of 
the majority of British Muslims. The radicalization 
of British Muslim youths begins at home, often with 
advanced training in violent extremism at al Qaeda 
training camps in Pakistan’s Federally Administered 
Tribal Areas over which the government of Pakistan 
has minimal control.

In addition to building up its security and police 
departments, the UK government in late 2006 made 

Australian soldiers patrol in Tarin Kowt, Afghanistan, as part of ISAF mission
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a strategic decision to focus on prevention by reach-
ing out to British Muslim youths before they were at 
risk of becoming violent extremists. Significant funds 
were allocated over several years to the Department 
of Communities and Local Government to deepen 
contacts between municipalities and local Muslim 
communities. The government is also funding coun-
ter-radicalization projects through the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office to assist cities and villages in 
Kashmir and Pakistan where the extended families 
of many British Muslims still reside. Finally, a nerve 
center for counter-radicalization efforts, the Office 
of Security and Counter Terrorism, has been set up 
in the Home Office. Part of the government’s goal is 
to build up resilience within the wider community 
while encouraging moderate Muslims to stand up, as 
some did following the Glasgow attack, and say, “Not 
in my name.”

The government also created a strategic communi-
cations unit to ensure that all government depart-
ments and civil servants are giving a consistent mes-
sage, which is to emphasize the “shared values” of all 
Britons and to avoid language or labels that demon-
ize the Muslim community.7 The key to successful 
prevention, in the government’s view, is the ability to 
mobilize its own Muslim community to isolate and 
identify those who are espousing violent extremism 
and plotting attacks in Britain.

The French System
At the heart of traditional British and wider Eu-

ropean multiculturalism is a reluctance to assert the 
superiority of any value system and an attitude of tol-
erance toward the diverse immigrant communities. 
The traditional French approach, by contrast, is to 
impose its state-derived value system: the republican 
ideal that subordinates ethnic or religious identity 
to a universal secular citizenship based on Liberté, 
Egalité, Fraternité. Those who reject republican ideals 
face a system defined by laïcité, or secularism, which 
sets limits on expressions of religion in the public 
sphere. In short, the French approach relies on as-
similation.

When it comes to combating extremism, the 
French system of assimilation is buttressed by a 
tougher legal regime than is found in the UK and 
other European countries. French law prohibits hate 
speech and authorizes the preventive detention of 
those who incite violence, more or less indefinitely. 
These measures make it easier to deport extremists, 
even if they hold French passports. French law also 
permits the security apparatus to engage in more 

extensive surveillance techniques. A specialized ju-
diciary branch for terrorism has evolved, with judges 
who act in some ways as prosecutors.

The French do not devote nearly as many resourc-
es to counter-radicalization as the British because, 
in their view, Muslims in France have not become 
nearly as radicalized. The French challenge is more 
socioeconomic. “Angry young men” in the depressed, 
largely North African and African areas outside Paris 
and other major cities suffer from joblessness and 
social exclusion, and the solutions may lie less in 
UK-style counter-radicalization than in affirmative 
action–type outreach programs, not unlike those 
adopted in the United States in the 1960s, following 
race riots in several American inner cities.

While France has been spared much of the 
extremist Islamist rhetoric and pressure for cultural 
“shariaization” that appears elsewhere in Europe, the 
UK model is perhaps more relevant to the rest of Eu-
rope than France’s assimilation policy. This is because 
most other countries, like the UK, have had a “live and 
let live” policy of multiculturalism toward their Mus-
lim communities until Islamist terrorism came to their 
cities. They will be watching closely to see whether the 
UK’s counter-radicalization program is successful.

Where Europe May Be Heading
Certain assumptions are made by European 

counterterrorism strategists about the causes of 
violent extremism. The very use of the term violent 
extremists in the title of the UK Home Office’s 2008 
“Prevent Strategy” report appears to suggest that 
nonviolent extremists—or extremism in and of it-
self—are not the primary concern. British politicians 
are debating whether it makes sense in the long term 
to engage and empower political Islamists, including 
supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood, who espouse 
nonviolence, as a way of isolating and diminishing 
the violent extremists from the Takfiri/jihadi/Salafist 
schools. Some argue that the government should 
reach out beyond the so-called gatekeepers, such as 
the Muslim Council of Britain, whose agenda pro-
motes primarily grievance politics and “victimhood,” 
in which criticism of Islamist radicalism is often 
branded “Islamophobia.”

Rather than adopting a simplistic binary view of 
European Muslims as either violent or moderate, it 
may be useful to adopt a three-tier differentiation 
comprising:

n extremists who blend Takfiri/jihadism with 
Salafism and who justify violence against fellow Mus-
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lims for apostasy and against non-Muslims deemed 
infidels;

n political Islamists who advocate cultural separat-
ism and sharia, Muslim issues in foreign policy, and 
a politics of victimhood and grievances, and who put 
their British, Dutch, or Danish national identity and 
civic responsibilities second to their obligations to 
fellow Muslims at home and transnationally; and

n the majority of Muslims who view Islam as 
a faith, not a political ideology, and who identify 
primarily as citizens of the European country where 
they live, not as members of a transnational political 
community.

Some contend that the Muslims who should be 
empowered by governments are those who reject the 
ideological underpinnings of jihad, which postulates 
a possible religious-based war in the near term or 
long term between Muslims and non-Muslims. They 
argue that it is shortsighted to empower political Isla-
mists who are ideologically committed to long-term 
jihad and the establishment of Islamic governments, 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood, in the hope of 
weakening violent extremist al Qaedists, who advo-
cate the immediate political decapitation of Western 
and moderate Muslim leaders.

While tactically it may make sense for police and 
security officials to engage with nonviolent political 
Islamists in order to thwart imminent terrorism from 
homegrown violent extremists, there is a seemingly 
well-placed concern that violent extremists come 
from and are nurtured by communities where politi-
cal Islamism is the prevalent ideology.8 If so, the cru-
cial task of governments would be to empower those 
Muslims who are willing to debate the ideological 
Islamists over their respective visions for Muslim 
life in Europe. In short, some experts argue that the 
visions of Islamist and counter-Islamist Muslims 
are vastly more different than the visions of violent 
extremists and political Islamists.

By recognizing the full implications of the Islamist 
challenge as a war of ideas, governments might avoid 
the trap of empowering one group of Islamists to 
outflank another. Currently, the UK government 
is promoting Islamic studies as a way of counter-
ing the narrative of violent extremists who prey on 
Muslim youth with only a superficial understanding 
of the Koran and Islam. While the idea of teaching 
the benevolent and tolerant aspects of the Koran is 
laudable, the actual funding for new Islamic studies 
initiatives in British universities, typically starved 
of state funding, comes from Persian Gulf countries 

that often are interested in promoting a rigid Wah-
habist perspective of Islam. Once again, some worry 
that it is shortsighted for the government and British 
universities to promote Islamic studies and scholar-
ship that dilute rather than reinforce identity with 
British national interests.

Cold War Analogy
While historical analogies can be as misleading as 

they are illuminating, the Cold War provides useful 
lessons on how—or how not—to conduct battles 
for ideas. During the Cold War, the United States 
sought ways to buck up Western Europe against the 
inroads of communism. While some Cold Warriors 
such as Sidney Hook railed against socialists and 
other leftists together with communists, the Central 
Intelligence Agency took a different tack by fund-
ing Encounter, a European cultural and political 
magazine dominated by socialists who opposed 
communism. Just as the West embraced the Stephen 
Spenders of British cultural life to win the hearts 
and minds of Europeans in the propaganda war with 
the Soviet Union, today European governments are 
reaching out to moderate Muslims to engage in the 
battle of ideas with anti-Western Islamists. Again, 
the question of which so-called moderate Muslims to 
engage is critical.

The European socialists who received support 
from others in the Western community fundamen-
tally supported, and were loyal to, their respective 
governments, though they clashed over certain of 
their policies. Similarly, the Muslims who might 
be empowered in the current battle for hearts and 
minds are those who feel they are citizens in their 
countries, with affirmative responsibilities as well as 
rights, and who support European values notwith-
standing sharp disagreement over specific domestic 
and foreign policies. Some groups, however, may 
simply be pursuing long-term goals that are incon-
sistent with the future of the liberal democratic state 
system in Europe.

Non-Muslim Elites Begin to React
There is a new phenomenon in British intellectual 

life. Among the majority, non-Muslim community, 
there appears to be an increasing willingness to 
assert and promote “Britishness,” a British ver-
sion of the national aspirations associated with the 
“American dream.” A more coherent British identity 
would make it easier for immigrants to become 
British and understand their obligations as British 
citizens. Standpoint magazine was launched in 2008 
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to celebrate, debate, and articulate Western values, 
albeit in an inclusive way intended to engage non-
Western British citizens. Such measures appear to be 
early signs of pushback against assertive Islamism. 
Some Europeans are beginning to question the 
reflexive moral relativism of a hyper-secularized 
society where people are reluctant to assert that some 
values are better than others. There is, arguably, a 
general, increasing recognition that the liberal values 
of toleration, equal opportunity, and gender equality 
are superior to those value systems that promote 
intolerance and the subordination of women to men.

Convergence between Multiculturalism and 
Assimilation

Countries such as Britain, Germany, and the Neth-
erlands were steeped in multiculturalism and respect 
for cultural autonomy among ethnic and religious 
groups. They are, however, slowly moving in the gen-
eral direction of a French-style state-derived identity. 
Meanwhile, under President Nicolas Sarkozy, the 
French are backing off from a rigid assimilation 
model by recognizing distinctions among their 
religious and ethnic communities, albeit as a means 
of targeting deprived ethnic communities in order to 
further their upward mobility and integration into 
the French system.

Europe is likely to pursue a multipronged, 
sometimes contradictory policy of reaching out to 
the moderate elements in Muslim communities, 
beefing up community policing and counterterrorist 

surveillance, clamping down on immigration from 
countries outside the EU with large Muslim popula-
tions (for example, ones in South Asia, the Middle 
East, North Africa, and perhaps Southeast Asia), and 
thinking harder about what it means to be British, 
Danish, or Dutch, so that immigrants can have a 
better idea of what social norms they are expected to 
accept.

Meanwhile, long-term demographic trends loom 
over the entire integration and social cohesion and 
radicalization issue. As indigenous European birth-
rates plunge and Muslim families remain larger than 
non-Muslim families among the second and third 
generations, it may be crucial for societies to find a 
way to encourage Muslim women to avail themselves 
of educational opportunities and join the workforce. 
Statistics show that the birthrates of educated work-
ing Muslim women will converge with the lower 
birthrates of indigenous Europeans. The rates for 
stay-at-home Muslim mothers without higher educa-
tion will not.9

A vocal minority of political Islamists in a Europe 
that is 5 percent Muslim would seem a manageable 
challenge.10 Presently, the offspring of non-Muslim 
immigrants tend to intermarry, become secular, and 
have fewer children than the offspring of Muslim im-
migrants, who tend to marry within their own ethnic 
group, remain religious, and have several children.11 
If demographic trends continue, we are looking at a 
Europe in 2050 where one out of every three children 
under the age of 15 is Muslim.12 Security officials 
worry that the demographic preponderance of Mus-
lims in cities and towns across Europe would make 
it far more difficult to counter the separatist agendas 
of Islamists and the cultural penetration of sharia 
law. The long-term prognosis for terrorism in Europe 
would seem to depend on the ability of governments 
to empower Muslim counter-Islamists with a narra-
tive that is convincing for the next and much larger 
generation of European Muslims. gsa
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The Seven Africas
Africa’s challenges and opportunities are as 

diverse as the continent itself. Africa is perhaps bet-
ter considered as a series of subregions, including 
the following seven: North Africa, the Sahel, West 
Africa, Central Africa, the Great Lakes region, East 
Africa, and Southern Africa. Africa’s many conflicts 
tend to be local and entrenched, but the Horn of 
Africa and Sudan pose particular security challenges 
in the next 5 to 10 years. For the United States, a 
clear understanding of history may help to overcome 
the temptation to react to superficial events rather 
than to deal with underlying problems and long-
term solutions. Enduring challenges such as fragile 
institutions and poverty have rich but different 
histories, geography, and identities. Both conflict and 

Chapter 14
Africa

opportunities abound, but the United States is only 
one of the external actors and not equally active or 
welcome in all areas.

North Africa
North Africa’s five countries have similarities, but 

each is also distinct. The three countries classically 
referred to as the Maghreb (Morocco, Algeria, and 
Tunisia)1 retain a French orientation. In this region, 
the United States is mostly seen as a potential market 
(or, in the case of Algeria, a real market) for raw 
materials and primary industries and, in the case of 
Morocco, as an ally.2 The governments of all three 
Francophone Maghrebi states—but particularly Al-
geria—are challenged by radical Islamist movements 
of differing intensity; the so-called al Qaeda Orga-
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nization in the Land of the Berbers (established in 
2005 by the now-deceased Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi) 
attempts to address them all, working through and 
with a variety of front or allied extremist groups. 
Nonetheless, there is a range of homegrown Islamist 
movements, some political and nonviolent, and some 
radical, that challenge the countries’ leaders.

Algeria has promoted the removal of Western 
Sahara from Moroccan sovereignty since the Span-
ish colonial occupiers ceded it back to Morocco in 
February 1976. Algeria’s sponsorship of the armed 
movement known as POLISARIO (Frente Popular 
para la Liberación de Saguia El-Hamra y Rio de Oro, 
or Popular Front for the Liberation of Saguia el-
Hamra and Río de Oro), which has claimed the right 
to self-determination of the territory, continues to be 
a flashpoint between Algeria and Morocco. Despite 
the size difference between Algeria and Morocco, the 
latter has historically fared well in military engage-
ments with Algeria. As a result, an ongoing military 
buildup by Algeria must be viewed with concern. 

Libya is closer than ever to change. Its leader, 
Muammar Qadhafi, is aging and Libyan institutions 
remain frail. The country’s export wealth from oil 
has risen, and foreign investment in new oilfields 
has been offset to some degree by failure to suffi-
ciently maintain older infrastructure. In recent years, 
Libya has opened up considerably, especially as the 
international isolation that followed the bombing of 
Pan Am flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, in 1988 
is coming to an end. But the urgent reality is the 
growing immobility of Qadhafi and the belief that his 
reign may be drawing to a close, without adequate 
provision for succession. Qadhafi has said that one of 
his sons, Saif al-Islam, would succeed him. However, 
neither Qadhafi nor his immediate entourage will 
give Saif al-Islam visible support, leading to specula-
tion that the immediate post-Qadhafi era could be 
marked by a strenuous power struggle.

Several groups oppose Qadhafi, including the 
moderate Senussi Muslim movement—the Sanussi-
yyah—centered on the Cyrenaica region of Eastern 
Libya, and generally supportive of a restoration of 
the Senussi monarchy. The Senussi movement is the 
diametric opposite of the Wahhabist movement in 
that the Senussi is tolerant, liberal, and moderniz-
ing. However, there are also radical Islamists in the 
Wahhabist or Salafist mold functioning as an active 
opposition in Libya. Stability in Libya will be a key 
element in ensuring the modernization of North 
Africa and its incorporation into the Mediterranean 
trading basin.

Egypt, Libya’s neighbor, also faces the question 
of leadership succession. President Hosni Mubarak 
turned 80 in May 2008. One of the President’s son’s, 
Gamal, appears to be in line for succession, as sug-
gested by his movement through the ranks of the Na-
tional Democratic Party. But it is not clear whether 
such a succession would be challenged and, indeed, 
whether Gamal Mubarak would have the public, 
military, and political support necessary to address 
the challenges that could come from a presently 
constrained opposition movement. Certainly, there is 
a vibrant opposition, much of it radical and religious.

Egypt’s political and cultural dominance of much 
of the Middle East, North Africa, and to a lesser 
degree of Africa as a whole means that the Egyp-
tian succession process is of strategic importance, 
especially with the added weight given by Egypt’s 
control of the Suez Canal and the Red Sea. Egypt, so 
dependent on U.S. military and civil support since 
the Camp David Accords of 1978, has been under a 
formal state of emergency since the assassination of 
President Mubarak’s predecessor, Anwar Sadat, in 
1981. In recent years, however, Egypt has become 
less politically involved with the United States, and 
it is possible that the next generation of Egyptian 
leadership may decide to move still further from a 
tacit alliance unless the United States undertakes 
initiatives that prepare for, and preempt, such a shift 
in Egyptian attitudes.

Sahelian Africa
Extending from Mauritania to Chad (but en-

croaching culturally on the eastern parts of West 
Africa and the northern part of Central Africa), the 
Sahel is an area of transition. Its very name, Sahel, 
in Arabic means the shore, reached after crossing the 
Sahara. The main foreign influences on the Sahelian 
states remain France and Morocco, even if the Sahel’s 
most troubled areas (Darfur in western Sudan and 
northern Nigeria) are now increasingly Muslim in 
outlook, albeit of African Islamic moderation. 

There is a growing concern about potential 
radicalization in this area because this part of the 
continent is home to some of the poorest people, 
institutions are brittle, and the United States has a 
low profile. The Sahara plays an overriding role, not 
least because of the southern drift of the Algerian 
radical Islamist movement and the growing inter-
est of the Wahhabist al Qaeda Organization in the 
Land of the Berbers movement. Stemming radical 
Islamist movements is delicate but feasible because 
they are culturally heterogeneous and generally not 
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welcomed by the African populations to the south. 
Significantly, Wahhabist and Salafist Islamic groups 
have contended for influence in this area along with 
groups sponsored (until 2003) by Saddam Hussein 
and Qadhafi. Iraqi-sponsored Ba’athists, for example, 
were behind coup attempts in Mauritania, culminat-
ing with the defeat of Ba’athists in the Mauritanian 
army in 2003, the same year that the prime minister 
moved to suppress al Qaeda elements that had been 
trying to establish a base of operation. 

West Africa
West Africa is an area of extreme cultural diversity, 

where European—specifically, French, Portuguese, 
and British—influences overlap. It is also an area of 
extreme economic disparity, where the various econ-
omies range from poor (Burkina Faso) to nationally 
wealthy (Nigeria) with a number of countries (Cam-

eroon, Ghana) aspiring to middle-income status. 
Nigeria is the natural regional power, but it is a dan-
gerously splintered one, with its northern Sahelian 
region aspiring to retain the national domination 
inherited from colonial times and the Biafra War, 
while the Niger Delta states have been torn apart 
by a mounting low-intensity conflict. The conflict 
has its roots in a growing distortion of state-federal 
relations that have seen the central government take 
what the Delta states feel is a disproportionately large 
share of oil and gas export revenues, while neglecting 
infrastructural and human needs.

The Niger Delta crisis emerged through 2008 as 
perhaps the single greatest threat to the supply of 
foreign energy to the United States, Europe, and 
China. Nigeria’s federal government was constrained 
in dealing effectively with the crisis because legal 
challenges to the legitimacy of the presidential elec-
tions of April 2007 were still being considered by the 
nation’s supreme court. Some analysts estimated that 
the disruptions and threats to Niger Delta oil and 
gas production contributed at least 20 percent to the 
significant rise in oil prices in mid-2008.

Nigeria’s leadership in creating the Gulf of Guinea 
Commission in recent years has attempted to weld 
some cohesion among the countries along the 
Western African coast, almost all of which were, 
or potentially were, energy-producing states. This 
organization and the Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS) are key to building 
effective indigenous institutions that can address the 
rich diversity represented by the region’s states and 
populations. At the same time, a growing network 
of energy pipelines is extending through the region, 
with the vision of ultimately linking South Afri-
can west coast energy resources with other energy 
production up the entire Western African coast, and 
ultimately by undersea pipeline across the Mediter-
ranean to southwestern Europe. In the meantime, 
the pipeline network is a building block for regional 
modernization and economic growth.

Central Africa
The heart of the continent, Central Africa, 

hinges on the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC), a country still rebuilding from more than 
three decades of rule by President Mobuto Sese 
Seko. This was followed by “Africa’s First World 
War” (1998–2003), the deadliest conflict in the 
world since World War II that left almost 4 million 
dead. Beyond the DRC, the region includes parts 
of West Africa (the Gabon, most of the Republic of 

Muammar Qadhafi was elected chairman of the 12th African Union Summit 
in Addis Ababa, February 2009
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Congo–Brazzaville), as well as northern Angola and 
western Zambia.

This is a totally underdeveloped area of immense 
potential wealth. Blessed with a low population-to-re-
sources ratio, Central Africa is perhaps the richest part 
of the whole continent and, if well governed, could 
aspire to middle-income status. The DRC, which was 
once approaching this level of development, has today 
the lowest per capita income on the continent.

Significantly, the linkage between the DRC with 
the neighboring Great Lakes state, Rwanda, is largely 
through ethnic and clan relationships, which is why 
substantial numbers of Hutu Rwandans—and much 
of the Hutu Interahamwe militia—fled to the DRC 
following the Rwandan civil war of 1994. This link-
age also accounts for the profound influence that 
Rwandan President Paul Kagame has over the DRC 
government—and much of the territory of the DRC. 
It is not coincidental that both the DRC and Rwanda 
were controlled as a colony (the Belgian Congo) and 
League of Nations mandate protectorate (Rwanda) 
by Belgium. Both territories shared not only some 
ethnic and cultural overlap, but also a common, and 
searing, experience under Belgian control until less 
than a half-century ago.

The Great Lakes
The Great Lakes region is made up of only two 

full-fledged countries—Rwanda and Burundi—but 
also comprises regions of others (eastern DRC, 
western Uganda, and western Tanzania). This is a 
densely populated mountainous region (approximate 
to those of the Netherlands or the Asian great river 
deltas), and overpopulation is perhaps the main 
problem. The genocidal cycles that the region has pe-
riodically suffered since 1959 have been attributed in 
many ways to an intensive but traditional agriculture, 
which finds it difficult to support a rapidly expand-
ing population. This theory, however, has been 
strongly contested, with other theorists pointing to 
the Belgian occupiers’ predilection for favoring the 
promotion of the Hutu people over the traditionally 
ruling Tutsi. Although sharing a common language 
(Kinyarwanda), religion (Roman Catholicism), and 
culture, the Tutsi have Nilotic ethnic origins (from 
the Hamitic regions around southern Ethiopia) while 
the Hutu have Bantu origins (from southern Africa). 
The whole region remains extremely explosive, and 
the war provoked by the flight of Hutu militia from 
Rwanda into the DRC is still simmering in the East-
ern Congo, with or without Rwandan involvement.

The “peace agreement” that began to take effect in 

Burundi with elections in 2005 remains extremely 
fragile because it rests on the capacity of a stagnant 
agricultural economy to integrate thousands of 
disenfranchised Hutu who expect miracles from the 
new dispensation. Rwanda itself remains delicately 
balanced, despite recent economic growth, given the 
Tutsi-led government of President Kagame’s success-
ful presentation of itself to the international commu-
nity as inclusive, balanced, and democratic. Kagame, 
however, retains a strong grip on the internal security 

situation, especially in light of the 1994 genocide that 
failed to stop the Tutsi from seizing back the power 
the Belgians had taken from them and given to the 
Hutu. The spillover potential of the as-yet-unresolved 
conflict—particularly the eastern DRC component of 
it—remains significant. In spite of its small area, the 
Great Lakes region has roughly 40 million inhabit-
ants, vastly more than the 14 million affected by the 
Chad/Darfur conflict in North Africa. The United 
States has barely begun to understand and address 
the Great Lakes region, although the appointment of 
an experienced Africa-oriented U.S. Ambassador to 
Rwanda in late 2008 upgraded Washington’s focus on 
the region.

East Africa
East Africa is one the most culturally coherent 

areas of the continent, both because of the relative 
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Nigerian air force brigadier general, chairman of Africa Endeavor 2008 planning 
committee, explains objectives of U.S. European Command–sponsored exer-
cise to U.S. Embassy Nigeria Chief of Mission
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closeness of the precolonial cultures and because the 
whole region received a strong British imprint during 
the colonial period. The core area is constituted by 
the three countries of the former British East Africa—
Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania—but the socioeconom-
ic coherence of the region extends to Malawi and to 
large parts of Zambia. This is an area of relative politi-
cal equilibrium since Uganda grew out of civil war 20 
years ago. The residual violence in northern Uganda 
is now more Sudan-related than homegrown.

The whole region is slowly moving toward a mid-
dle-income position, provided it can avoid political 
backsliding (as in Kenya recently, or in Uganda poten-
tially the day President Yoweri Museveni departs). But 
there are no structural causes making political strife 
probable, other than the ethnic differences, such as 
those that rose to the surface during the 2008 Kenyan 
elections. Ethnic and religious differences remain the 
subtext for politics in Kenya, in particular.

This is an area of relative democratic governance, 
with a strong potential for more given the impor-
tance of the civil society. This is also the part of the 
continent that has perhaps the most positive view of 
the United States.

Southern Africa
Southern Africa comprises two former Portuguese 

colonies, Angola and Mozambique, along with the 
former British colonies—Botswana, Zambia, Zim-
babwe, Namibia, Lesotho, and the Republic of South 
Africa—and the former British Protectorate, the 
Kingdom of Swaziland.

Southern Africa is in many respects the most 
economically developed part of the continent, with 
additional vital geographic significance, given its 
domination of the Cape of Good Hope. South Af-
rica’s gross national product equals that of the whole 
of the other sub-Saharan Africa states. In South 
Africa, the key may be managing economic growth 
among the black population without disenfranchis-
ing the whites. This will require sustaining rela-
tive stability and strong economic discipline—and 
therefore foreign investor confidence—following the 
country’s second leadership transition since the end 
of apartheid rule in 1994.

In Angola, the challenge is how to distribute 
nationally the growing oil wealth presently concen-
trated in the hands of a culturally marginal minority 
of coastal white, half-caste, and black assimilados, 
whose victory in 2002 over the National Union 
for the Total Independence of Angola—after three 
decades of civil war—gave unchecked power to the 

Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola gov-
ernment of President José Eduardo dos Santos.

The political, economic, and social outlook for 
Zimbabwe remained unpredictable at the end of 
2008, given the reluctance of Zimbabwe African 
National Union–Patriotic Front leader and President 
Robert Mugabe to relinquish real power in the face 
of national elections. As of late 2008, Mugabe was 
continuing to flout a power-sharing agreement that 
kept him in the presidency, but which brought Mor-
gan Tsvangarai to the Prime Ministership; Mugabe’s 
unilateral appointments, including of a second vice 
president, met no immediate, effective opposition. 

Quite apart from poor governance and human 
misery, the problems of Zimbabwe are not restricted 
to that country alone. The country’s prevalence of 
HIV/AIDS, unchecked through years of national 
isolation, has spawned a virulent and (as yet) incur-
able form of tuberculosis that has the potential for 
broad international transmission. With some 2 mil-
lion Zimbabwean refugees already living in difficult 
conditions in South Africa, many just outside Cape 
Town, the trouble has already begun to spread and 
can only get worse if stability in Zimbabwe is not 
created to avert further outflows of refugees. 

Unaddressed, and pointedly ignored by the great 
power of the region, South Africa, has been the 
protracted issue of the restoration of Swaziland’s 
stolen territories. A significant part of Swaziland’s 
territories were apportioned out to Mozambique 
(then a Portuguese colony) and South Africa (then a 
British colony) by the United Kingdom, acting in its 
capacity as the invited Protector of the Kingdom of 
Swaziland.

America’s Security Role: The Horn of 
Africa

The Horn of Africa, stretching from North to East 
Africa, is arguably the area of greatest security engage-
ment for the United States. There are at least three 
broad, interlocking sets of problems in the Horn:

n security and economic growth in Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, Somalia, Somaliland, and Kenya

n political, ethnic, and religious developments, 
which are critical for stability and moderation in the 
greater Middle East

n maritime security in the Red Sea and Suez 
sealanes, which increasingly link the affairs of Horn 
states with those of the Middle East (Yemen, Saudi 
Arabia, Israel, and Iran) and Indian Ocean area 
(India, Pakistan, Malaysia, and Australia).
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While U.S. engagement in the complex affairs of 
the Horn of Africa has deepened in recent years, 
it is far from new. During the 1970s, authoritarian 
socialist governments with close links to the Soviet 
Union ruled Ethiopia and Somalia. Previously close 
relations with the West, including the United States, 
had largely dissipated. Human rights abuses were 
flagrant, and the economies, plagued by Soviet-
state socialism and civil war, fell into disarray. Both 
countries concluded military cooperation agree-
ments with the Soviet Union, including hundreds of 
Soviet and Soviet bloc advisors and massive amounts 
of Soviet weapons. Particularly in Somalia, as did 
the United States before, Soviet aircraft and naval 
vessels had virtual sovereign use of vital airfields and 
port facilities. Operating out of Somalia, the Soviet 
Union posed a serious threat to U.S. alliances—and 
shipping—in the Persian Gulf, Indian Ocean, and 
Red Sea, including the southern approach to the 
Suez Canal. The Horn of Africa thus had become a 
significant zone of East-West confrontation.

Somalia
Suddenly, in October 1977, Somalia leader Siad 

Barre sent his army to “liberate” the large ethnic 
Somali Ogaden region of Ethiopia. Moscow swiftly 
stopped all military assistance to Somalia, withdrew 
its advisors, and poured weapons and advisors into 
Ethiopia. What became a major Soviet presence 
in Ethiopia began when the Carter administration 
withdrew its support for Emperor Haile Selassie 
I, who was overthrown by army major Mengistu 
Haile Mariam; when denied U.S. support, Mengistu 
allied himself with the Soviet Union. Soviet help 
for Mengistu included several well-trained, heavily 
armed brigades of the Cuban army. The Somalis were 
quickly routed by the Soviet-backed Ethiopian forces, 
and Siad Barre turned to America for help. Only 
too happy to counter growing Soviet influence in 
the Indian Ocean region, the United States provided 
considerable military and economic assistance. The 
U.S. Navy began using Somali airfields and ports, 
particularly at Berbera in the former area of British 
Somaliland, which, with the collapse of the Siad 
Barre government, withdrew from the Somalia union 
of 1960 and later reasserted its independence as the 
Republic of Somaliland in 1991. Despite U.S. as-
sistance, Siad Barre’s autocratic rule had led by 1990 
to widespread dissatisfaction and civil war, resulting 
in his ouster in 1991. A prolonged drought in the 
late 1980s plus the depredation of the continuing war 
resulted in famine. Some 500,000 people had died by 

mid-1991, generating pressure for outside interven-
tion when the feuding Somali warlords disrupted 
food deliveries by the United Nations (UN) and the 
International Committee of the Red Cross.

Civil war among Somali-based militants was ac-
companied by a drought that caused some 400,000 
deaths by the summer of 1992. UN efforts to end 
the civil war so that humanitarian assistance could 
be delivered had failed. President George H.W. 
Bush, with the approval of the UN Security Council, 
organized an international coalition of some 30,000 
troops in a unified task force under the command 
and control of the United States. It began operations 
in December 1992. By March 1993, humanitar-
ian assistance was flowing freely, and the country 
was stable enough for a new force (United Nations 
Operation in Somalia II or UNOSOM II) to replace 
the unified task force. But, once again, the UN effort 
failed. It became embroiled in a renewed Somali 
civil war and suffered serious casualties. In an effort 
to support UNOSOM II—and the prestige of the 
United Nations—President Bill Clinton dispatched 
Task Force Ranger, a unit of special operations forces, 
to neutralize the most powerful of the militias in-
volved in the conflict led by Mohamed Farrah Aidid. 
However, U.S. forces were taken by surprise and lost 
18 men in the first Battle of Mogadishu. Pakistani 
and Nigerian units lost substantially more troops in 
the engagement, and the Pakistani forces were vital 
in helping recover U.S. personnel. Under pressure 
from an enraged Congress, President Clinton or-
dered the withdrawal of all U.S. forces. Without U.S. 
support on the ground, an attempt by UNOSOM II 
to continue operations came to an end by March of 
1994. The Somali civil war continued and, over time, 
an Islamist movement emerged as the most probable 
actor for ending the violence.

After the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, the 
United States feared that al Qaeda and Taliban rem-
nants could find sanctuary in Somalia following their 
defeat in Afghanistan. It established multinational 
naval and air patrols to prevent such an incursion 
and created Combined Joint Task Force–Horn of 
Africa (CJTF–HOA). Based in Djibouti, CJTF-HOA 
was designed to carry out political, military, and 
economic activities—particularly in Ethiopia and 
Kenya—aimed at combating terrorism and strength-
ening the capacity of regional governments and the 
well-being of their populations.

In Somalia, by late 2005, the United States had 
become afraid that an indigenous politico-religious 
movement—the Islamic Courts Union (ICU)—was 
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gaining strength and could pose a serious terrorist 
threat, collaborating with al Qaeda. Like the Taliban 
in Afghanistan, its initial apparent success in ending 
widespread clan-based violence and crime, but-
tressed by its religious zeal, garnered substantial 
popular support. By the fall of 2006, ICU militias 
were threatening to overrun the Somali Transitional 
Federal Government (TFG). Although recog-
nized by the UN, the TFG was too weak to enter 
Mogadishu. The ICU was also threatening to move 
into the Ogaden region of Ethiopia where ethnic 
Somali guerrillas were already active. This caused the 
Ethiopian army—supported with considerable U.S. 
assistance including two airstrikes—to move into So-
malia. Once it had done so, it quickly routed the ICU 
militias whose remnants were pushed into the region 
near the Kenyan border. The TFG was reestablished 
in Mogadishu but had almost no authority and was 
dependent on the Ethiopian army, which was itself 
under almost daily harassment by ICU remnants and 
other disgruntled Somalis.

Although weakened by the actions of some 40,000 
Ethiopian military forces, Somali Islamist radicals, 
strengthened by a growing upsurge of an anti-Ethio-
pian insurgency, retained a capability to regroup and 
rearm should Ethiopian forces withdraw, or should 
they be able to circumvent efforts to prevent them 
from receiving external assistance.

Attempts by the international community to resolve 
the serious problems of Somalia came to naught. Fol-
lowing a United Nations-brokered peace, Ethiopian 
forces withdrew from Somalia in January 2009. In the 
same month a moderate Islamist, Sheik Sharif Sheik 
Ahmed, was installed as President. As of June 2009, 
fierce fighting continued between the government and 
Islamist groups opposed to it, which has resulted in a 
significant number of casualties and displaced persons 
especially in and around Mogadishu. 

In late 2008, towns outside the capital were still 
falling to the ICU. Significantly, the ICU has received 
significant financial and weapons support from the 
Eritrean government in a bid to weaken Ethiopia, 
and various Somali officials, particularly the presi-
dent, have benefited financially and in other terms 
from support from Yemen. Given the president’s 
background as the former warlord of Puntland, this 
has boosted armed attacks on the pro–Western Re-
public of Somaliland, which has worked closely with 
the United States and United Kingdom on counter-
terrorism issues.

Ethiopia
Ethiopia has been wracked by civil war. In 1990, 

two allied secessionist movements rapidly gained 
strength, one band in Eritrea, and one in the Tigray 
Province of Ethiopia. By May 1991, Ethiopia leader 
Mengistu Haile Mariam had fled the country, and the 
Tigray People’s Liberation Front leader, Meles Zenawi, 
found himself, with significant Eritrean People’s Liber-
ation Front (EPLF) military support, in the Ethiopian 
capital, Addis Ababa. The United States, at this time 
preoccupied with the collapse of the Soviet Union, es-
sentially sanctioned Meles’ seizing control of Ethiopia, 
even though his secessionist war had been fought to 
wrest Tigray away from Amhara-dominated Ethiopia. 
Meles, however, had been allied with the EPLF leader, 
Isaias Afwerki, and, with the support of the former, as 
a result of a 1993 UN-monitored referendum, Eritrea 
split from Ethiopia to become an independent state.

Following Eritrea’s independence, the two coun-
tries, led by erstwhile allies, enjoyed an amicable 
relationship. However, relations began to sour, bilat-
eral attempts at policy coordination and economic 
cooperation faltered, and border incidents recurred 
in 1997. The failure of the two governments to bridge 
their policy differences, defuse their simmering 
tensions, and resolve the underlying causes of their 
deteriorating bilateral relations led to full-scale war 
by June 1998. Demanding a return to the status quo 
ante, Ethiopia declared war on May 13, 1998, and 

General William Ward, USA, Commander, U.S. Africa Command, speaks at 
change of command ceremony for Combined Joint Task Force–Horn of Africa at 
Camp Lemonier, Djibouti, February 2009
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abandoned its use of Eritrea’s ports. A joint U.S.-
Rwandan initiative and an Organization of African 
Unity (OAU) attempt failed to prevent further 
escalation. The war was joined and unfolded in three 
intermittent rounds: June-July 1998, February 1999, 
and May-June 2000.

Persistent efforts by the United States, the OAU, 
and the United Nations succeeded in brokering 
the Algiers Agreements, namely the Agreement on 
Cessation of Hostilities of June 18, 2000, and the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement of December 12, 
2000. The war ended. The peace accord provided, 
among other things, the establishment of a neutral 
body, the Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary Commission 
(EEBC), with the mandate to delimit and demarcate 
the colonial treaty border based on the pertinent co-
lonial treaties (1900, 1902, and 1908) and applicable 
international law.

The two governments agreed that the decision 
was to be final and binding. The peace agreement 
was guaranteed by the United Nations and the OAU. 
The Boundary Commission issued its delimitation 
decision on April 13, 2002. Contravening the terms 
of the agreement, Ethiopia refused to uncondition-
ally accept the boundary commission’s decision and 
withdraw its forces from territories awarded to Eri-
trea. Ethiopia obstructed the physical demarcation of 
the boundary, thereby impeding the full implementa-
tion of the Algiers Agreements and causing the long 
impasse of neither peace nor war between the two 
countries.

After 4 years of fruitless effort (from April 2002 to 
November 2006, during which attempts to demarcate 
a land boundary floundered over Ethiopia’s refusal to 
cooperate and scant support from the UN Security 
Council), the Boundary Commission issued a dead-
line. In November 2006, the EEBC gave the parties 1 
year in which to erect or allow it to erect the pillars 
on the boundary, failing which it would demarcate 
by coordinates. At the end of the deadline, Novem-
ber 26, 2007, the EEBC declared that the boundary 
stood demarcated in accordance with the coordi-
nates and reaffirmed that the delimitation decision of 
April 2002 and the demarcation by coordinates were 
legally binding on the parties per the Algiers treaty.

Subsequently, the mandate of the United Nations 
Mission in Ethiopia and Eritrea was terminated July 
31, 2008, and the Boundary Commission has ended 
its operations, as stated in its 27th and final report 
submitted by the UN Secretary General to the UN 
Security Council on October 2, 2008. It remains for 
the Security Council to endorse the EEBC’s virtual 

demarcation, catalyze physical demarcation, and 
facilitate reconciliation between Eritrea and Ethiopia.

The war caused enormous destruction of property, 
huge loss of human life, and hundreds of thou-
sands of internally displaced people, and entailed a 
significant lost opportunity for development on both 
sides. The Eritrean and Ethiopian economies and 
peoples have suffered as their governments pursue 
the politics of a zero-sum game in futile efforts to 
undo each other, prolong their authoritarian rules, 
and postpone a durable solution. Furthermore, the 
unresolved Eritrea-Ethiopia conflict has a perva-
sive spillover effect; it exerts a negative impact on 
the internal stability of both countries as well as on 
regional peace and security in the strategic Horn of 
Africa, in general, and on the Somali and Sudanese 
crises, in particular, as both governments operate 
to undermine each other by supporting each other’s 
domestic and regional opponents.

The resolution of the conflict and the ensuing 
normalization of bilateral relations and restoration of 
political and economic cooperation between Eritrea 
and Ethiopia would not only serve the interests of the 
two countries and their peoples but also contribute 
to regional peace and security in the volatile Horn 
of Africa. The United States must thus consider the 
benefits of a nuanced regional stance and a balanced 
policy in the Horn that promotes conflict resolution 
and peacemaking in accordance with international 
law; enables it to use its considerable assets to influ-
ence events; and promotes democracy, rule of law, 
and good governance conducive to sustainable devel-
opment in the region. If stability can be maintained, 
then there is reason to believe that Ethiopia can 
increase its role as the great heartland power of the 
Horn, with some 70 million people, and capacity to 
increasingly influence the security of the Red Sea and 
Suez sea lines of communication. 

Sudan
In 1989, General Omar Bashir seized power in 

Khartoum in partnership with radical Islamist leader 
Hassan al-Turabi. They opened Sudan’s doors to Isla-
mist radicals from other countries: Hamas, Abu Nidal, 
Black September, Hizballah, and the Egyptian organi-
zations, the Islamic Group and Al Jihad (led by Ayman 
al-Zawahri). In 1992, the Sudanese government gave 
safe haven with freedom to train, equip, and operate 
to Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda organization, 
which had been expelled from Saudi Arabia. The gov-
ernment also provided large tracts of the best farm-
land and major construction contracts. In the early 
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1990s, Al Jihad conducted suicide attacks on senior 
Egyptian officials in Egypt and other countries. This 
culminated in an unsuccessful attempt to assassinate 
Mubarak during his 1994 visit to Ethiopia (Al Jihad 
later became part of al Qaeda). In December 1992, 
an al Qaeda fatwa was issued in Khartoum calling for 
worldwide Islamist terrorist activities directed against 
the United States as well as Saudi Arabia. In Janu-
ary 1993, al Qaeda blew up a hotel in Yemen, which 
was being used by U.S. forces en route to Somalia. In 
October 1993, bin Laden claimed responsibility for the 
“Black Hawk Down” attacks upon U.S. forces in Moga-
dishu. This was a false claim but it greatly enhanced al 
Qaeda’s stature in some Muslim communities.

In the early years of the 21st century, Ethiopia was 
no longer supporting oppositionists to the govern-
ment in Khartoum. However, Eritrea was harbor-
ing ethnic separatists from eastern Sudan and a 
northern Sudanese political organization at odds 
with President Bashir’s Islamist administration in 
Khartoum. U.S.-backed peace talks between John 
Garang’s Sudanese People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) 
and the Bashir government got under way in 2002, in 
which the Intergovernmental Authority on Develop-
ment (IGAD) played an important role. Its members 
included both Ethiopia and Eritrea. The Compre-
hensive Peace Agreement between North and South 
Sudan was completed in January 2005.

The continued confrontation between Ethiopia 
and Eritrea has had a deleterious impact on develop-
ments in Darfur. As a means of pressure to prevent 
the Khartoum government from establishing closer 
relations with Ethiopia, Eritrea has provided finan-
cial support and weapons to some of the Darfur rebel 
groups fighting the Sudanese army in collaboration 
with Libya (and the government of Chad). This is 
another example of the interlinked web of issues 
confronting countries in the Horn. At the same time, 
however, Sudan and Eritrea have worked together on 
anti-Ethiopian issues, while currently Ethiopia and 
Sudan are working harmoniously on defining their 
collective border, which had been unresolved since 
the British/Egyptian occupation of Sudan ended in 
the 20th century.

Djibouti
Despite a small, ethnically divided population and 

threatening neighbors, Djibouti has made surprising 
progress over the past decade. The longstanding mili-
tary presence of the French, and more recently of the 
United States, has provided security and political sta-
bility. Other countries have also provided economic 

assistance. More importantly, Djibouti’s strategic 
location near the oil-rich countries of the Gulf has 
provided an economic boom for investors from the 
Gulf and other countries. The Djibouti government 
wishes to expand shipping and other facilities con-
necting the Gulf and the rest of the world. The huge 
economic benefits have been such that the entire 
population has benefited, further enhancing stability 
and attracting more investment.

The presence of CJTF–HOA in Djibouti has suc-
ceeded in preventing al Qaeda and other terrorist 
networks from gaining a major foothold in the Horn 
as had been feared. Civic action programs and other 
assistance from the United States, and assistance 
from other countries such as the United King-
dom and France, has effectively neutralized them. 
However, all the countries of the Horn—not only the 
worst case of Somalia—have major internal problems 
that provide ready kindling for Islamist radicals to 
start future fires. Obviously, the negative view of the 
United States in some Islamic communities creates 
problems, as does the sizeable U.S. assistance to and 
support for the authoritarian government in Ethio-
pia, which is all too widely misperceived as a junior 
partner to a putative anti-Islamist war.

Underlying Trends and Concerns
The United States has historically looked at the 

Horn of Africa primarily through a strategic lens 
(for example, the Cold War and the global fight 
against extremism), with periodic responses to hu-
manitarian crises. Underlying long-term problems 
of ethnic and religious tensions, tribal and clan 
differences, governance, and poverty have not been 
given the same priority. When they have, no nos-
trums have been discovered. This is also the case for 
other outside actors that are more concerned with 
economic and social issues (such as the World Bank 
and the African Development Bank), as well as 
regional political organizations such as the African 
Union and IGAD.

There are also immense and growing problems 
associated with demography, climate, and water. This 
is especially true for Ethiopia, because of its large and 
rapidly growing population, as well as Somalia. The 
climate is prone to periods of drought and famine. 
This has combined with efforts—largely ineffectual 
despite foreign assistance—to modernize agricul-
tural development and with internal conflict to keep 
domestic food production far below the minimum 
needs of the population. International food prices 
have been rising speedily. The United States and 
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other traditional suppliers are no longer able to sup-
ply the large amounts of subsidized food needed for 
the Horn. The major long-term political impact of 
this situation is self-evident.

In light of the recent past, close attention should 
be paid to several potentially serious security prob-
lems in the Horn of Africa:

n a renewal of major conflict between Ethiopia 
and Eritrea, nominally over unresolved territorial 
issues

n the continued upsurge of Islamist radicalism in 
Somalia and potential sanctuary for terrorist net-
works such as al Qaeda

n the collapse of the Comprehensive Peace Accord 
in Sudan (see the essay on Sudan in this chapter), 
which would have far-reaching consequences on 
economic development, energy, migratory flows and 
refugees, and external interference. 

Persistent Conflicts
The media perception of Africa is as a continent 

in conflict, and yet most of Africa is at peace. Where 
there is insecurity, it is often related to poverty-
driven crime, but it is important to note that most 
external perceptions of Africa are stereotypes that, 
if they were ever accurate for even parts of the con-
tinent, are usually years or even decades out of date. 

The reality of Africa is that it has many areas of calm 
and many areas of real economic and social promise.

This does not mean that the legacies of colonial-
ism, tribalism and ethnicity, language barriers, and 
the like have been entirely overcome, but African 
states are moving at different rates toward national 
identities beyond the postcolonial era. Even so, sub-
stantial intrastate and interstate conflicts continue. 
But there are also mechanisms and institutions for 
conflict resolution that may support greater stability 
and peace in the years ahead.

Active or simmering armed conflicts in Africa 
include the following:

n the unresolved conflict over the future of the 
former Spanish Western Sahara, which is now legally 
part of Morocco

n the Touareg rebellion on the Algeria/Mali 
Sahara confines

n the rebellion in Chad
n the northern Central African Republic rebellion
n the Sudanese civil war in Darfur
n various low-intensity regional guerrilla conflicts 

in Eritrea, with some directed toward Djibouti
n the ongoing Eritrean-supported Oromo Libera-

tion Front rebellion in Ethiopia and a number of 
other ethnic-based insurrections in Ethiopia, includ-
ing the simmering Ogaden rebellion

Villagers wait to see U.S. medical personnel from Combined Joint Task Force–Horn of Africa in Milo, Ethiopia
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n the unresolved border war between Eritrea and 
Ethiopia, which has substantial potential for resur-
rection into a major conventional war

n clan warfare in Somalia (the former Italian 
Somaliland) internally, and the separate confronta-
tions between Somalia and Somaliland, particularly 
originating from Puntland

n the Lord’s Resistance Army remnants hover-
ing between southeastern Central African Republic, 
northeastern Democratic Republic of Congo, south-
ern Sudan, and northern Uganda

n the Nkunda rebellion in North Kivu (DRC)
n Frente de Libertação do Enclave de Cabinda (Lib-

eration Front of the Enclave of Cabinda) remnants in 
the Cabinda enclave (Angola)

n a presently dormant conflict in Côte d’Ivoire, 
where part of the national territory escapes govern-
ment control

n the escalating armed conflict between various 
groups and the Nigerian federal government in the 
country’s oil- and gas-producing Niger Delta over 
states’ rights and revenue-sharing.

There are of course many other regions where so-
cial, cultural, or ethnic unrest lies semi-dormant and 
could reignite under appropriate conditions. Within 
this context, at the intersection of the Uganda/Ethio-
pia/Sudan/Kenya quadri-borders, a cluster of pastoral 
tribes (mainly the Karimojong, Dessanech, Nyanga-
tom, Toposa, and Turkana) are engaged in recurrent 
cross-border cattle raiding. In the Lower Congo, the 
Bundu dia Kongo ethno-religious sect lives in a state 
of semipermanent political secession from the DRC. 
And in the Caprivi Strip, the Lozi tribe hopes to (re)
create a country (Barotseland) out of various pieces 
of Zambia, Namibia, and Botswana. All of this unrest 
matters, but none of it seriously threatens the security 
of any established state, however weak.

Other areas of political tension exist, but in most 
of these cases—including, for example, the refusal of 
the people of the Bakassi Peninsula to allow them-
selves to be recategorized as Cameroonian citizens 
while claiming to remain part of Nigeria—armed 
conflict may well be avoided. In addition, Swaziland’s 
claims to recover territories expropriated during the 
British Protectorate era and placed under South Afri-
can and Mozambican control could generate military 
reactions from the states now controlling former 
Swazi lands and people.

In some African states, issues of leadership suc-
cession remain areas of security concern, although 
Africa has moved strongly toward democratic 

processes which have, as their principal value, the 
orderly transition from one government or leader 
to the next without causing major disruptions to 
the processes of building national institutions and 
economic progress. If it continues, this significant 
move toward orderly succession of governments—
with the support of armed forces, which are becom-
ing increasingly committed to civilian control—will 
move much of Africa toward greater stability. There 
remain areas, even beyond North Africa, however, 
where this process has not yet taken root, and those 
countries where no plan for constitutional succession 
processes are in place are states that run the risk of 
both instability and economic dislocation.

Quite apart from outdated external perceptions 
of stability and security in Africa, the challenges and 
conflicts that do arise there are not, in general terms, 
the same. Each situation has distinct characteristics 
that require external assistance to be carefully tai-
lored to the local historical and cultural context. 

Even so, the overriding problem is that of how 
modern African states were created and how they 
have developed. In many instances, African states are 
both too strong (vis-à-vis their civil society) and too 
weak (when considering the developmental needs 
they should tackle). Even Somalia, where the state, 
having disappeared, cannot be said to be at the heart 
of the present anarchy, fits within this theory: one 
of the reasons the state disappeared in Somalia was 
that the excesses of the Siad Barre administration 
(1969–1991) contributed not only to its own demise 
but also to discrediting the very notion of the state in 
a nomadic, ultra-democratic society that was highly 
suspicious of the state concept from the outset. 
There are few African states in which the economy 
has the significant degree of independence from 
the state that is evident in most highly developed 
industrial societies, but a number of African societies 
are diversifying, becoming more complex and less 
state-centric.

Weak civil societies, where they continue to exist 
in Africa, cannot stand up to delinquent and often 
rogue states. Countries such as Rwanda or Angola 
had no civil society worth the name, and the state 
(or the rebels) was enabled to create significant 
levels of disorder. However, the December 2007 
Kenya election resulted in the killing of about 1,500 
people, but a powerful civil society was one of the 
factors that then brought under control a potentially 
deadly civil conflict. Similarly, whether the situation 
resulting from the 2008 parliamentary and presi-
dential elections in Zimbabwe will end up in civil 
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war largely depends on the confrontation between 
the fairly developed Zimbabwean civil society and 
the Zimbabwe African National Union–Patriotic 
Front political structures and leaders that continue 
to retain significant authority, despite the powershar-
ing agreement achieved on September 15, 2008, with 
Morgan Tsvangirai (as prime minister) of the Move-
ment for Democratic Change. Any dislocation within 
Zimbabwe is likely to exacerbate the flow of refugees 
from the country, and particularly into neighboring 
South Africa.

Borders and Interstate Conflict in Africa
Porous artificial borders, stemming from colonial 

occupation, are a source of criminal activity and 
other security challenges. At its creation in 1962, the 
OAU, seeking to avoid a series of territorial wars in 
postcolonial Africa, laid down, as a principle, that 
national borders set by colonial powers should be-
come fixed and agreed upon among the independent 
states of Africa. This minimized interstate conflict—
certainly over borders—for the next half century, but 
did not eliminate all problems. The AU, which suc-
ceeded the OAU as the collective forum for African 
states in 2002, continued its predecessor’s stricture 
on the maintenance of the former colonial boundar-
ies, but this did not eliminate a series of attempts to 
redraw the African map.3

Conflict Resolution and Stabilization  
Mechanisms

Although the African Union lacks adequate 
resources, it has helped to foster a gradual transfor-
mation of acceptable norms and good governance in 
Africa. 

Other regional bodies include ECOWAS, founded 
in 1975, and headquartered in Abuja, Nigeria. 
ECOWAS functions through a commission, in some 
respects similar to the European Union (EU).4 Also 
like the EU, ECOWAS has a parliament, in which the 
15 member states are represented, and which gives 
the body some executive authority over the region.

There are a range of other regional bodies, such 
as the Southern Africa Customs Union (SACU), the 
world’s oldest customs union (created in 1889). Since 
2002, SACU has had an independent secretariat and 
a headquarters established in Windhoek, Namibia. 
Other regional governance bodies include the Gulf of 
Guinea Commission, which brings together the ener-
gy-producing states of the gulf on Africa’s west coast. 
Others include the Community of Sahel-Saharan 
States (CSSS), formed in 1998; the IGAD in eastern 

Africa, created in 1996 to supersede the Intergov-
ernmental Authority on Drought and Development, 
founded in 1986; the Southern African Development 
Community, established in 1980; the East African 
Community, originally founded in 1967 and revived 
in 2000; the Arab Maghreb Union, formally joined in 
1989; the Economic Community of Central African 
States, established in 1983; the Common Market for 
Eastern and Southern Africa, formed in 1994; and a 
range of other specialist cooperative organizations, 
including one dealing with the interstate sharing of 
criminal intelligence, for example, and others, such 
as the West African Monetary Union, which was cre-
ated in 1994 to promote a common currency.

There are, then, a significant array of mechanisms 
that enable interstate dialogue and cooperation, and 
these have led to an effective pattern of cooperation 
minimizing major conflict on the continent in recent 
decades.

The growing move by the United States to focus at-
tention on Africa, which gained momentum with the 
end of the Cold War in 1990, has led to the creation of 
U.S. Africa Command (USAFRICOM), which effec-
tively stood up as an independent military command 
in October 2008 and is headquartered in Stuttgart, 
Germany. USAFRICOM clearly supports the projec-
tion and protection of U.S. interests in Africa, but it is 
unique as a military command in that it works closely 
with nonmilitary elements of the U.S. Government 
to project “soft power” approaches5 designed to help 
stabilize and build Africa, on which the United States 
is becoming increasingly dependent for energy.

By 2005, Africa—particularly the Gulf of Guinea 
states, such as Nigeria—was providing more oil to 
the United States than the Middle East.6 America was 
expected to import as much as 25 percent of its oil 
and gas from the Gulf of Guinea states by 2015, not 
only making U.S. interest in the stability of the region 
of paramount importance, but also adding wealth 
to the region. What has been significant has been 
the low percentage of the gross domestic product, 
which African states, on average, commit to defense 
spending. In 2007, when global military spending 
reached an estimated $1.34 trillion, the entire Afri-
can continent spent only $18.5 billion on defense, 
with South Africa having the highest defense budget 
in sub-Saharan Africa.

The role of USAFRICOM is to assist in con-
flict resolution in Africa, in concert with local 
governments, and to assist in humanitarian actions, 
while at the same time helping to improve the profes-
sional development of African armed forces. Aside 



318 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A S S E S S I N G  C O M P L E X  R E G I O N A L  T R E N D S

from direct security benefits for the region, this also 
contributes to continuing the process whereby Afri-
can militaries gain an increasingly respected place in 
supporting the framework of democratic governance.

African states have turned more to legal mecha-
nisms than to conflict to resolve interstate differ-
ences. A major example was the case in the Inter-
national Court of Justice in The Hague, which in 
October 2002 decided the ownership of the disputed 
700-square-kilometer oil-rich Bakassi Peninsula 
between Nigeria, which had run the area historically, 
and Cameroon. The court decided, after a 10-year 
court case, in favor of Cameroon. The area was rein-
corporated into Cameroon on August 14, 2008.

The Bakassi Peninsula example may be one that is 
followed by Swaziland in pursuing its claims against 
South Africa for the restoration of Swazi territory 
occupied by South Africa since that country was a 
British colony. But there is a difference, in terms of 
conflict resolution, between African states deciding 
themselves to pursue internationally binding arbi-
tration and external powers forcing international 
legal settlements. A case in point was the distortion 
of the African solution to resolving the Liberian 
civil war.

Nigeria had lost many of its youth fighting to 
bring an end to the Liberian civil war and there-

fore had no love for Liberian leader Charles Taylor, 
whose forces had opposed them. Nonetheless, as 
a means of resolving the conflict, Nigeria offered 
asylum to Taylor as a means of letting him volun-
tarily depart Liberia. Taylor accepted, but the United 
States—having initially urged the asylum option 
on Nigeria—had now begun to press Nigeria to 
extradite the infamous Taylor to face International 
Criminal Court charges. In forcing Nigeria to accept 
extradition, the option of providing asylum as a 
means of removing embattled leaders was discred-
ited. It is possible that this affected the decision by 
Mugabe to fight to retain power in that country, 
despite having lost the 2008 elections. An African 
solution had worked in several other cases, includ-
ing removing the Ethiopian Dergue leader, Mengistu 
Haile Mariam, in order to minimize the damage 
caused by civil war. From the vantage point of 
some in Africa, external interference in a successful 
mechanism for conflict reduction was unhelpful.

Global Attention to Africa at a Critical Time
Africa’s mineral and energy resources have be-

come a major focus for foreign investors during the 
first decade of the 21st century, a trend likely to con-
tinue to expand in importance. The People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) has turned to Africa to meet its rap-

USS Iwo Jima passes under Mubarak Peace Bridge transiting the Suez Canal, March 2009
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idly growing energy needs, and this has contributed 
significantly to competition for Africa’s products. 
There is little doubt, then, that this competition will 
place increased pressure on U.S. and European ad-
ministrations to commit more political, diplomatic, 
and other resources to ensure the stability—and the 
friendship—of African states.

High resources prices, not only for oil and gas 
but also for iron ore and a range of other miner-
als, gems, and gold, mean that some African states 
will prosper. Of special importance, however, is 
the question of whether this will help or hinder 
balanced national growth, bearing in mind that the 
oil boom of the 1960s and later in Nigeria effectively 
took the workforce away from agriculture to seek 
some of the energy wealth in the cities. This caused 
the rapid and unplanned growth of cities—with 
commensurate increases in poverty and violence—
while at the same time reducing Nigeria from a net 
food exporter to an import-dependent nation. A 
number of African leaders have begun stressing the 
need for a return to agriculture as a core of national 
economic success and have begun moves to encour-
age investment and political and infrastructural 
support for the primary sector.

The United Nations in 2000 adopted the Millen-
nium Development Goals as a means of creating a 
focus for reducing poverty by 2015. Critics of this 
approach, however, have said that these goals risk la-
beling some African states as “failures,” even though 
they have made strides in achieving, for example, 
improvements in education in a timeframe that was 
far shorter than one in which the United States made 
comparable progress.

Nonetheless, Africa’s new centrality as an energy 
and mineral resource for the world has concentrated 
a growing level of policy interest in the continent 
from the industrialized world, which has seen the 
merit in fighting HIV/AIDS. This attention is likely 
to increase, with benefits for African economies, par-
ticularly as competition for resources grows among 
the United States, Europe, and China. The PRC has 
already displaced a number of Western companies 
for priority in minerals development and in energy 
projects in Africa, and this competition will become 
politically significant, both in Africa and in the 
industrial societies, over the coming decade.

This, in turn, will factor into the costs of energy 
and raw materials to U.S. and global consumers. The 
sharp spike in world oil prices in 2008 was partially 
attributable to unrest in the Niger Delta region, sug-
gesting an urgent need for international support for 

conflict resolution and good governance in Africa.
USAFRICOM could well become a critical ele-

ment in helping to galvanize U.S.-African relations, 
given that the command is more an instrument for 
military-led diplomacy than one for power projec-
tion. USAFRICOM, in fact, represents a milestone in 
the American employment of soft power and gives 
the United States a range of tools between pure di-
plomacy and force projection, especially given the re-
ality that USAFRICOM can be used to assist African 
nations in resolving security, emergency response, 
and national development projects. 

Toward Possible Incremental Solutions
The impatience of the international community 

with Africa has been a major impediment toward 
progress. Three more long-term approaches that 
the United States and other countries could take 
to advance progress would focus on education and 
diplomacy.

A first step toward a long-term investment in 
Africa would be to revitalize Africa Studies in 
universities. The level of knowledge about Africa in 
the Western world is much lower than it was during 
colonial times.

A second step toward advancing African devel-
opment would reverse the current “brain drain” by 
providing more economic opportunities for African 
students to work in Africa. Building further African 
capacity in higher education, including through in-
ternational partnerships with universities throughout 
the world, could contribute to this effort.

Thirdly, expanding diplomatic interaction with 
Africa would upgrade the level of attention paid 
to Africa and Africa’s many problems and oppor-
tunities. Clearly diplomacy must avoid reducing 
Africa to single issues, whether terrorism or energy, 
and instead help to deal with Africa with all of its 
diversity.

Sudan and the Threat of Civil War
The forces pulling Sudan apart since its indepen-

dence from Great Britain in 1956 accelerated over a 
3-year period from 2006 to 2008. These trends com-
bined with the growing weakness of central authority 
have significantly increased the potential for the dis-
integration of the Sudanese state, which would cause 
a humanitarian, human rights, political, and security 
crisis for the Horn of Africa greater than any it has 
witnessed in the past. Of key importance in this are 
the Darfur conflict and the deteriorating North-South 
relationship that are driving the current crisis.
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The Darfur Crisis
Three ethnically African Darfur tribes—the Fur, 

Zaghawa, and Massalit—launched a rebellion against 
the Sudanese government in early 2003. These tribes 
rebelled over their brutal treatment by the Arabs 
who have long dominated the regional government 
in the province and the poor conditions caused by 
the underdevelopment of the region by successive 
central governments. In 2003–2004, the Sudanese 
government engaged in an “ethnic cleansing” cam-
paign designed to eliminate the base of support for 
the rebellious tribes, in which they destroyed 2,700 
villages, systematically executed any young men 
who might be potential recruits to the rebellion, and 
engaged in a campaign of intimidation that degen-
erated, either deliberately or accidentally, into the 
systematic mass rape of women and girls.

The ethnic cleansing campaign was carried out by 
the Sudanese air force (with the help of the Syrian air 
force) and the Janjaweed militia, a decades-old Arab 
supremacist movement (known previously as the 
Arab Gathering) whose aim has been the reclaiming 
of nomadic grazing areas encroached on by farmers 
from African tribes. The Arab Gathering was reor-
ganized by the Sudanese government in 2003 after 
its regular military forces were repeatedly defeated 
in battles with the rebels. It was the third tribal war 
Darfur was to suffer in 20 years.

An estimated 250,000 people, most civilian, have 
died in the civil war that has driven more than 2 
million people into internally displaced camps now 
supported by a massive international humanitarian 
aid effort run by UN aid agencies and international 
nongovernmental organizations. Sixty percent of 
the cost is funded by the U.S. Government. The vast 
majority of deaths—about 96 percent—occurred 
during the first 2 years of the rebellion. In 2007 
and the first half of 2008, the death rate fell to an 
average of 100 per month, with the huge drop as-
sociated with the influx of international assistance 
to provide relatively secure camps for the internally 
displaced. 

The Darfur peace agreement signed by one of 
the two main rebel factions in April 2006 in Abuja, 
Nigeria, has not brought peace to Darfur as it has not 
been implemented by the Sudanese government and 
has not had broad public support. One of the major 
rebel leaders—Abdul Wahid Nur—did not sign the 
agreement, has continued to mobilize public opposi-
tion to it, and has threatened to kill his own followers 
who support the agreement or participate in any ne-
gotiated peace settlement with the Sudanese govern-

ment. The peace talks sponsored by the UN and AU 
in Sirte, Libya, in October 2007 failed because Abdul 
Wahid Nur, along with other minor rebel leaders, 
refused to attend, arguing that there needed to be 
peace and security on the ground before negotiating 
any peace settlement.

The two original Darfur rebel factions have now 
atomized into, by some counts, as many as 50 small-
er groups with no central command and control, a 
very tenuous connection between the armed rebel 
groups and the rebel political leaders, no supply 
system for provisioning the troops (which means 
they live off what they steal), and no clear political 
agenda. Negotiating a political settlement with 50 
armed groups with no clear leader would be virtu-
ally impossible.

Four neighboring countries—Libya, Chad, Eritrea, 
and Egypt—along with some others have interests 
in Darfur, many of which are in conflict with each 
other. Egypt wishes peace and stability at nearly any 
price, as they fear the breakup of the Sudanese state 
or its takeover by radical Islamist forces. Chad is 
locked in an undeclared war with the Sudanese gov-
ernment driven by internal Zaghawa tribal politics, 
as President Idriss Deby of Chad is a Zaghawa and 
is a blood relation of one of the rebel leaders. The 
Zaghawa provide most of the strongest and most 
effective rebel military commanders and are most 
feared by the Sudanese government. Eritrea and 
Libya have both attempted unsuccessfully to broker 
(each separately outside the UN or AU negotiations) 
unification efforts among the rebels and a peace 
agreement between the Sudanese government and 
the rebels, as they see their regional prestige and 
political influence affected by their ability to bring 
peace. Both have more influence on the ground 
among the rebel factions than any Western country, 
the AU, or UN.

Unless the interests of the four regional powers are 
aligned with each other and with the contestants in 
the conflict, and the rebel groups have been unified 
into one chain of command bringing the military 
and political leadership together, no peace agreement 
will be possible. It is unlikely the Darfur crisis will be 
settled in the near or medium term; the best that can 
be hoped for is to prevent further deaths, stabilize 
the economic and social systems, and get UN/AU 
troops approved by the Security Council to increase 
security.

The authorized strength of the hybrid UN/AU 
force in Sudan, as set out by the Security Council 
6 Continued on p. 322
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Counterterrorism in Africa

Combating terrorism in Africa did not begin on 
September 11, 2001. It began in the 1990s in Sudan, 
where Osama bin Laden operated and where an attack 
against Egyptian President Mubarak was organized.1 
Three years later, in 1998, al Qaeda cells blew up the 
U.S. Embassies in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam. In retali-
ation for these attacks, the United States, in addition 
to an attack in Afghanistan, bombed a chemical plant 
in Sudan, claiming that it was producing elements for 
chemical weapons for al Qaeda. From the time of these 
attacks, moreover, U.S. policy in Somalia became 
preoccupied with searching out, capturing, and killing 
the perpetrators of those attacks who were believed to 
have taken refuge there. More recently, terrorist acts 
in Europe, particularly the train attack in Spain, have 
been linked to cells in Morocco, Bosnia, and Algeria, 
which interact with North African residents in Europe, 
and both Morocco and Algeria have been victims of 
recent terrorist bombing attacks. Jihadists returning to 
these and other African countries from Iraq are consid-
ered a serious threat.

Since the September 11 terrorist attacks, the U.S. 
focus on terrorism in Africa has become much more 
pronounced. For the first time since 1993, the United 
States has deployed a sizeable contingent of U.S. 
troops on the continent, with the establishment in 
late 2002 of CJTF–HOA. In addition, President Bush 
announced a $100 million counterterrorism initiative 
for East Africa and the Horn in 2003. Counterterrorism 
efforts became even more pronounced in U.S. Africa 
policy after the Islamic Courts Union took power in 
Mogadishu in 2006, leading to the Ethiopian invasion 
of Somalia, with tacit U.S. support, and the current 
fighting that now consumes that country.

At the same time, U.S. European Command spear-
headed a series of training and military support opera-
tions in the Sahel, aimed at the Algeria-based Great 
Lakes Policy Forum; the program later blossomed into 
the much larger Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Initia-
tive that now involves both North African and Sahelian 
states. Most importantly, the Pentagon established 
USAFRICOM to bring together its varied programs 
on the continent, a sign of increasing U.S. focus on 
security in Africa. USAFRICOM will focus on two threats: 
terrorism and the security of energy supplies primarily 
from West Africa. As noted below, it also may well have 
to focus on the drug cartels gaining headway in Africa.

It is clear that Africa is no more immune to the 
threats from terrorism than any other continent. Its 

combination of relatively weak states, ethnic and 
religious diversity and sometimes discrimination, its 
poverty, and in many places its “ungoverned spaces” 
all lend Africa a significant susceptibility to the growth 
of radical and sometimes internationally connected 
movements that employ terrorism. Some of these 
are aimed specifically at African governments (for 
example, the radical Islamic Maitatsine and “Taliban” 
in Nigeria, or the pseudo-Christian Lord’s Resistance 
Army in northern Uganda); others clearly have a more 
international agenda (for example, the al Qaeda cells 
along the east coast of Africa and presumably the 
North Africans and Sudanese who have returned to 
their home countries from training and participating in 
the insurgency in Iraq).

However, while the war on terror usually relates to 
internationally linked terrorists, Africans face other 
security threats of equal or greater significance, posing 
a question of focus for U.S. as well as African counter-
terrorism efforts. There are several organized rebellions 
or insurgencies in Africa, while not always classified as 
terrorists, which wreak terrible havoc on African people 
and threaten national stability. These include various 
militias in eastern Congo, who have been the target of 
the International Criminal Court for their crimes against 
humanity, the insurgents in the Niger Delta of Nigeria, 
who have shut down more than 10 percent of Nigeria’s 
oil production, and the Janjaweed militia in the Darfur 
region of Sudan. It is notable that USAFRICOM lists 
the Lord’s Resistance Army, the Democratic Forces for 
the Liberation of Rwanda, and the obscure Afrikaner 
Boeremag in South Africa along with a host of Islamic 
groups as among the “Terror Groups in Africa.”2 An-
other problem is the growing use of African countries 
for transit of drugs to Europe. Guinea-Bissau, a severely 
poor country in that region, has become a major opera-
tional site for Colombian cartels. The link of narcotics 
and terrorism has been demonstrated in Latin America 
and could easily take hold in Africa.

African states have responded to this threat in 
different ways. In West Africa, Sahelian states have 
welcomed U.S. help in gaining control over their ungov-
erned spaces but still face unrest from within those ter-
ritories. Counterterrorism programs in these countries 
in fact often run counter to efforts to pacify historically 
restive groups, such as the Taureg, who trade across 
boundaries and resent increased government security 
presence. Other countries, such as Kenya and South 
Africa, facing the growth of Islamic terrorist groups, 
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have struggled to balance the need for new security 
legislation with the preservation of newly gained civil 
rights. Some, like Chad and the previous government 
of Mauritania, have used the terrorist threat to solidify 
policies of suppression and antidemocratic practices, 
while solidifying U.S. support for their antiterrorist poli-
cies. And at least one, Zimbabwe, has turned the issue 
on its head, countering U.S. and other international 
criticism of its antidemocratic practices by labeling its 
domestic opponents as “terrorists.” At the same time, 
operating in isolation, Zimbabwe has become a major 
host to terrorist-related Islamist organizations, launder-
ing funds and narcotics.

Two major challenges now loom in the African and 
U.S. responses to terrorism. Many Africans and some 
U.S. critics are concerned that USAFRICOM and other 
U.S. antiterrorism programs signal an increased milita-
rization of U.S. policy in Africa. These critics argue that 
only a continual intensive attack on the root causes 
of terrorism and violence—that is, poverty, authori-
tarianism, discrimination, weak states, and similar 
conditions—will effectively combat such threats. They 
contend that a focus that relies too heavily on security 
will encourage authoritarian practices and undermine 
Africa’s move toward more democratic governance.

A second challenge relates to the continued ability 
of the Africa Union to provide leadership in conflict 
resolution and the timely provision of peacekeepers as 
it has done in recent years in Burundi, Darfur, and Côte 
d’Ivoire. Following the difficulties that the AU force in 
Darfur has encountered, the current security crisis in 
Somalia may have dragged the AU into an untenable 
situation that could fundamentally undermine the 
promise of that organization as a force for peacemak-
ing. After promising a force of 8,000 to replace the 
Ethiopians in Somalia, the AU has mobilized only 
2,000 from Uganda and Burundi, a force which has 
become caught up in the violence. This occurred at the 
same time that the AU may experience diminishing 
support from Nigeria—which has historically provided 
the bulk of African peacekeeping forces—and perhaps 
South Africa (both distracted by domestic security 

and political issues), the most influential countries in 
Africa, as leaders change in those countries.

Fortunately for the United States, most African states 
share the concern over terrorism and are prepared to 
cooperate in fighting it for their own safety and secu-
rity. They are also beset, however, with other priorities 
and limitations. The United States has the tools to 
respond broadly, with recent initiatives such as the 
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), 
the Millennium Challenge Account, and generally rising 
aid levels. It has skillful diplomats and the ability to call 
on the United Nations and others to advance complex 
political solutions, as will surely be needed in the Horn. 
Keeping these fully engaged along with direct security 
programs, the partnership with Africa in this area can 
be advanced and deepened.

N O T E s

1  Arguably, it began much earlier with such incidents as 

the terrorist assassination—ascribed to Islamists—of Sadat in 

October 1981, and the uprising of Islamist Maitatsine movement 

from Northern Nigeria, in Lagos in the early 1980s.
2  Brigadier General Jeffrey Marshall, ARNG, “EUCOM 

Engagement in Africa,” briefing presented to the Conference on 

AFRICOM at Airlie House, VA, September 23, 2007, 16.

5 Continued from p. 320

U.S. Ambassador to Egypt Margaret Scobey and Admiral 
Mullen meet with Egyptian minister of defense, Field 
Marshal Mohammed Hussein Tantawi, in Cairo, April 
2009
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in July 2007, is 19,555 military personnel and 6,432 
police. The difficulties faced by the force in provid-
ing security are underscored by the fact that even 
by the end of March 2009 the total strength of the 
force numbered only 15,351 uniformed personnel.

The Current Crisis
The carnage in Darfur has diverted international 

attention from the revived crisis between the north 
and the south, which could result in the dissolu-
tion of the Sudanese state, bringing with it much 
worse bloodshed than what Darfur has experienced. 
Sudan is no longer simply a humanitarian and 
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human rights crisis. Any disintegration of Sudan 
would open its neighbors to instability, prompt 
mass population movements across borders, and 
would likely draw destabilizing forces, which feed 
off state weakness, or worse, chaos, to the region. 
At one point in 2007, al Qaeda added Darfur to 
one of its usual web sites, portraying it as its new 
battleground with the West, and threatened that 
if Western troops disguised as UN peacekeeping 
troops were sent to Darfur, their holy warriors 
would follow them to do battle.

Comprehensive Peace Agreement
The United States played a central role in initiating 

the peace process that ended the civil war in 2002, 
facilitating the negotiations and acting as a guaran-
tor of the agreement along with other countries. 
The Comprehensive Peace Agreement signed in 
2005 ended, albeit temporarily, 22 years of civil war 
between the north and the south, which claimed the 
lives of 2.5 million southerners. Many of the easiest 
provisions of the agreement have been implemented: 
new governments have been formed in the south 
and north, nearly $4 billion in oil revenues have been 
transferred to the southern government’s treasury, 
the northern army has been withdrawn from the 
south, the economy of the south is beginning to 
boom, and most importantly, there is no war, and 
millions of displaced people are beginning to return 
to their homes in the south.

The north and south came close to war in Oc-
tober and November 2007 over the failure of the 
north to implement the more transformational 
provisions of the Comprehensive Peace Agree-
ment, which would threaten the National Congress 
Party’s (NCP’s) hold on power. In July 2007, the 
north essentially rejected several generous compro-
mises proposed by the south, which went beyond 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement to resolve the 
status of Abyei, the disputed oil-rich area between 
the north and the south and ancestral seat for cen-
turies of the Ngok Dinka kings (the most powerful 
southern tribe). These events, particularly the Abyei 
dispute, led to the south’s withdrawal in September 
from the Government of National Unity, established 
under the Commonwealth Parliamentary Associa-
tion. Command and control in both the Sudanese 
armed forces (SAF) and the SPLA are weak, and the 
potential for a local commander to initiate hostili-
ties without any higher approval remains a grave 
risk. Omar Bashir and Salva Kiir, the northern 
and southern leaders, pulled back their sides from 

war by mid-December 2007, just in time to avoid a 
further escalation of the crisis. In late December, 
the south rejoined the government, after eight of 
nine Comprehensive Peace Agreement issues were 
resolved, at least on paper.

An unavoidable flaw in the design of the agree-
ment is that the northern and southern parties to 
the agreement charged with its implementation 
are preparing to unseat each other from power in 
the elections required by the agreement. Originally 
scheduled to take place in 2009, the elections have 
been delayed until at least 2010; the stated reason 
being that more time is required to conclude census 
work and establish election committees. Those elec-
tions could either reduce the pressure building up 
in the political system and force leaders to address 
many of the grievances of the people who live on the 
periphery of the country, or they could cause the dis-
solution of the country if the NCP attempts to steal 
the elections or refuses to leave office if they lose, 
or if the campaigns generate widespread ethnic vio-
lence. A political deal between the Nile River Arabs 
and Southern Sudanese to run in a coalition offers 
some chance of reducing the risk that the elections 
will destabilize the country.

Strategy of the National Congress Party
The ruling National Congress Party (NCP) had 

its roots in the National Islamic Front, the historic 
Salafist political party in Sudan, which unseated the 
last democratically elected government of Sudan in 
a coup in July 1989, in part to stop that government 
from signing a peace agreement between the north 
and south. Although the NCP remains an Islamist 
party, its driving motivation at this point is simply 
staying in power.

Successive governments of the Nile River Arabs 
have pursued a policy for 25 years to maintain them-
selves in power, which has exacerbated the ethnic, 
racial, and religious divisions in the country. This 
policy involved four tactics:

n arming destitute and poorly educated Arab 
tribes from the rural areas of the west to do the kill-
ing, unleashing them first against the south in the 
1980s and then more recently against the Darfuris

n turning one rebel tribe against another by pay-
ing it off, arming one against another, promising land 
and jobs, and spreading disinformation

n causing massive population displacement of 
rebel tribes to destroy their way of life, culture, and 
value system, undermine their traditional tribal 
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leadership, weaken traditional family life, destroy 
the structure of their economy, and make them more 
vulnerable to conversion to radical Salafist teaching

n keeping the fighting away from Khartoum at 
all costs, and developing the center (where the Nile 
River Arabs live) of the country at the expense of the 
periphery (where the rest of the population lives in 
poverty and underdevelopment).

This strategy worked for 25 years, but it is now 
rapidly unraveling. Arab tribes allied with the NCP 
in Khordofan and Darfur have switched sides or 
stayed neutral. Southern populations displaced by 
the war are now returning home angry about what 
the Nile River Arabs have visited on them. Twice 
now—once upon southern leader John Garang’s 
death in 2005 and again when a large force of 
well-armed Darfuri rebels (with 200 vehicles) at-
tacked Omdurman, a suburb of Khartoum, in May 
2008—Khartoum has seen widespread violence. The 
war is now moving to the center. And finally, the 
south itself has been united, however fitfully and 
incompletely, and its diverse ethnic groups are now 
directing frustration and anger on the Arabs in the 
north. The Nile River Arabs know that they are at 
risk and that the war threatens to consume them as it 
approaches their center of power.

The NCP has clearly identified its vital interests 
and is driven by a nearly obsessive survival instinct. 
It is strongly believed that the leaders of the ruling 
party would not endanger their own survival or com-
promise their essential interests no matter how much 
international pressure is placed on them, unless that 
pressure itself posed a greater threat to the survival 
of the administration.

NCP leaders believe there is a conspiracy in the 
West in general, and in the United States in particu-
lar, to destabilize the country, remove them from 
power, and ultimately facilitate Sudan’s breakup as a 
nation-state. They see—with some logic—the UN/
AU hybrid peacekeeping force as a disguised attempt 
to carry out this strategy. The more aggressively the 
international community pursues war crime trials 
and the Western advocacy movement demands 
justice in Darfur, the greater and more aggressive the 
NCP resistance will be to the UN/AU peacekeeping 
force in Darfur.

The Nile River Arabs are growing more paranoid, 
defensive, and fearful that they will be unable to 
resist much longer their adversaries in the west and 
the south. As a result, they are more obstructionist, 
difficult to deal with, and insecure.

Economic growth in Sudan, driven by rising oil 
revenues, has in the past provided the NCP and the 
Nile River Arabs who run it with the revenue to insu-
late themselves from outside pressure, allowed them 
to buy off groups within the country that oppose 
them, ensured the Arabs in the center of the country 
are prosperous and unemployment low, guaranteed 
a growth rate of 12 to 14 percent per year, and al-
lowed them to arm themselves and support a massive 
internal security apparatus that has kept them in 
power. Despite this revenue, the forces of dissolution 
are growing more powerful and are causing unease 
among the prosperous business community in the 
center. The U.S. economic sanctions regime put in 
place during the Clinton administration and then in-
creased, expanded, and extended by President Bush 
in his Executive order of April 2007 makes it illegal 
for the United States to do business with or use dol-
lars in trade with dozens of commercial enterprises 
associated with the Sudanese military and security 
apparatus, which provides their funding outside the 
regular budgetary processes. This new sanction has 
caused enough havoc in the banking and financial 
system of the country that the Sudanese business 
community has begun pressing the government for 
a resolution of the crisis and a normalization of rela-
tions with the outside world.

Military Balance of Power
Unlike most authoritarian governments, the 

Sudanese state does not have a monopoly on the 
use of violence. The Sudanese People’s Liberation 
Army (SPLA) was formed by John Garang when he 
began his revolt against the Nile River Arabs in 1983, 
and now has 22 years of combat experience. It has a 
larger infantry than the Sudanese government’s army 
does. The Comprehensive Peace Agreement specifi-
cally allows international assistance in transforming 
the southern military, which the U.S. Government 
has been supporting, though this does not include 
weapons systems.

Two major factors have led to a serious reduction 
in the combat readiness of the SAF between 2003 
and 2006. The first was a major purge of officers and 
enlisted men in 2005 and 2006. More than a thou-
sand officers and tens of thousands of enlisted men 
who had been trained in the west or who displayed 
strong leadership skills were forced into early retire-
ment because these two groups were seen as those 
most likely to lead a potential coup.

Secondly, in August 2006, the Bashir government 
embarked on a major military offensive in Darfur 
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that was a major embarrassment. The SAF were 
roundly defeated in every battle, as they have been 
since, demoralizing the military even more. The SAF 
do maintain a monopoly of airpower, though the 
air force is modest, and its armored units are much 
stronger than those of the south. The military power 
of the Sudanese army, particularly their infantry 
forces, is now substantially diminished. 

