US FOREIGN AND SECURITY POLICIES 

AFTER THE MID-TERM ELECTIONS: 

A VIEW FROM RUSSIA
   Paper presented by VITALY NAUMKIN at the 21st Asia Pacific Roundtable

Kuala Lumpur, 4-8 June 2007 

Many analysts are sure that the Republican defeat in the mid-term elections of November 7, 2006 led to noticeable changes in the foreign and security policies of the George W. Bush administration. Is that really the case?

In fact, the changes started even before November 2006. Back in early 2005 Washington acceded to the talks between the EC and Iran on Tehran’s cessation of uranium enrichment and plutonium extraction from spent nuclear fuel in return for trade concessions and the provision of light-water reactors. In early 2006 the USA began to study the question of enhancing the political constituent of its strategy in Iraq. (With this aim in view, on March 16, 2006 a commission of US Congress to study the situation in Iraq was set up, co-chaired by a Republican - the former US Secretary of State James Baker and a Democrat - director of the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars Lee Hamilton). In 2003-2004 the administration began to pay more attention to the issue of human right, there has been more emphasis on bolstering up the shaken trans-Atlantic partnership (especially since the June 2004 NATO summit in Istanbul). These changes looked as a response to criticisms on the Democrats’ part. The war in Iraq loomed large in these critiques.

Democrats’ criticisms of the American operation in Iraq runs back to the time when the George Bush administration was still planning it. But in 2006 the content of the critique changed and, as far as one can see, it ran in the following principal directions: 1) US troops have become involved in intercommunal skirmishes inside Iraq; 2) the military command does not assign clearcut strategic tasks to the troops; 3) the administration lacks a plan of peaceful settlement of the conflict in the country. As is known, in the summer-fall of 2006 Democrats worked out a plan of “honorable withdrawal” which provides for: 1) the setting of a definite schedule for troop withdrawal; 2) the transfer of all security functions to the Iraqi government; 3) the strengthening of all military and police forces of Iraq. This has to ensure the return home of American military servicemen and the consolidation of an Iraqi regime stable and at the very least friendly to the United States. 

In response, Republicans recalled the sad experience of the Vietnam War when the hasty withdrawal of US troops, as asserted by some of them, led to the fall of Saigon and the imposition of Communist domination in the whole of Vietnam. 

Manifest differences, albeit not so bitter, exist on the problem of non-proliferation. In 2003-2005 Democrats and strategic analysts close to them reproached the administration with not giving enough consideration to the main threats in this domain, namely the North Korean nuclear program, the possibility of Pakistan’s nuclear facilities being taken over by radical Islamists and tribes outside government control and the activity of international suppliers of fissile materials. However, on the Iranian question the differences concerned tactics and not evaluations of principle. Democrats are exhibiting a tendency to view Iran as only a part of the more global and general problem of proliferation.

In 2006 Democrats also criticized the administration: a) for putting insufficient pressure on Russia and China which presumably supply nuclear technologies to Iran and North Korea respectively; b) for an agreement with India, made on March 2, 2006, on the peaceful uses of nuclear energy, which signifies an illegitimate recognition of the nuclear status of that country and thus serves to undermine the NPT. Key attention was proposed to be paid to strengthening the international non-proliferation regimes and preventing forbidden technologies from reaching the world market. However, the administration so far continues to see the key to the solution of the problem in forcing Iran to dismantle its uranium enrichment program. Although it is customary to suppose that the USA is unable to mount another armed operation in the Middle East, theoretically the administration does not rule out the use of force for this purpose. It should be noted that the Democrats likewise do not rule out the military option.

Let us note in passing that the weight of the force component in the foreign-policy strategy of the present administration has in no way become lesser. This is evidenced, among other things, by the decision of President George Bush, taken on January 9, 2007, to dispatch additional military contingents to Iraq, by increased spending on this war, and by delivering missile and bombing strikes against the positions of Islamic extremists in Somalia on January 12, 2007. To put it differently, although after the mid-term elections the administration manifested a greater interest towards soft power mechanisms, they merely supplement the main strategy in which the use of military power, as before, seems to play the foremost role.
There is no need to repeat the well-known assessments by the overwhelming majority of analysts of the situation in Iraq as one extremely dangerous and far from stabilization. It would be surprising if Democrats in the context of electoral struggles and a gradual loss of the population’s confidence in the administration’s policies did not snatch an opportunity of intensifying their criticism of the latter. Let us remind the reader of some facts pertaining to this situation.

1. We are still unaware of the American plans of settling the situation in the country.

2. The Sunni-Shia strife is continuing and even growing.

3. The Sunnis continue to feel discriminated.

4. Iran wields a tremendous influence on the situation and may stand to gain in the event of American withdrawal.

5. The country lacks elementary security conditions.

6. Especially acute is the problem of refugees (two million in Syria and Jordan) and displaced people (not less than two million, and possibly more).