Fragility of the State
Military vulnerability is not the north’s only weak-

ness at this moment. The Nile River Arabs fear that 
they are losing control of the country. Khartoum 
in 2007 and 2008 was pervaded by fear of what 
might happen if war were to break out between the 
north and south, or the Darfuri rebels were to take 
Khartoum. When John Garang died in a helicopter 
crash—under questionable circumstances—in July 
2005, many of the several million southern migrants 
in Khartoum rioted, burning Arabs and looting their 
businesses, because they believed the accident was a 
disguised assassination. Some displaced Darfuri men 
raped Arab women in Khartoum, telling them this 
was in retaliation for the rape of their wives, sisters, 
and daughters.

Some northerners now refer to southerners as 
a cancer on the country and welcome their poten-
tial separation, a sentiment that would have been 
inconceivable in 2005 or 2006 when the unrelenting 
refrain of NCP leaders was that Western powers 

were not doing enough to encourage the unity of the 
country and to discourage southern secession. The 
risk of widespread retributive violence in the greater 
Khartoum area is high if the war in the periphery 
were brought to the center of the country, a risk that 
should be the focus of any international or bilateral 
initiatives trying to resolve the crisis.

The NCP has become more repressive when it has 
sensed internal or outside threats to its survival. The 
Western strategy of confrontation has not succeeded 
in producing a solution to the Darfur crisis. The 
alternative U.S. approach in dealing with Sudan has 
been a policy of engagement. That policy produced 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, the one for-
ward-looking accomplishment of the Bashir govern-
ment, and while it has been erratically implemented, 
it ended the war between the north and south and 
stabilized the country.

The United States could now consider a renewed 
push to resolve the tensions and pull Sudan back 
from the brink of dissolution. Elements of that 
“grand bargain” could include:

n a step-by-step normalization of relations between 
the United States and Sudan in exchange for full im-
plementation of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement 
by the NCP, free and fair elections, proper execution 
of the referendum on southern independence in 
2011, and full cooperation in the introduction of the 
remaining UN/AU troops in Darfur

UN and AU leaders meet with rebel leaders before Darfur peace talks, October 2007
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n resolution of the Abyei dispute through a land-
for-oil bargain in which the north would agree to the 
Abyei Commission boundary sought by the south 
and the north would get a fixed percentage of the 
revenues of the oil fields there until they are depleted

n some way of resolving the International Crimi-
nal Court insistence on war crimes trials through 
some internal judicial process controlled by the Su-
danese (which, under court protocols, would obviate 
the authority of the court)

n a political agreement of the SPLM (the south-
ern political party) to run in a coalition with one or 
more of the Nile River Arab parties, which would 
also include some participation by the NCP in the 
new government without its control over the security 
apparatus of the country

n a broadened and accelerated U.S. Government 
reconstruction program in southern Sudan, which 
will increase the chances for southern success.

Challenge of African Development
Helping Africa reduce poverty and achieve self-

sustaining development is the greatest humanitarian 
challenge facing the international community and 
the United States. It is also an important security 
challenge. Africa’s underdevelopment breeds extrem-
ism, crime, and disease, which can spread rapidly 
with globalization.

Excluding the relatively advanced countries of 
North Africa, where life expectancy exceeds 71 years, 

the 48 countries comprising sub-Saharan Africa 
have an average life expectancy of 50 years. It trails 
all other regions of the world in terms of virtually all 
poverty indicators. Twenty-seven percent of children 
under 5 are malnourished and about 41 percent of 
the population lives on less than a dollar a day. The 
primary school enrollment rate is 68 percent.

However, in the past few years, annual eco-
nomic growth in sub-Saharan Africa has exceeded 
5 percent. Since 1996, 25 countries have sustained 
relatively high growth—at least 4 percent annually—
and are making some progress in reducing poverty. 
More than half have reduced child malnutrition and 
mortality and increased access to clean water, and a 
few are reducing the spread of HIV/AIDS.

Background
Underlying the region’s underdevelopment is ane-

mic long-term economic growth. Between 1960 and 
2005, income per capita grew at about one-fifth the 
average rate for other developing countries (0.5 ver-
sus 2.5 percent). Many factors explain this, starting 
with the colonial legacy. Borders drawn by European 
colonial powers resulted in a highly fragmented 
region: 48 generally very small states, including 15 
landlocked and 6 island ones. This resulted in small 
markets and higher intraregional transportation 
costs than any other region in the world. The colonial 
powers left little by way of capable institutions and 
trained Africans. 

However, 40 to 50 years after the African nations 
gained independence, their disappointing perfor-
mance should not be laid only at the feet of the 
colonial powers. With numerous coups, conflicts, 
and poor policies, many governments have struggled 
to establish stability and legitimate, effective gover-
nance. Donors share responsibility, as foreign aid 
often promoted Cold War or other foreign policy 
priorities more than development. In the 1980s, for 
example, Zaire and Somalia were among the U.S. 
Government’s largest aid recipients. Furthermore, 
donor efforts have not always been well designed or 
executed, and some approaches, such as support for 
import substitution, have been discredited. At the 
same time, external powers have often exerted over-
whelming pressures to shape African governance and 
actions in the postcolonial era.

Key Issues
Low Economic Growth. Without self-sustaining 

growth, nations will depend on receiving foreign 
aid or exploiting their natural resources to reduce 

Chinese engineers unload equipment kits upon arrival at Nyala, Sudan, as part 
of UN–African Union Mission in Darfur
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poverty. While 13 countries in sub-Saharan Africa 
have achieved middle-income status, 9 others have 
regressed since 1960. Growth was especially weak 
during 1974–1995 but has improved. The two coun-
tries with the most remarkable turnarounds were 
Mozambique and Rwanda, which averaged 8.3 and 
7.6 percent annual growth rates respectively, during 
1996–2005. Their success is attributable to both 
stability and improved economic policies.

Low levels and productivity of investment—driven 
by geography, demography, and government policy—
have constrained regional economies. Geographic 
drawbacks include the region’s fragmentation, 
landlocked and island economies, and disease-prone 
tropical location. High fertility rates have resulted in 
a larger and younger population. AIDS has decimat-
ed the most productive part of the region’s popula-
tion, especially in southern Africa. Bad policy has 
helped make the cost of doing business higher than 
in any other region.

While African governments and donors are work-
ing in these areas, regional integration, infrastruc-
ture, and higher education require more attention. 
Redrawing borders to reduce fragmentation is off the 
table, but regional investment should be promoted 
to gain cross-border economies of scale, such as the 
West African gas pipeline network. There should also 
be increased support to subregional intergovern-
mental organizations, whose institutional capacity 
is—with some exceptions, such as ECOWAS—weak, 
for reducing tariff and nontariff barriers to trade and 
for research in agriculture and other areas of com-
mon interest.

Landlocked countries such as Uganda suffer 
greatly when coastal countries such as Kenya allow 
their ports, roads, and rail networks to deteriorate. 
Greater investment is needed in rural and trunk 
roads, energy, communications, and ports. Except in 
a few countries supported by the Millennium Chal-
lenge Account, U.S. foreign aid for infrastructure has 
been insignificant in recent years.

To reduce poverty, investing in primary education, 
especially for girls, is vital. Here, there has been sig-
nificant support by African governments and donors, 
including the United States. With the growing youth 
bulge, more effort is needed for vocational training 
to increase productive youth employment and lessen 
susceptibility to recruitment by extremist or criminal 
elements. More investment is also needed in higher 
education to build a larger workforce that can take 
advantage of new technologies to enhance business 
productivity. The United States has provided little 

foreign aid for higher education in the past decade.
Poor Governance. The World Bank assesses gover-

nance according to six indicators:

n voice and accountability
n political stability
n government effectiveness
n regulatory quality
n rule of law
n control of corruption.

Judged against these, performance has generally 
been dismal; only the former Soviet Union scores 
worse in a majority of indicators. While half of 
sub-Saharan African countries are oil or mineral 
exporters, for most this has been a curse. Resource 
revenues have reduced incentives to promote other 
areas of the economy (most particularly agriculture), 
increased volatility of revenues, and enabled leaders 

to rely less on taxation from their citizens, and con-
sequently, to be less accountable to them.

Lack of accountability has resulted in inappro-
priate public expenditure; fewer and less effective 
government services, such as for education and 
health; and policies favoring narrow interests. It has 
also led to legendary corruption, which erodes public 
trust in government. In Transparency International’s 

UN–African Union Mission in Darfur officials meet with Arab nomads as part 
of ongoing efforts to consult with all parties and groups affected by the 5-year 
conflict
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Undernourishment, Refugees, and Oil in Africa

Internally displaced

Refugees

(total in millions)

Uganda, 1.86

Sudan, 1.52

Cote d’Ivoire, 0.74

Democratic Republic of Congo, 0.70

Somalia, 0.40

Chad, 0.40

Central African Republic, 0.16

Zambia, 0.12
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Countries with the Largest Numbers of 
Refugees and Internally Displaced

china’s Growing Interest In Africa

The United States and the Western European countries have long possessed 
significant strategic interests in Africa, stemming from its geographic loca-
tion, valuable resources, historic links, and, since September 11, 2001, its 
role in the Global War on Terror. But now China, too, perceives a strategic 
interest in Africa, both as a source of raw materials and a market for 
manufactured goods. The Chinese have acquired part or majority owner-
ship of oil ventures in Algeria, Angola, Equatorial Guinea, Ethiopia, Libya, 
Nigeria, and Sudan, and have mining interests in Zambia, Zimbabwe, and 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. To promote their objectives, the 
Chinese have provided favored trading partners with arms, military gear, 
and military services, causing concern in the United States. Although deny-
ing any connection to these Chinese initiatives, the United States is also 
increasing its military-support activities in Africa, giving the impression of 
a U.S.-Chinese arms rivalry.

4Recipients of U.S. military aid to Africa include: *Algeria, Angola, Benin, 
Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Central African 
Republic, *Chad, Cote d’Ivoire, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Djibouti, 
Egypt, Ethiopia, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, 
Lesotho, Liberia, Libya, Madagascar, Malawi, *Mali, *Mauritania, Mauritius, 
*Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, *Niger, *Nigeria, Republic of Congo 
(Brazzaville), Rwanda, Sao Tome e Principe, *Senegal, Sierra Leone, South 
Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, *Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia.    

*Member, Trans-Sahara Counter-Terrorism Partnership

4Recipients of Chinese arms sales and military aid to Africa include: 
Burkina Faso, Kenya, Niger, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Sudan, 
Tanzania, Uganda, and Zimbabwe.

Sources: U.S. aid: U.S. Dept. of State, Congressional Budget Justification for Foreign 
Operations, Fiscal Year 2009 (Washington, D.C., 2008). Chinese data: Amnesty Interna-
tional, People’s Republic of China: Sustaining Conflict and Human Rights Abuses: The 
Flow of Arms Continues (London, 2006).
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2007 Corruption Perceptions Index covering 179 
countries, Botswana was the only African country 
among the 40 least corrupt. Through elections, a 
free press, and parliamentary scrutiny, democracy 
improves accountability. Africa’s 8 countries ranked 
among the 80 least corrupt are all electoral democra-
cies judged free or partly free (in terms of individual 
political rights and civil liberties) by Freedom House. 
Yet among sub-Saharan Africa’s 16 most corrupt 
countries, only 5 are electoral democracies and 4 
judged free or partly free.

Most regional countries have faltered in build-
ing capable government institutions and transpar-
ent processes. Brain drain and HIV/AIDS have 
decimated government ranks in some countries, 
which have made the economic growth rates in 
recent years significant and remarkable. Many 
governments have built complex regulatory systems 
beyond their capacity to administer and the private 
sector’s ability to comply. Simplification, such as 
eliminating steps required to start a new business, 
reduces demands on government, enables more 
consistent enforcement, and lessens opportunities 
for corruption.

Botswana demonstrates that good governance 
is possible in a resource-rich economy. Key to its 
success has been prudent leadership and concern 
for accountability and rule of law. Its government 
has imposed self-discipline in spending mineral rev-
enues, requires minimum rates of return for public 
investments, and sets standards for service delivery. 
While the United States and other donors should in-
vest in capacity-building of government institutions, 
they should focus more on helping governments 
learn from the experience of Botswana and other 
good regional performers.

Conflict. If making productive investment in 
Africa is difficult during stable times, it is nearly 
impossible in times of conflict. Although the number 
of conflicts in Africa has fallen in recent years, many 
remain and others loom. The costs of a civil war 
worldwide are huge, reducing economic growth by 
an estimated 2.3 percent per year over the typi-
cal 7-year duration. Moreover, conflict spills over 
to neighboring countries with refugees and loss of 
transport routes, export proceeds, and remittances. 
When ethnic violence in Kenya erupted after the 
elections in December 2007, processing of credit 
card transactions in Tanzania nearly ground to a 
halt because they were cleared in Nairobi. In human 
terms, conflict has been devastating, causing millions 

of deaths, even more people displaced, destruction of 
livelihoods, and breakdown in social services.

The largest ongoing conflicts are in Sudan, the 
eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, and Somalia. 
The first two have each already resulted in 2 to 4 mil-
lion lives lost, while all three have resulted in millions 
more refugees and internally displaced, often leading 
to conflict being carried into neighboring states, such 
as (in the case of the Sudanese fighting) Chad. Sev-
eral neighboring countries have supported or been 
directly engaged in the fighting. Many other countries 
have more localized conflicts occurring in regions 
often distant from their capitals, such as in northern 
Uganda, Ethiopia’s Ogaden, and Nigeria’s Niger Delta. 
Still others, once in conflict but now peaceful such as 
Sierra Leone, are fragile and could revert to conflict; 
recidivism within 10 years is about 50 percent.

The causes of conflict are many and complex, and 
deep understanding of local contexts is imperative 
if there is to be success in preventing or mitigating 
them. Conflict in sub-Saharan Africa has become 
a growth industry for governments and academia. 
At times, African mediation of conflicts has been 
superb, but unfortunately, resources available to 
African leaders to resolve conflicts in their region 
has too often been lacking. A major case was the 
inability of African governments to field operational 
transport aircraft to insert peacekeepers into the 
Darfur conflict region, a problem which could have 
been resolved by the provision of C–130 spare parts 
to the Nigerian air force. The quiet diplomacy of 
South African President Thabo Mbeki in Zimbabwe 
has been perceived as ineffective in stemming the 
plunge of a regional economic powerhouse into ab-
ject poverty and chaos, although a significant goal of 
South Africa in mediating the Zimbabwe dispute was 
to constrain—rather than inflame—the flow of Zim-
babwean refugees to South Africa. In this respect, 
Mbeki was relatively successful, and conscious of the 
fact that HIV-initiated diseases, such as new forms 
of tuberculosis, were being carried into South Africa 
from Zimbabwe, and potentially could be carried to 
the world community.

Significantly, African peacekeepers have proven 
invaluable in resolving regional conflicts, at high ca-
sualty costs to the donor forces, such as the high loss 
of Nigerian personnel in support of U.S. efforts in 
Somalia, or in taking the lead in Liberian and Sierra 
Leonean peacekeeping.

Given that it is unlikely that either the United 
States or European Union wishes to field substantial 
forces to resolve African conflicts, more needs to be 

5 Continued from p. 327
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done to support the capabilities of African forces so 
that they can be easily and efficiently transported in 
to peacekeeping areas, and then adequately sup-
ported there.

The Peace and Security Council of the African 
Union, the most important arm of the preeminent 
regional organization on the continent, has a sec-
retariat of just four professional staff. The Inter-
governmental Authority on Development, the only 
subregional organization focusing on conflict in the 
violence-prone Horn of Africa, is still ineffective 20 
years after its creation because of limited funding 
and staffing as well as interstate conflict. Donors have 
made efforts to build the capacity of such organiza-
tions, and they should do more, but the need for 
strong African leadership and staffing is paramount.

Seizing the Challenge
Promoting economic growth, improving gover-

nance, and reducing conflict in sub-Saharan Africa 
are long-term challenges that will face the interna-
tional community and future U.S. administrations. 
For the United States, effective engagement and 
progress might focus on four areas: actively engaging 
in helping resolve conflicts, promoting African lead-
ership in addressing these challenges, building unity 
of effort among international and U.S. Government 
agencies engaged in the region, and reestablishing a 
leading intellectual role for the United States.

Engage in Conflict Resolution. U.S. engagement 
and leadership in leveraging implementation of 
agreed obligations under international law, such as 
in the case of the Eritrea-Ethiopia impasse, could 
contribute to securing the peace and help reduce 
or eliminate the regional spillover impact of such 
seemingly intractable conflicts. Peace, stability, and 
security would lay a solid foundation for Africa’s 
rapid and sustainable development and allow African 
states to focus their resources and efforts on address-
ing their domestic problems.

Promote African Leadership. While some foreign 
assistance from the United States and other donors 
has been useful, much has actually undermined Af-
rican development by fostering dependency and lack 
of African leadership. For example, programs to fight 
HIV/AIDS have proven most effective in countries 
such as Uganda, which have shown strong politi-
cal leadership from the top. Other African leaders 
need to do much better, even though, for example, 
HIV/AIDS had been less of a problem for Nigeria 
until that country was asked to insert peacekeeping 
forces into Liberia to resolve the civil war there; this 

resulted in homecoming Nigerian troops suffering a 
15 percent contagion rate, with consequent impact 
on Nigerian society, as a penalty for having under-
taken the onerous and protracted humanitarian task 
on behalf of the international community.

The President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief 
should rebalance its efforts to focus less on one-off 
grants and more on promoting leadership and build-
ing capacity of governments to address the HIV/
AIDS scourge over the long term and to deal with 
linked, consequent diseases, such as the new strain 
of tuberculosis that evolved from the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic in Zimbabwe. With smart diplomacy and 
a dose of humility, the U.S. Government should pro-
mote African leadership in identifying and resolving 
African problems. Significantly, Africans responded 
to the program of “African solutions to African 
problems,” sponsored by Nigeria’s leadership under 
then–President Ibrahim Babangida. The United 
States should also help strengthen African govern-
ment institutions and enhance their partnership with 
private business and civil society. Furthermore, it 
should promote regional approaches, encouraging 
Africans to work with each other in attacking com-
mon problems, to pressure each other to do better, 
and to learn from each other what works best and 
what does not.

Achieve U.S. Unity of Effort. It is not only Africa 
that is fragmented. So is U.S. Government foreign 
assistance to the continent, which is now provided by 
more than 20 governmental agencies and departments. 
While the U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID) used to provide the majority of U.S. foreign 
aid to sub-Saharan Africa, its share has declined mark-
edly in favor of the Millennium Challenge Account, 
President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, and other 
agencies. Coordination among them is often lacking. 
At times, policies and assistance programs work at 
cross purposes, such as subsidies for American cotton 
growers undermining several African economies, as-
sisted by USAID, that rely on cotton exports. The 2007 
creation of the Bureau of Foreign Assistance in the 
State Department was a positive step in integrating aid 
provided by State and USAID. It helped make aid more 
supportive of U.S. strategy, but it does not govern aid 
channeled through other agencies and its implemen-
tation has been flawed. Moreover, it has not reduced 
congressional earmarks and directives, which result in 
micromanagement of the aid budget in Africa and a 
loss of focus. Aid reform needs to encompass all U.S. 
foreign aid, tie it better to other tools of statecraft, and 
get the administration and Congress focusing together 
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on fewer priorities. Several commissions and scholars 
have recently proposed how to accomplish this.

Regain Intellectual Leadership. While the U.S. 
Government is still the largest donor in Africa, it has 
ceded intellectual leadership to other donors in many 
areas. Still strong in health, it lacks capacity in key 
areas for Africa’s development, such as infrastructure 
and higher education. More broadly, our ability to 
provide leadership through knowledge and partner-
ships on the ground has suffered through acute staff 
shortages, caused by a USAID reduction in force in 
the late 1990s, insufficient recruitment by State and 
USAID, and redeployment to Afghanistan and Iraq. 
Good ideas are often more powerful than funding, 
but they depend on staff with world-class expertise 
and local knowledge. They do not all have to be 
American. Local recruitment of qualified African 
professionals is highly cost effective and should be 
expanded. With added expertise, the United States 
will be better positioned to listen to and work with 
partners on the ground, monitor developments, and 
lead in areas of greatest concern. gsa

N O T E s

1  By modern definition, the Maghreb as a geopolitical 
grouping is now taken to include Algeria, Ceuta (a Spanish 
exclave), Libya, Mauritania, Melilla (a Spanish exclave), 
Morocco (including Western Sahara), and Tunisia.

2  Morocco and the United States in 2004 signed a Free 
Trade Agreement, which was regarded an important step 
toward President Bush’s vision of a Middle East Free Trade 
Area by 2013. The treaty was ratified by Congress on July 
22, 2004.

3  The revolutionary group, Tigray People’s Liberation 
Front, when it led the coalition that took power in Addis 
Ababa with the collapse of the Ethiopian Dergue in 1991, 
agreed voluntarily to cede the Ethiopian territory of Eritrea 
to the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front, which had been an 
ally in fighting the Dergue government of Ethiopia. Despite 
the voluntary nature of that redrawing of the national 
borders, disputes developed between Eritrea and Ethiopia, 
leading to conventional war between the two. Significantly, 
however, Ethiopia was not a nation that came into being as 
a result of European colonization, and therefore could be 
said to be exempt from the Organization of African Unity/
African Union (OAU/AU) ruling. Similarly, the Kingdom of 
Swaziland was not a colonial creation, but had voluntarily 
ceded management of the state to the United Kingdom 
as a Protectorate, and thus could be said to be exempt 
from the OAU/AU stricture, and could therefore—as the 
United Kingdom in fact recommended when it departed 
in 1960—demand the return of Swazi territory, which had 
been administratively handed by Britain to South Africa 

and Mozambique, without legal authority. Also, the creation 
of Somalia in 1960 was a voluntary union between two 
already independent states (the former British Somaliland 
and former Italian Somaliland), and therefore outside the 
OAU/AU stricture, which means that when the former 
British Somaliland withdrew in 1991 from the Somalia 
union, following the collapse of the Siad Barre adminis-
tration, Somaliland’s legal sovereignty was theoretically 
intact, although no AU states have yet formally recognized 
Somaliland’s sovereignty. There have been other moves to 
redraw African boundaries in areas that were covered by 
the OAU/AU stricture, such as the attempt to create the 
state of Biafra out of Nigeria’s energy-producing region in 
1967; the Bakongo ethnic split between Republic of Congo 
(Brazzaville), Democratic Republic of the Congo (Kinshasa), 
and Angola remains unresolved since 1975; the contentious 
Kinyarwanda diaspora from 1959 to the present; and others.

4  In 2005, the combined gross domestic product for 
the Economic Community of West African States was esti-
mated at $139 billion.

5  For example, on January 1, 2006, Bush approved 37 
sub-Saharan African countries as eligible for tariff prefer-
ences under the African Growth and Opportunity Act 
(AGOA). This annual determination signifies which coun-
tries are making continued progress toward a market-based 
economy, rule of law, free trade, economic policies that 
would reduce poverty, and protection of workers’ rights. 
Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, and Togo were the only countries in 
the region not approved for the AGOA.

6  A Bank of America report of April 2006 noted that 
U.S. imports of African oil reached 921 million barrels, 
or 18.7 percent of the U.S. total, in 2005. That surpassed 
imports from the Middle East, which supplied 839 million 
barrels, or 17 percent. Imports from Africa had increased 
by 51 percent since 2000 at the same time supplies from 
the Middle East fell from more than 900 million barrels to 
839 million, or from 22 percent to 17 percent of total U.S. 
imports.
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A Complex Regional Setting
Where does a diverse Western Hemisphere—com-

prising 35 nations and 22 territories of the United 
Kingdom, France, the Netherlands, Denmark, and 
the United States—fit into U.S. strategic thinking?

Historically, the United States took the hemisphere 
for granted, while also keeping at bay other nations 
interested in projecting their influence among the 
states of Latin America and the Caribbean. Wash-
ington characterized its habitual policy as strategic 
denial and used economic and democratic develop-
ment supported by military presence and security as-
sistance to achieve its goal. With the end of the Cold 
War, the United States abandoned strategic denial 
and embarked on a search for a modern, sustainable 
framework based on respect and partnership, rec-
ognizing the emergence of more vibrant democratic 

Chapter 15
The Americas

economies, regional integration, and the spread of 
globalization.

During the past 20 years, most Latin American 
and Caribbean nations have embraced democratic 
governance and adopted more liberal market poli-
cies. This convergence has kept the region moving 
forward, albeit less impressively than Asia. Brazil and 
Mexico, now major global actors, are among several 
states benefiting from greater economic and trade 
opportunity. For many smaller countries, particularly 
among the states circumscribing the Caribbean, rela-
tions with the United States have followed demo-
graphic, cultural, and economic integration. Some 
others, mainly in South America, have taken up the 
banner of populism and denounced the influence of 
globalization and “savage capitalism” championed by 
the American superpower. These states promise that 

Concrete and steel fence divides Nogales, Arizona (left), from Nogales, Mexico
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the government, rather than the market, would help 
the poor battle the rich.

Set against this often contentious but generally 
peaceful regional backdrop, Washington policy as-
serts that if its nearest neighbors are not secure and 
stable, then the United States will be less secure. Four 
priorities underpin this policy: strengthening demo-
cratic institutions, promoting prosperity, investing in 
people, and bolstering security. In effect, this latest 
geostrategic formulation resembles past thinking; it 
remains narrowly focused on economic and security 
issues and preoccupied with the stability of coun-
tries. The strategic potential of the region forming 
new communities tends to be overlooked.

U.S. global power increasingly resides within the 
region, not simply within U.S. borders. The Americas 
are the source of about half of U.S. oil imports as well 
as large percentages of imported electricity, natural 
gas, essential strategic minerals, agricultural products, 
manufactured goods, and human labor and capital on 
which the U.S. economy relies. Growing interdepen-
dence, improvements in the region’s infrastructure 
and telecommunications, and a continuous process of 
social and cultural integration are changing U.S. so-
ciety. Even confronting the security challenge posed 
by transnational crime, which is heavily influenced 
by the money and violence associated with regional 
drug trafficking, requires increased and more effective 
cooperation with other state and nonstate actors.

The United States remains the most important 
trading partner for Latin America and the Carib-
bean. However, the region’s trade in commodities, 
increasing international demand, and wide-ranging 
efforts to promote trade, manufacturing, and capital 
investment have spawned both partnerships outside 
the hemisphere and a faster rate of economic growth 
than at any time since the 1970s. The international 
competition for trade and influence has begun to 
impose practical limits on the U.S. Government’s 
ability to dominate events in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. While neighbors avoid challenging the 
power of the United States, parts of the region are 
becoming more distant, independent, and willing to 
cultivate U.S. competitors and adversaries. Despite 
recent U.S. efforts to be less intrusive and become a 
sensitive neighbor, Latin America and the Caribbean 
have not forgotten Washington’s hegemonic tendency 
to intervene, sanction, and condition trade and as-
sistance for national gain. Diminishing U.S. influence 
in the world—advanced most recently by the 2008 
financial crisis—has thus far done little to reduce a 
lingering and pervasive perception of U.S. arrogance. 

A new administration has an opportunity to turn the 
page on intraregional relations and tap into some of 
the existing regional trends to do so.

A new development is taking shape in response 
to U.S. disengagement, growing anti-American 
sentiment, and the region’s recent prosperity. Nations 
are coalescing in subregional communities around 
emerging leaders, such as Venezuela, Brazil, and 
Trinidad and Tobago. These groups are more willing 
to accept responsibility for their problems and want 
to improve their bargaining power with the rest of 
the world to improve trade and investment, reduce 
dependence on the United States, and work with 
North Americans on their own terms.

In what some call the “post-American” era, U.S. 
leaders must find a policy approach that can deal 
with the sea change that is taking place in the hemi-
sphere. Washington needs to adapt to the emerging 
trends and patterns while simultaneously encour-
aging strategic cooperation among Canada, Latin 
America, the Caribbean nations, and the subregional 
communities to solve problems and seize opportu-
nities. The region’s tendency toward integration is 
important, and the United States must define the 
nature and scope of its involvement in this sensitive 
environment. The way ahead necessitates curbing 
the parochial mindset that still influences policies. 
Instead, the United States should recognize the limits 
of its influence, being mindful of the need to rebuild 
confidence in its leadership. The future place of the 
Americas in U.S. thinking must not focus on the pri-
macy of the United States in relation to its neighbors. 
Rather, the focus should be on an unprecedented 
opportunity to build a secure foundation of recipro-
cal support and cooperation, reducing protectionism 
among all countries of the hemisphere in an era of 
uncertain global affairs.

This chapter explores the contemporary con-
text for U.S. relations with 34 neighboring states 
and the need for a new strategic approach built on 
three values: respect for the views of other states; a 
willingness to work with states either individually 
or as communities in reciprocal ways; and a careful 
focus on nurturing trust. The accompanying North 
American atlas provides a snapshot of the extensive 
interdependency that exists between the United 
States, Canada, and Mexico. Particular attention is 
given to the growing challenge of regional criminal 
organizations and networks, the most serious secu-
rity problem in the Americas.

The chapter first examines six major countries or 
issues. The first issue is the opportunity afforded by 
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the emergence of Brazil as a rising regional leader 
and a successful global actor. A second issue is the 
trend toward subregional integration, which may 
help to deal with common problems at a local level 
but could also give rise to new tensions. A third 
theme is the predominance of complex global and 
transnational challenges in regional security, with a 
specific focus on climate change and environmental 
degradation, food security, and energy. A fourth 
issue is whether Cuba will become a flashpoint or an 
opportunity because of further political and socio-
economic change in the wake of Fidel Castro’s tenure 
as leader. Security along America’s borders with 
Canada, Mexico, and The Bahamas since 9/11 is a 
fifth issue of importance in the decade ahead. Finally, 
the chapter asks how, in practical ways, the United 
States should respond to a loss of influence in the 
Americas, the challenges to its leadership there, and 
how to seize opportunities to advance both regional 
and U.S. interests.

Engaging a Rising Brazil
Brazil continues to emerge as a regional and global 

power. When President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva’s 
second mandate comes to an end in 2010, Brazil will 
have enjoyed two decades of stable economic growth, 
while further consolidating its democracy, promot-
ing the integration of the South American continent, 
and seeing a steady expansion of its voice in global 
issues. With a population of almost 200 million and 
half of South America’s gross domestic product (al-
most $1.7 trillion estimated purchasing power parity 
for 2006), Brazil has achieved significant progress 
in reducing poverty and inequality, according to 
the International Monetary Fund World Economic 
Outlook Database. While the country displays sharp 
social contrasts and lags in education, progress has 
been made by expanding both agriculture and indus-
try and by tapping into the fortune of new bioenergy 
sources and petroleum reserves in a favorable world 
market.

Brazil is actively advancing diplomatic and 
economic initiatives that are redesigning relations 
with South American neighbors and creating new 
strategic partners outside of the region. With its 
modern industrial, agricultural, and financial sectors, 
Brazil has become an important actor in all the trade, 
direct investment, energy, and environment issues 
on the global agenda. Meanwhile, the country has a 
tradition of strong public diplomacy in promoting 
ideas and interests, which tends to be well received 
worldwide.

In the coming years, the United States will have to 
decide what kind of relationship it wants with Brazil. 
It can either engage Brazil to forge a partnership that 
can promote mutual security interests with consulta-
tion and collaboration, or it can continue its current 
course as a passive observer of Brazil’s expanding 
role as a protagonist in global politics and emerging 
leader on the South American international scene.

Historically, relations between the United Sates 
and Brazil have been intense and complex in the 
areas of trade, investment, and science and technol-
ogy. Brazilians are large consumers of U.S. cultural 
trends and technology. Yet in the past decade Brazil’s 
leaders have diversified the country’s ties with Asia, 
the European Union, and its immediate neighbors’ 
markets, all of which have helped the country to 
weather economic adjustments and constraints 
emanating from Washington. From agriculture, min-
ing, and fuels to electronics and aerospace, Brazilian 
companies are aggressively expanding and finding 
new niches in competitive markets. The discovery of 
extensive offshore oil and gas reserves may result in 
the country becoming a major global supplier. Such 
a prospect may increase the value that China, Japan, 
and countries from the European Union already see 
in Brazil and could challenge how the United States 
is viewed relative to the Brazilian agenda.

The Lula administration seeks to continue the tra-
dition of conducting foreign policy with moderation 
and positioning Brazil as a reliable broker among 
actors in conflict. For instance, over the last 10 years, 
Brazil played a decisive role in solving the Peru-
Ecuador dispute in 1998, galvanized the support of 
the Organization of American States (OAS) for the 
United States in the aftermath of 9/11, engaged in 
the stabilization of Haiti, and encouraged the Rio 
Group to limit the dispute between Ecuador and 
Colombia in 2008. Brazil has been actively engaged 
in multilateral collaboration and discreet coordina-
tion on counterterrorism with both neighbors and 
the United States regarding strengthening border 
controls and flows, especially in its tri-border area 
with Argentina and Paraguay.

The dominant view among government leaders 
is to promote Brazil as a “rising power,” a project 
last observed in the 1970s. This outlook focuses on 
initiatives that help make Brazil a global player in a 
multipolar world. There is an emphasis on greater 
interdependence with partners and the avoidance of 
having to depend on the political will of major pow-
ers, especially the United States. One could say that 
Brazilian officials do not trust the United States as a 
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reliable partner to assist the country in securing its 
intrinsic vital interests. The source of such a posture 
goes beyond current ideological mismatches; it 
reveals itself in arguments that the United States un-
dermined Brazil’s drive to increase its own national 
power in the 1970s and 1980s. The grievance is more 
vivid because the victims of U.S. interference were 
critical technologies, especially weapons systems, 
nuclear energy, missiles and nuclear-propulsion 
programs, and attempts to gain inroads in the com-
mercial international arms market. Direct political-
military collaboration between the two countries 
and professional military exchanges among services 
over the past 30 years could have forged confidence, 
but they have been routine and modest at best. Save 
for equipment integrated in its national monitoring 
system over the Amazon, in recent decades Brazil 
has turned regularly to Europe to seek partners for 
modernizing weapons acquisition and has shied 
away from supporting any military initiative un-
dertaken by the United States that involved foreign 
intervention.

Amidst Brazil’s concentration on becoming a 
rising global power, there is an opportunity for a 
new approach between the United States and Brazil 
over the next few years. To seize this opportunity, 
Washington will need to consider issues that Brazil-
ian decisionmakers believe are decisive to further 
collaboration. Unequivocal U.S. signals to Brazil will 

be necessary. Commercial relations aside, it will take 
concrete steps by Washington to convince Brazilian 
strategists and opinionmakers that the United States 
is committed to a tangible and lasting partnership on 
matters of international security. For many Brazil-
ian officials, the U.S. Government’s talk of strong 
political-military cooperation that favors Brazilian 
projects usually dies at the water’s edge with U.S. 
regulations, legislative barriers, and political restric-
tions that limit Brazil’s access to technology, markets, 
and the ability to use purchased military systems and 
know-how without conditions affecting its own com-
mercial endeavors, such as avionics in Super Tucano 
aircraft.

The United Nations (UN) stability operation in 
Haiti, enforced since 2004, is an important issue in 
bilateral relations. Yet it provides great risk for the 
interests of the United States. Brazilians are begin-
ning to question the value of being a key actor with 
a large presence committed to sustaining the current 
mission in the Caribbean neighbor of the United 
States where Washington itself has invested little. 
The outcome, costs, and uncertain length of the UN 
mission could become an issue of political debate in 
Brazil. The opportunity exists to work together on 
the ground in Haiti. An untimely end to the opera-
tion without consolidating democracy and setting a 
path for solid economic development for Haiti could 
place new burdens on the United States and risk a 

Petroleo Brasileiro, Brazil’s oil company, started extracting oil beneath ocean floor in September 2008
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return to direct unilateral humanitarian intervention.
As a critical measure of confidence, the Obama 

administration must consider what political support 
it wants to throw behind Brazil so that its defense 
sector can access American technology to meet the 
next wave of modernization for its armed forces. The 
government is on the brink of deciding which over-
seas partners (France, Russia, Ukraine, India, Israel, 
and China, among others) to collaborate with, while 
seeking to share and transfer sensitive technologies, 
partner on industrial production, and collaborate in 
developing new weapons systems, including a new 
generation of fighter planes and nuclear-propulsion 
submarines. In Brazil, programs such as these are 
important in setting the stage for the pattern of 
engagement for decades to come.

The United States needs to determine the degree 
to which it wishes to support Brazilian diplomatic 
initiatives on security issues in South America. Since 
the resolution of the Peru-Ecuador dispute in 1998, 
Brazil has intensified its role as a moderating actor 
in support of peaceful resolution of disputes and 
controversies. This has led Brazil to suggest that the 
United States should restrain itself from intervening 
in that part of the Americas. Brazil has mobilized 
neighbors to build a new forum for defense dialogue 
through a South American Defense Council, pro-
moting it without the participation of Washington. 

While it is too soon to reveal all the implications and 
support for such a regional council, this initiative 
demonstrates a clear desire by the country’s domi-
nant security thinkers to hedge Brazil’s interests from 
the mercurial influences of populist movements such 
as that of Hugo Chavez in Venezuela.

Another movement that demands attention from 
the United States is how to address Brazil’s aspiration 
to hold a permanent seat in the UN Security Coun-
cil. Brazilian ambition in this matter mirrors that 
of others such as India, Pakistan, South Africa, and 
Japan. The country is an active contributor in shap-
ing UN reforms and has expanded its strategy to seek 
regional and global support for its goal. This drive 
may pit Brazil against the United States in defining 
the functions, roles, and membership of the Security 
Council. However dim the prospects for UN Security 
Council reform, the stance the United States takes 
on this issue will have a critical impact on bilateral 
relations.

The reality of global climate change and the con-
cepts of nationalism and sovereignty are key compo-
nents of Brazil’s debate about the Amazon tropical 
rainforest. Most Brazilians are very possessive about 
their control of that territory, and there are concerns 
about prescriptive efforts to internationalize parts of 
the region for preservation purposes. The protection 
of borders associated with the enforcement of Brazil-

Argentine MINUSTAH contingent provides security as World Food Program workers unload water bottles
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ian authority, including lands now demarcated as na-
tive Brazilian reservations, is a driving factor in the 
current defense review for increasing military pres-
ence in this region. The fear of foreign intervention 
in issues pertaining to the Amazon rainforest persists 
in the Brazilian internal political agenda. Segments 
of Brazil’s security leadership acknowledge a threat 
to the country’s sovereignty from encroachments 
by illegal trafficking and guerrillas from neighbor-
ing countries. They also hear foreign celebrities and 
pundits claim that the Amazon is a global asset and 
Brazilian management of the region harms the global 
environment. Among the most nationalistic military 
leaders, the United States is seen as the major threat 
to Brazil’s sovereignty over the Amazon by condon-
ing criticisms to Brazilian policies in that region.

Finally, both Brazilians and the international 
market are trying to evaluate the scope of the recent 
oil and gas fields located in deep coastal waters off 
the country’s east coast. Some estimates indicate that 
Brazil may become a major energy producer as it 
adds oil assets to biosources for fuels. If these esti-
mates turn out to be true, the income from future oil 
production will further project Brazil’s importance as 
a global and regional actor that plays a major role on 
the stage of political, commercial, and security issues. 
The U.S. Government needs to decide what kind 
of constructive relations it wishes to have with this 
resurgent power and act in a convincing manner.

Emerging Subregional Solidarity
A positive strategic development is taking shape in 

Latin America and the Caribbean as countries look 
to cooperate with neighbors on economic, political, 
and security issues. The trend takes two forms: a 
readiness to deploy military or police forces outside 
the homeland on UN peacekeeping operations, and 
a willingness to form subregional communities, 
independent of the United States, to attend to oppor-
tunities and problems that affect the group’s ability 
to attract capital and acquire bargaining power with 
other blocs or powerful states in the international 
system. “We believe that the region’s problems have 
to be solved in the region,” Chile’s foreign minister, 
Alejandro Foxley, said in September 2008. “I don’t 
like going around making others responsible.” This 
second trend in Latin American and Caribbean rela-
tions is the subject of this section of the chapter.

To be sure, the emergence of subregional solidarity 
does not eliminate all lingering tensions, and even 
less does it guarantee regional peace and prosperity. 
High-level meetings underscore the importance of 

issues, while resolutions and declarations express a 
commitment to address them. However, there are 
thorny points of tension that affect concrete action 
and can undermine the credibility and durability of 
communities, thus minimizing their prestige outside 
the hemisphere. Furthermore, each subregion has its 
own historic or emerging tensions, while other issues 
affect the whole region. With the United States on 
the sidelines, the South American community faces 
an ideological divide over governance. This divide is 
represented by the conflicting geopolitical interests 
between President Chavez’s Bolivarian socialism 
and a modern democratic alternative exemplified by 
Brazilian President Lula. From a larger perspective, 
there is also a need to resolve the hemisphere’s com-
plex maritime disputes that affect undersea resources 
and state control over sovereign waters. How North 
American, Latin American, and Caribbean commu-
nities handle these points of tension will influence 
U.S. geostrategic thinking about the Americas as a 
strong and reliable source of reciprocal support and 
cooperation in an era of uncertain global affairs.

Attempts to create political associations date from 
movements for independence. However, history, ge-
ography, and inadequate cross-border infrastructure 
in inhospitable terrain combined with U.S. interven-
tion have kept Latin America and Caribbean coun-
tries focused on introspective and defensive visions 
of their interests. With the exception of the OAS and 
its related bodies, the disparities between countries 
in size, level of development, and rate of economic 
growth—exacerbated by national rivalries—ham-
pered the effectiveness of early integration efforts. 
As a result, movement toward serious collaboration 
did not begin until the 1990s as most states ended 
traditional rivalries and began cooperating with 
neighbors. Summit meetings, trade negotiations, the 
recent creation of the UN Stabilization Mission for 
Haiti (MINUSTAH), and collaboration on the OAS 
Democratic Charter and other declarations increased 
the confidence and willingness of Latin American 
and Caribbean nations to act independently.

The region’s shift toward multilateralism con-
firms the influence of globalization on economic 
growth, which is occurring faster than at any time 
since the 1970s. In 2008, Latin America and the 
Caribbean have completed 6 consecutive years of 
growth with an average annual per capita growth 
rate of 3.5 percent. This trend is propped up by an 
expanding external demand for a wide range of 
commodities at high prices. China and India have 
joined Japan, the European Union, and the United 
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States as major trading partners for the region. This 
increase in trade benefits South America most, 
while Central American nations, being net energy 
and food importers, are the least favored. Improved 
relations within subregions also stem from two other 
determinants: the convergence of social, economic, 
and political thinking in the Americas, and Wash-
ington’s post–Cold War disinterest, exemplified by 
a diminished military presence, which has given its 
neighbors considerable political maneuvering space. 
These determinants also combine with the Brazilian 
and Venezuelan desires to be the bridge connecting 
all political currents in Latin America. As a result, 
confident Latin American and Caribbean states have 
coalesced in subregional groups with formal politi-
cal and economic structures, such as the Caribbean 
Community and Common Market (CARICOM), the 
Central American Integration System, and the Union 
of South American Nations (Union de Naciones 
Suramericanas, or UNASUR).

Competing Approaches to Governance
The Union of South American Nations, created 

in May 2008, seeks to consolidate a South American 
identity in the global arena and minimize the conti-
nent’s dependence on the United States. UNASUR, 
championed by Brazil, includes a 12-nation defense 
council and envisions a future regional parliament, 
common market, and common currency. In promot-
ing this community, Brazil hopes to integrate existing 
trade arrangements, namely the Common Market of 
the South and the Andean Community, while offset-
ting President Chavez’s attempt to position Venezue-
la as the South American leader with his six-member 
Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas (ALBA). The 
first test of the new community’s effectiveness came 
with a deteriorating political situation in Bolivia. 
In September 2008, UNASUR members met at an 
emergency session. However, they did not try to 
end the crisis. They backed the elected president 
and pressured opposition governors (prefects) to 
continue negotiations with the Morales government 
to solve it.

The turmoil in Bolivia draws attention to a fun-
damental tension in South America and, to a lesser 
degree, Central America. There is a restrained ideo-
logical and geopolitical battle under way between the 
two reformist approaches to national governance. 
UNASUR can play a pivotal role in managing this 
tension. Both sides want to correct glaring unequal 
distributions of wealth and opportunity, persistent 
poverty and, in some countries, mediocre economic 

performance. Both make use of populist appeals and 
exploit the media. The Bolivarian strategy, trumpeted 
by Venezuela, is to win power by election, conserve 
and concentrate it through constitutional changes, 
create loyal “circles” based on ethnic and class ap-
peal to secure it, and then introduce Cuban medical 
and other social cadres to benefit constituents. In 
this strategy, government maintains control with an 
authoritarian structure and transforms public insti-
tutions to serve its interests. The state implements 
radical anticapitalist policies, including price controls 
and subsidies; nationalizes natural resource and util-
ity sectors, such as petroleum and communications; 
and expropriates banks, key businesses, and land. 
Flush with oil wealth and controlling the economy, 
President Chavez concentrates on quick answers 
to sharing wealth rather than long-term solutions, 
taking every opportunity to blame the “demon” 
United States and its globalization for his domestic 
problems and to oppose “the empire’s” foreign poli-
cies. The ascent of this statist approach to governance 
in South America is also found in Bolivia and, to a 
lesser extent, Ecuador and Argentina. Presidential 
efforts to consolidate this strategy often are a cause of 
internal friction, as in Bolivia, and raise international 
concerns about foreign property rights and domestic 
stability.

Meanwhile, the modern democratic approach ex-
emplified by Brazil goes beyond the ballot box. This 
strategy works within the law to empower citizens to 
hold authorities accountable, strengthen government 
institutions, and target social and economic policies 
that facilitate inclusion and improve the standard 
of living. This approach stresses the importance of 
market forces, respects private property, and encour-
ages capital investment and trade to expand domestic 
business, reduce unemployment, and improve 
personal well-being. Varying degrees of state regula-
tion control inflation and try to ensure the economy 
works in the country’s best interests. This strategy 
for governance is consolidated in varying degrees in 
Chile, Colombia, Peru, and Uruguay, which, along 
with Brazil, account for more than 80 percent of 
South America’s economy. Much of these countries’ 
trade is with the United States.

Guided by geopolitical motives rather than 
ideological ones, Brazil wants a peaceful, integrated 
South America to become a serious global player. 
Brazil is the hub with the fifth largest economy 
in the world, an investment-grade rating, major 
energy finds, and broad-based partnerships with 
African countries, India, and China. It has long been 
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a country without enemies. Brazil benefits from a 
friendly and increasingly interconnected continent 
with a developing political and economic identity as 
a country not subordinate to the United States. To 
ensure Brazil’s freedom of action as an autonomous 
major power, the Lula government also recognizes 
that national defense must return to a position of im-
portance. His team has taken this step by articulat-
ing a strategic plan for defense that modernizes the 
armed forces, transforms their doctrine, and revives 
national defense industries. Brazil also championed 
the creation of a South American Defense Council 
under UNASUR as a place to allay suspicions and 
discuss security challenges and opportunities facing 
each country.

Venezuela, on the other hand, is motivated more 
by ideological interests and leverages its surging 
oil revenue to legitimize and export its socialist 
strategy. The Chavez government financially sup-
ports leftist politicians and political parties in many 
countries. There are allegations of covert donations 
to the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 
and smaller radical movements in other American 
societies. Venezuela seeks strategic alliances and 
uses barter through the political trade integration 
initiative ALBA, discounts oil payment terms under 
PetroCaribe, and has purchased much of Argentina’s 
debt. Under President Chavez’s leadership, Latin 
America and the Caribbean would be without U.S. or 
other Western influences. He regularly calls for the 
creation of a South American version of the Orga-
nization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries and 
a development-focused Bank of the South, among 
other related initiatives.

To insulate his regime diplomatically and militar-
ily, and to raise the stakes for regional influence, 
President Chavez has found partners in Russia and 
Iran. Since 2005, Venezuela has ordered more than 
$4 billion worth of Russian weapons and military 
systems for defense, including fighter aircraft, he-
licopters, and antiair capabilities. Recently, Chavez 
received a $1 billion Russian loan to buy more. Rus-
sia has delivered 100,000 Kalashnikov assault rifles 
and is building factories in Venezuela for spare parts 
and ammunition. Moscow has accepted an invitation 
to conduct air and naval exercises in Venezuelan ter-
ritory (but declined a military base) and, in another 
context, agreed to cooperate on nuclear energy as 
well as oil and gas exploration. Venezuela has similar 
energy arrangements with Iran. Russian and Iranian 
envoys are active in Bolivia and other countries that 
have adopted the Bolivarian strategy.

It is important not to gloss over some fundamental 
differences between nations in South America, or to 
overstate the appeal of President Chavez’s strategic 
thinking, or to forget that the quest for trade and 
investment has caused governments to join in part-
nerships outside the hemisphere. That said, the “soft” 
rivalry between antithetical approaches to gover-
nance is setting a troubling direction and confronta-
tional tone for future continental affairs. UNASUR 
and its defense council are in a position to allay the 
tension. The willingness of the United States to work 
with Brazil and other interested countries in favor 
of stability and to avoid intervention will strengthen 
U.S. relations with the region.

Maritime Disputes
Longstanding maritime territorial disputes, 

controversies about ownership of undersea resources 
along boundaries, and concerns about maintain-
ing control over sovereign waters are regaining 
importance in the Americas. However, the region 
is poorly prepared to use legal remedies to settle 
these disagreements. The OAS lacks a coherent legal 
framework and 20 percent of its member states, 
including the United States, are not parties to the UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). This 
awkward situation presents emerging subregional 
communities with a serious point of tension.

As global warming melts polar ice and sea levels 
rise, the American nations have begun to face new 
challenges in redefining territorial boundaries. Many 
countries in the Caribbean Basin, for example, claim 
small, uninhabited islands that give them rights to 
the ocean and seabed for the surrounding 200 nauti-
cal miles, as defined by UNCLOS. As islands shrink 
and ultimately disappear, nations lose large portions 
of their maritime territories and, more importantly, 
the undersea natural resources they may hold.

Canada faces a related problem of sovereignty in 
the Northwest Passage. Although experts believe the 
passage will only be open briefly each year, Canada is 
asserting its territorial control and has declared the 
passage an inland waterway. The United States insists 
the passage is a series of international straits and not 
subject to the same restrictions as inland waters. Rus-
sia and Denmark have also made claims to the area. 
As a result, countries have begun moving appropri-
ate military capabilities to posts around the Arctic 
in anticipation of its future strategic importance. 
Furthermore, the settlement of this dispute through 
a multilateral channel is unlikely because the United 
States and Denmark have not ratified UNCLOS.
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Yet among the more complex and immediate 
maritime issues facing South America is the inability 
of Caribbean countries, which have relatively small 
security forces, to control their vast maritime territo-
ries. Few of these countries can police their 12-mile 
contiguous zone, much less their 200-mile exclusive 
economic zone (EEZ) as defined by UNCLOS. While 
the convention allows for pursuit of boats suspected 
of illicit activities if the chase begins in the pur-
suer’s territory, it leaves little room for countries to 
pursue criminals outside their own EEZ. To further 
complicate the issue, nearly 60 Caribbean maritime 
boundaries remain undefined. This deficiency in Ca-
ribbean territorial control becomes more significant 
as drug traffickers increasingly favor using waterways 
instead of land routes to move drugs across borders. 
Insular states, most notably those belonging to the 
Regional Security System in the eastern Caribbean, 
work to confront this challenge, but collectively they 
have limited resources and only involve a portion of 
the CARICOM community.

New technologies to retrieve ocean and seabed 
resources lead to new territorial disputes. The dis-
covery of new oil deposits along a border, as between 
the United States and Mexico, and the migration of 
fish, such as traditional movements that occur off 
the coasts of Peru and Chile, complicate neighbor-
ing country claims of an economic right to undersea 
resources. A subregional community in the Carib-

bean Basin, CARICOM, helped member states, all of 
which are party to UNCLOS, work out agreements 
to share benefits from migratory fish stocks and 
deep ocean minerals, but this example has not been 
emulated in other disputes.

In a region where many countries are not party 
to UNCLOS, early identification and resolution of 
potential maritime conflicts become increasingly 
important. The discovery of new undersea resources 
and the increased use of waterways for illicit trade 
exacerbate the complexity of the situation and 
increase the urgency of finding a solution. Without 
the acceptance of UNCLOS, interstate friction will 
intensify with little opportunity for effective legal 
solutions. Thus, until countries ratify the convention, 
the willingness of nations to solve a range of com-
mon problems by forming subregional communities, 
such as CARICOM, may be the only answer.

On the U.S. side, future administrations will 
confront subregional communities that have gained 
confidence in their ability to work together in al-
laying tensions and seizing opportunities. As these 
communities become more self-reliant, Washington’s 
strategy, diplomacy, and economic policies will have 
to be more multilateral and recognize a collaborative 
and supportive role for the United States, rather than 
pursuing our historical unilateralism in confronting 
shared issues in the region.

Emerging Global and Transnational  
Security Challenges

At the end of the Cold War, the great threat to 
democratic consolidation in Latin America was 
no longer external; internal threats arising from 
narcotrafficking and the only remaining insurgency 
in Colombia led the list of security issues in the 
region. By 1991, U.S. Southern Command had also 
flagged economic inequality as something that could 
give rise to increased conflict and violence. Over the 
last two decades, and especially since September 11, 
2001, transnational threats have become a growing 
component of the security challenges that affect not 
only Latin America, but also the world.

There are many kinds of transnational threats. 
Some will require a military response, but most are 
more appropriately addressed by civilian authorities 
such as the police, especially in the case of crime, and 
by other civilian agencies, in cases involving the en-
vironment, poverty reduction, or energy. While most 
people do not think about transnational threats in 
terms of national security, their central importance 
can no longer be ignored. Not only will the region’s 

U.S. Sailors and Mexican marines work to remove debris from school in 
Mississippi in aftermath of Hurricane Katrina
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militaries be needed to address these challenges, but 
also greater coordination and collaboration with 
civilian institutions will be central to resolving any 
immediate crises or finding long-term solutions.

In a region so bound by respect for sovereignty, it 
will be important to design transnational response 
mechanisms that encourage solutions that provide 
appropriate protections for the affected nation while 
allowing for greater cooperation in the future. This 
is a tall order. Regional security will depend on the 
emergence of programs that address the effects of 
climate change, for example, but also create trans-
regional projects that promote responses to these 
potentially devastating types of problems.

Finally, as the world becomes increasingly multi-
polar, the United States will face greater economic 
and political competition in the region. As emerging 
powers such as China and India seek to influence 
the hemisphere, the potential for tension with the 

United States will increase. Similarly, Russia is poised 
to establish a greater role as an arms supplier to the 
region’s armed forces. Iran is also flexing its diplo-
matic muscle through its recent outreach to Venezu-
ela. The growing influence of Brazil as a major global 
economic player and potential oil-producing power-
house presents both opportunities and challenges to 
U.S. interests. These emerging trends will require new 
economic and political alliances that can be viewed as 
an important opportunity for globalization and devel-
opment, or as a broader threat to U.S. security.

The Economy: Endemic Poverty
Latin America and the Caribbean have the most 

unequal income distribution in the world, accord-
ing to the 2008 World Development Indicators from 
the World Bank. Severe poverty and underdevelop-
ment have led many Latin Americans to engage in 
illicit activities for employment and sustenance. The 



344 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

A S S E S S I N G  C O M P L E X  R E G I O N A L  T R E N D S

impact is especially great for countries with a youth 
bulge, where vast numbers of citizens are under 25 
years of age. Such a situation is considered a key 
indicator of a potentially conflictive environment. 
While this trend will peak by 2010 in countries such 
as Brazil and Mexico, it poses a threat to internal 
security as long as opportunities for economic gain, 
education, and work do not materialize.

The poverty rate in Latin America has been cut 
by more than half since 1950 (from 60 percent to 
perhaps 25 percent in 2007), according to the 2006 
World Bank report on Latin America, Poverty Reduc-
tion and Growth: Virtuous and Vicious Cycles. But as 
the UN Economic Commission for Latin America 
has shown, improvement has not been homoge-
neous. The decline is a product of reduced inflation, 
remittances, conditional cash transfer programs and 
other forms of aid, job creation from foreign direct 
investment, and growing economies. The continued 
reduction of poverty in Latin America can be helped 
to some extent by ensuring the region greater access 
to trade and new markets. This will require more 
attention to expanding foreign direct investment and 
promoting new types of industries such as alternative 
energies and revitalizing agriculture. Prospects for 
green jobs may help in some countries—especially in 
the Caribbean and Brazil. Securing titles to property 
also contributes to the reduction of poverty. Credit 
scarcity as well as bureaucratic and fiscal barriers 
to entrepreneurs also need to be addressed. Finally, 
the empowerment of women through increased 
educational opportunities and growing employment 
opportunities is also evident in many countries.

The Role of Energy
Latin America and the Caribbean have abun-

dant energy resources, but they are very unevenly 
distributed. In 2006, Venezuela, Mexico, and Brazil 
controlled 90 percent of the region’s oil reserves. 
Natural gas reserves are concentrated in Venezuela 
(60 percent), Bolivia (9 percent), Trinidad and To-
bago (7 percent), Argentina (6 percent), and Mexico 
(6 percent). A major new oil and natural gas find off 
the southern coast of Brazil augers potential future 
supplies, but these new sources are deep underwater 
and will take billions of dollars to extract. Moreover, 
they will not be available for at least 5 to 8 years.

The recent price hike of hydrocarbons has not 
translated into an increase in production. Instead, 
it has been accompanied by a decline in production 
in the region’s major players, Mexico and Venezuela. 
This is the product of underinvestment, resulting from 

both governments’ treatment of the national oil com-
panies as “cash cows,” combined with legislative and 
political environments adverse to foreign investment. 
Ultimately, this decline in production contributes 
to the continued rise in world oil prices, which puts 
downward pressure on the economy and dispropor-
tionately worsens the quality of life for the poor.

Oil-poor countries of Central America and the 
Caribbean face a pressing crisis: they are unable to 
pay for imported oil and gas. As a result, they have 
come to rely on support from Venezuela through the 
PetroCaribe initiative. In the short run, this will help 
save funds needed for social and economic develop-
ment through reduction in energy costs, but in the 
long run these states will face an energy crisis that 
requires investments in renewable energy resources 
to prevent long-term dependency on one source.

Latin America is distinctive for its vast renewable 
resources: hydropower, solar, aeolic, geothermal, and 
biomass. With some exceptions, most of the region’s 
potential in renewables has remained unexplored 
due to engineering difficulties, lack of economic 
incentives, environmental concerns, and an absence 
of governmental support. Brazil is at the forefront 
of the exploration of renewables in the region. Its 
success story with ethanol has generated consider-
able interest in biofuels across Latin America and in 
the United States, resulting in the U.S.-Brazil Biofuels 
Pact of March of 2007. This alliance of the two largest 
ethanol producers should become the foundation of 
a U.S. energy policy for the Americas.

Given the expected increase in energy demand by 
2030, great strides will be needed in the next 4 to 8 
years to set down the legal and regulatory mecha-
nisms for broader integration of the region’s energy 
sector. Important decisions in such countries as 
Mexico, Bolivia, or Venezuela may even be deferred 
by political obstacles. Different resource endowments 
make hemispheric uniformity on energy policy 
impossible, and it may be wiser to think of compat-
ibility in negotiating key aspects of the partnership.

Climate Change, Environmental Degradation, 
and Food Shortages

Climate change has led to increased natural 
disasters that will negatively impact the region unless 
a massive program of environmental adaptation is 
encouraged immediately. The security dimensions of 
this problem include sudden massive movements of 
populations, creating a new category of environmental 
refugees. Rises in sea level, which are already taking 
place, compound other environmental threats such as 



345GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

the Americas

hurricanes and earthquakes, which will demand mili-
tary rescue operations and humanitarian assistance.

With rising amounts of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere, it is also vital to retain forests, primarily 
the Amazon. According to recent satellite photo-
graphs, nearly 65 of every 100 hectares of forest lost 
worldwide between 2000 and 2005 were in Latin 
America. South America showed the largest defor-
estation in square miles, while Central America lost 
the highest percentage of forest. The leading cause of 
deforestation between 2000 and 2005 was the conver-
sion of forest to land for agriculture, particularly to 
the monoculture of soybeans. Haiti is now 94 percent 
deforested, and Honduras will lose all its forest cover 
in 30 years if its rate of deforestation is maintained. 
On a more positive note, reforestation is under way 
in countries such as Costa Rica and Saint Vincent. 
Currently Brazil is the only Latin American country 
aggressively using real-time high-resolution satellite 
imagery to track the rate and areas of deforestation. 
Few other countries can afford such technology 
without financial assistance. Such investments must 
be constant and long term if they are to be effective.

Deforestation also negatively affects the region by 
reducing biodiversity, intensifying flooding, eroding 
soil, and reducing rainfall and freshwater reserves, 
creating conditions favorable to the spread of tropical 
diseases. By affecting the weather in the hemisphere, 
deforestation also releases large amounts of carbon di-
oxide and other gases into the atmosphere, increasing 
the greenhouse gas effect. While many governments 
are already making some changes, insecurity from 
global warming needs to be countered with better re-
gional systems for emergency management and strong 
regional mitigation programs for greenhouse gases.

Predictions of sea level increases over the next 30 
to 50 years present a potential crisis as 60 percent 
of the Caribbean population currently lives on the 
coastline. Warming will also affect the agricultural 
cycles as higher temperatures result in different 
planting seasons and hence a greater need to import 
food. Recent food riots in Haiti and demonstrations 
in Mexico over corn prices illustrate the region’s vul-
nerability to disruptions in its food supply chain and 
underscore the global nature of food security.

The Role of Foreign Actors
Although the United States still is Latin America’s 

most significant partner, it has been consistently 
losing ground to other actors. Some countries, such 
as Canada, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan, have 
engaged with the region for a significant amount of 

time. Others, particularly China, India, and Russia, 
have only recently been strengthening ties. Finally, 
there are new actors with little or no historical pres-
ence in the region, namely Iran.

The emergence of these new players can be 
explained by two factors. First, globalization of the 
economy has pushed the region to a new level of 
engagement with a wider range of international play-
ers from Asia and the Middle East. Second, Wash-
ington’s geopolitical attention has been diverted from 
Latin America as a result of the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. These events created a political vacuum in 
the United States, making it difficult to address the 
challenges in the region. This vacuum allowed room 
for Hugo Chavez, Evo Morales, and Rafael Correa 
to undermine the U.S. role in the region. In an in-
ternational environment of heightened competition 
for natural resources and market access, excluding 
the European Union and the United States, China 
has emerged as the most significant partner, in terms 
of political exchange, trade flows, and investment. 
China has assumed a pragmatic approach in its rela-
tions with the region and has kept the U.S. Govern-
ment informed of its actions.

Whether for political or commercial interests, Rus-
sia is making a strong comeback in Latin America. 
In 2006, Chavez met with then-President Vladimir 
Putin, after the acquisition of 100,000 Russian-made 
Kalishnikov assault rifles, helicopters, and other weap-
onry. In January 2007, Moscow and Caracas signed an 
agreement worth $15 million to develop Venezuela’s 
natural gas resources. Russia and Brazil have already 
achieved a strategic partnership agreement, and Russia 
is said to be considering launching rockets from the 
Brazilian spaceport of Alcantara.

Ties with Iran are at present mostly symbolic, 
but they present a challenge to U.S. policy, espe-
cially given Washington’s limited dialogue with 
outlier countries in the Middle East. The influence 
of Islamic extremism is weak in Latin America but 
could expand given the region’s porous borders. 
While the current risk of terrorism in the region is 
relatively low, the United States should work with 
regional allies to ensure that the breeding ground 
for recruitment is reduced through programs that 
promote education, good governance, and inclusion 
in productive economic activities.

To counter the influence of these new partners in 
Latin America, the United States needs to continue 
to engage and make determined demonstrations of 
goodwill, expand trade and investment offers, and 
support technological and scientific exchanges. How 
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the United States deals with Iran’s engagement in the 
region will differ from its reaction to the involvement 
of economic giants such as India and China.

Prospects for Addressing These Issues
If the greatest achievement of post–Cold War Lat-

in America was the expansion of democracy in the 
hemisphere, with democratic civil-military relations 
as a cornerstone of that policy, the next decade must 
build from this base by ensuring that the economic 
and social problems that dominate the political 
dialogue are tackled through bilateral and multilat-

eral engagement. Transnational threats cannot be 
controlled by any one state or external actor and will 
complicate the picture unless the United States and 
Latin American and Caribbean states agree on threat 
assessments and build a common agenda of action 
to address them. Bringing actors together to solve 
transnational threats will require the integration of 
civilian, military, and multilateral organizations to 
ensure a secure and stable environment.

The Cuba Challenge: The Next  
4 to 8 Years

Raul Castro, who has been misunderstood and un-
derestimated for decades, replaced his brother Fidel 
as Cuba’s president on February 24, 2008. His official 
transition into the presidency followed a 19-month 
period when Raul acted as provisional president after 

Fidel was incapacitated following major surgeries. 
Since then, Fidel has been too impaired to appear in 
public or play any real leadership role.

There were no reports of unrest or challenges to the 
new leadership. Many Cubans, weary of Fidel’s 49-year 
reign, seemed in fact to welcome the change. Raul’s 
collegial and reticent leadership style was particularly 
appealing after decades of Fidel’s grandstanding. His 
admission that Cuba’s dire economic problems were 
largely self-inflicted was refreshingly candid, and the 
populace knew that the decentralizing solutions he 
favored to solve them had been unacceptable to his 
brother. Raul also abandoned fidelista orthodoxy by 
encouraging relatively unfettered discussions about 
domestic problems and went on to make clear that 
his priority is to solve them. He is not known to have 
travelled abroad in several years and has not closely 
identified himself with foreign policy priorities.

Soon after being confirmed as president, Raul 
began to address Cuba’s internal problems. Imple-
menting limited economic reforms, he appeared to 
emulate the Chinese reform model of the early 1980s, 
with the emphasis on providing liberalizing incen-
tives to farmers and workers to spur productivity. He 
took steps to alleviate popular grievances by allowing 
Cubans to visit previously off-limits hotels and res-
taurants and to buy once-forbidden consumer goods. 
Although these and other innovations improved the 
lives of relatively few, they tended to elevate popular 
expectations for more sweeping change.

Raul has also moved away from some of his broth-
er’s draconian social policies. Artists and intellectuals 
have gained space, and homosexuals, mercilessly 
oppressed in the past, have been allowed to come 
out into the open. The death penalty has been largely 
suspended. Movies and other forms of entertainment 
incompatible with the regime’s traditional values 
have been aired. And a few remarkably irreverent 
Web sites that appeal to Cuban youth have been al-
lowed to function.

Nevertheless, consistent with the Chinese model of 
communism, Raul has no plans to dilute the regime’s 
monopoly of political power. As long as he and his fol-
lowers are in charge, there will be no democratization, 
and no opening for the small community of dissident 
and human rights activists. In 2009, however, the 
carefully planned release of some political prisoners 
to win relief from the economic embargo is likely. 
Raul’s more pragmatic policies will probably succeed 
in winning new support for Cuba in Europe and Latin 
America, possibly further isolating the United States.

President Raul Castro and Vice President Juan Almedia Bosque attend 
Cuba’s National Assembly
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Key Strengths and Vulnerabilities
There has never been another Cuban official below 

Fidel with power and prestige comparable to what 
Raul has amassed over the years. Through a network 
of military and communist party allies, some of 
whom have been his surrogates and friends since the 
late 1950s, Raul dominates Cuba’s three most power-
ful institutions:

n Raul is still the country’s only four-star general. 
After serving 49 years as defense minister, he named 
his crony and long-time vice minister, General Julio 
Casas Regueiro, to succeed him.

n In 1989, Raul also took control of Cuba’s second 
most powerful institution when another of his 
disciples, General Abelardo Colome Ibarra, was 
appointed to lead the Ministry of the Interior, which 
houses all security, police, and intelligence agencies.

n For years Raul has also been the principal force in 
the communist party, where his intimate friend Jose 
Ramon Machado Ventura exercises day-to-day leader-
ship. Together, they plan to strengthen the party by 
holding a long-delayed congress in late 2009.

These institutions, and the men who lead them, 
will remain the indispensable bulwarks of Raul Cas-
tro’s government and of whatever regime or regimes 
follow it over the next 4 to 8 years.

Paradoxically, this leadership team will also 
increasingly be the regime’s greatest vulnerability. 
Raul’s six vice presidents—who also constitute the 
inner sanctum of the party—are tough old veterans, 
many of whom have been at his side for 50 years. He 
depends on these generals and party apparatchiks 
because they will support and protect him. He knows 
how they think and perform and is unlikely to be 
surprised by any of them. Nevertheless, Raul (who 
turned 78 in June 2009) and his six vice presidents 
average slightly more than 70 years of age, constitut-
ing a safe, plodding, unimaginative gerontocracy 
that has no appeal to and little legitimacy with the 
country’s younger generations.

Raul’s alter ego, Machado Ventura, epitomizes his 
patron’s aversion to bringing younger men into his 
inner circle (Machado is several months older than 
Raul). Machado, the first vice president and next 
after Raul in the line of succession, has almost no 
standing with the populace. A former medical doctor 
with only loose connections to the military high 
command, his reputation is as a stern disciplinarian 
and austere party bureaucrat. Seemingly, his only 
qualification is his closeness to Raul.

Among the five other vice presidents, only one—
Carlos Lage, who is in his mid 50s—represents the 
middle generation of leaders. In a system where 
Lage’s generation is underrepresented and the youth 
are profoundly alienated, there is a real danger in the 
leadership choices Raul has made.

Many observers outside of Cuba had expected 
Raul to name a younger man—Lage for example—as 
first in the line of succession. A pediatrician with 
considerable top-tier government and party experi-
ence, Lage is reputed to favor liberalizing economic 
reform and is respected by foreign businessmen and 

diplomats. But he may have been too dependent on 
Fidel rather than Raul for his standing and perhaps 
somehow antagonized Raul during the years when 
he appeared to be Cuba’s third most influential civil-
ian leader. By insisting on the faithful but predictable 
Machado as his designated successor, Raul opted for 
the safest course in the short term, but one that could 
have dire consequences just a few years in the future. 
In effect, Raul gambled that cross-generational ten-
sions can be kept under control.

Cuba’s Lost Generation
Cuban youth have become notably more rest-

less over the last few years. Students (and former 
students expelled because of their activism) claim to 
be traveling across the island, endeavoring to enlist 

Cuban refugees depart from port of Mariel, Cuba, bound for Key West, 
Florida, during mass defection granted by President Fidel Castro, April 28, 
1980
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broader support for their grievances. Some of their 
professors appear to have allied with them. A new 
youth-based movement advocating university au-
tonomy, curricular independence, and free speech 
has attracted a considerable following. A petition to 
reopen a Catholic university shut down decades ago 
has been signed by thousands. In February 2008, 
two university students br ashly challenged a rank-
ing official at an academic forum—an unprecedent-
ed act of rebellion.

For some time, Cuban officials have worried 
openly about the generational divide. In one of his 
last major speeches, Fidel himself bemoaned the apa-
thy and disassociation of the youth, saying that “the 
revolution can destroy itself ”—a phrase repeated by 
other leaders and the official media—if the younger 
generations are not motivated to work enthusiasti-
cally for the communist system.

Later, foreign minister Felipe Perez Roque pressed 
the issue. He complained that alarmingly large 
numbers of youth (2.5 million in a population of 
slightly over 11 million) do not identify with the 
regime’s collectivist mentality. They have little or no 
appreciation of its myths and legends and, in short, 
are rejectionist. He described them as constituting 
two large cohorts who were born or came of age after 
the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the end 
of the communist subsidies that plunged the Cuban 
economy into severe depression. Perez Roque’s essen-
tial point was that Cuban youth today have known 
little but hardship and deprivation.

Raul shares these concerns. Soon after he assumed 
provisional power, he met with University of Havana 
students. In a moment of startling identification with 
their grievances, he encouraged them to debate and 
criticize the shortcomings they perceive. Later, when 
assuming the presidency, he said that Cuba has been 
“permanently opened to free debate.” Then, to clarify 
his intent, he added that the people must “question 
everything. . . . The best solutions can come from a 
profound exchange of differing opinions.”

Earlier, Raul had revealed that about 5 million 
Cubans had engaged in meetings across the island, 
encouraged by the regime. Anecdotal reports 
indicate that many of these meetings devolved into 
strident griping sessions, as Cubans vented their 
pent-up frustrations with problems including the 
broken transportation and housing sectors, the lack 
of jobs (especially for those with the best education), 
the decrepit state of most of the country’s infrastruc-
ture, and even the once-sacrosanct educational and 
public health systems.

Raul and his advisors learned from those commu-
nal meetings and soon began to address many of the 
problems identified. However, by encouraging open 
debate, they have perhaps dangerously raised ex-
pectations for more fundamental change and public 
engagement. They may be opening the floodgates of 
rising expectations that the political system itself will 
be loosened or reformed. They may be inadvertently 
encouraging antiregime mobilizations. Conversely, 
any retreat from the promises of greater openness 
might well induce a popular backlash.

A number of possibilities for change lurk in this 
generational warp. It is unlikely that the alienation 
of the youth, and the severe economic problems that 
fuel it, can be significantly ameliorated within the 
next few years. A deepening and coalescing of youth-
ful unrest, resulting in organized protests and dis-
sent, will therefore be increasingly likely. So far, no 
identifiable leaders have emerged from the younger 
generations, but they will be more likely to appear as 
the current regime leadership ages. Middle genera-
tion figures, now in their late 40s and 50s, will also be 
likely to embrace the grievances of the youth while 
trying behind the scenes to force radical departures 
from the communist party dictatorship. A Cuban 
Gorbachev, inclined to transform or dismantle the 
old system, could be just a few years from emerging 
as successor to Raul and his current circle.

Worst-case Scenarios
Any breakdown in command and control within 

the armed forces would quickly result in widespread, 
regime-threatening instability. Tensions within the 
military hierarchy probably run along generational 
and other fault lines in an institution where top 
commanders occupying the same positions for many 
years are now in their 60s, 70s, and 80s. There has 
never been a younger officer rebellion in the Castro 
brothers’ armed forces, but the possibility may now 
be greater than ever before. When Raul selected the 
colorless and reputedly corrupt General Julio Casas 
Regueiro to succeed him as defense minister, he may 
have aggravated underlying animosities and rivalries 
in the officer corps. Military unity and discipline 
could also be shattered if large popular demonstra-
tions against the regime broke out. Although police 
and security personnel would be the first line of 
defense in that event, military units may also be de-
ployed. In the event that military commanders were 
ordered to fire on civilians, some commanders would 
be likely to disobey, possibly sparking internecine 
conflict between loyalist and rejectionist officers.
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The possibility of extensive violence, even civil 
war, would steadily increase in direct correlation with 
widening fissures in military command and control. 
In this case, it would be all but certain that another 
massive, chaotic seaborne migration to south Florida 
would ensue as civilians fled unstable conditions and 
shortages of essential goods. Hundreds of thousands 
already anxious to migrate to the United States would 
try to flee on whatever craft might be available. Such 
a migration could easily exceed the size of the 1980 
Mariel boatlift, the largest of three such exoduses that 
have occurred since 1965, when more than 125,000 
Cubans fled. Controlling or deterring such an event 
with U.S. or any international forces would be unlikely, 
especially in the early stages.

However, all such previous mass migrations were 
orchestrated and impelled by Fidel Castro. His suc-
cessors, now and in the foreseeable future, will be 
unlikely to take similar action. Raul and his generals 
would be loath to force another exodus such as 
Mariel because they know the results would be dan-
gerously destabilizing on the island and could easily 
become regime-threatening. Thus, if another exodus 
occurs, it most likely will be the result of regime 
disarray rather than connivance.

Finally, the possibility of a wrenching succession 
crisis following Raul’s death or incapacitation must be 
considered. A heavy drinker for many decades, at the 
age of 78 he probably suffers from serious undisclosed 
health problems. For years he characteristically has 
disappeared from public view for weeks, sometimes 
even months, at a time. It is reasonable to speculate 
that on at least some of those occasions he was recov-
ering from some health crisis. Given his lifestyle and 
age, Raul could die suddenly, with almost no warning 
time for his designated successors to prepare.

The result might well be a chaotic and possibly 
violent struggle among military, intelligence, and 
party barons. Machado Ventura, the first vice presi-
dent, has little or no independent standing with the 
generals in command of the military and intelligence 
units. They might or might not agree to recognize 
him as the Castro brothers’ legitimate successor. In 
either event, a military-dominated regime would 
likely emerge.

Obviously, given the 4- to 8-year time frame of 
this analysis, a post-Raul succession seems inevitable. 
Under almost any conceivable scenario, other than 
the unlikely sudden disappearance of the communist 
regime, Cuba’s uniformed services and their com-
manders will dominate its future.

Little is known outside of Cuba about the gener-

als and other senior officers. Thus, it is impossible 
to estimate with any confidence what policies and 
priorities they would pursue, how constructively they 
would be able to collaborate, or where they would 
turn for external assistance. Similarly, it is nearly 
impossible to speculate about which commanders 
would be most likely to emerge dominant after Raul’s 
departure. Cuba’s most powerful institution is also 
the country’s most impenetrable.

Securing the Three Borders
The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, 

made it clear that the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans 
no longer insulate the United States from foreign 
aggression. It also became clear that an attack on 
one nation affects the safety, security, economy, and 
well-being of its neighbors. Hence, new strategies 
for protecting the country must strengthen its rela-
tionships with Canada, Mexico, and The Bahamas 
in order to meet challenges and common interests.

Before 9/11
The Atlantic and Pacific maritime approaches to 

North America have been controlled by the U.S. Navy 
in coordination with the Canadian Maritime Forces 
since 1940. As members of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) and the North American 
Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD), the United 
States and Canada had a common doctrine and often 
trained or operated together in land, sea, and air 
domains. NORAD, a unique binational command cre-
ated in 1958, planned and coordinated air sovereignty 
and aerospace defense missions against strategic 
threats from the command center in Cheyenne 
Mountain, Colorado. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
the end of the Cold War, and the liberation of Kuwait 
in 1991, the United States and Canada had settled into 
a passive defense and security posture, in part due to 
the perception of a peace dividend that resulted in 
reduced military spending throughout the 1990s.

The Commonwealth of The Bahamas cooperates 
extensively with the United States on counternarcot-
ics interdiction measures. These include participation 
in Operation Bahamas and Turks and Caicos (OP-
BAT), which targets drug trafficking organizations 
transiting Bahamian territorial waters. As a maritime 
state, the Royal Bahamas Defence Force coordinates 
extensively with the U.S. Coast Guard and Navy.

In contrast to the Canada-U.S. alliance and The 
Bahamas–U.S. cooperative partnership, the Mexico-
U.S. defense and security relationship before 9/11 
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Working with Mexico

Mexico is suffering a crisis of public safety that the 
United States cannot minimize. Murders, organized 
kidnappings, and corruption rates have reached some 
of the highest levels in the world. Mexico’s government 
is locked in a violent struggle against powerful drug 
cartels that are also fighting each other for control of 
territory, resources, and manpower. The United States 
is the largest consumer of illegal drugs and the main 
source of the cartels’ high-powered weapons and kit. It 
also is beginning to suffer some spillover from the vio-
lence. The Bush administration accepted some shared 
responsibility for Mexico’s crisis and, in October 2007, 
jointly announced the 3-year, $1.4-billion Mérida Initia-
tive (including a small Central American portion) as a 
new kind of partnership to maximize the efforts against 
drug, human, and weapons trafficking.

As the level of violence along the U.S.-Mexico border 
has become sufficiently threatening, President Barack 
Obama has asked the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, Admiral Mike Mullen, to review how Washington 
might do more to help Mexico’s forces. But by only 
looking south, we ignore the seeds of a future domes-
tic problem that have been planted here. If Mexican 
and other Latin American narcogangs continue to 
grow in scope and power within our country, they 
may become the next-generation irregular challenge 
to the joint force. The United States and Mexico must 
find ways to perfect cooperation in the near term and 
confront a shared security problem together.

Mexico’s level of violence escalated in 2008 with 
nearly 6,300 people killed—many of them tortured and 
mutilated—up from 2,700 in 2007. The bloodshed and 
intimidation carried out with impunity suggest that the 
cartels have sometimes had the upper hand, par-
ticularly in the borderlands. In the United States, the 
gravity of Mexico’s situation had little effect on the first 
tranche of the Mérida Initiative. The package of equip-
ment, software, and technical assistance moved slowly 
through a reluctant U.S. Congress, where the funding 
request was reduced significantly and several condi-
tions were imposed. There were few signs of urgency.

These circumstances raise several important 
questions. Should relations with Mexico be higher on 
President Obama’s foreign policy agenda? How should 
the administration manifest its commitment to this 
neighbor, which not only shares intimate ties but also 
harbors memories of unfair treatment? Are there more 
meaningful and deeper ways to cooperate in address-
ing a common problem? Will Washington maintain sta-

tus quo commitment to Mérida while concentrating on 
preventing drug-related violence from spilling across 
the border? Will Mexico be driven to a level of national 
desperation that will force it to undertake long-term 
reforms to improve government performance and ties 
with the general population?

The crisis has deep roots. In the 1980s and 1990s, 
successive governments tended to pursue a “live 
and let live” response to lucrative, brutal, and well-
organized regional cartels. Because they provoked 
violence, jeopardizing public safety, direct confronta-
tions were minimized. With the demise of Colombia’s 
main syndicates in the mid-1990s, Mexican “families,” 
which had worked for the Colombians, took control of 
domestic drug trafficking. By the end of the decade, 
higher cocaine flows from Colombia led President Er-
nesto Zedillo of the Institutional Revolutionary Party to 
collaborate more aggressively with the United States.

The historic presidential victory of Vicente Fox and 
his center-right National Action Party (PAN) coincided 
with dramatic increases in narcotics-related vio-
lence. During his administration, drug cartels added 
profitable methamphetamine and heroin to the more 
traditional cocaine and marijuana they smuggled in 
bulk into the United States. New markets appeared 
in Europe and Mexico itself. The expanding narcotics 
trade encountered stronger U.S. resistance in the post-
9/11 era. Washington’s focus on securing the country 
from terrorists and illegal immigrants resulted in the 
construction of barriers along the 2,000-mile border 
with Mexico and more technology and law enforcement 
personnel to secure it.

Difficulty moving their product into the United States 
led to a vicious war within and among cartels for con-
trol of corridors and local domination of Mexican mar-
kets. This clash introduced ruthless militarized gunmen 
such as Los Zetas, manned with former members of 
the Mexican and Guatemalan army. President Fox tried 
unsuccessfully over 6 years to purge and reorganize 
federal police forces and rein in organized crime, ex-
traditing captured kingpins to the United States. Urban 
and rural instability escalated sharply, and a general 
climate of lawlessness encouraged more kidnappings 
and other types of criminal enterprise.

Felipe Calderón, also from the PAN, succeeded 
Fox in 2006. Although Mexican military units lacked 
the necessary training, President Calderón declared 
war on drug traffickers by committing the loyal armed 
forces—using more than 45,000 soldiers—in a series 
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of large-scale operations intended initially to restore 
public order in murder-wracked Ciudad Juárez, Tijuana, 
and other cities in northern Mexico. It quickly became 
apparent that the president actually was fighting to 
reassert state control over cartel-dominated areas. His 
ability to sustain government presence will be crucial 
until programs to improve military capabilities and 
reform the police at all levels can be accomplished.

The Calderón administration faces formidable ob-
stacles to ending Mexico’s fragmented sovereignty and 
regaining public confidence. The extent of drug-related 
corruption across government, especially in local po-
lice forces, far exceeds even pessimistic expectations. 
The sophistication of the criminal groups with their 
state-of-the-art military weapons and equipment—
much of it smuggled from the United States—often out-
classes the Mexican military. Furthermore, the cartels 
use kidnapping, brutality, and other forms of psy-
chological intimidation effectively. Some community 
political and business leaders have left their positions 
or moved their families to the United States.

The seriousness of Mexico’s insecurity was captured 
in the February 2009 State Department travel advisory 
for Mexico:

Some recent Mexican army and police confrontations 
with drug cartels have resembled small-unit com-
bat, with cartels employing automatic weapons and 
grenades. Large firefights have taken place in many 
towns and cities across Mexico, but most recently in 
northern Mexico. . . . During some of these incidents, 
U.S. citizens have been trapped.

Ironically, the advisory appeared as Mexico’s 
tourism industry reported that in 2008, 22.6 million 
foreign visitors, the majority from the United States, 
spent $13.3 billion, an increase of 3.4 percent over the 
previous year.

As the crisis intensifies in Mexico, Americans are not 
immune from cartel violence and corruption. Mexican 

ties to U.S. organized crime groups have long been es-
tablished. Major Mexican syndicates are now thought 
to be present in at least 230 American cities. Over the 
last 2 years, U.S. multiagency counternarcotics task 
forces have arrested more than 750 members of the 
Sinaloa cartel’s distribution network and 500 from 
the Gulf cartel. Police link recent assassinations and 
mass graves in Arizona and New Mexico to the cartels. 
Phoenix is now ranked the second worst place for kid-
napping globally, after Mexico City: 359 kidnappings 
took place there in 2008, all of them linked to traffick-
ing. The feared spillover of Mexican narcotics-related 
violence has, in fact, taken place—and is getting worse. 
Alarm bells are ringing, but a U.S. strategic game plan 
has yet to emerge.

Despite a prickly past and many differences, the 
United States and Mexico are interdependent, and they 
formalized that relationship with the North American 
Free Trade Agreement. Our border is the historic face 
of this complex relationship. With its network of power 
plants and transmission lines, gas and oil pipelines, 
and linked highway and rail systems, the borderland 
is strikingly vibrant and productive. There is a constant 
flow of people and vehicles in the millions. Beyond the 
border, the realization of greater mutual understand-
ing, and an enhanced and trusting relationship, is a 
work in slow motion.

This raises additional and substantial strategic and 
policy questions. What are American objectives? The 
Mérida Initiative can be reduced to assistance and 
cooperation, but to what end? How far is Washington 
willing to go to reduce the American demand for drugs, 
curtail arms smuggling south, exchange intelligence, 
and work with Mexico (and Central American states) 
to attack the cartels’ supply link to South America? Is 
integrated sea and air control over the approaches to 
North America feasible? In turn, how far is Mexico City 
willing to go to work intimately with its neighbor to the 
north, from whom Mexico traditionally has sought to 
remain independent?

was distant and noncommitted. Mexico’s traditional 
foreign policy, articulated as the Estrada Doctrine, 
favored nonintervention in the affairs of other na-
tions. This doctrine was legitimized by article 76 of 
the Mexican constitution, which empowered the 
senate to authorize Mexican troops to leave the limits 
of the country, permitted the passage of foreign 
troops through national territory, and allowed the 
stationing of task forces of other powers (for more 

than a month) in Mexican waters. Even if there was a 
desire to coordinate with foreign powers, the Senate 
represented a significant impediment.

In addition to different relationships between 
the United States and the three border nations, the 
military organizations of all four nations were orga-
nized differently. Since 1986, the United States had 
a geographic combatant command system wherein 
a single commander had combatant command of 
land, sea, and air forces in overseas theaters. Yet the 

5 Continued from p. 349
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defense of the United States was not assigned to a 
single geographic combatant command. NORAD fo-
cused on air sovereignty and aerospace defense, U.S. 
Joint Forces Command on maritime defense in the 
Atlantic, U.S. Pacific Command on maritime defense 
in the Pacific, and U.S. Army Forces Command on 
land defense. In Canada, commander, NORAD, com-
mander, Land Forces Command, and commander, 
Maritime Command, had similar responsibilities for 
their environments or armed services. The United 
States and Canada continued to focus on external 
threats in other theaters.

The Royal Bahamas Defence Force was a naval 
force with a coastal focus similar to the U.S. Coast 
Guard. The Defence Act tasks the force to defend The 
Bahamas, protect its territorial integrity, patrol its wa-
ters, provide assistance and relief in times of disaster, 
maintain order in conjunction with the law enforce-
ment agencies of The Bahamas, and carry out any such 
duties as determined by the National Security Council.

The Mexican armed forces consist of the Secretariat 
of National Defense (the army and air force) and the 
Secretariat of the Navy. The secretariats provide land, 
sea, and air defense of Mexico, and as required provide 
defense support to civil authorities in the aftermath of 
natural disasters. Both organizations have designated 
geographic regions for their subordinate commands.

Relationships between nations are formalized 
through the negotiation and approval of treaties 
and agreements. The number and type of bilateral 
treaties or agreements in force are key indicators of 
the maturity of diplomatic relationships between 
two nations. Starting with the Rush-Baggot Treaty of 

1817, Canada and the United States have had a long, 
cooperative relationship. According to the U.S. State 
Department, the United States has 42 bilateral agree-
ments with The Bahamas, 205 formal agreements 
with Mexico, and 252 nation-to-nation agreements 
with Canada in addition to over 200 Canada-U.S. 
military-to-military agreements.

As reflected in the table on page 353, the num-
ber of defense agreements with Canada and The 
Bahamas is significant, whereas those with Mexico 
on defense are much less so (only 5 percent). The 
majority of agreements with Mexico focus on narcot-
ics. Although all four neighbors are members of the 
United Nations and the Organization of American 
States, U.S. relationships with Mexico did not rise 
to the level of cooperation with The Bahamas and 
binational interoperability with Canada. During the 
1990s, a common threat perception did not stimulate 
increased diplomacy, military outreach, engagement, 
or spending among these four nations.

After 9/11
On September 11, a Canadian general offi-

cer heading NORAD scrambled U.S. fighters to 
respond to the aviation threat. On that same day, 
all civilian flights were grounded and the Canadian 
people took thousands of stranded travelers into 
their homes. The day after the attacks, NATO lead-
ership implemented Article 5, which states that an 
armed attack against one member shall be consid-
ered an attack against them all.

On October 7, 2001, the United States and Great 
Britain initiated Operation Enduring Freedom, launch-

Canadian transport delivers Hurricane Katrina relief supplies to Naval Air Station Pensacola, Florida
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ing attacks against the Taliban and al Qaeda. Canadian 
forces began deployments to Afghanistan in January 
and February 2002 and continued NORAD flights in 
support of Operation Noble Eagle. In addition to mili-
tary deployments and operations, on December 12, 
the governments completed the Canada-U.S. Smart 
Border Declaration, initiating a 30-point action plan 
to secure the flow of people and goods. For example, 
Integrated Border and Marine Enforcement Teams 
were expanded to other areas of the border to enhance 
communication and coordination.

Mexican President Vicente Fox expressed empathy 
for the victims of 9/11 and rejected all forms of 
violence and terrorism. By March 2002, the govern-
ments completed the U.S.-Mexico Border Partner-
ship Action Plan that outlined 22 points to secure 
infrastructure as well as the flow of people and 
goods. However, within a year, relations between the 
United States and Mexico were strained because of a 
recession that affected the economies of both nations 
and rising anti-immigration sentiments in the United 
States. In addition, the lack of tangible support for 
Operation Enduring Freedom and withdrawal from 
the mutual defense portion of the Rio Treaty in 2002 
created negative perceptions of Mexico.

Meanwhile, the General Assembly of the OAS met 
in Peru on September 11 and within 10 days labeled 
9/11 as an attack against all American states. How-
ever, The Bahamas, CARICOM, and other members 
of the Rio Treaty did not provide military support to 
allied operations in Afghanistan. As a result of the 
attacks, The Bahamas and CARICOM experienced 
an economic downturn as decreases in the tourism 
industry were fueled in part by a fear of flying and 
new travel restrictions. Unlike the Smart Border 
initiatives undertaken with Canada and Mexico, the 
U.S. administration did not attempt to negotiate a 
similar agreement with The Bahamas or other Carib-
bean nations. This eventually led to accusations that 
the United States turned its back on the Caribbean 
after 9/11.

Two years after the 9/11 attacks, the OAS con-
vened a special conference on security in Mexico 
City; that conclave affirmed the commitment to 
promoting and strengthening peace and security in 
the Western Hemisphere. Adopted on October 28, 
2003, the Declaration on Security in the Americas 
recognized that the states of the Western Hemisphere 
have different perspectives regarding security threats 
and priorities. Despite these differences, the declara-
tion achieved a consensus that threats to the Western 
Hemisphere include terrorism, transnational orga-
nized crime, the global drug problem, corruption, 
asset laundering, illicit trafficking in weapons, and 
the connections among the aforementioned threats, 
as well as the possibility of acquisition, possession, 
and use of weapons of mass destruction and their 
means of delivery by terrorists.

The conference members acknowledged the 
responsibilities of the OAS, inter-American, and 
international forces to develop cooperation mecha-
nisms to address these new threats, concerns, and 
other challenges based on applicable instruments and 
mechanisms. Still, the instruments and mechanisms 
were not well defined.

In addition, the special conference on security oc-
curred 6 months after the March 20, 2003, launch of 
Operation Iraqi Freedom. After 18 months of combat 
operations in Afghanistan, the United States and al-
lies invaded Iraq to the dismay of all three neighbor-
ing governments. Although Canada continued to 
support combat operations in Afghanistan, Prime 
Minister Jean Chretien refused to support the Iraq 
invasion without a clear connection between Saddam 
Hussein and terrorism. President Vicente Fox of 
Mexico was against an Iraq invasion without UN 
Security Council affirmation; and The Bahamas and 
the majority of Caribbean states failed to support the 
Bush administration’s call for war with Iraq. In 2003, 
the perceived relationships between the United States 
and its three neighbors sank to a new nadir.

U.S.–Western Hemisphere Agreements

 
total  

Agreements
defense Percent narcotics Percent

Canada–U.S. 252 67 27 0 0

Mexico–U.S. 205 5 2 44 21

The Bahamas–U.S. 42 16 38 3 7
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New Initiatives and Accomplishments
The strained relationship between the United 

States and its three closest neighbors continued 
for about 2 years after the invasion of Iraq. Behind 
the scenes, diplomats from Canada, Mexico, and 
the United States had been negotiating to improve 
cooperation on economic and security issues. 
On March 23, 2005, the Security and Prosperity 
Partnership of North America initiated cooperative 
approaches to:

n secure North America from external threats
n prevent and respond to threats within North 

America
n streamline the secure and efficient movement of 

legitimate and low-risk traffic across shared borders
n promote economic growth.

Based on the principle that security and prosperity 
are mutually dependent, the Security and Prosperity 
Partnership was the mechanism that facilitated open 
and frank discussions among government agencies 
of the three North American Free Trade Agreement 
partners. The Bahamas and Caribbean Community 
were not included.

While the U.S. Department of Defense, Canadian 
Department of National Defence, and the Mexican 
Secretariat of National Defense are not lead agen-
cies for any partnership initiatives, some progress 
has been made to enhance military-to-military 
relations. The United States and Canada created a 
binational planning group in 2002, which served 
as a catalyst for enhanced military cooperation. Its 
effects were multiple:

n Canada and the United States renewed the 
NORAD Agreement (2006) expanding the aerospace 
defense mission to include maritime warning.

n The Chief of Defence Staff and Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff approved a Basic Defense Docu-
ment (2006) that identified areas of cooperation.

n Commanders of U.S. Northern Command (US-
NORTHCOM) and Canada Command approved a 
Civil Assistance Plan (2008) to provide guidance for 
military-to-military assistance to civil agencies in the 
event of disasters.

n NORAD, USNORTHCOM, and Canada Com-
mand completed significant work in binational 
homeland defense and homeland security exercise 
planning and execution in order to enhance seamless 
interoperability among staffs, subordinate com-
mands, and over 30 federal agencies.

In September 2005, Mexican armed forces 
provided immediate assistance to victims of Hur-
ricane Katrina, creating significant goodwill between 
both nations. However, defense-to-defense contacts 
between Mexico and the United States progressed 
slowly until the election of President Felipe Calderon 
in December 2006. He was the catalyst for enhanced 
Mexico-U.S. relationships, encouraging his Secretary 
of National Defense and Secretary of the Navy to 
reach out to their American counterparts. In Febru-
ary 2007, Mexico provided USNORTHCOM with a 
naval liaison officer, who has been invaluable in coor-
dination with the Mexican armed forces. In addition, 
the commander of NORAD and USNORTHCOM 
has hosted more than 100 distinguished visitors from 
Mexico for information exchanges, including discus-
sions of how to respond to pandemic influenza.

In 2007, the government of The Bahamas and 
the U.S. Government launched Operation Enduring 
Friendship to enhance bilateral security and increase 
capabilities against illicit activities. Recognizing that 
security vulnerabilities in The Bahamas contribute 
to vulnerabilities in the United States, Enduring 
Friendship was created to counter illegal drugs, illegal 
immigrants, or terrorists attempting to traverse The 
Bahamas’ vast marine expanse. Enduring Friendship 
security assistance provides The Bahamas with four 
43-foot Interceptor Nor-Tech boats, designed for 
speed and maneuverability in both the ocean and 
shallow water, and associated support. The Enduring 
Friendship security assistance initiative also provides 
much-needed equipment to support the OPBAT 
work of the Royal Bahamas Defence Force, whether 
that work is search and rescue or interception of il-
legal poachers, illegal migration, or drug trafficking.

The Way Ahead
President Bush did not submit the Security and 

Prosperity Partnership to the U.S. Senate for treaty 
approval as required by the U.S. Constitution. Con-
sequently, many partnership initiatives continue at 
the discretion of the sitting administration. Foreign 
Affairs Canada and the U.S. Department of State 
would do well to develop a Comprehensive Defence 
and Security Agreement for approval by the prime 
minister and the President and ratification by the 
U.S. Senate. This would provide the needed political 
vision, legal authority, and overarching guidance for 
continuous improvement in defense and security on 
our northern border. In addition, unresolved issues 
such as the Northwest Passage and ballistic missile 
defense should not be ignored.
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Despite similar culture and customs with other 
Caribbean Community nations, The Bahamas shares 
a special relationship with the United States due to 
geographic proximity and shared concerns about 
common threats. Therefore, The Bahamas should be 
invited to participate in bilateral defense and security 
talks that are focused upon enhanced cooperation 
against air and maritime threats. The Bahamas and 
the United States should consider a NORAD-like 
agreement to establish a binational air and maritime 
command that ensures seamless information-sharing 
and synchronized operations against common 
threats. The Canada-U.S. relationship should serve as 
this model of interoperability.

The Mexican armed forces once eschewed 
coordination or cooperation with the U.S. defense 
establishment. However, senior leaders from Mexico 
have significantly increased contact and coordina-
tion with USNORTHCOM over the past 2 years. 
Although it may be premature to expect cooperation 
in homeland defense, bilateral cooperation in air and 
maritime surveillance and warning against external 
threats would not raise sovereignty concerns. In ad-
dition, the potential exists for cooperation between 
USNORTHCOM and the Mexican armed forces in 
bilateral military assistance to civil authorities along 
our shared border to save lives, prevent human suf-
fering, and mitigate damage to public property.

The OAS gathering in Mexico in October 2008 dis-
cussed the Western Hemisphere’s security challenges 
and concluded with the signing of a regional security 
declaration that aims to improve police education 
and coordination between law enforcement and other 
security authorities that combat organized crime. 
The current U.S. administration must recognize that 
sovereign neighbors require separate and unique 
approaches to defense and security relationships. A 
focus on synchronization, not integration, is the key 
to accomplishing mutually beneficial goals without 
violating sovereignty concerns. Following through on 
this regional security declaration, with coordination 
and cooperation among all four neighbors, will close 
gaps and seams currently exploited by transnational 
threats and drug trafficking organizations.

Responding to the Region’s Challenges 
and Opportunities

Understanding current and past U.S. actions in the 
Americas requires differentiating between the major 
challenges facing Latin America and the Caribbean 
nations and those facing the United States as it loses 
influence and has to compete with other American 

and external powers. Brazil, Venezuela, Russia, and 
China (as well as increasingly influential regional 
associations such as CARICOM and UNASUR) have 
demonstrated that the United States no longer enjoys 
hegemony in the region. The successful pursuit of 
interests in a peaceful and stable region will require 
Washington to find more effective strategies for deal-
ing with the root causes and not just the symptoms 
of uneven development.

A series of commanders at the U.S. South-
ern Command, for example, have summarized 
the region’s core challenge in one word: poverty. 
Combined with a number of pervasive underlying 
conditions including longstanding social inequities, 
uneven economic progress, the inequitable distribu-
tion of wealth, and significant levels of corruption, 
the environment for constructive development is 
inhospitable. Poverty is a key issue, but it is the result 
of broader developmental shortcomings that directly 
affect the ability of central governments to protect 
their citizens. Violent criminal organizations, includ-
ing gangs and groups engaged in illegal trafficking, 
take advantage of the region’s patchy development 
to threaten both government operations and human 
security. The U.S. Government—using its diplomatic, 
military, developmental, and other instruments of 
policy—must find cooperative ways to help Latin 
American and Caribbean governments as they try 

Venezuelan President Hugo Chávez addresses UN General Assembly
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to correct the major problems related to uneven 
development. These issues include promoting devel-
opment, tamping down anti-Americanism, improv-
ing civil-military relations, and stemming narcotics 
trafficking.

Major Issues Related to the Challenge
Development. Most countries in the Americas face 

the longstanding challenge of uneven development—
both domestically and regionally—across political, 
social, economic, and judicial dimensions. Revers-
ing this trend is a daunting task, but its resolution is 
imperative for the region to enjoy greater stability 
and prosperity. The unrepresentative nature of many 
governments, the character of the economic markets, 
the inefficiency and corruption of the justice systems, 
and weak governance contribute to a number of 
associated security threats including domestic crime 
and violence as well as transnational criminal net-
works. Organized crime, gangs, ungoverned spaces, 
terrorism—both imported and homegrown and 
related to narcotics—and the trafficking of drugs, 
persons, and small arms are the effect of an inability 
of national governments to provide an environment 
in which democracy thrives, the economy produces 
both wealth and jobs, and the rule of law pervades. 
By negotiating and ratifying free trade agreements, 
including those currently in progress with Colombia 
and Panama, the United States has an opportunity to 
assist Latin American and Caribbean governments in 
their efforts to create stable economies with adequate 
employment opportunities for their citizens.

Anti-Americanism. The spread of anti-American-
ism in the Americas has become a key U.S. con-
cern. The growing wave of populist leaders in Latin 
America, led by Hugo Chavez and his “21st-century 
socialism,” needs an adversary to succeed. Chavez 
and his acolytes look outward for a convenient target 
of blame for their country’s economic, social, and 
political problems. The United States, which is char-
acterized as having a foreign policy of either bullying 
its neighbors or neglecting the region, is the perfect 
scapegoat. For those countries with serious internal 
challenges—Bolivia, Ecuador, and Nicaragua—the 
idea of socialism for the 21st century, and its associ-
ated anti-Americanism, is not without some appeal.

The United States cannot afford to stand idly by, 
but neither can it overreact aggressively against 
Chavez and his supporters. Instead, Washington 
must walk a fine line between engagement with 
sectors of societies that are in opposition to the 
government and unintentionally legitimizing the 

anti-American leaders. Among the positive first 
steps the United States can take toward improving 
its relationship with neighbors is to admit mistakes 
when they have been made. For instance, Secretary 
of State Condoleezza Rice said that the United States 
was “shooting ourselves in the foot” by pressuring 
governments to grant immunity to American Ser-
vicemembers (by bilaterally waiving Article 98 of the 
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court 
or risk losing U.S. military assistance). Washing-
ton would be wise to continue to move away from 
similar coercive measures and put forward positive 
initiatives for the region based on a more subtle use 
of U.S. soft power.

Civil-Military Relations. To help states consolidate 
their control over national territory and protect their 
citizens, the Obama administration will have to work 
closely with public security and military forces. Such 
an approach can assist in creating a more secure 
environment conducive to social and economic 
development. However, this approach will also raise 
concerns about the condition of national civil-mili-
tary relations in various countries of the region. This 
developmental challenge actually has seen positive, 
albeit uneven, improvement in the Americas. The 
attraction and prevalence of military-based au-
thoritarian regimes faded after World War II. By the 
1990s, democratically elected civilians governed in 
most Latin American and Caribbean nations. The 
past 15 years have seen a further deepening of civil-
ian authority over armed forces, which has largely 
been accepted. Nonetheless, the continuing need to 
overcome past distrust between civilians and military 
officials will require much more time and effort from 
both sides. The United States can help by continuing 
to serve as an example of productive civil-military 
relations and provide ideas for the integration of 
both civilian and military efforts facing domestic 
and international security challenges. Education is 
the key to strengthening this fundamental relation-
ship. The United States could benefit from increasing 
funding of International Military Education and 
Training (IMET) programs, which can be used by 
government and nongovernment civilians as well 
as military personnel. Latin American and Carib-
bean ministries of defense also must make better 
use of these programs, rather than limiting IMET to 
military personnel.

Narco-trafficking. Narcotics trafficking is a serious 
security challenge affecting most countries in the 
Americas. This criminal business recognizes the 
significant importance of demand—for which the 
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2005 as a trilateral effort to increase security 
and enhance prosperity among the United 
States, Canada, and Mexico through greater 
cooperation and information-sharing.

CARICOM - Caribbean Community and Common 
Market

The organization’s establishment was the result of a 
15-year effort to fulfill the hope of regional integration 
that was born with the establishment of the British 
West Indies Federation in 1958. The federation came 
to an end in 1962, but its end may be regarded as the 
real beginning of what is now the Caribbean 
Community.

UNASUR - Union de Naciones Suramericanas, or 
Union of South American Nations

UNASUR, set up on the model of the European Union, was 
made official in May 2008. It aims at the cultural, social, 
economic, and political integration of the South American 
peoples.

SICA - (Sistema de Integracion 
Centroamericana, or Central 
American Integration System)

The Central American countries have 
gone into a process of political, 
economic, social, cultural, and 
ecological integration through this 
system.

Dual Members:
UNASUR + CARICOM

Political
ALBA - (Alternativa Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra America, or
Bolivarian Alternative for Latin America)

ALBA was launched in Havana, Cuba, in 2005 within the framework of the Hemispheric Social Alliance. 
ALBA challenges the hegemony of neoliberal integration; it is a deliberate response to the proposed 
Free Trade Area of the Americas and its focus on the market as the source of efficiency and economic 
growth and prosperity. ALBA is defined as a form of integration that places at its center the fight against 
poverty and exclusion through social reform.
• Cuba
• Venezuela
• Nicaragua
• Bolivia
• Honduras
• Dominica

PetroCaribe
This Caribbean oil alliance with Venezuela to purchase oil on conditions of preferential payment was 
launched in June 2005. The payment system allows for a few nations to buy oil on market value, but only 
a certain amount is needed up front; the remainder can be paid through a 25-year financing agreement 
at 1 percent interest.

• Cuba
• Dominican Republic
• Antigua and Barbuda

PetroSur
PetroSur, a political and commercial company promoted by the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela with 
the support of other governments of the region, is directed to establish cooperation and integration 
mechanisms under the basis of complementarity and is called to use, fairly and democratically, the 
energy resources for the socio-economic improvement of the region.
• Venezuela
• Brazil
• Argentina

PetroAndina
The company, organized as a private company in July 2003 to search for, develop, and produce 
hydrocarbons in the Southern Cone of South America, has focused its activities in the Neuquen Basin of 
Argentina and conducts operations from its office in Buenos Aires. 
It is headquartered in Calgary, Canada.

• Bolivia
• Colombia
• Ecuador
• Peru
• Venezuela

• Grenada
• Guyana
• Jamaica
• Nicaragua
• Suriname
• St. Lucia

• St. Kitts and Nevis
• Saint Vincent and the Grenadines
• Haiti
• Honduras
• Guatemala
• Venezuela

• The Bahamas
• Belize
• Dominica

Economic
NAFTA (North America Free Trade Agreement)

This trilateral trade bloc in North America was created by the governments 
of the United States, Canada, and Mexico.
• Canada
• Mexico
• United States

CAFTA-DR - (Central America-Dominican Republic-United States 
Free Trade Agreement)

The agreement was designed to eliminate tariffs and trade barriers and 
expand regional opportunities for workers, manufacturers, consumers, 
farmers, ranchers, and service providers.
• Costa Rica
• El Salvador
• Guatemala
• Honduras
• Nicaragua
• Dominican Republic
• United States

Mercosur - (Mercado Comun del Sur)
The agreement was established by the Treaty of Asuncion in March 1991 
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United States is largely responsible—as well as the 
need for the cultivation, production, and smuggling 
of illegal substances. The ease with which cartels 
operate reflects the region’s institutional weaknesses. 
Many governments lack adequate security forces to 
deter narco-trafficking. Fragile economies are unable 
to produce sufficient employment and prosperity, 
leaving farmers few options for supporting their 
families other than cultivating poppy and coca. Fur-
thermore, judicial systems are often overwhelmed, 
institutionally weak, or too corrupt to function 
effectively. Finally, societies themselves have begun 
to disintegrate, unable to escape the crisis of public 
order as murders, organized kidnappings, local 
crime, and corruption mount. With safety deterio-
rating and the government unable or unwilling to 
respond, a mix of fear and cynical indifference seizes 
control of people’s lives. The United States has an 
opportunity to play an active role by implementing 
broad-reaching, collaborative programs, such as the 
recent Merida Initiative, to address the multitude of 
factors that facilitate narcotics trafficking.

Creating Opportunities
While the United States has lost influence in the 

Western Hemisphere and Washington’s leadership is 
being challenged, Latin America and the Caribbean 
do not present a completely negative setting for U.S. 
security and prosperity. On the contrary, many coun-
tries have made considerable headway invigorating 
economic growth, diminishing poverty and inequal-
ity, empowering people, deepening democratic roots, 
and playing responsible roles on the international 
stage. The fact that Brazil and Mexico are emerg-
ing global players does not challenge Washington, 
nor does Hugo Chavez’s brand of radical populism, 
which most Latin American states have not adopted. 
In many ways the region presents a positive strategic 
environment. The issue the United States must ad-
dress concerns its willingness to adapt to the region-
wide sea change taking place in the Americas in 
order to advance its agenda. Is Washington inclined 
to redefine its role, build trust with neighbors, and 
become a partner of choice?

There are things that only states can do together 
to deal with manmade and natural problems they 
cannot solve alone. For the foreseeable future, part-
nership in the international system is less optional 
than imperative, but close collaboration is not an 
automatic step for any country, particularly one 
with the power and tradition of the United States. 
Its path to partnership necessitates creating the 

conditions needed to move forward. The first hurdle 
is overcoming society’s isolationist tendency already 
visible in debates about immigration and foreign 
trade and construction of a fence along the border 
with Mexico. The way ahead also involves reshaping 
longstanding U.S. concepts and approaches. The pa-
tronizing U.S. attitude that only the United States can 
tutor, provide assistance, and in many ways guide the 
region’s “developing states” persists in many official 
corridors. This mindset disregards the interests and 
sensitivities of other states. While anti-Americanism 
and global economic trends have given many Latin 
American and Caribbean nations real autonomy in 
world affairs, this attitude presents a serious obstacle 
for the United States.

The traditional minimalist U.S. approach to involve-
ment in the hemisphere stitches together a series of 
country and functional policies. The United States of-
ten treats its southern neighbors as if they were united 
beyond geography and history and a patchwork of 
common policies could fit all. This will not work today 
as a basis for regional cooperation. Washington should 
disaggregate for policy purposes highly diverse Latin 
American and Caribbean nations, forcing officials to 
think about and act separately toward individual states 
and subregional communities.

Without attention to geostrategic perspectives, 
the U.S. approach deals with subregional groups of 
countries as collections of bilateral contacts when 
what is needed are comprehensive, holistic views 
that draw attention to important policy and planning 
considerations, such as the nature of political and 
public security relationships among countries, lines 
of communication for legal and illegal commerce, 
and the influence of the zone’s geography on land, 
sea, and air movement. For subregional cooperation 
to be effective, it needs a comprehensive, unified 
strategic concept for that area to guide operations, 
set the direction for programs to strengthen national 
capacities, and build confidence and mutual trust.

The framework of a new U.S. strategic approach 
to the Americas should be built on a foundation of 
three values: respect for the views and sensitivities of 
other states; a willingness to work with states either 
individually or as communities in reciprocal ways; 
and a careful focus on nurturing trust. The structure 
itself should comprise ways to go about cooperat-
ing with Latin American and Caribbean countries 
or subregional groups. Two potential opportuni-
ties, which draw upon the Defense Department’s 
interactive capabilities, include the management of 
disaster response and joining regional peacekeeping 
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operations. The first opportunity, discussed at the 
September 2008 Conference of Defense Ministers 
of the Americas, would involve U.S. participation 
on a military working group in support of civilian 
relief agencies and organizations. The aim would be 
to standardize protocols for the use of the region’s 
military assets to improve communication, coordina-
tion, planning, and training for mutual responses to 
natural or manmade disasters. The second oppor-
tunity envisions offering to participate in MINUS-
TAH. Commanded by a Brazilian, this heavily Latin 
American peace operation is an important new 
feature in the region’s military collaboration. The U.S. 
participation consists of 3 military and 49 civilian 
police. The offer of engineer or medical unit augmen-
tation to MINUSTAH to assist Haiti’s painstaking 
recovery after three hurricanes could demonstrate 
U.S. willingness to join an existing Latin American 
force.

The complex challenges facing the Americas can-
not be resolved by military means. Moreover, the 
United States no longer has the political capital or 
the influence in the Americas to act unilaterally in 
confronting the challenges facing the region. Instead, 
a new administration in Washington must be willing 
to find ways to work collaboratively with partners in 
order to help them address both their immediate is-
sues and the underlying development problems that 
provide fertile ground for today’s and tomorrow’s 
threats to regional security and stability. gsa
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Section III
Recalibrating American Power

Secretary of Defense arrives for a commencement ceremony at the U.S. Military Academy
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P resident Barack Obama faces a world that is 
being shaped by an array of eight complex 
trends. These global trends do not manifest 

themselves equally: each region across the globe ex-
hibits divergent features of these trends that remain 
closely linked. Beset by financial crises and other 
pressing issues at home as it establishes legitimacy 
and influence in the eyes of the international com-
munity, the new administration must contemplate 
bold innovations enlightened by common sense 
to recalibrate the American role in the world. This 
recalibration is central to the administration as it 
seeks to recover America’s political legitimacy and 
influence. This section looks at sustaining a unique—
albeit evolving—U.S. role in the changing security 
environment.

American contributions to the international 
security arena are unsurpassed yet unsustainable. To 
manage global disorder, U.S. leadership and greater 
assistance by more actors are necessary to seize 
opportunities to cope with a range of serious chal-
lenges. Even critics often look to the United States for 
its active participation if not leadership in grappling 
with those challenges. In adjusting to a new role in 
the world, revisiting the rise to dominance of the 
Nation during the early part of the 20th century is in-
structive. The hard reality is that any relief is elusive: 
whether it concerns leading large-scale stabilization 
campaigns—including a soft landing for a new Iraqi 
government and vigorous support for the fledgling 
Afghan state—or effective ways to deal with ongoing 
humanitarian crises such as Darfur, America will un-
doubtedly play a crucial if perhaps more limited role 
in effective strategies. Building partnership capacity 
and expanding cooperation with other nations or 

groups of nations are processes that will supply the 
building blocks to address future security concerns.

One area in which the Nation will enjoy significant 
advantages while it ponders hard choices is the military. 
The Armed Forces face a widening spectrum of mis-
sions. In the words of Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates, the U.S. military cannot opt out of missions that 
do not conform to preferred notions of the “American 
way of war.” There is no one type of contingency or 
conflict for which the United States must be prepared. 
Instead, globalization and the effort to preclude 
confrontation with American forces may give rise to 
hybrid warfare in which adversaries—states, nonstates, 
or some combination of both—resort to a combination 
of means in an extended battlespace. The Army, which 
succeeded in mastering counterinsurgency operations, 

will seek highly trained Soldiers while also preparing 
for conventional missions. The Navy will pursue com-
petitive strategies to retain its irreplaceable, unrivaled 
strategic global mobility and maritime power for 
deep-ocean missions, as well as for persistent offshore 
presence in contested zones along the littorals. The 
Marines will focus on expeditionary capabilities in what 
some envision as the second era of small wars. Modern-
izing the Air Force will require making tradeoffs in 
fifth-generation fighters, next-generation bombers, and 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance platforms, 
while shaping new missions in energy security, cyber-
space, and space. Although the All-Volunteer Force has 
been a remarkable success for more than 35 years, an 
unprecedented era is dawning that will challenge the re-
cruitment and retention of a diverse and talented force. 
The Nation must rigorously yet cautiously balance the 
risks as well as coveted resources in matching current 
demands against future priorities.

Left to right: Iraqi soldier on patrol in Baghdad; Emergency vehicles around Pentagon, September 11, 2001
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There is a consensus in the United States in favor 
of realizing greater whole-of-government ap-
proaches. A comprehensive approach to national 
security will entail root-and-branch assessments 
of leadership, structures, processes, human capital, 
and expertise. It will also require reform starting at 
the top, where some complex problems will require 
authority at the highest level to work across seams of 
government. The U.S. Southern Command proffers 
a model for interagency cooperation that allows the 
commander to assume the leading or supporting 
role with civilian officials depending on the situation 
at hand. In terms of developing national security 
practitioners, joint professional military education 
must be rounded out with exposure of the officer 
corps to interagency and international affairs, as well 
as exposing the interagency community to the mili-
tary. Similarly, U.S. officials aiming for “joined-up” 
planning for complex contingencies would do well to 
build on existing guidance, which includes National 
Security Presidential Directive 44 and DOD Direc-
tive 3000.05. How to strengthen civilian capacity 
outside of the defense establishment should receive 
special attention. Finally, the recent transformations 
of both the intelligence and homeland security com-
munities are best seen as works in progress, with the 
reform of intelligence remaining open to debate and 
the enhancements in homeland security an ongoing 
challenge.

The penultimate chapter of this assessment consid-
ers how America can foster greater collaboration with 
allies and new partners through appreciation of the 
benefits and limits of multilateral action. Managing 
alliances is a persistent task, but such alliances are 
vital to the United States, particularly in the Asia-
Pacific region. In addition, strengthening Middle 
Eastern partnerships will be challenging for the 
Nation in promoting greater stability in that region. 
While rethinking the American role in the develop-

ing world, it may be useful to consider establishing 
a global alliance for progress, whereby economic 
growth and conflict prevention become the dual 
instruments of engagement. The more basic problem 
of building coalitions to deal with fragile, failing, and 
recovering states is likely to remain an ingredient of 
international security. The question will be how its 
various elements can be synchronized more effec-
tively. The United States must also stimulate broader 
appreciation of security assistance. Finally, getting 
accustomed to coalitions as a means of preserving 
global security is another prominent feature of a new 
security landscape.

From seizing opportunities and facing chal-
lenges to building alliances and countering threats, 
American leaders are best served by relying on tools 
of statecraft and strategies for engagement. The final 
chapter of this Global Strategic Assessment rehearses 
some of those strategies without attempting to cover 
the entire range of issues in need of fresh approaches. 
Strategies focused on rehabilitating the image of 
America in the world; advancing soft as well as smart 
power to influence rather than intimidate; prepar-
ing civilian agencies to work in operational settings; 
mobilizing other international actors; learning the 
lessons of previous eras to include the Cold War; 
developing indirect approaches to hasten the demise 
of terrorist groups such as al Qaeda; reassessing the 
strategic centrality of public diplomacy, strategic 
communications, and information operations while 
recasting America’s approach as one focused on 
peace, prosperity, and partnership; and ensuring that 
policy is girded by successful implementation. Any 
and all of these ideas in that last chapter provide a 
springboard for thinking about some aspect of strat-
egy as America recalibrates its role in the world. gsa

Left to right: RQ–4 Global Hawk is a high-altitude, long-endurance unmanned aerial reconnaissance system; Secretary 
of State Hillary Clinton participates in humanitarian and civic assistance mission in Haiti, April 2009
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Chapter 16
American Contributions to  
Global Security

They that have power to hurt and will do none,
That do not the thing they most do show,
Who, moving others, are themselves as stone,
Unmoved, cold, and to temptation slow,
They rightly do inherit heaven’s graces
And husband nature’s riches from expense;
They are the lords and owners of their faces,
Others but stewards of their excellence.

—William Shakespeare

Balancing Leadership and Sustainability
By almost any measure, the United States con-

tributes more to the maintenance of international 
security than does any other single country. Beyond 
this, American officials aspire to be good stewards of 
international security, creators and problem-solvers 
rather than destroyers or lone rangers. When Amer-
ica’s actions fail to match its words or ideals, as they 
have on some occasions, its power to persuade and 
influence is sharply curtailed. Notwithstanding the 
real and perceived diminution of U.S. power in recent 
years, the United States remains the linchpin within 
the international system for traditional, hard security 
issues. Moreover, the limited will or capacity of other 
power centers to share the burdens of managing 
global order ensures that U.S. leadership, if exercised 
prudently, will remain in demand for years to come. 
America’s global security role, however, will have to 
be recalibrated if it is to be effective and sustainable, 
especially given the growing breadth and complexity 
of the global security environment. And as William 
Shakespeare observed long ago, sometimes power is 
conveyed less by its use than by its stoic restraint.

The power of the United States is multifaceted, 
including political clout, as exemplified by being 
one of the five permanent members of the United 
Nations Security Council, and economic power, as 
a convener of the Group of 7 (or 8 or 20), even if its 
share of gross domestic product has eroded from its 
peak 50 or 60 years ago. For the moment, the dollar 
is the world’s reserve currency, even though a grow-
ing number of voices question whether that should 

remain the case. But that preponderance has been 
most striking in the defense realm where America 
has continued to outspend other nations and enjoys 
unrivaled advantages in intelligence capabilities and 
airlift for the rapid deployment of its forces to all 
regions of the world. Whether or not the President 
of the United States can be considered the leader of 
the free world, he remains the elected leader of the 
strongest democracy. If America had not assumed 
a global security role after World War II, the world 
would surely be a less hospitable, less democratic, 
less prosperous place.

At the same time, the presence of the United States 
in the first decade of the 21st century has been seen 
by others as divisive, costly, and insensitive, however 
benign its intentions. The decision to intervene in 
Iraq has exacted a huge price, at once sapping the 
legitimacy and authority of the United States to lead, 
project power, and strengthen stability and security 
around the world. The administration of George W. 
Bush recreated an image of the United States as the 
global policeman. Awakened from its post–Cold 
War slumber by an attack on the homeland, the 
United States vowed to mete out justice to all comers, 
expending its preponderant power in the so-called 
global war on terror. The hyper-reaction to Septem-
ber 11, 2001, accelerated the perception of America 
in decline with its legitimacy, like the dollar, sharply 
discounted. The United States lacks the means to 
mobilize other nations around its security missions, 
even while the aspirations of rising powers appear 
unattainable in light of complex global trends for the 
foreseeable future. The cost of waging simultaneous 
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq is a burden that neither 
financiers nor military recruiters can shoulder indefi-
nitely, at least not without greater participation from 
other nations and more realistic objectives. Critics 
contend that the lack of a clear strategy and even 
less a coherent integrated or grand strategy further 
reveals the limits of American preponderance. A 
younger generation of Americans may question the 
wisdom of assuming responsibility for global secu-
rity; of greater importance, they may question the 
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value of retaining the ability to call the shots, enforce 
the peace, deter nuclear war, and intervene with rela-
tive impunity.

At a time when the United States is engaged in 
two major conflicts and in the midst of the worst 
economic downturn since the Great Depression, it is 
essential to reexamine even the most basic assump-
tions. Americans have become so accustomed to 
wearing the mantle of international leadership that 
they tend to forget that they eschewed all such ambi-
tions in the early 20th century. Does the absence of an 
effective system of collective security for enforcing 
peace, deterring war, and arresting terrorism and 
crimes against humanity mean that these burdens fall 
disproportionately on America by default if not by 
choice? While many would dispute that the United 
States is assigned this role, fewer would debate that 
it has played it since the end of World War II. Either 
way, how long can such a division of labor survive 
amid fluctuating trends in global power? Can the Na-
tion sustain its preponderant role? And even if that 
is possible, should it be the world’s policeman? There 
is nothing permanent about the U.S. global security 
role. Now that most Americans are aware that the 
United States is only one of several power centers, 
rather than some proto-empire or sole superpower, 
there is an opportunity to rebalance leadership with a 
sustainable, comprehensive strategy that not only in-

tegrates all instruments of policy, but also mobilizes 
other powers into action.

One thing that perpetuates the U.S. leadership 
role is an absence of other nations eager to assume 
such onerous responsibilities. Despite various allies 
and partners, America remains in a category by itself 
when it comes to deploying troops and weapons 
systems around the globe. Rather than building more 
effective international institutions in the decades 
since the Cold War, the United States has been boxed 
into a corner with few alternatives to deploying its 
own forces when major security threats arise. The 
Nation has become the indispensable security power 
in the world, but paradoxically its ability has been 
diminished and cannot endure in perpetuity.

That American conventional military preponder-
ance still exists is undisputed. The United States has 
faced no peer competitor since the demise of the 
Soviet Union. Nor did the end of the Cold War lead 
the dominant military power in the world to return 
to the “business of doing business,” as some advised 
after Victory in Europe Day. Western Europe has 
reduced defense spending in recent years. Although 
a few countries make significant contributions, it is 
clear that European power projection will remain 
circumscribed by history (two world wars), political 
will (military versus social welfare), and perceived 
threats (porous borders).

U.S. Soldiers and Afghan National Police patrol near Combat Outpost Sabari
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Although the rise of Asia obviously offers poten-
tial for global security, so far Asian powers have kept 
their concentration on the pursuit of economic goals. 
South Asian and East Asian economies have opted for 
cautious, gradual defense buildups, in effect decid-
ing military intervention threatens their growing 
prosperity. One nation that some consider has the 
long-term potential to supplant American power is 
feared more than admired by others for that reason. 
How a militarily capable and nationalistic China may 
attempt to shape the international environment in-
stead of becoming a reputable stakeholder has justified 
the continuing U.S. military presence in the region, 

which is supported by most countries even if they do 
not wish the United States to militarize the region. The 
rise in Asian military power—an arms walk, rather 
than race—offers no relief for American military com-
mitments, at least in the short to midterm. The Asian 
model continues to be a captive of economic strategy, 
whereas the unique aspect of the continuing U.S. lead-
ership role is that it is often detached from economic 
imperatives. The United States needs to find a constant 
and holistic strategy for exercising its role as a resident 
Pacific power, peacefully managing strategic com-
petition while increasingly expanding cooperation, 
especially over nontraditional security issues. In this 
endeavor, building on traditional alliances will remain 
critical, both to cope with traditional security issues 
and as a starting point for dealing with emerging 
regional and global challenges.

It is difficult to envision effective international 
efforts in the decade ahead to protect the world 
from the use of nuclear weapons, stabilize countries 
in conflict, and stanch genocide and humanitarian 
crises without significant U.S. leadership. Similarly, 
if new mechanisms are to be forged to help regu-
late the global order—including for finance, trade, 
energy, and the environment—active U.S. participa-
tion and leadership will be essential. No other state 
shares America’s unique attributes: a zeal to make the 
world a better place, potent expeditionary forces to 
project power on all continents and oceans, a large 
and open economy, and a melting-pot society built 
on freedom and the rule of law. The United States 
is recalibrating its security policy around smarter 
power rather than hard power alone, but the key to 
providing the Obama administration with purchase 
in the international arena remains diplomacy backed 
by a formidable military. Whether through settled or 
ad hoc collective security arrangements, no country 
appears ready to mobilize its instruments of power to 
address threats posed by state and nonstate actors.

The question is how to balance leadership with 
sustainability. There are a variety of ideas in this 
chapter that may assist the administration of 
President Barack Obama both to reassess the global 
security role of the Nation and to contemplate 
recalibrating its use of power. Historian Williamson 
Murray reminds readers of a world before America 
assumed such commanding heights in the arena of 
international security, as well as some of the signal 
contributions of America’s leadership. Elaine Bunn 
makes clear in her section that allied management 
and international diplomacy will be vital to buttress-
ing the fragile international nonproliferation regime. 
Linda Robinson outlines how in the coming months 
the United States can hand a more stable Iraq back to 
the Iraqis. Joseph Nye calls for the exercise of smart 
power, by which he refers more to how the Nation 
thinks rather than (and preferably before) it simply 
acts. All of these sections provide insights for the 
new administration as it tries to manage simultane-
ous crises and myriad long-term demands.

America—Accidental Superpower?
From the vantage point of the early 21st century, the 

rise of America to dominance among the other pow-
ers in the last century had a certain air of inevitability 
about it. However, for those who actually witnessed 
the beginning of the new century in 1900, there was 
little anticipation that the coming decades would 
result in the so-called American century. In fact, most 

U.S. Soldiers and Iraqi soldier prepare to patrol in Baghdad
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Europeans saw Germany with its scientific, economic, 
and technological strength as the more likely candi-
date to become the great power of the 20th century. 
That was certainly how many Germans saw matters, 
and they attempted to realize that vision at the cost of 
millions of lives and world wars.

Such attitudes reflected more than European preju-
dices about a country that had little history or culture, 
a military that had fought just one war—which was a 
civil war at that—and a people who consisted of the 
“tired, poor, huddled masses” from various nations. 
In contrast, early in the 20th century Germany had 
a homogenous population, superior technology, 
premier scientific expertise, leading industries, and a 
military forged in the wars of German unification that 
became the most capable fighting force in the world.

By 1918, the United States had become a signifi-
cant force in the balance of power. Thirty years later 
with the end of World War II, America became the 
dominant power in the world. The Nation would 
continue to dominate the international order during 
the Cold War. In retrospect, American dominance 
seems to have been a foregone conclusion, though it 
was anything but that. Admittedly, the ascendancy 
of the United States represented a combination 
of economic strength, geopolitical position, good 
fortune, gifted leaders, and appalling failures by its 
opponents. Nevertheless, contingency played a key 
role in American success. Specifically, there were 
turning points in the rise of the Nation: World War 
I, reaction to that conflict, World War II, and finally 
reaction to that conflict, which differed enormously 
from how things had unfolded in the 1920s.

U.S. foreign policy in 1900 was one of benign ne-
glect at best. Americans saw themselves as removed 
from the turmoil of the old world that so many 
European immigrants had fled in order to escape 
conscription laws and class prejudice. Moreover, the 
oceans had protected the United States in the century 
since it had gained independence. Thus, George 
Washington’s warning against “entangling alliances” 
made sense to those who paid attention to world af-
fairs. The outbreak of World War I in 1914 mobilized 
little support in the United States for intervention 
on either side. National attitudes did move swiftly to 
favor the Allies after German troops reportedly com-
mitted atrocities against civilians in Belgium, Luxem-
bourg, and France. Nevertheless, Americans had no 
intention of involving their country in a conflict on 
the other side of the Atlantic.

That disposition began to change when Germany, 
which was waging unrestricted submarine warfare 

against ships approaching the British Isles, advertised 
its aim to sink Lusitania on the front page of The New 
York Times in 1915. They achieved that objective 
and killed 1,198 of the 1,959 people on board the 
liner, including 128 Americans drowned in the Irish 
Sea. There is the possibility that if the Republican 
candidate in 1912, William Howard Taft, or the third 
party candidate, Theodore Roosevelt, won the elec-
tion, the United States would have entered the war at 
that point. Threatened with war, the Germans ceased 
their unrestricted campaign.

But Woodrow Wilson won a divided election 
in 1912, and was reelected 4 years later with the 
campaign slogan “He Kept Us Out of War.” It turned 
out to be an ironic catchphrase because Germany re-
sumed unrestricted submarine warfare in early 1917, 
which led the United States to eventually declare war. 
The outcome of World War I was close. American 
forces arrived in substantial numbers only in the 
summer of 1918, barely in time to tip the balance 
against the exhausted Reich.

The armistice resulted in a bad peace. The Treaty 
of Versailles, which attempted to make Germany pay 
for a war that it had started, was neither sufficiently 
harsh to keep it down nor mild enough to persuade it 
to accept defeat. Unfortunately, the Americans then 
withdrew from Europe, persuaded by intellectuals on 
both sides of the Atlantic that World War I had been 
caused by arms merchants and that anything was 

Marine light armored vehicles roll into Kuwait International Airport after 
retreat of Iraqi forces from Kuwait during Operation Desert Storm
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far better than war. During the 1920s, U.S. leaders 
refused to accept the notion that the Nation had re-
sponsibility even for the health of the world finances 
and the international economy, much less its security.

Instead, Americans focused on normalcy, isola-
tionism, and the economic bubble of the 1920s. The 
Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act in 1930 ended international 
trade and turned a major recession into the Great 
Depression, which turned rejection of the outside 
world into national self-indulgence. Then in 1933, 
Franklin Roosevelt emerged as the leader America 
desperately needed. However, he only lived to become 
President because an assassin’s shot missed him and 
instead killed the mayor of Chicago in early 1933. 
Coincidentally, 2 years earlier, Winston Churchill 
was almost killed in New York when he looked the 
wrong way when crossing the street and stepped off 
the curb into traffic. The survival of both men was 
essential to the rise of America: Churchill by keeping 
Britain in the war after the collapse of France, and 
Roosevelt by taking his country and people into the 
war. Without those two leaders in power in 1940, it 
is possible that the Anglo-American alliance may 
never have existed. Both recognized Adolf Hitler as a 
great threat. Roosevelt understood the moral danger 
of Germany. Churchill saw Hitler as not only a moral 
danger, but as a strategic one as well. He did not come 
to power until May 1940, at the precise moment when 
the Western powers had lost nearly all their strategic 
advantages after the fall of France.

Roosevelt took office almost simultaneously with 
Hitler becoming the German chancellor and con-
fronted two great strategic problems. First, he had 
to deal with the upheaval of the Depression, which 
he could not resolve simply by solving the country’s 
economic crisis. Only through reforms in the finan-
cial system and industrial sector could further crises 
be avoided. Those tasks demanded enormous focus 
and energy. Second, while Roosevelt recognized 
that Germany and Japan posed threats, Americans 
adamantly opposed involvement in world conflicts. 
Congress underlined that deep sense of isolation-
ism by passing neutrality laws in the mid-1930s that 
forbade economic dealings with belligerent na-
tions. Thus, as the international situation worsened, 
Roosevelt had little room to maneuver to provide the 
Nation’s support to those willing to resist aggression.

American isolationist sentiment was so deep 
that Roosevelt could only muster a small budget 
allocation for the Navy in 1934 by ordering warships 
under the Works Progress Administration to ease 
unemployment. In this sense, Congress willfully 

followed the dictates of the people until 1938 when it 
came to war planning. Only in 1938 did the Navy get 
substantial funding, and that was intended only for 
the defense of North America. The Army and Army 
Air Corps continued to receive only a pittance. The 
Czech crisis of September 1938 allowed Roosevelt to 
request funding to improve the Army Air Corps, but 
the Army itself did not emerge from the doldrums 
until the fall of France. At that point, some Ameri-
cans began to recognize the growing danger of the 
international situation.

The outbreak of a major European war in Sep-
tember 1939 split the country down the middle. 
Roosevelt was a lame duck because neither he nor 
most Americans considered the international situa-
tion desperate enough for him to seek a third term 
as President, something that had never happened 
before. The fall of France changed everything. 
Roosevelt initially considered that Britain was in a 
hopeless position. Thus, exchanges with Churchill 
underlined the desire on the part of Roosevelt to 
safeguard the Royal Navy if England fell to Germany. 
But Churchill was clear—he would not surrender. Yet 
without American economic aid, the British could 
not stay the course. Moreover, there were others in 
England willing to make a deal with Hitler.

In the midst of a third campaign for President, 
with isolationists in full cry, Roosevelt risked his 
political career by aiding Britain. Overruling his 
military advisors, Roosevelt ordered surplus arma-
ments, including destroyers, sent to England. This 
action required great determination in the face of the 
looming elections that Roosevelt won, which allowed 
him to guide the United States with immense skill 
through the major challenges of a world war. In this 
sense, the serendipity of Roosevelt’s survival of the 
attempt on his life in 1933 takes on added meaning.

Roosevelt ran again for President in 1944, despite 
failing health. His advisors pressured him to drop 
Henry Wallace as Vice President and put a relatively 
unknown senator, Harry Truman, on the ticket. If 
ever chance were a deciding factor in American his-
tory, this was it. Wallace would have been a disaster 
as President and could have lost the Cold War even 
before it began.

Truman on the other hand was an extraordinarily 
successful President. On the surface, he appeared 
unprepared by virtue of his education or back-
ground. But as a voracious reader of history, Truman 
developed a feel for international relations. More-
over, he was willing to make crucial decisions, such 
as dropping the atomic bomb. If he had difficulty in 
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understanding Joseph Stalin and the Soviet Union at 
first, he was a fast learner who chose extraordinarily 
good advisors. Truman stood fast against Moscow 
at critical moments, such as the Berlin blockade. 
The Marshall Plan, written during his administra-
tion, represented his willingness to engage in world 
affairs to a degree that was absent from American 
leadership after World War I. Yet perhaps his greatest 
strength as a President was making decisions regard-
less of public opinion. His motto, “The buck stops 
here,” underscores the readiness to take responsibil-
ity. Similarly, the great triumph of his administration 
was setting the course that established the parame-
ters of the contest with the Soviet Union and ensured 
that the United States played a role befitting its new 
economic and financial stature.

Contingency is a difficult matter to identify in 
retrospect. However, in thinking through the history 
of the past century, one should not lose sight of the 
fact that the rise of the United States to its current 
position was not inevitable. The Nation came close to 
abstaining from participation in World War I when 
a German victory would have limited the ability of 
America to influence European affairs. Then after 
World War I, the United States almost wrecked the 
international and global economic system through 
its shortsighted postwar isolationist policies.

Victory in World War II was the result of con-

tingency and chance. It is doubtful if anyone other 
than Roosevelt could have edged the United States 
slowly but deliberately into the conflict. He enabled 
Churchill to maintain a tenuous grip on power 
after the collapse of France. Finally, the emergence 
of Truman as a man of stature and substance was 
dependent on the idiosyncrasies of politicians trying 
to help Roosevelt win a fourth term. They picked the 
right man, but largely for the wrong reasons.

What looked nearly certain at the turn of the 
20th century—the rise of Germany to dominance in 
Europe—did not come to pass. Instead, an outlier 
country that no one expected to rise became the 
dominant power of the century. Yet even with its 
large population, favored geographic position, and 
powerful economy, this section has shown that 
America’s rise to power was not inevitable but grew 
out of a number of unpredictable events. No matter 
how certain the future looks, the prudent strategist 
hedges his bets.

Deterrence and Defense
The North Korean nuclear test in 2006 and the 

ongoing Iranian quest for nuclear weapons highlight 
how dramatically the international security environ-
ment has changed since the Cold War. Some believe 
the world is approaching a tipping point where 
changes in the international arena could have a 

Brigadier General Anthony C. McAuliffe gives glider pilots last-minute instructions before takeoff from England, 1944
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domino effect with countries scrambling to develop 
nuclear weapons or hedge capacities to quickly build 
nuclear arsenals. Under such a scenario, several U.S. 
allies who have previously renounced nuclear weap-
ons might reconsider the decision, including Japan, 
South Korea, and Turkey.

Until now, American security guarantees, includ-
ing extended deterrence in general and extended 
nuclear deterrence specifically, have been credited 
with persuading nations to renounce nuclear weap-
ons. The United States is the only country that makes 
an explicit commitment to use nuclear weapons 
to protect other nations, 28 in all, including North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) members, 
Japan, South Korea, and Australia. Testifying before 
Congress in 1997, Under Secretary of Defense Walt 
Slocombe stated that:

the role of U.S. nuclear capability in preventing the 
spread of nuclear weapons often goes unnoticed. The 
extension of a credible U.S. nuclear deterrent to allies 
has been an important nonproliferation tool. It has 
removed incentives for key allies, in a still dangerous 
world, to develop and deploy their own nuclear forces, 
as many are technically capable of doing. Indeed, our 

strong security relationships have probably played as 
great a role in nonproliferation over the past 40 years 
as has the [Non-Proliferation Treaty].

In a world of proliferation challenges, reexamining 
extended deterrence, including extended prospects 
for nuclear deterrence, must become a serious prior-
ity for the United States.

To extend deterrence, the Nation must first be able 
to deter. There have been reassessments of deterrence 
over the last decade or so, but there is no consensus 
on what deterrence means, whom to deter, which 
capabilities to include, and how deterrence could be 
most effectively accomplished. These questions are 
coupled with the acknowledgment that there is less 
confidence in deterrence today than during the Cold 
War. However, there is recognition in the United 
States that it makes sense to examine whether and 
how deterrence concepts could be adapted, adjusted, 
and applied to the challenges of the 21st century. This 
assessment must not only look at a range of potential 
adversaries and threats, but also explore methods 
and capabilities that would contribute to deterrence. 
The objective of deterrence operations according to 
the Joint Operating Concept released in 2006 is to 

People’s Liberation Army soldiers at Shenyang training base, China
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“decisively influence the adversary’s decisionmaking 
calculus in order to prevent hostile actions against 
U.S. vital interests. . . . An adversary’s deterrence 
decision calculus focuses on their perception of three 
primary elements.” These elements are: first, benefits 
of a course of action; second, the costs of a course 
of action; and third, the consequences of restraint 
(namely, not taking action).

The challenge of altering the decisionmaking 
calculus of a potential enemy can be examined by 
looking at three factors. The first requires under-
standing who makes decisions, how they think 
and what they care about, how they are affected by 
domestic politics, what they regard as key objectives, 
how they weigh risks and gains, and what they be-
lieve about the deterrer. All those questions demand 
expertise on the region, country, group, or leader in 
question that should depend not only on government 
agencies, but also on policy centers, academe, allied 
organizations, and so forth. Furthermore, answers 
to some of these questions are difficult to discern, 
and others may never be answered. But learning as 
much as possible would seem desirable in the case of 
deterrence. In this way, some of the unknowns will 
become variables in the planning process.

Second, adapting the capabilities that go beyond 
nuclear weapons to deter specific actions by specific 
players in specific situations also is important. Non-
nuclear deterrence can include both nonnuclear and 
nonkinetic passive and active strike defenses as well as 
nonmilitary tools such as diplomatic efforts, economic 
assistance, legal means, and even simple restraint.

Third, the clarity and credibility of American 
messages in the mind of the deteree are critical. U.S. 
policymakers must have the mechanisms to assess 
how their words and actions are perceived, how they 
affect the calculations of each adversary, and how 
they might mitigate misperceptions that undermine 
the effectiveness of deterrence. Thus, one aspect of 
reassurance depends on the trust of allies in the abil-
ity of the United States to deter actions against their 
interests. As the Nation reexamines deterrence, it must 
consider the requirements for extended deterrence in 
the evolving security environment. How can America 
convince allies and friends that it will meet established 
security commitments so that they do not feel the 
need to develop nuclear weapons or other capabilities 
that would be counterproductive? While U.S. views on 
deterrence emerge, so may those of its allies. Inevita-
bly, differences may arise over whom to deter, the role 
of offense and defense, and American versus other 
nations’ capabilities to underpin deterrence.

Extended deterrence is more than extended nucle-
ar deterrence. Conventional capabilities are playing 
a greater role in extended deterrence. Defenses, 
particularly missile defenses, have gained acceptance 
and even enthusiasm as a complement to extended 
deterrence. Forward presence and force projection 
are also ways to extend deterrence to allies. Beyond 
military capabilities, extended deterrence rests on the 
entire fabric of the alliance relationship, including 
shared interests, dialogue, consultation, coordinated 
planning, and the overall health of the alliance. In 
addition, extending deterrence to allies is based on 
the reputation of America as a security guarantor, 
which is shaped by its global behaviors. Some allies 
have been conflicted in this regard, fearing abandon-
ment and wondering if the United States will be there 
when needed. On the other hand, many fear military 
entrapment or entanglement by getting pulled into 
situations against their interests. To be assured, allies 
first and foremost need to have confidence in Ameri-
can judgment and reliability. Without this basic trust, 
specific capabilities do not really matter.

In terms of extended nuclear deterrence, however, 
guaranteeing reassurance and trust is more difficult. 
To achieve it, America must designate the charac-
teristics of the nuclear forces required to make this 
contribution to international security. Yet assuring 
one’s allies offers little help in that regard. Establish-
ing reassurance and trust does not define the size 
or composition of nuclear capabilities. It is impos-
sible to claim that, for example, unless the Nation 
modernizes with the Reliable Replacement Warhead 
or retains a certain number of nuclear weapons, allies 
will no longer be assured.

It is not impossible for allies to feel insecure about 
the size, composition, and basing of the U.S. nuclear 
arsenal. That situation occurred in the late 1970s 
when Chancellor Helmut Schmidt of Germany was 
concerned that Soviet SS–20 missiles could decouple 
the U.S. strategic nuclear force from the defense 
of Europe, which led to fielding Pershing II and 
ground-launched cruise missiles in Europe. In short, 
by itself, the deployment of nuclear armed Toma-
hawk cruise missiles (TLAM–N) off the coast of 
Europe was insufficient coupling to reassure NATO 
Allies. Since it guaranteed their security, Allies cared 
about the precise composition and disposition of U.S. 
nuclear forces.

Nothing indicates that allies are insufficiently 
assured about American nuclear forces because 
of their structure or technical characteristics, but 
they may be convinced of it by the self-denigration 
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of U.S. nuclear capability. In particular, talk of the 
United States being self-deterred, which has been 
used to champion new nuclear weapons, is counter-
productive for assurance and deterrence. Granted, 
it is a Catch-22: changes one thinks are required in 
a democracy cannot occur without public scrutiny 
and debate. Yet unless Americans reach a consensus 
to fill the identified gaps, pointing out gaps in U.S. 
nuclear capabilities can undermine assurance as well 
as deterrence.

According to some analysts, questions have arisen 
in Japan and Turkey about the credibility of the U.S. 
nuclear guarantee. There is interest in the Japanese 
defense community in discussing the exact types 
of conflict scenarios that could put the American 
nuclear guarantee into play. Such consultations 
are important in demonstrating the credibility of 
extended deterrence. For instance, must U.S. nuclear 
weapons be either deployed or deployable to a given 
region to reassure allies? At present, the only nuclear 
weapons deployed on allied territory are the remain-
ing air-delivered bombs in several NATO countries 
that could be delivered by dual-capable U.S. or allied 
aircraft. The nuclear weapons in South Korea were 
removed almost two decades ago, and the extension 
of nuclear deterrence in the Pacific region since then 
has been by offshore forces.

The capability to deploy nuclear weapons to assure 
partners or deter a regional threat has also declined 
over the years. The Presidential initiatives of 1991 
and 1992 eliminated most so-called tactical nuclear 
weapons. In 1994, the United States announced the 
decision to permanently give up the deployment of 
nuclear weapons on carriers or surface ships. While 
that decision retained the capability to redeploy 
TLAM–N on attack submarines, there have been 
budget debates almost every year over the TLAM–N. 
The Navy has sought to retire the missile because 
maintaining the capability requires special training 
for submarine crews and certification of some boats. 
That represents an allocation of people, time, and 
money that the Service would prefer to forego. Thus, 
the TLAM–N system has not been updated for years, 
and may soon atrophy regardless of the budgetary 
controversy. Yet Japan places enormous impor-
tance on the retention of the Tomahawk missile, 
even in a reserve status, as evidence of U.S. security 
guarantees. The question is whether Japan could be 
reassured about the nuclear guarantee by some other 
means.

If visible presence is essential for reassurance, 
perhaps other capabilities can be made visible. For 

example, the media can cover the deployment of 
nuclear-capable B–2 bombers to Guam or Diego 
Garcia. Even nuclear submarines can send a deter-
rence and reassurance signal, such as when America 
withdrew intermediate-range missiles from Turkey 
in 1960 as a consequence of the Cuban missile crisis. 
In that case, a Polaris strategic submarine, which was 
deployed in the Mediterranean, called at the port of 
Izmir to demonstrate continuing nuclear presence in 
the area. Yet the question remains: How much does 
visibility matter to the credibility of extended nuclear 
deterrence?

Beyond visible nuclear forces or forces deployable 
to the region, there could be other ways to demon-
strate the credibility of the U.S. extended nuclear 
deterrent. The options include discussions of nuclear 
scenarios, as suggested by some Japanese defense 
officials, or the institutionalization of exchanges on 
nuclear deterrence matters. Similarly, in light of the 
importance of the U.S.–NATO nuclear link in the 
perception of new Alliance members, the best way to 
promote that linkage in a changed environment also 
needs to be addressed.

In considering the size and composition of 
nuclear forces, it is necessary to address the issue of 
reassuring allies that the extended nuclear pledge 
remains viable and consider whether or not we will 
provide it to others who face new nuclear neighbors. 
However, planners should recognize that aspects of 
a nuclear posture that assure one ally may frighten 
another, whether those weapons are deployed on 
their territory or whether the United States mod-
ernizes nuclear weapons or develops new nuclear 
capabilities. As a result, American officials should 
consult with allies about what reassures them and 
which factors are most important to their remaining 
nonnuclear. Although it is unlikely the specifics of 
the nuclear arsenal will impact U.S. credibility, the 
perception of a lack of attention to nuclear issues 
could add up to allied concern. It is inattention that 
could undermine the nonproliferation aspects of its 
posture in providing cover for allies. In the end, if the 
United States is comfortable with its nuclear posture, 
it should make the case to allies that its security com-
mitments, including extended nuclear deterrence, 
remain strong. This alone may reassure allies.

In the long term, the larger question is whether 
the Nation will continue to play a major role in the 
world, underpinning global stability and specifi-
cally extending nuclear deterrence to other states. In 
the near term, however, as long as there are nuclear 
weapons in the hands of others, the United States 
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must sustain a safe and reliable nuclear weapons 
capability. As long as America has a leading role, its 
nuclear weapons will be about more than its own 
security.

Ending Conflict and Promoting Stability
The U.S. military is a far more battle-hardened and 

battle-weary force than it has been in three decades. 
As of July 3 2009, there were 130,000 American 
military personnel in Iraq and roughly 62,000 in Af-
ghanistan. And there are also significant operational 
commitments in Djibouti, the former Yugoslavia, 
the Philippines, Thailand, Honduras, and Colom-
bia. The United States has more troops deployed in 
real-world operations than since the Vietnam War, 
which involved as many as 500,000 Servicemembers 
in Southeast Asia. American troops are engaged in 
what are described as stability operations, which 
include counterinsurgency, counterterrorism, and 
nationbuilding—and, contrary to popular belief, are 
just as challenging and deadly as traditional combat 
missions of the past.

Although doctrine states that the primary role 
of the U.S. military is fighting and winning the Na-
tion’s wars, history indicates that stability operations 
have been the more common mission. They have 
included peacekeeping, counterinsurgency, and 
nationbuilding from the Western frontier of the 19th 
century to the South of the Reconstruction era, the 
Philippines at the end of the Spanish-American War, 
the Caribbean throughout the early 20th century, 
Europe and Japan following World War II, Panama, 
Somalia, Haiti, the Balkans, and current operations. 
According to the Defense Science Board 2004 Sum-
mer Study, the United States has lost more lives and 
treasure since the Cold War in stability operations 
than in traditional warfare. Increased emphasis on 
manmade and natural disasters in weak and failing 
states suggests that the Nation will have as much dif-
ficulty avoiding these crises in the future as it did in 
the past. Given the likelihood of stability operations, 
it is important to understand their nature and the 
factors determining their success or failure.

It may be tempting to ignore theoretical debates 
over terminology, but it would be a mistake. Words 
matter because they force us to agree on definitions, 
a process which in turn forces us to debate and fine 
tune our understanding about the nature of our 
environment and how we plan to operate. The term 
irregular warfare, which incorporates such disparate 
activities as stability operations, counterinsurgency, 
insurgency, and unconventional warfare in one single 

concept, is not useful. A term that means everything 
actually does not really mean very much at all.

In the Irregular Warfare Joint Operating Concept, 
stability operations are defined as a subset of counter-
insurgency or irregular warfare, which is confusing 
because one is not a subset of the other. Rather, it 
depends on the level of analysis. Tactically, stability 
operations represent a set of activities conducted 
during a mission in which the object is protecting 
people and establishing or maintaining order. In that 
context, stability operations could be a subset of a 
counterinsurgency campaign, conventional conflict, 
or irregular warfare, if such a thing actually exists. 
These are tasks in stability operations that the Army 
references in its full-spectrum doctrine. Full-spec-
trum operations are similar to the three-block war, 
which was explained by General Charles Krulak, the 
former commandant of the Marine Corps, in 1997:

In one moment in time, our service members will be 
feeding and clothing displaced refugees, providing 
humanitarian assistance. In the next moment, they 
will be holding two warring tribes apart—conducting 
peacekeeping operations—and, finally, they will be 
fighting a highly lethal mid-intensity battle—all on the 
same day . . . all within three city blocks.1

At the strategic level, counterinsurgency can be 
regarded as a type of stability operation in which 
systems under stress are returned to or converted to 
stability. As the Stability Operations Joint Operat-
ing Concept of 2006 explained, such operations are 
mounted in order “to assist a state or region that is 
under severe stress or has collapsed due to either a 
natural or man-made disaster.”2

The causes of systemic stress or failure vary. For 
instance, a system can fail or come under severe 
stress because of major interstate or civil war, 
insurgency, low-grade or chronic political unrest, 
economic crisis, natural disaster, or a deadly combi-
nation involving several factors. Each case also varies 
with respect to political, cultural, economic, social, 
and other preconditions, including the relative com-
petence and strength of the local government. When 
a system is under stress in this way, it is vulnerable 
to actions by spoilers from low-level criminals and 
gangs to dangerous warlords to insurgents, all of 
whom can exploit weak governance to generate 
chaos, violence, and social unrest. Even normal citi-
zens may turn to crime to survive in such dangerous 
and anarchic situations. Recent examples include the 
looting of Baghdad and the chaos in New Orleans in 



374 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

the wake of Hurricane Katrina. In those cases, a vac-
uum was created by external stresses placed on the 
system, which was exploited by miscreants of various 
sorts. In Iraq, a violent insurgency was given space to 
grow. As both cases demonstrate, either stopping or 
reversing such pandemonium is extremely difficult, 
especially for outside forces unfamiliar with the 
cultural landscape, as occurred in Iraq.

The initial goal of outside intervening forces is 
stopping chaos and violence. That task is the opposite 
of traditional military operations (maneuver war-
fare), which is to create chaos for the enemy forces. 
In sum, traditional military operations are focused 
on breaking down a system, whereas stability opera-
tions are about strengthening a system of political, 
economic, and social institutions under stress, pre-
venting or reversing chaotic spirals into violence.

However, outside forces can only do so much. For 
stability to endure and human security to be main-
tained, the capacity of the local government must be 
restored or, in some cases, created in the first place. 
This may require full-scale nationbuilding depending 
on indigenous capacities to govern and the extent 
of damage sustained by existing institutions and 
resources.

Most successful stability operations have simple 
albeit not intuitive characteristics. Crafting a strat-
egy for success or deciding to intervene in the first 
place requires an understanding of what it takes 
to succeed in a given situation. The following “top 
five” rules of thumb are derived from current and 
emerging doctrine, lessons learned, and best prac-
tices in recent and historical cases. They provide the 
basis of a point of departure for making realistic 
and practical decisions.

1. Start with a Long-term Strategy: “Cheap coats 
of paint won’t work.” Success in stability operations 
is time consuming. A comprehensive multiyear 
strategy that recognizes this reality must be crafted 
from the outset. Shortsighted strategies that do not 
accept what is needed for success fail to do the job, 
burn resources, and exhaust popular will at home. 
Moreover, research has indicated that Americans are 
unsupportive of interventions with strategies that 
were ill-conceived. Although sustaining domestic 
support is never easy, leaders stand a better chance if 
the American people understand the requirements 
from the beginning and also are convinced that there 
is an effective strategy in place.

2. Keep the Host Nation in the Lead: “Better 
[they] do it tolerably, than you do it perfectly.” The 
United States has become the most likely external 

actor in stability or counterinsurgency operations 
in a foreign country. Thus, American forces will 
have either a supporting role with the host-nation 
government or a brokering role among the warring 
parties. In any case, local leaders must take the lead 
substantively as well as publicly. The U.S. goal should 
be helping the host nation achieve stability and the 
capacity to sustain peace and govern on its own. In 
practice, this means integrated planning with local 
authorities must begin on day one, even before 
deploying forces. One key reason for such planning 
is determining whether the host nation will consider 
legitimate grievances and address them in the 
political process. Defeating an insurgency without 
negotiation may be impossible for a democracy in 
the information age. Intervening in a situation where 
the local government is unwilling to commit to a po-
litical process to resolve the grievances of the people 
will be ineffectual at best and a great waste of blood 
and treasure at worst.

3. Put the Population First: “Protect the people 
where they sleep.” When violence breaks out, the 
people will seek security from whoever can provide 
it. Ideally, the local government should be the first 
to offer protection because its legitimacy is derived 
from the ability to protect the people. Thus, the pop-
ulation is the first priority for an intervening force. 
This priority should be coupled with the goal of turn-
ing over security to local military forces as soon as 
possible. As General David Petraeus has emphasized, 
protecting the population involves considerable risk 
because it means leaving secure bases to “live among 
the people.”

4. Match Ends to Means: The challenge of whole-
of-government approach. Helping a nation build 
durable institutions, including mechanisms for 
security, governance, and economic development, 
will require diverse, nonmilitary skills. Currently, 
civilian experts must synchronize their efforts with 
military commanders in formulating a coherent 
whole-of-government strategy. The ability of civilian 
agencies to provide expertise is limited or lacking in 
some areas. In filling the gap on an ad hoc basis, the 
military has gradually developed limited proficiency 
in these areas. However, to succeed without mud-
dling through in future missions, the United States 
must build that civilian capacity, which is a process 
that may take decades. In the meantime, any decision 
to engage abroad must be made in light of limited 
civilian expertise and a realistic understanding of the 
fact that the military must take up the slack. In such 
cases, there cannot be ambiguity over the fact that 
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the military cannot expect relief since the civilian 
capacity simply does not exist.

5. Do Not Go It Alone: Victory is easier with 
friends. Conducting stability operations with allies 
in sanctioned multinational missions is preferable 
to unilateral action for two reasons: burdensharing 
and legitimacy. Americans are more likely to support 
engagement abroad if they do not have to foot the 
whole bill and believe that the mission is reasonable 
and valid. Moreover, local people are more likely to 
cooperate with outside forces if they regard them 
as legitimate. The perception of legitimacy is more 
common when regional or international bodies 
condone the intervention, recognize local authorities 
or agreements, publicly denounce insurgents and 
spoilers, and substantively promote investments in 
the economic future. Despite challenges in synchro-
nizing tactics, technologies, and strategic objectives, 
efforts should be made to secure regional and inter-
national participation and support for intervention.

This framework and the five rules of thumb 
are offered as a starting point for leaders charged 
with deciding when and how to use force abroad. 
We must keep in mind that it is a delicate balance 
between the need to learn from experience so as 
not to repeat old mistakes on the one hand, and the 
need to avoid the trap of “fighting the last war” on 
the other. The guidelines presented here reflect a 

desire to learn from recent and historical experience. 
They are presented as a snapshot in time, and like all 
lessons learned from experience, should be subject 
to thoughtful revision as circumstances inevitably 
change.

Iraq Endgame: Internal and Regional 
Stability

The outlook for Iraq improved greatly because 
of the substantial decline in violence registered in 
2007 and 2008. But serious challenges remain, and 
continued U.S. engagement will be needed to put the 
country on a stable footing. An endgame strategy is 
required for the final phase of the Iraq conflict. The 
broad challenges for U.S. policy are maintaining and 
expanding the downward trend in violence and craft-
ing a formula for sustainable security and stability in 
Iraq and throughout the region. If a lasting peace is 
to be achieved, it will require Iraqis to reach agree-
ment on questions of power-sharing and resources 
management in the new political order.

The United States has embarked on a gradual 
troop withdrawal and transition from combat to 
training and other security assistance roles. As the 
process continues, the way that these issues are 
addressed will affect the long-term outlook for Iraq 
and the region. In both the political and military 
realms, the administration faces significant choices 
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in crafting its relationship with Iraq. Under a bi-
lateral security agreement that took effect in 2009, 
U.S. troops are scheduled to leave Iraq no later than 
the end of 2011. While the combat mission for U.S. 
troops is ending, the Iraqi government may request 
assistance from the United States after that. In the 
formal declaration of principles signed in 2007, Iraq 
expressed a desire for continued American help to 
strengthen and professionalize its security forces 
and enable it to deter foreign threats. However, the 
bilateral agreement will be put to a referendum in 
2009 and a new Iraqi government will be formed 
after elections at the end of the year. Thus, continuity 
in the relationship is not assured.

Iraqi security forces have grown in size and com-
petence in recent years but will not become fully self-
sufficient for 5 to 10 years. Given the institutions and 
resources available to Iraq, the expansion and profes-
sional development of its military is a straightforward 
if long-term task. With U.S. assistance, particularly air 
support and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance, Iraqi security forces should be able to handle 
the present threat during the transition.

Nonetheless, two critical questions remain. First, 
will the Iraqis employ their security forces in a 
nonsectarian and nonpartisan manner? Failing to do 
so could reignite the conflict. Second, what course 
will future relations between the United States and 
the next Iraqi government take? Achieving stability 
inside Iraq and within the region will require the 
considered use of American political and military 
assistance to ensure successful outcomes to these 
questions.

Coalition and Iraqi forces achieved an amazing 
turnaround in the war during 2007 and 2008. By 
the end of 2008, violence in Iraq had fallen to a level 
not seen since the start of 2004. Various measures 
contributed to this trend. First, the addition of some 
31,000 American troops and doubling of the number 
of Provincial Reconstruction Teams have been 
highly successful. Second, and more importantly, the 
revised objectives of the joint campaign plan as well 
as changes in the way that U.S. forces are employed 
were fundamental to reducing the violence. Political 
accommodation became the main objective of the 
campaign plan that shifted the focus of the U.S. ef-
fort from attacking insurgents to providing security 
for the population and persuading antagonists to 
stop fighting. This engagement strategy succeeded 
in bringing Sunni insurgents and their supporters 
over to the American side. The resulting increase in 
human intelligence permitted more effective target-

Soviet SS–20 and U.S. Pershing-II missiles, regarded as 
the most threatening missiles in their class, on display 
in National Air and Space Museum
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ing of so-called irreconcilable elements of the Sunni 
insurgency, including al Qaeda in Iraq as well as 
hardcore Shia cells known as special groups. A cease-
fire announced by Shia leader Moqtada al-Sadr in 
August 2007, which followed resolute action by the 
Iraqi government to check Sadrist provocations in 
Karbala, also dramatically contributed to the decline 
in violence.

The most immediate challenge is incorporating 
Sunnis in the political and economic life of Iraq so 
that their motivation for fighting is addressed and 
the insurgency does not resume. The ultimate resolu-
tion of the sectarian conflict will require agreement 
on the federal nature of the state. Additional deci-
sions, legislation, and constitutional revisions also 
may be necessary. Without such agreements, internal 
stability will remain elusive and, in turn, affect pros-
pects for regional stability. The ongoing intra-Shia 
competition must be channeled into the political 
arena, and Shia militias must be demobilized and 
employed. The rivalries and substantive differences 
among Shia groups are likely to continue, but the 
diversity of Shia opinion may actually promote but 
not preclude the formation of either multisectarian 
or nonsectarian coalitions.

The critical decision that the United States must 
make regarding Iraq is whether its continued assis-
tance will be made contingent on political reconcili-
ation and internal stability. Alternatively, America 
could either withdraw its support or provide un-
conditional support. The former choice would be 
ill advised given the geopolitical importance of the 
country and the latter could lead to exclusive rule 
by a Shia majority, which might rekindle the Sunni 
insurgency. In addition, Arab states would react 
negatively to the prospect of an alliance between Iraq 
and Iran.

The United States and other countries have an 
abiding interest in ensuring that the ceasefire among 
Iraqi factions is extended and strengthened. This 
fragile peace could unravel if steps are not taken to 
preserve it. The most urgent issues include incorpo-
rating those Sunnis who stopped fighting the govern-
ment into the security forces and economic life of the 
nation; providing basic services and infrastructure 
to rebuild Sunni areas; and establishing the mecha-
nisms to prevent the use of Iraqi or coalition forces 
for either sectarian or partisan purposes. While 
America does not have unlimited leverage, given 
the Iraqi need for security assistance and its genuine 
wariness of Iran, the United States should be able to 
persuade the Iraqi government to take these steps.

Although implementation of the U.S.-Iraqi 
security agreement will be critical in determining 
the future of relations, the national elections slated 
for late 2009 will also have an important impact. 
The elections may offer an opportunity to broaden 
representation in the Iraqi parliament, particularly 
by Sunni and secular groups that previously were 
not participants. A more broadly representative 
parliament and government could open the way for 
compromises on core issues. The United States has 
a vested interest in free and credible elections under 
rules that permit new leaders, parties, and coalitions 
to emerge and share in governing the country.

Even with a broadly representative parliament, it 
will take a long time to resolve deep-seated differenc-
es and past animosity. Outside diplomatic support 
may be needed to broker enduring compromises. 
The United States should be prepared together with 
the international community to appoint envoys and 
provide sustained diplomatic support to facilitate po-
litical solutions to the underlying causes of internal 
disagreement. America should fashion continuing 
assistance to the new Iraqi government in a way that 
facilitates resolution of the most contentious issues.

Iraqi security forces have grown rapidly in recent 
years, but the Iraqi government estimates that it will 
be unable to meet all internal and foreign defense 
needs until sometime between 2012 and 2018. Those 
forces exceeded 600,000 at the end of 2008 and 
eventually will number 640,000.3 The ability of Iraq 
to plan and execute independent operations and 
resupply as well as maintain and administer its army 
and national police forces has grown steadily. Un-
fortunately, local police capability lags behind. The 
competence of Iraqi forces will improve over time 
with experience, even more rapidly if Americans 
train and advise them. Yet progress is only possible if 
national identity and military professionalism trump 
local and sectarian interests.