7. There is a severe deterioration of education, medical and communal services. 

8.  Government armed units are themselves taking part in sectarian violence.

9. Terrorist activity goes unabated.

In analyzing the current state of divisions between the George Bush administration and Congress, one should note the ongoing relevance of the issue of continuing the war in Iraq. The fact that the Democrats are insisting on legislative definition of the date of withdrawal from Iraq, deeming it to be the necessary condition for the additional financing of the prosecution of military operations in that country, and have twice endeavored to pass the corresponding bill, while President Bush has vetoed it, believing that this will only give a free hand to the extremists, testifies to the serious nature of the disagreements. However, it is not quite clear if a Democratic president, if elected, will seek a complete withdrawal from Iraq or it the will rather be a question of redeploying the troops, cutting their strength, leading them out of the zone of contact with the adversary to the territory of the military bases from where they will be able to make raids.

An idea voiced by certain politicians of Muslim states – to replace the US-British contingent in Iraq with that formed by a number of  OIC member-states is hardly feasible. I thing the Iraqis will not want to substitute one occupation for another. Besides, any Muslim contingents will be suspected of bias and of being able to fan intersectarian hostilities still more, preventing a national consolidation.

Among the points at issue between Democrats and Republicans is the deployment of components of the AMD system in the countries of Eastern Europe. On May 3, 2007 the Strategic Forces Subcommittee of the US House of Representatives’ Armed Services Committee turned down the White House request to earmark $160 million to deploy ten launcher systems of anti-missile interceptors in Poland. Democrats in the US House of Representatives declared the Bush decision on the deployment of elements of AMD systems in Poland and the Chech Republic to be a technically vulnerable project. Democrats believe this project to present a grave threat for future relations between Moscow and Washington.

Democrats’ attempts to impeach a number of persons in the George Bush administration for their failures in foreign-policy strategy fall within the same category. Let us remind the reader that on April 26, 2006 a package of documents was submitted to US Congress for starting the procedure of impeachment of US Vice-President Dick Cheney initiated by Representative Dennis Kucinich (D-Ohio). Significantly, this too was associated with the Iraqi subject – an accusation of misinterpreting the country’s top leadership. In parallel, the Democrats stepped up the discussions over the case, started back in 2003, on the leak of natural uranium from Niger. Chief of Staff for the US Vice-President Lewis Libby who had organized the leak of information that the spouse of US ambassador was a CIA agent, was sentenced to 30 years in jail and a fine of $1 million in March 2007.

The serious nature of the differences is also attested to by attempts to accuse the George Bush administration of incorrect strategy of combating international terrorism. On February 4, 2006, the 9/11 Commission to investigate the circumstances of the tragedy of September 11, 2001 charged the Bush administration with not observing its recommendations on the country’s defense against terrorism. Commission members said that the reforms of Director of National Intelligence John Negroponte were limited to the enlargement of staff. The report indicated that 16 various intelligence departments still have not shared information on the results of investigations after the 9/11 events.

On February 8, 2007 the Senate of US Congress approved the appointment of Vice Admiral (retired) Michael McConnell to the post of Director of National Intelligence. On April 12, 2007 George Bush signed a decree to enhance his powers. This also drew criticism on the part of the democratic Congress, which charges Republicans with trying to install a regime of “imperial presidency.”
Even in Afghanistan where the military operation bears a collective character and was supported by the greater part of governments of the world, the situation is far from stable. Despite the positive result gained at the initial stage of reconstruction (particularly before the start of the military operation in Iraq), it is constantly devaluated by the present trend of events, which, among other things, is characterized by the following:

1. The Karzai government does not enjoy support in the country, nor does it control the situation in the regions.

2. The fact that “democratic free elections” were held in the country, which were won by manifestly unpopular government forces, discredits the democratic institutions.

3. The Taliban movement is again growing in strength and, according to some reports, already controlling more than half of the country’s territory.

4. The number of victims among the civilian population during hostilities is skyrocketing.

5. Taking part in the fighting against government forces are not only members of clans in sympathy with the Taliban, but also people coming from various strata of the population and feeling strong anger particularly on account of civilian victims.

6. Drug production and trafficking continues to grow, while the Taliban movement, which during its period in power had taken serious steps to eliminate drug business, now relies on it as the main source of its financing.

7. Iran has sharply increased its influence on the western regions of Afghanistan.

8. Despite the enormous funds for the recovery of Afghanistan allocated by the West, first and foremost by the United States, efforts to work out a mechanism of their use have not been so far successful.