The growth of the Iraqi security forces has been 
constrained by a lack of midlevel officers. To meet 
this shortage, Iraq has mounted a sustained effort, 
graduating an average of 1,600 cadets annually 
from its military academies since 2005. Thousands 
of officers of the former Iraqi army also have been 
incorporated in the new security forces. However, 
since these forces have been built from the ground 
up, commands at brigade, division, and corps levels 
were formed last and are still in the process of matur-
ing. The Iraqis will be hampered in the midterm by 
shortfalls in combat enablers, including aviation, 
combat service support, intelligence, and command 
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and control. Police and other internal organs of 
security lack adequate facilities, logistics, leadership, 
internal affairs, and forensic capabilities. Both the 
defense and interior ministries have improved their 
administrative capacity, but remain unable to fully 
execute their budgets. Although Iraq satisfied most 
of its defense requirements under the U.S. foreign 
military sales program, delivery was slow despite 
efforts by the Pentagon to expedite the process. As a 
result, Iraq looked for alternative sources of supply.

Pockets of sectarianism remain in the Iraqi secu-
rity establishment, particularly in the police and fa-
cilities protection services. Moreover, there are risks 
that the government will use these forces as a tool to 
consolidate the power of one faction or sect, rather 
than enforce the law equitably for all Iraqis. For ex-
ample, operational control of Iraqi special operations 
forces currently resides in the prime minister’s office. 
To minimize the potential of sectarian or partisan 
use of this asset, which is the most capable of the 
Iraqi forces, the Independent Commission on the 
Security Forces of Iraq recommended in September 
2007 that the special operations forces be placed 
under the Iraqi military chain of command, but the 
recommendation has not been accepted as yet.

Although Iraq continues to build a professional 
army, it will remain dependent on U.S. forces even 
as they draw down and assume a supporting role. 
Under a gradual drawdown and transition plan, U.S. 
surge brigades completed their tours and have been 
redeployed, leaving 15 combat brigades and some 
155,000 troops in Iraq, and subsequent withdraw-
als are planned for this year. As outlined in the joint 
campaign plan, U.S. troops also began shifting from 
combat missions to tactical, operational, and finally 
strategic overwatch, as local conditions warranted.

The Multi-National Force plans to continue this 
gradual transition unless otherwise directed. In Oc-
tober 2008, the security of 13 provinces became the 
responsibility of Iraqis, and in 2009, all 18 provinces 
were to come under their control. Iraqi commands 
are planning and executing operations with U.S. 
advice when needed. Under the terms of the bilateral 
security agreement that went into effect in January 
2009, the Joint Military Operations Coordination 
Committee has authority to coordinate all military 
operations according to Iraqi law and the conditions 
stipulated in the agreement. This agreement creates 
a significantly different operating environment from 
the one that was governed by the United Nations 
mandate, which expired in 2008. For example, U.S. 

Darfur: A Complex Conflict

Since 2003, the western Sudanese province of Darfur 
has been a finger pointed at the conscience of the 
world. It has gained the attention of governments and 
humanitarian groups and generated countless pages 
of political commentary. Yet today the situation is less 
stable and more difficult than in the past. Civilian 
deaths reach into the hundreds of thousands, and 
refugees or internally displaced persons number in the 
millions. The minority government in Khartoum has 
adhered to its policy of destruction of the non-Arab 
population despite little or no support from Arab 
tribes, and the United States and its allies have passed 
the ball to the United Nations.

There are many tragedies in Africa and few real 
successes. Like Somalia, Congo-Kinshasa, and other 
areas, Darfur has become a humanitarian tragedy. In 
particular, international inaction and ineffectiveness 
have humanitarian costs of their own. The failure to 
stanch the Darfur crisis tarnishes the image of the 
United States as a world leader and a moral force. At 
the same time, in its failure to look beyond humani-
tarian crises, America has neglected to act in its own 
interest to secure a role in sub-Saharan Africa. The 
nations in this region are endowed with resources and 
have potential as U.S. trading and investment partners. 
The Sahel, which includes part of Sudan, represents 
a dividing line between the Muslim and non-Muslim 
world. The form that Islam will adopt in moving south 
in Africa has import for U.S. security interests. Yester-
day’s poster child of Africa was a hungry child, while to-
morrow’s may be the picture of dynamic development 
that is taking place to prepare countries in the region 
for active roles around the world.

President Idris Deby of Chad chaired negotiations 
in 2004 between Sudan and two rebel groups, the 
Sudanese Liberation Army and the Justice and Equality 
Movement. The former was represented by Mini Minawi 
and the latter was headed by Khalil Ibrahim, who did 
not attend. Chief Salah Gosh led the Sudanese delega-
tion. With only a handful of international observers, the 
three parties signed a ceasefire agreement on May 8, 
2004. Although flawed and reached in an atmosphere 
of distrust, the agreement offered an opportunity for 
the international community to resolve the growing 
Darfur crisis. Yet the region had not gained attention in 
the United States and Europe where the focus remains 
on North-South negotiations in Kenya. The actions by 
the Sudanese government against the non-Arab popu-
lation in Darfur were unpopular in Sudan, including the 6 Continued on p. 381
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army, and Khartoum remained a backwater that had 
not experienced the oil-driven economic growth that 
it enjoys today. 

Following the signing of the North-South Agree-
ment in 2005, the European Union promised 
support and asked the African Union to take on the 
peacekeeping mission. The African Union reluctantly 
agreed and began the mission with support from the 
United States and the European Union in an air of 
cautious optimism. This offered an opportunity for an 
American initiative to resolve the Darfur crisis with 
a combination of carrots and sticks, an opportunity 
that should have been linked to the North-South 
Agreement. However, the opportunity passed, 
and the government continued ethnic cleansing 
unimpeded. The African Union force took on the 
peacekeeping mission without requisite expertise or 
assets. Darfur became a popular cause for interna-
tional celebrities who focus on humanitarian issues. 
China engaged the government to ensure a share of 
Sudanese resources, and other parties lined up to 
make investments in the largest African nation. The 
United States, devoid of colonial baggage and highly 
popular in Sudan outside the government, failed to 
take the lead.

Rebel leaders were hosted in Europe as America 
decided that the Sudanese Liberation Army must 
enter into negotiations. Yet rather than insist on 
compliance with the N’Djamena Agreement (formally 
known as the Humanitarian Ceasefire Agreement), 
the international community entered into another 
round of talks in Nigeria. But despite well-intentioned 
efforts, the Darfur problem was not resolved and 
began to deteriorate.

In response to its weak position, the government 
in Sudan concluded that there would not be strong 
reactions to the situation in Darfur. So it supported 
the attacks by the Jinjaweed militia on villages in 
the region. Aided by the failure of the world com-
munity to respond, President Omar al-Bashir and his 
confederates took the opportunity to divide the rebel 
groups. The United States tried to get the United 
Nations to impose tougher and tougher sanctions to 
no avail. After compelling the parties to the table in 
2006, American envoy Robert Zoellick helped broker 
an agreement that was complex and unenforce-
able. Under pressure, Minawi signed the agreement 
but other groups did not. This split resulted in the 
downfall of Minawi within the Sudanese Liberation 
Army and in greater internal division. Furthermore, 
the United States did not engage with the Justice and 

Equality Movement, fearful of the earlier relationship 
between Khalil Ibrahim and Hasan Turabi. But Khalil 
privately insisted that although he had worked with 
Turabi in the past, neither Turabi nor any leader had 
opposed the marginalization of the people of Darfur. 
He vowed that his only loyalty was to those people. 
Nevertheless, the international community blithely 
passed the buck to the United Nations with the result 
that nothing except bland resolutions ensued.

A forceful international effort headed by the United 
States could have achieved a great deal. But leaders 
were focused on humanitarian issues, sanctions, 
and fears of endangering the North-South Agreement 
rather than the political and economic consequences 
of the conflict in Darfur. The result has been a wors-
ened humanitarian situation, sanctions that have 
had little or no effect, and increasing violence and 
growing threat. At the same time, interest in Africa 
and its resources has grown, but America seems 
not to have grasped the importance of standing firm 
on Darfur to achieve larger interests in the region. 
People in sub-Saharan Africa ask why the United 
States has responded in Bosnia but not in Darfur, es-
pecially given the declaration by former Secretary of 
State Colin Powell concerning the ongoing genocide 
in Darfur.

The United Nations cannot resolve the problem of 
Darfur; only America has that capability. As such, the 
following outlines basic ideas on this humanitarian 
and security crisis:

n Call for a meeting of rebel leaders, in limited 
numbers, from all factions, including Khalil Ibrahim. 
Only a unified group can negotiate with the Suda-
nese government. Since unity is the desirable but 
unlikely outcome, this group should form a council 
representing all credible factions.

n Invite the non-Arab and Arab leadership of 
Darfur including the nomad tribes to meet, preferably 
in the United States. Although they have suffered, no 
major Arab tribe supports the government. Ensure 
humanitarian and development needs are translated 
into priorities to implement quickly.

n Invite the Sudanese government to send repre-
sentatives to the United States for frank discussions. 
America must be prepared to name an Ambassa-
dor, remove Sudan from the list of terrorist states, 
and end sanctions in return for specific actions. 
The United States has allies among the Sudanese 
business leaders, who are Western-educated and 
prefer to work with American firms. Promoting strong 
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private business ties would be beneficial in eventu-
ally affecting change in Khartoum.

n Host a meeting of decisionmakers from the 
above groups in a secluded location (such as Day-
ton).

n Support a broad-based amnesty since parties 
threatened with arrest and the International Criminal 
Court are unlikely to negotiate. Sending a few culprits 
to The Hague may make some people feel better, but 
it could work against a lasting resolution. The impor-
tance of amnesty is a lesson from the success of the 
Salvadoran peace agreement in the 1980s.

n Work within traditional tribal administrative 
structures to allow for compensation for those groups 
driven from their homes and lands.

n Invite only a limited group of international 
observers to any negotiations to avoid the circus-like 
atmosphere that was created in Abuja by scores of 
diplomats, experts, and journalists competing for 
attention from the rebels and government. A more 
relevant group of observers might include repre-
sentatives of the United Nations, European Union, 
African Union, and Arab League.

The United States has a chance to demonstrate 
that it is capable of taking a leadership role in the 
sub-Sahara. America will have to recognize African 
nations as partners and not only the beneficiaries of 
humanitarian relief. U.S. resources would be better 
used to support private investments, agricultural de-
velopment, water projects, education, health, infra-
structure, and the development of human resources.

At stake is the image of America as a moral beacon 
and its respect for sub-Saharan Africa. Also threat-
ened are relations with Sudan, a bridge between the 
Muslim north and non-Muslim south. It is the largest 
country in Africa, a key to the Nile, and a potential 
ally. The Sudanese people are not anti-American 
or generally radical. And the Bashir government is 
unpopular, the military is unenthusiastic, and the 
Southern Sudan referendum looms near. The United 
States should take the risk and assume leadership of 
an international effort to resolve the Darfur crisis.

military personnel come under Iraqi jurisdiction 
when off duty and off base, Iraqi warrants must 
be obtained for detentions, and detainees must be 
turned over to Iraqi custody.

Many questions remain over the implementa-
tion of the bilateral security agreement as well as 
the accompanying strategic framework. The pace of 
the U.S. troop withdrawal and the nature of future 
security and diplomatic relations will be determined 
through further bilateral negotiations. The security 
agreement provides for the possibility of a quicker 
withdrawal or revision of the existing agreement. The 
parliamentary elections may also affect the longer 
term resolution of these matters.

Despite broad areas of uncertainty, it is likely that 
U.S. forces will be increasingly dedicated to advisory 
and training roles for the next year or two. Given 
continued internal threats, Iraq will need combat 
enablers and counterterrorism assistance for some 
time. While American combat units departed urban 
areas in July 2009, U.S. advisors can be effective if 
dispersed among Iraqi forces to provide situational 
awareness. Depending on the threat from neighbor-
ing countries, some U.S. forces may be located along 
the borders as well. These missions and terms of 
assistance may be revisited in consultations with the 
new Iraqi government. U.S. force levels should be 
determined by troop-to-task analyses once missions 
have been agreed on.

If Iraq retains U.S. military training and advisory 
assistance, the formation of a multinational transi-
tion security command could be the vehicle to train, 
equip, and advise Iraqi forces. A small counterter-
rorism unit, if such a presence is desired, could be 
folded into this command.

Security and stability inside Iraq cannot be 
achieved if outside actors undermine the efforts to 
peacefully end the conflict. Diplomatic initiatives as 
well as other measures are needed to foster regional 
stability. The so-called neighbors process begun by 
the United States and Iraq should be enhanced to 
staunch the flow of insurgents and weapons into 
Iraq and to prevent tensions and provocations across 
borders. The United Nations has played a construc-
tive and expanding role in diplomatic efforts both 
inside Iraq and regionally, and notably in efforts to 
address the crisis of internally displaced persons and 
refugees abroad. Despite successes in resettlement 
and repatriation, more than 4 million Iraqis remain 
displaced in their own country or are living as 
expatriates in surrounding nations. Most countries in 

5 Continued from p. 379
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the region are interested in a security framework that 
prevents the spillover of conflict in Iraq and creation 
of a terrorist safe haven. To date, Arab neighbors and 
members of the Gulf Cooperation Council have been 
reluctant to support what is perceived as a sectarian-
minded Shia government in Baghdad. To the extent 
the Iraqi government incorporates Sunnis in the 
police and military and provides services and jobs 
in areas where they live, regional Arab states should 
be prepared to support Iraq. The formation of an 
inclusive government in 2010 will greatly enhance 
prospects for such support. That will provide Iraq 
with the influence to counter Iranian efforts to Leba-
nonize Iraq and control political or military forces 
inside it.

The goal of regional diplomacy is not to create 
an anti-Iranian alliance that would destabilize the 
region or prompt reactions by Tehran, but rather 
to help defend Iraq and other countries against the 
destabilizing actions of Iran. Threats in this region 
demand multilateral and bilateral efforts to avoid war 
as well as the acquisition of destabilizing weapons 
of mass destruction. The specter of a poly-nuclear 
Middle East makes regional engagement a top im-
perative for U.S. foreign policy. gsa
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Chapter 17
Alternative Force Structures and  
Resource Constraints

D esigned to provide food for thought rather 
than policy recommendations or budgetary 
prescriptions, the following chapter envisions 

different configurations for different challenges. It 
starts with a brief overview of how each of the four 
Services and special operations forces must adjust if 
we assume hybrid wars are the primary challenges we 
face. Following that survey, we consider how the U.S. 
Army must change to deal with continuing counter-
insurgency and stability operations while maintaining 
the capability to fight a conventional opponent.

Next, the chapter examines the Navy’s very differ-
ent set of problems. First, its planned fleet is simply 
unaffordable. Second, the fleet is a poor match for 
the challenges the Navy is facing. Thus, this section 
recalls lessons from the past in how to overcome 
the cost issues and proposes a different organization 
to face the second challenge. As always, the Marine 
Corps literally straddles the two environments and 
must be prepared to play an active role in both. The 

section on the Corps focuses on its role in winning 
the current conflicts while simultaneously reequip-
ping and modernizing to deal with future threats.

This chapter’s discussion of the Air Force high-
lights how our hard-gained air superiority has been 
critical to the success of U.S. arms. But it cautions 
that the Air Force faces major budgetary issues as it 
tries to replace an aging aircraft fleet while assuming 
additional duties in space and cyberspace as well as 
augmenting ground forces in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The next two sections deal with personnel issues 
and the budget. Demographic and social changes 
reinforced by persistent conflicts are challenging 
Service abilities to recruit sufficient high-quality 
personnel to meet needs. Budgetary pressures from 
entitlement programs are set to rapidly grow and will 
force a reassessment of national priorities. The final 
section discusses how the Pentagon can balance risks 
and costs in the long run to meet current demands, 
while posturing the forces to meet future challenges.

Amphibious assault vehicles approach beach to disembark Marines and equipment during exercise off Florida coast
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Force Structure Implications of Hybrid 
Warfare

Hybrid warfare is a reaction to the overwhelm-
ing superiority of American arms and the leveling 
impact of globalization. Through its dominance of 
conventional warfare, America has pushed future 
opponents to alternative means purposely designed 
to thwart conventionally oriented Western societies 
and their military forces. This approach is designed 
to sidestep America’s kinetic forces by chang-
ing the rules of the contest. In this new hybrid of 
war, cunning savagery, continuous organization, 
and tactical adaptation will be the only constant. 
As a result, American force planning needs to be 
examined within a framework that accounts for both 
the enduring potential of state-on-state conflict and 
the more likely, but much less threatening, cases of 
intrastate conflict and failed states.

Army
To meet the complexity of indirect and hybrid 

threats, the Army envisions developing capabilities 
to execute decisive combat operations, as well as 
responding to the unexpected and unpredictable. It 
intends to balance expeditionary agility and staying 
power for the long fight regardless of its nature. This 
moves the Army away from its predisposition to set 
piece battles against predictable enemy forces. Ap-
propriately, the individual Soldier is the centerpiece 
of this transformation. In terms of organizing for the 
future, the Army anticipates the need for greater agil-
ity, which will be gained by promoting modularity of 
brigade-sized units while placing more emphasis on 
combined arms at lower echelons.

Although the Army appears to be adapting in terms 
of concept development, force structure changes and 
the Future Combat System (FCS) do not completely 
satisfy the requirements of hybrid warfare. The FCS 
program offers connectivity, surveillance, unmanned 
systems, and force protection for the battlefield of 
tomorrow. The principal advantage of this transforma-
tion is the evolution from the division-based structure 
to Brigade Combat Teams (BCTs), which have modu-
larity instead of ad hoc task organization. These units 
are self-sufficient, cohesive, and readily deployable. 
Their design also provides improved tactical integra-
tion at lower levels, which will be ideal in meeting the 
challenge of hybrid threats as well as accomplishing 
future stabilization operations.

However, the Army remains focused on major 
combat operations and a heavy force structure. In 
addition, to afford the brigade headquarters over-

head, the Army removed the third maneuver battal-
ion in many brigades. A smaller number of properly 
manned BCTs would be better suited for operations 
that call for boots on the ground. Furthermore, the 
Army has declined to establish dedicated train-
ing and advisory groups, which is a decision that 
must be reconsidered. Besides establishing standing 
regional headquarters and military advisory groups 
to conduct stabilization operations, some portion of 
the force, at least five BCTs, should be assigned as the 
base component for an increased national capability 
to conduct preventative or postconflict stability op-
erations in concert with the range of other available 
instruments of national power.

Navy
After the Cold War ended, Navy leaders optimized 

the battle force for power projection operations 
against state opponents with weak navies. They 
essentially ignored the low end of the conflict spec-
trum, as indicated by their outsourcing of riverine 
warfare to the Marines and their plans to eliminate 
both frigates and Patrol Coastal ships from the battle 
fleet. As a result, fleet building plans emphasized 
high-capacity strike platforms, including aircraft 
carriers and large, expensive, multimission combat-
ants. It was not until 2001 that the Navy inserted 
the Littoral Combat Ship (LCS)—a small modular 
combatant—back into its long-range plans. But 
consistent with the Navy’s vision of future warfare 
at sea, the ship was designed for countermine, anti-
submarine, and antisurface warfare during a theater 
break-in operation, not for operations at the low end 
of the naval conflict spectrum.

For the past few years, the Navy’s principal 
conceptual approach had been built around an 
umbrella concept called Sea Power 21, developed by 
then–Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Vernon 
Clark. The fleet architecture to bring Sea Power 21 to 
fruition has been defined in the Navy’s shipbuilding 
program. While revolutionary in its technological 
base, the program was conventional in its ship mix 
and leaned heavily toward blue water operations and 
long-range precision strike from aircraft carriers. In 
fact, by the time he retired, Admiral Clark concluded 
that the current Navy fleet was neither balanced nor 
optimal for making material contributions to the war 
on terror or against future irregular adversaries.

By 2005–2006, things had begun to change. The 
long campaign in Iraq, Iran’s clever use of subma-
rines and surface ships, advanced antiship weaponry, 
and small, swarming boats, as well as Hizbollah’s 
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ability to employ C–802 antiship cruise missiles in 
the 2006 Lebanon War, all demonstrated the growing 
threat of maritime hybrid threats. As a consequence, 
the Navy reclaimed the riverine mission from the 
Marines; provided more than 10,000 Individual 
Augmentees to ground force commanders in Iraq 
and Afghanistan; scrapped plans to retire the Patrol 
Coastal ships; modernized 30 frigates to serve 
through the end of the next decade; converted four 
Ohio-class ballistic missile submarines into conven-
tional cruise mission and special operations trans-
port submarines; expanded its Naval Special Warfare 
capabilities; and stood up the new Naval Expedition-
ary Combat Command (NECC), a “type command” 
responsible for organizing, training, and equipping a 
variety of forces employed on both the seaward and 
landward sides of a coastline.

The Navy has explored some innovative ship 
designs, and is now belatedly looking at its contribu-
tions to the war on terror and hybrid threats. It has 
jumpstarted its regional affairs program, riverine war-
fare, humanitarian assistance tasks, and Civil Affairs 
efforts to make a more significant contribution to 
global campaigns. Nonetheless, despite these welcome 
moves, maritime hybrid warfare capabilities gener-
ally remain at the bottom of the Navy’s budgetary 
priorities. The principal complaint about the Service 
has been its overemphasis on and overinvestment in 
deep-water sea control operations, and its heretofore 
studious avoidance of littoral and riverine operations.

The Navy’s program continues to emphasize 
platforms and capabilities for high-end naval combat 
against nation-state opponents. As a result, funding 
for many of the NECC’s capabilities is included in 
supplemental budgets rather than the Department of 
the Navy base budget. The Navy has stood up only 
3 riverine squadrons of 12 boats apiece. Similarly, 
despite the LCS’s great potential, the Navy’s pro-
gram lacks mission packages for special operations 
support, humanitarian and disaster relief, naval 
partnership-building, or support for Marine advisory 
and training teams.

In the midrange, the Navy’s major surface invest-
ments have focused on a replacement “destroyer,” the 
DDG–1000. This Zumwalt-class land attack destroyer 
is about 50 percent larger in displacement and 5 times 
more costly than the DDG–51 Burke-class vessel 
that it replaces. It is a technological marvel, with its 
electric drive engine program, superior radar and 
signature control, and Advanced Gun System, which 
provides two fully automated 155mm guns capable 
of firing global positioning system–guided rounds 83 

nautical miles ashore from a 600-round magazine. 
The Navy is particularly keen on the ship’s automa-
tion and minimal crew requirements, reduced from 
350 to as low as 120. However, the size and cost of the 
program—$4.4 billion per unit—threaten its survival.

The Navy must not totally ignore the high end 
of the naval conflict spectrum. The undersea 
competition is changing, and may be on the verge 
of a major shift involving unmanned underwater 
vehicles. Similarly, the Navy is now engaged in 
an intense, albeit politically understated, naval 
capability competition in the Western Pacific with 
the People’s Republic of China, including systemic 
Chinese efforts to develop antinaval theater denial 
capabilities. Making sure the United States does not 

fall behind in that competition is a prerequisite for 
stability and crisis response in the region. More-
over, as the aforementioned example of Hizbollah’s 
employment of antiship cruise missiles shows, there 
is a steady, ongoing global proliferation of advanced 
guided weapons and battle network technologies 
that will challenge any future U.S. naval operation 
in ways not seen since World War II. However, it 
seems fair to say that the Navy’s program needs to 
be better balanced to include additional low-end, 
hybrid, and high-end naval threats. In other words, 
emphasis on new hybrid threats should shift some 
of the focus of the Navy’s investment portfolio away 
from the Global Maritime Commons and tradi-
tional deep blue water operations to the more likely 

Secretary Gates, Admiral Mullen, General David Petraeus, and General Ray 
Odierno during change of command ceremony, Baghdad, September 2008
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contested zones in the world’s littorals. A standoff 
fleet strike capacity will still be important, and the 
modern aircraft carrier will remain the centerpiece 
of the U.S. naval power projection fleet. However, 
the fleet clearly has overcapacity in fleet strike capa-
bilities, and just as clearly lacks capacity in low-end 
and hybrid naval capabilities.

A key component for any Navy intent on address-
ing hybrid maritime threats is the naval maneuver 
fleet, consisting of amphibious warfare ships, mari-
time prepositioning ships, and joint sealift platforms. 
This maneuver fleet will have to remain robust, as it 
is the Navy’s most versatile component. The ability 
to command external lines of communication and 
operate from the oceanic periphery; to establish sea 
bases for our forces near crisis areas without having 
a large footprint ashore; and to put ground forces 
ashore to deal with pirates and other nonstate mari-
time actors operating from land will be important 
components of future naval operations.

Marine Corps
As an expeditionary force, the Marines are 

well disposed in terms of their culture, doctrine, 
and force structure to deal with hybrid threats. In 
particular, the combined arms approach and ability 
to operate in a decentralized manner set them up 
for success. Investments that currently position the 
Marine Corps to retain its unique naval character 

could be better allocated to fixing chinks in its 
armor for countering more lethal and irregular 
enemies.

In adapting to the 21st century, the concept of the 
Marine Air-Ground Task Force (MAGTF) should 
be retained but its focus shifted from rare major 
combat operations to likely deployments requiring 
sustained expeditionary capabilities in the urban lit-
torals. The Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF) force 
design must be retained as a reservoir for rapidly 
tailored forces for various contingencies but must 
be augmented. MEFs lack an information warfare 
battalion, a reconnaissance, surveillance, and target 
acquisition battalion designed to augment reconnais-
sance companies, and unmanned sensor assets (both 
ground and aerial systems). In addition, each MEF 
organization requires a security cooperation group 
that contains foreign military training and advisory 
teams and Civil Affairs units.

The second major shift required for a small wars 
era involves training and manpower paradigms that 
govern daily operations. The Marine Corps heavily 
invests in its junior officers but does not make com-
parable training and education programs available 
to its enlisted members. If the Corps believes in the 
strategic impact of small units, then it must invest 
to make the strategic corporal a reality, which some 
allied militaries have done already, and not simply a 
bumper sticker.

Current acquisition by the Marine Corps is well 
settled, particularly the Joint Strike Fighter (JSF) and 
tactical ground mobility programs. But consideration 
should be given to limiting purchases of the V–22 
Osprey while focusing on assault support assets 
better suited to urban environments. The Osprey is 
a superb platform for special operations and deep 
assaults when speed requires protection and agility. 
But it may not be nimble enough if urban littorals 
become the default operating environments in the 
future. Instead of optimizing its force design for the 
ship-to-shore challenge, the Marine Corps could 
focus on deploying more effective forms of force 
protection once ashore.

Air Force
America’s military dominance over the last several 

decades has been enhanced by its relentless pursuit 
of aerospace superiority. This capability cannot be 
taken for granted and needs continuous invest-
ment to preserve a competitive advantage. Hybrid 
threats will not diminish the relevance of airpower. 
But that dominance must be shaped to provide for 

Marines from Fleet Antiterrorism Security Team Pacific perform battle drill 
against simulated base perimeter breech
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relevant strategic and operational effects necessary 
for unrestricted warfare. This will require the Air 
Force to expand its capabilities in space and cyber-
space as well as a modern long-range strategic strike 
capability. Admittedly, there will be fewer threats to 
air superiority. The current plans for the F–22 Raptor 
should be curtailed at approximately 200 airframes 
because its contributions to precision strike and 
ground attack are dubious at best. U.S. air superior-
ity will rarely be tested in a meaningful way, except 
by sophisticated air defense systems and even more 
often by low-tech Man-Portable Air Defense Systems 
as well as attacks against airfields.

The Air Force has already made some adapta-
tions that prepare for future threats. The Service has 
improved its expeditionary capability as well as its 
posture for cyber warfare operations. Its develop-
ment of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) is first 
rate. In a completely irregular world, the require-
ment for precision engagement, especially in urban 
settings, will continue and perhaps increase in 
value. Thus, a modernized gunship, either manned 
or unmanned, has merit given the great success of 
AC–130s in current operations. Such a vehicle, an 
airborne Guardian Angel, would combine the advan-
tages of persistent surveillance with pervasive attack.

Special Operations Forces
Afghanistan provided a renaissance for special 

operations forces. Teams of these warriors built 
relationships with the Northern Alliance and ap-
plied firepower against the Taliban. Subsequently, 
numerous cases of valor and improvisation testified 
to the effectiveness of special operations against deft 
enemies. As a result, these units have developed 
sophisticated capabilities across a range of operat-
ing environments. They must continue to work 
with foreign militaries and remain agile enough to 
conduct surveillance and operate against high-value 
targets even in dense urban areas. Although special 
operations forces have gotten more resources, they 
need training, education, staff processes, and aviation 
assets to enhance their capabilities.

Iraq and Afghanistan have provided an experimen-
tal laboratory for potential enemies, who adapt to what 
works and pursue the fusion of modern capabilities 
and irregular tactics until they perfect unique styles of 
warfare. Many if not all capabilities will be required to 
counter hybrid threats, but the mix of capabilities and 
force structure should be shaped to better reflect the 
needs of joint force commanders to defeat potential 
adversaries located anywhere in the world.

Outlines of a Post-Iraq Army
Shaping virtually all other decisions that Presi-

dent Obama will make about the Army will be U.S. 
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. The Army1 
has been rotating combat brigades through both 
countries at a rate that limits its ability to do, or train 
to do, anything else. There is no lack of thought in 
the Army about future directions, but much of that 
thought will stay on hold if “the future” remains Iraq 
and Afghanistan.

We assume a situation in which the Service can 
approximate the mythical 2-year dwell time between 
unit rotations, giving it time to prepare for the 
broader array of conflicts that it may face in the fu-
ture. We begin with the nature of future conflict and 
the kind of Army we need to handle it. We then turn 
to the Army’s size: how large an Army do we need? 
And we end by examining the notion of “building 
partner capacity” and the advisory capability that 
implies. Army leaders have a good sense of needed 
change in these areas; the question is whether those 
ideas can be nurtured and sustained in the debates 
that surely will follow substantial withdrawal from 
Iraq. The Obama administration will be instrumen-
tal in making sure current directions of change are 
sustained.

Full-Spectrum Conflict, Full-Spectrum Army
Insurgencies in Iraq and Afghanistan have 

confronted the Army with a form of conflict that 
it sought assiduously to ignore in the decades after 
Vietnam. Against this background, it has picked 
up counterinsurgency remarkably well—which is 
useful, since it probably will see more of these messy 
internal conflicts in the years ahead. If this sounds 
like refighting the last war, it is worth remember-
ing that the events of 9/11 highlighted the danger of 
ignoring failing states. Few see Afghanistan as a war 
of choice, and it makes sense to hedge against other 
wars of that kind. Meanwhile, post-Saddam Iraq has 
encouraged the Army to remember that many of 
its past conflicts were followed by long “governance 
operations.” In asserting that “Establishing a stable 
peace after an offensive may take longer and be more 
difficult than defeating enemy forces,” the Army’s 
new Field Manual (FM) 3–0, Operations, embraces 
that long-neglected history and the strategic purpose 
of war: producing a better and more lasting peace.

Some Army critics think that the Service has 
moved too far toward counterinsurgency and is 
forgetting how to fight “conventional” conflict.2 It 
is a fair point, but it begs the question what future 
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“conventional” conflict will look like. Precisely 
because the U.S. military does “high-end” maneu-
ver warfare so well, it is hard to imagine future ad-
versaries challenging the United States in that kind 
of battle. Rather, we should expect them to explore 
“asymmetric” approaches that neutralize our fire-
power, draw out conflicts, create civilian casualties, 
operate aggressive media campaigns, and otherwise 
frustrate U.S. goals.

Unfortunately, the messiness of today’s conflicts 
is not likely to be confined to insurgencies. We saw 
hints of “irregular major combat” in the initial inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003, when Saddam’s Fedayeen posed 
a threat to rear areas with significant consequences 
for U.S. tactics, deployments, and technology. In 
2006, Hizbollah employed irregular tactics in con-
fronting Israel’s invasion of southern Lebanon. North 
Korea may seek to do the same should war break out 
there. These “irregular challenges” can appear in any 
kind of warfare, perhaps even alongside “regular” 
warfare. Thus, the Army must plan to meet the “full 
spectrum” of warfare in the same war, perhaps at 
nearly the same time.

This means, first, an army with a different balance 
of skills and capabilities than the balance the Army 
brought into the present century. It needs less armor 
and artillery, more military police, Civil Affairs, and 
support units—the “high-demand, low-density” 
skills of stability operations—and more infantry, 
which has wide utility across the spectrum. Whether 
infantry is “foot” or “medium weight” remains to be 
seen; the success of Stryker units in Iraq certainly 
makes the medium weight idea worth exploring.

A more serious challenge of full-spectrum warfare 
lies in training and leader development. Certain 
basic Soldier skills and character traits are univer-
sally valuable but important skills are unique to 
areas of the spectrum. More broadly, the mindset of 
traditional warfare—“destroy the enemy’s forces”—
differs markedly from “secure the population,” the 
core mindset of counterinsurgency and stability 
operations. Finally, command in these latter opera-
tions tends to be flatter, with lower level command-
ers and Soldiers facing strategic and often complex 
ethical decisions. Future full spectrum war will place 
an enormous premium on leaders (not just officers) 
who can grasp, quickly, what kind of conflict they are 
in and shift gears accordingly.

Training takes time. The rapid rotations through 
Iraq and Afghanistan do not allow for this level of 
training. The Army has a vision of a 3-year force 
generation cycle (2 years training, 1 deployed, or pre-

pared to deploy) that is probably the minimum dwell 
time needed to impart a broad set of full-spectrum 
skills and then the specific skills needed for the next 
deployment. Given prevailing constraints on com-
manders’ time, Army trainers must bring training to 
units at a level that relieves commanders of today’s 
large burden of paperwork.

How Much Army Is Enough?
Given uncertainties about the future and the sub-

stantial costs of adding people to the military, ques-
tions about force size are almost always controversial. 
Oddly, today’s debate about the size of U.S. ground 
forces is anchored on the Army’s post–Cold War size 
of 482,000 Active duty personnel. Yet this number 
was the product of a conception of warfare centered 
on rapid defeat of enemy forces—conflict in which 
the entire force can be brought to bear in a military 
confrontation. In enduring conflicts such as Iraq, 
by contrast, effective force size is cut by half or two-
thirds, depending on rotation rate. Only by accident 
would the size of today’s Army bear any relationship 
to the likely wars of the future.

Not surprisingly, operations in Iraq and Afghani-
stan have forced increases in the size of America’s 
ground forces. After allowing a “temporary” increase 
of 30,000 in the Army’s size in January 2004, the 
Bush administration moved 3 years later to increase 
the Active Army’s authorized end-strength by 65,000 
(with Reserve Components increasing by smaller 
amounts, and the Marine Corps increasing by 
47,000), producing an Active Army of 547,000 Sol-
diers. Although recruiting to this new level initially 
incurred worrisome (but not catastrophic) declines 
in the quality of entering Soldiers, a falloff in casual-
ties in Iraq combined with a falloff in economic 
activity at home seems to have eased recruiting 
problems. The Army is now nearing the 547,000-Sol-
dier goal.

Is an Army of 547,000 Active duty Soldiers enough? 
Who knows? This is a case where “muddling through” 
makes good sense. People are expensive, and there is 
much uncertainty regarding whether and how “per-
sistent conflict” will be handled in the future. Then 
again, pursuing the currently authorized increase in 
size makes sense in terms of present (and perhaps 
enduring) commitments in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
and as a hedge against possibly demanding commit-
ments down the road. It is also about all the Army can 
be expected to recruit and retain in the time allotted. 
Hopefully some of these uncertainties will be resolved 
with the passage of time.
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Squaring the Size Circle: Building Partner 
Capacity

If an unstable world becomes less friendly to U.S. 
interests and more friendly to terrorists (or orga-
nized crime, or disease, and so forth), the United 
States may need to impose stability in countries 
considerably larger than Iraq or Afghanistan, which 
have already strained the Nation’s ground forces. 
How does America hedge against such a world? The 
proffered solution these days is “building partner 
capacity,” which in this case means strengthening the 
internal security capabilities of weak or threatened 
states so large U.S. force deployments are not needed.

The latter meaning clearly applies urgently to Iraq 
and Afghanistan. But Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates gave the notion longer term significance in a 
speech to the Association of the U.S. Army in Octo-
ber of 2007:

[A]rguably the most important military component in 
the War on Terror is not the fighting we do ourselves, 
but how well we enable and empower our partners to 
defend and govern their own countries. The standing 
up and mentoring of indigenous armies and police, 
once the province of Special Forces, is now a key mis-
sion for the military as a whole.3

Gates added that how the “military as a whole” 
should handle the advise-and-assist mission “re-
mains an open question, and will require innovative 
and forward thinking.”4 The subject certainly does 
not lack for that, as proposals for handling training 
and advising range from building an Army Advisory 
Corps of 20,000 Soldiers, to taking advisors “out of 
hide” of deployed brigades, to converting brigades 
to advisory groups as they go through their prede-
ployment training cycle, to substantially expanding 
the number of uniformed experts on regions and 
advising.5

Some of these proposals relate directly to the situa-
tions in Iraq and Afghanistan, where the capacity-
building mission aims to reduce the exposure of 
deployed U.S. forces. These deserve attention in their 
own right. But the general goal of this policy is to 
strengthen governance and security in host nations 
instead of deploying U.S. combat forces. Carving 
advisors and trainers out of deployed U.S. brigades 
does not apply.

Advising foreign militaries is the ultimate non-
standard requirement. In combat situations such as 
Vietnam and Iraq, advisors have numbered in the 
thousands, but in Latin America and Africa, U.S. 

advisory teams have traditionally been in the tens, 
occasionally as a result of politically imposed caps 
on American force levels. Some advisor teams coach 
host-nation units, some are lodged in the local politi-
cal organization (Provincial Reconstruction Teams), 
and some (military training teams) move from 
situation to situation. The absence of a standard team 
makes it hard to imagine how Army brigades can 
consistently be reshaped into advisory teams.

If there is a “standard” requirement amid the 
variety, it is the need for a far better trained and 
educated corps of experts than the regular Army (as 
against the special operations forces) has been able 
or willing to provide in the past. If it is to have any 
chance of success, advising must be led by officers 
and senior enlisted personnel who know the culture 
and politics of the country to which they deploy, and 
ideally know the language well. They should be adept 
at advising (not everyone is), and willing to deploy 
for more than a year. Those advising foreign military 
units ideally should have U.S. operational experience; 
they should be “operator-experts” who advance in 
the standard command track while also picking up 
advisory experience. These experts will be the core 
of advisory teams assembled in accordance with the 
needs of each particular mission.

This amounts to a call to substantially broaden 
the education and experience of officers as they rise 
through the ranks. Leader development actually nar-
rowed after the Cold War ended, with fewer attend-
ing graduate school or serving outside Army units.6 
Senior Army officials want to reverse that trend, but 
they will need support from the civilian leadership. 
Careers are already stuffed with mandated assign-
ments; if building partner capacity is a top national 
priority, it has to be given precedence. It may be that 
the Nation needs to consider lengthening military 
careers beyond currently mandated lengths. These 
are not issues that the Army can address by itself.

The Army also will need support in raising the 
status of “advising” in an organization that has al-
ways valued command of U.S. units. In a recent email 
to the organization, Chief of Staff General George 
Casey sought, among other things, to “put training 
on the same footing as other kinds of assignments 
when it comes to promotions.”7 This is a good move, 
but it may not be taken seriously; the last time a chief 
of staff tried this—in the late 1960s—the admonition 
was forgotten by the time promotions boards met in 
the early 1970s.8 If this is the direction in which the 
Nation wants to move, it will take more than a single 
Army chief of staff to make the policy stick.
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The Future of the Army
The Army does not need to be wrenched around 

to face in the proper direction. To the contrary, the 
Army as an institution appears to have a good grasp 
of what it must do to prepare for the future. The 
new FM 3–0 embraces history, strategy, and stability 
operations. The chief of staff ’s missive on the value 
of advising recognizes the need to give this function 
higher status. And of course the Army’s performance 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, adapting to modes of 
conflict ignored or scorned only a decade ago, lays 
the groundwork for an Army able to tackle the more 
complicated and “irregular” forms of conflict the Na-
tion is likely to confront in the future.

Hence the Obama administration’s mission should 
be one of ensuring that the organization sticks to 
the general course it has chosen. Anyone aware of 
the Army’s history knows how ephemeral many of 
the changes now proposed may be—particularly 
amid the national security debates that will follow 

a substantial withdrawal from Iraq. Field manuals 
change and dictates from higher headquarters can be 
amended or quietly forgotten. The Obama admin-
istration must ensure that the Army continues to 
explore the new intellectual and operational territory 
it now occupies.

Four areas in particular need sustained attention by 
the Obama administration. First is the effort to broad-
en officer development paths, ultimately making them 
richer and more varied than during the Cold War. The 
administration should be willing to consider lengthen-
ing officer careers as a means to this end. Second, and 
relatedly, the operator-experts that emerge from this 
broader development process need to be rewarded for 
service as advisors. Third, rebalancing the force away 
from the dominance of the combat arms, or at least ar-
mor and artillery, will need high-level support. Finally, 
the way in which the Army delivers “full-spectrum” 
training as operational tempo allows will need careful 
attention and analysis.

Table 1. Current and Future Navy Fleets

Ship type 283-ship Fleet 313-ship Fleet 357-ship Fleet

Aircraft carriers (CVs, CVNs) 11 11 10

Escort carriers (CVEs) 0 0 4

Nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs, 
SSBNXs)

14 14 12

Nuclear-powered cruise missile and special operations 
transport submarines (SSGNs)

4 4 6

Nuclear-powered attack submarines (SSNs) 53 48 48

Guided missile cruisers (CGs, CGXs) 22 19 0

Guided missile destroyers (DDGs, DDGXs, DDG–1000s) 55 69 0

Large Battle Network Combatants 0 0 80

Frigates (FFs) 30 0 0

Mine countermeasure ships (MCMs) 14 0 0

Littoral Combat Ships (LCSs) 1 55 55

Large-deck amphibious assault ships (LHAs, LHDs, LHARs, 
LHDXs)

10 9 11

Amphibious landing ships (LSDs, LPDs) 21 22 22

Maritime prepositioning future squadron (T–LHA/LHD, 
T–AKE, LMSR, MLP)

0 12 0

Combat logistics force ships (T–AE, T–AFS, T–AKE, T–AO, 
T–AOE) 

31 30 31

Support ships 17 20 29

Maritime Security Force ships 0 0 49

Source: Naval Vessel Register, available at <www.nvr.navy.mil/nvrships/FLEET.HTM>.
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A New Competitive Strategy for Enduring 
Naval Superiority

The U.S. Navy’s 283-ship battle force is the most 
powerful on Earth (see table 1). This force includes 
11 aircraft carriers capable of launching and land-
ing conventional jets, and 10 amphibious assault 
ships capable of operating short takeoff and vertical 
landing (STOVL) jet fighters, tilt-rotor aircraft, and 
helicopters. No other navy operates more than four 
such ships.9 Its tactical submarine fleet numbers 56 
nuclear-powered boats (52 attack boats and 4 cruise 
missile submarines)—11 more nuclear boats than 
those found in all foreign navies.10 Its 77 multimis-
sion guided missile destroyers and cruisers carry 
about the same number of missiles as do the 367 
surface combatants operated by the next 20 largest 
navies. Its 31-ship amphibious warfare fleet can land 
2 Marine Expeditionary Brigades, and its 32-ship 
combat logistics force (CLF)—a mix of fuel tankers, 
ammunition, and supply ships—gives the Navy a 
global reach and staying power unmatched by any 
other navy. Not included in the 283-ship count is a 
110-ship prepositioning and sealift fleet operated 
by the Military Sealift Command, representing 95 
percent of the world’s militarily useful sealift.11 Nor 
does it include approximately 160 Coast Guard cut-
ters and patrol boats.

Despite its great strength, the Navy believes that 
its battle force is too small given the demands on the 
fleet. The recently published Cooperative Strategy for 
21st Century Seapower declares that preventing wars 
is as important as winning them.12 As a consequence, 
it emphasizes persistent global presence and mari-
time security and humanitarian assistance opera-
tions. This strategy entails larger numbers of ships 
and different types, too, including ships and craft 
capable of operating in the brown and green waters 
of the world alongside smaller, less capable navies. 
Given these tasks, as well as those associated with 
the current two-war joint standard, the Navy wants 
its future battle force to be no less than 313 ships (see 
tables 1 and 2).13

The likelihood that the Navy will achieve this fu-
ture goal is low. Since fiscal year (FY) 2003, the Navy 
has spent about $12.6 billion a year on shipbuild-
ing. The Congressional Budget Office estimates the 
Navy’s FY09 30-year plan to build a 313-ship fleet 
would cost an average of $27.4 billion a year.14 Given 
likely future budgets, few observers believe that the 
Navy will be able to allocate such large sums to its 
shipbuilding efforts.15 Even the Secretary of the Navy 
has said that unless the Navy designs and builds 
more affordable ships, the chances that it will be able 
to build up and sustain a larger fleet are poor.16

Table 2. U.S. Navy 313-ship Plan

type/class required description

Aircraft carriers 11 Transitions to CVN 21-class nuclear-powered aircraft carriers

Ballistic missile submarines 14 Comprised of 14 Ohio-class nuclear-powered SSBNs

Cruise missile submarines 4 Comprised of 4 Ohio-class SSBNs converted to SSGNs

Attack submarines 48
Comprised of nuclear-powered Los Angeles-, Seawolf-, and Virginia-class 
SSNs 

Surface combatants 88
Includes 19 guided missile cruisers (CG[X]s), 7 destroyers (DDG–1000s), and 
62 guided missile destroyers (DDGs and DDG[X]s)

Littoral combat ships 55
Sea frames only; program also includes 64 antisurface, antisubmarine, and 
countermine mission packages

Amphibious warfare ships 31
Includes 9 amphibious assault ships (LHD/LHAs), 10 amphibious transport 
docks (LPD–17s), 12 dock landing ships (LSDs) 

Maritime prepositioned 
force (future) 

12
3 modified LHDs/LHAs, 3 large medium speed RO/RO ships (LMSRs), 3 dry 
cargo/ammunition ships (T–AKEs), and 3 mobile landing platforms (MLPs) 

Combat logistics force 30
Transitions to 4 Fast Combat Support ships (T–AOEs), 11 dry cargo/ammuni-
tion ships (T–AKEs), and 15 underway replenishment oilers (T–AOs)

Support vessels 20
Includes 2 command ships (LCCs), 2 submarine tenders (ASs), 4 rescue and 
salvage ships (ARSs), 4 fleet tugs (T–ATFs), 4 ocean surveillance ships (T–
AGOS), 1 high-speed ship (HSS), 3 Joint High Speed Vessels (JHSVs)
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The Navy’s plans to recapitalize its extensive 
carrier-based and land-based air forces are similarly 
challenged. In addition to the F/A–18E/F strike 
fighters now in production, the Navy must pay for 
carrier and STOVL versions of the new F–35 Joint 
Strike Fighter; the E/A–18G electronic attack aircraft; 
the E–2D airborne early warning aircraft; the P–8A 
Multimission Maritime Aircraft; the MH–60R and 
MH–60S shipboard helicopters; and the Broad Area 
Maritime Surveillance and Firescout unmanned 
aerial systems. In addition, the Navy must pay for 
the recapitalization of the Marine Corps’ substantial 
rotary-wing fleet. The steadily growing costs for all 
these aircraft will continue to put enormous pres-
sure on a Service top line that is already under great 
strain.

Moreover, it is not yet clear that the Navy’s plans 
are consistent with the emerging competitive envi-
ronment, which is defined by the ongoing struggle 
against violent radical Islamist extremists and their 
terrorist networks, the rise of authoritarian capitalist 
states, and the prospect of a world in which weapons 
of mass destruction, especially nuclear weapons, 
are widely proliferated.17 In addition, the Navy is 
witnessing a dramatic expansion in the land, air, and 
naval power of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). 
At present, the aim of this expansion is to prevent 
Taiwan from declaring independence. As part of its 

planning, the PRC must hedge against the possibil-
ity of the United States intervening on the side of 
Taiwan. Accordingly, the PRC is developing a range 
of capabilities designed to contest U.S. air and naval 
operations up to 1,600 nautical miles from the Chi-
nese mainland.18 Foreshadowing the challenges and 
complexities of naval network warfare, these Chinese 
capabilities include an over-the-horizon, intelligence, 
surveillance, reconnaissance, and targeting network; 
maritime strike aircraft armed with advanced anti-
ship cruise missiles (ASCMs); modern ASCM-armed 
surface combatants; and a qualitatively improved 
submarine fleet armed with advanced torpedoes and 
submerged-launched ASCMs. In addition, the PRC 
is experimenting with land-mobile, maneuverable 
reentry vehicle–equipped antiship ballistic missiles 
(essentially coastal artillery with ranges out to 2,500 
kilometers), against which U.S. ships may have little 
defense.19 This raises an open question: will rapidly 
improving Chinese maritime anti-access capabilities 
soon create a broad surface ship “keep out zone” in 
the far western reaches of the Pacific, and if so, how 
will the Navy respond?

There may also be a similar ongoing competi-
tive shift in undersea warfare. New undersea target 
sets such as fiber optic cables and offshore energy 
platforms may spark new undersea combat missions. 
Extremely quiet, diesel-electric submarines with air 
independent propulsion can now patrol for weeks 
without having to recharge their batteries. Future 
undersea warfare will involve new types of combat 
networks composed of sensors, large and small 
manned submarines, and unmanned underwater 
vehicles (UUVs) and systems. Because the U.S. abil-
ity to project power globally rests on an assumption 
of continued undersea superiority, the Navy must 
make sure it is prepared for these changes and that 
it remains the top competitor when, and if, a major 
competitive shift occurs.20

Based on this quick survey, there are various pos-
sible changes to current Navy plans. These changes 
are shaped by the following assumptions:

n The Navy can exploit its current comfortable 
lead in aggregate naval power by determining the 
direction of the future naval competition before 
making any dramatic changes to its force structure.

n Operationally, the Navy must concentrate on 
improving its ability for forward engagement with 
smaller navies, fighting hybrid naval adversaries, 
and supporting U.S. irregular warfare in the near 
term. Over the long term, it should concentrate on 

USS Wyoming, one of several Ohio-class ballistic missile submarines, was 
designed for Cold War nuclear deterrence but could be refitted for other roles
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strengthening its undersea warfighting capabilities 
and improving the surface fleet’s ability to fight from 
longer range—from beyond the densest defenses 
along a hostile coast.

n To strengthen its long-term competitiveness, 
the Navy must reduce shipbuilding costs, husband 
resources, sustain the country’s naval design and 
industrial base, and invest in robust research and 
development.

n The four best ways to reduce shipbuilding costs 
and conserve resources are to exploit ship and air-
craft designs now in production to the fullest extent 
possible in order to benefit from learning curve 
efficiencies; reduce the total number of different ship 
types to accrue savings in training, maintenance, 
and logistics; reduce crew sizes, which are the largest 
driver of a ship’s lifecycle costs; and aggressively pur-
sue improved networking capabilities, which provide 
added combat power well beyond mere numbers of 
platforms.

Based on these assumptions, the Navy should 
consider making the following changes to its current 
plans (see table 2).21

Aircraft Carriers. Reduce the carrier force target 
from 11 to 10 carriers, and shift to a sustained build-
ing rate of 1 new carrier every 5 years. At the same 
time, accelerate the development of a new carrier-
based, stealthy, air-refuelable unmanned combat 
air system (UCAS). The UCAS has the potential to 
convert the aircraft carrier into a global surveillance-
strike system able to fight from long ranges and 
against the most advanced air defense systems. 
Because the carrier force will continue to have 11 or 
12 carriers through the mid-2030s, the Navy should 
consider converting one or two into UCAS carriers.22

Ballistic Missile Submarines. After completing the 
ongoing midlife refueling cycle for the first 12 of 14 
Ohio-class nuclear-powered ballistic missile subma-
rines (SSBNs), reduce the strategic deterrent fleet to 
12 boats. This will free up two additional Ohios for 
conversion into nuclear-powered cruise missile and 
special operations transport submarines (SSGNs) 
and UUV motherships.23 The Navy should also 
begin a concerted effort to design the future SSBN 
replacement, which will begin replacing the Ohios 
in the mid-2020s, presumably based around a new 
seabased strategic ballistic missile.

Cruise Missile and Attack Submarines. Forty-eight 
nuclear-powered attack submarines (SSNs) and 6 
SSGNs are a reasonable interim target for the tactical 
submarine fleet; the ultimate size and character of 

the future force will depend entirely on the future 
undersea competition. The most important require-
ment is to hedge against a major future undersea 
warfare challenge by maintaining an industrial base 
able to build a minimum of two boats per year, sus-
taining the submarine design base, and continuing a 
robust undersea warfare research and development 
program. Accordingly, the Navy should move to 
two Virginia-class SSNs per year as soon as practi-
cal, begin designing small manned submarines and 
UUVs that can perform both Naval Special Warfare 
and undersea combat network missions, and launch 
an aggressive undersea warfare experimentation 
program.

Surface Combatants. As indicated by the Navy’s 
recent decision to truncate the DDG–1000 program 
to three ships and to restart the Arleigh Burke DDG 
production line, the Navy’s current plan to recapital-
ize its large surface combatant force is simply too 
expensive for future shipbuilding budgets. The most 
important near-term goal is to execute a thorough 
hull and combat systems upgrade for the 84 guided-
missile cruisers and destroyers either in the fleet or 
being built, to ensure their continued effectiveness. 
To save costs, the replacement programs for these 
ships—the CG(X) and DDG(X) programs—should 
be merged into a single Large Battle Network Com-
batant program. The new modular ship would be 

Stryker combat vehicles on patrol, Mosul, Iraq
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sized for the cruiser mission, have a 40-year design 
life, and be affordable enough for a sustained ship-
building rate of two per year. To maintain the indus-
trial base until the new ship is ready for production, 
the Navy would continue building the Burke DDGs. 
Seven would replace the oldest CGs, which cannot be 
affordably modernized. After that, the Navy would 
maintain the size of the legacy cruiser and destroyer 
force at the current target of 88 ships. The long-term 
goal would be to replace these 88 ships with 80 new 
Large Battle Network Combatants.24

Littoral Combat Ships. The Navy plans to build 
55 modular LCSs. Designed as multipurpose battle 
network combatants, the ships can be configured to 
perform antisurface, antisubmarine, and counter-
mine duties. The Navy plans to build the ships at a 
rate of up to six per year, and then stop construction 
for a decade or more. To sustain the industrial base, 
a better plan is to build LCSs at a sustained rate of 
four per year. Once the Navy hits its objective target 
of 55 ships, it has two options: continue to build four 
ships per year to expand the size of the LCS force, or 
continue to build four ships per year, replace the four 
oldest LCSs on a one-for one-basis, and transfer or 
sell the excess LCSs to friendly navies. Many small 
navies seek less complicated and expensive former 
U.S. warships. Refurbished LCSs would be a good fit 
for them. Additionally, the Navy should develop ad-
ditional LCS mission packages to perform additional 
missions, such as Naval Special Warfare support.

Naval Maneuver Ships. Amphibious warfare 
ships are perfectly suited for a strategy that empha-
sizes sustained forward presence and engagement; 
Maritime Pre-positioning Force (MPF) ships are less 
so. Accordingly, the Navy should build a force of 33 
amphibious ships (11 assault [LHD]/general purpose 
[LHA], 11 transport dock [LPD–17], and 11 dock 
landing [LSD]); cancel the proposed MPF (Future) 
squadron; and retain three legacy MPF squadrons. 
However, the Navy should build three planned Mo-
bile Landing Platforms, assigning one to each legacy 
MPF squadron. This ship mix could lift a total of five 
Marine Expeditionary Brigades. The Navy should 
also build four additional LHAs to serve as escort 
carriers (CVEs), with Marine STOVL aircraft aboard, 
to further distribute fleet aviation capability. To save 
money, the Navy should replace the LSD force with a 
variant of the LPD–17 hull now in production.

CLF and Support Ships. The Navy should build 13 
large, dry cargo/ammunition ships (T–AKEs), and 
then build 15 oilers and four Fast Combat Support 
ships based on variations of the same hull. This would 

produce a 31-ship CLF fleet with a common hull, 
which would result in significant savings. Similarly, 
it should replace its two command ships and two 
submarine tenders with variations of the LPD–17 hull. 
The Navy now plans to maintain five ocean surveil-
lance ships, forego building the High Speed Ship, and 
increase its Joint High Speed Vessel (JHSV) buy to 
seven ships. These are flexible, inexpensive ships that 
can serve a variety of engagement and fleet support 
tasks. The Navy should build a minimum of 5 more 
for general fleet support, for a total of 12, with 7 dedi-
cated to maritime security duties (see below).

Maritime Security Force Ships. The 313-ship fleet 
was developed before A Cooperative Strategy for 
21st Century Seapower was published. The strategy 
emphasizes persistent presence, maritime security 
operations, and partnership building capacity. Con-
sistent with this strategy, the Navy should establish 
seven Global Fleet Stations, each with a command 
ship (a converted LSD operated by the Military 
Sealift Command);25 one Maritime Security Cutter, 
operated by the Naval Reserve;26 one JHSV; one riv-
erine squadron; and four Coastal Patrol ships.

For those counting, these recommendations result 
in a battle force of 357 ships (see table 1). This does 
not count ships in the Military Sealift Command’s 
prepositioning and sealift fleets, Coast Guard cutters, 
or other important deployable naval capabilities, 
such as riverine squadrons. Between now and 2020, 
the Navy would need to spend approximately $21 
billion each year to implement these recommenda-
tions. This is about $6 billion less per year than the 
Congressional Budget Office’s estimate for the Navy’s 
FY09 30-year plan to build a 313-ship fleet.

As one can see, these recommended changes lead 
to less of a radical alternate naval force structure than 
an alternate competitive strategy for enduring naval 
superiority. This strategy improves the Navy’s ability 
to engage forward in the near term and prepares it for 
stiffer challenges in the longer term. It does this by 
husbanding resources; exploiting the hulls currently in 
production; reducing ship crews; preserving the naval 
industrial and design bases; maintaining U.S. undersea 
superiority; and making sure that future carrier battle 
forces can fight from longer ranges.

The Marines: From a Force in Readiness 
to a Force Engaged

This evaluation of the readiness and status of the 
Marine Corps has three components: winning the 
current conflict, equipping and modernizing, and 
posturing the Service for the future.
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Winning the Current Fight
The Marines have made material contributions 

to every major campaign since September 11, 2001. 
They view Iraq and Afghanistan as part of the 
generational struggle, and have taken many training, 
doctrine, and educational initiatives to enhance the 
ability to prevail in the long war. Some 200,000 mem-
bers of the Marine Corps have served in Southwest 
Asia since 2003. Another 49,877 Reservists have been 
activated since 2001 and 8,142 are deployed today, 
which represents about 20 percent of the Reserve 
Component.

The Marine Corps was engaged in Operation 
Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan during 2002, where 
Task Force 158 operated some 600 miles away from 
its amphibious shipping and logistics support. Several 
transition teams also have assisted the Afghan army. 
To counter the growing Taliban influence, some 
3,000 members of the Marine Corps returned to that 
country in 2008 to engage in aggressive operations in 
Helmand Province to limit the ability of insurgents to 
intimidate the Afghan population and undermine the 
authority of the legitimate government.

The Marines deployed more than 50,000 person-
nel for Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, and some 
24,000 remained in Iraq over last year. They demon-
strated versatility by conducting major operations in 
Fallujah against foreign fighters and al Qaeda. After 
that intense urban fighting, the Marines transitioned 
to stability operations and support of the Iraqi gov-
ernment. They also provided additional battalions 
and support for the surge in 2007. Operating as part 
of the larger MAGTF, they performed with agility 
and demonstrated a wide range of capabilities that 
negated efforts by the insurgents and supported the 
Sunni awakening in Al Anbar.

Moreover, the Marine Corps has deployed some 
25 training teams in the area of operations of U.S. 
Central Command, and some 600 Marines in two 
dozen countries as trainers and advisors. In addition, 
it executed more than 50 theater engagement events 
in the past year, including events in Iraq, Central 
America, the Middle East, and Africa. It also trained 
more than 400 foreign officers in various Marine 
Corps educational institutions and programs located 
in the United States.

In addition to combat operations in distant theaters, 
the Marine Corps budget has grown to increase its 
authorized strength from 175,000 to 202,000 by FY11. 
The commandant insisted on plans to develop all ele-
ments of the MAGTF in a balanced manner to meet 
the challenges of an uncertain future. The additional 

forces will allow the Service to have sufficient forces to 
conduct ongoing operations, train new forces for over-
seas missions, and remain capable of fulfilling both its 
core competencies and Title 10 responsibilities.

Achieving recruiting, equipment, and construc-
tion objectives will cost more than $30 billion over 
the Future Years Defense Program. Additional 
end-strength will result in three Marine Expedition-
ary Forces—balanced in both their capacity and 
capability. This increase will enable ongoing support 
to combatant commanders as well as reduce the 
unsustainable tempo of deployments on Marine 
personnel.

The increase permitted the addition of three infan-
try battalions and the equivalent of an artillery and 
military police battalion, enhanced armor and com-
bat engineer battalions, and air-naval gunfire liaison 
companies. Current plans call for more logistics units 
and light attack helicopters. Moreover, the Marines 
intend to improve the deployment-to-dwell ratio by 
reducing operating tempo of various units, includ-
ing military police, UAVs, helicopter, air command 
and control, combat service support, and explosive 
ordnance disposal.

Force expansion is being successfully executed. 
The Marines surpassed the FY08 authorized end-
strength objective of 189,000 and also preserved 
force quality with recruits who have a high school 
graduation rate of more than 94 percent. The Service 
also expects to reach its expansion goal ahead of 
schedule in 2010. The Obama administration must 
gauge the strategic environment, the likely nature of 
future conflict, and available resources to deter-
mine if this force expansion meets the long-term 
needs of the Nation. For now, it is apparent that 
American ground forces have been badly strained 
by two simultaneous long-term counterinsurgency 
campaigns.

Equipping and Modernizing
To maintain the current high operating tempo, the 

budget of the Marine Corps has been substantially 
increased since the peace dividend of the 1990s. The 
baseline budget that pays largely for manpower, op-
erations, maintenance, and procurement of ground 
weapons has increased by 100 percent since FY00 
(in current dollars). The Marines also have benefited 
from substantial funding in Navy accounts, which 
is known as blue-in-support-of-green funding that 
provides for aviation. These funds are critical to the 
Marine Aviation Plan, which will transition more 
than half of the Marine aviation resources (39 out of 
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71 squadrons) from 13 legacy types of aircraft to 6 
new aircraft models and one unmanned system.

The Expeditionary Fighting Vehicle is designed for 
operations conducted from the sea and in littoral re-
gions. Although often construed as a niche capability, 
it has inherent capabilities that provide utility across 
the conflict spectrum, including riverine and urban 
operations. The vehicle offers amphibious mobility, 
cross-country versatility, lethality, enhanced force 
protection, and communications that will improve 
joint force operations. This is the largest acquisi-
tion program in the Marine Corps, and it has been 
beset by technical complexities and rising costs. The 
decision was made to limit the program objective 
to 574 vehicles in order to invest in a flexible suite 
of ground vehicles. Although this program survived 
the last Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), it will 
once again be examined for relevance, cost level, and 
program management challenges.

The F–35B STOVL aircraft is a variant of the JSF 
that offers basing flexibility and timely support across 
the full spectrum of warfare. JSF capabilities will 
integrate combat systems in support of ground forces 
and be the centerpiece of Marine aviation. Produc-
tion of the first 19 test aircraft is currently under way. 
Reflecting the Service’s expeditionary orientation, the 
Marines are committed to an all-STOVL tactical air-
craft force, which enables MAGTFs to operate close 
to supported units under austere conditions.

MV–22 Osprey aircraft are replacing 40-year-old 
CH–46E helicopters that were introduced during the 
Vietnam War. The Marines have received 60 aircraft, 
which are based at Marine Corps Air Station New 
River, North Carolina; Patuxent River, Maryland; 
and Al Asad Air Base, Iraq. Ospreys make up one 
training squadron, one test squadron, and three 
tactical squadrons. The Marines will transition two 
CH–46E squadrons to MV–22 squadrons per year 
through 2012. An Osprey squadron was deployed to 
Iraq in 2008, and the capabilities of this aircraft have 
been proven under combat conditions. The range, 
speed, and durability of the hybrid tilt-rotor aircraft 
have been ably demonstrated. The MV–22 squadron 
in Iraq executed operational missions in 6 hours that 
would have taken some 12 hours in the more vulner-
able CH–46 helicopters.

Posture the Service for the Future
The commandant of the Marine Corps has stated 

that “it is our obligation to subsequent generations of 
Marines, and to our Nation, to always have an eye to 
the future—to prepare for tomorrow’s challenges to-

day.” To further that obligation, he created a task force 
to produce a new vision and supporting strategy. The 
vision provides a foundation for operational concepts 
and identifies the critical steps needed to shape the 
Service for an increasingly volatile and uncertain 
future. It is grounded in its role as the Nation’s force 
in readiness, but will guide combat development in 
the long term to properly organize, train, equip, and 
prepare the Marine Corps for tomorrow’s challenges.

The commandant describes the Marine of tomor-
row as a two-fisted fighter capable of destroying 
enemy formations with flexible air-ground-logistics 
teams in major contingencies, but equally capable 
of employing hard-earned irregular warfare skills 
honed over decades of conflict. The Marine Corps 
envisions itself as a persistently engaged and multi-
capable force, drawing on the Total Force to address 
the full range of contingencies that the future will 
present.

The Marines aim to become the Nation’s expe-
ditionary force of choice. The commandant and 
his leadership team are committed to maintaining 
a Marine Corps ready to live hard in uncertain, 
chaotic, and austere environments with an expedi-
tionary mindset—emphasizing speed of execution, 
agility, and flexibility. Accordingly, the Service must 
be lean, agile, and adaptable. Over the last decade, 
the force has gotten much heavier. A balance must be 
struck between being heavy enough for expedition-
ary warfare and light enough for rapid deployment 
overseas aboard naval ships. Getting lighter will not 
negatively impact organic sustainability. The vision 
ensures that the Marines of tomorrow maintain the 
ability to sustain themselves in operations through 
the use of a seabase or initial lodgment ashore. The 
organic sustainability of MAGTFs is a unique and 
critical force enabler in such conditions, particularly 
early in an operation.

The vision devotes more attention and resources 
to education and training for understanding and 
defeating potential adversaries in complex conflicts 
involving combat and stability missions. The ability 
to conduct both types of operations simultaneously 
represents the essence of that two-fisted fighter—
offering a hand to people in need or delivering a 
precise jab in irregular warfare while wielding a 
closed fist in major combat operations. The Marine 
Corps strives to be as effective in counterinsurgen-
cies as it has been in kicking down doors as part of 
its amphibious operations.

Current operations in Iraq, Afghanistan, and 
the Pacific basin illustrate the range of operations 
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the Marines must be prepared to conduct in the 
future. This challenge is nothing new and should not 
unsettle anyone who understands the history of the 
Marine Corps or the well-honed crisis response tool-
kit that the Marines provide worldwide to combatant 
commanders.

The Nation needs a force in readiness to rapidly 
and decisively deploy to crises anywhere in the 
world. But the emerging environment requires 
the Marines to shift from a “force in readiness” 
to one that is more engaged and proactive. To do 
so, the Marine Corps will train, advise, and shape 
events more directly. Marines should not simply be 
deployed forward; they should be actively engaged 
forward supporting theater security plans while also 
being prepared to conduct complex expeditionary 
operations. These challenges will require the Service 
to make changes and adapt to new skill sets. But 
regardless of resources, the Marines will continue 
to perform well just as they have done throughout 
American history.

Critical Decisions for the Air Force
Military strength underpins American diplomacy 

and its role in the world. The men and women of 
the Air Force are integral to that strength, standing 
watch in missile fields and at bases in both Korea 
and Japan, while serving with distinction in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and wherever duty calls. In war and 

peace, their mission in air, space, and cyberspace as 
part of joint and coalition forces provides the United 
States with the capabilities required to project power 
globally.

Today, the Air Force faces several critical ques-
tions. Under new leadership, the Service must 
address nuclear discipline following two high-
profile mishaps. During the 1990s, after Strategic 
Air Command was dissolved and the conventional 
role of nuclear bombers was increased, some of that 
discipline began to erode in the Air Force. In an age 
of nuclear-armed countries, nuclear weapons remain 
the ultimate guarantor of U.S. national security, but 
the organization that the Air Force uses to manage 
those weapons is no longer up to this critical task.

The Air Force also faces major acquisition prob-
lems, which are similar to those confronting other 
Services but of greater magnitude. As a general rule, 
the Service is dependent on big-ticket space and air 
platforms that require decades-long development 
lead times and remain in the force for decades. Most 
bombers and tankers flown today were built when 
General Curtis LeMay led the Air Force, and most 
fighters were built in the 1970s and 1980s. Added to 
this problem, after 18 years of maintaining a high 
operating tempo, including combat sorties and airlift 
operations to support combat in Southwest Asia, 
equipment has aged more rapidly than originally an-
ticipated. Recent questions raised by the Government 

Marine speaks to villager through translator during civil-military operations training at Marine Base Quantico
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Accountability Office about the acquisition process 
in the Air Force have complicated and postponed 
recapitalization efforts. Given smaller budgets and a 
highly charged atmosphere surrounding acquisition 
matters, solving the recapitalization problem will not 
be easy but must be tackled under new leadership.

The Air Force also faces serious challenges in 
regard to its cyber mission. Although analysts 
increasingly agree that such capabilities will be at the 
core of conventional and unconventional warfare in 
the future, budgets do not reflect this priority for any 
Service. As the Air Force has moved to increase cy-
ber capabilities, the Department of Defense (DOD) 
has struggled with issues of allocating responsibility 
for cyber security and warfare among the Services 
and various agencies. Because it provides 80 percent 
of land and space command and control infrastruc-
ture protection to the Nation, the Air Force is in a 
position to take the lead in this mission.

Finally, the Air Force faces strategic questions on 
the allocation of limited resources between uncon-
ventional and conventional warfare. Over the next 
decade, advanced surface-to-air missiles and fourth-
generation fighters will be transferred by Russia 
and China to potentially hostile states. Ensuring the 
air superiority required to project power globally, 
and even to utilize UAVs and air-to-ground strike 
platforms for unconventional warfare, the Air Force 
must purchase expensive fifth-generation fighters 
and stealthy long-range bombers. However, doing 
so will diminish the resources available for assets to 
support the conduct of current unconventional war-
fare operations. Squaring this circle will not be easy.

The Air Force is consolidating its nuclear forces 
under a single command and transforming its pro-
curement system from requirements to acquisition. 
Moreover, the Service has given cyber assets to the 
24th Air Force and, with the Army, Navy, and Intel-
ligence Community, is developing related tactical and 
strategic efforts at Nellis Air Force Base. Yet budget 
questions loom large. Given ongoing operations, 
there is no peace dividend to bank. After a global 
financial crisis, very large projected deficits, and little 
in long-range budgets to cover inflation, the Air Force 
will have to set priorities and make hard decisions.

Fighter Modernization
Along with naval combat assets, Air Force combat 

aircraft form the basis of U.S. power projection 
capability. This force is evolving with fifth-generation 
fighters and next-generation bombers that will 
replace aging planes. This evolution is important 

because legacy aircraft and ships are slowly losing 
the ability to operate against antiaccess technolo-
gies. Within the next 10 to 20 years, credible military 
diplomacy among major powers, and military 
operations against states capable of buying new Rus-
sian and Chinese missiles and aircraft, will require 
aircraft capable of operating in a high-threat envi-
ronment. Practically speaking, the Air Force must 
increase its inventory of fifth-generation fighters as 
well as develop a new bomber.

As of August 2009, the question of the size of the 
fifth-generation aircraft appeared to be resolved. 
The Obama administration decided to end produc-
tion of the F–22 jet fighter at 187 plans rather than a 
projected inventory of 243 aircraft as planned in the 
previous administration. Although some Members 
of Congress and others continue to support the F–22 
program, which began as a response to Soviet aircraft 
developments in the 1980s, the administration decid-
ed to cap the program in order to fund higher priori-
ties. The limited number may make moot the issue of 
whether the F–22 would ever be sold to allies.

The Air Force must take three steps to develop 
a successful fighter program. First, it must develop 
a coordinated acquisition process tied to strategic 
requirements. In particular, the process requires 
more focus on the F–35 aircraft. Out-year schedule 
changes and budget adjustments have made the 
F–35 program a bill-payer for other acquisitions, 
which must stop. Second, the JSF program must fully 
engage those allies investing in program technology. 
Artificial barriers preventing key partners from fully 
participating must be dropped. Finally, interoper-
ability of the JSF with allies—equipment, training, 
information, and combat employment—is the 
heart of the program and needs top-level attention. 
Moreover, like fighters, bombers are aging rapidly. 
The last B–52H came off the production line in 1962. 
A substantial portion of the fleet is grounded. If the 
United States intends to maintain the ability to con-
duct a long-range strike mission, it should continue 
investment in such aircraft.

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance
While speaking at Maxwell Air Force Base in April 

2008, Secretary Gates drew on his experience in the 
Intelligence Community to challenge the military 
Services to examine their cultures in order to accom-
plish future missions. Calling on the tradition of in-
novation of earlier Air Force thinkers, Secretary Gates 
urged his audience to consider if the ways in which 
the military does business continue to make sense.
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Nowhere is such thinking more apropos than 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 
(ISR). The revolution in information technologies, 
combined with the accuracy of global positioning 
satellites used for navigation, has introduced highly 
sophisticated approaches to the application of mod-
ern airpower. But the ability to strike targets with 
precision became limited by the ability to find and 
identify them, particularly in distinguishing combat-
ants from civilians.

Some of the most critical ISR-related issues the 
Air Force must address relate to UAVs. Questions 
continue about balancing the need for persistent ISR 
capabilities with assets that can survive on the battle-
field. If programmers continue to believe that future 
airspace will be uncontested, they must shift the 
balance toward vulnerable yet persistent unmanned 
assets at the expense of more survivable ones in set-
ting their budget priorities. Otherwise, they should 
give survivability greater weight. The Air Force must 
develop systems that communicate with ground 
forces and effectively allocate ISR across continents. 
Equally important, it must develop methods of culti-
vating mutual trust and support among Soldiers and 
Airmen to maximize the effectiveness of Air Force 
assets. Furthermore, because ISR capabilities involve 
assembling a cohesive picture with data drawn from 
multiple domains, the Air Force must increase its 
ability to process as well as obtain information. Be-
yond such considerations, the Air Force must seek to 
improve ISR development in light of the recommen-
dations reported by the Allard Commission in 2008 
that indicated the National Reconnaissance Office 
requires major restructuring.

As new technology has become available, the 
Air Force has been partnered with commanders on 
the ground. Over the last 3 years, as ground forces 
have discovered the value of the Rover platform 
and other ISR capabilities, requests for persistent 
surveillance have outstripped assets by levels of 
magnitude. As joint confidence in ISR as well as 
guided precision strike grew during the surge in 
2007, joint commanders increased the total daily 
average weight of ordnance dropped by the Air 
Force in Iraq by more than 1,000 percent. The 
future demands are likely to be even greater as these 
capabilities mature and expand.

As the U.S. military learns to utilize ISR-based 
capabilities, the enemy is also adapting. Increas-
ingly, this problem dominates the news as the enemy 
seeks to deny precision attack bomb damage with 
misinformation. Finding targets has become more 

difficult than striking them. How the joint team deals 
with this problem will affect the benefit of airpower 
in future insurgencies. The continuing improvement 
in ISR assets will require fostering synergism among 
institutions, people, and technology in the air, space, 
and cyberspace. It will also mean improving the 
speed of total feedback and addressing the ability 
of potential enemies to operate inside a friendly 
observe-orient-decide-act cycle or the so-called 
OODA loop. DOD will look to the Air Force to take 
the lead in finding ISR operational solutions.

Airlift, tankers, and search and rescue platforms 
that provide logistical support in war are often as 
important as combat forces. Along with supply ships, 
airlift plays an important role, not only in supplying 
war, but also in providing humanitarian relief. The 
air bridge between Kuwait and Iraq has saved count-
less lives by delivering supplies without Soldiers 
having to run the gauntlet of improvised explosive 
devices, but it has resulted in the premature aging 
of transport aircraft. Humanitarian airlifts after the 
Asian tsunami, Pakistani earthquake, Russian attack 
on Georgia, and natural disasters in the United States 
have taken a heavy toll on aircraft longevity.

Recapitalizing airlift, tankers, and search and 
rescue assets has been deferred for many years. In 
the next 4 years, the Air Force must begin work 
on combat search and rescue platforms and new 
tankers. Expanding the airlift capacity will be a 
fiscal challenge. U.S. Africa Command by itself will 
demand significant airlift resources to accomplish 
its interagency mission. In terms of national security 
priorities, airlift is a capability that joint and coalition 
operations depend on. The Air Force will be required 
to identify additional fiscal resources. Prioritizing the 
mission of the airlift fleet and finding the resources 
to support it will present a serious challenge.

Space and Cyberspace
Like air assets, space assets are rapidly aging. In 

an age when states are testing antisatellite weapons, 
studies point to the increasing vulnerability of large 
unshielded multipurpose satellites and call for small-
er, less costly, and more survivable replacements. 
With regard to cyberspace where the Air Force has 
responsibility for most cyber protection, and with 
defense assets constantly under attack, it is critical to 
develop an investment plan in this domain. Cyber-
space acquisition is being studied in the Electronic 
Systems Division with support from the Air Force 
Research Laboratories and should be better framed 
in the next budget cycle.
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Forward Presence
For the Air Force to project global power, it 

requires international bases to extend its reach and 
provide aerial refueling of shorter range fighters and 
transports. Besides projecting national power, basing 
agreements deter aggression by demonstrating the 
solidarity of the United States and its allies around 
the world. As a new generation of antiship missiles 
has continued to drive aircraft carriers farther from 
shore, basing will remain important to American 
defense interests. This requirement has not received 
the attention that it deserves; thus, basing issues and 
related power projection considerations must be 
given a high priority.

People
In recent years, the end-strength of the Air Force 

has been considerably reduced as missions have 
increased and its personnel reassigned to in-lieu-of 
taskings to bolster Army units, which has stressed 
the force. Resolving this problem will require 
increasing the size of the force, maximizing value 
and minimizing waste by streamlining under Air 
Force Smart Operations, and continuing the focus on 
quality of life issues. Given the amount of money be-
ing allocated to the development of technical skills, 
Airmen must be retained. Yet given budget pressures, 
doing so without sacrificing recapitalization or cur-
rent operations represents a real challenge.

Focus on Energy
Since Jimmy Doolittle helped Shell Oil produce 

100-octane aviation fuel in the 1930s, energy has been 
critical to Air Force research and development. With 
the price of oil fluctuating and the United States and 
other nations demanding lower carbon emission from 
jet fuel, this mission is more important than ever. The 
Air Force must increase efforts in this area to protect 
bases from grid interruption and facilitate the transi-
tion to alternative fuels in the future. The Air Force Re-
search Laboratory has led the way through innovations 
that have been extended to commercial partners. The 
programs are inexpensive and provide a disproportion-
ate return on the investment when the potential of 
energy security is also factored into the equation.

In the coming decade, the Air Force will face tough 
choices in rebuilding its nuclear program, defining its 
cyber mission, and allocating its tight budget across 
an aging inventory of space and air assets. Its capabili-
ties underpin joint warfighting, from air superiority 
and aerial refueling to ISR and communications for 
modern warfare. The future will require hard deci-

sions on the role of the United States in the world and 
the configuration of the Armed Forces to support na-
tional objectives. The global military environment is 
changing. Policymakers must decide how to structure 
the Air Force to respond to those changes.

Military Manpower and Personnel Issues
The Armed Forces, particularly the Army, face 

challenges in both the recruitment and retention of 
sufficient personnel with requisite qualities. Some 
factors influencing these challenges—such as the 
extent of combat operations in Iraq—are likely to 
abate in the next few years. Others will become 
more salient. The basic paradigm for manning the 
force that has existed since the end of the draft in 
1973, particularly obtaining recruits, soon may be 
untenable without major changes and infusions of 
money. The Obama administration also faces other 
manpower issues, notably adapting career personnel 
management to new operational and social realities, 
dealing with the high cost of military health care, and 
maintaining capable Reserve Components in an era 
of mobilization. However, these issues are secondary 
to finding enough recruits for the Active force.

The All-Volunteer Force instituted some 35 years 
ago has been extraordinarily successful in both peace 
and war. The average quality of recruits, both in 
quantifiable terms and intangibles of character, has 
been substantially higher than during conscription 
from 1940 to 1973. This enables the Services to train 
men and women to higher standards. Disciplinary 
problems are dramatically lower than during the 
draft. The higher quality of recruits, coupled with high 
levels of military compensation that guarantee living 
standards for career personnel at least equal to their 
civilian counterparts, has resulted in high-quality 
career noncommissioned officers. Coupled with force 
modernization and technological and attitudinal revo-
lutions in unit training, these personnel have brought 
U.S. forces to a level of readiness unmatched in his-
tory. All of this has been seen on the battlefield in the 
last two decades. Nor are there operational indications 
that personnel readiness has flagged, almost 8 years 
after terrorist attacks on the United States, and after 6 
years of grinding, repetitive, and frustrating combat 
operations conducted in Southwest Asia.

The number of new accessions and reenlistments 
was reduced with the All-Volunteer Force. Active 
strength was 2.2 million in 1973 and had dropped to 
only 1.4 million by the mid-1990s. The post-Vietnam 
Army of 780,000 had declined to 480,000 members 
on September 11, 2001. Not until the Nation was 
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into the Iraq conflict in 2005 did DOD, prodded by 
Congress, grudgingly consent to a modest increase 
in Army strength to 547,000 over several years. 
The Army has maintained both officer and enlisted 
strength only by lowering enlistment standards in the 
last few years and by increasing enlistment, reenlist-
ment, and retention bonuses and special pay. Some 
enlistment bonuses are figured in five figures and 
reenlistment bonuses in six. Studies indicate recruits 
with moral waivers do better by some standards and 
only slightly worse than other enlistees, while not 
compromising their overall battlefield performance.

Nonetheless, this state of affairs may not endure. 
The benefit of paying lump sums to recruit and retain 
personnel may have reached its useful limit. There 
has been a decline over the last 15 to 20 years in 
the propensity of young people to enter the Armed 
Forces, which not surprisingly has accelerated dur-
ing the Iraq War. Under existing standards, only 
about 30 percent of 18-year-old men and women 
are eligible for military service, with the balance 
physically or morally unfit because of obesity, health 
issues, and drug use. More significantly, the rise in 
college attendance shrinks the pool of youth who 
have traditionally enlisted. The tendency of African-
Americans to enlist has dropped over the past 20 
years. This may pose issues for society in general, 
but it also has the effect of depriving the Services 
of a reliable manpower pool that formerly enlisted 
and tended to remain in the military for a career. 
Some problems may be directly related to Iraq and 
diminish when the conflict winds down. However, 
the war on terror and the struggle in Southwest Asia 
that may require a forward presence for many years 
suggest that recruitment and retention will take place 
in a wartime rather than peacetime environment for 
the foreseeable future.

Reports of an immediate crisis in officer retention, 
particularly a hemorrhaging of captains in the Army, 
have turned out to be overstated. However, retention 
is unquestionably under pressure that is likely to in-
crease. The leadership and knowledge skills of junior 
officers, many of whom have been combat tested, 
have led to an unprecedented demand for them in 
the private sector. The constant transfers, combined 
with the exhausting pace of Iraq and Afghanistan de-
ployments in both the Army and the Marine Corps, 
make it difficult for officers to put down roots, marry, 
and have families. Once married, frequent house-
hold moves make it difficult for spouses to establish 
and maintain their professional careers, which has 

Integration Initiatives in the Air Force

At a time of increasing competition for scarce resources, the integra-
tion of all components makes sense. While the Air Force has been 
integrating with varying degrees of success for more than 40 years 
through association constructs, and all components have worked 
together in combat contingencies for nearly two decades, fiscal 
imperatives are driving an accelerated rate of association today. It 
is critical that Airmen look beyond fiscal efficiency and grasp the 
magnitude of changes in aggressive force structure. Promoting as-
sociation exclusively for fiscal efficiency risks compromising inherent 
component attributes and combat effectiveness. Moreover, there are 
still tough issues that must be resolved. Do association constructs 
work with operations plans? Do they increase the capability of the 
joint warfighter? How should they measure that?

Integration represents more than bringing people and equip-
ment together. It means bringing organizations with different 
cultures together around common equipment and common mis-
sions. All organizations and associations are based on relation-
ships that require understanding, respect, and appreciation of 
them to be successful. The Active Component of the Air Force 
provides well-trained, highly standardized, dedicated person-
nel; it comprises 65 percent of the Service. Regular Airmen are 
available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, and are able to deploy 
on short notice for longer periods of time without risking their 
livelihood. They can move from one duty station to another with 
few complications. New duty stations and resulting changes in 
assignments provide these Airmen with a broad perspective 
on the Air Force and help develop leaders. On the other hand, 

6 Continued on p. 403
Lt Gen Stenner meets with Active-duty, Reserve, and Guard Airmen in 
Kirkuk, Iraq
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frequent moves can make continuity in any given 
unit mission far more difficult.

Like the Active Component, the U.S. Air Force 
Reserve and Air National Guard contain well-trained, 
highly standardized personnel. Most have served 
in the Active force and have more experience that 
benefits the younger Airman. They perform a number 
of the Air Force missions to include some that are not 
performed by the Active Component, such as aerial 
spray (Reserve), weather reconnaissance (Reserve), 
aerial fire fighting (Reserve and Guard), and aerial 
broadcast operations (Guard). Moreover, members 
of the Air National Guard perform state-focused, 
governor-directed missions such as counterdrug 
operations and disaster response.

Reservists and Guardsmen remain members of 
the Air Force because they enjoy the mission and 
are dedicated to the Nation. They strike a balance 
between commitments to the Service, their families, 
and their civilian jobs, which is the major source of 
their income. From their civilian jobs they bring skills, 
background, and creativity to the military, which are 
highly valued assets. These Airmen take great pride 
in their unit and ability to perform the mission. Most 
have long-term ties in their communities and states, 
and have little desire to move to another duty station. 
While this lack of mobility presents difficulties in 
developing leadership experience over careers, it 
provides long-term continuity to the unit mission and 
ultimately to the Air Force.

Members of the U.S. Air Force Reserve and Air 
National Guard train to the same standards and cur-
rencies as the Active duty force at a fraction of the 
cost. Most are capable of deploying in 72 hours of 
notification. However, they are not as accessible as 
their Active counterparts: short of being mobilized, 
the Reserve Components depend on volunteers to 
meet wartime taskings. The Reserve and Guard form 
a smaller percentage of the force (14 and 21 percent, 
respectively) and thus are less capable than the Ac-
tive Component of sustaining a high operating tempo.

Such are the attributes of components; they make 
each unique and successful. The challenge is pre-
serving the culture of each component, improving fis-
cal efficiency, and adding capabilities. After 40 years 
of trial and error, some basic truths about associa-
tion have emerged. Both the host and associate unit 
should have roughly mirror organizational structures 
in which each component unit retains a separate 
administrative chain of control so that promotions, 

discipline, readiness, training, and so forth remain 
in the component of the unit. Authority to designate 
objectives, assign tasks, and provide operational 
direction to ensure unity of effort in the mission 
must be resolved by memoranda of agreement. The 
agreements should provide opportunities for units to 
develop leaders, not only in terms of administrative 
control but in operational direction as well.

Because the host unit remains primarily responsible 
for equipment, there is the potential for an uneven 
playing field. Moreover, not all missions are the same; 
some readily lend themselves to training. Equipment 
can influence how much training can be accomplished. 
Care should be taken to ensure parity in access to 
equipment in achieving unit training objectives.

Units must be able to retain their unique and 
separate identities, which are the source of pride for 
members of each component and can be the source 
of motivation in accomplishing missions. If unit 
identity is compromised, the motivation to perform 
the mission and serve will be as well. Beyond those 
basic tenets, associations present new challenges 
in developing plans to meet the needs of combat-
ant commanders. Often it has been the case that 
plans were developed for units to deploy together 
with their equipment in support of a given operation. 
Associations must be worked into plans. Although 
progress has been made in developing mobilization 
plans that deploy equipment separately from units, 
difficulties will be encountered in executing them. It 
will be important to find the right mix of Active and 
Reserve Components when allocating people against 
missions in the Air and Space Expeditionary Force 
construct. Determining how long and how best to ac-
cess Reserve Component personnel for that mix (that 
is, by mobilizing them or seeking volunteers) provides 
combatant commanders with the most effectively 
resourced force.

The Air Force must educate personnel on the unique 
challenges of associations—at all levels and among 
components. Advancement in each Service today is 
premised on joint education and experience. However, 
it should also be premised on joint component educa-
tion and experience. Candidates for leadership in as-
sociations should be screened and selected based on 
their ability to get along with other components. Force 
integration should not be seen as a separate process 
in and of itself. Properly understood, it is a unified, 
harmonious, and effective entity.
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become the norm for a large number of people with 
college or postgraduate degrees from which most of 
the officer corps is drawn.

While the existing recruiting model may have out-
lived its usefulness, the Services probably will con-
tinue using it with only marginal adjustments. But 
other approaches are available. One change would be 
assigning the same budget priority to recruitment as 
weapons procurement. The Services spend billions 
on hardware, but then nickel and dime recruit-
ment in relative terms. The All-Volunteer Force 
has afforded a good military for the money. Added 
resources, though, may be needed in the future. 
Pursuing college-bound youth with educational ben-
efits or paying off student loans of college graduates 
makes sense. Arguments that educational benefits 
induce people to leave the military are false. More-
over, recruits should be more carefully selected since 
about one-third of first-term enlistees do not finish 
their first term. Rigorous, albeit expensive, drug tests 
would eliminate some recruits and may deter others 
from using. The physical fitness standards applied to 
recruits in meeting training quotas are also problem-
atic. Requiring several more weeks of training makes 
greater sense than allowing recruits to go on unit 
assignments only to be separated before completing 
their first-term enlistment for medical reasons.

The Services should find ways to acquaint young 
people with military life. Recruiters face unmilitary 
rather than antimilitary attitudes. The option of 
military service does not dawn on many Americans. 
While the Pentagon begrudges spending money on 
the Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps, it does 
produce a large number of recruits. Moreover, the Ser-
vices should consider experimenting with programs 
that enable young people to serve for a few months in 
the military, similar to the Citizens Military Training 
Camps operated during the interwar period.

Finally, the President will be subject to enormous 
pressure to support the admission of admitted 
homosexuals to the military. This issue reflects a 
wider debate in society over according full rights 
to gay men and women. Those who favor ending 
the statutory ban on gays argue that changed social 
mores have removed the stigma of homosexuality, 
and various surveys of military personnel support 
the admission of gays, plus impressionistic com-
ments by junior and senior officers. If this is the case, 
it undercuts arguments that openly gay personnel in 
the ranks negatively affect cohesion and discipline, 
and buttresses the view that the military, particularly 

given a strained recruiting environment, cannot 
afford to lose the service of capable individuals who 
happen to be gay or lesbian Americans, although this 
may be an oversimplification.

Many enlisted personnel are prepared to live and 
let live with regard to homosexuals who are not out 
of the closet, but are less well disposed to openly gay 
men and women. One of the dominant motivations 
for enlisting in the combat arms is the testing and 
proving of masculinity, which in the minds of many 
young men is contradicted by open male homo-
sexuality. Polls and surveys, even those conducted 
anonymously, may reflect subliminal attempts to 
conform to popular views rather than actual beliefs, 
a phenomenon familiar to sophisticated designers of 
survey research. In addition, there has been virtually 
no mention of the effect of ending the ban on gays 
on those who influence potential recruits, principally 
their parents. These factors suggest that the debate 
over gays in the military has been framed in a rather 
limited and restrictive manner.

Defense Budgets: Past and Future
There are a number of critical national security 

issues that face the Obama administration. The 
conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, rising regional 
powers, and the ongoing fight to dampen the influ-
ence of al Qaeda are daunting tasks. But the most 
challenging issue may be the badly strained Pentagon 
fiscal accounts. In the 1990s, defense spending was 
squeezed to gain a modest peace dividend. Critics 
predicted a train wreck in military effectiveness as 
procurement was scaled back. Today, analysts refer to 
the Pentagon coffers as a poisoned chalice. Stretched 
by two conflicts in Southwest Asia, these accounts 
compete within a Federal budget that is increas-
ingly plagued by a weak economic base, changing 
demographic realities, and ever growing entitlement 
programs. Resolving such deficiencies, in the midst 
of ongoing wars, will demand rigorous planning that 
acknowledges the risk of an overstretched force and 
judiciously matches ends and means.

The ‘war on terror’ has resulted in significant 
increases in the defense budget. Spending in real 
terms is 30 percent higher today than in 2001, not 
including funding for the operations in Southwest 
Asia. At the same time, fiscal constraints have 
resulted in deferred modernization of the Services. 
Moreover, higher usage rates of aircraft, vehicles, 
and weapons increase the cost of resetting the force 
to previous levels. Supplemental budgets have ab-
sorbed the brunt of the reset, but estimates indicate 

5 Continued from p. 401



404 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

the need for $100 billion to $200 billion in deferred 
maintenance and repair costs. In addition, the 
delayed modernization of the Navy and Air Force 
represents another $200 billion. Filling this gap 
would increase the defense budget on the order of 
some 10 to 20 percent.

Beyond qualitative changes in the character of the 
Armed Forces, there are planned increases in the 
strengths of the Army and Marine Corps. The Army 
is authorized to grow by 65,000 to 547,000 and the 
Marines by 27,000 to 202,000 by FY11. This deci-
sion represents a modification to force development 
guidance that had previously emphasized leap-ahead 
technology and standoff warfare. Irregular threats in 
dense urban environments or among “the people” do 
not present readily identifiable target sets. The com-
bined estimate for these manpower rampup costs 
comes to almost $108 billion in the FY08 to FY12 
period, and $12 billion per year after.

Gauging defense requirements has never been 
easy. The proverbial question “How much is 
enough?” has never been satisfactorily answered. U.S. 
military spending is almost equal to that of the rest 
of the world combined, or about 47 percent of global 
defense budgets. The United States spends more on 
defense than the next 16 nations combined.

As guarantor of international stability, with a 
range of global interests to protect, it should not be 
surprising that the U.S. defense budget is the largest. 
But it begs a key question: why has the Pentagon 
been unable to provide a sufficient margin of security 
given that its spending outclasses any rival or com-

bination of rivals by several orders of magnitude? 
Ultimately, it is a question of how much we can 
afford and how much potential risk policymakers are 
willing to accept.

The question “How much is enough?” has been 
sidestepped by claims that the United States is simply 
not spending enough. This reasoning rests on argu-
ments comparing past conflicts such as World War 
II, Korea, and Vietnam to current budget authoriza-
tions. Using these comparisons, some argue that the 
United States is spending far less than in the past and 
that defense spending has reached an all-time low. 
These historical comparisons are worthy of a bit of 
scrutiny. First, historical patterns may not provide a 
valid basis for comparison, including the Cold War 
period when a monolithic adversary posed both ide-
ological and existential threats backed by thousands 
of nuclear warheads as well as tens of thousands of 
tanks and aircraft. While al Qaeda presents a threat, 
it is not the same kind as the Soviet Union. Terrorists 
are committed, and should they acquire weapons of 
mass destruction, the results could be catastrophic. 
But the forces and resources needed to check that 
threat in no way approach levels of past wars.

Is America really spending less? We are spending 
less of the total Federal budget and less of the gross 
domestic product (GDP) on the military than in the 
past. But this does not equate to spending less on 
defense in terms of absolute resources.

A different story emerges when defense spend-
ing is examined in constant dollars adjusted for 
inflation in past conflicts. Defense budgets grew in 
both real and absolute terms continuously from 1966 
to 2006. What the data fail to capture is the shift to 
the All-Volunteer Force and the ineluctably higher 
cost of advanced military technology. These factors 
are critical elements of our military strategy and the 
dominant status of our Armed Forces. Both also con-
tribute to a military budget that dwarfs spending in 
other countries of the world. This is why looking at 
the defense budget as a percentage of GDP or a share 
of the Federal budget does not reveal much. In fact, 
it conceals more than it helps. Such indicators fail 
to capture growth in the overall economy or steady 
increases in the budget of the United States; the GDP 
is an indicator of neither requirements nor national 
strategy itself, but rather a crude measure of what the 
Nation can afford.

Defense spending has increased over time in real 
terms (adjusted for inflation). Although the Pentagon 
share of the Federal budget has declined, its real or 
absolute resources have increased. The total top line Navy southwest region commander visits with Navy Junior Reserve Officer  

Training Corps students at Carl Hayden High School, Phoenix
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has grown from $452 billion to 589 billion in con-
stant dollars. So arguments over declining defense 
budgets need to be clarified. In real terms, almost 30 
percent more is being spent today than during the 
Cold War.

The idea that defense budgets have reached 
all-time lows is simply not true. America is actu-
ally spending more today, much more than other 
countries in the aggregate. Some increases can be 
explained by the All-Volunteer Force and rising 
energy and health care costs, while others support 
a global basing posture and overwhelming edge in 
space-based intelligence and warning systems. But 
a big picture suggests that we should be concerned 
about the future. The United States has numer-
ous long-term liabilities. The defense share of the 
Federal budget has declined as entitlements have 
steadily grown. That share will grow with the 
retirement of Baby Boomers. The percent of the 
Federal budget allocated for defense has declined 
from 43 percent in the early years of the Vietnam 
War to 28 percent by 1986. Over the last 20 years, 
it has declined further to 20 percent of the budget, 
and it will continue to decline on the order of 15 
percent by 2026. This will result in spending under 
3 percent of GDP.

Demographics and resulting shifts in funding 
could limit the resources available for defense and 
make calls for greater military spending moot. 
Between now and 2030, the number of Americans 
aged 65 and over will double from 36 million to 72 
million. Moreover, the Boomer generation will be 
roughly 20 percent of the population. Medicare and 
Medicaid costs will grow from 1 to 25 percent of all 
Federal spending between 1966 and 2026. Spend-
ing on three major entitlement programs consumed 
over $1 trillion in 2006 or 40 percent of the Federal 
budget. By 2026, some 13 percent of the GDP and 47 
percent of the Federal budget will go to entitlement 
programs if current trends are not addressed.

Funding increases for such programs pose pro-
found implications for the ability of the Nation to 
provide for the common defense and other govern-
ment responsibilities. It has been suggested that 
given these trends, the only public function left by 
2040 will be to mail entitlement checks to pension-
ers. There will not be money left for anything else, 
including DOD. The long-term implications of these 
trends in the American polity could have severe im-
plications for policymakers sooner than anticipated 
and may contribute to a future perfect storm.

Some national security experts and Members of 

Congress have called for imposing a floor on defense 
spending at 4 percent of GDP. The Secretary of 
Defense and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
have endorsed such proposals. Today, the Pentagon 
absorbs nearly 3.7 percent of a $13-trillion-plus 
economy. The funding currently provided under 
supplementary requests increases the percentage to 
roughly 4.2 percent. Given an annual defense budget 
of over half a trillion dollars, establishing a fixed level 
of spending would create a stable basis for planning. 
However, this assumes that the U.S. economy grows 
and that costs of inflation, personnel, and energy do 
not erode the added resources. While a 4-percent 
GDP objective appears reasonable, decisions on 
making defense investments are going to be difficult 
to resolve among these many competing demands, 
even with a stable basis for planning.

Like the Cold War, the 21st century will require 
substantial investments. A formula will not provide 
guidance on how to spend constrained resources 
or what strategy to follow. Investments must be 
considered on the merits based on the threat and 
overall strategy, and not simply on what has been 
done in the past. Avoiding the perfect storm calls 
for strategic planning and relentless risk manage-
ment. Balancing Service portfolios and realigning 
strategic priorities for available resources provided 
by the budget ultimately will be a test for the Penta-
gon leadership.

Making Tough Choices on Priorities and 
Risk

The Obama administration has inherited the most 
daunting national security challenges in generations. 
In addition to the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
the President and his team must grapple with a long 
struggle against violent extremist groups such as al 
Qaeda; continued proliferation of nuclear and other 
weapons of mass destruction to hostile states and po-
tentially to nonstate actors; fundamental shifts in the 
balance of power, particularly in Asia, where China 
and India are ascendant; competition for and poten-
tially conflict over energy and other resources, from 
strategic minerals to clean water; the resurgence of 
a more autocratic and assertive Russia emboldened 
by petro-wealth; continued globalization but uneven 
integration, with an increasing potential for state 
failure as weak states struggle with demographic, 
economic, health, and environmental pressures to 
meet basic needs; and the possibility that global 
climate change will act as an accelerant, causing mass 
migrations, more frequent and severe natural disas-
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ters, and eventual state failures and conflicts.
The administration faces an uncertain security 

environment in a very different budgetary context 
than its predecessor. Gone are the days of a boom-
ing economy, $128 billion in budget surpluses, 
and Congresses willing to write a blank check for 
national security in the wake of the terrorist attacks 
on September 11, 2001. Instead, the President must 
confront these challenges in the face of unprec-
edented financial crises, an American economy in 
recession, the pending retirement of a generation of 
Baby Boomers and burgeoning Federal spending on 
entitlement programs, a national deficit and debt that 
have both reached historic—and horrific—levels, and 
a Congress that is increasingly focused on reining in 
defense spending.

As supplemental funding for operations in Iraq 
declines and pressures to reduce Federal spending 
intensify, the defense budget—which represents the 
largest portion of U.S. discretionary spending—is 
likely to experience the makings of a perfect storm. 
Operations and maintenance costs will continue to 
soar as long as the worldwide operating tempo and 
the cost of energy remain high or increase. Person-
nel outlays will continue to skyrocket because of 
increased health care and pension costs, plus the 
addition of 92,000 personnel to the Army and the 
Marine Corps. Reset costs resulting from wartime 
depletions of equipment stocks will almost cer-
tainly be more expensive than originally estimated. 
Moreover, the costs of modernization will increase as 
weapons systems reach obsolescence and have to be 
replaced, existing investment programs continue to 
grow in cost, and new capabilities required to adapt 
the Armed Forces for missions in the 21st century are 
identified.

Looking beyond current conflicts to over the hori-
zon, the administration faces diverse and worrisome 
challenges. At the same time, it inherits the heavy 
weight of stressed and unsustainable defense pro-
grams, as well as the vice-grip squeeze of the over-
riding need to get the national economy in order. 
The combined task of opening the strategic aperture 
while simultaneously tightening the defense budget 
will result in some difficult choices about priorities, 
as well as the allocation and management of risk.

The United States will have to determine how to 
balance strategic risk in three ways. The first challenge 
is to determine how best to allocate resources and risk 
among current strategic priorities, such as the war in 
Iraq, expanding operations in Afghanistan, prosecut-
ing the global war on terror, and reducing strains on 

our overstretched ground forces. The President must 
conduct a phased transition in the military posture in 
Iraq while safeguarding American interests; develop 
a new strategy and campaign plan for Afghanistan, 
infusing what has long been an economy of force mis-
sion with resources to regain momentum; rethink and 
reframe strategy for combating extremist groups such 
as al Qaeda, from the tribal areas of Pakistan to the 
Horn of Africa and the Maghreb; and initiate steps to 
lessen the operating tempo and increase the at-home 
dwell time for members of those units who have 
experienced the greatest strain over the last 7 years.

The second challenge involves deciding how best 
to allocate risk when investing in future military ca-
pabilities. For example, how much emphasis should 
be placed on developing capabilities for irregular war 
relative to capabilities to counter high-end asymmet-
ric threats by rising powers and rogue states? And 
when competing concepts of operations exist for a 
particular mission set, which one should determine 
investments? It is this complex and vexing set of 
choices that is explored here in detail.

The third and most engaging challenge is balancing 
current demands against future priorities. In wartime, 
it is tempting for leaders of the defense establishment 
to focus almost exclusively on meeting operational 
demands of the day. This is understandable and in 
some ways appropriate. But even a wartime Secretary 
of Defense must be the civilian steward of the defense 
enterprise; part of the job is ensuring that future 
Presidents will have the military options they need to 
protect and advance national security in the face of a 
rapidly changing security environment. Thus, even as 
Secretary Gates acknowledged early in his tenure that 
the top priorities were “Iraq, Iraq, and Iraq,” in reality, 
he and his senior civilian and military leadership 
have spent countless hours wrestling with numer-
ous investment decisions that will shape the size and 
capabilities of the future force.

For the Secretary and his senior team, balanc-
ing risk will involve hard choices about investing in 
people and materiel for current operations versus 
protecting investment accounts to ensure the de-
velopment and procurement of new generations of 
systems to meet emerging and future challenges. Al-
though there are no right answers to these questions, 
the defense team must both set priorities and man-
age risk in developing defense strategy, and make 
tough calls on resource allocation that have been too 
long delayed, from rationalizing investments in mis-
sile defense to planning investments to recapitalize 
the Navy’s fleet, from enhancing capabilities to check 
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proliferation and use of weapons of mass destruction 
to developing the cyber warfare capabilities needed 
to protect U.S. national interests in the 21st century.

Doing so will require careful assessment of the 
future security environment, judgments about the 
kinds of demands it may place on the U.S. military, 
and determination of the options to be developed or 
preserved for the next President and his successors—
and importantly, where the Pentagon can afford to 
invest less or accept a greater degree of risk.

While it has become commonplace since the 
first Gulf War to assert that, in the face of the utter 
dominance of the U.S. military on the conventional 
battlefield, future adversaries are likely to chal-
lenge the United States using asymmetric strategies 
designed to undermine its strengths and exploit its 
weaknesses, the DOD program of record has not 
altered substantially in recognition of this reality. 
Recent American experience in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, as well as the recent Israeli combat experience 
in Lebanon, suggests that future conflicts are likely 
to assume a hybrid character in which potential 
adversaries mix traditional, irregular, disruptive, 
and catastrophic means to best exploit the perceived 
weakness of the U.S. military.

In practice, this will pull American forces in two 
very different directions: toward preparing for ir-
regular warfare “among the people” against nonstate 
actors and weak states that use improvised explosive 

devices and suicide bombings on the one hand, and 
toward preparing for high-end asymmetric threats by 
rising regional powers or rogue states that use cyber 
attacks, antiair, and antiship weapons—and even 
antisatellite weapons or weapons of mass destruc-
tion—to deny U.S. access to a region or thwart U.S. 
operations on the other. Moreover, nonstate actors 
may acquire and use high-end capabilities such as 
cyber warfare and weapons of mass destruction to 
advance their objectives.

Making smart investment decisions in this context 
will require a new type of decisionmaking process in 
the Pentagon. Ironically, although virtually everything 
DOD does involves allocating and managing risk, it 
lacks a rigorous approach to informing strategic choic-
es about risk at the highest levels. It will, therefore, be 
critical to establish such a process without delay.

Ideally, this priority-setting process should 
include a number of key elements. The first would 
be a comprehensive and open-minded assessment 
of the future security environment with the aim of 
identifying both known risks—such as terrorists 
conducting a nuclear attack on U.S. soil or the risk 
of future adversaries employing antiaccess strategies 
against us—and potential discontinuities or uncer-
tainties that could impact the U.S. military in some 
way over the next 20 to 25 years. Potential wildcard 
scenarios might range from the collapse of a nuclear-
armed state such as North Korea or Pakistan to the 
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emergence of a game-changing technology or weap-
ons system on the battlefield. This assessment should 
tee up a series of discussions between the Secretary 
of Defense, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
Joint Chiefs, and combatant commanders, aimed at 
identifying those future challenges that should be 
given priority in planning and investments as well as 
uncertainties and wildcards against which the United 
States should hedge. This assessment should yield a 
robust yet finite set of focus areas around which the 
rest of the process should be structured.

The next step would be to delve into each focus 
area in an effort to better understand its nature, its 
associated timelines and indicators, and its implica-
tions for the U.S. Armed Forces. Most important, 
this step in the process would develop alternative 
strategies and concepts of operations for either deal-
ing with known risks, or for hedging against possible 
uncertainties and wildcards. For example, if the focus 
area included penetrating the airspace of a sophis-
ticated regional adversary armed with the most 
advanced air defenses, competing approaches might 
range from deploying a larger force of fifth-genera-
tion fighters, to developing a new strategic bomber 
with even more advanced stealth and ISR capabili-
ties, to developing a more robust set of long-range 
conventional precision-strike options.

The third step would be to undertake a compara-
tive assessment of the alternative approaches to 
better understand relative strengths, weaknesses, 
associated risks, possible failure modes, capability 
requirements, and anticipated costs. In essence, 
this step would encourage and structure a healthy 
competition of ideas in an effort to help frame key 
tradeoffs and concrete choices the Secretary of De-
fense and his civilian and military leadership team 
must make over the course of the process.

The fourth step would be to determine which 
strategies and concepts of operations to prioritize 
in each focus area. This is likely the most dif-
ficult and contentious part of the process, as it is 
where potential “winners” and “losers” are likely 
to emerge. In some cases, the Secretary of Defense 
may choose to pursue a single approach to a given 
challenge, such as assigning a given mission or 
set of tasks—for example, providing theater airlift 
to a particular Service and directing others to get 
out of the business. In others, the Secretary may 
determine that there is a need for multiple, even 
redundant options for dealing with a specific chal-
lenge, given either the high stakes involved or the 
varied conditions under which the challenge might 

emerge. For example, in the case of advising, assist-
ing, and building the capacity of partner security 
forces, the Secretary would almost certainly want to 
have a Special Operations Force–based option for 
situations in which a minimal American footprint 
is required, as well as concepts built around general 
purpose forces in those situations where the United 
States is working through military-to-military 
relationships to rebuild a nation’s entire military or 
a large portion thereof.

The fifth and final step would look across all of the 
“winners” that have emerged to identify any areas 
of inconsistency or conflict, and to determine the 
relative emphasis that should be given to each. In 
the course of this integrating step, the participants 
should aim to be as explicit and clear as possible 
in identifying those areas in which additional risk 
is being taken, and what might be done to manage 
or mitigate that risk. The end result of the process 
would be detailed Secretary guidance for capabilities 
development and resource allocation.

At every step of this process, it would be useful to 
incorporate one or more red teams to avoid the trap 
of group think, to scrutinize underlying assumptions, 
to question the conventional wisdom of whatever 
gains traction, to develop solutions that others might 
not have thought of, and to enrich the range of issues 
and ideas on the table. Given the highly consequen-
tial nature of decisions being made in this process, 
this would be a prudent way of ensuring that few, if 
any, stones are left unturned.

Such a process almost certainly would help the 
Secretary of Defense make better informed deci-
sions. But because even good bets can turn bad, this 
process would make an even greater contribution by 
paying more attention to potential wild cards and 
hedging strategies, thereby improving DOD ability to 
adapt more quickly to the unexpected.

Although it is crucial for this process to be under-
taken early in an administration, it should be more 
than a one-time exercise. Indeed, it is imperative that 
the Secretary and Chairman establish an ongoing 
process of monitoring the changing security environ-
ment and conducting net assessments to identify 
changes that may cause them to rethink their bets. 
Their staffs also should monitor and evaluate the 
execution of priority strategies and hedging efforts 
to determine whether and where adjustments are 
needed. This does not mean that no decision is final, 
or that decisions taken can be continually revisited. 
Rather, the process should be dynamic, with defined 
and regular feedback into the planning, program-
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ming, and budgeting processes of the Pentagon. Al-
though it will not be possible to get the right answer 
all the time, it should be possible to get much better 
answers over time.

Some might argue that elements of this approach 
already exist. Every Secretary goes through some 
process of setting priorities and translating them into 
guidance for developing the capabilities he believes 
the military will need in the future. For their part, 
the Services and Joint Staff routinely assess concepts 
of operations and future capability requirements. But 
there are several attributes of the proposed process 
that set it apart. It is leader-driven rather than staff-
driven. It brings together the most senior civilian 
and military leaders in a collaborative process. It 
structures a competition of concepts and ideas with 
the aim of enabling hard-nosed choices and tradeoffs 
(rather than making consensus the ultimate objec-
tive). And it incorporates red teaming and dynamic 
feedback throughout the process. Taken together, 
these various attributes make the proposed process a 
new, if commonsensical, approach.

During World War II, General Dwight Eisenhower 
reputedly stated, “plans are nothing [but] planning 
is everything.” Given the immense national security 
challenges and economic pressures we face, hard 
choices have to be made and none are devoid of risk. 
These hard tradeoffs will remain at every feasible 
budget level; we cannot buy our way out of mak-
ing these risk allocation decisions. And to defend 
their budget, at whatever level, defense leaders must 
demonstrate that they have made the hard-nosed 
assessments and tough choices. It is, therefore, 
imperative that, even in the face of the pressures of 
ongoing operations, the Secretary establish and lead, 
in partnership with the Chairman, a process that 
engages his senior civilian and military leaders in a 
sustained planning effort to identify where to priori-
tize and how to manage risk.

The QDR is the essential first step in this new 
planning process. To make it a success, the Secre-
tary must redefine and rescope the QDR process by 
changing the planning paradigm as described above; 
by making at least some hard choices to redress the 
currently unsustainable budgetary posture; and, 
most important, by laying the groundwork for a sus-
tained effort that will help the U.S. military be better 
prepared and better able to adapt to the requirements 
of the 21st century. Whether the next QDR can meet 
these ambitious expectations and stand the test of 
time, rigorously working through these issues, and 
“norming and forming” the Pentagon team in the 

process, will be of incalculable value at a time of 
great consequence. gsa
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Chapter 18
National Security Reform and the  
Security Environment1

The Three Pillars of Reform
Inadequate interagency coordination2 could be 

dubbed the “weather issue” for national security pro-
fessionals over the past decade; the persistent topic of 
conversation in the national security community that 
affects everybody but that nobody can do anything 
about. Almost all major national security studies 
note interagency coordination is inadequate (see 
table 1).3 Moreover, from the outset of the global war 
on terror, President George W. Bush made it clear 
that national strategy would not depend exclusively 
on military power but rather on the integrated diplo-
matic, informational, military, economic, and other 
capabilities of the Nation. Yet in the 7-plus years 
since the attacks of September 11, 2001, and despite 
numerous efforts at reform, interagency coordina-
tion remains inadequate according to many leaders 
of the executive and legislative branches, as well as 
practitioners and experts in the field.

Cross-organizational collaboration thus emerges 
as a key leadership requirement and an imperative 
for more effectively managing regional security. 
Coordination also is a feature of professional military 
and interagency education, and an essential prereq-
uisite for stabilization operations, intelligence col-
lection, and homeland security activities. Although 
notable progress has been made in this area, a great 
deal more still needs to be done.

Growing Concern
The burgeoning consensus on the need to better 

integrate elements of national power has been a 
long time coming and dates back to the Cold War. 
Diplomats once safeguarded national interests in 
peacetime, while the military assumed that role in 
wartime. Although a simplification, that division of 
labor mirrored the American penchant for sepa-
rating peace and war as different conditions that 
required either diplomatic or military competen-
cies. Vestiges of the tendency to categorize security 
problems by discrete elements of national power 
remain, and that arrangement is not without some 
merit. However, containment of the Soviet Union 

helped cement the notion on the strategic level that 
all elements of national power had to be integrated to 
succeed. The National Security Act of 1947 codified 
this approach by establishing, inter alia, the National 
Security Council to assist the President in integrating 
American strategy.

Vietnam and other conflicts during the Cold War, 
as well as recent threats from proliferation, terror-
ism, and regional instability in 1980s and 1990s, 
have extended the consensus on integrating elements 
of national power from strategic planning to the 
actual conduct of military operations. A lesson from 
interventions in Panama, Somalia, Haiti, and Bosnia, 
for example, was that success required significant 
cooperation among the government departments 
and agencies that control diplomatic, informational, 
military, economic, and other elements of power, not 
only in Washington, but also in the field. At all levels, 
this problem involves both efficiency and effective-
ness. Some security problems cannot be efficiently 
resolved by a single instrument of power, irrespective 
of level and quality of effort, and others cannot be 
resolved effectively at all without the well-integrated 
use multiple instruments of power.

Defeating such threats requires not only diverse 
elements of power, but also command and control 
assets to make complicated decisions on which 
instrument takes precedence in which situation. Will 
collateral damage from bombing terrorist hideouts 
be justified by the bombing’s impact on the enemy? 
Is marginal financial assistance best spent on train-
ing indigenous forces or infrastructure projects to 
win local support from terrorists? Can short-term 
manipulation of information in support of military 
operations be justified when it damages the credibil-
ity of local authorities?

The Nation does not have the capacity to make 
tradeoffs to integrate and apply instruments of 
power—not for the ‘war on terror’ or other security 
challenges that require integrated responses. An 
increasing number of defense and foreign policy 
experts believe that the United States must reform 
the national security system. In fact, in a recent 
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survey of over 250 books, articles, and studies on the 
subject, only 1 concluded that interagency coordina-
tion works well. Many experts have made the case 
for wholesale changes in the national security system 
to ensure interagency activities are integrated in the 
same way as joint military operations were reformed 
under the Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense 
Reorganization Act of 1986 (see table 2).

Various initiatives to improve interagency coordina-
tion were undertaken prior to September 11, 2001, but 
the investigation of those terrorist events proved those 
initiatives to be insufficient. Similarly, many reforms 
subsequently enacted are proving inadequate. Before 
additional reforms with their associated costs are pur-
sued, there must be greater assurance that the reforms 
will produce the desired outcome. To provide that 
assurance, recommendations on reforming national 
security policy must rest on three fundamental pillars 
of reform: rigorous problem analysis, multidisciplinary 
approaches, and a resolve to embrace solutions regard-
less of attendant political costs.

Problem Analysis
Although the need for interagency collaboration 

is clear, the problems involved are complex. Few 
studies that advocate national security system reform 
explain the inadequate collaboration of interagency 
activities. Most of these sources identify problems 
such as inadequate intelligence or inefficient unity 
of effort and then go into an exposition of ways to 
fix the problem. The lack of attention to problem 
analysis can produce recommendations based on 
conventional wisdom rather than the careful exami-
nation of the facts. For example, popular accounts 
of the national security system observe its flexibility. 
They claim that the President changes structures and 
processes to match his decisionmaking style. This is 
true, but these changes are superficial and have little 
impact on the performance of the national security 
system. Actually, the system is rigid and dominated 
by powerful bureaucracies that frustrate or veto col-
laboration when it runs counter to their interests. A 
number of Presidents have lamented the inflexibility 
of the system after leaving office.

Some assume that the National Security Council 
staff would be more efficient if its size was reduced 
and its bureaucracy eliminated. This observation was 
popularized during an investigation of the Eisen-
hower administration by Senator Henry Jackson and 
has become commonly accepted. Yet it is wrong. 
Presidents who have reduced the staff have not seen 
a corresponding increase in effectiveness. Moreover, 

such cuts are typically short-lived. The trend follow-
ing the Cold War has been the slow but sure growth 
of the staff, not because national security advisors 
like large staffs but because the workload is crush-
ing. The idea that a staff of 200 or 300 could oversee 
a national security establishment of approximately 
4 million is unrealistic. Compared to other agency 
headquarters that are supposed to provide integra-
tion across functional divisions (such as the Depart-
ment of Defense and Central Intelligence Agency) 
and supply a range of services, the National Security 
Council staff is small and obviously insufficient. It 
is probably more important to increase its authority 
than its size, but both reforms are necessary.

Another mistaken bit of conventional wisdom is 
that leadership matters, while organizations do not. 

U.S. Customs inspector checks seaport containers from ship at Port of Miami
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Table 1. The Need to Reform Interagency Coordination

National Security Reform Studies Excerpts from Studies (with emphasis added)

Transforming Defense: National Security 
in the 21st Century, 1997

The national security apparatus established 50 years ago must adapt itself as it takes on 
a growing list of new challenges and responsibilities. It so far has been unable to inte-
grate smoothly the resources and organizations needed to anticipate and mold a more 
secure international environment.

U.S. Commission on National Security in 
the 21st Century (Hart-Rudman), 2001

Traditional national security agencies (State, Defense, CIA, NSC staff) will need to work 
together in new ways, and economic agencies (Treasury, Commerce, U.S. Trade Represen-
tative) will need to work more closely with the traditional national security community. In 
addition, other players, especially Justice and Transportation, will need to be integrated 
more fully into national security processes.

Beyond Goldwater Nichols: Phase 1, 
2004

The past decade of experience in complex contingency operations, from Somalia to Iraq, 
has demonstrated that success requires unity of effort not only from the military but also 
from across the U.S. government and an international coalition. In most cases, however, 
such unity of effort has proved elusive. Time and time again, the United States and its 
international partners have failed to fully integrate the political, military, economic, 
humanitarian and other dimensions into a coherent strategy for a given operation—
sometimes with disastrous results.

9/11 Commission Report, 2004 In each of our examples, no one was firmly in charge of managing the case. . . . Respon-
sibility and accountability were diffuse. The agencies cooperated, some of the time. But 
even such cooperation as there was is not the same thing as joint action. . . . The prob-
lem is nearly intractable because of the way the government is currently structured.

In the Wake of War, Council on Foreign 
Relations Independent Task Force, 2005

Despite some welcome initial moves, responsibility within the U.S. government for 
stabilization and reconstruction operations is diffuse and authority is uncertain. Policies 
delineating the proper role of the military and civilian agencies have yet to be articu-
lated. Further, the civilian agencies involved in stabilization and reconstruction activities 
operate without the benefit of a “unified command” structure ensuring that policy, 
programs, and resources are properly aligned.

The Commission on the Intelligence Ca-
pabilities of the United States Regarding 
Weapons of Mass Destruction

Everywhere we looked, we found important (and obvious) issues of interagency coordi-
nation that went unattended, sensible Community-wide proposals blocked by pockets of 
resistance, and critical disputes left to fester. Strong interagency cooperation was more 
likely to result from bilateral “treaties” between big agencies than from Community-level 
management. This ground was well-plowed by the 9/11 Commission and by several other 
important assessments of the Intelligence Community over the past decade.

Project Horizon, 2006 U.S. Government interagency effort too often lacks effective concentration of attention, 
resources, action and accountability.

A Smarter, More Secure America, CSIS 
Commission on Smart Power, 2007

Implementing a smart power strategy will require a strategic reassessment of how the 
U.S. government is organized, coordinated, and budgeted.

America’s Role in the World, Institute for 
the Study of Diplomacy, 2008

The U.S. government does neither vertical coordination within agencies nor horizontal 
coordination between agencies well.

Agency Stovepipes vs. Strategic Agility, 
U.S. House of Representatives, Commit-
tee on Armed Services, Subcommittee on 
Oversight and Investigations, 2008

The subcommittee found a lack of unity of direction and unity of command. This results 
in a lack of unity of purpose. Among the efforts at staffing, training, applying lessons 
learned, and planning, there is no one person or organization in the lead for the whole of 
government.

Strangely, this observation is made in two different 
and contradictory ways. Some claim that the national 
security system is effective when managed by a few 
powerful leaders, perhaps with the President working 
only with a potent national security advisor (such as 
Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger or Jimmy Carter 
and Zbigniew Brzezinski). Alternatively, it is asserted 
that the system would function better if top leader-
ship shared decisionmaking and consisted of people 
who knew, liked, and respected each other. But nei-

ther style of leadership ensures interagency collabora-
tion. Strong national security advisors can formulate 
clear national policy by going around established 
interagency processes. However, during the policy 
implementation they encounter resistance from the 
same agencies and organizations they ignored during 
policy development. More collegial national security 
advisors may succeed in keeping organizational dif-
ferences less public, but interagency frictions persist 
and still militate against unity of effort.
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Table 2. National Security Reform Studies

Pentagon reforms Mandated by Goldwater-nichols1

Objective Key Provisions

Strengthen civilian authority 4  “The secretary has sole and ultimate power within the Department of  
Defense on any matter on which the secretary chooses to act.”

Improve military advice 4  Designated Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) as principal military 
adviser

4 Created JCS Vice Chairman position
4 Directed the JCS Chairman to manage the Joint Staff

Place clear responsibility on 
combatant commanders for 
missions

4 Specified chain of command; removed JCS from the chain of command
4  Ensured a combatant commander authority is commensurate with his 

responsibilities
4 Prescribed authority of unified commanders

Increase attention to strategy 
formulation and contingency 
planning

4 Required Chairman to prepare fiscally constrained strategy
4 Required Secretary of Defense to provide contingency planning guidance

Provide for the more efficient 
use of resources

4 Assigned six new duties to JCS Chairman on resource advice

Improve joint officer manage-
ment

4  Established procedures for the selection, education, assignment, and pro-
motion of joint officers

Enhance effectiveness of mili-
tary operations

4  Assigned Chairman responsibility for joint doctrine and joint training  
policies

Improve DOD management 4 Reduced spans of control
4 Mandated reductions in headquarters staffs

1 James R. Locher III, “Goldwater-Nichols II,” Powerpoint Briefing, April 14, 2004, National Security Management Course.

There are two reasons why in-depth problem 
analysis is uncommon despite its obvious value. 
First, it is impolitic. It seems uncharitable to dissect 
the performance of people who are working hard 
under pressure to produce favorable outcomes. 
While it is possible to differentiate between the 
system and the leaders, it proves hard in practice to 
separate the two. Thus, some studies avoid detailed 
problem analysis and focus on ways of improving 
things. Second, problem analysis is difficult. As 
competing case studies illustrate, it can be hard 
to agree on the explanation for any given national 
security event. It is more challenging to explain 
system performance, since many variables influence 
outcomes and shift over time. Some experienced 
practitioners doubt that national security system 
performance can be explained with any precision. 
Hence, there is a tendency to identify a range of 
variables that are influential without assessing their 
relative merits. Yet the value of any recommenda-
tion on reform cannot exceed an understanding of 
the problems that the reform is intended to fix.

Broad Scope
In-depth problem analysis becomes manageable if 

its scope is limited. Many studies of national security 
reform consider some portion of the entire national 
security system. Although the studies are valuable, 
the system can only be improved when examined 
holistically (see figure 1). In national security affairs, 
this means both the executive and legislative branch-
es. Congress plays a key role in national security, 
codifying the responsibilities of departments and 
agencies, providing largesse, confirming officials, and 
overseeing national policy and its implementation. 
Yet many studies ignore Congress either because 
its reform is considered too difficult or because the 
experts consulted focus exclusively on the activities 
of the executive branch.

A holistic approach to the national security system 
requires looking at its diverse ingredients: leader-
ship, structure, processes, human capital, resources, 
and so-called knowledge management. Some studies 
of national security reform are based on particular 
areas of organizational expertise such as human 
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capital, and many draw exclusively on practitioners 
and experts, but rarely do the studies adopt a broad 
scope of inquiry. Many national security reform 
efforts focus narrowly on one dimension of the 
system, particularly infrastructure. One pervading 
opinion on the inadequacy of reforms that led to 
the establishment of the Department of Homeland 
Security was that the consolidation of 22 different 
agencies was emphasized to the exclusion of many 
other considerations such as organizational cultures, 
processes, and personnel incentives.

Another example of an insufficient organizational 
perspective is the current popularity of the recom-
mendation to combine the National Security Council 
and the Homeland Security Council. Because 
concerns such as shipping containers transiting 
American ports cross the line between domestic 

and international security affairs, it is assumed that 
combining these two councils will lead to a seamless 
approach to national security issues. But it is also 
important to consider other factors, such as culture, 
process, and leadership. Decisions are difficult to 
make in large, formal groups, which explains why 
the President uses the National Security Coun-
cil primarily as a sounding board rather than for 
decisionmaking. Moreover, there are differences in 
operational cultures of foreign and domestic security 
organizations that must be accepted. Thus, the idea 
of combining the councils, which already have large 
formal and informal memberships, could reduce 
the willingness of the President to use the structure 
for decisionmaking. Instead, it would reinforce the 
pronounced tendency to make decisions in smaller, 
informal settings.

C O N G R E S S  A N D  O T H E R  O V E R S I G H T

ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGES NEW MISSIONS

ENVIRONMENT

OTHER ACTORS

NEW COMPETENCIES

OUTCOMES

Sensing the Environment (e.g., Warning)

Decision Support

Issue
Management

Policy, Strategy, Planning
Execution, Assessment

Capability Building (State, DOD, DHS, etc.)

System
Management

System Leadership/
Management

Direction
    Vision, goals, strategy
Communications
Resource Allocation
Decision Capabilities
    Best practices
Performance Assessment

Other System
Functions

Sensemaking (warning)
Issue Management
    Including external relations
Capacity Building
Decision Support
    Analysis of options for
    managing capacity across
    missions

Organizational Elements

Leadership
Structures
Processes
Human Capital
Resources
Knowledge Management

Figure 1. National Security System
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While effective reform of the national security 
system requires a multidisciplinary approach, the 
task ought to be distinguished from extant policies. 
Since reform efforts draw heavily on the experience 
of experts and practitioners, they tend to concentrate 
on policy prescriptions. In other words, instead of 
examining how and why the system functions as it 
does, most studies offer advice on specific issues. 
Policy analysis is valuable but, when mixed together 
with studies of national security reform focused on 
reorganization, detracts from pinpointing impedi-
ments to better performance.

Solutions
Assembling diverse expertise for holistic, multidis-

ciplinary analysis and ensuring that it is grounded in 
practical knowledge of the national security system 
is a major challenge. Even when this occurs, there is 
another pitfall to be avoided: premature compromises 
that vitiate the impact of proffered solutions. Some 
national security reform study teams have conducted 
broad analysis but limit their recommendations to 
those supported by the team or considered politically 
practical. In doing so, they reduce the recommenda-
tions to half-measures that do not actually solve the 
problems that have been identified through hard work.

The National Commission on Terrorist Attacks 
upon the United States (commonly known as the 
9/11 Commission) produced a report that serves as 
a cautionary tale. Well researched and written, the 
report identified major problems in the system and 
noted that effective management of transnational 
counterterrorist operations was missing, which 
was explained by the inability to collaborate. In the 
words of the report: “The agencies are like a set of 
specialists in a hospital, each ordering tests, looking 
for symptoms, and prescribing medications. What is 
missing is the attending physician who makes sure 
they work as a team.”

As the commission report indicated, the prob-
lems cannot be resolved without adjustments in the 
authorities of Cabinet officials. The report is worth 
quoting at length on this point:

The problem is nearly intractable because of the way the 
government is currently structured. Lines of operational 
authority run to the expanding executive departments, 
and they are guarded for understandable reasons: the 
[Director of Central Intelligence] commands the CIA’s 
personnel overseas; the secretary of defense will not yield 
to others in conveying commands to military forces; the 
Justice Department will not give up the responsibility 

of deciding whether to seek arrest warrants. But the 
result is that each agency or department needs its own 
intelligence apparatus to support the performance of 
its duties. It is hard to “break down stovepipes” when 
there are so many stoves that are legally and politically 
entitled to have cast-iron pipes of their own.

Recalling the Goldwater-Nichols legislation 
of 1986, Secretary Rumsfeld reminded us that to 
achieve better joint capability, each of the armed ser-
vices had to “give up some of their turf and authori-
ties and prerogatives.” Today, he said, the executive 
branch is “stove-piped much like the four services 
were nearly 20 years ago.” He wondered if it might be 
appropriate to ask agencies to “give up some of their 
existing turf and authority in exchange for a stronger, 
faster, more efficient government wide joint effort.” 
Privately, other key officials have made the same 
point to us.

Given these conclusions it is surprising the 9/11 
Commission did not also recommend circumscrib-
ing the authorities of Cabinet officers to ensure that 
counterterrorism operations would be managed on 
an interagency basis. Instead, it called for creating 
the National Counterterrorism Center, which was 
charged only with planning. The report stipulated 
that the center would not have responsibility for 
either policymaking or directing operations. The best 

Commander looks at drugs seized by Navy and Coast Guard officials in support 
of Joint Interagency Task Force–South
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recommendation that a consensus would permit was 
an interagency organization for planning support.

The cumulative effect of national security reforms 
in recent decades is mixed. The need for greater 
collaboration and the dismal track record of efforts 
to provide it underscore the arguments for systemic 
reform. On the other hand, a degree of reorganiza-
tion fatigue also has been setting in. While the time 
is ripe for systemic reform, no plan should be em-
braced without assurances that it will generate major 
and lasting improvements. The cost of a failed reform 
effort would be high, dampening any enthusiasm for 
changing the system in the future. Organizational 
reform efforts typically pass through an initial phase 
of lower productivity before generating better results, 
so a failure in executing a major overhaul of the cur-
rent system would be far more costly. For this reason, 
proponents of systemic reform should be held to the 
highest standards and required to demonstrate an 
understanding of impediments to system perfor-
mance, a holistic plan for reform, and a set of recom-
mendations to solve identified problems.

Refining Jointness
Overall, the joint command system that has 

evolved since the Goldwater-Nichols Department of 
Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 has worked well 
and improved the effectiveness of the Armed Forces. 
Combatant commanders have clear authority and 
responsibility for military planning and operations 
within their regions and have often taken the lead 
in overall national security strategy in those areas of 
responsibility. In addition to smaller joint deploy-
ments, U.S. forces have been committed to major 
operations nine times since the Goldwater-Nichols 
Act became law and the Cold War ended.

The joint reform in the Department of Defense 
has been so successful that there have been proposals 
to extend the principles of joint military operations 
to integrate interagency operations. A study by the 
Center for Strategic and International Studies made 
such a recommendation, and the Project on National 
Security Reform, which is funded by Congress, has 
issued preliminary findings highlighting the seg-
mented nature of interagency operations and calling 
for improved collaboration. Although extending the 
principles of jointness to the national security system 
has definite merit, it is time to look closely at the 
state of joint doctrine and organization.

Joint planning and operations can be improved 
through closer and more formal involvement of Ser-
vice chiefs and component commanders. The Gold-

water-Nichols Act made the combatant command-
ers, together with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, responsible to the Secretary of Defense for 
planning and operations in their areas of responsi-
bility and also relieved the chiefs and subordinate 
commanders of those responsibilities. The chiefs, 
who are concerned with the needs of their respective 
Services, were considered liabilities in joint plan-
ning and operations. They were believed to be more 
interested in Service prerogatives than the overall 
success of joint operations. The consultations among 
the Joint Chiefs, based on compromise, were thought 
to result in watered-down plans that awarded a piece 
of the action to each Service. During operations, the 
chiefs were faulted for meddling in the chain of com-
mand for the benefit of their Services.

Such concerns were justified by egregious cases 
in the past, such as the rivalry and confused chain 
of command during the Vietnam War. Operation 
Desert Storm, less than 5 years after passage of 
Goldwater-Nichols, showed flashes of inter-Service 
rivalry as well as moments of inspiring inter-Service 
integration. Today, senior officers have spent most of 
their professional careers in the Goldwater-Nichols 
world and comprise a new generation committed to 
jointness. By segregating the chiefs in Washington 
and the component commanders from the joint 
planning and operations process, the Armed Forces 
are losing the effectiveness of joint capabilities.

There are three compelling reasons why Service 
component commanders should be involved in plan-
ning at the regional level and Service chiefs should 
be involved at the national level and personally par-
ticipate in the monitoring and adjustment of ongoing 
joint operations:

n Component commanders and Service chiefs 
have significant and relevant operational experience 
and can improve a plan, detect problems with opera-
tions, and recommend fixes.

n Because they are responsible for providing 
Service forces to the joint task forces that will carry 
out operations, they have valuable ideas on Service 
capabilities. With their responsibility for supporting 
operations, they will have an understanding of the 
limits of an operation, which are often crucial.

n If they have been involved in the planning and 
closely followed the progress of an operation, they will 
be committed to its success if it runs into difficulties.

There are a number of negative and positive 
examples in the interaction of joint commanders and 
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Service components in the decades since the passage 
of the Goldwater-Nichols Act.

In the months preceding the invasion of Iraq, the 
primary concern of the chiefs, based on their experi-
ence in earlier operations, was weaknesses in the 
planning of phase four. Their views were expressed 
in various ways, including the testimony by General 
Eric Shinseki before the Senate Armed Services 
Committee. However, without a formal role in the 
planning process, their views carried little weight, 
and they had no way to table recommendations to 
improve the plans. Once Baghdad fell, tensions im-
mediately arose between the newly formed staff of 
Multinational Force–Iraq and the Service staffs back 
in Washington. The former group of officers, mostly 
serving on temporary duty, felt that the coalition 
was losing control of Iraq and called for additional 
forces. The Services were concerned about the readi-
ness of personnel and equipment worn down by the 
deployment and subsequent operations. Had the 
chiefs been involved in planning for Operation Iraqi 
Freedom, they could have fashioned recommenda-
tions to address both concerns.

In Kosovo, the Service chiefs played a more impor-
tant role, although the process was far from smooth. 
In that case, the combatant commander launched 
an air operation that initially failed to achieve its 
objectives. When he requested that ground units be 
deployed, and in particular the Army’s Apache attack 
helicopters, the opposition on the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
played a role in delaying and reducing the effective-
ness of the deployed forces. The combatant com-
mander continued the operation using U.S. airpower 
with the informal cooperation from irregular units of 
the Kosovo Liberation Army. Eventually, the opera-
tion achieved its political objectives. The operation 
would have been more effective and succeeded more 
quickly if the original concept had included a branch 
plan based on the deployment of ground units. The 
Service chiefs would have participated in approving 
the plan, come to an agreement with the combat-
ant commander on the conditions under which the 
branch plan would be activated, and prepared the 
necessary units to be on call.

When U.S. Pacific Command (USPACOM) 
organized the U.S. role in Australian-led operations 
in East Timor, component commanders were fully 
involved in the planning. One of the conditions of 
American participation included the decision not to 
contribute ground forces. The component command-
ers proposed ways to improve the U.S. contribution 
to the presence by the United Nations (UN) without 

deploying ground forces. In the operation, accord-
ing to the Australian commanders of UN forces, the 
capabilities of the American contingent were crucial 
to its success.

In the wake of the events of September 11, 2001, 
USPACOM deployed a small joint special operations 
task force to the southern Philippines to help the 
indigenous forces combat Abu Sayyaf, a criminal/
terrorist gang. Previously, task forces had been quick 
operations and did not require sustained logistics 
support. In this case, it was clear the operation would 
be long and new arrangements would have to be 
made. After intense discussion with USPACOM 
and approval from the Department of the Army, 
U.S. Army Pacific took on the responsibility. As the 
operation continued and tasks evolved, there was 
never any issue of providing logistic support. With 
the long-term commitment of the component com-
mander, the mission continued.

The successes in USPACOM have been on a small-
er scale than those of U.S. Central Command in Iraq 
or U.S. European Command in Kosovo. The com-
mand arrangements as well as the personalities were 
different, but the underlying command and control 
issue remained the same: reconciling the responsi-
bilities of operational and Service component com-
manders. Both Service and component commanders 
fear exhausting operational forces, making them 
unable to meet new contingencies or build capabili-
ties for the future. Operational commanders always 
want a comfortable margin to ensure mission success 
when unexpected but inevitable reverses arise in 
the field. The best way of reconciling legitimate and 
important differences in responsibilities is bringing 

Emergency vehicles surround Pentagon on September 11
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leaders and their staffs into the same process where 
issues can be aired, analyzed, and decided.

When Service leaders and their staffs are brought 
into the joint process, the results are good. Gone are 
the days when leaders assume their Services can fight 
and win conflicts by themselves. On the contrary, 
when Service leaders are brought into the joint plan-
ning process, they become committed to mission 
success, and always come up with positive, innova-
tive, and practical ways to integrate their Service with 
their joint partners to achieve mission success. It is 
the successful joint commander from joint task force 
level to the President himself who takes advantage 
of this joint wisdom of the leadership of the Army, 
Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force.

The Evolution of U.S. Southern  
Command

Problems in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
from drug cartels to natural disasters, increasingly 
demand interagency approaches. U.S. Southern 
Command (USSOUTHCOM) has recognized these 
dynamics, and at the direction of the Secretary of 
Defense became an interagency-oriented command. 
The effects of the information age highlight various 
policy issues worth examining systematically, espe-
cially in light of the Quadrennial Defense Review 
(QDR). USSOUTHCOM will continue to con-
duct military operations and security cooperation 
activities, while enhancing its ability to partner with 
private and public sector counterparts as well as the 
interagency community, in order to more effectively 
and efficiently promote and safeguard U.S. national 
interests within the region.

Challenges and Opportunities
In the USSOUTHCOM area of focus, which 

includes the Caribbean, Central America, South 
America, and adjacent waters, there are two tiers of 
concern. On one level, there are underlying social 
and economic challenges such as poverty, corrup-
tion, and income inequality. Many countries within 
the region experience disparities of wealth among 
their citizens, with attendant corruption problems. 
These socioeconomic inequalities complicate national 
development and contribute to instability. On another 
level, security issues pose serious threats. While the 
potential for state-to-state conflict remains relatively 
low, the United States must be vigilant, as incidents 
in 2008 along the Colombian border with Ecuador 
demonstrated. In addition, USSOUTHCOM faces 

Twenty-first Century Diplomacy

The Obama administration has inherited myriad recom-
mendations on addressing challenges to the Nation as 
well as various plans designed to implement reforms 
in national security. One issue that all of the proposals 
have in common is the need for effective diplomatic 
action. Looking to the future, the United States must 
focus on emerging trends, threats, and opportunities; 
examine the means of conducting diplomacy; analyze 
relevant studies and findings; and prioritize the tasks 
required to ensure successful efforts to transform the 
institutions of American diplomacy.

One major challenge to diplomacy in the 21st cen-
tury is extremism, which includes terrorists and their 
networks outside war zones. Such groups threaten 
the democracies that Philip Bobbit calls nations 
of consent by undermining their ways of life. This 
threat to liberty must be defeated. Another major 
challenge is extending pluralism and globalization 
to those people who have not benefited from them. 
Rising disparities in standards of living around the 
world that result from globalization are directly con-
nected to the spread of extremism. To stem the rise 
of extremism in poverty-stricken areas, it is essential 
to bring processes of democracy and open markets 
to people who need opportunities to choose their 
own destiny. A third major challenge is nonprolifera-
tion. President John Kennedy predicted that 10 to 15 
nuclear powers would emerge in the world. That day 
is rapidly approaching. Nuclear weapons must not 
fall into the hands of rogue states or nonstate actors 
who flout international laws and agreements. Finally, 
a major challenge is being posed to sustainable liv-
ing that requires changing some basic attitudes on 
the environment. Although the current fear over the 
availability of critical resources is largely focused on 
energy, there will be concern in the future over sup-
plies of water, food, and other essentials.

Diplomacy will benefit from national security reform 
that emphasizes collaborative solutions to issues 
that the Nation cannot address unilaterally. Such an 
approach calls for a strategic long view of international 
affairs because it is no longer possible to function 
on a case-by-case basis. American diplomats must 
not be reactive—content to report on conditions from 
abroad and then allow others to make decisions—
but proactive. They will be tasked to carry out active 
policy responsibilities, working inside and outside of 
Embassies and overseas missions. Americans on the 
frontlines of diplomacy will have operational roles in 6 Continued on p. 422
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dealing with issues such as trafficking in people and 
drugs. One important aspect of diplomacy in the 21st 
century will be simultaneity, which requires analyz-
ing issues within the broader context of their overall 
environment because no single issue holds the key to 
all others, which must be dealt with simultaneously.

The threat of extremism must be checked by increas-
ing the effectiveness of not only military but also politi-
cal means, particularly civil-military constructs, such 
as the Provincial Reconstruction Teams in Afghanistan. 
The North Atlantic Treaty Organization emphasis on 
countering narcotics in Afghanistan is one case in 
point. Promoting democratic pluralism in troubled 
states, especially given current economic and financial 
problems, requires going back to fundamentals. An 
agenda that includes spreading democracy, free mar-
ket institutions, and rule of law must emphasize Ameri-
can values. Despite other international commitments, 
the United States must support human rights around 
the globe. Diplomacy must be retained on the agenda 
because it has strategic value. To curb the spread of 
nuclear weapons, the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
must be revised to take account of international devel-
opments and persuade emerging nuclear powers to act 
responsibly. Efforts by Sam Nunn, Henry Kissinger, and 
other statesmen have been instrumental in focusing 
attention on this issue. The Comprehensive Test Ban 
Treaty and the International Atomic Energy Agency 
must be strengthened and resourced, and regional 
conflicts that have prompted nuclear proliferation must 
be mediated. U.S. and allied influence is needed to 
prevent further proliferation of weapons of mass de-
struction and to ensure the development and fielding 
of missile defense systems.

Among the issues confronting the Nation is the 
sustainability of the environment. Americans are 
beginning to realize that energy security is not their 
only domestic problem and that changes in climate 
are impacting relations with neighbors and allies. For 
example, the opening by climate change of navigable 
Arctic sealanes through formerly ice-locked north-
ern regions introduces new international trade and 
resource considerations in strategic relations with 
Canada. The east-west energy corridor that reaches 
from Central Asia to the developed nations of Europe 
has important consequences for all parties concerned 
since the uninterrupted supply of oil and natural 
gas is not only a vital economic necessity but also a 
critical political and strategic interest. Russia and the 
Caucasus are leveraging energy issues to influence 
their regional and international agendas. These is-

sues have led some to suggest extending guarantees 
under Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty to energy 
security and protecting Alliance members against the 
manipulation of supplies. Finally, there is the growing 
issue of climate change. Although once ignored by 
many countries, its potential danger for humankind 
has forced governments to consider actions to curb its 
impact. In sum, there are many ways to change institu-
tions to meet the challenges of the future.

Washington think tanks and policy centers have 
made a variety of dynamic recommendations on 
transforming American diplomacy. In a report on 
what is known as smart power, the Center for Strate-
gic and International Studies (CSIS) argued that the 
image of the United States is linked to how it pro-
motes itself and that the ability to persuade others 
is as relevant as military strength. Active diplomacy 

provides an opportunity for the Nation to promote 
its ideals around the globe. Efforts to address global 
health issues such as HIV/AIDS and malaria illustrate 
how instruments of so-called soft power (that is, 
persuasive rather than coercive tools) can influence 
views of the United States. Another CSIS report, “The 
Embassy of the Future,” stressed the importance of 
preparing diplomatic personnel and constructing 
diversified platforms for active frontline missions 
abroad. In a report entitled “Foreign Affairs Budget 
for the Future,” the Stimson Center drew attention 
to the crisis in human capital that faces American 
Embassies and diplomatic missions overseas as well 
as the Department of State itself at home.

Admiral Mullen talks with Secretary of State Hillary Clinton at Sather Air Base in 
Baghdad
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transnational security challenges such as narcotraf-
ficking, urban gangs, inadequate disaster prepared-
ness, and illicit movement of people across the 
region. If unchecked or unaddressed, these security 
challenges can aggravate traditional animosities and 
complicate latent bilateral issues, possibly leading to 
cross-border conflict. These transnational security 
challenges can destabilize partner nations and weaken 
fragile civil institutions.

A current that runs through these challenges is the 
need for a concerted interagency response. Histori-
cally, senior leaders have guided those departments, 
agencies, and related capabilities that protect the 
Nation from threats and assist partners, a process 
known as interagency coordination. Although there 
has been marked progress over the years in this 
whole-of-government approach, it remains clear 
that the government is not properly aligned across 
structural lines to systemically address challenges 
that the United States and its partners are encounter-
ing in the region. Against this backdrop of challenges 
are cultural, economic, and political trends that form 
building blocks for new approaches to enhancing 
national security in the hemisphere. Culturally, the 
United States and Latin America and the Caribbean 
share growing demographic links with the potential 
to alter national security interests over the next few 
decades. By 2050, nearly one-third of U.S. citizens 
may have a Latino heritage, which is a twofold 
increase over the 15 percent figure today. With these 
changes have come social and cultural trends that 
will likely increase the emphasis given by U.S. leaders 
to hemispheric and regional national security issues 
in the future.

Economically, the United States has vibrant 
relations with Latin America and the Caribbean, 
with substantial bilateral trade and commercial 
exchanges. With the large numbers of both legal and 
illegal immigrants entering the United States from 
the region, the nations of Latin America and the 
Caribbean receive significant financial support from 
the remittances of these immigrants. For example, 
Inter-American Development Bank studies estimate 
that $66.5 billion flowed to the region in remittances 
during 2007, with about three-quarters of it originat-
ing in the United States. Remittances are critical 
to countries such as Guyana, where the cash flows 
represent 43 percent of its gross national product. Al-
most 40 percent of all U.S. foreign trade involves the 
Americas, more than any other macro region in the 

Strengthening agencies such as the U.S. Agency for International 
Development will be as critical as reforming international institutions 
such as the United Nations Security Council and the Group of Seven. It 
is necessary to restructure civilian agencies both to rationalize chains 
of command and reduce interagency rivalries in the way that the 
Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 reformed the defense establishment. In 
addition, the Project on National Security Reform has proposed ways 
to deal with a globalized world in which the United States must protect 
itself against a range of multidimensional threats. These recommenda-
tions offer a solid basis for implementing concepts to reform national 
security structures and processes and should be considered by the 
Obama administration.

Among the tasks required to transform American diplomacy is the 
need to change the attitude of national leaders. Diplomacy has been 
viewed as a tool of weakness used to make concessions. This negative 
attitude minimizes the proper role of diplomacy in conducting interna-
tional affairs. Both civilian and military communities must support the 
enhancement of diplomatic capabilities. The fact that one of the vocal 
advocates of building diplomatic efforts is Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates is indicative of the need for fundamental change in attitudes 
toward diplomacy.

Another task needed to revive American diplomacy is accountabil-
ity. The rapid expansion of responsibilities for conducting diplomatic 
efforts has diffused accountability among departments, agencies, and 
special teams with overlapping mandates. When problems do arise, 
the absence of clear lines of accountability prevents effective decisions 
from being reached. This deficit must be addressed. There must be real 
transparency and someone ready to take responsibility.

Finally, there must be sustained efforts to develop the organizations 
and resources needed to reorient and expand the U.S. diplomatic corps. 
The prospect of tackling complex international issues raises the ques-
tion of the availability of skilled people. In addition to career develop-
ment and educational opportunities to groom the next generation of 
diplomats, ways must be found to enhance the ability of seasoned dip-
lomats to deal with a changing world. This task involves both expanding 
knowledge and sharing information. It is essential to adopt new technol-
ogies together with practices to maximize the impact of diplomacy. To 
be effective, American diplomats must venture outside the confines of 
their Embassies and move into towns and the countryside. This practice 
will require shifting from risk avoidance to risk management to connect 
with indifferent or hostile groups and finding ways to communicate with 
a wider range of audiences.

The success of the Nation depends on pursuing active diplomacy, 
promoting national values, demonstrating integrity and accountability, 
and strengthening cooperation with allies and friends, all with the back-
ing of the strongest military in the world. Although the United States 
has the capacity to act unilaterally in defense of its interests if required, 
it should strengthen alliances and partnerships as a positive way of 
enhancing its vital diplomatic role in the world.

5 Continued from p. 420

6 Continued on p. 424
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Strategic Leadership

Strategic leadership has many characteristics in com-
mon with leadership at lower levels, but it also has 
some that are distinctive. There are six that we think 
will be particularly relevant to strategic leaders in the 
future: intellectual openness, nuance, intellectual agil-
ity, integration, teamwork, and ethics.

Intellectual openness. Because the scope of strate-
gic leadership is so wide and the range of opinions on 
strategic issues is so diverse, leaders must be open to 
different points of view. Indeed, they should encourage 
subordinates, peers, and others to express their views 
as directly as possible—from those in the corridors 
of power and the public at large to allies and friends 
abroad. No one has a monopoly on relevant experience 
and practical wisdom about the complex issues facing 
American leadership.

Nuance. The problems that occupy the inboxes of 
strategic leaders involve ambiguity and complexity. 
If they were unambiguous and simple, they would 
be solved at lower levels. Strategic leaders must be 
able to recognize and deal with this ambiguity and 
complexity and the shades of nuance that they pres-
ent. This requires effective skills in managing cognitive 
dissonance, for evidence and argumentation usually 
send conflicting signals. Denial is not one of those 
skills. Leaders may be able to deny that they perceive 
cognitive dissonance, but cannot make the conflicting 
signals disappear by denying them. A well-developed 
appreciation for nuance would generally reject an 
either/or approach, which in itself denies ambiguity 
and complexity. For military leaders in particular, this 
means that tactics, techniques, and procedures—
though important, even necessary—may not always be 
up to the task at hand, which leads to consideration of 
another quality.

Intellectual agility. Strategic leaders do not have 
single-issue inboxes nor do they fully control their 
agendas. Strategic leaders must be able to transition 
with little or no warning, and at times turn on a dime, 
from one problem to another. It is the policy equivalent 
of the so-called three-block war. In practicing intel-
lectual agility, strategic leaders must be informed 
and guided by doctrine and past experiences but not 
become slaves to them. Properly understood, military 
doctrine is authoritative, but requires judgment in its 
application. Too often, professional officers remember 
the former but not the latter and rigidly apply doctrine 
to situations that may be significantly different from 
those the doctrine writers envisioned.

Strategic leaders must be adaptable and able to 
“call an audible” when an unanticipated situation is 
thrust upon them, or in an anticipated crisis that differs 
in important ways from the planning scenario, thus ren-
dering the “on-the-shelf” plan not fully appropriate and 
useful. Since “no war plan survives contact with the 
enemy,” strategic leaders must be able to adapt in the 
middle of a war or crisis, rather than holding on stub-
bornly to the plan or policy they began with, even when 
it no longer seems to be achieving the objectives, or is 
doing so at unacceptably high costs.

Integration. The problems confronting strategic lead-
ers are rarely unidimensional. Almost by definition, 
strategic problems are multidimensional, involving 
military, political, economic, cultural, social, religious, 
and historical factors and forces that are often dif-
ficult to disentangle from each other. Thus, success-
fully addressing strategic problems involves several 
instruments of national power, sometimes all of them. 
Strategic leaders must master the instruments of their 
own departments or agencies, but must also be able 
to help integrate and coordinate them with those of 
other departments and agencies. Strategic leadership 
requires the skills of an orchestra conductor, not of a 
soloist, no matter how talented.

Teamwork. Government operations on the strategic 
level require teamwork. Strategic leaders must build an 
effective team within their own agencies that includes 
career officials (both civilian and military) and political 
appointees. The former are nonpartisan experts and 
the latter, who also include experts, make adminis-
tration policy. Strategic leaders must build effective 

Senior Army and Air National Guard officers join officers from other compo-
nents at Joint Task Force Commander Training Course at U.S. Northern Com-
mand, January 2009
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world. Technology also integrates the region with the 
United States. Internet usage in Latin America and 
the Caribbean over the last 8 years has grown by over 
600 percent. In the area of energy interdependence, 
three of the top four companies that supply half of 
the oil to the United States are located in the Western 
Hemisphere, and many future sources of energy 
for the Nation reside in underexplored areas of the 
hemisphere.

Two domestic trends affect the potential of the 
USSOUTHCOM approach to interagency partnering 
for enhanced security and stability in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. First, there is a growing political 
consensus on the need to better integrate military 
and nonmilitary elements of national power. Second, 
there have been advances in interagency coordina-
tion of civilian and military planning, especially with 
implementation of the Interagency Management 
System under Presidential directives on stabilization 
and reconstruction. Both trends have accelerated 
thinking about adopting the whole-of-government 
approach to national security within the region.

Rethinking the Command
With help from the interagency community, US-

SOUTHCOM has sought to improve structure and 
processes to better perform its Title X mission. In 
2006, the command was organized on the traditional 
J level, with slow, hierarchical staff processes, many 
of which date to Prussian or Napoleonic staff models. 
Such models were best attuned to a world of relative 
certainty with industrial age competitors, but they 
appear out of synch for the military in the 21st cen-
tury. The command also was fine-tuned for executing 
joint military operations for a world in which joint 
operations increasingly needed to become inter-
agency operations.

The value of partnering was evident in Joint 
Interagency Task Force–South (JIATF–South), with 
the establishment of effective ways of countering the 
threat of narcotics from and within Latin America 
and the Caribbean. With strong interagency and 
multinational information fusion, a common set of 
mission objectives, and diverse representation by law 
enforcement, intelligence, and military personnel, 
JIATF–South became an effective model of inter-
agency partnership.

At the direction of the Secretary of Defense, with 
assignment via the Department of Defense Top 25 
Transformation Priorities, and authorities under 
Title X, Section 164, the command has reprised its 

interagency teams to integrate and apply various 
instruments that the given problem demands. Increas-
ingly in the 21st century, strategic leaders must build 
effective teams with coalition and alliance partners, 
whose cultural backgrounds and modes of operation 
frequently will be greatly different from their own.

Relationships are critical in building effective team-
work on all levels. Organizations do not cooperate 
or integrate; people do. Building relationships takes 
time, and new administrations sometimes do not have 
that luxury because real-world concerns will suddenly 
intrude. Thus, forming and molding relationships 
must start on day one. The key to strong and effective 
relationships is trust. It must be built and earned; it 
cannot simply be declared. It must be multidirectional, 
not unidirectional. For trust to take hold in organiza-
tions, leaders on all levels must be both trustworthy 
and trusting. Both are necessary; neither by itself is 
sufficient.

Ethics. Ethics is always important, but especially 
given the challenges that the Nation confronts today. 
Strategic leaders must personally set and periodically 
recalibrate their own moral compasses. Doing so be-
gins with one’s own moral values and principles, those 
inherited from family (and, for many, from religion) 
and nurtured in school. Professionals are guided by an 
ethos that defines and regulates their profession—mil-
itary, public service, the law. All citizens, but especially 
public servants, must incorporate national values 
and principles, which for Americans include those 
enshrined in the U.S. Constitution and the Declaration 
of Independence. In an era when the world is shrink-
ing, news is driven by a 24-hour cycle, and coalitions 
have become the norm, ethics also involve what the 
Founders called “a decent respect to the opinions of 
mankind.”

Ethics must involve both ethical ends and ethical 
means, especially for strategic leaders who wrestle 
with the problems of today. Ethical ends can justify 
some means, but even the most ethical ends cannot 
justify any and all means. Leaders will be judged—
by themselves and by others—not only by the goals 
they set, but also by the means they use in trying to 
achieve those goals. In every organization, regard-
less of size, leaders set the tone, including the ethical 
tone. Within military organizations, command climate 
starts at the top. It is reflected in what strategic lead-
ers say and in what they do, and those who serve in 
their organizations, as well as those people outside 
who come into contact with them, pay attention to 
both words and deeds.

5 Continued from p. 422



425GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

national Security reform and the Security Environment

posture to meet new challenges, including structural 
changes based on recent lessons from U.S. operations 
around the world. In addition, this approach called 
on a command history of adaptation to regional 
dynamics that dates to the mid-1900s when the 
organization emerged from its earlier mission as 
the Panama Canal Department and then Caribbean 
Command.

The purpose of this approach was to adapt the 
span of operations to the transnational nature of 
security challenges today in the region and improve 
the ability of the command to harmonize its activities 
and planning with other U.S. Government depart-
ments and agencies. There has been significant 
progress in this area over the last 2 years, and the 
emerging issues from this process suggest items for 
the agenda of the congressionally mandated QDR.

Salient Issues
The continuing evolution of USSOUTHCOM 

will build on strong, existing command and control 
readiness under Title X to perform combat opera-
tions as directed by the President or the Secretary of 
Defense when circumstances dictate in the defense of 
U.S. national interests. There are four areas of change 
that offer new or modified organizational approaches 
to improving the ability of the command to work 
with the interagency community.

Integrated Partnering. Under a dual-deputy struc-
ture, the civilian deputy will complement the three-
star military deputy to the commander by providing 
increased expertise and oversight of command 
dealings with its interagency partners. Through 
the assignment of more interagency personnel (up 
to approximately 50) across the 1,200 members of 
the staff, USSOUTHCOM will benefit from the 
expertise of counterparts from the Department of 
State and the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment to the Departments of Energy, Commerce, and 
Justice, many of whom have either served within the 
region or been focused on regional planning and 
operations. A partnering directorate that merges the 
former J9 and J10 staff elements will be focused on 
the integration of the command with interagency 
processes and planning to more effectively support 
the whole-of-government implementation of U.S. 
regional policy and objectives.

Multinational Cooperation. USSOUTHCOM has 
reassigned personnel from headquarters to Ameri-
can Embassies in the region to improve support to 
Ambassadors and their country teams. In addition, 
in anticipation of occupying a new headquarters 

building by 2010, the command is expanding 
partner-nation representation and has begun plan-
ning for improved information security protocols 
to permit broader integration of their international 
expertise in daily operations.

Strategic Communication. In Latin America 
and the Caribbean region, the United States must 
improve its engagement in the marketplace of ideas 
to advance and protect its security interests. As 
such, the Office of Strategic Communication, with 
a developed planning and integration role, is be-
ing assigned to the chief of staff to institutionalize 
strategic communication approaches in all command 
correspondence and communication, both internally 
and externally.

Public-Private Collaboration. Just as events in the 
last few years underscored the importance of work-
ing more closely with interagency partners, senior 
leaders in the Department of Defense have recog-
nized the need to adapt their organizations to better 
cooperate with the private sector. Whether nongov-
ernmental organizations focused on humanitarian 
assistance objectives, or even in certain specific 
instances, multinational corporations with decades 
of experience in commerce and infrastructure trends 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, the organiza-
tions can share unique insights and perspectives. In 
some cases, especially in areas such as public health 
and capacity-building, partnerships can be forged 
to meet security concerns. USSOUTHCOM has 
created a public-private cooperation office to explore 
protocols for collaborative exchanges and identify 
activities to improve its ability to execute interagency 
operations in support of regional security objectives. 
These changes and the approach to reorganiza-
tion underscore the critical enablers to success and 
highlight areas to explore in order to improve the 
capabilities of the command.

This reorganization requires both professional and 
procedural change in culture and mindset. Although 
USSOUTHCOM is prepared to lead combat opera-
tions, a premium has been put on partnerships and 
cooperation in support of U.S. civilian counterpart 
organizations. In addition, with greater coordina-
tion with interagency counterparts, training and 
education is needed across the government. While 
modest improvement has been made in this area for 
military personnel, the demand for civilian training, 
academic courses, and interagency assignments and 
exchanges is increasing. The 21st century will require 
greater integration and harmonization of planning, 
and existing shortfalls in these functions merit early 
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attention and resourcing in the deliberations. This 
includes language training and area studies, and a 
system of personnel incentives similar to the changes 
introduced in the Armed Forces under the Goldwa-
ter-Nichols Act.

The promise of increased partnering with nations 
by building on the cultural, economic, and politi-
cal linkages in the region has also demonstrated the 
need for rethinking the basic capacity of USSOUTH-
COM within the area of focus. Service components 
need an improved ability to articulate requirements 
to support enhanced security cooperation in the re-
gion. One example of this approach is the decision to 
strengthen Naval Forces South by reestablishing the 
designation of the 4th Fleet. Although no ships will be 
permanently assigned to the force, this development 
increases the small planning staff and puts a more 
senior flag officer in command of this new numbered 
fleet that will represent maritime requirements across 
the Navy.

On the Horizon
In refining this reorganization, there are also 

longer term issues that merit attention in the wider 
context of the QDR. Progress has been recorded in 
the developing conceptual options for approaches by 
the United States within the region. Perhaps it is time 
to identify concrete steps in establishing regional 
interagency-led security organizations that would 
be more effective in unifying efforts by the Nation 
across regional boundaries.

The position of civilians in combatant commands, 
whether they represent the Department of Defense 
or other agencies, should continue to be refined. To 
understand the linkages and trends within the re-
gion, the relationships of combatant command struc-
tures in the Western Hemisphere should be reviewed 
based on previous studies, such as the notion of 
merging U.S. Northern Command and USSOUTH-
COM that was examined in the QDR in 2006. There 
are both pros and cons to this merger that should be 
thoroughly vetted in the context of what is best for 
the peace and security of the Nation and the region 
in an interagency approach.

U.S. Southern Command will approach the new 
horizon in Latin America and the Caribbean with 
one goal in mind: to extend a hand to partner na-
tion militaries in the hemisphere that are seeking 
positive security cooperation. Working together, the 
countries of the Americas can bring about positive 
and lasting changes in this beautiful and vibrant 
region.

Educating National Security Professionals
With the end of the Cold War and events of the 

mid-1990s, there was a realization that managing 
complex contingencies would pose near-term chal-
lenges. The threats would be less massive and kinetic 
in nature, but would stem from sectarian or commu-
nal violence leading to ethnic cleansing and internal 
displacement of peoples, dysfunctional economies, 
and competition for scarce resources. Both man-
made and natural disasters were happening with 
some frequency, which added urgency to the security 
policy reviews at the end of the last decade. Based on 
the resulting critical analyses, Presidential Decision 
Directive 56, “Managing Complex Contingencies,” 
was issued in 1997 to provide for multidepartmental 
collaboration and implementation. At its core was 
the premise that a reinforced program of education 
and training would replace vertical decisionmaking 
inside the executive branch with horizontal inter-
agency coordination, planning, and execution.

As integration of national capabilities and re-
sources became the goal for operations in crisis and 
contingency operations, it became clear that no for-
mal process of education for the managers of these 
situations existed. The National Defense University, 
the Foreign Service Institute, and the U.S. Army War 
College were tasked to begin developing and present-
ing such a course of studies across the educational 
activities of Federal departments and agencies. The 
events of September 11, 2001, and their lessons 
reinforced the urgency of instituting such education 
and training. With operations in Southwest Asia 
embracing asymmetric threats and nation-building, 
even commanders and planners understood the need 
for dramatic changes. The transformational nature 
of building partnership capacity was codified in the 
QDR, which called for greater interagency represen-
tation in future crises and contingencies.

Hurricane Katrina demonstrated the need for a 
comprehensive and flexible system to address domestic 
security challenges. Like analyses of developments 
abroad, the review of the disaster in New Orleans and 
along the Gulf Coast found that stovepiped responses 
resulted in abysmal coordination. Assigning compa-
rable priorities to domestic and international security 
challenges led to a comprehensive definition of nation-
al security in the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies report entitled Beyond Goldwater-Nichols, 
which urged an enhanced structure for interagency 
integration with attendant education and training.