9. It has not become possible to normalize relations between Afghanistan and Pakistan.

10. The refugee problem (more than 2.5 million in Iran) is acute as before.

The emerging hopeful prospects are complicated by the US preoccupation in the solution of the Iraqi problem, the crisis over the nuclear problem of Iran, the continued Sunni-Shia antagonism in the Islamic world and particularly the lack of solution to the Middle Eastern settlement. One may say that a limited success can be achieved by the Greater Central Asia strategy that envisages the use of possibilities of former Soviet Central Asian republics in the socio-economic development of Afghanistan.

Iran’s key significance in the US fight against proliferation cannot be viewed out of the context of Israel. And on this question there are virtually no differences between Republicans and Democrats. According to a British scholar, M. Leonard, Israel is regarded by both groups as a democratic country in a sea of obscurantism and autocracy but, by contrast, “many Europeans see Israel as militaristic, unilateral, and obsessed with killing terrorists, rather that tackling the causes of terror.”
 

Of course, it can be asserted that the outcome of the mid-term elections have compelled the administration to adjust its strategy. There is greater willingness to tap the resource of international institutions, to consult partners. Especially significant in this respect has been the change in attitude towards dialogue with Iran and Syria. More specifically, in May 2007 an understanding was reached on American-Iranian negotiations on Iraq in Baghdad. The US took the initiative of convening a number of international conferences. The advancement by Condoleeza Rice on January 12 of an idea of a conference on Iraq with the participation of the adjoining states, including Iran and Syria, was an important step in that direction. However, the meetings that have been held have not led to a breakthrough in the situation. 

A visit to Syria in early April 2007 of a group of legislators headed by the new speaker of the Congress House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi was to a certain extent a challenge to the Republican administration.

Clearly under the impact of public opinion and the Democratic victory, the attention of the US administration to the issue of human rights increased. A creation of a special Foundation for the Protection of the Human Rights was announced, NGOs increasingly began to be used in foreign policy for exerting pressure upon the respective governments. In Southeast Asia the US administration decided to draw attention to the human rights agenda in negotiations with the governments of Thailand, the Philippines, Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam. It was likewise decided to emphasize this aspect in contacts with China. In Europe and Eurasia the administration started to lend greater support to human rights NGOs and assist the reforms of electoral systems and in the Middle East to promote pluralism and emancipation of women. The system of “containment and engagement of China” is fully in tune with the adaptation of foreign-policy strategy under the influence of the Democrats’ success. But the borrowing of certain elements of the Democrats’ conceptions nonetheless does not deprive the Republicans of their own identity, which is extremely important for the steady binarity of the American political system.

Since the USA sees China through the prism of the Cold War, the main objective here is to guard against China’s becoming a “hostile competitor.” A “hedging strategy” in the realm of this objective looks common to both Republicans and Democrats. I can once more  agree with Leonard’s assumption that in US politics “China developed into an all purpose villain eliciting opposition from foreign policy hawks (over military spending), labour unions (over jobs), the religious right (over repression on Christianity), and human rights activists (over the lack of democratic freedom). There is a widespread view in the US that China – like the Soviet Union – will only understand the language of force.”
 

    I believe that the Republicans and Democrats share a common strategy of prioritizing the promotion of democracy, human rights, and regime change. Hillary Clinton and John McCain both favor assertive democracy promotion. European analysts believe that the US – either under Democrats or Republicans – will favor measures designed to contain China’s rise (in Leonard’s words, “building up relations with Australia, India and Japan; opening military bases in East Asia; attempting to hinder China’s access to technology and strategic resources; and developing naval strategies to assert control of the Malacca straits”), rather than promoting regional integration that Europeans consider more appropriate. But it looks like European views will continue to lose their weight as a factor of shaping the US foreign policy strategy given – in accordance with the prevailing view in the US – Europe’s marginalization in global affairs.

     In the global battle for influence, the US “uses NGOs and covert action to reach out to citizens in countries with unsavoury regimes.”
 

The differences of opinion between Republicans and Democrats reviewed in the paper reflect very serious rifts between them on questions of foreign and security policies. Under certain conditions they are doubtless able to undermine the capacity of the world superpower for decision-making. But conceptual differences have always existed between the two US political parties – one traditionally insists on the priority of US national interests, the other on their consistent defense in the context of development of global civic society and the promotion of democracy. However, it is hard to say to what extent these differences may prompt a crisis in US foreign-policy strategy. For all the inter-party divisions in the USA, a bipartisan consensus normally exists there on the key questions of foreign policy. Debates on specific problems focus only on the means of attaining foreign-policy goals. But, as most American, European and Russian analysts believe, such a mechanism serves not as a source of crises but as a resource of US foreign-policy strategy.
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