Subsequently, the QDR process recommended 
that National Defense University expand its cur-
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ricula with concentrated studies of interagency 
affairs. A pilot program was conducted in academic 
year 2007–2008 to validate instruction intended 
to produce military and civilian leaders to oper-
ate in an interagency environment. At the highest 
levels within the government, the goal to develop 
more vigorous programs for civilian managers was 
extended to senior staffs at both the National Secu-
rity Council and the Homeland Security Council. 
These initiatives support a recent directive that has 
formed civilian national security professionals into 
a distinct cadre with similar capabilities to their 
military counterparts for domestic and interna-
tional crises.

President George W. Bush signed Executive Order 
13434 in May 2007, mandating a three-part program 
of education, training, and relevant experience for 
developing military as well as civilian national secu-
rity professional (NSP) officers. The program applied 
to every department and agency with national se-
curity responsibilities and was supplemented by the 
national security strategy that laid out its principal 
components and how they were to be implemented. 
The focus is on a human capital process for selection, 
promotion, management, and incentivization.

The people known as national security profession-
als are responsible for developing strategy, imple-
menting strategic plans, and executing missions in 
support of national security objectives. The Executive 
Steering Committee of the Office of Management 
and Budget envisions that the program will supply 
its members with “the knowledge, skills, abilities, 
attitudes, and experiences they need to work with 
their counterparts to plan and execute coordinated, 
effective interagency national security operations.” 
The individuals in the program will have the poten-
tial to function in those contingencies and crises 
when significant interaction is anticipated between 
two or more departments, agencies, or other entities. 
The designation of national security professional will 
be awarded to the occupants of positions who play 
a role in executing aspects of the National Secu-
rity Strategy, the National Strategy for Homeland 
Security, the National Defense Strategy, the National 
Strategy for Combating Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion, and other national security frameworks and 
plans. As envisioned, this initiative will not include 
political appointees, who will receive national 
security training, education, and experience under a 
separate effort.

National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States presents its report

N
A

RA



428 INSTITUTE FOR NATIONAL STRATEGIC STUDIES

R E C A L I B R A T I N G  A M E R I C A N  P O W E R

Understanding competencies that are common to 
national security professionals is paramount to de-
veloping effective training and education programs. 
Within the broad range of interagency operations, 
the capabilities that they will require are:

n strategic thinking—understanding national 
strategy documentation and being able to envision 
collaboration with other agencies, think strategically, 
and engage in interagency planning

n critical and creative thinking—analyzing issues 
with other agencies; seeking, evaluating, and synthe-
sizing information from multiple sources; assessing 
and challenging assumptions; and offering alterna-
tive and creative solutions/courses of action

n leading interagency teams—creating a shared vi-
sion and unity of purpose among all players, winning 
their confidence and trust, and utilizing their knowl-
edge, skills, and resources; developing and mentor-
ing staff from other agencies, ensuring collaborative 
problem-solving, and managing internal conflicts

n maintaining global and cultural acuity—main-
taining an integrated understanding of factors that 
influence national security (global/regional/country 
trends); possessing knowledge of relevant foreign 
cultures, histories, and languages; and knowing the 
structures, processes, and cultures of other agencies

n collaborating—working with agencies to accom-
plish goals; building and maintaining interagency 
networks and relationships; and encouraging col-
laboration, integration and information-sharing

n planning and managing—developing strategic 
and operational plans; executing interagency opera-
tions (including budgetary and financial manage-
ment); conducting program management and evalu-
ation; maintaining political and situation awareness; 
and navigating decisionmaking processes on the 
technical, policy, and political levels

n mediating and negotiating—tackling disputes 
with partners and stakeholders during operations

n communicating—clearly articulating infor-
mation, managing expectations of diverse groups, lis-
tening actively, and tailoring approaches to different 
circumstances and audiences.

National security education, like work on shared 
attributes of national security professionals, is an 
ongoing, long-term initiative. Future political leader-
ship must ensure that the program, as well as its 
members, is adequately resourced so that interagency 
planning and collaboration become institutionalized 
as opposed to improvised. Personality-driven and ad 

hoc leadership and procedures are inadequate for the 
complex challenges of this globalized environment.

The three core elements of the program must 
become components of personnel development. The 
training must embrace the above competencies and 
tailor them for special requirements such as disaster 
relief, counterinsurgency, strategic communications, 
and reconstruction. Educational programs must be 
provided for senior military and civilian leaders, and 
agencies without a culture of offering education to 
their personnel must be reoriented. Relationships 
with civilian academic institutions must be developed 
to formalize entry-level feeder programs that furnish 
graduates for the Federal workforce. Moreover, 
programs will be needed to track national security 
professionals throughout their careers as they mature 
and assume positions of greater responsibility.

Work experience, including rotational assignments 
with other agencies, must become routine for nation-
al security professionals. Although human resource 
considerations in compartmented bureaucracies 
make that practice challenging, personnel managers 
must develop procedures and incentives to facilitate 
such transfers. Only by encouraging promotions will 
national security as a career field become the founda-
tion of interagency responses to contingencies and 
crises in the future. Those who receive training, edu-
cation, and cross-department postings in their careers 
will be more competitive for designated positions as 
national security professionals, and these positions 
will be highly competitive in all departments and 
agencies of the national security community.

The Importance of Stability Operations
During the Presidential campaign in 2000, Con-

doleezza Rice said that extended peacekeeping could 
detract the Nation from its responsibilities in the 
Persian Gulf and Taiwan Straits, adding that “car-
rying out civil administration and police functions 
is simply going to degrade the American capabil-
ity to do the things America has to do.” Moreover, 
George W. Bush indicated his disdain for stability 
operations, nationbuilding, and the like prior to the 
election when he commented: “I’m worried about an 
opponent who uses nation-building and the military 
in the same sentence.”

But out of the experience of Afghanistan and Iraq 
came policies and capabilities to meet the require-
ments of stability operations: National Security 
Presidential Directive (NSPD) 44, “Management 
of Interagency Efforts Concerning Reconstruction 
and Stabilization”; Department of Defense Directive 
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(DODD) 3000.05, “Military Support for Stability, Se-
curity, Transition, and Reconstruction Operations”; 
and the Civilian Response Corps (CRC) formed by 
the Department of State.

There is always a temptation to disparage the efforts 
of past administrations and start anew, but the Nation 
cannot afford this kneejerk inclination during a time 
of war. Certainly, there are policies developed in recent 
years that were poorly conceived or implemented. But 
some good things have been accomplished, and their 
momentum should not be lost. Moreover, the eventual 
withdrawal from Iraq will not mean that the United 
States can avoid stability operations in the future, and 
some of the lessons learned in this conflict have come 
at a high cost. It took over 2 years in Iraq for guid-
ance on stability operations to emerge. Both DODD 
3000.05 and NSPD 44 were issued in 2005. Although 
the latter replaced Presidential Decision Directive 56, 
“Managing Complex Contingency Operations,” which 
had been signed by President Bill Clinton in 1997, the 
defense establishment never had been issued anything 
like DODD 3000.05.

The directive announced that stability opera-
tions would be a core American military mission. It 
recognized that civilian agencies are the most adept 
at performing many of the tasks involved in stability 
operations but stated: “Military forces shall be pre-
pared to perform all tasks necessary to establish or 
maintain order when civilians cannot do so.” As the 
unraveling of the rule of law in Baghdad demonstrat-
ed, maintaining order is one of the foremost tasks in 
stability operations. Yet it is hard to justify building 
civilian agency capacity to conduct stability opera-
tions to Congress when the military is performing 
those operations. A former defense official pointed 
out that the directive refers to military support to sta-
bility operations, but fails to define what is meant by 
the term and does not clarify command and control 
in strategically directing such operations.

In theory, NSPD 44 addressed the question of 
control of stability operations: “The Secretary of 
State shall coordinate . . . efforts involving all U.S. 
departments and agencies with relevant capabilities 
to prepare, plan for, and conduct stabilization and re-
construction activities.” The position of Coordinator 
for Reconstruction and Stabilization was established 
in August 2004 as focal point in the Department of 
State for these activities. The decision to place a civil-
ian in charge of stability operations is a sound one 
because the operations require political solutions.

Yet there is a tension in NSPD 44. The Depart-
ment of State is supposed to lead an effort of which 

it is part. Moreover, Foreign Service Officers do not 
operate in potentially nonpermissive environments 
alone or with military counterparts. Indeed, the only 
deployable civilian asset in the national security 
arsenal is the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID), which was gutted after Vietnam. In 
short, NSPD 44 puts the Secretary of State in charge 
of operational missions outside the normal purview 
of the department. Indeed, the Secretary of State 
had to ask for Department of Defense personnel in 
2006 to staff the Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
being organized for Afghanistan, which negated the 
purpose of providing civilian expertise.

Secretary of Defense Robert Gates urged dramatic 
increases in civilian instruments of power: “We must 
focus our energies beyond the guns and steel of the 
military, beyond our brave Soldiers, Sailors, Marines, 
and Airmen. We must also focus our energies on 
the other elements of national power that will be so 
crucial in the coming years.” In an effort to bolster 
the ranks of civilians available for stability opera-
tions, the Department of State officially launched the 
Civilian Response Corps (CRC) in 2008. This corps 
provides for 250 full-time first responders who can 
deploy in a crisis within 48 hours, 2,000 standby 
members deployable within 30 days, and 2,000 
reservists. Whereas the active and standby members 
will come from the Federal Government, the reserv-
ists will be drawn from the private sector as well as 
state and local governments. Although the Coordina-
tor for Reconstruction and Stabilization based the 
number of members in the corps on hypothetical 
planning for small, medium, and large stabilization 
operations, there have not been any systematic stud-
ies that estimate the requirement for civilian capabili-
ties. The lack of holistic resource planning makes 
Congress dubious about funding such capabilities, 
especially when the requirements are not based on a 
compelling strategic narrative.

Issues raised by NSPD 44 regarding the role of the 
Secretary of State in stability operations should be re-
visited. Given the political implications of such mis-
sions, civilian control is best. Three logical choices 
exist for this lead civilian role: the Secretary of State, 
the National Security Advisor, or a new Cabinet-level 
portfolio established for stability operations. The dif-
ficulties of assigning responsibility for an interagency 
process to the Secretary of State have been discussed. 
If the National Security Advisor took the lead, there 
would be disadvantages to giving the National 
Security Council a more operational role, includ-
ing detracting from its traditional responsibilities of 
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advising the President and executing policy coor-
dination. As for creating a new Cabinet post, if the 
creation of the Department of Homeland Security 
taught us anything, it is that establishing new layers 
of bureaucracy is not an instant remedy to the prob-
lems of the national security community.

The debate on stability operations has not oc-
curred yet, in part because the result will involve 
uncomfortable tradeoffs. Both civilian and military 
agencies concur that even after withdrawing from 
Iraq, the future will be marked by irregular threats. 
The last QDR argued for shifting the basic mission of 
the Armed Forces from traditional to irregular war-
fare. The joint strategic plan issued by the Depart-
ment of State and USAID also depicts a world filled 
with nonstate challenges. If this is the case, then the 
United States must rebalance its toolkit and deepen 
its civilian capacity. Either the budget for national se-
curity will have to grow or money for this adjustment 
must come from another budget. The huge reset and 
modernization costs foretell the impending budget-
ary train wreck.

The CRC is a step in the right direction, but it is 
difficult to believe that 250 active civilian personnel 
will fit the bill in a future operating environment. 
This is especially striking when it is acknowledged 
that these 250 individuals cannot be deployed all 
of the time. The military usually plans on two units 
stateside for every one deployed: one preparing to 
deploy and the other returning and resetting from 
deployment. Accordingly, the United States would 
have about 80 civilians deployed at any time. Any 
sensible strategy will require far more resources. 
Even if the CRC is ultimately moved to another de-
partment or agency, or if an augmented USAID takes 
over its roles and absorbs the assets of the corps, 
greater civilian resources will be needed.

Partisans may assume that the Bush administra-
tion got everything about stability operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan either right or wrong. As with all 
complicated things, the truth is really somewhere in 
between. The standard enunciated by Senator Arthur 
Vandenberg in 1952 that “politics stops at the water’s 
edge” should be applied to the future of stability 
operations.

Intelligence Reform
The Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Preven-

tion Act (IRTPA) of 2004 was the most profound 
reorganization in the management structure of the 
Intelligence Community in more than 50 years. The 

Challenges for Intelligence

Congressional and Executive Branch Reforms
President George W. Bush signed the Intelligence Re-
form and Terrorism Prevention Act (IRTPA) in Decem-
ber 2004. This was the first major restructuring of the 
Intelligence Community since the National Security 
Act of 1947, which created the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) and gave legal basis to the Intelligence 
Community itself. Fifty-seven years later, the 2004 
legislation created the Director of National Intelli-
gence (DNI), who supplanted the Director of Central 
Intelligence (DCI) as the senior intelligence official, 
head of the Intelligence Community, and principal 
intelligence advisor to the President.

In its final report in March 2005, the Commission 
on the Intelligence Capabilities of the United States 
Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) 
made 74 recommendations on how to improve 
intelligence. The President adopted 70 of the recom-
mendations, and they were added to those changes 
legislated by the Congress.

The DNI today serves as the head of the Intelli-
gence Community, the 16 intelligence organizations 
spread across 6 departments and 1 independent 
agency. He functions as the principal advisor to the 
President, National Security Council, and Homeland 
Security Council on matters of intelligence. The IRTPA 
also expanded DNI responsibilities (beyond those 
previously held by the DCI) to include those domestic 
issues that are a part of homeland security. The term 
national intelligence replaced the phrase national 
foreign intelligence. Congress included this provi-
sion to address the concern that agencies needed to 
share intelligence—foreign and domestic—better.

A Tale of Two Men
Ambassador John Negroponte served from April 2005 
until January 2007 as the first DNI. Though not an 
intelligence professional, he had been a consumer 
of intelligence most of his government career. As his 
deputy, he had an intelligence professional, National 
Security Agency (NSA) Director Lieutenant General 
Michael Hayden, USAF. Working together, they set up 
the new DNI office.

Negroponte took 6 months to draft the first 
National Intelligence Strategy (NIS) designed to 
organize and direct the strategic efforts of the Intel-
ligence Community. This strategy built upon the DCI 
Strategic Intent for the U.S. Intelligence Community 
of March 1999. Guided by the new concept of na-6 Continued on p. 433
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tional intelligence defined in the IRTPA, the NIS drew 
its objectives from the National Security Strategy of 
the United States of America. There are two notable 
features of the 2005 intelligence strategy. First, it was 
unclassified. Second, it assigned responsibility for 
accomplishing each mission and enterprise objective 
to a specific organization within the office of the DNI 
or to executive agents among the 16 intelligence 
components. The mission objectives are outwardly 
directed at the threats to our nation’s security. The 
enterprise objectives are inwardly directed at improv-
ing the capabilities of the Intelligence Community. 
Both promote greater integration and collaboration 
among the community’s 16 members.

A year later, Negroponte reported to Congress on 
progress made. High on the list was the establish-
ment of six mission managers to address specific is-
sues of great concern. They serve as the principal In-
telligence Community officials overseeing all aspects 
of intelligence related to both functional and regional 
areas of focus—counterterrorism, counterprolifera-
tion, and counterintelligence, as well as the three 
regions of Iran, North Korea, and Cuba/Venezuela. 
Mission managers can call upon the resources of the 
entire Intelligence Community. They are responsible 
for understanding the needs of intelligence consum-
ers—key policymakers in the executive branch and 
Congress. Mission managers provide specific guid-
ance on collection priorities, integration, and gaps; 
assess analytic quality and needs; share intelligence 
produced; and recommend funding allocations.

As a second accomplishment, Negroponte cited 
the creation of new organizations within the CIA 
and Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) to promote 
better intelligence coordination. The CIA, through 
the new National Clandestine Service, was given 
the responsibility to coordinate human intelligence 
among the CIA, Department of Defense, and FBI. The 
FBI, as mandated by the 2004 reform law, estab-
lished a directorate of intelligence to give greater 
importance to domestic intelligence analysis and 
collection. Additional recommendations from the 
WMD Commission led to the creation of the National 
Security Branch, which combined the functions of 
intelligence, counterterrorism, counterintelligence, 
and protection against WMD.

A third accomplishment focused on improvements 
in analytic tradecraft. The President’s Daily Briefing 
was opened to intelligence contributions beyond 
the CIA; the Long Range Analysis Unit was created 

under the National Intelligence Council to address 
issues of strategic, long-term concern rather than 
current intelligence; and the sourcing of national 
intelligence estimates was improved by including 
sections on the reliability of, nature of, and gaps in 
the intelligence used.

When he relinquished his position in January 
2007, John Negroponte could point to a number of 
accomplishments in helping to carry out both the 
mandates of the IRTPA and recommendations of the 
WMD Commission. The Office of the DNI was orga-
nized, set up, staffed, and moving forward.

Retired Navy Vice Admiral Mike McConnell as-
sumed his position as the second DNI in February 
2007. A career naval intelligence officer and former 
Joint Chiefs of Staff J2, he had finished his military 
career as the Director of NSA. After retirement, he 
worked at Booz Allen Hamilton as senior vice presi-
dent focusing on intelligence and national security 
issues. This multifaceted experience—in intelligence, 
the military, and the private sector—prepared him 
well to deal with the issues he would confront as DNI.

McConnell built on the foundation of the NIS and 
in mid-April 2007 announced a 100-Day Plan for Inte-
gration and Collaboration. Six focus areas to improve 
the capabilities of the community included promot-
ing a culture of collaboration; improving collection 
and analysis; building technology leadership and 
acquisition excellence; adopting modern business 
practices; accelerating information-sharing; and 
clarifying DNI authorities.

Possibly the most far reaching measure of the 
100-Day Plan was the adoption of the civilian Intelli-
gence Community Joint Duty program, which requires 
civilians interested in promotion to the senior ranks 
to complete at least one assignment outside their 
home agency. In fostering a culture of collaboration, 
the program gives intelligence professionals the op-
portunity to broaden and deepen their knowledge of 
the workings of other agencies. The aim is to create a 
cadre of senior intelligence professionals better able 
to understand the complex challenges facing the Na-
tion and to help the Intelligence Community address 
those challenges in support of the policymakers.

The 100-Day Plan was followed by the 500-Day Plan 
for Integration and Collaboration. If the former was 
designed to reinvigorate the process, the latter was 
designed to sustain, accelerate, and expand the effort.

Two of the most significant accomplishments 
of the McConnell period were to update the 1978 
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Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) and 
Executive Order (EO) 12333, originally issued by 
President Ronald Reagan in December 1981. The for-
mer governs foreign intelligence wiretaps conducted 
within the United States. The latter is the keystone 
document outlining the roles and responsibilities of 
the members of the Intelligence Community.

The FISA update of June 2008 took more than 2 
years to accomplish and improves the legal foun-
dations for the Intelligence Community. It also 
updated domestic electronic surveillance in the era 
of the Internet and cell phone. After 14 months of 
negotiation on Capitol Hill, the measure passed in 
June with substantial bipartisan support: 293–129 
in the House of Representatives and 69–28 in the 
Senate. It was held up over the question of whether 
to provide legal protection to telecommunication 
companies that participated in the NSA’s warrantless 
wiretapping program in the aftermath of the terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001. The compromise 
reached allowed the 40-odd lawsuits to be referred 
to the U.S. District Courts where they were filed. If the 
telecommunication companies can prove the Bush 
Administration authorized the surveillance, the suits 
will be dismissed.

The update of EO 12333 of July 2008 takes into 
account the 2004 law that created the DNI. It also 
allows the 3 years of experience since the enact-
ment of that law to be captured in the effort to 
better integrate the work of the Intelligence Com-
munity. The purpose of the revised executive order 
is to strengthen the Nation’s intelligence capability 
to give government leaders a greater ability to un-
derstand the threats facing the country abroad and 
at home and to be able to respond to those threats 
with greater agility and speed with well-informed 
policy options.

Both measures were important achievements. 
They helped resolidify foundational pillars of the 
Intelligence Community that needed updating. Both 
will help the community do its work, which is to 
provide better intelligence. The former modernizes 
how it conducts domestic electronic surveillance; the 
latter provides clearer guidance on what each of the 
16 components of the community is to undertake in 
the DNI era. Both are designed to provide policymak-
ers a “decision advantage.”

Issues for the Future
The Obama administration must confront those 
threats that we know about today. They include 

defeating terrorists abroad and at home, preventing 
and countering the proliferation of WMD, bolstering 
the growth of democracy and sustaining peaceful 
democratic states, developing new ways to penetrate 
and analyze the most difficult targets, and support-
ing U.S. policy and combat operations in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Cyberterrorism is also a topic of keen 
concern to policymakers and the Intelligence Com-
munity. The Internet has helped revolutionize busi-
ness and economic activity throughout the country 
and the world; it has also introduced a vulnerability 
about which we need to know much more. One need 
only scan the daily newspapers and television/cable 
news programs for those issues that will require 
continuous attention.

Equally important as one looks to the horizon 
and beyond will be anticipating developments of 
strategic concern and identifying both opportunities 
as well as vulnerabilities for policymakers. Issues 
of little policy interest can quickly become mat-
ters of state requiring an immediate U.S. response. 
Others will include those having an impact on U.S. 
national security: scarcities in energy, food, water; 
climate change; demographic trends; disruptive civil 
technologies; financial and economic volatilities; 
and the reconfiguration of the international system 
as India, China, Brazil, and Russia claim (or reclaim 
in the case of Russia) a greater voice in international 
deliberations.

As the Intelligence Community focuses outwardly 
on the threats of today and tomorrow, it must also 
focus inwardly to improve capabilities. The following 
is simply a short list of measures to improve capabili-
ties. It could be expanded. They include:

n ensuring an integrated information technol-
ogy network where all members of the Intelligence 
Community can communicate on the same network. 
Known as the Single Information Environment, this 
goal is a key part of the 500 Day Plan.

n adapting the information-sharing strategy of the 
traditional Cold War paradigm/culture of “need-to-
know” to the 21st-century terrorist threat environment 
requirement of “responsibility to provide.” This is a 
cultural shift of profound proportions that will take 
time to institute.

n supporting the logistical requirements to make 
the civilian Intelligence Community Joint Duty pro-
gram function as intended across the 16 intelligence 
components. A review should examine whether the 
current support structure is adequate.
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n accelerating the security clearance process. 
It can take anywhere from 12 to 24 months for an 
individual hoping to work for the Intelligence Com-
munity to get a security clearance. A goal has been 
set to reduce the time to 60 days.

n ensuring that the fundamental changes 
adopted by the FBI with the establishment of the 
National Security Branch have taken hold. A review 
would look at whether integrating the two cultures 
of intelligence analysis and law enforcement has 
indeed succeeded. A review would also examine 
if the full integration of the FBI into the work of the 
Intelligence Community has occurred.

Concluding Thoughts
The Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense 
Reorganization Act of was signed into law in 1986. 
It took another 10 years for the provisions the act 
to take full effect. The key word for military reform 
was jointness; the comparable word for intel-
ligence reform has been integration. The Intel-
ligence Community is 3 ½ years into its voyage. 
Its most critical mission today is counterterrorism. 
Working with military and law enforcement part-
ners, the community has been able to play both 
offense and defense. Terrorists now have to spend 
more time worrying about their own security. The 
higher defensive walls that we have erected at 
home have made another September 11 event 
harder to execute—not impossible, but harder.

Most defense experts credit Goldwater-Nichols 
with having improved the operation of the military 
Services through a more unified military organi-
zation in the years since its passage. The Intelli-
gence Community has made substantial progress. 
More remains to be done. For those who take the 
long view, and understand the cultural changes 
involved, time, patience, and more time and more 
patience, will be needed. One day, those support-
ers of a strong Intelligence Community will point to 
the changes enacted in 2004 and 2005 as having 
accomplished what Goldwater-Nichols did for the 
military. Both efforts, undertaken a generation 
apart, will be viewed as having been accomplished 
for the good of the Nation.

linchpin of the IRTPA structure is the position of 
Director of National Intelligence (DNI), who is the 
senior intelligence advisor to the President. However, 
unlike the Director of Central Intelligence, this posi-
tion is separated from other intelligence components. 
Most observers and some participants characterize 
the new structure as a work in progress. There are 
five issues that should be considered in reviewing the 
state of play of the U.S. Intelligence Community.

Structure
The first issue involves the DNI structure. Can 

the DNI develop and execute the broad strategic 
guidance for the Intelligence Community envisioned 
by the authors of the IRTPA legislation? Most of 
their attention was centered on perceptions that the 
Intelligence Community did not collaborate or share 
information and lacked overarching business prac-
tices in personnel, information technology, and other 
areas. The issue is the apparent disconnect between 
the responsibilities of the DNI and actual authori-
ties. The relationship with the Secretary of Defense 
is critical, but it is unlikely that much can be done to 
improve the role of the DNI by clarifying his authori-
ties vis-à-vis the Secretary of Defense. But there 
are other things that can be done. A starting point 
would be to examine the goals of the DNI 100- and 
500-day plans and ask: how many of those goals have 

6 Continued from p. 430
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been implemented, and among those, what were 
the impediments? If the hurdles involved turf fights, 
how can they be surmounted? Here there also is a di-
lemma. Administrations feel compelled to leave their 
mark on agencies and policies as quickly as possible. 
It would be beneficial if the next DNI reviewed the 
100- and 500-day plans and asked which of these 
initiatives should be continued rather than starting 
over again largely for the sake of novelty. If the DNI 
structure is not working as intended, the solution 
must come from Congress since the structure was 
created in legislation, not by executive order.

Continuity
Closely related to the duties of the DNI is the issue 

of tenure. Admiral Dennis Blair is the sixth leader of 
the Intelligence Community in 5 years. It is difficult 
to run an enterprise, established or new, with that 
sort of leadership turnover at the very top. The Presi-
dent should provide continuity to the greatest extent 
possible in filling the senior Intelligence Community 
positions, ideally making the terms of the position at 
least 3 to 4 years.

Budget
There are different ways to consider the intel-

ligence budget. Purely in dollar terms, the National 
Intelligence Program as opposed to the Military 
Intelligence Program has gone from $26.8 billion to 
$43.5 billion over the last decade. (As a percentage 
of the total Federal budget, the national intelligence 
figure remains unchanged in that period.) There has 
been a considerable budget feast after nearly a decade 
of famine in the 1990s. However, the intelligence 
budget is going down and will undoubtedly become 
a poor cousin after financial bailouts, domestic 
needs, and defense and homeland security spending. 
The DNI should come up with a 5-year budget plan 
for the Intelligence Community and stick to it. It is 
difficult if not impossible to plan, build, and manage 
intelligence activities on a financial roller coaster. 
This planning is particularly critical when the need 
for new technical collection systems is considered. 
A system approved in 2009 will not begin collecting 
for 10 to 12 years; every start and stop attenuates an 
already difficult acquisition process.

Personnel
The Intelligence Community is undergoing 

the most dramatic generational change since its 
inception. Over half of the analysts serving in its 16 
agencies have less than 3 years of experience. These 

intelligence officers think differently, behave differ-
ently, and have different career expectations than 
their predecessors. If the Intelligence Community 
cannot accommodate some of these differences, new 
officers will not stay, perpetuating the inexperience 
problem. Among the fixes easily achieved are creat-
ing a set career path for analysts; tying analyst train-
ing and education in their careers to this career path; 
standing up the National Intelligence University 
as proposed in the IRTPA; and improving mentor-
ing programs in each component. The Intelligence 
Community does not put the same emphasis on 
career development and professional education and 
training as the Armed Forces, but it is high time for 
it to catch up.

Standards
Consideration should be given to initiating a dis-

cussion among intelligence officers, executive branch 
policymakers, Members of Congress, and even the 
media on analytic standards. How often should intel-
ligence be right? What is a set of reasonable (albeit 
vague) expectations? It is time to get beyond the false 
legends, misperceptions, and caricatures relating to 
the tragedies of September 11, 2001, and the search 
for weapons of mass destruction.

These five issues do not pose daunting tasks. But it 
should be remembered that the product of intelli-
gence is analysis, which is the result of an intellectual 
process, not a mechanical one. There are limits on 
the extent to which this aspect of intelligence can be 
reformed or improved.

Improving Homeland Resilience
In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of Septem-

ber 11, President Bush declared a two-front war to 
confront the threats and vulnerabilities highlighted 
by the tragic events of that day. One front involved 
taking the battle to the terrorists and those states that 
supported or provided them with safe havens. The 
other front was at home with the establishment of the 
Department of Homeland Security and U.S. Northern 
Command. But these fronts did not receive equal 
attention. Iraq and Afghanistan became the frontline 
in the global war on terror and have consumed an 
overwhelming amount of time and resources. For 
example, the direct costs of the two wars have aver-
aged $300 million per day for 5 years. By contrast, 
Federal grants since September 11, 2001, to improve 
security at the sprawling port complexes in New York 
and New Jersey—which include refineries, chemical 
plants, and the largest container terminals on the East 



435GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

national Security reform and the Security Environment

Coast—have totaled just $100 million, or the equiva-
lent of what taxpayers have spent every 8 hours to 
support military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

This asymmetry in effort between offensive 
measures abroad and defensive measures at home 
suggests the national security community is still 
attempting to come to grips with three realities 
highlighted by the al Qaeda attacks on New York 
and Washington. First, the battleground of choice 
for current and future U.S. adversaries will more 
likely be in the civil and economic space than the 
conventional military domain. Direct engagement 
with the Armed Forces promises a losing proposition 
for those who feel compelled to confront U.S. power. 
However, myriad vulnerabilities, particularly critical 
infrastructure, translate into alluring targets where a 
relatively modest investment by terrorists is likely to 
yield costly societal and economic damage.

The second reality is that international borders 
are not a barrier to a committed enemy intent on 
infiltrating and carrying out an attack in the United 
States. Watch lists and visa restrictions can deter or 
intercept known terrorists, but they will not stop 
terrorists without records from entering by cross-
ing the vast land and maritime borders of America. 
Furthermore, al Qaeda does not need to import 
weapons of mass destruction. On September 11, 
2001, the terrorists converted fully fueled planes 
into missiles. The third reality is that the only way to 
safeguard the civil and economic space is by enlisting 
the participants who occupy it in the effort. Chances 
are that first preventers and first responders will be 
ordinary citizens. The only aircraft that did not reach 
its intended target was United Airlines Flight 93. 
The terrorists were foiled not by a national security 
response, but by passengers charging the cockpit. 
Despite the fact that Washington was defended by 
the actions of citizens aboard that plane, the Federal 
Government has not emphasized the importance of 
mobilizing Americans and the private sector in gen-
eral to reduce exposure to acts of terrorism. Instead, 
the focus has been on improving the capacity to 
detect and intercept terrorists.

The Department of Homeland Security was 
established in 2003 to improve the coordination of 
both border and transportation security, and was the 
largest reorganization since the National Security 
Act of 1947. The department has three directorates 
(national protection and programs, science and tech-
nology, and management), five offices (policy, health 
affairs, intelligence and analysis, domestic nuclear 
detection, and operations coordination), and seven 

independent agencies (the Transportation Security 
Administration, Customs and Border Protection, 
Citizenship and Immigration Services, Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement, Coast Guard, Federal 
Emergency Management Agency, and the Secret 
Service). Its formation involved the merging of func-
tions and operations that were previously performed 
by 22 distinct agencies. The Bush administration also 
established the Homeland Security Council within 
the Executive Office of the President with responsi-
bility for interagency coordination in support of the 
homeland security mission.

After 5 years, the Department of Homeland Secu-
rity is struggling to gain its footing. The challenge is 
compounded by several organizational problems that 
should be addressed:

n It has little institutional memory because of the 
reliance on political appointees and government 
contractors and the high rates of personnel turnover 
in its first few years of operation.

n It has inadequate skilled headquarters-level staff-
ing to improve coordination across components.

n The major procurement programs have been 
plagued by technical problems, cost overruns, and 
missed deadlines that require immediate managerial 
attention.

n Its mission requires active participation by other 
Federal departments that only have collaborated 
when there has been strong oversight and coordina-
tion by the White House.

n State and local officials and private sector leaders 
are disenchanted with DHS’s penchant for formulat-
ing top-down policies without access to requisite 
expertise and without providing adequate opportuni-
ties for input.

n Congressional oversight is fragmented, intru-
sive, and disruptive, with a total of 88 committees 
and subcommittees claiming some jurisdiction over 
the department or its component agencies.

While addressing these issues will require consider-
able investments in time and energy, they are only a 
subset of a critical imperative: to build a more resilient 
society with the goal of depriving enemies of the mass 
economic disruptions and fear dividend that they seek 
to inflict. Militarily, the American infrastructure is too 
large for terrorists to achieve destruction on a national 
scale. But an enemy can target vulnerabilities to gener-
ate anxiety that will spur Americans to overreact in 
costly and destructive ways. For instance, in the wake 
of the attacks on September 11, Federal authorities 
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closed U.S. airspace to foreign and domestic flights, 
halted the movement of ships entering major seaports, 
and slowed down traffic across the land borders with 
Canada and Mexico. These draconian reactions to the 
commandeering of four airliners by 19 men wield-
ing box-cutters accomplished what no enemy of the 
United States could have aspired to accomplish by 
conventional military means: a virtual blockade of 
American trade and commerce.

Promising to win the war on terror is good rhetoric, 
but the prospects for victory are no more likely than 
an effort to eliminate the flu virus; there will always be 
a new strain with each season. As such, it is important 
to scale back public expectations to containing terror-
ism when possible and mitigating its consequences 
when protective measures fail. The counterterrorism 
prophylactic is building local, regional, and national 
resilience that arms Americans with greater confi-
dence to prepare for and recover from terrorist attacks 
and other disasters. Confidence in their resilience 
would cap their fear and in turn undermine any hope 
by an enemy that incurring the costs and risks of 
targeting the U.S. homeland will achieve any meaning-
ful results. In short, there is strength in being able not 
only to deliver a punch, but to take a punch.

The United States must strive to develop the kind 
of resilience that Britain displayed during World War 
II as V–1 flying bombs fell on London. Each night, 
Londoners headed to the shelters. When the all-
clear signal sounded, they put out the fires, rescued 
wounded from the rubble, and went on about their 
lives until air raid warnings were sounded again. 
More than a half-century later, Londoners showed 
similar resilience when suicide bombers attacked the 
Underground. The objective of the terrorists may 
have been to cripple public transportation, but it 
was foiled by resolute commuters appearing the next 
morning to board the trains. 

Building resilience requires a sustained com-
mitment to four factors. The first is robustness: the 
ability to keep operating in the face of disaster. In 
some instances it translates into designing systems 
or structures, such as buildings and bridges that can 
withstand hazards. In others, such as energy, trans-
portation, and communications networks, robustness 
means devising redundant or substitutable systems 
that can be brought to bear in breakdowns and work 
stoppages. Robustness also entails investing in and 
maintaining elements of critical infrastructure, such 
as dams and levees, so they withstand low-probabili-
ty but high-consequence eventualities.

The second factor is resourcefulness in managing 
crises by identifying options, prioritizing means to 
control and mitigate damage, and communicating 
those decisions to the responders. Resourcefulness 
depends primarily on people, not technology. Ensur-
ing that American society is resourceful demands 
both good contingency plans and well-equipped and 
trained National Guard units, public health officials, 
firefighters, police officers, hospital staffs, and emer-
gency planners and responders. It also necessitates 
close coordination and integration with organiza-
tions such as the American Red Cross, the Salvation 
Army, and increasingly the private sector, to provide 
personnel, resources, and logistics to deal with the 
aftermath of catastrophic events.

The third factor is rapidly recovering, or getting 
things back to normal as quickly as possible after a 
disaster. If something critical turns out to be either 
too vulnerable or fragile to withstand an attack or 
crisis, it should be restored immediately. Competent 
emergency operations and the ability to deploy the 
right people and resources to the right place at the 
right time are crucial.

Finally, resilience means being willing and able to 
absorb new lessons that can be drawn from catastro-
phes. Based on experience, public officials, private 
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sector leaders, and individuals must be willing to 
accept and fund pragmatic changes that improve 
capabilities before the next crisis. Resilience is based 
on a traditional American strength: pulling together 
when disasters strike and volunteering when called 
on to defend the Nation. Ironically, one barrier to 
building a resilient homeland in the 21st century is 
the durability of the concept of national security 
that served well throughout the Cold War. The 
U.S.-Soviet struggle with the risk of thermonuclear 
war required a national security community that 
was exclusive. Countering espionage necessitated 
routinely vetting government personnel and sharing 
information only on a need-to-know basis. However, 
the resilience imperative requires just the opposite 
approach. When it comes to the participation of civil 
society and private sector, the byword of resilience 
becomes the need-to-have.

The Nation will need to do more than attend to 
organizational challenges that have hampered the 
Department of Homeland Security. Of paramount 
importance is defining both the homeland security 
and the homeland defense missions to embrace resil-
ience and the necessary investments in outreach and 
community preparedness. In addition, the private 
sector that owns and operates much of the critical in-
frastructure must be given incentives to put in place 
protective, response, and recovery methods. Resil-
ience is probably the best way to neutralize the chaos 
and fear that terrorists strive to create. In the age of 
global terror, it turns out that the best defense might 
well be a good defense, resting on a solid foundation 
of societal and infrastructure resilience. gsa

N o t e s

1  Some of the material developed for this section was 
previously published by the Project on National Security 
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grate efforts as opposed to merely sharing information in 
an attempt to avoid working at cross purposes. Interagency 
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of integration in which agencies and departments actively 
and effectively work together in an integrated effort to 
accomplish common goals.

3  For an overview of such reform studies, see Catherine 
Dale, Nina M. Serafino, and Pat Towell, “Organizing the 
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Interagency Reform Debates,” RL34455 (Washington, DC: 
Congressional Research Service, April 18, 2008).
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O ne of the most remarkable achievements in 
diplomatic history was the creation of the 
network of multilateral, regional, and bilat-

eral institutions and alliances that built, preserved, 
and solidified peace, prosperity, and stability for the 
United States and its partners following World War II. 
Arising out of a shared conviction that only coopera-
tive action could defeat the totalitarian threats posed 
first by Nazism and later by communism, such bodies 
as the United Nations (UN), the Bretton Woods 
financial institutions, the North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization (NATO), and the European Coal and Steel 
Community not only endured and evolved, but also 
spawned similar organizations around the globe and, 
moreover, shaped the way that much of the world 
instinctively views international relations.

Chapter 19
Cooperation with Allies and Coalition 
Partners

As power shifts and a complex array of threats and 
opportunities emerges, the question arises as to the 
future shape of successful multinational and alliance 
cooperation. Clearly, the security challenges posed 
by a globalized world—in which the most serious 
threats are often not from rival states but from radi-
cal organizations and transnational criminal gangs, 
or arise from impersonal, inchoate trends such as 
global warming and new, evolving forms of pandem-
ic disease—are very different from those of the era 
of bipolar superpower confrontation. Ever since the 
fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union 2 years later, NATO has been grappling to 
define a new relevance for itself. The end of the Cold 
War combined with the emergence of North Korea 
as a nuclear weapons state has also led to changes in 
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the shape of U.S. alliances in East Asia. Meanwhile, 
the Middle East—arguably the most dangerous of the 
world’s regions given that it is the convergence point 
of many pressing transnational threats and the locus 
of active conflict involving American forces—re-
mains without any formal alliance structure around 
which to organize U.S. involvement.

Cooperation with other countries in the 21st cen-
tury will inevitably take a variety of forms, from mul-
tilateralism at the global level down to local, ad hoc 
cooperation with selected coalition partners that will 
develop as situations demand. The global economic 
and financial crisis has accentuated the importance 
of emerging powers, underscoring the opportunity 
for new multilateral cooperation even while possibly 
adding national pressures on existing institutions 
and alliances. This chapter examines a spectrum of 
this rich set of possibilities for security cooperation.

Multilateralism
Multilateralism is becoming ever more impor-

tant in organizing international cooperation on the 
shared problems facing the world in the 21st century. 
Yet its misuse over the years has eroded confidence 
in international organizations. The United States has 
a strong interest in revitalizing multilateral institu-
tions, but if the Obama administration is going to 
increase U.S. effectiveness in this important aspect 
of foreign affairs, it will need to strengthen interna-
tional law, improve interagency planning, and make 
significant investments in personnel.

A Globalizing Strategic Environment
After a century of championing international 

organizations from the Pan American Union to the 
United Nations, many Americans, who perhaps look 
for results rather than processes and relationships, 
have become increasingly skeptical about multilat-
eralism. Former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger 
put it succinctly in his 1994 book Diplomacy: “The 
United Nations did provide a convenient meet-
ing place for diplomats and a useful forum for the 
exchange of ideas. It also performed important tech-
nical functions. But it failed to fulfill the underlying 
premise of collective security—the prevention of war 
and collective resistance to aggression.”

U.S. leaders responded to the failures of the United 
Nations by avoiding it when they needed to deal 
with critical issues. To some extent, they focused on 
regional organizations and military alliances such as 
NATO. But primarily, U.S. leaders relied on bilateral 
arrangements supplemented as needed by unilateral 

measures. Even in trade matters, for instance, where 
the United States has long used multilateral mecha-
nisms to advance its interests—first the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade and now the World 
Trade Organization—the trend has been to pursue 
regional and bilateral agreements.

As confidence in global multilateralism has 
declined, regional and subregional organizations 
have taken on new life, often explicitly building on 
the advantages of neighborhood. Smaller groupings 
dealing with narrower agendas are more capable 
of achieving quick consensus. Furthermore, when 
disagreements hamper action, it is easy to devolve 
to even smaller coalitions whose members can agree 
among themselves to take action.

Under the impact of globalization, however, most 
problems that affect the security and welfare of the 
American people no longer respond to unilateral 
solutions or even to the efforts of narrow ad hoc 
coalitions. Such coalitions may be preferable to the 
anarchy of unilateralism, but they lack the broad 
legitimacy of decisions reached multilaterally within 
a structured organization, the kind of legitimacy that 
is necessary to deal effectively with many of the issues 
that require cooperation beyond U.S. borders: natural 
disasters, terrorism, arms smuggling, trade, energy, 
drug trafficking, financial flows, migration, democ-
racy and human rights, development, fragile states, 
and rising powers. These issues vary widely in their 
nature. In each case, their management starts at home 
unilaterally but must become multilateral to succeed.

Why Multilateralism?
Despite its cumbersome nature, multilateral-

ism provides certain advantages that do not accrue 
through unilateralism or less inclusive forms of 
international cooperation. Most notably, it creates 
frameworks for long-term cooperation based on 
shared principles and precedents that go beyond 
the bilateral. True multilateralism is more than the 
temporary agreement of three or more countries 
on a specific problem; it is, as political scientist 
Patrick Morgan has defined it, cooperation based 
on “generalized principles of conduct, rather than 
. . . considerations linked to specific situations or par-
ticular conditions and concerns.”1 When such broad 
agreement on generalized principles of conduct is 
turned into a treaty ratified by individual countries, 
the resulting framework becomes the basis of inter-
national law. Today, the UN Charter and the World 
Court are the cornerstones of global order based on 
law. Multilateral action under the umbrella of such 
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organizations thus enjoys a special legitimacy in the 
eyes of many.

Multilateral institutions also have strong potential 
as means of mass persuasion. The United Nations has 
been called the “parliament of man” for its presumed 
ability to embody world public opinion. As Teddy 
Roosevelt said of the American Presidency, multilat-
eral institutions can serve as “bully pulpits,” or as Ar-
gentine President Carlos Menem put it in speaking of 
the Organization of American States (OAS), as cajas 
de resonancia—“sounding boxes.” Even if agreement 
in these forums is not reached, when heads of state 
and other leaders address key issues in multilateral 
forums, people listen.

Multilateral forums also play a useful role as con-
sensus-building deliberative mechanisms. The views 
of the strong and the weak alike can be aired, with 
the latter often more willing to accede to the needs 
of the former if they are certain their concerns have 
been heard. Debates can identify areas of convergence 
among countries with otherwise different interests. As 
frustrating as they sometimes are, the delays on ac-
tion imposed by these debates can also gain time for 
more carefully considered responses, including ones 
that are eventually carried out below the multilateral 
level. Even providing cover for governments to defer 
problems that cannot be immediately resolved can be 
useful in international interactions.

Multilateral diplomacy can also lend durability to 
international agreements, especially in the area of 
dispute resolution, in ways difficult to achieve on a 
purely bilateral basis. The multilateral process tends 
to ensure that the interests of the various parties, 
whether conflicting or convergent, are identified 
and reflected in the agreement, thus increasing the 
likelihood of compliance. Moreover, this process, 
along with the moral stature generally attributed to 
multilateral institutions, enhances mutual confidence 
that all parties will abide by the agreement. It was 
to capture this sense of moral ratification that the 
Panama Canal treaties were signed at an OAS meet-
ing in the presence of the hemisphere’s heads of state 
and government; all concerned believed this would 
discourage cheating on the treaties’ provisions.

State-building and economic assistance programs 
are often both more palatable and more effective 
when carried out on a multilateral basis. The fragile 
states most in need of such assistance are also highly 
vulnerable to charges that bilateral donors exert 
excessive influence on internal policymaking, further 
reducing their perceived legitimacy. They can thus 
benefit from the kind of long-term institutional 

support that can be provided impartially through 
international organizations.

The same applies even to less inherently intrusive 
forms of assistance. For example, intrinsic ten-
sions in the U.S.-Mexican Plan Mérida, an initia-
tive aimed at enhancing cooperation against drug 
trafficking and other criminal activity, arise out of 
differing perceptions of whether the nature of the 
program is assistance or cooperation. Pursuing a 
similar initiative that would mix assistance and 
commitments to cooperation in a multilateral rather 
than bilateral framework might have permitted 
the participants to finesse or even harmonize such 
conflicting points of view.

International organizations have long helped to 
establish common standards that make possible every-
thing from the mails and trade to the safe operation 
of flights across borders. The International Telecom-
munication Union, World Intellectual Property 
Organization, World Health Organization, and World 
Bank are all multilateral entities whose neutrality and 
impartiality enable them to share information and 
manage technical matters in ways considered relatively 
free of national biases. Cooperation delivered through 
international bodies is often better accepted and more 
effective than assistance through bilateral aid agencies.

On occasion, multilateral institutions are even 
capable of action to meet threats to the peace. Iraq’s 
August 2, 1990, invasion of Kuwait provided a rare 

Royal Marine Commandos patrol in Helmand Province, Afghanistan during 
operation to stabilize and increase security
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instance. The UN Security Council condemned Iraq’s 
action the very same day as “a breach of international 
peace and security,” and demanded the withdrawal 
of Iraqi troops. On November 29, 1990, the council 
authorized the use of “all necessary means to uphold 
and implement” the previous resolution. Collective 
security worked quickly and effectively in this case 
because Iraq had violated a general principle of con-
duct so vital that no responsible sovereign state could 
ignore its breach.

The Limits of Multilateralism
In the Kuwait case, as in Korea before that, multi-

lateral authorization provided increased legitimacy 
at home as well as abroad for U.S.-led military action 
and facilitated the important contributions made 
by other countries. The resolutions enabled easier 
access to the battlefield and better intelligence. This, 
of course, has not always been the case. Decisive 
action has sometimes been obstructed by delays or 
approved only at the cost of giving others influence 
over U.S. military operations and complicating their 
implementation. Throughout most of the Cold War, 
the United Nations was paralyzed by the superpower 
rivalry. More recently, it has been reduced to peace-
keeping missions so weak and numerous that the 
optimism once associated with the presence of Blue 
Helmets has been dissipated.

Despite the special moral status that popular 
opinion in most countries grants to multilateral 
action, states often give only lip service to the ideal 
of multilateralism when it comes to practical ac-
tion. Big countries often worry that working to get 
broad agreement will delay and interfere with what 
they believe must be done. Working multilaterally 
is inconvenient and bureaucratic. The same public 
opinion that values multilateral consensus tends to 
dismiss the debates necessary to build that consen-
sus as utopian-chasing talk shops rather than real 
problem-solving forums.

The numerical prevalence of smaller countries 
in multilateral forums opens the door to claims 
that multilateralism is nothing more than the trade 
unionism of the weak and otherwise irrelevant. The 
United Nations, when not being characterized as 
inefficient, corrupt, and anti-American, is particu-
larly vulnerable to this charge. As Eric Shawn put 
it, the United Nations “opposes and criticizes the 
U.S. at every opportunity.” Roger Cohen of The New 
York Times said much the same thing: “Too often the 
UN can be no more than the weak lowest common 
denominator of our collective will, an umbrella that 
packs up when the storm rises.”2

Criticism of the United Nations for being too weak 
on the one hand and for being too strong and over-
bearing on the other stems from the error of thinking 
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of it and similar organizations as having an existence 
independent of their member states. It is true that 
multilateral organizations can sometimes articulate 
common principles in ways that make them the voice 
of an international community larger than those of 
its individual member states. But operationally, the 
UN or the OAS can reflect only what its members 
are actually willing to do. Sovereign states are still the 
key units of world politics and thus retain the right 
to say no. The sovereignty that ensures consideration 
of the rights and interests of all countries is the same 
sovereignty that ultimately permits states to opt out 
or, in the case of the five permanent members of the 
Security Council, to block action by others. Thus, the 
suggestion that the solution to the UN’s weaknesses 
lies in giving it the capacity to act independently of 
its members—such as by acquiring its own inde-
pendent intelligence-gathering capability—is both 
unrealistic and inconsistent with the real nature 
of multilateralism. In that sense, the deficiencies 
manifested by the United Nations may reflect a need 
to revise its members’ policies more than a need to 
reform the institution itself.

Making Multilateralism Work
Despite multilateralism’s admitted shortcom-

ings, it is increasingly obvious that more and more 
problems have dimensions that can only be ad-
dressed effectively through multilateral diplomacy. 
Most countries, however, still do not habitually think 
much, if at all, beyond the bilateral. The United States 
is among the most culpable in this regard. For much 
of the recent past, U.S. opinion leaders assumed that 
they knew what needed to be done and how to do it 
better than anyone else. That assumption no longer 
holds true, if it ever did. More than ever before, we 
must understand and respect the perspectives and 
interests of those with whom we must cooperate; 
going it alone cannot suffice for the common effort 
made possible through multilateral cooperation.

Rule of Law. To some degree, the ineffectiveness 
of multilateral institutions is the self-fulfilling result 
of the prevalent U.S. belief that multilateral institu-
tions are inherently ineffective. As the most powerful 
country in the world, U.S. support for international 
institutions is essential for them to function effec-
tively, and particularly for them to restrain through 
international legal norms the behaviors that are most 
destructive of the peace and stability necessary for 
the fulfillment of U.S. objectives. Unfortunately, for 
more than a decade, the United States has shunned 
or opposed key international agreements, including 

the Kyoto Protocol, Ottawa Treaty, Comprehensive 
Test Ban Treaty, and Law of the Sea Convention. 
Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor com-
mented insightfully that “the decision not to sign on 
to legal frameworks the rest of the world supports 
is central to the decline in American influence in 
the world.” Ironically, this lack of U.S. support for 
international legal agreements not only weakens 
the capacity of international organizations, but also, 
by undermining the perceived moral legitimacy of 
American actions, has the effect of limiting Ameri-
can operational flexibility in interactions with other 
countries, even in a bilateral setting.

To help restore its credibility, the United States is 
working to close the Guantanamo Bay prison by the 
end of 2009, but it could also consider ending sanc-
tions against countries that join the International 
Criminal Court and ratifying the American Conven-
tion on Human Rights and the Inter-American Con-
vention against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Traf-
ficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives, and 
Other Related Materials. It has already signed both; 
the Senate should ratify them, with reservations if 
necessary, because the impact of unimplemented 
resolutions and unenforced laws is not neutral, but 
actually negative. Even so, multilateral agreements 
are not self-enforcing; their implementation depends 
on the actions of sovereign states. Harmonization of 
national practices with international law takes time, 
not merely because of different legal systems and tra-
ditions, but because national needs and sovereignty 
concerns must be satisfied.

Institutional Capacity for Multilateralism. 
Multilateral approaches are often shunned because 
the United States believes it lacks the people with 
the training and expertise to make them work. It 
is not alone in this concern. But for multilateral 
solutions to work, sufficient human capital must be 
invested in them, not only at the high political level 
of plenary meetings but also, more importantly, at 
the operational level. Activities involving several 
countries are inherently complex. They function best 
when relationships are maintained across countries 
by a network of professionals who know how to 
work together. Such networks are the lifeblood of 
international secretariats: they can both provide early 
warning of and move to contain issues that might 
otherwise escalate into problems. In effect, these 
professional networks serve as valuable insurance 
policies for progress and peace.

Many studies that have examined interagency 
processes in the United States have identified a need 
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for an interagency cadre of national security profes-
sionals with experience in intelligence, diplomacy, 
and defense. We need to go beyond that. Every U.S. 
department and agency should have a corps of public 
servants who spend part of their careers working in 
the UN, the OAS, or other international organiza-
tions. Stealing a page from the 1986 Goldwater-
Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act, 
which requires military officers to have experience 
and training in joint operations as a prerequisite 
for promotion to flag rank, a tour working as an 
international public servant should be a requirement 
for promotion to the Senior Executive Service or the 
Senior Foreign Service. Not only would U.S. agencies 
then be staffed by individuals with international 
experience, but the international organizations them-
selves also would be strengthened by the presence of 
U.S. personnel.

Common standards and training for experts in 
drug control, terrorism, transnational crime, hu-
man rights, civil emergencies, and the mitigation 
of natural disasters should be greatly increased. All 
countries should reserve places in their diplomatic 
and military academies and other advanced schools 
of public service for counterparts from neighboring 
countries. In the Western Hemisphere, multilateral 
training could be increased by creating a new Inter-
American Academy of Public Administration, with 
students nominated by member states. Such interna-
tional professional training should not be considered 
foreign aid, but rather a necessary measure to build 
the technical capacity for effective diplomacy that 
yields practical, sustainable results across national 
borders to the benefit of all concerned.

A New Model of Multilateral Security Cooperation. 
Today’s increasingly multipolar world has shifted the 
focus away from formal alliances based on automatic 
collective security guarantees toward cooperation in 
response to specific crises. The multilateral response 
to the 1995 conflict between Ecuador and Peru may 
provide a useful model for future cases. To prevent 
the escalation of fighting, four countries—Argentina, 
Brazil, Chile, and the United States—acting to-
gether as guarantors of an earlier peace treaty, each 
contributed soldiers to a military observer mission 
for which the two belligerents shared the costs. The 
guarantors not only ensured the preservation of 
the ceasefire, but also shared intelligence, listened 
to each party’s views, and eventually, after 3 years, 
succeeded against most expectations in hammering 
out a solution all could support. Close adherence to 
local, regional, and international laws, respect for 

military discipline, and intimate diplomatic-military 
coordination were the keys to success.

Participation: The Key to Maximizing Power 
and Stability

The Obama administration must make an urgent 
start on rebuilding multilateral capacity if the United 
States is to expand its options for dealing effectively 
with the era of globalization. The world needs a “dip-
lomatic surge” to revalidate legal frameworks, and a 
“consultation surge” to forge standards and relation-
ships that will enable the United States to calibrate 
the application of its power with and toward others. 
Effectiveness will require participation: without U.S. 
political participation in the building of consensus 
and the implementation of decisions, multilateralism 
cannot live up to its potential.

Enhancing Cooperation among the  
Atlantic Allies

The post–Cold War transatlantic goal of inte-
grating a Europe that is “whole and free” has been 
largely accomplished, though with serious ongoing 
challenges in the Balkans and former Soviet states. 
Indeed, aggressive Russian behavior in Georgia in 
summer 2008 elevated NATO concerns about the 
need to bolster its core function of collective defense. 
Nevertheless, operating in multinational military 
coalitions with allies and partners, as in the Balkans 
and Afghanistan, remains an American security 
priority. A central challenge is whether NATO will 
take the lead in organizing these coalitions, or will be 
limited to laying the political and planning founda-
tions for “coalitions of the willing.” Evolving concepts 
of how coalition operations should look will present 
both a challenge and an opportunity for President 
Obama as he seeks to enhance alliance relationships.

The Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan  
Experiences

While the militaries of NATO’s 28 members remain 
under national control, the Alliance’s integrated 
military command has provided doctrine and plan-
ning for collective military operations for nearly 
60 years. During the Cold War, operational guid-
ance concentrated on territorial defense; since 1991, 
operations have focused on force projection in the 
Balkans and Afghanistan. While member states make 
operational decisions via consultation and consensus 
that reflect shared transatlantic interests, the expan-
sion of NATO’s political objectives, membership, and 
operational mandates has made agreement on the 
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conduct of coalition operations more difficult. NATO 
can, nonetheless, make multilateral coalitions more 
effective through an integrated command structure, 
joint training and exercising, shared intelligence and 
communications, enabling capabilities, and a culture 
of common military experience and defense planning.

NATO has transformed its command structure 
in conjunction with the U.S. realignment of its own 
troops deployed in Europe to provide a foundation 
from which to project power beyond the Alliance’s 
area of responsibility. NATO members have built 
new forces, including a 25,000-member Response 
Force, and have developed nascent operational ties 
between NATO and the European Union (EU). The 
Alliance now emphasizes rapid deployment, sustain-
ability, and jointness in multinational operations that 
may include any combination of land, maritime, and 
air assets. Its ability to engage in coalition operations 
has been forged and tested in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Kosovo, and Afghanistan.

Bosnia-Herzegovina and Peace Enforcement. 
From 1991 to 1995, NATO could not achieve 
consensus over how to confront ethnic cleansing in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina. Allied diplomacy had mostly 
contained the civil fighting, but NATO procedures 
blocked intervention. In 1995, NATO finally agreed 
to airstrikes against Serb forces that were attacking 
the UN-proclaimed civilian safe havens. This use of 
airpower, combined with a Croat-Muslim ground 
offensive, led to a balance of power on the ground 
and paved the way for American diplomatic initia-
tives to facilitate a peace agreement. NATO then 
intervened as a peace enforcer with 60,000 troops, 
half of which were American. NATO had planned 
for peace implementation since 1993, a process that 
included engaging staff officers from Central and 
Eastern Europe partner countries in command 
post exercises. This allowed 10,000 troops from 
non-NATO countries to participate under NATO 
command—including 2,000 from Russia, with a 
Russian general posted in the NATO operational 
planning cell at Supreme Headquarters Allied Pow-
ers Europe in Belgium.

The Bosnia mission was successful for several 
reasons. First, American leadership helped forge 
a consensus within NATO and included other 
regional powers acting with a UN mandate. Second, 
substantial numbers of NATO troops were avail-
able for rapid deployment to enforce peace. Third, 
NATO forces were supported by other international 
institutions, including the Organisation for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe, European Union, and 

World Bank, whose participation allowed the mili-
tary to focus on primary missions.

Kosovo and Warfighting. In 1998–1999, the United 
States and NATO used military threats to dissuade 
Serb forces in Yugoslavia from continuing ethnic 
cleansing inside Kosovo (then part of Serbia, with 
a 90 percent majority ethnic Albanian population). 
NATO agreed through the fall of 1998 to action or-
ders for airstrikes, but these were not implemented. 
When diplomacy failed to achieve objectives, NATO 
agreed in March 1999 to launch coalition opera-
tions against Yugoslavia. This campaign had six key 
characteristics. First, it emphasized airpower with no 
ground element available to combat Serb forces or 
help with air targeting. Second, senior decisionmak-
ers assumed airpower would produce diplomatic 
concessions, and thus approved only 3 days of initial 
bombing. Instead, when bombing commenced, the 
Serbian army forced most of the Albanian popula-
tion into fragile neighboring countries. Third, a lack 
of consensus among the allies limited target selection 

and how low planes could fly, thus increasing civilian 
casualties. Fourth, advanced American military tech-
nology could not be easily integrated into coalition 
air operations. For example, to ensure sole control 
over its assets and prevent operational leaks, the 
United States did not inform allies in advance about 
sorties that involved the use of F–117s, B–2s, or 
cruise missiles. Fifth, NATO’s decisionmaking pro-
cedures, which some critics called “war by commit-
tee,” had a negative impact on joint force activation, 
staff composition, facilities, command and control, 
logistics, and execution. This lack of decisiveness 
led to what amounted to “incremental war,” while 

UN Security Council votes on resolution condemning aggressive acts by 
Iraq against Kuwait, September 1990
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concerns over collateral damage created havens for 
the enemy. Key decisions were eventually taken out-
side of NATO by the United States, United Kingdom, 
France, and Germany, who began to signal prepara-
tions for a ground invasion by the United States and 
the United Kingdom. Finally, the European Union 
and, most significantly, Russia put diplomatic and 
economic pressure on Serb leaders to cease attacks 
on the ethnic Albanian population. Three months 
after the war began, Serbia capitulated. The Kosovo 
issue was not “settled,” however, until 2008, when 
the province declared its independence from Serbia; 
nevertheless, over 15,000 NATO troops remained as 
peacekeepers, and serious problems regarding the 
persecution of Serb minorities in Kosovo persist.

Afghanistan and Counterinsurgency. In 2005, 
NATO assumed command of coalition operations in 
Afghanistan. In stable areas, European allies contrib-
uted to reconstruction and peace support operations, 
while American-led combat and counterterrorist 
forces operated as a limited coalition of the willing. 
These two separate mandates violated a core compo-
nent of counterinsurgency doctrine: unity of com-
mand. The overall operation was further weakened 
by insufficient NATO force generation; the national 
caveats placed on many troop deployments, which 
hindered force generation; and limited command 
flexibility and situational awareness. Even in peaceful 
areas, the different levels at which NATO members 
contributed to the Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
led to their uneven development and effectiveness. 
The lack of unity of command even meant that other 
international organizations and nongovernmental 
organizations found it difficult to conduct sustained 
efforts. Major elements that were fundamental to 
success were outside NATO’s area of responsibility, 
including rebuilding the police force (for which in 
2003 the United States initially only budgeted $5 mil-
lion and Germany sent 50 trainers). Antidrug opera-
tions in Afghanistan and political-military trends in 
Pakistan were also outside NATO’s mandate.

By 2007, Taliban forces and al Qaeda were staging 
sustained attacks against Allied forces in several 
parts of the country, wearing down public support 
in Europe and Canada for continued operations. 
Training the Afghan army represented the best exit 
strategy, yet by fall 2008, the Afghan army remained 
poorly trained, rife with desertion, and lacking much 
of the heavy equipment needed to conduct opera-
tions. NATO needed to increase its Mentoring and 
Liaison Teams from 25 to at least 100 to stay on pace 
with a goal of 70,000 trained troops—even before a 

new target of doubling the Afghan National Army 
and other security forces was put forth as part of a 
renewed focus on building Afghan capacity. Training 
is complicated by Afghan soldiers’ and policemen’s 
lack of fluency in English and illiteracy in their own 
languages. But even trained Afghan troops are dif-
ficult to sustain in the field, either because of unclear 
missions or tribal and ethnic loyalties.3

The cases of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Af-
ghanistan illustrate important areas where NATO has 
been both essential to and a challenge for coalition 
military operations. The Bosnia-Herzegovina model 
of broad-based cooperation on peace operations 
worked best, while Kosovo and Afghanistan exposed 
significant political and operational limitations to di-
rect military intervention by NATO. These situations 
are unique but also instructive of elements for success 
and dilemmas to avoid when considering the further 
transformation of NATO for coalition operations.

Issues and Challenges for the United States
The Obama administration has an opportunity to 

reengage American multilateral leadership during 
this year marking NATO’s 60th anniversary. At the 
same time that NATO Allies have been reluctant to 
apply lessons learned from past coalition mili-
tary engagements as doctrine, the United States is 
sometimes charged with viewing NATO as a toolbox 
from which it chooses Allies selectively. Both of these 
tendencies reduce incentives for states to invest in 
the institutional foundations that make NATO effec-
tive, as well as undermining the principle of shared 
responsibility. Aligning missions with capabilities 
will be an essential step toward revitalizing transat-
lantic security cooperation.

The United States faces several strategic choices. 
First, Washington must decide whether it wants to 
cultivate a strong EU military capacity. The United 
States traditionally has viewed the EU defense and 
security capabilities as desirable as long as they do 
not duplicate those of NATO. These institutional 
architectures can be complementary and are increas-
ingly viewed as such. The European Union provides 
unique economic and civilian resources, along 
with multilateral training and exercising for police 
forces. Meanwhile, the United States dominates force 
projection capabilities, including air- and sealift, and 
communications and intelligence infrastructure. How 
these institutional alignments will complement each 
other depends on another major strategic challenge, 
which is to achieve a common threat assessment as 
the basis for doctrine and planning. Although NATO 
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now supports missile defense systems in Europe, and 
its members strongly agree about the need to counter 
weapons of mass destruction proliferation and terror-
ism, they still cannot settle on the best response.

Reconciling relations with Russia remains a sig-
nificant challenge for the transatlantic alliance. New 
geostrategic stresses, especially involving energy and 
pipelines, are high priorities for the United States and 
Europe, but developing joint operational doctrine and 
capabilities remains difficult. NATO has been del-
egated the tasks of supporting peacekeeping in North 
Africa, dealing with piracy on the high seas, training 
Iraqi forces, and bringing peace to Afghanistan. Yet 
the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Black Sea remain 
unstable areas in closer proximity to Europe. It is 
not clear how steps toward gradual NATO enlarge-
ment aimed at consolidating stability in Ukraine and 
Georgia can be taken without creating further ten-
sions with Russia. Meanwhile, constructive engage-
ment with Russia remains a priority, but has become 
far more difficult to implement in light of Moscow’s 
decision to intervene militarily outside of its borders. 
The American bilateral Nunn-Lugar Cooperative 
Threat Reduction program might serve as a broader 
multilateral framework for armaments safety and 
proliferation controls in Eurasia, while arms control 
and disarmament are given renewed attention. In 
all these matters, a coherent and sustainable Russia 
policy is required.

NATO members are willing to undertake coali-
tion missions, but they often have to do so without 
established doctrinal concepts or sufficient resources. 
Some initiatives have included command structure 
reform and the development of the NATO Response 
Force. The European Union is developing a similar 
force that could complement NATO missions. NATO 
also developed emergency response programs for 
catastrophic terrorism and natural disaster relief. 
Nonetheless, NATO members are divided about 
whether the main role of coalition engagement 
should be peace support or combat operations. In 
reality, complex security environments such as Af-
ghanistan will likely involve both. Thus, the Obama 
administration might consider building a consensus 
for the development of NATO doctrine for coalition 
operations, including counterinsurgency.

Reaching agreement on operational doctrine within 
NATO at the multilateral level could prove difficult. 
Some NATO Allies might prefer the flexibility of ad 
hoc approaches. Some steps, however, could support 
a range of coalition operations. NATO could, for 
instance, develop a substantial facility to train, game, 

and exercise coalition and indigenous forces for joint 
military and civilian operations; such a program could 
incorporate multinational police forces and nongov-
ernmental organizations, engage the private sector, 
and develop technology and engineering capacities. 
Along with this, Brussels also needs to establish an on-
going, NATO-wide net assessment and lessons learned 
facility, and to expand its information-gathering and 
analytic capacity by, for example, providing integrated 
databases for geospatial mapping, shared intelligence 
and analysis, demographic research, anthropological 
and sociological cultural awareness, and public opin-
ion survey data. NATO’s transformation could include 
a multinational center to offer large-scale language 
training and cultural studies for Allied forces and to 
provide English language training for friendly indig-
enous forces in conflict zones. With these combined 
assets, NATO would be well positioned to build an 
integrated strategic communications capacity. Finally, 
NATO could develop an integrated capacity linked to 
coalition deployments for “training the trainers,” to 
carry out sustained local army and police training in 
stability operations.

Enhancing the Foundations of American Power
Getting more out of NATO Allies and partners will 

require a renewed spirit of American and European 
security cooperation. Collective defense remains 
the core of NATO’s purpose, and current missions 
must be given adequate resources for their successful 
completion. NATO members, however, would be well 
served to use the Alliance’s 60th anniversary year to 
bring forward new initiatives and the necessary fund-
ing to support a coalition operations doctrine that 
emphasizes joint military-civilian planning, capabili-
ties, and exercising for peace support, conventional 
military operations, and counterinsurgency. If NATO 
fails to adapt, the United States might reassess how it 
coordinates coalition operations or have to reem-
phasize crisis containment by exercising power from 
over the horizon, rather than with deployed forces 
inside ongoing conflict zones. The United States gains 
from working with its allies and partners, and the 
administration will have an immediate opportunity 
to renew the transatlantic relationship in NATO as a 
core component of global security.

East Asia and the Pacific: Transforming 
Alliances

For over half a century, the network of U.S. 
bilateral security alliances with Australia, Japan, the 
Philippines, Republic of Korea (ROK), and Thailand 
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has served as the foundation of the region’s stability 
and economic prosperity.

During the Cold War, the alliance structure stood 
as a vital link in the U.S. global containment strategy, 
but the Soviet Union’s demise did not put an end 
to interstate tensions and rivalries in East Asia. In 
the decade that followed the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the region experienced a series of challenges 
to regional stability and security—the 1993 standoff 
over North Korea’s nuclear facilities, the 1996 Taiwan 
Straits missile crisis, the 1997–1998 Asian financial 

shock, and North Korea’s Taepo Dong missile launch 
over Japan in 1998—that affected the security inter-
ests of the United States, its allies, and its friends.

Today, Cold War legacy issues in East Asia, China-
Taiwan relations, and a nuclear-capable North Korea 
on a still-divided Korean Peninsula continue to pose 
challenges to longstanding U.S. security interests and 
commitments. Meanwhile, the terrorist attacks of 

September 11, 2001, have reshaped the international 
security environment and accelerated the global 
transformation of the U.S. military and the U.S. alli-
ance structure.

The 2001 and 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review 
(QDR) Reports focused on uncertainty as the defin-
ing feature of the international security environment, 
which was found to be “increasingly complex and 
unpredictable.” Major war, asymmetric warfare, the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, acts of 
international terrorism, and terrorists with access to 
weapons of mass destruction composed a broad and 
multifaceted set of security contingencies.

Both reports viewed East Asia as a region “sus-
ceptible to large-scale military competition.” While 
not specifically mentioning China, the 2001 QDR 
focused on the requirements for dissuading and 
deterring a “military competitor with a formidable 
resource base” in the region. China, with a large and 
booming economy and an increasingly sophisticated 
diplomacy combined with notable military restraint, 
was altering the strategic landscape of the region.

Beyond the military dimension, China’s reemer-
gence as the leading power in the region poses a more 
fundamental and complex strategic challenge for East 
Asia, the United States, and U.S. allies. In this regard, 
a sound and strong alliance structure, together with a 
broad and deep engagement strategy aimed at encour-
aging Beijing to act as a “responsible stakeholder” in 
support of international order, plays an important role 
in managing any risk attendant on China’s rise.

The 9/11 attacks ushered in the global transforma-
tion of the U.S. military. The 2001 QDR called for the 
development of joint forces that “must be lighter, more 
lethal and maneuverable . . . more readily deploy-
able.” The 2002 National Security Strategy, referring to 
operations in Afghanistan, made clear that the United 
States must be prepared for more and similar deploy-
ments and accordingly must develop “transformed 
maneuver and expeditionary forces.” The Transforma-
tion Planning Guidance, issued in April 2003, made 
clear that the United States could not afford to have 
“large forces tied down for lengthy periods,” and that 
transformed forces would “take action from a forward 
position and rapidly reinforce from other areas.”

The post-9/11 requirements also ushered in the 
transformation of the Asian alliances. In addition 
to existing alliance commitments to the defense of 
Japan and the Republic of Korea, and a similar, but 
nontreaty, commitment to the security of Taiwan, 
U.S. forces now would also be tasked with operations 
relating to global counterterrorism. At the same time, 

Navy guard patrols corridor in Camp Delta section of Joint Detention 
Group facility, Guantanamo Bay
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transformation required the allies to do more in their 
own defense and in support of international order.

Although the process of alliance transforma-
tion has focused on the two key Northeast Asian 
countries, the Republic of Korea and Japan, where 
the U.S. military presence was concentrated during 
the Cold War, the United States has also undertaken 
capacity-building with Thailand and the Philippines 
to enhance their abilities to deal with internal threats 
posed by Islamic militants and separatist movements. 
In 2003, the government of then–Prime Minister 
John Howard invoked Article V of the Australia–
New Zealand–United States security pact (known as 
ANZUS) to deploy Australian forces to Afghanistan 
and Iraq in support of the United States.

Transforming the U.S.–ROK Alliance
The East Asia Strategy Initiative. Alliances, as in-

struments of national policy, are dynamic elements in 
a constant process of evolution: adjusting roles, mis-
sions, and capabilities to adapt to an ever-changing 
international environment. At times, changes in the 
international environment are transforming events, 
requiring a restructuring of alliance relationships.

The East Asia Strategy Initiative (EASI) of 1990 and 
1991 was aimed at gradually reducing the U.S. force 
presence in the Asia-Pacific region and restructuring 
alliance relationships at the end of the Cold War. On 
the Korean Peninsula, EASI aimed to manage a three-
stage reduction in U.S. forces over a 10-year period, 
starting with a Phase I reduction of 7,000 personnel. 
The overall objective was to move U.S. forces from 
a leading to a supporting role in the defense of the 
ROK; in this process, the United States would be 
prepared to consider necessary changes in command 
relationships. EASI also supported the relocation of 
U.S. military forces out of downtown Seoul.

EASI, however, did not survive the first North Ko-
rean nuclear crisis in the early 1990s. In November 
1991, Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney postponed 
the implementation of Phase II.

Transforming the Alliance Post-9/11. The 9/11 
attacks led U.S. leaders to conclude that the heavy 
American forces stationed along the demilitarized 
zone (DMZ) between North and South Korea would 
have to be transformed to meet new challenges in the 
global security environment. In addition to the Cold 
War mission of deterring North Korea, U.S. forces 
were now required to be able to deploy from the 
peninsula for missions elsewhere.

Meanwhile, with the 2002 election of South Ko-
rean President Roh Mo-hyun, whose political agenda 

aimed to address inequalities in the alliance relation-
ship, and in light of an increasingly capable ROK 
military, the process of transformation furthered the 
longstanding U.S. objective of moving from a leading 
to a supporting role in the defense of the ROK, and 
shifting the alliance toward a more equal partnership.

The two objectives were realized through a 
bilateral negotiating structure, the Future of the Al-
liance (FOTA) initiative, which was followed by the 
Security Policy Initiative (SPI).

Collectively, the two initiatives resulted in:

n The relocation of U.S. forces from forward 
positions at the DMZ to two hubs south of the Han 
River, Osan-Pyongtaek and Taegu-Pusan. Redeploy-
ing south of Seoul rather than being tied down at 
the DMZ complicates Pyongyang’s planning and 
enhances U.S. counterstrike options in the event of 
a North Korean attack. It also facilitates the deploy-
ment of U.S. forces from the peninsula to deal with 
contingencies elsewhere, including those related to 
international terrorism.

n The relocation of U.S. forces to garrisons south 
of Seoul will permit the return of the Yongsan Base, 
located in the middle of downtown Seoul, and some 
50 other facilities to the ROK. The Yongsan reloca-
tion in particular will accomplish a longstanding 
U.S. objective, going back to EASI, of eliminating the 
political tensions inherent in a large U.S. troop pres-
ence in the heart of the capital.

The two initiatives also accomplished the enduring 
goal of moving the United States from a leading to a 
supporting role in the defense of the ROK. Primary 
responsibility for the defense of South Korea now 
rests with the ROK army, supported principally by 
U.S. air and naval assets. In line with the rebalanc-
ing of defense responsibilities, Washington and 
Seoul agreed in February 2007 to transfer wartime 
operational control to the ROK no later than April 
12, 2012. In the process, the U.S.–ROK Combined 
Forces Command will be disestablished and replaced 
by a new bilateral command structure.

The effectiveness of the new security framework will 
be enhanced by projected ROK increases in defense 
spending under the Defense Reform 2020 plan and by 
U.S. provision of interim bridging capabilities in areas 
such as intelligence and command and control.

Reaching agreement on these changes required 
overcoming a number of sensitive issues. Many South 
Korean officers considered the initial U.S. target 
date for the transfer of operational control to be 
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premature. This was accommodated by extending the 
date to no later than April 12, 2012. Likewise, many 
South Koreans were concerned that the U.S. concept 
of “strategic flexibility,” involving the deployment of 
U.S. forces from the peninsula to deal with contingen-
cies linked to international terrorism, would weaken 
deterrence against North Korea. There were also ap-
prehensions that the deployment of U.S. forces from 
the peninsula to the Taiwan Strait in a China-Taiwan 
contingency might involve the ROK in a U.S.-China 
conflict. These concerns were dealt with through an 
exchange of diplomatic notes between Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice and Foreign Minister Ban 
Ki-moon in January 2006, whereby the two govern-
ments expressed their understanding of each other’s 
requirements and respect for their positions.

In two summit meetings, President George W. 
Bush and the ROK’s current president, Lee Myung-
bak, agreed to develop a 21st Century Strategic Alli-
ance to extend cooperation from the peninsula to the 
region and beyond.

Transforming the U.S.-Japan Alliance
Article VI of the United States–Japan Security 

Treaty reads, “For the purpose of contributing to the 
security of Japan and the maintenance of interna-
tional peace and security in the Far East, the United 
States of America is granted the use by its land, air, 
and naval forces of facilities and areas in Japan.” The 
early 1990s nuclear standoff on the Korean Penin-
sula revealed the U.S.-Japan alliance to be woefully 
unprepared to deal with a potential contingency 
there. U.S. access to ports, airfields, and hospitals ran 
into legal barriers at the national, prefectural, and 
local levels, calling into question the degree to which 
Japan could fully support U.S. military operations in 
the event of a regional war.

To address the issues, the United States and Japan 
entered into negotiations that resulted in the Tokyo 
Declaration of April 1996, which updated the alli-
ance for the post–Cold War world. The Tokyo Decla-
ration and the subsequent implementing legislation, 
signed in 1997–1998, committed Japan to provide 
the United States with rear-area support “in contin-
gencies in areas surrounding Japan.” The Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs defined “areas surrounding Japan” as 
being functional, as opposed to geographic, in nature 
and application. The ambiguity and flexibility of the 
ministry’s definition later facilitated the deployment 
of Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force to the Indian 
Ocean and Persian Gulf region in support of Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom (2003) in Afghanistan.

In October 2000, the Institute for National Stra-
tegic Studies published The United States and Japan: 
Advancing Toward a Mature Partnership, the findings 
of a study group on the U.S.-Japan relationship 
chaired by Richard Armitage and Joseph Nye. The 
report called for an across-the-board strengthening 
of both the relationship and the bilateral alliance. 
Under President George W. Bush and Japan’s Prime 
Minister Junichiro Koizumi, the report would 
serve as a blueprint for the Defense Policy Review 
Initiative, a process intended to guide the continued 
development of the alliance.

Since 2002, the Defense Policy Review Initiative 
has informed the transformation of the U.S.-Japan 
alliance to meet the requirements of the 21st century. 
Since 9/11, the alliance has advanced based on 
convergent strategic assessments of the international 
security environment and a strong mutual conviction 
that the alliance enhances the security of both coun-
tries and the Asia-Pacific region. Moreover, it fosters 
global security and stability. These assessments are 
reflected in several key national security documents 
of the alliance partners. On the U.S. side, these are 
the 2001 and 2006 QDR reports and the 2002 and 
2006 National Security Strategies. The corresponding 
Japanese documents include the 2002 Defense White 
Paper, the October 2004 report of the Council on 
Security and Defense Capabilities, and the December 
2004 New Defense Guidelines.

The joint statements issued by the bilateral U.S.-
Japan Security Consultative Committee, a forum for 
meetings between the U.S. Department of State and 
the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, are also 
important blueprint documents in the process of al-
liance transformation. The February 2005 joint state-
ment conceptualized the alliance as global in scope, 
and as a force in support of international stability 
and security; it also identified common strategic ob-
jectives both in East Asia and globally. Subsequently, 
the committee issued additional joint statements, 
including Alliance Transformation and Realignment 
for the Future (October 2005), Roadmap for Realign-
ment (May 2006), and Alliance Transformation: 
Advancing United States-Japan Security and Defense 
Cooperation (May 2007).

Relocation and collocation, concentration, and 
missile defense cooperation characterize transforma-
tion in the U.S.-Japan alliance. The following are a 
few recent examples:

n The U.S. Army I Corps relocated from Washing-
ton State on the Pacific Coast to Camp Zama, Japan, 
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where it is collocated with the Ground Self-Defense 
Force Readiness Command.

n The U.S. Navy carrier air wing stationed at 
Atsugi Air Base in the Tokyo metropolitan area 
was transferred to the Marine Corps Air Station at 
Iwakuni, and the KC–130 tanker squadron will be 
based at Iwakuni but deploy to the Kanoya Self-
Defense Force base in Kyushu and Guam for training 
and operations.

n On Okinawa, transformation involves the relo-
cation of the Futenma U.S. Marine Corps Air Station 
to the shoreline areas of Camp Schwab and Henoko 
Bay; the relocation of the Marine Corps III Marine 
Expeditionary Force Headquarters and 8,000 Marine 
personnel and dependents to Guam; and the concen-
tration of the remaining Marine presence, resulting 
in a reduced footprint on Okinawa. Japan has agreed 
to provide $6.9 billion of the total cost of $10.27 bil-
lion involved in the Guam relocation.

Progress in the Futenma-Guam relocation has 
been halting, however, owing to issues in Tokyo-
Okinawa relations, internal Okinawa politics, and 
debates over the location and shape of the runways at 
Camp Schwab. Failure to effect the Futenma reloca-
tion, which has a target date of 2014 for completion, 
is likely to undermine the entire Guam realignment 
initiative.

Missile defense cooperation has involved the 
deployment of the U.S. X-Band radar at the Air Self-
Defense Force Shariki Air Base, the sharing of X-
Band data with Japan, and setting up of the Bilateral 
Joint Operations Coordination and Control Center 
at Yokota Air Base. The United States has also de-
ployed a Patriot PAC–3 battalion to the Kadena Air 
Base and continued to add Standard Missile (SM–3) 
capabilities to forward-deployed naval forces, while 
Japan has accelerated the modification of its Aegis 
ships to make them SM–3-capable. The United States 
and Japan are also cooperating in the development 
of the next generation SM–3 interceptor. In Septem-
ber 2008, the Air Self-Defense Force reported the 
successful testing of its PAC–3 interceptor in White 
Sands, New Mexico.

The U.S.-Australia Alliance
The United States–Australia alliance has served to 

enhance stability in the Asia-Pacific region. Australia 
has played a major role in supporting stability in East 
Timor, Papua New Guinea, and the Solomon Islands, 
and in combating international terrorism in the 
Asia-Pacific region. A substantial convergence in the 

two nations’ strategic perspectives and security poli-
cies in recent years has extended alliance cooperation 
beyond the region.

In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, Australia invoked 
Article V of the ANZUS treaty, defining the attacks 
on the United States as an attack on Australia. Under 
Prime Minster John Howard, Australia deployed 
forces to both Afghanistan and Iraq. Howard’s 
successor, Kevin Rudd, subsequently withdrew 
Australia’s combat forces from Iraq, while continuing 
military support in Afghanistan.

Cooperation also extends to combating the spread 
of weapons of mass destruction and Australia’s 
participation in exercises related to the 2003 U.S. 
Proliferation Security Initiative. The alliance partners 
are also working to enhance bilateral cooperation 
in intelligence matters, as well as in humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief.

U.S.-Philippine Alliance
Counterterrorism has been at the top of the U.S.-

Philippine security cooperation agenda. The United 
States provides security assistance and training to the 
Philippine armed forces for their campaign against 
Abu Sayyaf, a Muslim separatist organization on 
Basilan Island, and for improvements to maritime 
border security. The Philippines was among the first 
countries to send troops to support the United States 
in Operation Iraqi Freedom, and was designated a 
major non-NATO ally in 2003. Despite the early 
withdrawal of the Philippine contingent, counterter-
ror cooperation remains strong.

The United States is also supporting the Philip-
pine Defense Reform program, which is aimed at 
transforming the Philippine defense establishment 
and improving the leadership and training of the 
Philippine armed forces. In accordance with the 
bilateral Mutual Defense Treaty, the annual Balika-
tan exercise combined U.S.-Philippine exercises 
in order to improve crisis action planning and the 
counterterrorism capabilities of the Philippine 
armed forces, and to enhance interoperability with 
U.S. forces.

U.S.-Thailand Alliance
This alliance relationship emphasizes capacity-

building in the Thai military to develop doctrine, 
education, and training. U.S. defense and security 
assistance enhances the ability of the Thai military 
to meet transnational challenges as well as to deal 
with internal instability caused by Muslim separatist 
groups in the southern provinces.
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The United States conducts over 40 training 
exercises annually with Thailand. The centerpiece 
of these is the multinational Cobra Gold exercise, 
which aims to strengthen regional cooperation in 
disaster relief as well as global peacekeeping opera-
tions. Also, Thailand has participated in Operations 
Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom.

Looking Ahead
The bilateral alliance system is irreplaceable for 

dealing with the hard security issues confronting the 
East Asia region, from the Korean Peninsula to the 
Taiwan Strait. This will remain true for the foresee-
able future. Meanwhile, trilateral security dialogues, 
now taking root among the United States, Japan, and 
South Korea, and among the United States, Australia, 
and Japan, are expanding the scope for alliance-
based cooperation. A quadripartite strategic dialogue 
encompassing the United States, Japan, Australia, 
and India has been under consideration and may yet 
materialize.

At the same time, the alliances should be seen as 
the building blocks for multilateral coordination with 
nonallies to deal with a myriad of nontraditional 
security issues confronting the region, ranging from 
disaster relief to climate change, from nonprolifera-
tion to containing the spread of infectious diseases. 
The habits of cooperation and coordination devel-
oped over the years within the alliances can provide a 
firm foundation for initiatives aimed at dealing with 
issues of common concern on an ad hoc basis.

Strengthening Middle East Partnerships
U.S. strategic partnerships in the Middle East 

have been under enormous strain over the last two 
decades, strains even more severe than those long 
inherent in the fundamental differences between the 
goals and perspectives of the United States and those 
of regional states. These strains at the government-
to-government level reflect those existing in U.S. 
relations with all levels of Arab society.

Perceptions that the U.S.-led wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan war are aspects of a broader American war 
against Islam, that the Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib 
prisons reflect the hypocrisy of American rheto-
ric, and that the United States is now supporting 
Shia dominance over Sunnis, combine with longer 
standing complaints that the United States applies 
a double standard to the Israeli-Arab conflict and 
is only involved in the Middle East to obtain its re-
sources. Grievances against U.S. policy are not always 
internally consistent—America is criticized both for 

supporting authoritarian regimes and for pushing 
democratization too hard—but the grievances are no 
less deeply felt for being contradictory.

These contradictions are typical of the complexi-
ties of the Middle East. Unlike parts of the world 
where the United States has a long history of involve-
ment in regional security, there is no framework 
of alliances to lend structure and predictability to 
strategic relations in the Middle East. Instead, the 
United States has a web of bilateral partnerships 
that reflect the great diversity in the economic and 
political environment in which each partner exists. 
To deal effectively with this complexity, the United 
States needs to learn to approach the Middle East 
with greater nuance and sophistication than it has in 
the past.

The Importance of U.S. Middle East  
Partnerships

Strong cooperative partnerships with the countries 
of the Middle East are central to almost all the U.S. 
national objectives that have been set forth by suc-
cessive administrations, from defeating terrorism 
and preventing the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction to promoting economic and overall hu-
man development, defusing conflicts, and expand-
ing the chances for greater economic and political 
freedom. Following are some key areas in which 
U.S.-Middle Eastern cooperation is particularly 
important.

Energy. Over 65 percent of the world’s petroleum 
reserves and a large percentage of its natural gas are 
in the Middle East. As is widely recognized, until a 
replacement for hydrocarbon fuels is found, these 
resources will remain vital to economic growth 
throughout the entire, increasingly interdependent 
world. What is less well understood is the Middle 
East’s own heavy reliance on these resources to gen-
erate income, not only in the oil- and gas-producing 
states themselves, but also in those countries that 
depend on remittances from expatriate workers. This 
raises serious questions about how the region will 
be able to cope with an ultimately inevitable post-
oil world. It is important that the transition to the 
post-oil world does not increase the instability and 
tensions in the region.

Lines of Communication. Transport networks and 
nodes of critical importance to the global economy 
crisscross the Middle East, from the Strait of Gibral-
tar in the west to the Strait of Hormuz in the east. 
These waterways and the pipelines and port facilities 
that serve them are nearly as important to global 
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energy markets as the region’s hydrocarbon resources 
themselves. Moreover, the waterways also play a key 
role in the trade of other goods between Europe and 
Asia and are crucial to the ability of the United States 
to move troops and military equipment from one 
theater to another in a crisis. The same is true of the 
air routes linking Asia and Europe and, in military 
terms, the overflight agreements that permit military 
use of those routes. Road networks in some of these 
countries are also essential to both commercial and 
military movements.

U.S.-Muslim Relations and Countering Terrorism. 
Although the people of the Middle East are a minor-
ity of the world’s Muslims, the region is a fulcrum 
for U.S. relations with that wider Muslim commu-
nity. Because of globalization, what happens in the 
region, whether in Abu Ghraib or Gaza, reverberates 
throughout predominantly Muslim communities 
everywhere. The effect of the Iraq War on violent 
extremism is certainly profound, even if difficult 
to delineate. What seems clear is that terrorism is 
a threat that can only be countered by cooperation 
with the states in which extremist organizations 
operate, a partial list of which would include Iraq, 
Algeria, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Egypt.

Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion. Apart from North Korea, the countries of 
most pressing current concern with respect to the 

proliferation of nuclear and other weapons of mass 
destruction lie within the Middle East or on its 
immediate periphery. India’s and Pakistan’s de facto 
entry into the nuclear club in 1998 inevitably affected 
the calculations of their neighbors to the west. Many 
Arab states have struck deals with France, the United 
States, and others on nuclear energy development. 
Others have shown interest in developing their own 
nuclear programs. Aside from the obvious safety and 
environmental concerns that may arise from such 
programs, there are proliferation concerns. Specula-
tion is rife about what other Arab states will do if 
Iran acquires nuclear weapons. Preventing Iran from 
crossing that line promises to be difficult enough; 
forestalling the ensuing ripple effect will only be pos-
sible through strong strategic relationships with the 
other countries of the region.

Strengthening Partnerships: The Way Ahead
The Israeli-Palestinian Conflict and U.S.-Israel 

Relations. However much some may dispute it—and 
perhaps fewer do after the fighting in Gaza in early 
2009—the one thing on which Arab leaders and their 
strongest critics on the right and left all agree is that 
U.S. favoritism toward Israel is the main obstacle to 
better relations. If the United States truly wants to 
strengthen its partnerships in the Middle East and 
to alleviate the negative state of its interactions with 

UN Security Council issues presidential statement on launch of long-range rocket by North Korea
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the Islamic world at large, it needs to work energeti-
cally and visibly toward comprehensive, durable, 
wise, and fair solutions to the Israeli-Palestinian 
and related conflicts. Even the perception of positive 
intent to solve a problem can go a long way in the 
Middle East, but mere lip service can be counterpro-
ductive. Arab audiences are well able to distinguish 
empty pledges from serious intentions. Promising to 
address the conflict without putting serious muscle 
behind the promise will only make the U.S. reputa-
tion worse, not better. Those Arabs who have been 
arguing for moderation and negotiation on this 
issue are losing ground in the “Arab street” to those 
who are arguing for more aggressive measures. As 
one Arab leader said recently, “We need to show 
our people some progress on this. The moderates 
are on the ropes.” The Obama administration’s swift 
appointment of former Senator George Mitchell as a 
special envoy for the Middle East was a helpful signal 
of Washington’s intent to find a diplomatic solution 
to longstanding tensions.

Israel obviously enjoys a special status as a U.S. 
partner, one to whose security successive administra-
tions have pledged themselves.  Despite these close 
ties, U.S. relations with Israel are sometimes strained. 
More importantly, they complicate U.S. relations 
with other regional actors. Israelis increasingly rec-
ognize that the threats their country faces are chang-
ing in ways that require fundamentally rethinking 
many strategic premises. If the United States can 
help shape this rethinking with the new Netanyahu 
government, it may be possible to enhance Israel’s 
security while at the same time promoting broader 
U.S. interests, including improving its relations with 
the other countries in the region.

Iraq and Afghanistan. U.S. partnerships with the 
Arab world are also under stress because of the long-
running wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Muslims, 
whether Arab or non-Arab, react angrily to these 
conflicts not because they support terrorism but out 
of concern with the conduct of the wars. While most 
Middle Eastern governments are not democracies by 
any means, their ability to provide the kind of coop-
eration that is crucial to U.S. success in countering 
terrorism is nevertheless bounded by public opinion, 
which is in turn shaped by U.S. actions in the region.

It is no secret that there is, in many Middle 
Eastern countries, a widening divide between rulers 
and ruled, in some cases leading to deadly violence. 
Regimes are acutely aware of this sense of alienation 
and understand that antiterrorism cooperation 
with the United States, while helpful in countering 

near-term threats, can aggravate anti-regime and 
anti-Western trends in the long run. If the United 
States could focus its efforts more on what Arabs 
would call the “roots of terrorism,” it could go a long 
way toward alleviating popular concerns and thus 
permitting closer cooperation. If the United States is 
once again seen as a country that produces jobs and 
freedom rather than conflict and oppression, it could 
start to turn the tide of disfavor that faces it in much 
of the Muslim world.

Winding down U.S. military involvement in 
Iraq will alleviate tensions somewhat, depending 
on the level of political stability left behind. In the 
meantime, the United States needs to ensure that 
its actions do not unnecessarily fuel the sense that 
America is “anti-Islam.” This is a matter of deeds, not 
words, although the newly inaugurated President’s 
Arab-media interview on January 26, 2009, put 
down a marker about Washington’s desire to improve 
relations throughout the Arabic-speaking world. The 
President’s speech in Cairo in June 2009 provided 
another compelling statement, but the United States 
also needs to change realities on the ground. The 
symbolic importance of the decision to shut down 
the Guantanamo prison cannot be overstated.

The United States can also do things at home to 
mitigate its anti-Islamic image, including trying 
harder to manage anti-Muslim sentiments in the 
United States better. What Americans say to each 
other reverberates in the Middle East more than 
many realize.

Finding Areas for Nonsecurity Cooperation. Many 
countries in the Middle East are facing water short-
ages, high unemployment, stagnating economies, and 
increasing socioeconomic stress. Working with region-
al states as equal partners to address these problems 
could go a long way toward putting U.S. relations on a 
stronger footing. For example, desalination technology 
could form the centerpiece of a major U.S. effort to 
promote sustainable development in the region. At the 
same time, it is also necessary to enhance personal ties 
by means of development cooperation, even if it means 
incurring some risk. A recent initiative to establish 
a Peace Corps program in rural Egypt was stopped 
before receiving full consideration, ostensibly due to 
security concerns. Such concerns, on the face of it, 
seem exaggerated, but in any case, such programs are 
exactly what are needed in places such as the Egyptian 
countryside. Fixing an old woman’s eyes and helping 
clean up water supplies will go further toward improv-
ing relations with the Arab people than all the strategic 
communications Washington could ever fund.
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Cooperation with regional states is also the best 
way to develop much-needed expertise on the 
Middle East within the United States. Programs that 
send American students, scholars, and scientists 
abroad should be bolstered. Arabic, Farsi, Turkish, 
and other language programs should be given greater 
funding and focus. Centers of excellence should be 
developed with an eye toward long-term relations 
with the region.

Working with Other Allies. Recent history clearly 
demonstrates that the United States cannot solve the 
problems of the Middle East on its own. It needs to 
share information and resources not only with part-
ners within the region but with those outside as well. 
Given their history of involvement in the Middle 
East, many European governments have considerable 
long-term knowledge and expertise on the region 
(although in some cases, the history also entails un-
welcome baggage). The United States is accustomed 
to asking for allied contributions when it comes to 
military operations in the Middle East; it needs to 
think more broadly than that. Many members of the 
European Union as well as the EU itself are involved 
in development, education, and other projects in 
the region. The United States and the EU may have 
different perceptions on some issues, but they need 
each other to promote their mutual fundamental 
interests in the Middle East.

In a different way, the U.S. Asian allies, particularly 
Japan and South Korea, are also playing an increas-
ingly important role in the Middle East, especially 
economically. While U.S. relations with other major 
players, such as China, Russia, and India, are some-
times strained, focusing on shared interests and 
objectives like the importance of Middle Eastern oil 
and gas might help illuminate previously overlooked 
opportunities for cooperation. The United States 
should not throw caution to the wind, but does need 
to recognize that its potential competitors are gain-
ing influence. If it can adjust its expectations, poli-
cies, and actions to this reality, cooperation in such 
areas as development of energy and other resources, 
sea lane security, and alleviation of the conditions 
fostering extremism could lead to that most elusive 
of Middle Eastern outcomes, a win-win situation.

Seeing Past the Similarities
The Middle East is a complex place. Arab cultures 

and societies are not monolithic. Even the one thing 
that is said to unite all Arabs—the Arabic language—
is actually quite different across and within the 
countries of the region, with the version spoken in 

one country often almost unintelligible to natives 
of another. Middle Easterners’ perceptions of the 
United States and the rest of the world, as well as 
of their own region and what is important in that 
region, vary even more widely than the language.

While many of the region’s countries face similar 
sets of challenges, each of them also has its own 
unique problems. To improve its partnerships, the 
United States must work not only on the cross-
cutting issues, but on the country-specific ones as 
well. Indeed, the region is so diverse that Americans 
should probably stop seeking a unified theory to 
explain the entire Middle East, and instead start 
fully incorporating its kaleidoscopic complexity into 
strategic planning. Instead of aiming for a grand stra-
tegic vision that would provide a single, simple set of 
solutions, the United States should start rebuilding 
strained relations on a bilateral and subregional level. 
It should build flexibility into its regional policies 
and be ready to adjust and adapt to evolving realities, 
rather than relying on tried and true formulas that 
may have outlived their usefulness.

The one overarching exception, documented time 
and again, is the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. If a more 
hopeful diplomatic trajectory were to be seen, then 
it might be possible to work with religious and other 
leaders to bridge the gaps between Muslim commu-
nities around the world and the United States. The 
key will be to demonstrate a sense of the progress 
that cooperation with America can yield economi-
cally, politically, and socially.

Economic Development and Conflict 
Management: Priorities for the Future

Many believe that the United States should pay 
more attention to the problems of global poverty 
and fragile states, and increase its reliance on 
“soft power.” The George W. Bush administration 
moved in this direction by creating the President’s 
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief and the Millen-
nium Challenge Account, and by increasing aid 
to Africa. The administration warned that “weak 
states, like Afghanistan, can pose as great a danger 
to our national interests as strong states.” The Iraq 
and Afghanistan wars have led to billions of dollars 
being spent on stabilization and reconstruction in 
those countries. While these programs set some 
directions for the future, however, the U.S. Govern-
ment has not defined clear priorities to guide foreign 
assistance and conflict management efforts in the 
medium to long term. Officials in the new admin-
istration should be asking several questions as they 
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consider the directions they want foreign policy to 
take in the next several months and years:

n Are we doing enough to promote economic 
growth?

n What is the best way to support growth?
n What can economic assistance contribute to the 

struggle against extremism?
n What capabilities do we need to prevent or man-

age conflicts?
n Who should pay for them?

Current Views
Afghanistan and Pakistan. There is widespread 

agreement that the security situation in Afghanistan 
has deteriorated and will require expanded troop 
commitments from the United States and NATO 
soon if it is to be brought under control. Many also 
believe that the Afghan government will need large 
and sustained economic assistance if it is to build its 
legitimacy, find alternatives to the poppy economy, 
and undercut support for the Taliban. The growing 
problem of sanctuary for the Taliban and al Qaeda 
in Pakistan’s tribal areas has also convinced U.S. na-
tional security officials that Pakistan, too, will require 
major economic assistance and diplomatic engage-
ment to help the fragile civilian government gain 
control over its territory and the many rival factions 
that threaten its stability.

Countering Extremism. To reduce support for 
extremism in Islamic countries, the Bush administra-
tion relied mainly on diplomacy (belated attention to 
the Middle East peace process, pressure on authori-
tarian governments to democratize, and pressure 
on governments to support U.S. security objectives 

in the region). As the previous section makes clear, 
however, public opinion in most Arab countries 
nevertheless remains overwhelmingly critical of U.S. 
policy. One option that has not been extensively 
explored is to use aid directly to help citizens. The 
U.S.–Middle East Partnership Initiative tried to do 
some of this, with uneven results. The new admin-
istration needs to consider a much more ambitious 
effort that targets one of the big underlying problems 
in the Middle East: the youth bulge.

Bottom Billion. There is growing support in Western 
countries for stronger efforts to relieve poverty and 
improve living conditions in the developing world, 
demonstrated by international support for the UN’s 
Millennium Development Goals and the popularity of 
antipoverty movements led by pop singer Bono and 
others. In his book, The Bottom Billion, Paul Collier 
has called attention to the special problems faced by 
the billion or so people who live in countries in Africa, 
Central America, and Central Asia who have been left 
behind by global growth. National security officials 
have also become more concerned about economi-
cally stagnant and unstable countries, whose borders 
often contain “ungoverned spaces” where terrorists 
can operate or maintain bases. All these problems will 
be made worse by rapid population growth in poor 
countries, which the UN Population Division predicts 
will add 2.5 billion people by 2050. (The populations 
of Afghanistan, Liberia, Niger, and the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo will likely triple in this period.) 
The Group of Seven countries have agreed to increase 
aid for Africa and other poor regions. While some 
of the increased American aid has gone to support 
economic growth (especially through Millennium 
Challenge), the largest portion has concentrated 
on HIV/AIDS, health, and education. While those 
are all important areas, the United States and other 
leading donors are not doing enough to support 
growth. Without economic growth, poverty cannot 
be reduced, social programs cannot be sustained, and 
stability and security are jeopardized.

Fragile States and Conflict. Concern is growing 
about the problems of fragile states and civil conflict 
in the developing world. Paul Collier has shown 
that risk of conflict is associated with poverty and 
economic stagnation, and that conflict is extremely 
destructive to development. There is broad agreement 
that fragile states pose a major foreign policy chal-
lenge, but little consensus on what to do about them. 
This is a long-term problem. The United States and 
the international community need to agree on general 
principles that can guide their efforts in this area.

F–16 takes off from Aviano air base during NATO Operation Allied Force
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New Initiatives
The new era we are entering can be viewed as the 

second stage of the struggle against extremism. The 
first stage began on 9/11 and has been dominated by 
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. These conflicts can 
be compared to the Korean War, whose nature and 
outcome shaped the early years of the Cold War. As 
in that earlier time, the world faces a global threat, 
this time in the form of violent nonstate extremism. 
The ability to use military force remains critically 
important to countering terrorism, but there is a 
growing consensus that military means alone will 
not be sufficient. It was only 8 years after the sign-
ing of the 1953 Korean armistice that the Kennedy 
administration, for reasons having to do with Cold 
War geopolitical competition in the Third World, 
embarked on a substantial expansion of American 
investment in international economic development. 
President John Kennedy essentially created the mod-
ern field of development assistance, and established 
a new agency to manage it—the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID). To deal with 
current threats, we need a new vision no less bold 
than Kennedy’s, developed in closer partnership with 
other nations and international institutions.

Following are some specific suggestions for future 
U.S. policy initiatives in the four areas described 
above.

Afghanistan and Pakistan. Afghanistan will re-
quire large amounts of aid for at least several decades 
to help it raise low income levels, develop alternatives 
to the poppy economy, strengthen the capacity of the 
government to deliver services, and build the govern-
ment’s legitimacy. The government in Kabul needs to 
introduce political reforms, reduce the power of the 
warlords, and improve security and stability. None of 
this will be cheap—or quick. It will require sustained 
assistance from donors, including the United States, 
Europe, and others.

A daunting new set of challenges has arisen in 
Pakistan, due in part to that country’s failure to 
control its border with Afghanistan. That failure, 
however, is linked to the broader problems of a fragile 
political order, severe economic strains (short-term 
in the macroeconomy and long-term in endemic 
poverty), and local political support for the Tali-
ban, especially in the tribal areas. To address these 
problems, the government in Islamabad will have to 
not only make hard political choices, but also find a 
way to sell them to the people. Neither seems likely 
to occur without concerted diplomatic and economic 
support from outside the country. The U.S. adminis-

tration should consider a large economic package that 
focuses on short-term macroeconomic stabilization 
and long-term improvements in the welfare of poor 
people and the tribal areas. The latter should empha-
size education and health, but also include programs 
to improve business and employment opportunities 
(infrastructure, business regulations, credit programs, 
and training). The United States will have to assume 
the largest share of the costs of such a package, but 
should also seek support from Europe and the Persian 
Gulf states, which have both the ability to contribute 
and a clear interest in Pakistan’s stability. The United 
States should also seek to involve China and Iran in 
regional diplomacy to stabilize Pakistan.

Islamic Youth. One of the biggest problems in the 
Middle East is the so-called youth bulge, a demo-
graphic group that includes both the large number of 
young people who cannot find good jobs today, and 
the growth in their numbers projected for the next 
20 years. The persistent poverty and lack of educa-
tion that characterize the youth bulge contribute 
to popular support for extremism and threaten to 
destabilize governments. To reduce support for ex-
tremism and address the Arab public perception that 
the United States “doesn’t care” about Arab countries, 
the United States should work with European and 
other nations to help unemployed young people in 
non-oil-rich countries in the Middle East get the 
education they need and find productive employ-
ment. Even rich Gulf states have youth employment 
problems, but they have the resources to deal with 
them, and should pay for any Western help they 
receive. But in countries such as Jordan, Egypt, Ye-
men, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, and areas such as 
the West Bank, the United States and Europe should 
take the lead, even if the Gulf states are willing to 
contribute financing.

The program should emphasize education and 
training, with a focus on practical business skills. 
It should aim to help both those who have formal 
academic credentials but lack the skills and values 
(for example, team orientation) that businesses seek 
and those who lack even basic academic training. It 
should include practical skill-building for unem-
ployed university graduates, vocational training for 
less educated youth, business assistance for startups, 
support for existing or new local business schools, 
and Western-standard bachelor’s and master’s degree 
programs for the best and brightest (ideally through 
study at Western institutions, but if necessary done 
locally by Western educators). Although internation-
al programs always run the risk of local opposition, 
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American programs should be run, to the extent 
possible, by USAID missions, working with Western 
and local nongovernmental organizations and com-
panies, not through host government ministries. Past 
experience has shown that there is strong local inter-
est in such training and education and that young 
people will not be overly concerned that the training 
might have an American label, which it should have: 
“from the people of the United States of America.”

The Bottom Billion. The United States should 
work with other donor countries, the World Bank, 
and the UN to put in place major new initiatives to 
help “bottom billion” countries advance and join 
the global economy. These initiatives should stress 
three themes. First, donor countries should increase 
their support for economic growth. Over the last 
40 years, there has been a trend toward giving more 
aid for the social sectors and less for agricultural 
development, infrastructure, and other programs 
to support growth. This trend has been due in part 
to the success of such aid in improving health and 
education outcomes, and its relative lack of success 
in spurring growth in Africa and other regions. 
If Washington wants to reduce poverty and make 
social services sustainable, however, policymakers 
have to find ways to help poor countries grow faster, 
which means putting a greater focus on economic 
growth programs.

Second, to make aid for growth support more 
effective, we should take lessons from the success-
ful development experiences of Asian countries, 
including China. Two of the most important lessons 
are that growth pushes have to be led from within by 
leaders who are dedicated to economic advancement 
and export promotion; and that the most success-
ful growth strategies did not follow the Washington 
Consensus model of imposing comprehensive eco-
nomic reforms at the outset and then letting business 
develop naturally. Rather, they involved incremental 
reforms over time that brought tangible gains in 
business development and exports along the way—
what the Chinese call “crossing the river by feeling 
for stones.” Many of those governments intervened 
actively to promote exports.

These principles suggest that aid for growth sup-
port should emphasize the following:

n Selectivity. It should concentrate on those coun-
tries doing the most to help themselves.

n Business Development. Donors should not 
impose a rigid ideological model, but look at who 
is doing the best job of improving business condi-

tions and give them aid to support the development 
of local businesses, agriculture, and nontraditional 
exports.

n Regional Models. The goal should be to help 
leading-edge countries advance so they can be mod-
els for their regions.

Millennium Challenge embodies many of these 
principles, but does not pay enough attention to 
helping countries develop their own growth and ex-
port strategies. It focuses on those countries with the 
best development conditions today, but ignores many 
states where the bottom billion are found. In none of 
these bottom billion countries can the conditions for 
growth truly be called good—some are just further 
along than others. All need to make continuous 
changes over decades to advance (as China did). The 
political commitment has to come from local leaders, 
but they need technical and business advice.

Third, the advanced countries should consider 
new and possibly more intrusive methods to encour-
age the responsible management of mineral wealth. 
As Collier makes clear, when high mineral wealth is 
combined with very low levels of economic develop-
ment, the risks of corruption, “Dutch Disease” (when 
a sudden influx of foreign currency, usually resulting 
from the discovery of an exportable resource, desta-
bilizes a country’s currency and balance of trade), 
and long-term economic stagnation are overwhelm-
ing. The incentives for predation are too powerful to 
be overcome locally. The only chance to break these 
vicious cycles is for the international community 
to press for greater transparency in oil payments, 
auctions for oil contracts, transparency in the uses of 
mineral proceeds, and prudent management of min-
eral wealth for the long term. The Group of Eight’s 
(G–8’s) July 2008 endorsement of the Extractive 
Industries Transparency Initiative is a promising first 
step, but actually getting the countries concerned to 
implement the initiative will be a challenging task 
that requires closely coordinated international pres-
sure and incentives.

Conflict and Fragile States. Helping fragile states 
stabilize and develop is one of the great challenges of 
our time, one that requires a multinational response, 
as is explained in more detail in the next section. 
Unfortunately, because advanced countries often 
find little national interest or any imperative to 
take on the high costs and uncertainties of assisting 
individual fragile states, they tend to look to the UN 
or regional bodies to lead these efforts. That strategy 
will not work, however, unless the rich countries are 
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willing to provide more resources to the UN and 
other organizations. The rich countries should view 
fragile states as a global “public goods” problem that 
requires shared funding.

While fragile states vary greatly in the types of 
help they need (one size does not fit all), there is one 
broad initiative that could help with the problems 
of weak government institutions and weak private 
sectors: institute a long-term education program for 
people who commit to work in their government 
ministries for agreed periods of time. This should 
include overseas and local degree training (with 
outside academic help) in economics, manage-
ment, public administration, and technical fields. 
The United States funded thousands of scholarships 
for this type of education in East and Southeast 
Asia in the 1960s and 1970s, which helped recipient 
countries strengthen their governments and advance 
economically.

States that have fallen into civil conflict occupy a 
special category. They often suffer from deep-rooted 
divisions and internal weaknesses that are very hard 
to resolve at the level of the antagonists. Outside in-
terventions are often ineffective because they assume 
that the task is peacekeeping, when the real problem 
is that there is no peace to be kept. When a leading 
power intervenes—as Britain did in Sierra Leone in 
2000—it can sometimes suppress violence fairly eas-
ily. In many cases, however, no leading power wants 
to take that responsibility, which leaves the task to 
the UN or regional actors. In these cases, it is again 
incumbent on rich countries to give the UN, African 
Union, and other organizations the needed support 
to do the job. They should consider the following 
actions:

n Sovereignty. The UN and regional bodies should 
develop new procedures and criteria for intervening 
in situations where conflict or government abuses are 
creating humanitarian crises or threatening regional 
stability. State sovereignty should not be uncondi-
tional.

n Peace Enforcement. The advanced countries 
should help the UN and regional bodies strengthen 
their conflict mediation and peace enforcement 
capabilities. The UN needs standby forces that can 
intervene proactively, with much better equipment, 
training, and pay than peacekeeping forces have 
today.

n Expeditionary Assistance Capacities. The 
international institutions and major powers need to 
develop new civilian expeditionary capacities that 

combine the ability to deliver social services and cre-
ate employment quickly with the capacity to support 
development over the longer term.

Meeting the Challenge, Paying the Bill
Finding the funds to pay for these initiatives will 

be difficult, especially as Western budgets come un-
der strains due to economic slowdowns and the need 
for government interventions to manage the credit 
crisis. The United States cannot pay for everything by 
itself, but must do its share. It will have to work co-
operatively with Europe and Japan, the international 
institutions, and, it is to be hoped (over the long 
term), with China, India, and other emerging market 
countries to find common ways forward. We need 
a new vision of national security in the post-9/11 
world—one that recognizes that stability is linked to 
economic opportunity.

Stabilizing Fragile States
As explained above, fragile states pose a wide 

range of problems for the United States and its allies 
and coalition partners. They produce instability 
that extends far beyond their own borders and can 
threaten the security of countries around the world. 
And, as discussed above, the United States and its 
allies must make strategic adjustments, including ad-
justments to their assistance programs, if they are to 
become more effective at reversing state failure. The 
best way to address these problems is to help fragile 
states rebuild their governance capacity, but such 
efforts require plentiful resources and long-term 
political commitments. International cooperation 
is a vital part of most of these efforts, but capacity 
shortfalls remain and problems of multinational 
coordination tend to emerge. The U.S. administra-
tion faces a number of constraints on its ability to 
conduct state-building operations, and it must select 
priorities for improvement to meet the full range of 
security challenges that the United States and its al-
lies are likely to face in the future.

Why Is International Cooperation Necessary?
Weak and failed states suffer from a wide range of 

problems that can all be traced to what Ashraf Ghani 
and Clare Lockhart call the “sovereignty gap,” which 
is the wide difference between formal sovereignty 
and the actual ability to govern. These governments 
have the legal right to govern their own affairs, 
but they lack the administrative capacity to do so 
effectively. The sovereignty gap leads to numerous 
problems whose effects extend far beyond their own 
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borders, including criminality, terror, arms prolifera-
tion, and refugee flows, to name a few.

Closing the sovereignty gap, particularly in states 
emerging from conflict, is difficult. It involves 
rebuilding state capacity or, in some cases, building 
state capacity for the first time, across a wide range 
of sectors. Reestablishing the security sector is argu-
ably the most important first task, since few other 
efforts can progress until order has been established 
and effective justice and correctional systems are in 
place. Other high-priority areas include restoring the 
government’s administrative capacity; providing such 
essential services as public utilities, health care, and 
education; stabilizing the economy; and developing 
a regulatory framework that encourages local and 
international commerce.

These are all enormous endeavors. None of them 
can be accomplished quickly, so they require long-
term commitments of money, people, and political 
will. The United States simply cannot do this on its 
own in most cases, even if it wanted to, because the 
scope of the efforts involved in recreating the basic 
governing structures of a state is simply too large for 
any single country to take on by itself. Nationbuild-
ing requires coordinated international cooperation 
for success. Efforts to stabilize fragile states must 
leverage the capabilities and resources of the interna-
tional community, to maximize the number of assets 
that are brought to bear, and to help sustain political 
will over the long time horizons involved.

Key Issues for the Obama Administration
The new administration will face a number of 

challenges throughout its term in office that may 
limit its ability to work with partner countries to 
stabilize fragile states. These challenges are likely to 
persist in some form during the next 4 to 8 years 
even if the administration tries to address them, 
especially because many of them involve structural 
capacity problems that do not lend themselves to 
quick fixes.

Civilian Capacity Is Vital but Lacking. Most of 
the security challenges that emanate from frag-
ile states cannot be addressed primarily through 
military means. Though military force will remain 
an important component of any national security 
strategy, these challenges cannot be addressed with-
out extensive civilian efforts. Reducing terrorism and 
insurgencies, for example, can require intelligence 
and law enforcement efforts as much as, if not more 
than, the use of military force. And the reestablish-
ment of effective governance capacity in failed or 

fragile states requires primarily civilian involvement 
in the areas of law and order, justice and prison 
systems, public health, and education, to name just a 
few critical areas.

Unfortunately, the international community lacks 
anywhere near the civilian capacity required for sus-
tained and successful state-building efforts. In most 
countries, civilian expertise in this wide range of ar-
eas is dispersed across government departments and 
agencies, and bureaucratic politics often impede the 
interagency coordination that would be necessary to 
integrate these efforts into coordinated state-building 
strategies. Many countries, including the United 
States, United Kingdom, Canada, and Germany, have 
sought to improve capacity in this area by reforming 
bureaucratic structures. Although these efforts have 
led to marginal improvements, they have remained 
limited by ongoing turf wars and poor organizational 
placement. As a result, even the bureaucracies of the 
most highly developed countries have had a difficult 
time fulfilling mandates.

Moreover, such civilian capacity as exists can sel-
dom be readily deployed to zones of conflict and in-
stability. Building state capacity cannot be done from 
afar; experts need to be present on the ground for a 
long period of time to provide advice and assistance. 
Yet civilians cannot be ordered to deploy in the same 
way that military forces can, and few countries have 
invested in civilian capacity for long-term inter-
national aid work. The United States, Canada, and 
many European countries are all experimenting with 
developing rosters of deployable civilian personnel, 
but these efforts still involve relatively limited num-
bers of personnel who are unlikely to be able to meet 
the demands for their services in future operations. 
The enduring nature of these problems will constrain 
the ability of the United States and its partners to 
address the needs of weak and failed states, and sug-
gests that limited civilian capacity for state-building 
operations will remain a key challenge well into the 
Obama administration, and perhaps beyond.

Everyone Wants to Coordinate, but No One Wants 
to Be Coordinated. Even when civilian capacity does 
exist, there are major obstacles to the integration of 
those capabilities into a coordinated state-building 
strategy. It is difficult enough to coordinate all of 
the relevant actors from a single country, but the 
problem gets exponentially harder in multinational 
operations. Participating countries usually have 
their own policies and priorities in such operations, 
and they often prefer to maintain national control 
of their programs rather than subordinate them to 
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others. At best, this failure to coordinate leads to 
wasted resources and duplication; at worst, it leads to 
contradictory approaches that undermine the very 
objectives of the operations.

Afghanistan provides a case in point. NATO 
commands all multinational military forces through 
the International Security Assistance Force, but no 
comparable structure exists on the civilian side. 
Dozens, if not hundreds, of workers on the ground are 
providing humanitarian relief, conducting develop-
ment activities, and assisting governments at the 
district, provincial, and national levels. Virtually all of 
these actors agree that their activities need to be bet-
ter coordinated to prioritize programs and use their 
limited resources more effectively, but formal efforts 
to coordinate international approaches have not been 
successful. The coordination efforts that do exist occur 
on an ad hoc basis in the field, and do not address 
the fundamental strategic questions—even though 
most of the actors on the ground agree that a more 
coordinated approach is crucial for the overall success 
of their efforts in Afghanistan.

Iraq Will Frame the Terms of the Debate. For better 
or worse, debates about whether or how to stabilize 
fragile states in the coming years will almost inevitably 

involve some sort of comparison to Iraq. Iraq has been 
the most ambitious, the most expensive, and the most 
controversial state-building project in recent years, and 
so it will shape public perceptions around the world 
about the feasibility and desirability of such efforts. 
Although it seems unlikely that future state-building 
efforts will approach the scale of Iraq, people—both in 
the United States and among its partners and allies—
will tend nevertheless to generalize from that experi-
ence and oppose future attempts at state-building, 
even if they occur under very different circumstances.

Building Capacity for the Long Term
These obstacles will not be easy to overcome, and 

may well limit the enthusiasm in the United States 
and abroad for engaging in new state-building ef-
forts. Nevertheless, fragile states pose so many differ-
ent security threats to the international community 
that improving worldwide capacity to address them 
should be a high priority for the new administration.

The U.S. Government should continue recent 
initiatives to improve civilian capacity. The Civilian 
Response Corps is an important step in the right 
direction, and Congress has recently demonstrated 
a newfound willingness to fund this initiative. It 

General David McKiernan, commander, ISAF, congratulates residents of De Rawod district in Afghanistan for  
completion of Chutu Bridge
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must continue to develop so that the government 
can deploy qualified civilians to future state-building 
operations. The administration must also ensure that 
the U.S. Armed Forces, and the Army in particular, 
do not lose all of the lessons about training foreign 
security forces that they paid such a high price to 
learn in Iraq. Since this will be a vital mission in 
many future state-building missions, particularly in 
postconflict situations, the military must institution-
alize this training capacity so that it can be quickly 
mobilized when future demands emerge.

The administration should also encourage part-
ners and allies to improve their own capacities for 
state-building operations, especially in areas where 
they have a comparative advantage. Police training 
is one such area; many European countries have 
national police forces that more closely resemble the 
police forces being rebuilt than does the decentral-
ized policing system in the United States. The admin-
istration should also encourage multilateral organiza-
tions, including the European Union and the African 
Union, to develop their own capacities for these 
missions, so that they can pool the contributions of 
smaller nations and use them more effectively.

Finally, the administration should engage neigh-
boring states early and often. Neighbors always have 
direct security interests at stake when they border 
a weak or failed state, and they will act to further 
those interests. If they believe that international 
state-building efforts will help, they can be a positive 
force for success. If they believe that their interests are 
threatened, however, they can easily play the role of a 
spoiler and undermine the efforts of the international 
community. The challenge for the administration and 
its partners, then, will be to engage neighbors with 
adept diplomacy, so that they become constructive 
supporters of any international state-building efforts.

Rethinking Security Assistance
Security assistance, as a category of foreign aid, 

has meant many things to many people over the 
years. To some recipient countries, it has represented 
a lifeline to help lift them from circumstances of 
vulnerability, and a bridge that links their military 
officers with the special organizational culture, pres-
tige, and high standards of the U.S. Armed Forces 
through military education, training, exercises, and 
force modernization programs via arms transfer 
relationships.

Not all observers have viewed U.S. assistance 
to foreign countries with unabashed enthusiasm. 
The late Senator Jesse Helms famously termed U.S. 

foreign assistance the equivalent of throwing money 
“down a rat hole.” U.S. programs to train and equip 
foreign military forces have periodically drawn 
criticism when the recipient country’s track record 
for human rights and democratic practices has been 
found wanting. While many legislators on either side 
of the political aisle have held more positive views 
about the purposes and the results of U.S. security as-
sistance, Senator Helms was not alone in his concern 
that American tax dollars have not always translated 
into maximum gains for the U.S. national interest 
when spent assisting foreign countries.

What “measures of effectiveness” for the U.S. secu-
rity assistance process would satisfy the highest ex-
pectations of policy practitioners and their legislative 
overseers? Reduced to their essence, they are few:

n The intended uses of assistance funds must be 
likely to benefit the U.S. national interest—indeed, 
more likely to do so than any alternative use of the 
funds, including not spending them at all.

n The process of determining funding allocations 
should capture and reflect the judgments of the most 
expert and best-informed participants regarding 
the urgency of need and anticipated effects of these 
expenditures.

n The resulting worldwide program of assis-
tance should reflect the sensible expectation that, 
notwithstanding the wisdom embodied in these 
budget plans, fast-developing circumstances bearing 
consequences for the U.S. national interest will merit 
unanticipated resource allocations.

The goal, in sum, is to maximize the prospect that 
the expenditure of U.S. security assistance funds will 
translate, on a day-to-day basis and over time, into 
effective U.S. influence on foreign individuals, societ-
ies, governments, events, and trends. Those who be-
lieve most strongly in the value of security assistance 
should be the most anxious that these performance 
parameters be met, and demonstrably so, the better 
to assure a broad and reliable congressional constitu-
ency for such assistance.

The Current System: Falling Short of  
Expectations

By these measures, the existing security assistance 
process must be judged less than satisfactory. Merely 
to recite the above metrics is to highlight the gap 
between the status quo and what could and should 
be. The deficiencies of the system, however, are not 
a reflection of the quality of individual inputs from 
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hard-working officials so much as an indictment of 
a process overloaded by inputs that fails to preserve 
and capture the best among them. Indeed, for many 
senior U.S. military, diplomatic, and policymaking 
practitioners with recent experience in this arena, 
several conclusions seem unassailable.

First, the civilian and military managers of U.S. 
foreign relations operating on the frontlines around 
the world are perennially frustrated by significant re-
visions that occur well after they have developed and 
rendered their budget recommendations to Washing-
ton. It is true that the President, advised by the Office 
of Management and Budget, has a leadership role in 
managing the level of overall Federal expenditures; 
more often than not, however, explicit budgetary 
restraint on behalf of the President is exercised at 
the back end of the process rather than being clearly 
advertised at the beginning as a planning parameter. 
For its part, Congress, constitutionally empowered 
in matters of Federal expenditure, introduces its own 
significant alterations by earmarking some alloca-
tions and changing others without being obliged to 
explain its actions. While Members of Congress are 
fully capable of improving upon the best efforts of 
the executive branch, the absence of transparency 
can give rise to unfortunate perceptions about the 
influence exercised by recipient governments on 
Capitol Hill directly or through lobbyists.

Second, the country-specific security assistance 
allocations that emerge from final congressional 
deliberations and are sent each year to the President’s 
desk for signature bear scant resemblance to the col-
lective recommendations made months earlier at the 
front end of the budget-building process by the most 
senior empowered U.S. officials at American Embas-
sies or geographic combatant commands around 
the world. On its face, the disparity in priorities 
between senior decisionmakers in Washington and 
their internationally deployed representatives signals 
some disunity of perspective and effort between the 
two groups. What many veteran policymakers find 
symptomatic of a dysfunctional budget process is the 
absence of dynamic movement year-on-year in tradi-
tional security assistance budget accounts. There has 
been modest movement in most countries’ Foreign 
Military Financing (FMF) and International Military 
Education and Training allocations, even in the face 
of strategically momentous world events accompa-
nied by urgent demands from senior professionals in 
the field for more latitude and scope to deploy these 
tools of American influence. It is hard to justify the 
enormous bureaucratic effort expended in develop-

ing country-specific and regional security assistance 
allocation recommendations when the most urgent 
of these recommendations—for significant changes 
in support of priority security goals—are so clearly 
unlikely to survive all the way to the final product 
that reaches the President for signature.

Third, security assistance funding has proven 
time and again inflexible, tied by law to specified 
countries and programs, and hence unavailable for 
fast-breaking crises where such a tool would clearly 
be the policy option of choice. Senior policy officials 
in Republican and Democratic administrations alike 
have experienced the same predicament wherein the 
President seeks to exert immediate political influence 
on an important situation but finds that the preferred 
tool—security assistance—cannot be reallocated in 
the necessary amounts due to legislative earmarks. 
Very often, Peacekeeping Operations (PKO) funds, 
which are by design more flexible than FMF, are di-
verted to the crisis of the moment and thus removed 
from whatever purposes had been painstakingly 
planned in coordination with foreign governments, 
the UN Secretariat, regional multilateral organiza-
tions such as the African Union, and others over 
the preceding 12 to 24 months. Such was the case 
in 2005 when PKO funds promised and dedicated 
to a 5-year, G–8–approved Global Peace Operations 
Initiative to train competent foreign military units on 
several continents for peacekeeping duty were sud-
denly reallocated in response to the breaking crisis 
in Darfur. There are costs to the national interest 
when the United States develops and codifies formal 
budget allocations backed by diplomacy, and then 
abandons a long-declared priority as the price of 
responding to an unanticipated higher priority.

There are long-term costs to perpetuating a system 
where the budget development process for security 
assistance funding is, at best, poorly attuned to the 
strategic perspectives of the country’s leading civil and 
military operators overseas, not optimized to the reali-
ties of policy engagements around the world as they 
emerge, and therefore not configured to be as potent a 
tool of real-time political influence as leading U.S. poli-
cymakers inevitably want and need. In business terms, 
this would be the equivalent of losing touch with one’s 
customer; many would agree that U.S. foreign policy 
needs to pay closer attention to the “market” of inter-
national trends, opinions, beliefs, and ideology if it is 
to retain the mantle of leadership in this century.

A recipient country whose assistance funds have 
been earmarked by Congress will ignore the voice of 
the American Ambassador with impunity, comforted 
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by the certainty that the “check” of U.S. assistance 
is already “in the mail,” since the by-name country 
appropriation is written into law. This represents 
a potentially wasted expenditure, a gift without 
gratitude, as the funds may not translate into a lever 
of policy influence for the U.S. Government on a 
day-to-day basis. American taxpayers are entitled to 
a system that affords the highest potential political 
return on their assistance investment. Congress has 
never been compelled to justify its preservation of 
earmarks other than the commitments connected 
to established U.S. strategic equities such as Israel’s 
peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan.

The paucity of discretionary funds, other than a 
small emergency account in the hands of every U.S. 
Ambassador around the world, is another opportu-
nity lost. Washington has an understandable desire 
to minimize malfeasance by limiting discretion-
ary funds in the hands of government employees 
abroad; however, this desire becomes unreasonable 
when junior military officers in Iraq have as much or 
more cash resources at their discretion to dispense 
as an engagement tool than highly experienced, 
Senate-confirmed senior diplomats representing the 
President of the United States to entire sovereign 
countries. These latter officials must be trusted and 
empowered to expend modest discretionary funds 
on a routine basis to capitalize on politically, cultur-
ally, and economically significant opportunities to 
win goodwill and long-term influence for the United 
States among foreign populations.

The objective, it bears repeating, is a political out-
come—influence—without which foreign countries 
are more likely to act in ways adverse to our national 
interest. When the American officials that a foreign 
government or population sees in the field are per-
ceived only as implementers of Washington budget 
decisions rather than empowered decisionmakers in 
their own right, this tool of national influence is not 
being used to maximum effect.

By far the clearest symptom of a security as-
sistance process in distress has been the frequent 
scramble for funds by the Department of State, on 
behalf of the President, in response to exigent new 
circumstances facing the United States. The fact 
is that urgent scrambles to shift funds from exist-
ing budget accounts have occurred repeatedly in 
response to critical needs since 9/11, and most of 
the time, ad hoc alternative funding arrangements 
were necessitated by the absence of reprogrammable 
State Department funds. When U.S. diplomats and 
military commanders needed to secure the active 

cooperation of countries close to areas of current or 
prospective hostilities involving American forces, the 
list of unanticipated and unbudgeted needs was long, 
from runway improvements on foreign airbases to 
accommodate U.S. aircraft, to defraying the expenses 
incurred by host-country military forces facilitat-
ing a U.S. combat mission in the vicinity of terror-
ist strongholds. Many friendly forces needed hot 
weather gear, weapons and ammunition, and even 
specialized training as a condition of joining the 
military coalitions conducting missions in Afghani-
stan and Iraq.

The chronic inability of existing security assis-
tance authorities and funds under the control of 
the Secretary of State to service these urgent U.S. 
national security interests led to the establishment of 
precedents for the Pentagon to fill the void with its 
budget resources. Quickly enough, these precedents 
became workable patterns of funding, and what had 
begun as ad hoc became the most efficacious budget 
option, such that the overall trend produced a shift 
of security assistance program responsibilities away 
from the Department of State to the Department of 
Defense (DOD).

This shift in program stewardship was not by 
design; congressional overseers of State Department 
appropriations repeatedly warned State officials 
against the mounting trend even while producing no 
relief to the conditions that caused it. Time and again 
in this decade, the Secretary of State’s authorities and 
responsibilities have not been matched by available 
resources to address unanticipated, top-priority 
strategic issues of the day. Time and again, the 
Secretary of Defense has stepped in to address the 
need by arranging with his oversight committees the 
reprogramming of funds from the defense budget to 
accomplish what had traditionally been State Depart-
ment functions.

Seven years after 9/11, a host of new DOD security 
assistance authorities has arisen, some of them under 
the control of military commanders in the field, some 
others managed by officials within the Office of the 
Secretary of Defense. The Secretary of State retains 
a voice in approving security assistance country al-
locations for activities that are now essentially DOD 
programs. Foreign policy authority, predictably, has 
migrated along with resources, leaving the State 
Department and its oversight committees compara-
tively much diminished in their respective roles, and 
agonizing even more over how to use those authori-
ties and apportion the discretionary resources that 
remain under their purview.
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Many would say, with reason, that the new Pen-
tagon security assistance franchise meets the needs 
of U.S. foreign policy in a timely, accountable, and 
effective way. It is also the case that the more ready 
availability of DOD funding elevates the Pentagon’s 
policy voice with governments around the world 
seeking cooperation and support—a consequence 
not necessarily foreseen or intended when these new 
DOD authorities were created out of wartime neces-
sity. The larger question raised is whether the United 
States, having placed the policy responsibility for arms 
transfers and security assistance under the Secretary of 
State for four decades in stark contrast to many other 
governments where the military or its parent defense 
ministry operates unchallenged in such matters of 
state, should now wish to emulate the model that it 
has been urging others to change for so many years.

In a further irony, as State’s primacy in security as-
sistance management has eroded, the department has 
simultaneously built up its internal financial manage-
ment bureaucracy and process, which includes the 
establishment of the Bureau of Resource Manage-
ment. There are undoubtedly merits in having one 
or more seasoned business executives overseeing the 
organization’s budget, as indeed there is merit in any 
system that seeks to align expenditures with declared 
national policy goals. The paucity of discretionary 
resources under State Department management, 
however, now leads to more time-consuming and 
hence inefficient reallocation processes when events 
conspire, as they frequently do, to change the priori-
ties of the day. There are more bureaucratic players 
contesting decisions over fewer assistance funds.

There is a further disadvantage to having a pro-
fessional “budget management” cadre in the State 
Department. Foreign policy officials with advanced 
skills in many areas of diplomacy are not the primary 
stewards over the budget resources of the programs 
for which they are ultimately responsible. With-
out the clear responsibility to manage assistance 
resources, some of these officials will try to pull from 
the system the maximum amount for their areas of 
operation at every opportunity, rather than weighing 
tradeoffs and conserving resources with the confi-
dence that saved monies will be available for more 
important needs later in the budget year. It is worth 
asking whether this represents the optimal business 
practice for an enterprise whose unified focus at all 
times should be on achieving benefits to the national 
interest far from the Washington Beltway.

Nor are these problems limited to the executive 
branch. On Capitol Hill, the culture of deference 

between Members and particularly committees 
regarding their respective jurisdictions leads to a 
set of bureaucratic “seams” much worse than those 
found in the executive branch. The State Depart-
ment’s authorizing and appropriating committees, 
who are well versed on arms control and nonpro-
liferation policies as well as human rights concerns, 
are mindful not to tread on the “turf ” of the Armed 
Services and Defense Appropriations Committees, 
who alone deliberate on the operational goals and 
challenges managed by the Secretary of Defense and 
the combatant commanders. Whereas the top execu-
tive branch officials convene regularly to assess intel-
ligence, diplomatic, and military options, from which 
flow arms transfer and military deployment deci-
sions, each congressional committee handles a subset 
of the national policy “toolkit,” and no more. An 
administration’s focus on achieving counterterror-
ist and warfighting objectives through the judicious 
use of tools such as security assistance is therefore in-
formed, and its policy judgments animated, by a far 
wider azimuth of political-military perspectives than 
that available to its various congressional overseers.

The U.S. Government’s management challenge on 
security assistance, as with many tools of engage-
ment and influence, is that there are a lot of “cooks 
in the kitchen.” Some of this is by design. One would 
expect to find independent positions requiring 
negotiation and compromise between the executive 
as policy implementer and Congress as the Federal 
funding authority. Moreover, there is an appropri-
ate tension between the practitioners seeking to use 
assistance to advance important policy objectives on 
the one hand, and the budget managers seeking to 
limit Federal expenditures in service of effectiveness 
and efficiency objectives on the other hand.

Beyond these structural checks and balances, 
however, there are distortions that detract from the 
achievement of optimal outcomes. Authority over 
resources can be the cause of unhealthy bureau-
cratic friction between and within departments and 
agencies. The scarcity of discretionary funds only 
exacerbates the competition for influence between 
policy offices and financial management offices. Too 
often, efforts to maintain secrecy about budget deci-
sions work against the goal of an open, collaborative 
process that seeks consensus among all stakeholders.

After so many internal iterations and such an 
expenditure of effort to build an assistance budget 
in the executive branch, the fact that Congress may 
take a different view of global strategic priorities 
and the favor in which certain governments and 
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leaders should be held reflects constitutional design, 
and hence should be seen as a strength of the U.S. 
system. The fact remains, however, that executive 
branch negotiators will, more often than not, accept 
these congressional preferences without debate, even 
at considerable expense to the President’s policy 
priorities; the legislative liaison offices at the State 
and Defense Departments rarely advise arguing 
against Congress’s wishes and risking programmatic 
retribution from those authorities with the “power of 
the purse” over all of their operations. This argues for 
a more robust and continuous dialogue between the 
executive and Congress from the outset.

All of the distortions described here in the nearly 
2-year cycle from initial plans to eventual disburse-
ment of assistance funds, and the corresponding 
failure of the process to capitalize on the quality 
time and effort expended early on by frontline 
practitioners in the field, may be a cost that the U.S. 
Government can no longer afford. These assistance 
accounts, after all, concern U.S. relations with other 
governments and their military and security sectors. 
In the 21st century, it is increasingly apparent that the 
international security environment features multiple 
actors with growing influence, both good and bad.

A Washington budget process capable of exerting 
effective influence on the security challenges of this 
century will do well to begin with a top-level politi-
cal consensus on the goals to be pursued and the 
national interests at stake in our success or failure to 
achieve them. Only on such a foundation can a more 
efficient, flexible, transparent, and collaborative plan-
ning and allocation process be forged, one that, by 
better defining the national interest, places it further 
above political or personal consideration.

Living with Coalitions
Just as cooperation between companies in the 

business world can take many forms, from full-
blown joint ventures to short-term cooperative 
advertising campaigns, so can cooperation between 
countries. The modes of cooperation that two firms 
or two governments might choose from time to time 
depend in part on habit, but also in part on a clear-
eyed calculation of what each hopes to achieve from 
the cooperation, and what it is willing to sacrifice to 
achieve it.

Companies and countries alike can get into ruts, 
falling back on forms of behavior that are familiar 
and comfortable. In a stable, established environ-
ment, being proficient at doing the same thing over 
and over again can serve a company or a country 

well. But, in business, the companies that are most 
successful in rapidly changing sectors are generally 
those open to breaking old habits and embracing 
less familiar, more innovative approaches. Again, the 
same is true of countries.

Coalitions vs. Alliances
The United States has been just as susceptible 

as any other country to becoming entrenched in 
habitual approaches to international cooperation. 
For 150 years, the United States adhered so faith-
fully to George Washington’s declaration that “it is 
our true policy to steer clear of permanent alliances” 
that the Nation not only steered clear of permanent 
alliances but also of any alliances at all, including the 
temporary emergency alliances that Washington said 
would be acceptable. Even the dispatch to Europe of 
the million-strong American Expeditionary Force in 
World War I was carried out not as an “ally” but as 
an “associated power.”

This sustained refusal to enter into alliances, how-
ever, did not mean that the U.S. Armed Forces never 
worked in concert with foreigners. On the contrary, 
they frequently operated during this period as part of 
what we would today call “coalitions of the willing”—
with Britain’s Royal Navy to suppress piracy in the 
Caribbean and the slave trade off the coast of West 
Africa, and with a shifting variety of European pow-
ers to protect Western lives and interests during riots 
and revolutions in places from South America to the 
Middle East to—most notably—China.

That the United States ultimately abandoned its 
historic antialliance stance, first for the short-term, 
emergency purpose of winning World War II and then 
for the longer term purpose of containing Soviet ex-
pansionism, did not mean that President Washington’s 
cautions had been wrong, but rather that circum-
stances had changed. There were (and still are) sound 
reasons to steer clear of permanent alliances. They do, 
as Washington warned, limit freedom of action. They 
can make it more difficult to sustain good relations 
with those outside the alliance, even in nonmilitary 
spheres. They can put one’s own peace and prosperity 
at the mercy of the “ambition, rivalship, interest, hu-
mor or caprice” of others, and may, if an ally behaves 
recklessly, even ensnare a country in a conflict against 
its own wishes. They are, in a word, “entangling.”

These drawbacks were and are just as applicable 
to the North Atlantic Treaty, ANZUS, and the Rio 
Pact as to any other permanent alliance. American 
statesmen entered into these alliances anyway because 
they recognized the global circumstances that once 
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made Washington’s advice so enduringly applicable 
had been radically transformed. In the late 1940s, the 
global situation was dire enough that the advantages 
of alliances were seen (although not unanimously) 
to outweigh the disadvantages. In the face of a clear, 
massively threatening, and commonly recognized 
threat, nations recognized mutual “entanglement” as a 
source of strength. In a bipolar world, formal alliance 
structures provided dependability and predictability 
and sent the adversary a signal of resolve. A shared 
understanding that the threat was an enduring one 
made the institutions of a permanent alliance desir-
able for creating habits of cooperation, for harmoniz-
ing and even standardizing many aspects of terminol-
ogy, command, control, communications, logistics, 
and legal status. The problem is that, as in the 1940s, 
global circumstances have again been transformed.

Why Coalitions?
Three generations of American diplomats, sol-

diers, and policymakers have now lived their entire 
professional lives in an international security system 
of which the collective defense alliances created 
in the 1940s have been the dominant organizing 
principle. U.S. comfort with alliances as the normal 
means of international security cooperation has been 
reinforced by the remarkable success these alliances 
have enjoyed and by their apparent adaptability to 
the challenges presented by the post–Cold War stra-

tegic environment, the kind of nonpolar world order 
contemplated in the opening chapter of this volume.

Institutions such as NATO may be sufficiently mal-
leable to survive the transition from the bipolar Cold 
War order for which they were created to a new world 
in which the most pressing challenges may arise from 
shifting arrays of nonstate movements and other 
unfamiliar and evolving dangers, a world in which 
there is no single, enduring threat toward which to 
direct long-term attention and long-term investment. 
But it does not follow that NATO-like institutions will 
necessarily be the most effective means to meet such 
challenges. Nor is it clear that the political contor-
tions necessary for NATO in particular to undertake 
operations outside the geographic area prescribed by 
its charter will necessarily redound to the long-term 
health of the organization, particularly if the erosion 
of the consensus rule turns NATO into merely a pre-
assembled collection of nations from which coalitions 
can be easily be configured.

If most analysts’ expectations are correct, and 
the security environment of the 21st century turns 
out dramatically more fluid and rapidly changing 
than the one for which the great alliances of the 20th 
century were created, it is only logical that the United 
States and “like-minded” countries—a category 
likely to shift kaleidoscopically from one issue to 
another—would look for more flexible instruments 
of cooperation to meet the strategic surprises of the 

Coalition forces return to base near Tarmiyah, Iraq, following an air assault mission
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new age. It was in the context of just such a strategic 
surprise, Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, that the term 
coalition entered the modern American national 
security lexicon. The Desert Storm coalition was so 
labeled precisely to convey a sense of temporariness 
and flexibility. Many countries whose contribution 
to the common effort was enormously valuable for 
political reasons never would have signed up if the 
coalition had even been portrayed as an alliance, let 
alone if it had taken that international legal form. 
Some countries saw the commonality of interests 
with the United States as transient, or they feared 
that alliance with America would ipso facto mean 
alliance with certain other American “allies,” such as 
Israel. In other cases, they shied away from too open-
ended a defense commitment to other members of 
the coalition.

Similar reservations are likely to apply in the 
way countries regard the challenges of the future. 
We already see them in connection with what the 
United States has viewed since 9/11 as a “war” on 
terrorism. Many traditional U.S. allies simply do not 
see the struggle as a war, especially those in Europe 
for whom the threat is largely domestic, and thus a 
matter for internal security agencies, not military 
forces. Conversely, many traditional U.S. partners in 
the Muslim world do see the struggle very much as a 
war—albeit one being fought in many cases against 
their own citizens—but calculate that overt alliance 
relationships with the United States to prosecute the 
war would do the adversary more good than harm.

Working Effectively in Coalitions
For the United States to make the most effective 

use of coalitions in meeting the challenges of the 21st 
century will take more than a simple lexicon shift; 
it will require American officials to relearn an old 
political calculus. Unconstrained by the interlocking 
moral and legal commitments of which alliances are 
made, and often lacking the shared goals and values 
from which such commitments derive, coalition 
partners are likely to be more transparently driven 
by calculations of self-interest than many Ameri-
cans have been accustomed to in dealing with allies. 
Other countries will be with us on some matters 
and not on others. This implies a style of coalition 
management that:

n segregates issues that can be segregated. In 
alliances, framing a multitude of particular issues 
as manifestations of a single systemic challenge can 
be unifying. In coalitions, it tends to drive away 

partners willing to cooperate on one front (for 
example, suppressing al Qaeda) but not on another 
(such as regime change in Iraq).

n embraces pragmatism. If the United States had 
insisted on NATO-style unity of command in Opera-
tion Desert Storm, it would never have been able 
to assemble the broad-based coalition necessary to 
counter Saddam Hussein’s claims that he was stand-
ing up for the Arab world against the West.

n does not hold a grudge. In an alliance, it is rea-
sonable to fault a member that fails to carry its fair 
share of the burden, because alliances are governed 
by a “one for all, all for one” ethic. This does not ap-
ply in coalitions; partners owe the coalition no more 
than what they sign up for in the case at hand. Those 
that choose not to take part in a particular endeavor 
may make a different calculation the next time they 
are needed. The door should always be left open.

Beyond this change of mindset, the United States 
can also take a number of concrete steps to improve 
its ability to manage coalitions effectively.

Laying the Political Foundation. A perennial prob-
lem faced by democracies when a need for collective 
military action arises is how to persuade a skepti-
cal public that such action is in their own country’s 
interest and not only that of the partner states—that 
their leaders are not acting like the “poodles” of a 
foreign master, as the British colorfully describe the 
matter. Established alliances, in which all the govern-
ments share an interest in building popular support, 
and in which the justification for cooperation can 
be reinforced continuously over a period of years, 
are more easily able to build a reservoir of popular 
support on which to draw in the face of setbacks. 
By contrast, when a coalition has to be assembled 
on short notice, governments often face an uphill 
struggle to generate consensus, and may find public 
support evanescent if the mission is more costly than 
expected.

The U.S. Government must therefore be directly 
involved in generating elite and mass consensus in 
other countries in anticipation of possible contingen-
cies. It cannot depend on partners to carry out this 
task, for some will become fully vested in the success 
of any given mission only after the fact. Besides 
public diplomacy, this will require broad-based, 
labor-intensive, time-consuming consultations with 
a wide range of potential partner states on emerg-
ing dangers that might ultimately never require 
collective action. They must begin well in advance of 
any specific request for commitments—when action 
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is impending, it is too late to build the conceptual 
consensus that must underlie a political decision to 
move forward.

Attracting Meaningful Contributions. It may be 
familiarity with the all-for-one, one-for-all ethic of 
formal alliances that is responsible for the mentality 
that seems to place greater stock in the number of 
“flags in the sand” than in what partners can realisti-
cally bring to the operation. In the long run, this 
approach undermines the ability of the United States 
to assemble future coalitions. “Donor fatigue” sets in 
as the same countries are tapped time and again to 
provide contributions that turn out to be underuti-
lized. Eventually, donors will stop stepping forward 
in response to calls for troops, all the sooner if the 
dispatch of troops is seen to have had a deleterious 
effect on the donors’ ability to meet its own needs at 
home. U.S. decisionmakers should target requests 
for coalition contributions in any given situation to 
a tailored selection of countries that have specific 
military, civil, or cultural capabilities relevant to each 
given situation.

Clearing Procedural Underbrush. Every time a 
coalition is put together, it is necessary to solve anew 
the same set of issues related to command structures, 
terminology, rules of engagement, and doctrine. In 
an alliance such as NATO, issues similar to these are 
addressed in advance through well-defined institu-
tional arrangements. In coalitions, dealing with them 
is inevitably a more haphazard process that depends 
on political decisions to be made by contributing 
governments at the time. Having gone through the 
process repeatedly, however, it should be possible 
to clear away some of the procedural underbrush in 
advance, or at least to identify those matters that will 
require addressal.

To that end, U.S. Joint Forces Command 
(USJFCOM) should be tasked to develop a formal, 
combined lessons-learned process with past coalition 
partners to identify the most common and trouble-
some issues. The command should also design a set 
of combined, civil-military staff planning exercises to 
build contacts, develop familiarity, and identify po-
tential roadblocks to cooperation with a wide range 
of prospective coalition partners. Having USJFCOM 
rather than the geographic combatant commands 
lead this process is essential precisely because coali-
tions, unlike traditional alliances, will invariably 
draw participation without regard to regional bound-
aries. Scenarios need not have real-world relevance; 
if they are too realistic, prospective partners will 
often be reluctant to participate. The purpose is to 

provide a substitute means of building habits of co-
operation at the working level that has traditionally 
been possible only within permanent alliances.

Sensitivity to the Limits of Coalitions. One key 
advantage that regional security organizations such 
as NATO and OAS have over ad hoc coalitions is that 
their place in the international order is enshrined in 
the UN Charter, and that they thus enjoy a degree 
of legitimacy in the eyes of many that an ad hoc 
coalition can never possess. This legitimacy is not 
everything—the opponents of the bombing of Serbia 
in 1999 did not find it any more acceptable for having 
been carried out under NATO auspices than if it had 
been done by an unaffiliated “coalition of the willing.” 
Nevertheless, it is politically and legally easier for 
many countries to participate in military opera-
tions if they are endorsed by the UN or a recognized 
regional organization, whether the EU, African 
Union, Arab League, or Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations. The United States should be prepared 
to work through any of these bodies as circumstances 
warrant. Moreover, U.S. policymakers must be acutely 
attuned to the perception in many quarters that, by 
operating through coalitions rather than alliances, 
America has somehow abandoned its commitment to 
collective security in favor of assertive unilateralism. 
As should be clear from the above, nothing could be 
further from the truth; correctly seen, coalitions are 
merely another manifestation of America’s funda-
mentally collective approach to security.

Can We Learn to Love Coalitions?
As suggested above, U.S. officials are apt to find the 

investment of time and effort required for the man-
agement of shifting coalitions tiresome. Sometimes 
it may even seem pointless. Certainly an era of in-
ternational security cooperation through short-term 
coalitions will leave few tangible, enduring achieve-
ments comparable to NATO and the Organization 
of American States, institutions whose continued 
relevance should not be undervalued even if they 
are not as well suited to present-day challenges as 
they were to those for which they were created. The 
same could be said of the 19th century, and yet great 
things were accomplished through exactly the kind 
of coalitions that are likely to dominate the landscape 
of international security in the coming decades.

Some might think it desirable if we could some-
how get coalitions to behave more like alliances. But 
even if that were possible, whatever it might yield 
in increased predictability could only come at a cost 
in flexibility and responsiveness to fluid, evolving 
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challenges. We must simply accept that adaptive 
instruments require close, attentive management. 
American leaders may never learn to love coalitions, 
but they must learn to live with them. gsa
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Chapter 20
Competitive Strategies for  
U.S. Engagement

A fter 9/11, the United States reduced its role 
in the world to one big idea: prosecuting the 
“global war on terrorism.” Inevitably, terror-

ism, which is a tactic, not a philosophy, failed to pro-
vide a universal organizing principle for U.S. security. 
Now American leaders face a wicked dilemma: how 
to recalibrate America’s strategy to meet myriad 
complex challenges with diminished power.

A sobering agenda besets today’s crisis managers: 
leaving Iraq more secure; stanching Afghanistan’s 
declining order; closing down Pakistan’s safe havens; 
preventing an Indo-Pakistan war; averting the stark 
choice between an “Iranian bomb or bombing Iran”; 

rebuilding a fractured Arab-Israeli peace; balanc-
ing North Korea’s twin dangers of proliferation and 
instability; forging a limited nuclear partnership 
with Russia while tightrope-walking over its “near 
abroad”; preserving the non-use of weapons of mass 
destruction; overhauling the international financial 
architecture; forging new approaches to complex 
global challenges such as energy and environmental 
security—and others, including strategic surprises—
will require tailored approaches, in-depth knowl-
edge, and strategic patience.

Conflating disparate challenges under a single 
banner will not make them more manageable. We 

President Obama approaches media to make statement on Capitol Hill
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will have to do many things well, and we might begin 
by recognizing that today’s immediate “crises” are 
inseparable from larger tectonic shifts.

This Global Strategic Assessment has focused on 
eight global trends driving tomorrow’s complex secu-
rity environment and five pathways to dealing with 
them. The challenges amount to a paradigm shift, 
and policymakers may increasingly find themselves 
operating in terra incognita.

First, even prior to the subprime mortgage crisis 
and Wall Street meltdown, a gradual global redis-
tribution of economic power from the West to “the 
Rest” was under way. The saliency of this swing is 
rooted in history: Economic power is the bedrock 
of enduring military and political power. Unless 
some rising nations that have spent decades on the 
sidelines of the world’s economic and trading system 
are engaged and bound by a common set of rules, the 
available means for dealing with security will shrink.

Second, we are on the cusp of, but not yet in, a 
multipolar world. Cold War bipolarity is moribund, 
even if major-power hostility is not. Unipolarity was 
derived from subtraction, but the world leaped into 
multiplication. No single power can mobilize others 
around its parochial agenda. And handling 21st-
century challenges with 20th-century international 
machinery is Sisyphean. But while political power 
has fragmented, emerging or resurgent powers—
including China, Russia, India, and Brazil—lack the 
desire or capacity to assume the mantle of leadership.

Third, the globalization of communications is 
challenging more than the virtual foundations of the 
information society. Technology is shifting power to 
the edge, allowing dispersed but networked groups, 
including terrorists and transnational criminals, 
to compete with the state’s hierarchical structures. 
Personal, national, and international security are 
all jeopardized by the heightened risk of pernicious 
cyber attack. Networks are vulnerable; the wider the 
network, the wider the vulnerability.

Fourth, energy and environmental security have 
reached a tipping point. The industrial-era system 
based on cheap hydrocarbons and scant ecological 
regard is finished. Volatility in the price of oil and 
gas weakens the global economy, creates potential 
flashpoints, and transfers wealth to autocratic oil-
exporting regimes. Even with energy conservation 
and innovation, the world faces another looming 
resource crisis over water. Consider just one fact: A 
person’s access to fresh water in the Middle East is 
half of what it was 20 years ago, and it will be half 
again less in another two decades.

Fifth, the 9/11 tragedy and growing insecurity 
in Afghanistan today remind us of the growing 
challenge posed by fragile states and “ungoverned” 
spaces. There is no surefire way to build effective 
states. And there are too many weak states to address 
them at once or to consider investing everything in 
a solitary problem. There are some billion people in 
some 60 countries, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, 
left behind in dire poverty. While weak states are not 
automatically threats, fragile states may aid and abet 
a host of other problems, from piracy to trafficking to 
incubating terrorism and pandemics.

Transnational terrorism poses a sixth global trend. 
Stateless actors can inflict unprecedented damage, 
and we must be on our guard against catastrophic 
terrorism. Meanwhile, we will have to brace our-
selves for conventional terror strikes, not only from 
al Qaeda central and the general Salafi jihadist 
movement but also by aggrieved local groups, as the 
November 2008 attack on Mumbai reminds. But 
passion is not strategy, and overreaction strengthens 
terrorists. Extensive use of military force will make 
our strongest instrument the leading liability.

Seventh, the character of war is changing. 
Low-level uses of force and greater civil-military 
integration, whether to interdict traffickers or 
conduct humanitarian operations, are becoming 
more necessary. Meanwhile, “modern” wars in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, and Lebanon have produced a 
renaissance in counterinsurgency and irregular 
warfare. In the future, capable opponents may seek 
to pursue “hybrid warfare”—combining conven-
tional, irregular, and catastrophic forms of warfare. 
Hedging against potential peer competitors means 
balancing immediate demands with future require-
ments, not least with respect to conventional forces 
and space power.

An eighth trend shaping tomorrow’s security 
environment is the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction. Our worst fears regarding mass-disrup-
tion weapons have not been realized, but important 
developments have made it increasingly possible that 
nuclear or biological weapons may be used in the 
coming years. Iran’s prospective status as a nuclear 
“threshold” state may be the leading indicator that 
we are on the verge of a second nuclear age. Mean-
while, there is a growing danger that flourishing life 
sciences may spawn uncontrolled biological agents.

There is nothing foreordained about another 
American Century. Constraints on the Nation’s re-
sources preclude costly trial and error. Global order 
is not something managed on a budget. The Obama 
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administration will be hard pressed to manage global 
disorder without a game-changing strategy. Here are 
five pathways to initiate recalibration.

Heal thyself. To a remarkable degree, security 
hinges on America having its house in order. A 
stable economy is the first step. Restoring legitimacy 
will lower U.S. transaction costs around the world. 
Americans need to export hope, not fear, preparing 
as much for a long search for peace and prosperity as 
for a long war. Over time, better national education 
is the prerequisite for joining a globalized world.

Redefine problems. Ends should be realistic. In 
seeking to transform a region, one is more likely to 
be transformed; in a quixotic search for definitive 
victory or permanent peace, one is more apt to hasten 
exhaustion and failure. Preventing a 9/11 sequel is 
hard, but it need not produce bankruptcy. A broader 
definition of security will be needed, recognizing 
emerging interrelationships, for instance, among 
energy, the environment, food, and climate change.

Surge civilians. Complex challenges require a 
larger whole-of-government team of national secu-
rity professionals, with particular new investments in 
diplomats and development specialists, as well as the 
arts of planning, implementation, and assessment. 
It is time to construct a serious civilian expedition-
ary corps for complex operations, including conflict 
prevention. A permanent surge of civilian capacity 
within the career bureaucracy might enhance gov-
ernment’s ability to be more strategic, better trained, 
and more integrated.

Countermobilize. The United States can use its 
considerable standing to mobilize emerging power 
centers into action through not only bilateral allianc-
es and coalitions of the willing but also multilateral 
institutions. Only a multitude of actors has a chance 
of tackling complex challenges. Some problems can 
become opportunities around which society and 
international actors may be catalyzed into action. 
For example, when it comes to countering a general 
threat such as terrorism, the most important partners 
are Muslims, who are best placed to marginalize a 
radical Salafi jihadist ideology.

Exercise strategic restraint. The United States can-
not afford quagmires that drain resources without 
providing lasting security. The temptation to play 
world policeman from the Potomac is seductive; its 
allure is encouraged by inertia and by free riders. 
But it is neither America’s sole responsibility nor its 
remit. A strong military is the U.S. ace in the hole, 
but better still are indirect approaches, strategies of 
leverage, and “smart power.”

America cannot afford to be the world’s exclusive 
security guarantor, but the world is ill prepared for 
American retrenchment. A shrewd and realistic 
strategy that balances broadening strategic ends with 
narrowing national means will require visionary 
leadership and the best that America has to offer.

The Greek poet Archilochus said that the fox 
knows many things and the hedgehog knows one 
big thing. Any “Obama Doctrine” will have to be as 
clever as the fox. Above all, the United States must 
keep its eye on multiple challenges, taking care not to 
exert its finite resources on any single problem.

This final chapter provides several specific 
approaches for the United States to recalibrate its strat-
egy in the decade ahead: using a smarter blend of soft 
and hard power to pursue foreign policy and security 
objectives, as Professor Joseph Nye relates; reflecting 
on past experience to inform us about future policy, 
as Mark Kramer endeavors to do; countermobilizing 
against al Qaeda to turn its weaknesses against it, as 
Dr. Audrey Kurth Cronin prescribes; linking smarter 
policies to effective public diplomacy and strategic 

communications, as Robert Reilly recommends; re-
discovering psychological operations and information 
operations against specific threats, as Dr. Jerrold Post 
writes; following policy with careful policy implemen-
tation, as Ambassador Ronald Neumann expresses 
based on considerable first-hand experience; and, as 
Harlan Ullman suggests, adopting a comprehensive 
new strategy based on peace, prosperity, and partner-
ship. These are but a few ideas. But as written above 
and suggested throughout this assessment, the task is 
to know how to grapple with many challenges, threats, 
and opportunities at the same time.

Marine patrols in Helmand Province, Afghanistan, as part of International 
Security Assistance Force
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Restoring American Leadership through 
Smart Power

American soft power has declined in recent years. 
Soft power is the ability to obtain preferred outcomes 
through attraction rather than either coercion or lar-
gesse. Public opinion polls indicate a serious decline in 
the attractiveness of the United States in Europe, Latin 
America, and most dramatically, across the entire 

Muslim world. One important exception is non-Mus-
lim countries of the East Asian region. There, a recent 
survey by the Pew Research Center shows that, despite 
Chinese efforts to increase its soft power, America 
remains dominant in all soft power categories.

The resources that produce soft power for a coun-
try include culture (attractiveness to others), values 
(demonstrated consistency), and policies (perceived 
inclusiveness and legitimacy). When pollsters ask 
why American soft power has declined, the respon-
dents cite policies over culture or values. Since it is 
easier to change policy than culture, there is the pos-
sibility that the Nation can advocate new policies that 
will contribute to recovering some of its soft power.

Some analysts have drawn analogies between the 
global war on terror and the Cold War. Most in-
stances of transnational terrorism in the last century 
took a generation to burn out. However, that charac-
terization ignores one aspect of the analogy. Despite 
numerous problems, Cold War strategy involved a 

smart combination of hard coercive power and the 
soft attractive power of ideas. The Berlin Wall fell 
not to an artillery barrage but to sledgehammers and 
bulldozers wielded by millions of people who had 
lost faith in communism.

It is improbable that the United States could ever 
attract the likes of Osama bin Laden. Hard power is 
necessary in such cases. But there is enormous diver-
sity in the Muslim world. Witness Iran, where mul-
lahs regard America as “The Great Satan,” but many 
young people want American videos to watch in 
the privacy of their homes. Many Muslims disagree 
with American values as well as policies, but that 
does not mean they side with the bin Ladens. At the 
strategic level, soft power can isolate extremists and 
deprive them of recruits. Even tactically, as Malcolm 
Nance has recently indicated, “soft power tools—
giving small cash gifts; donating trucks, tractors, 
and animals to communities; and granting requests 
for immigration, education, and healthcare—can be 
vastly more effective than a show of force [given the] 
fluid diversity of the enemy.”

Success in the information age is not the result of 
whose army wins, but whose story wins. The current 
struggle against extreme Islamist terrorism is not a 
clash of civilizations, but a civil war within Islam. 
The United States cannot win unless the Muslim 
mainstream wins. Although hard power is needed in 
combating extremists, the soft power of attraction is 
required to win the hearts and minds of the major-
ity. There has not been sufficient debate on the role 
of soft power. It is an analytical term of art and not a 
political slogan, which may explain why it has taken 
hold in academe in Europe, China, and India, but not 
America. In the current political climate, it makes a 
poor slogan—emotions after September 11, 2001, left 
little room for anything described as soft. The Nation 
needs soft power, but it is a difficult sell for politicians.

Soft power is not the solution to all problems. 
Although North Korean dictator Kim Jong Il watches 
Hollywood movies, they are unlikely to affect his 
nuclear weapons program. Moreover, soft power got 
nowhere in changing Taliban support for al Qaeda 
during the 1990s. But other goals such as promoting 
democracy and human rights are better achieved by 
soft power.

The term smart power describes strategies that 
combine the resources of hard and soft power. The 
Smart Power Commission, which was comprised of 
Members of Congress, retired diplomats and mili-
tary officers, and heads of nonprofit organizations, 
concluded that America’s image and influence had 

General David Petraeus, commander, U.S. Central Command, testifies at Sen-
ate Armed Services Committee hearing about U.S. policy toward Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, April 2009
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declined in recent years, and that the Nation had to 
move from exporting fear to inspiring optimism and 
hope. This bipartisan commission is not alone in that 
conclusion. Last year, Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates recommended committing more money and 
effort to soft power, including diplomacy, economic 
assistance, and communications, because the military 
alone cannot protect U.S. interests. He noted that 
defense spending totals almost $500 billion annually 
compared with $36 billion for the Department of 
State. “I am here to make the case for strengthen-
ing our capacity to use soft power,” Secretary Gates 
remarked, “and for better integrating it with hard 
power.” He conceded that having the Pentagon seek 
additional resources for Foggy Bottom was like a 
man-bites-dog story, but these are not normal times.

Smart power is the ability to successfully combine 
the hard power of coercion with the soft power of 
attraction into a strategy. By and large, the United 
States managed such a combination during the Cold 
War, but more recently has overly relied on hard 
power because it is the visible source of Ameri-
can strength. The Pentagon is the best trained and 
resourced arm of government, but there are limits 
to what hard power can achieve on its own. The 
promotion of democracy, human rights, and civil 
society is not best dispensed from the barrel of a gun. 
Although the military has impressive operational 
capabilities, the practice of turning to the Pentagon 
because it can get things done in the field leads to a 
perception of an overmilitarized foreign policy.

Diplomacy and foreign assistance are often 
underfunded and neglected, in part because of the 
difficulty of demonstrating a short-term impact on 
critical challenges. In addition, wielding soft power 
is difficult because many of its resources reside in 
the private sector and civil society and in bilateral 
alliances, multilateral institutions, and transnational 
contacts. Moreover, American foreign policy institu-
tions and personnel are fractured and compartmen-
talized, and there are also inadequate interagency 
processes for developing and funding a smart power 
strategy.

The Smart Power Commission acknowledged that 
terrorism is a continuing threat, but pointed out that 
over-responding to the provocations by extrem-
ists does more damage than the terrorists do. The 
commission argued that success against terrorism 
means developing a new central premise for U.S. 
foreign policy to replace the theme of a war on ter-
ror. A commitment to providing for the global good 
can provide that premise. America should become 

a smart power by investing in global public goods—
providing what people and governments around 
the world seek but are unable to attain without the 
leadership of the largest economy. By complementing 
military and economic might with greater invest-
ments in soft power, and focusing on global public 
goods, the United States can rebuild the framework 
needed to tackle tough global challenges.

Specifically, the Smart Power Commission empha-
sized the following critical areas:

n Alliances, Partnerships, and Multilateral Insti-
tutions. Many of these important relationships have 
fallen into disarray in recent years, and a renewed 
investment in institutions will be essential.

n Global Development. Elevating the role of 
development in U.S. foreign policy can align interests 
with people around the world. An initiative on global 
public health would be the place to start.

n Investment. Public diplomacy should rely less 
on broadcasting and more on face-to-face contacts 
and exchanges. A new international understanding 
could be focused on young people.

n Economic Integration. Resisting protectionism 
and continuing engagement in the global economy 
are necessary for both growth and prosperity. 
Maintaining an open international economy requires 
attention to the inclusion of those that market 
changes leave behind both at home and abroad.

Admiral Mullen greets Pakistan army chief of staff aboard USS Abraham Lincoln 
in North Arabian Sea
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n Energy Security and Climate Change. Global 
goods will be increasingly important on the agenda 
of world politics. A new foreign policy should 
develop an international consensus, and innovative 
technologies will be crucial in meeting the challenges 
of energy and environment.

Implementing a smart power strategy will require 
reassessing how government organization, coordi-
nation, and budgeting interact. The Nation should 
consider various creative solutions to maximize the 
ability to succeed, including appointing officials who 
can reach across bureaucracies to align resources in a 
smart power strategy. Leadership matters in foreign 
policy. Nations follow their interests, but their leaders 
define them in different ways. For a powerful nation 
such as the United States, the structure of world poli-
tics allows degrees of freedom in such definitions. 
It may be true, as some structuralists argue, that the 
most powerful state is like the big kid on the block 
who engenders jealousy and resentment in others, 
but it also matters whether that kid is seen as a bully 
or a helpful friend. Both substance and style matter. 
In terms of substantive policies, if the most powerful 
actor is seen as producing global public goods, it is 
likely to develop legitimacy and soft power.

Style matters even when public goods are the 
substance of policy. Charles Krauthammer argued 
for a new unilateralism that recognized America as 
the only superpower, strong enough to decide what is 
right and expectant that others would follow because 
they have little choice. But this idea is counterpro-
ductive. For instance, when an American delegate 
to the United Nations (UN) conference on climate 
change stated that “The [United States] will lead, and 
we will continue to lead, but leadership requires oth-
ers to fall into line and follow,” the comment became 
a sore point that set back diplomatic efforts. It illus-
trates how insensitivity to the style and temperament 
of beholders undercuts the impact of soft power even 
when directed at producing global public goods.

Consultation and listening are key to soft power. 
The United States must learn to generate soft power, 
and relate it to hard power in smart strategies. The 
bad news is that the Nation is facing a difficult inter-
national environment. The good news is that it has 
used hard, soft, and smart power in equally difficult 
contexts in the past. In 1970, during the Vietnam 
War, America was viewed as unattractive in many 
parts of the world, but with changed policies and the 
passage of time, it was able to recover its soft power. 
It can do so again today.

Cold War Myths and Realities
Global politics from the late 1940s to the late 

1980s was dominated by the Cold War. Four-and-
a-half decades of competition between the United 
States and Soviet Union sparked crises and led both 
parties to deploy large military forces, including tens 
of thousands of nuclear weapons. While American 
and Soviet leaders managed to avoid all-out war, 
the lingering repercussions of the Cold War will be 
felt for decades to come. The collapse of the Soviet 
Union brought change to the international system, 
but aspects in the standoff between the superpowers 
are still relevant. Understanding the past is critical 
to foreign policy, but history rarely provides lessons 
on how to approach current issues. Policymakers are 
tempted to look for lessons that fit their preconceived 
notions. As a result, misleading myths about the 
Cold War persist. They should be discarded in favor 
of broad guidance for future foreign policy.

One tenacious myth about the Cold War is that 
America consistently adhered to the strategy of 
containment in seeking to deter and, when necessary, 
to challenge the expansion of communist influence 
beyond areas occupied by Soviet forces in 1944–1945 
(Eastern Europe and North Korea). Not only op-ed 
writers, but also scholars of international relations 
and even some historians have depicted American 
strategy during the Cold War as based solely on the 
doctrine of containment. In an article published 
in July 2008, two experts on international affairs 
claimed that U.S. foreign policy during the long twi-
light struggle against its only heavyweight rival was 
shaped by a single template for global relations: the 
overarching strategy to contain Soviet communism.

In reality, U.S. foreign policy during the Cold 
War was not guided by an inflexible template. In 
some instances, America did not attempt to contain 
the spread of Soviet influence, but acquiesced in 
the victories by communist and leftist forces. For 
example, after the Soviet-backed regimes seized 
power in Czechoslovakia in 1948 and China in 1949, 
the United States undertook no military or covert 
action to reverse them. American inaction in these 
cases, whether wise or not, entailed significant costs. 
Declassified documents reveal that the failure to try 
to oppose the takeover of China emboldened Joseph 
Stalin, and subsequently contributed to the deci-
sion by the Soviet Union in 1950 to condone North 
Korean plans for the invasion of South Korea.

When the United States did attempt to contain 
the spread of Soviet influence, the record was mixed. 
America successfully rebuffed the North Korea inva-



477GLOBAL STRATEGIC ASSESSMENT 2009      

competitive Strategies for u.S. Engagement

sion and countered the Soviet Union in Western Eu-
rope and Japan, but in other cases U.S. efforts to deal 
with communist advances in places such as Cuba 
and Vietnam were unsuccessful. Even in Afghani-
stan in the 1980s, U.S. covert aid to anti-communist 
guerrillas for limited objectives oriented toward the 
Soviet Union did not actually succeed in dislodg-
ing the regime. Although the U.S.-backed resistance 
helped spur Mikhail Gorbachev to pull Soviet troops 
out of Afghanistan, the regime in Kabul survived for 
several years after the Soviet withdrawal was com-
pleted, in part because Moscow continued to provide 
vast quantities of military and economic support. 
Not until the Soviet Union collapsed and the succes-
sor Russian government abruptly ended assistance to 
the Afghan government did the communist regime 
in Kabul collapse.

The notion that containment was the single 
template for U.S. foreign policy in the Cold War is 
also belied by instances when America went beyond 
attempting to curb the spread of Soviet or leftist 
influence. At various points in the Cold War, the 
United States tried to roll back Soviet or pro-Soviet 
forces through covert operations (Iran, Guatemala, 
Indonesia, and Chile) or unilateral military action 
(the Dominican Republic and Grenada). The Nation 
also used diplomatic means, economic aid, and mili-
tary assistance to forge amicable ties with states that 

broke with the sphere of influence dominated by the 
Soviet Union, notably Yugoslavia, China, and Egypt.

The common view that American foreign policy 
meant to or could pursue a single approach in the 
Cold War is inaccurate. U.S. policymakers often 
showed flexibility, and could not rigidly adhere to a 
single template. No such template would have been 
feasible because there was often no consensus on key 
aspects of foreign policy. Both inside and outside 
the government, debate raged over the nature of the 
threat (internal and external) and the best means of 
responding. Protests against the Vietnam War and 
the controversy over aid to anti-communist forces in 
Nicaragua are cases in point. The bipartisanship of 
the 1950s was more the exception than the norm.

What does all this imply about U.S. foreign policy 
in the 21st century? First, no overarching strategy or 
template would be feasible or desirable. If a uniform 
template was impractical during the Cold War, it is 
all the more inappropriate today. Second, consensus 
on the goals and means of foreign policy is almost 
never guaranteed in advance, and would not neces-
sarily be desirable even if it was. The best way to cre-
ate a durable consensus is by pursuing policies that 
are successful. In the run-up to the Gulf War in 1991, 
for example, public and congressional opposition 
was strong. After the U.S. military deployed over-
whelming force and drove the Iraqis out of Kuwait, 

Iraqi soldiers patrol on joint air assault mission with coalition forces near Tarmiyah
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support for the war soared. By contrast, public and 
congressional support for the Vietnam War was solid 
at the outset but waned as the conflict was escalated 
without any conclusive outcome. Consensus is not 
a prerequisite for the success of foreign policy, but 
success is a prerequisite for consensus. Third, most 
of the supposedly new challenges and threats of the 
post–Cold War era—international terrorism, anti-
Americanism, Alliance crises, and nuclear prolifer-
ation—are not new. Nearly all the following threats 
were actually more severe during the Cold War:

International Terrorism. The number of interna-
tional terrorist attacks was higher in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s than it has been since 1989. In 
the span of 1 year in 1971–1972, Black September 
launched spectacular terrorist attacks, including the 
assassination of the Jordanian prime minister, the 
simultaneous hijacking of multiple passenger aircraft 
and other individual hijackings, a massacre at Lod 
Airport by the Japanese Red Army, and the kidnap-
ping and murder of Israeli athletes at the Munich 
Olympics. No comparable string of attacks in such a 
short time has occurred in the post–Cold War era.

Anti-Americanism. The notion that the United 
States enjoyed popularity during the Cold War is a 
myth. Anti-Americanism is cyclical, and its surge in 
the late 1960s has never been surpassed. Demonstra-
tions occurred in nearly all parts of the globe in 1968 
against U.S. foreign policy. An unofficial war crimes 
tribunal convened in Stockholm put the Lyndon 
Johnson administration on trial not only over Viet-
nam, but also for covert action in Greece in 1967. 
In late 1979, in the wake of the revolution in Iran, 
anti-American attacks roiled the Islamic world. The 
United States, as the dominant nation in the world, 
is bound to be the target of resentment and hostility 
regardless of its policies. The choice of policies can 
influence the degree of hostility, but the notion that 
the United States was once loved around the world 
and could be loved again if only it adopts the right 
policies is a will o’ the wisp.

Crises in the Alliance. The idea that the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was cohesive 
in the face of the Soviet threat is another myth. In 
reality, the Alliance was almost constantly in crisis 
and nearly collapsed in the late 1960s when France 
pulled out of the integrated military command. The 
challenge led the Johnson administration to begin 
planning to disband the Alliance. NATO members 
overcame numerous intra-Alliance crises during the 
Cold War, and they are likely to experience periodic 
crises in the post–Cold War era.

Nuclear Terrorism. Threats of nuclear terrorism 
existed throughout the Cold War. After 1950, there 
were concerns that the Soviet Union might secretly 
transfer a nuclear bomb to an anti-American ter-
rorist group or smuggle nuclear explosives through 
a U.S. port and detonate them in a crisis. From 
the early 1950s to the late 1980s, U.S. intelligence 
agencies and the RAND Corporation undertook 
many classified analyses of nuclear terrorism, some 
of which warned in dire terms of the likelihood of a 
near-term attack. The threat should not be dis-
counted today, but concern over this threat is hardly 
something new.

Nuclear Proliferation. The spread of nuclear 
weapons was a concern for the United States in the 
Cold War, starting with the Soviet acquisition of 
nuclear weapons in 1949, some 2 to 3 years ahead of 
U.S. intelligence estimates. So great was the concern 
over the impending Chinese acquisition of nuclear 
weapons in 1964 that the Johnson administration 
secretly debated whether to conduct a preemptive 
strike on its nuclear facilities. Nuclear prolifera-
tion was much greater during the Cold War than in 
the years since it ended. In addition, Great Britain, 
France, China, and India tested and deployed nuclear 
weapons during the Cold War. In the post–Cold War 
era, Pakistan and North Korea have tested them, 
making a net increase of one nuclear weapons state 
since 1989. During the Cold War, a nuclear weapons 
state emerged roughly every 5 years, whereas since 
then the rate has been less than half that. Nuclear 
proliferation remains a serious threat, but the threat 
has existed for some 60 years.

In attempting to prevent Soviet expansion and 
communist subversion, the United States often faced 
tradeoffs in its commitment to democratic values. 
The Cold War led to a vast expansion of national 
security, and American efforts to counter threats 
had some moral consequences. The excesses of the 
McCarthy era, narcotics and mind-control experi-
ments, and wiretapping and infiltration of protest 
movements were among the notable examples. The 
Nation often supported authoritarian regimes in 
Latin America and Asia that fought communist in-
surgencies. Although U.S. officials encouraged those 
regimes to accept democratic reforms, their leaders 
were usually immune to such overtures and compro-
mises were required. Similar tradeoffs are bound to 
arise today as the United States deals with countries 
in the Middle East and Southwest Asia.

The Cold War also forced America to make 
choices on the treatment of enemy combatants 
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and terrorists. The Nation signed and ratified the 
four Geneva Conventions of 1949, but during the 
Vietnam War was unsure whether to extend those 
protections to Viet Cong prisoners of war. The 
administration ultimately decided to accord full 
coverage to all prisoners (Viet Cong as well as North 
Vietnamese), but the fact that the issue was debated 
indicates the challenges that arise when fighting 
guerrillas who do not abide by the laws of war. The 
United States at times was implicated in the abuse of 
insurgents in Latin America, notably when intelli-
gence operatives distributed guidance on torture. But 
when U.S. political leaders learned about the torture 
manual, they regarded it as antithetical to American 
values. Despite compromises that the United States 
made during the Cold War, officials were unwilling 
to emulate the Soviet Union in resorting to torture. 
The underlying spirit of this episode in the Cold War 
is worth reviving today.

War of Ideas
The National Strategy for Combating Terrorism in 

2006 stated that “in the long run, winning the War 
on Terror means winning the battle of ideas.” That 
emphasis seems to be reflected in every strategic 
document since then, including the National Defense 
Strategy of the United States of America in 2005, 
which called directly for “countering ideological sup-
port for terrorism.”

But the emphasis has not produced any results. In 
fact, the American side in the war of ideas has not yet 
shown up. Strategic communications or public diplo-
macy, which is intended to win such wars, has been 
the single weakest instrument of national strategy 
since September 11, 2001. By almost any index, the 
United States is not doing well; some even say it has 
already lost. After traveling 6 months in the Muslim 
world, Akbar Ahmed, who chairs Islamic Studies at 
American University, stated, “I felt like a warrior in 
the midst of the fray who knew the odds were against 
him but never quite realized that his side had already 
lost the war.” There are two reasons why the Nation is 
not winning this war: organizational dysfunction and 
intellectual confusion.

During the Cold War, the U.S. Information 
Agency (USIA) was charged with conducting the 
war of ideas. At one time, it had 10,000 employees, 
including foreign nationals, and an annual budget of 
$1 billion. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 
agency was dismantled. Public diplomacy, it seemed, 
was obsolete, a relic of the Cold War. During the 

Thinking Strategically about al Qaeda

As a terrorist movement, al Qaeda has sought to commit violence on 
a scale and at a pace never before encountered by the United States 
and its allies and friends around the world. A countermobilization 
strategy could be developed to combat al Qaeda by setting it apart 
from other jihadi groups, exploiting its internal divisions, hiving off 
its followers and supporters, calling attention to its wanton brutality, 
and facilitating a backlash to discredit and diminish the movement.

Devising such a counterstrategy requires understanding the clas-
sic approaches of terrorism—namely, compellence, provocation, 
polarization, mobilization, and eroding legitimacy. The first three 
use leverage to turn the traditional formulation of ends-ways-means 
of strategy on its head. For terrorists, strategy is not matching 
ends and means, since the reaction of target audiences can be the 
means or ends, or both. Moreover, these five strategies are not 
mutually exclusive.

Compellence normally seeks to influence one party to do some-
thing that another wants it to do. Ascribing the motives of terrorist 
groups to that of state activity is natural but can be misleading. Ter-
rorists normally oversimplify complex situations through messages 
targeted at their audiences, not least of all in the West, which are 
disseminated on the Internet and over the news media.

Provocation attempts to force a state to react, to do something—
usually not a specific policy but some type of firm action that 
works against its own interests. Compared to war, terrorism may be 
unimportant, but when it manages to provoke a state to act, it can 
indirectly cause even greater death and destruction.

Polarization can drive states to the right, fragmenting societies 
to the extent that moderate governance becomes impossible. It is 
particularly effective when used against democracies with guaran-
teed civil liberties and domestic support, but it can have unintended 
consequences that prevent a group from achieving its aims.

Mobilization is suited for a globalized world in which democ-
ratized communications, public access, reduced cost, frequent 
messaging, and visual exploitation afford groups such as al Qaeda 
the capabilities to leverage the effects of terrorist activities in an 
unprecedented way.

Eroding legitimacy isolates and undermines the state both at 
home and abroad, discredits its foreign and defense policies, and 
also complicates its ability to maintain its alliances with other states.

Because terrorism is often the instrument of weak nonstate actors, 
there are more examples of strategies of leverage than any other 
type. A terrorist group may use a combination of several approaches, 
but how the state responds certainly matters. Terrorism is the weak 
strategy of the weak, drawing strength from the actions of the state. 
Reactions by a government in the narrow framework of one strategy 
may be counterproductive with respect to defeating the others.

In terms of frequency and effectiveness, these strategies are 
temporal, reflecting the political contexts in which they arise. 
Compellence best fit the mid-20th century because it aligned well 6 Continued on p. 481
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with nationalism, whose aims could be expressed in 
terms of territory. Provocation was suited to the 19th 
century because of the condition of declining auto-
cratic regimes. Polarization figured in the early days of 
Marxism and reemerged at the end of the 20th century 
with terrorism designed to polarize racial, religious, 
tribal, linguistic, or ethnic groups. And mobilization 
is well adapted to the current world with changes in 
political organizations, communications, and trade.

The histories of terrorist groups point to various ways 
in which they may end: the destruction of leadership, 
failure to transition between generations, achieving 
their stated cause, negotiating a settlement, succumb-
ing to military or police repression, losing popular 
support, and transitioning to other malignant activities 
such as criminality or war. Not all these pathways are 
probable for every group, and they are not all relevant 
to al Qaeda. For example, it is clear that al Qaeda will 
not end if Osama bin Laden is killed. Groups that have 
ended in this way have been hierarchical, reflecting to 
some degree a cult of personality, and lacking a viable 
successor, none of which describes al Qaeda. It will 
also not die out between generations, as al Qaeda 
has transitioned beyond its original structure and is a 
multigenerational threat. Likewise, achieving its cause 
or reaching a negotiated settlement is a pathway that 
does not apply to al Qaeda. Groups that have achieved 
their ends have limited goals. At least as articulated in 
recent years, al Qaeda seeks to mobilize the umma to 
rise up, throw off the influence of the West, eliminate 
its support for Arab regimes, and establish a new world 
order (sometimes called a caliphate).

Such objectives could not be achieved without over-
turning the international political system, and there is 
no evidence that al Qaeda has moved closer to achiev-
ing them. As for negotiations,engaging in a legitimate 
political process has historically required feasible, 
negotiable terms and a sense of stalemate. And ter-
rorists seeking negotiations often have an incentive 
to find a way out of what they consider a losing cause. 
But none of this describes al Qaeda.

The remaining pathways deserve greater scrutiny. 
Although the campaign against al Qaeda has yielded 
results, the limits of driving the group into hiding and 
reducing its capacity to operate have been demon-
strated. Democracies find it hard to sustain a policy 
of repression, which can undermine civil liberties and 
domestic support. American use of force signified 
Western resolve, killed al Qaeda leaders, and pre-
vented attacks, but force alone cannot drive this group 
to its end. That would require a scorched-earth policy 

that the United States would not tolerate.
The loss of popular support has ended many terror-

ist groups, and it is a plausible scenario for al Qaeda. 
Support can be compromised through miscalculation, 
especially in targeting. Attacks may cause revulsion 
among actual or potential constituencies: at least one-
third of the victims of al Qaeda have been Muslims, 
the same people the group claims to protect. Another 
pathway is failing to convey a positive image or prog-
ress toward its goals, which applies to al Qaeda.

Finally, groups can transition from terrorism to crimi-
nal behavior or escalate to insurgency or conventional 
warfare, especially with state sponsorship. Some 
argue that this may have already happened in the case 
of al Qaeda, which would be unfortunate. In this con-
nection, it is counterproductive to regard this group 
as a global insurgency because the term bestows 
legitimacy on al Qaeda, emphasizes territorial control, 
and puts the United States into a dichotomous stra-
tegic framework that precludes clear-eyed analysis of 
the strategies of leverage that are being used against 
America and its allies.

The question for policymakers in the midst of a 
terrorist campaign is not to ask how they are doing, but 
rather how they will it end. And the second question 
is not when the next attack will occur, but rather what 
comes after that event. Terrorism arises in political, 
social, and historical contexts that constantly evolve. 
But terrorist groups traditionally end in certain discern-
ible ways. The challenge is knowing which ending fits 
a given terrorist group, to work synergistically with 
the process as it unfolds, and to push it further in that 
direction. Governments who get caught up in the short-
term goals and spectacle of terrorist attacks overlook 
broader historical perspectives, that are crucial to reas-
serting state power and legitimacy, and the strategies 
of leverage exploit such mistakes. Driving a terrorist 
movement such as al Qaeda toward its end is much 
smarter than responding in a cause-and-effect manner 
to its tactical actions as they occur.
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brief end-of-history fantasy, it was thought that the 
ideas of democratic, constitutional political order 
and free markets stood uncontested throughout the 
world. The war of ideas was over—and America had 
won.

The functions of USIA were relegated to the 
Department of State and Broadcasting Board of 
Governors. The senior official responsible for the 
war of ideas became the Under Secretary of State 
for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs, a third-tier 
position—which speaks volumes about the extent of 
the demotion of this activity as a consequence of the 
peace dividend. Within the State Department, public 
diplomacy functions were dispersed among regional 
and other bureaus, making coordination and control 
a major problem.

The attempt to situate public diplomacy in State 
has failed. One reason is that the department’s role 
is diplomacy, not public diplomacy. It should not be 
expected to perform both, since these roles some-
times conflict. Public diplomacy attempts to reach 
people in other nations directly over the heads of 
their governments. This can complicate the job of 
the State Department, which has the responsibility of 
maintaining good relations with those governments. 
The difficulty of placing both roles in one institution 
was recently summarized by a commentator from 
the U.S. Advisory Commission on Public Diplomacy: 
“State does not recruit for public diplomacy; State 
does not test for public diplomacy; State does not 
train for public diplomacy; State has a glass ceiling 
for public diplomats.”

The Broadcasting Board of Governors assumed 
responsibility for non-defense government broad-
casting, including the Voice of America. It became a 
standalone agency run by part-time board members, 
most of whom have had no experience in either for-
eign policy or public diplomacy. The eight-member 
board exercises executive power and is not directly 
accountable to anyone. Since the professional experi-
ence of the governors has been mainly in the national 
mass media, they have sought to impose that media 
culture on government broadcasting by refashioning 
much of it using American pop culture. Radio Sawa 
is the prime example of this approach.

Coordination through the White House Commu-
nications Office, National Security Council, and inter-
agency bodies has made few improvements to this 
unsatisfactory situation. Lack of both an executive 
authority and a chain of command to execute strate-
gic communications plans has hampered well-intend-

ed efforts. The Department of Defense occasionally 
has tried to fill the gap, but it is neither organized nor 
authorized to conduct public diplomacy except in a 
support role and on a reimbursable basis. The Penta-
gon was even prohibited from supporting a project 
involving posters to be displayed in 100 Embassies to 
publicize military relief efforts for the tsunami victims 
in Southeast Asia. This occurred because of a conflict 
between Title 10 and Title 22 responsibilities, result-
ing in the banning of images of U.S. forces rescuing 
and aiding victims in the region portrayed.

No government agency has possessed the capabil-
ity to implement a sustained multifaceted strategy 
to win the war of ideas since USIA was dismantled. 
The events of September 11, 2001, revealed that the 
assumption on which the agency had been abolished, 
namely that the world embraced democratic plural-
ism, was not universally accepted by those to whom 
it applied. Seven years later, there are many individu-
als across the U.S. Government with the expertise 
to successfully conduct the war of ideas, but there 
still is no organization to execute this instrument of 
national power.

Secretary Gates stated in November 2007 that 
America is “miserable at communicating to the rest 
of the world what we are about as a society. . . . Al-
Qaeda is better at communicating its message on the 
Internet than America.” Several days later, former 
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld observed that 
“U.S. institutions of public diplomacy and strategic 
communications . . . no longer exist,” adding, “when 
the U.S. Information Agency became part of the 

5 Continued from p. 479

Philippine civilians attend medical civic action program in Juban to receive 
veterinarian aid for animals during exercise Balikatan 2009
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State Department in 1999, the country lost what had 
been a valuable institution capable of communicat-
ing America’s message to international audiences 
powerfully and repeatedly.” The consensus is that 
something is wrong, particularly within the Depart-
ment of Defense, because this serious deficiency in 
national capabilities has grave consequences for the 
Armed Forces.

It may be time to create an organization that can 
propagate American ideals and institutions to the 
world and counter hostile propaganda. A strategic 
communications agency could maintain a focus on 
aiding liberals and moderates in Muslim-majority 
countries, and not get lost in daily spin control. It 
would have responsibility for developing and rein-
forcing an anti-authoritarian social and cultural net-
work in the Islamic world. It would be independent 
of the Department of State, which could be inclined 
to downplay differences for the sake of relations with 
particular countries or regions. Moreover, it would 
be independent of the Department of Defense and 
Central Intelligence Agency to avoid entanglement in 
their respective missions. Its director would report to 
the President and be responsible for the interagency 
coordination of all strategic communications efforts.

This agency should be funded to promote the free 
exchange of ideas in the Islamic world and beyond 
and to support allies in those regions. To put present 
efforts in budgetary perspective, current spending 
on U.S. public diplomacy is about the same as the 
McDonald’s restaurant chain’s worldwide advertising 
budget, and half of what Saudi Arabia gives annually 
to spread Wahhabism throughout the Muslim world 
and elsewhere. The approximately $1.3 billion being 
spent on public diplomacy is 1/450th of the entire 
Pentagon budget.

An agency dedicated to the war of ideas would 
only be as effective as its understanding of the 
ideas that it propagates and the hostile ideas that it 
contests. Wars of ideas are fought over contending 
interpretations of reality such as the meaning of life 
for which people are willing to die.

Every threat to the existence of the United States 
has come on the level of moral principle, whether it 
has been Nazis and their racial theory or commu-
nists and their class theory. Both explicitly denied 
American moral principles as articulated in the Dec-
laration of Independence. Today, radical Islamists 
deny those same principles with their own deformed 
theology. The resulting conflicts are conducted in 
terms of moral legitimacy. Defending one’s ideas and 
attacking those of the enemy depend upon a moral 

rhetoric and appeal to a moral comparison, such as 
the Axis of Evil and the Great Satan.

America is failing in this war of ideas because it 
has not seriously addressed the larger issue of moral 
legitimacy—its own and the enemy’s—which is the 
real nub of the conflict. One needs compelling ideas 
to fight countervailing ideas. The United States has 
not engaged at the level on which this moral conflict 
is being waged. Instead, its message to the Islamic 
world has been preempted by American pop culture. 
It is not strange that the United States should turn 
to entertainment media, but it cannot entertain or 
advertise its way through a war of ideas. While pop 
culture itself creates enough problems, the U.S. Gov-
ernment ironically spreads it through the broadcasts 
of Radio Sawa and Radio Farda to the Arab and Per-
sian worlds. By doing so, the Nation has inadvertent-
ly projected the image of itself as an adolescent, and 
is not taken seriously where it counts. An adolescent 
superpower is not a source of comfort to allies, and 
it is much less a magnet for those nations addressing 
the crisis of the day.

The image of America as an adolescent superpow-
er is particularly troubling in light of the upheaval 
in the Muslim world, which will have enormous 
consequences. The unavoidable clash of values 
spawned by the forces of globalization challenges 
Islam. The loss of faith makes life meaningless and 
therefore intolerable for most Muslims. The majority 
of Muslims interpret the threat of secular influences 
that are exacerbated by multiple nonstop satellite 
television channels as an attack on Islam itself. This 
conclusion has been responsible for a wave of vocif-
erous responses.

In terms of this larger crisis in the Islamic world, 
the exiled Iranian philosopher Abdulkarim Soroush 
has said that “Muslims would like to live in a demo-
cratic milieu, and at the same time they would like to 
keep their faith as well. They do not want to live in a 
democratic atmosphere at the expense of their beliefs 
and convictions.” The United States should not go 
out of its way to convince them that this is an impos-
sibility. Rather, it ought to demonstrate that this is an 
American truism and that faith and freedom are by 
no means mutually exclusive in the modern world.

American pop culture does not depict freedom as 
an essential constituent of the moral order, but often 
as something inimical to it. In pop culture, the Unit-
ed States appears to offer young Muslims the choice 
between either greater freedom with no purpose, or 
personal submission to a higher purpose espoused 
by radical Islamists. So long as adversaries continue 
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to frame the question in those terms, America will 
contribute to its own defeat in the war of ideas.

The United States has not demonstrated that 
freedom has an indispensable moral meaning. In 
fact, it often unintentionally does the opposite. 
While serving as the Under Secretary of State for 
Public Diplomacy, Karen Hughes lauded American 
diversity, which is not effective against the divine 
mission of some adversaries. When the popular 
notion of American diversity becomes the mes-
sage, it conveys the idea that the United States does 
not discriminate among various claims to truth. 
To many Muslims, diversity equals relativism and 
moral decline. Slogans simply do not reflect the 
moral principles on which American tolerance of 
diversity is based. These principles are not found 
on the Department of State Web site or in the U.S. 
National Strategy for Public Diplomacy and Strategic 
Communication, which reflect no sense of subtlety 
or awareness. As Professor Harry Jaffa has com-
mented, the United States is “telling others to accept 
the forms of our own political institutions, without 
any reference to the principles or convictions that 
give rise to those institutions.”

The first step in reinvigorating public diplomacy is 
reestablishing U.S. moral legitimacy and undermin-
ing adversaries through the serious exposition and 
promotion of ideas. Anything done in the name of 
public diplomacy that is not related to one of these 

objectives is not relevant to the war of ideas and 
should be rejected. Under this standard, 85 percent 
of the activities listed in the current State Depart-
ment Public Diplomacy Update would be eliminated. 
Moreover, the selection of target audiences should 
shift from those consumers of mass culture abroad 
to the educated and influential groups in foreign 
societies. These audiences should be reached via 
media that they take seriously—books, journals, 
films, theater, dialogues, and substantive exchanges. 
If the Nation wants to be taken seriously, it must win 
the war of ideas; but that war can be won only if the 
Nation takes it seriously. 

Information Operations to Counter  
Terrorism and Rogue States

The end of the Cold War did not bring on the 
long-anticipated peace dividend. Rather, following 
the fall of the Berlin Wall and subsequent demise of 
the Soviet Union, there was a rise in ethnic conflict. 
The relative stability of the superpower rivalry has 
been succeeded by political-military crises precipi-
tated by rogue states. The media have been filled with 
the names of leaders such as Saddam Hussein, Slobo-
dan Milosevic, Kim Jong Il, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, 
Hugo Chavez, and Robert Mugabe, several of whom 
seek or already have weapons of mass destruction.

Low-intensity conflict and transnational terrorism 
are prominent features of the 21st-century security 

Provincial Reconstruction Team member talks with administrators at school that provides training for trades
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environment. The last two decades have been punc-
tuated by a series of terrorist events: the bombing of 
the World Trade Center in 1993; the Aum Shinri-
kyo sarin gas attack on Tokyo subways in 1995; the 
coordinated bombings of U.S. Embassies in Kenya 
and Tanzania in 1998; the attack on the USS Cole in 
2000; the attacks on the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon in 2001; and the everyday suicide bomb-
ings by radical Palestinian groups in Israel. With few 
exceptions, these attacks were designed to cross the 
mass-casualty threshold. Terrorism is a vicious form 
of psychological warfare, waged through the media. 
One of the key goals in terrorist strategy is influ-
encing selected audiences, including its potential 

recruits, in the West and throughout the political 
establishment. As has been seen in the case with 
rogue states, the United States and its allies have been 
insufficiently responsive to conducting psychological 
operations to counter them.

The strategy of deterrence and the doctrine of 
mutually assured destruction, which relied on the 
rationality of the Soviet Union, were formulated 
during the Cold War but are no longer relevant. To 
extrapolate from deterrence a new way of dealing 
with potential adversaries will inevitably lead to 
erroneous policies. What deters a superpower rival 
may be counterproductive in the case of an outlaw 
nation or terrorist group; indeed, it may prove to be 
an incentive rather than a deterrent. And yet all too 

frequently, this is exactly what strategic thinking has 
proposed doing.

There is no one-size-fits-all model for deterrence. 
Rather, the approach should be tailored to the nature 
of an enemy—based on what one expert has called 
an actor-specific behavioral model. In countering 
terrorists and rogues, models of their psychologies, 
decisionmaking processes, and strategic cultures are 
an absolute necessary. Threats arise from relatively 
unknown and unfamiliar sources. One cannot 
optimally deter a potential enemy that one does not 
understand. And yet appropriate models and the 
requisite understanding are often unavailable. The 
nuanced political profiles of personalities are par-
ticularly important in the case of leader-dominant 
societies.

In the overreliance on technology, social science 
expertise has been insufficiently applied to the war 
for hearts and minds, leaving adversaries to operate 
on a relatively uncontested information battlefield. 
This has profoundly disadvantaged American nation-
al security. Individual terrorists are psychologically 
normal people, not crazed fanatics. It is not psycho-
pathology, but rather group and collective psychol-
ogy that is important in this sort of conflict, with a 
particular emphasis on collective identity that is vital 
to understanding the mind of the terrorist.

If indeed terrorism is a vicious species of psycho-
logical warfare, waged through the media, it must be 
countered by psychological warfare. Core elements of 
integrated information operations guided by under-
standing of the dynamics of terrorist groups include 
inhibiting potential terrorists from joining groups in 
the first place, producing tension within groups, fa-
cilitating the means to exit groups, reducing support 
for groups, and delegitimizing the leaders of groups.

Stemming the flow of recruits on which terrorist 
groups depend is the most critical challenge. The res-
ervoir of hatred is deep, and hatred is bred especially 
among nationalist-separatist terrorists. Recruitment 
can be inhibited by deromanticizing terrorism, pro-
viding secular education to counter radical Wahabi 
madrassas, offering alternate means to redress legiti-
mate grievances, and opening otherwise autocratic 
societies. Dissension can be promoted by exploiting 
the fact that underground groups are emotional pres-
sure cookers, fostering paranoia by injecting rumors 
of traitors within the ranks, and alienating followers 
from their leaders. The means of facilitating an exit 
from groups include introducing amnesty programs, 
allowing reduced sentences for those who cooperate, 
using defectors as a source of rumors, and challeng-

Iraqi army commander presents plaque to imam and Sunni leader in 
Mosul, Iraq
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ing the ideological basis of extremism. One difficulty 
has been the relative silence of moderate voices in 
countering the language of extremism, which other-
wise pervades the societies in question. In sermons at 
mosques, the behavior of martyrs is honored, just as 
those who martyr themselves for the cause of Tamil 
independence are honored.

Countering the voices of extremism is a tough 
job, one that cannot be plausibly carried out by 
the West, but must be addressed within Islam. The 
voices of moderation are beginning to be heard. Of 
particular note is the growing conflict among Islamic 
extremists led by Sayid Imam al-Sharif (also known 
as Dr. Fadl), a founding ideologue of al Qaeda and 
the former leader of the Egyptian terrorist group al 
Jihad. Fadl, a brilliant medical school classmate of 
Ayman al-Zawahri (deputy and putative successor 
to Osama bin Laden) renowned for his knowledge of 
Islamic jurisprudence, formalized the rules of holy 
war in The Essential Guide for Preparation. This work 
by Fadl became the definitive ideological underpin-
ning of al Qaeda, including axioms such as “jihad is 
the natural state of Islam” and that “Muslims must 
always be in conflict with non-believers.” In another 
of his texts, The Compendium of the Pursuit of Divine 
Knowledge, which is more than 1,000 pages long, 
Fadl provided al Qaeda with the theological justifica-
tion for violence against all who opposed its extrem-
ist path, labeling them as nonbelievers.

But by 1994, Fadl was becoming disillusioned with 
al Qaeda because of its use of violent excesses that 
seemed to go beyond theological justification. As 
members of the Islamic Group imprisoned in Egypt 
began to consider other interpretations of jihad, 
they came to believe they had been manipulated 
into pursuing the path of violence. This rethinking 
culminated in the startling declaration by one revo-
lutionary leader at a military trial in 1997 that the 
Islamic Group would cease all violent activity, and a 
series of publications was produced to explain their 
new thinking. One of the leaders asserted that “the 
Islamic Group does not believe in the creed of killing 
by nationality.”

After September 11, 2001, the Egyptian govern-
ment exposed the debate taking place within its 
prisons, a move that threatened the foundation of 
al Qaeda. In 2007, Fadl undermined the agenda of 
bin Laden and Zawahiri in a rejection of al Qaeda 
doctrine that he faxed from jail that asserted, “We 
are prohibited from committing aggression even 
if the enemies of Islam do that.” The statement, 
which appeared in Egyptian and Kuwaiti media, was 

rejected by Zawahiri: “I wonder if they now have fax 
machines in Egyptian jail cells? I wonder if they’re 
connected to the same line as the electric shock ma-
chines?” But the effect was damaging since it came 
from Fadl. Controversy over the theological justifica-
tion of the extremism of al Qaeda doctrine arose, and 
increasing numbers of committed jihadists began 
repenting sins committed while they were misin-
formed. In addition to Egypt and Kuwait, deradical-
ization is under way in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Yemen, 
Singapore, and Indonesia. Although success has not 
been fully evaluated, the results are encouraging in 
Egypt. The program includes reducing support by 
society at large and potential recruits, marginalizing 

the influence of al Qaeda, and delegitimizing the 
likes of bin Laden and Zawahiri.

Identifying the theological basis of Islamist 
extremism as dubious can undermine its dogmatic 
certitude, but for the most part it has gone unchal-
lenged. One challenge has been countering the 
viral spread of extremist ideology via the Internet. 
Although this debate is taking place among scholars, 
the message reaches an estimated 5,000 radical Isla-
mist Web sites. This is a major factor as young people 
are increasingly being radicalized over the Internet.

Ironically, despite condemning globalization and 
its attendant evils, the Islamist extremists employ 
modern information technology to propagate their 
message. And these Islamists have a clear strategy on 

Sailors deliver bags of rice to citizens in Sumatra, Indonesia, in wake of 
tsunami
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using the Internet, as revealed in the following direc-
tive on an al Qaeda Web site:

Due to the advances of modern technology, it is easy to 
spread news, information, articles and other infor-
mation over the Internet. We strongly urge Muslim 
Internet professionals to spread and disseminate news 
and information about the Jihad through e-mail lists, 
discussion groups, and their own websites. If you fail to 
do this, and our site closes down before you have done 
this, you may hold you to account before Allah on the 
Day of Judgment. . . . This way, even if our sites are 
closed down, the material will live on with the Grace 
of Allah.

Four months prior to the Madrid bombings in 
2004, this posting appeared on the Internet:

In order to force the Spanish government to withdraw 
from Iraq, the resistance should deal painful blows to 
its forces. . . . It is necessary to make the utmost use of 
the upcoming general election in March next year. We 
think that the Spanish government could not tolerate 
more than two, maximum three blows, after which it 
will have to withdraw as a result of popular pressure. 
If its troops remain in Iraq after these blows, the vic-
tory of the Socialist Party is almost secured, and the 
withdrawal of the Spanish forces will be on its electoral 
program.

But words alone will not suffice. Our words must 
be complemented by our actions.

Public Diplomacy in Countering Adversaries
Just as an understanding of terrorist psychology is 

required in targeting information operations, public 
diplomacy and strategic communication programs 
designed to counter rogue states must be informed 
by a nuanced appreciation of leaders and their strate-
gic culture. Importantly, public diplomacy and infor-
mation operations must be thematically coordinated. 
A White House speech intended for a domestic 
audience can be counterproductive if delivered to an 
international audience.

The first Gulf War and invasion of Iraq illustrate 
opportunities taken and lost. An aggressive psycho-
logical operations (PSYOP) campaign was planned 
and executed for Operation Desert Storm by the 4th 
Psychological Operations Group with Army Reserve 
PSYOP units. These 650 Soldiers made a major 
contribution to the coalition psychological warfare 
effort. They developed and delivered 29 million 

leaflets, which were distributed by balloons and 
from B–52s, and even smuggled some into Bagh-
dad. Partly as a result of this campaign, 44 percent 
of the Iraqi army deserted, 17,000 defected, and 
more than 87,000 surrendered. It is judged that as 
a consequence of this successful PSYOP effort, tens 
of thousand of lives were saved. This was effective 
tactical battlefield PSYOP, derived from techniques 
developed and refined during World War II.

Effectively countering Saddam Hussein psy-
chologically required a nuanced understanding 
of his political personality. Rather than being the 
madman of the Middle East, Saddam was a rational 
political actor who often miscalculated because 
he was surrounded by sycophants who for good 
reason were afraid to criticize him for fear of losing 
their jobs or lives. Thus, he could remain in touch 
with reality psychologically while being out of 
touch with it politically. Saddam had a traumatic 
background that left him wounded psychologically, 
so that criticism, no matter how constructive, was 
capable of wounding his fragile self-esteem at the 
peril of critics.

His residences provide an apt metaphor for the 
layers of his psychology. He was born in a mud hut 
in Tikrit, which symbolized the social and economic 
poverty in his early life. Despite the abuse and 
deprivation of those early years, at the age of 8, an 
uncle named Khayrallah filled him with compensa-
tory dreams of glory, telling him that one day he 
would play a major role in Iraqi and Arab history 
by following the path of Saladin and Nebuchadnez-
zar, who had rescued Jerusalem from the Crusaders. 
Symbolizing his grandiose self-concept were the lav-
ish palaces, which he built throughout Iraq. But what 
underlay the palaces? Underground bunkers of steel 
and reinforced concrete, bristling with weapons and 
communications equipment, symbolizing the siege 
state in Saddam’s psychology, ready to be attacked, 
ready to lash back. But by the time he was discovered 
in a spider hole, ironically beneath a simple mud hit, 
his life was shattered.

Saddam wrapped himself in the Palestinian flag 
after a UN resolution called for him to pull out of 
Kuwait, indicating he would abide by the resolution 
when earlier resolutions on Israel and the occupied 
territories were honored, which made him a hero to 
the Palestinians. It was dreams of glory realized as he 
became a major world leader. He had the world by 
the throat.

Saddam probably could not have been deterred or 
reversed himself, for he had painted himself into a 
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corner. But he had abruptly changed direction in the 
past when it was pragmatic to do so, and could do 
so again, if and only if—a double contingency—he 
could retain his power base and not lose face. In the 
event, the emphatic statement made by President 
George H.W. Bush while pounding on the table—
“There will be no face saving”—seemed designed to 
leave Saddam with no way out. It may have con-
tributed to his decision that he could not withdraw 
without being humiliated and that he had to stand up 
to the coming massive air attack. As it was, Saddam 
declared victory on the fifth day of that attack. Since 
it had been predicted he could survive only 3 to 4 
days, he could claim victory in the Arab context be-
cause he courageously resisted a superior adversary, 
and each succeeding day of defiance only magnified 
that achievement.

Saddam was surprised by the breadth of the coali-
tion that President Bush assembled. In the period 
leading to the invasion of Kuwait, Saddam mis-
judged not only the impact of his action on his Arab 
neighbors but also the support of Russia and France. 
An adaptive leader who learned from experience, 
Saddam set out to unravel the coalition and the una-
nimity among the nations arrayed against him. With 
economic incentives, he eventually wooed Russia, 
China, and France without whose support the United 
States would be unable to rally UN action for coercive 
diplomacy and sanctions against Iraq. With carrots 
and sticks, he bullied his Arab neighbors and restored 
relations with them, as demonstrated by the call of 
Saudi Prince Abd Allah in 1997 for the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council to “overcome the past with its events 
and pains.” The prodigal son was back. The United 
States failed to counter this aggressive diplomatic 
offensive with a strategic information operation and 
public diplomacy campaign, leading essentially to the 
unraveling of the coalition that had been so effective 
in stemming aggressive behavior by Saddam.

After the 1991 conflict, Saddam was obsessed with 
loyalty of the military, which had been fractured by 
the war. Those who showed any enthusiasm for his 
overthrow were jailed, tortured, and executed with 
their families. In the 2003 conflict, this significantly 
inhibited defection from within the senior ranks. 
There was fear of reprisal until Saddam was captured. 
It was loyalty at the barrel of a gun. His brutal 
revenge against those suspected of disloyalty was a 
highly effective psychological instrument designed to 
retain the allegiance of his own military leaders.

President George W. Bush and Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld delivered a particularly 

adroit series of public diplomacy speeches in late 
2002 during the run-up to Operation Iraqi Freedom. 
Convinced of the danger to U.S. troops from Iraqi 
use of weapons of mass destruction, Secretary 
Rumsfeld indicated that the military had a major 
role to play in reconstruction. But he went on to 
say that if such weapons were used, all bets were 
off. Several weeks later, President Bush indicated 
that Saddam might well order the use of weapons 
of mass destruction. He added that in that event, 
Iraqi generals would be advised to disobey such an 
order. Such comments were designed both to inhibit 
the use of weapons of mass destruction and split 
Saddam from the Iraqi military leadership. Split-
ting leaders from their followers should be central 
to influence campaigns. But it can be particularly 
difficult to achieve in closed societies such as North 
Korea where the information environment is tightly 
controlled.

The Case of North Korea—Unlike Father,  
Unlike Son

Kim Il Sung, founding father of the Democratic 
People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), was a noted 
guerrilla leader who rose to power under Soviet 
patronage. He created the juche (independence) ide-
ology of North Korea and consistently declared the 
goal of unifying Korea under his leadership. It was 
his son, Kim Jong Il, beginning with his first position 
at age 30 as director of the Bureau of Propaganda and 
Agitation, who created the cult of personality around 
his charismatic father as well as the notion of himself 
as the successor in that charismatic role. Kim Jong Il 
created the myth of the man born on Mount Paektu, 
a sacred Korean mountain from which the nation 
sprang, when in fact he was born in a hovel in the 
Soviet Union under Russian protection.

Kim Jong Il is a pale imitation of his father. He 
is not a nationbuilder or a guerrilla fighter, nor did 
he create an ideology. It is a case of unlike father, 
unlike son. Thus, the giant shadow of his father, the 
Eternal President, looms over the son. It is difficult 
enough succeeding a powerful father; it is impossible 
psychologically to step into the shoes of a godlike 
figure. That continuing pretense remains the daunt-
ing reality that challenges the ruler of North Korea. 
Disparities between the father and son contribute to 
profound insecurity of Kim Jong Il, who is trapped 
by the ideology of juche and reunification—“majesty 
sits uncomfortably on his shoulders.”

By the early 1970s, it became clear that Kim Il 
Sung was grooming Kim Jong Il to take over. The son 
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worked behind the scenes while his father remained 
the political face of the country. Kim Jong Il became 
Secretary of the Korean Workers Party in 1973 and a 
full member of the Politburo in 1974. He announced 
the Ten Principles that required absolute loyalty to 
his father. By early 1980s, Kim Jong Il had assumed 
daily control of the nation, including the intelligence 
apparatus, but he has never taken the title of Presi-
dent. He and his cronies enjoy a hedonistic lifestyle 
in Pyongyang. Kim Jong Il is insecure about his 
political and physical stature, once commenting that 
he “resembled the droppings of a midget.” Despite his 
grandiosity and egotism, this statement reveals his 
extreme insecurity about stepping into the godlike 
shoes of Kim Il Sung.

Kim Jong Il lives in a seven-story pleasure palace 
and recruits young girls from junior high school for 
so-called joy brigades to provide rest and relaxation 
for hardworking senior officials. While average 
North Koreans earn between $900 and $1,000 annu-
ally, he reportedly spent from $650,000 to 800,000 
annually during the 1990s on expensive cognac. Ad-
dicted to motion pictures, he supposedly has a col-
lection of some 10,000 to 20,000 films. His concept of 
leadership may be influenced by images of Western 
movie heroes.

His sensitivity to criticism influences his 
leadership style. He is at the center of a starburst, 

receiving policy analysis from various groups on 
the United States, China, South Korea, Russia, and 
Japan, but without any coordination among the 
groups. Moreover, although he scans the Web for 
several hours daily and reportedly watches CNN, 
he has only an imperfect understanding of politi-
cal reality, and his subordinates are reluctant to 
criticize him.

Kim Jong Il’s lack of empathy also affects his 
leadership style, including with his own people. He 
once recounted with pride the story of a disagree-
ment with Kim Il Sung when his father plaintively 
asked: “Must we spend so much on the military? 
Can we not provide more to our people?” To which 
Kim Jong Il replied: “No, father, the military requires 
these funds.” This lack of empathy also contributes to 
his misunderstanding of potential adversaries, such 
as the United States.

The official policy of the DPRK is that the military 
has the top priority. Defense spending comes before 
the economy and the general population. The economy 
is broken and cannot be fixed. Pyongyang has not 
made the change from a centrally controlled commu-
nist-style economy, and the disproportionate military 
spending is leading to an implosion. As many as 3 mil-
lion North Koreans have starved to death in famines. 
Hundreds of thousands lost their lives in subsequent 
relocation to government-run camps. Kim Jong Il asks 

Secretary Gates and General James Cartwright, Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, brief press on plans for fiscal 
year 2010 at Pentagon, April 2009
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the people to endure continuing hardships at the same 
time that he and the elites live in the lap of luxury.

Kim Jong Il overestimates his prowess and may 
have succumbed to his own propaganda as con-
veyed in the slogan “1 a match for 100,” suggesting 
that 1 North Korean soldier is a match for 100 from 
any other country. He looks to nuclear weapons as 
compensation for his weakened conventional forces, 
believing the United States to be casualty-averse. He 
exaggerates the strain in the relationship between 
Washington and Seoul and the popular dissent and 
political instability in South Korea, while underes-
timating potential internal dissent. Kim values his 
personal safety, wealth, and regime survival, the 
stability of Pyongyang, the comfort of the elites on 
whom he must rely, and the maintenance of total 
domestic control.

If the current diplomatic offensive becomes 
unraveled and Kim Jong Il again fails to live up to his 
commitments on dismantling the nuclear weapons 
program, information operations could well be 
incorporated in a coordinated and consistent national 
strategy. Communication must be clear and backed by 
deeds. If the violation of Agreed Framework had been 
overlooked and the shipment of heavy oil continued, 
America would have been seen as all bark and no bite.

An information operations campaign intended to 
split Kim and his leadership elite from their followers 
would include identifying Pyongyang as a prime mili-
tary target by extensive overt surveillance, countering 
the 1-a-match-for-100 slogan by displaying Ameri-
can military capabilities, and educating lower level 
military and civilian audiences on the gap between 
their deprivation and the hedonism of national elites. 
Because of the major information blackout, this would 
require satellite communication and shortwave radio. 
No information operations campaign against North 
Korea can proceed unilaterally, but must involve close 
coordination with U.S. allies in the region and the 
concurrence of the Republic of Korea.

There has been insufficient attention to informa-
tion warfare in dealing with adversaries and potential 
adversaries, thus leaving the information battlespace 
virtually uncontested. Actor-specific behavioral 
models are required to counter adversaries, from 
international terrorists to rogue states. One cannot 
fight adversaries who are not understood. And what 
deters one given adversary could incite another. The 
actor-specific behavioral models in turn should be 
the foundation for tailored psychological warfare 
programs, designed to sever the links between lead-
ers and their followers.

Implementing Complex Operations
Washington is a policy town. For many great 

issues, from the Marshall Plan to global warming, 
policy decisions are critical. But focusing on policy 
can lead to the notion that a decision taken is an 
action completed. In complex situations, this can 
be a dangerous assumption because it can limit 
understanding of time lags in what local people 
accept as reality to which they can react. Similarly, 
there is only beginning to be a focus on the need for 
the implementation of hundreds or thousands of 
subordinate actions that do not flow automatically 
from policy decisions.

One example of the illusionary quality of policy 
is the lag time between fiscal decisions and their 
impact in the field. The Bush administration decided 
to recommend additional funding for Afghanistan’s 
economic development in 2006. The recommenda-
tion, divided into a base budget and supplemental 
request, went to Congress in 2007. Votes occurred 
in the summer and autumn and funds were released 
to the U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID) and the Embassy in Kabul. For road work, 
for example, contracts had to be awarded, engineer-
ing studies written, and so forth. In many areas, 
winter halted construction. Dirt could not fly until 
spring 2008—18 months after the decision, which is 
a long time in war. Finding ways to move funds more 
quickly is a recurring problem in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and other contingencies. It is a problem that will oc-
cur again unless more thought is given to solving it.

Another implementation issue is planning. Much 
has been said about the missed opportunity for 
greater prewar planning on Iraq. But a second area 
of tension is largely unstudied—namely, between the 
need to plan and need to act. The Afghan war could 
not have been foreseen before September 11, 2001, 
and once it began there was no time for detailed 
planning. Reconstruction needs were huge; in many 
cases, new construction was required since nothing 
was there beforehand. International knowledge of 
the country was fragmentary and telling the Afghans 
to wait a year or two for a plan was unacceptable. 
Performance had to begin with planning following 
behind. This meant that plans would change as the 
knowledge grew and mistakes were discovered.

The Office of Management and Budget pressed for 
a comprehensive, 5-year development plan, but there 
were two major problems. First, there was no way of 
realistically gauging what other donors would do in 
the out years, and resources might have to be shifted 
to cover their projects if they did not perform. The 
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second problem was that needs were seen differ-
ently as lessons were being learned. At the outset, 
infrastructure was not made a high priority. Then the 
requirement for a major ring road around the country 
became obvious. Later, a series of secondary roads 
were seen as basic building blocks in economic devel-
opment. By 2006, the insurgency was growing and the 
need for tertiary roads in combat areas became more 
critical than earlier developmental criteria indicated. 
A long-term plan could have been written at any 
point along the way, but it would have been dated 
within 6 months. Under such conditions, planning 
must remain flexible, which is the antithesis of the 
kind of comprehensive plan that is usually called for.

When problems mount, certain proposals fre-
quently reoccur—they are not inherently wrong, 
but they overpromise. The most common of these 
proposals are the calls for a new strategy, for a single 
point of coordination, and for a wiring diagram of 
the chain of command to bring about improvements 
on the ground. Efforts to achieve such policy fixes 
to implementation problems waste a great deal of 
time that could have been better used to make real 
improvements.

The national need for clear strategic direction is 
an important responsibility of the President. But in 
multinational operations, agreed strategy is usually 
developed at a high level of generality. In strate-
gic planning in World War II, NATO strategy in 
Afghanistan, and international strategy in Bosnia, 
strategic direction were only the starting points, and 
rather general ones at that. The devil is in the details 
that must be sorted by national representatives on 
the ground, which include militaries, embassies, de-
velopment agencies, international organizations, sup-
port groups, and local government where it exists. 
Agreement in any capital on the major goals does not 
automatically lead to agreement on how to achieve 
them any more than it will at Cabinet level in the 
U.S. Government. Lack of agreement leads to wasted 
motion, work conducted at cross purposes, gaps in 
meeting essential needs, inefficient use of available 
resources, and a great deal of finger pointing.

The response to these problems is usually to 
call for a coordinator or single point of control. A 
designated senior person can help the situation, but 
less than is popularly supposed. National authori-
ties do not just salute and take orders. Development 
organizations in many countries do not report to 
foreign ministries, nor do they necessarily agree on 
priorities. Military commanders may be subordinate 
in theory to senior multinational commanders, but 

the latter must deal with nationally imposed limits 
on their forces, or caveats in NATO parlance. In 
addition to caveats, these commanders must consult 
their national headquarters before executing orders. 
Although senior-level coordinators may be helpful, 
they are not panaceas. Another concern is the chain 
of command. In Afghanistan, there is a particularly 
murky chain with some U.S. forces reporting to U.S. 
Central Command and others under NATO report-
ing to U.S. European Command, and some even 
reporting to both. And all of them have responsibili-
ties that overlap with the Ambassador.

The need for improvement is clearer than the 
solution. In Bosnia, Iraq, and Afghanistan, as well 
as more traditional peacekeeping missions, actions 
by the military influence what civilians accomplish, 
and the reverse is true as well. The military refusal to 
arrest war criminals in Bosnia undercut the civilian 
authorities. Lack of progress in development and 
effective government in Afghanistan complicates 
the military task. The point is simply that while 
improving the chain of command will help, it will 
not remove overlapping responsibilities. And when 
the operation is multinational, the problem increases 
geometrically.

There are many lessons about implementation 
that have been learned but generally not acted upon, 
including the following:

n Washington needs a different interactive process 
with the field. Strategic guidance needs to be clearer 
and micromanagement lessened. Differences be-
tween agencies need resolution. Often what happens 
is bureaucratic compromise and excessive manage-
ment of action plans instead of decisions taken to the 
President. Field views that should govern implemen-
tation are lost.

n Military and civilian leaders either have to reach 
comfortable working relationships, or Washington 
needs to replace leaders. Fruitful cooperation with 
successive military commanders in Afghanistan but 
disagreements in the early period of operations in 
Bosnia and Iraq were never resolved.

n The need to plan and implement simultaneously 
requires getting more staff and more qualified staff 
into the field quickly and keeping the numbers high 
enough, with good people, both to oversee project 
implementation and handle strategic planning. We 
continue to try to do both jobs with a staff adequate 
for only one of the two functions.

n USAID needs a substantially increased ability 
to move money faster. Accomplishing this will mean 
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many changes, but a few of the basic ones are more 
staff and more ability to contract directly with local 
contractors without ponderous, gigantic American 
umbrella contracts.

n We need a way to find money faster and shift it 
between needs. Our current process is designed for 
long-term debate with two exceptions: emergency 
relief and certain military funds, which have the twin 
result of involving the military more and more in 
economic operations for which they lack long-term 
competence while draining military manpower and 
attention from key warfighting tasks. Congress must 
be part of the solution since they hold the purse 
strings.

n Expand the staff of the Department of State (and 
USAID). Having more flexible tools and putting 
them in civilian hands only makes sense if there 
are hands to wield them; right now, there are not 
enough.

n Non-U.S. coordinators have a particular impor-
tance to improving operation coordination on the 
ground if they have the right personality, mandate, 
and staff. They are not a simple solution but have a 
role because they avoid the reactions that come if 
America is perceived as trying to run everything. 
Too often, the personality gets the focus but lacks the 
mandate and the resources. All three must be seen as 
a package or major mismatches between means and 
ends will continue.

Better implementation by itself is insufficient; 
it is just muddling through by another name. In 
principle, there is no reason that both policy and 
implementation cannot be done, although the reality 
is that it is not. The U.S. military is drawing lessons 
on using its capabilities on the ground, but the civil 
sector is behind. Neither Congress nor previous 
administrations have changed funding levels, legal 
authorities, or staffing to increase efficiency. Until 
policy direction and implementation are improved to 
provide authority and resources, these problems will 
continue.

Peace, Prosperity, and Partnership
To tackle crucial issues of national security, it is 

necessary to develop an overarching framework to 
bring together disparate elements of potential solu-
tions and organize them around the common aims 
of peace, prosperity, and partnership. After 8 years 
of polarizing foreign policy, the Nation must chart 
a fundamentally new course to maintain national 
security. Some may argue for a return to a more prag-

matic, interest-based approach to policymaking while 
other observers call for greater emphasis on soft or 
smart power as the best means of achieving national 
objectives. And still other perspectives cannot be 
discounted.

It is tempting to critique the Bush administra-
tion in the area of national security. But the reality 
is grim. Iraq and Afghanistan are failing states not 
salvageable by military force alone. Pakistan is fragile 
and hindered by a new government that cannot 
overcome past animosities and govern in its best 
interests. Moreover, Americans are ambivalent over 
the prospects of a different form of a cold war with 
China and Russia. The future of NATO hangs in the 
balance in Afghanistan and in the transformation 
from a military to a security-based alliance. Even in 

this hemisphere, the United States seems incapable 
of fashioning rational policies toward its neighbors 
whether in reforming immigration statutes, fighting 
narcotraffickers, or normalizing relations with Cuba. 
And the concern over the health of the domestic 
economy—given the crises in the banking, mortgage, 
and investment sectors—often relegates foreign 
policy to the political back-burner.

Virtually every international organization created 
to improve security, including economic develop-
ment, arose either from World War II or in the early 
years of the Cold War. The UN, NATO, the World 
Bank, and other mature institutions were designed 
in, as well as for, a bygone era. Whether these aging 
organizations can be modernized, redirected, or 
supplanted presents a global challenge for the 21st 
century.

Railway workers and police examine debris of destroyed train at Madrid’s 
Atocha station, March 2004
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Despite the harshness of this assessment, the 
United States has opportunities to exploit. First, it 
can adopt global and regional instead of bilateral 
approaches to conducting foreign and defense policy. 
For example, Iraq cannot be secured without regional 
cooperation. Neither Afghanistan nor Pakistan can 
become stable unless both states tackle their common 
threats. And dealing with the nuclear weapons ambi-
tions of Iran will require other powers to be coopted 
in this process. Hence, cooperation by states, interna-
tional organizations, and nongovernmental organiza-
tions is crucial. That demands a global perspective, 
with effective outreach to regional components.

A new administration offers the opportunity to 
restore American prestige, influence, and reputation. 
Discarding past shibboleths such as the global war on 
terror and the with-us-or-against-us mentality is cru-
cial to changing the perception of the United States 
throughout the world. Developing a viable strategic 
communications plan to explain American policy 
will be vital in this effort, which is something that the 
Bush administration failed to accomplish.

It will be necessary to harness governmental assets 
as well as appropriate resources from the private sec-
tor to advance foreign and defense policy. This also 
will require incorporating allies, friends, and other 
states, as well as nongovernmental organizations. 
Unilateral action has a place, but multilateralism in 
the broadest sense must become the new watchword. 
With new leaders in many capitals of the world, 
opportunities exist to either improve or restore 
relations. There are also opportunities in the fact 
that virtually every nation has major common and 
shared interests. No state wants nuclear war, not even 
Iran. None supports ruining the environment or 
destroying the planet. Few states advocate terrorism, 
although the definition of what actually constitutes 
terror is not universally accepted. By identifying 
shared interests and building on them as a basis for 
foreign and defense policy, America should create 
new or exploit old opportunities.

The United States and its allies and friends are for-
tunate in having very capable populations. The issue 
is mobilizing them to serve. This is something that 
the military has done although the strain of constant 
deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan is taking a toll. 
The Nation must find a way to galvanize the public 
resolve and use it. People have been, are, and will be 
the most precious national asset. Too often govern-
ments only give lip service to this reality.

Before laying out a framework and strategy for 
foreign and defense policy, an assessment of the hier-

archy of challenges, choices, and priorities is crucial. 
Obviously, debate over each item is warranted, but 
some consensus can be reached over the major issues 
that will shape the future even if dealing with each 
one may spark sharply different opinions of how to 
proceed.

Four categories apply to the hierarchy of chal-
lenges, choices, and priorities. First, there are some 
issues that are common to or shared by states. A 
state is an entity with a duly constituted govern-
ment that adheres to the rule of law and has rational 
leadership, though not always defined in American 
terms. Iran and North Korea would be considered 
states. Common interests fall into this category. The 
next category contains issues common to both allies 
and friends beyond the shared interests. The third 
category includes unique issues that reflect unilateral 
preferences or dictates arising from specific laws or 
domestic constituencies. Finally, there is a category of 
issues that are important to others but that can gener-
ate indifference, ignorance, or disagreement. Parts 
of the Arab and Islamic world fall into this category, 
where a clash of values and cultures frequently arises 
over misperception or misunderstanding can lead to 
conflict. In some cases, the United States assigns little 
or no legitimacy or rationality to opposing views and 
attitudes.

It will be necessary to deal with the environment, 
climate change, population, resources, regional insta-
bility, weapons of mass destruction, radical extrem-
ism, and so forth. What is important is that most of 
these issues are linked, and the solutions to one set 
have consequences for the others that too often are 
ignored. The conclusion is that policies and solutions 
must be comprehensive. An example of comprehen-
siveness is found in the way combatant commanders 
execute their responsibilities. The Unified Com-
mand Plan established 10 geographic and functional 
commands: U.S. Northern Command (homeland 
defense), U.S. Southern Command (Latin America), 
U.S. Central Command (Greater Middle East), U.S. 
European Command (Europe, Russia, and former 
Soviet republics), U.S. Pacific Command (Asia), U.S. 
Africa Command, U.S. Joint Forces Command (trans-
formation, doctrine, training, and experimentation), 
U.S. Special Operations Command, U.S. Strategic 
Command, and U.S. Transportation Command. 

U.S. Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM) is a 
case in point. USSOUTHCOM has few warfighting 
responsibilities, although it is waging the so-called 
war on drugs. Its major task is preventing conflicts 
and crises before they erupt. But because prevention 
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cuts across many agencies of government and the 
military tool is insufficient alone, USSOUTHCOM 
has reorganized to reflect interagency staffing in which 
the Departments of State, Justice, and Commerce and 
the Drug Enforcement Administration bring more 
relevant expertise and resources for dealing with the 
issues than does the Department of Defense.

Another example of the comprehensive approach 
can be found in NATO and its failure so far to 
engage in Afghanistan for reasons that go beyond 
the jurisdiction or mandate of the Alliance. NATO 
is basically in charge of the security sector, aiding 
and assisting the Afghan government in dealing with 
insurgency. But the country will only succeed with a 
functioning and legitimate government that provides 
basic services such as law and order, enfranchise-
ment, employment, education, electricity, and water 
while tackling rampant corruption, crime, and the 
drug trade. A comprehensive plan to embrace these 
issues with clear responsibilities assigned and the 
means to establish accountability is essential. That 
has not happened and is a crucial reason why after 
nearly 7 years of conflict, Afghanistan has been un-
able to achieve internal stability.

The construct of peace, prosperity, and partner-
ship seeks to achieve peace, which is defined as an 
absence of violence and the presence of stability, and 
prosperity, which means enhancing standards of liv-
ing, through global, regional, and bilateral partner-
ships. With the proliferation of nongovernmental 
organizations, alliances, and other forms of interna-
tional cooperation, great utility and promise rest in 
exploiting, integrating, and putting to better use an 
appropriate mix of these organizations committed to 
enhancing the goals of peace and prosperity.

While the United States once regarded itself as 
the sole superpower and drew on its power to lead 
the free world, it is time to abandon that position. 
Instead, because of its strength, America might 
become the great facilitator and enabler in forging 
new relationships even in areas where it may not be 
directly engaged or involved. Three examples dem-
onstrate how this can and should be done: the NATO 
Alliance, maritime partnerships, and West Africa.

Politically, NATO is foundering. Of its 28 mem-
bers, a majority opposes U.S. engagement in Iraq, 
fears that Washington might attack Iran, and is 
divided over Afghanistan. Strategically and structur-
ally, NATO faces two dilemmas. The first involves 
the heart of the Alliance, Article V, which regards an 
attack against one as an attack against all members. 
Understood in the days of the Cold War as a military 

strike by the Soviet Union into Europe, it is unclear 
what an attack would constitute today. On Septem-
ber 12, 2001, NATO invoked Article V for the first 
time after attacks on the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon. But after Estonia was hit by a cyber attack 
that disrupted much of its electronics sector, no such 
invocation occurred. Even had it been clear that the 
perpetrator was a state, it is uncertain whether it was 
covered under Article V. The other dilemma involves 
Russia in the wake of the expansion of the Alliance 
after the Cold War. The establishment of the NATO-
Russia Council was merely a palliative. Moscow’s 
rising influence in an oil-hungry global community 
is unmistakable, as is its willingness to flex its muscle 
to the detriment of some NATO Allies. Russia is 
something the Alliance cannot defer indefinitely.

NATO’s 60th anniversary in 2009 offers a great 
opportunity to interact with other security orga-
nizations, an activity that the United States can 
facilitate. It has begun outreach in the Middle East, 
Mediterranean, Australia, and Japan. The Shanghai 
Cooperative Organization, which consists of China, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan, with India, Pakistan, and Iran as observ-
ers, is an ideal objective. It would give the Alliance 
global reach through the exchange of observers and 
information, multinational contingency planning, 
and even joint military exercises.

Another example is maritime partnerships, which 
involve the U.S. Navy in a voluntary system of ex-
changing information at sea that could be expanded 
to coordinated operations from countering piracy 
to rescue and humanitarian missions. States can 
participate as much or little as they wish. But the net 
result would be a maritime security system that can 
be applied to a variety of tasks.

Finally, there is the Gulf of Guinea initiative in 
West Africa that was conceived by U.S. European 
Command and now is being conducted under the 
auspices of U.S. Africa Command. It assists local 
states in building a maritime regime to secure the 
energy infrastructure, including protection of the 
sealanes, with indigenous resources to provide both 
surveillance and at-sea capability.

The United States desperately needs a new national 
security strategy. Peace, prosperity, and partnership 
are the keystones of such a strategy: the global and 
regional appreciation of security, multilateral rather 
than bilateral preferences, and genuine humility in 
conducting security affairs. The challenges that the 
Nation faces are enormous, but the opportunities are 
extraordinary. gsa
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Iranian President’s Office). Bottom row, left to right: Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff with Colombian chief of defense 
in Bogota (U.S. Air Force/Adam M. Stump); Soldier provides 
security during reconnaissance mission in Afghanistan (U.S. 
Army/Adam Mancini); leaders of Luxembourg, Germany, 
France, and Great Britain discuss economic crisis during Paris 
summit.

inside front cover (top to bottom): USS Iwo Jima Expeditionary 
Strike Group vessels transit Atlantic Ocean (U.S. Navy/Katrina 
Parker); Northern Ireland police officer covers British security 
forces searching for Irish Republican Army gunmen who killed 
two British soldiers (AP Wide World Photo/Peter Morison); 
children in Darfur carry water while awaiting resettlement by 
United Nations Mission in Sudan (UN/Tim McKulka); and U.S. 
Navy Sailors provide security at Khawr Al Amaya Oil Terminal, 
Persian Gulf (U.S. Navy/Kirk Worley).

At the official release, the full contents of Global Strategic 
Assessment 2009: America’s Security Role in a Changing 
World will be available on the Institute for National Strategic 
Studies Web site:  
www.ndu.edu/inss/index.cfm.

In addition to the complete document (in PDF, Word, and HTML 
versions), the Global Strategic Assessment site will provide—
on an ongoing basis—additional resources cited by authors, 
interviews with key contributors, and numerous supporting 
links to related strategic knowledge areas. Video segments of 
the April 2009 Symposium also will be featured.
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“A historic economic downturn has put at stake the prosperity that underpins our strength while putting 

at risk the stability of governments and survival of people around the world. We’re threatened by the 

spread of the world’s deadliest weapons, by emerging cyber threats, and by a dependence on foreign oil 

that endangers our security and our planet. Poverty, disease, the persistence of conflict and genocide in 

the 21st century challenge our international alliances, partnerships and institutions and must call on all 

of us to reexamine our assumptions. These are the battlefields of the 21st century. These are the threats 

we now face. And in these struggles, the United States of America must succeed and we will succeed. 

We also know that the old approaches won’t meet the challenges of our time. Threats now move freely 

across borders and the ability to do great harm lies in the hands of individuals as well as nations. No 

technology, no matter how smart, can stop the spread of nuclear weapons. No army, no matter how 

strong, can eliminate every adversary. No weapon, no matter how powerful, can erase the hatred that lies 

in someone’s heart.”

  —President Barack Obama
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Department of Defense – Department of State

A r e A S  o f  r e S p o n S i b i l i t y

Every 2 years the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is required by law to review the missions, responsibilities, 
and geographical boundaries of each combatant command in the U.S. military and recommend to the President, 
through the Secretary of Defense, any changes that may be necessary. The review process includes combatant 
commanders, Service chiefs, and Department of Defense (DOD) leadership.

DOD Unified Command Plan 2008 is a key strategic document that established the missions, responsibilities, and 
geographic areas of responsibility (AOR) for commanders of combatant commands. It was signed December 17, 
2008, by President George W. Bush.

The mission of the State Department Regional Bureaus is to implement U.S. foreign policy and diplomatic 
relations and to manage and promote U.S. interests in their respective regions.

Each DOD geographic command’s area encompasses all areas within designated borders. State Department 
Regional Bureau areas of responsibility include land areas within DOD AORs and overlap multiple DOD AORs. 
See color key:

U.S. Northern Command (USNORTHCOM)

U.S. Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM)

U.S. European Command (USEUCOM)

U.S. Africa Command (USAFRICOM)

U.S. Central Command (USCENTCOM)

U.S. Pacific Command (USPACOM)

Department of Defense Geographic Commands

Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs

Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs

Bureau of African Affairs

Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs

Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs

Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs

Department of State Regional Bureaus
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Europe
Albania, Austria, Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Czech Republic, Denmark, Faroe Islands, Finland, France, Germany, 
Gibraltar, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Mace-
donia, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Serbia 
and Montenegro, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, 
United Kingdom 

Eurasia
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, 
Uzbekistan 

Middle East
Bahrain, Cyprus, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, United Arab Emirates, Yemen  

Africa
Algeria, Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, 
Cape Verde, Central African Republic, Chad, Comoros, Congo (Brazza-
ville), Congo (Kinshasa), Cote d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Egypt, Equatorial Guin-
ea, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gabon, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, 
Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Libya, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, 
Mauritius, Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Reunion, 
Rwanda, Saint Helena, Sao Tome and Principe, Senegal, Seychelles, Sierra 
Leone, Somalia, South Africa, Sudan, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Tunisia, 
Uganda, Western Sahara, Zambia, Zimbabwe

Asia and Oceania
Afghanistan, American Samoa, Australia, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Brunei, 
Burma, Cambodia, China, Cook Islands, East Timor, Fiji, French Poly-
nesia, Guam, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Japan, Kiribati, North Korea, 
South Korea, Laos, Macau, Malaysia, Maldives, Mongolia, Nauru, Nepal, 
New Caledonia, New Zealand, Niue, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea, Phil-
ippines, Samoa, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Sri Lanka, Taiwan, Thailand, 
Tonga, U.S. Pacific Islands, Vanuatu, Vietnam, Wake Island

National Nuclear Security Administration 
Responsible for the management and security of the nation’s nuclear 
weapons, nuclear nonproliferation, and naval reactor programs.  It also 
responds to nuclear and radiological emergencies in the United States 
and abroad. It has 3 offices with regional international responsibilities: 

4Office of North and South American Threat Reduction
4Office of European and African Threat Reduction
4Office of Former Soviet Union and Asian Threat Reduction

EnvironmEntal ProtEction agEncy

Office of Regional and Bilateral Affairs: A division of 
the Office of International Affairs, provides policy and 

programmatic expertise for matters of environmental and geopolitical 
importance to the United States in other countries, with a special empha-
sis on priority countries and regions. It is the Agency’s primary point of 
contact with government officials and environmental experts in priority 
countries and regions in the following geographic groups: 

4North America
4Latin America
4Asia-Pacific
4Eurasia, Africa and the Middle East

DEPartmEnt of HEaltH anD Human  
SErvicES

Office of Global Health Affairs: Represents the Depart-
ment to other governments, other Federal Departments 

and agencies, international organizations, and the private sector on inter-
national and refugee health issues. It is divided into the following regions:

4African Affairs
4Americas
4Asia and the Pacific
4Europe and Eurasia
4Middle East Affairs

Centers for Disease Control
Division of Global Public Health Capacity Development (DGPHCD) works 
to improve the health of the people of the United States and other nations 
by partnering with national and international organizations and foreign 
governments to build strong, transparent, sustained public health systems.

DEPartmEnt of tHE trEaSury 

Office of International Affairs: advises and assists in the 
formulation and execution of U.S. international policy. 

This includes the development of policies and guidance of the Depart-
ment’s activities in the areas of international monetary affairs, trade and 
investment policy, international debt strategy, and U.S. participation in 
international financial institutions. The Under Secretary coordinates 
U.S. economic policies with the finance ministers of other G-7 industrial 
nations and prepares the President for annual economic summits. The 
following offices are included:

4Asia (East Asia, South and Southeast Asia)
4Europe, Eurasia, and the Western Hemisphere
4Middle East and Africa

u.S. DEPartmEnt of StatE

Countries separated into 6 Regional Bureaus:

Bureau of African Affairs
Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Cape 
Verde, Central African Republic, Chad, Comoros, Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Republic of Congo, Cote d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Equatorial Guinea, 
Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gabon, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, 
Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mau-
ritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sao Tome and 
Principe, Senegal, Seychelles, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South Africa, Sudan, 
Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe

Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs
Australia, Brunei, Burma, Cambodia, China, East Timor, Fiji, Indonesia, 
Japan, Kiribati, Laos, Malaysia, Marshall Islands, Micronesia, Mongolia, 
Nauru, New Zealand, North Korea, Palau, Papua New Guinea, Philip-
pines, Samoa, Singapore, Solomon Islands, South Korea, Taiwan, Thai-
land, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, Vietnam

Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs
Albania, Andorra, Armenia, Austria, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Belgium, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Estonia, European Union, Finland, France, Georgia, Germany, 
Greece, Holy See, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Kosovo, Latvia, Liech-
tenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Macedonia, Malta, Moldova, Monaco, 
Montenegro, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, 
San Marino, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Tur-
key, Ukraine, United Kingdom

Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs
Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Libya, Morocco, Oman, Palestinian Territories, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, Yemen

Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, 
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbeki-
stan
Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs
Antigua and Barbuda, Argentina, Aruba, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, 
Bermuda, Bolivia, Brazil, Canada, Cayman Islands, Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, 
Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Nether-
lands Antilles, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. 
Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Uruguay, Venezuela

unitED StatES agEncy for intErnational  
DEvEloPmEnt

Through its economic assistance programs, the Agency plays an active 
and critical role in the promotion of U.S. foreign policy interests. The 
investment this agency makes in developing countries has long-term ben-
efits for America and the American people. Development now takes its 
place alongside defense and diplomacy as the three essential components 
of American foreign policy. 

The Agency provides assistance in four regions of the world:

Sub-Saharan Africa
Angola, Benin, Burundi, Djibouti, Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethio-
pia, Eritrea, Ghana, Guinea, Kenya, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, 
Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Somalia, 
South Africa, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe

Asia
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Burma, Cambodia, China, India, Indonesia, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan, Papua New 
Guinea, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Tajikistan, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Turk-
menistan, Uzbekistan, Vietnam

Europe and Eurasia
Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, 
Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Ireland/
Northern Ireland (UK), Kosovo, Latvia, Lithuania, Republic of Macedo-
nia, Moldova, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, 
Slovenia, Turkey, Ukraine

Latin America and the Caribbean
Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salva-
dor, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Panama, Paraguay

Middle East
Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, West Bank/Gaza, Yemen

cEntral intElligEncE agEncy

The CIA is an independent agency responsible for provid-
ing national security intelligence to senior U.S. policy-

makers. The agency is separated into four basic components: the National 
Clandestine Service, the Directorate of Intelligence, the Directorate of 
Science and Technology, and the Directorate of Support. 
The Directorate of Intelligence includes 4 offices that concentrate on 
regional political and economic issues:

4Office of Near Eastern and South Asian Analysis provides analytic 
insights on critical issues in the Near East and South Asia region that 
frame opportunities and identify risks for U.S. policymakers. 

4Office of Asian Pacific, Latin American, and African Analysis studies 
the political, economic, leadership, societal, and military developments in 
Asia, Latin America, and Sub-Saharan Africa.
4Office of Russian and European Analysis provides intelligence 

support on a large number of countries that have long been of crucial 
importance to the United States as allies or as adversaries and are likely to 
continue to occupy a key place in U.S. national security policy. 
4Office of Iraq Analysis provides multidisciplinary intelligence analy-

sis on Iraq to U.S. policymakers. 

DEPartmEnt of EnErgy

Office of Policy and International Affairs: primary re-
sponsibility for the Department of Energy’s international 

energy activities includes international emergency management, national 
security, and international cooperation in science and technology. Its 
regions are listed  below:

4Office of Russian and Eurasian Affairs: Designs, develops, coordi-
nates, and implements U.S. foreign energy policy to 19 countries span-
ning Russia, Europe, the Caucasus, and Central Asia. 
4Office of African and Middle Eastern Affairs: Regional responsibili-

ties covering Africa and the Middle East and functional responsibilities 
for monitoring and analyzing world oil and gas markets. It manages the 
Department’s bilateral and multilateral engagement with African and 
Middle Eastern countries. 
4Office of European and Asian Affairs: The focal point within the 

Department for development, coordination, and implementation of U.S. 
energy policy objectives, both bilaterally with the countries of Europe and 
Asia and multilaterally through the International Energy Agency, the Asia 
Pacific Economic Cooperation forum, and other regional organizations. 
4Office of American Affairs: Serves as the focal point within the De-

partment for developing strategies to foster energy investment and trade 
that will improve energy security, strengthen economic competitiveness, 
enhance environmentally sensitive energy development, and encourage 
energy diversity initiatives in the Western Hemisphere.
4Energy Information Administration: The independent statistical 

agency within the U.S. Department of Energy. Its mission is to provide 
policy-independent data, forecasts, and analyses to promote sound policy 
making, efficient markets, and public understanding regarding energy 
and its interaction with the economy and the environment. Following is 
the list of countries arranged by region for statistics:

North America
Bermuda, Canada, Greenland, Mexico, Saint Pierre and Miquelon, 
United States

Central and South America
Antarctica, Antigua and Barbuda, Argentina, Aruba, The Bahamas, 
Barbados, Belize, Bolivia, Brazil, Cayman Islands, Chile, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominica, Ecuador, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, 
Falkland Islands, French Guiana, Grenada, Guadeloupe, Guatemala, 
Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Martinique, Montserrat, Netherlands, 
Antilles, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Puerto Rico, St. Kitts and 
Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent/Grenadines, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Turks and Caicos Islands, Uruguay, Venezuela, U.S. Virgin Islands, British 
Virgin Islands

DEPartmEnt of DEfEnSE

Geographic Combatant Commands:

U.S. Africa Command
Algeria, Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Bu-
rundi, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Central African Repub-
lic, Chad, Comoros, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Djibouti, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, 

Ethiopia, Gabon, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, Le-
sotho, Liberia, Libya, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, 
Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, São Tomé and 
Príncipe, Senegal, Seychelles, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South Africa, Sudan, 
Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, Tunisia, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe

U.S. Central Command
Afghanistan, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kazakh-
stan, Kuwait, Kyrgyzstan, Lebanon, Oman, Pakistan, Qa-
tar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, United 
Arab Emirates, Uzbekistan, Yemen

U.S. European Command
Albania, Andorra, Armenia, Austria, Azerbaijan, Belarus, 
Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cy-
prus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Georgia, Germany, Greece, Greenland, Hungary, Iceland, 

Ireland, Israel, Italy, Kosovo, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxem-
bourg, Macedonia, Malta, Moldova, Monaco, Montenegro, Netherlands, 
Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, Ukraine, United Kingdom

Areas of Interest 
Kazakhstan – Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan

U.S. Northern Command
Canada, Mexico, United States

U.S. Southern Command
Antigua and Barbuda, Argentina, Barbados, Belize, 
Bolivia, Brazil, Cayman Islands, Chile, Colombia, Costa 
Rica, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El 
Salvador, French Guiana, Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, 
Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, 
Peru, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines, Suriname, Trinidad and Tobago, Uruguay, 
Venezuela

U.S. Pacific Command
Australia, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Brunei, Burma, Cambo-
dia, China, Fiji, India, Indonesia, Japan, Kiribati, Laos, 
Malaysia, Maldives, Marshall Islands, Micronesia, Mon-
golia, Nauru, Nepal, New Zealand, North Korea, Palau, 

Papua New Guinea, Philippines, Samoa, Singapore, Solomon Islands, 
South Korea, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, 
Vietnam
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