Abstract:
This paper will examine the optimal strategy of the United States in South and Southeast Asia and Oceania. The nature of US interests in this area will be treated first, followed by a discussion of particular security and economic development policies. Successful implementation of these policies will engender political stability, as economic and security issues are foremost among the concerns of citizens, and it is through addressing these concerns that governments derive their legitimacy.   
Introduction
South and Southeast Asia and Oceania is a vast region comprised of a wide range of countries. United States policy should therefore be tailored to specific national and regional contexts. The US should pursue a long term goal of promoting the development of politically stable nations invested in maintaining a peaceful international community. With this in mind, the United States should pursue short term policies that promote regional security and economic development.
The US has not had consistent success in directly addressing political issues in the region.   Direct political pressure and the application of hard power has proven inefficient and can feed into the perception that the US is an aggressive power prone to unilateral action.  Pressure on Myanmar has been ineffective due the reluctance of ASEAN to apply penalize member states for domestic policies.  

The US has security and economic development interests in promoting political stability in South and South East Asia and Oceania.  First, the lack of regional security can destabilize governments.  Secondly, economic development depends on political stability. Investors and entrepreneurs rely on state and legal systems that protect the rights necessary for investment.  Multinational corporations will be reluctant to invest in countries in which property rights, intellectual property rights, and the security of employees are not adequately protected.  Therefore, we suggest that the US take a more indirect approach towards securing political stability in South East Asia.  
The fact that ASEAN has been reluctant to publicly criticize the internal political affairs of member states does not mean that individual ASEAN members lack influence. Softer dialogue is the preferred mode of diplomacy for many South East Asian countries.   We suggest that the United States recognize the potential for indirect political intervention through these ASEAN member countries.  Applying pressure in order to encourage influential ASEAN member states to take more proactive roles in the politics of their fellow member states will serve US interests.  Such an approach will allow the United States to continue the stabilization of the region without undermining ASEAN’s regional authority or supporting the notion that the US is a unilateral actor. 
The security situation in South and South East Asia and Oceania has far reaching implications for regional and global security. One of the most significant areas of concern for US security interests is Afghanistan. The dramatic increase in suicide bombings since 2005 is in part due to the rise in cross-border insurgency. An increase in poppy cultivation has fueled the Taliban, which relies heavily on drug trafficking in funding its operations. This creates a safe haven for terrorists, creating instability in the region.  The US, in collaboration with the international community, must address the problem by pressing other NATO members not only to commit more troops, but also to ensure that those troops have a mandate to take real action in combating the Taliban in Afghanistan. Reconstruction efforts must address the basic concerns of Afghan citizens to prevent them from turning to the Taliban to fulfill basic human needs. Finally, it is imperative that infrastructure be developed in order to facilitate economic development.  
The US must exert more pressure on the Pakistani government to deny sanctuary for the leaders of the Taliban. The current poppy eradication campaign has proved ineffective. A new strategy needs to be implemented to provide poor farmers with a legitimate alternative source of livelihood. There should be an effective mechanism for sharing intelligence between the US and Afghanistan in order to minimize collateral damage and thereby prevent resentment against international forces.


Developments in South Asia merit a high degree of attention from US policymakers.  The unresolved border dispute between Pakistan and India, both of which have nuclear arsenals, is a potential flashpoint for conflict in the sub-continent.  President Musharraf’s government is a crucial ally in the war on terror, but it presently finds itself threatened by elements of radical Islam. Moreover, it is increasingly being accused of ignoring the constitution of Pakistan in order to retain power.  Given the importance of India and Pakistan to American interests, US policy should strive to reduce the potential for conflict between the two countries as well as permanently resolve existing bilateral issues.  In particular, American efforts should address the nuclear threat in the subcontinent and encourage constructive dialogue between India and Pakistan on the Kashmir dispute.  The long term goal of this dialogue should be the drafting of a bilateral treaty between India and Pakistan. The US should also aim to encourage stability in Pakistan.  In the short term, this requires continued support for Musharraf’s moderate military rule.  Yet, American policy-makers must push Musharraf to share power and allow civil society to occupy a meaningful position in Pakistan.

Security concerns in Southeast Asia are better approached on a state-by-state basis than by a general regional policy. The main goals for the US in this area are 1) to maintain and support relationships with nations that have a record of success in development and 2) to promote the US national security interests in less stable countries by means of non-military action.  Intelligence sharing and military cooperation will strengthen ties between the US and regional governments.  Further, focusing economic aid on humanitarian efforts and educational programs will improve perceptions of the US in the region. 
Economic development in the region is of interest to the US because of the potential of South and Southeast Asian nations as partners in trade and investment.  Stable economies are conducive to the political stability and security of the region. Of the many policy tools available, we suggest that the US increase its focus on engaging multinational actors and empowering local non-governmental organizations (NGOs).


A multilateral stance is more effective than a bilateral approach between US and individual countries.  It is more beneficial for the US to adopt a multilateral approach because its resources are taxed by commitments in the Middle East and elsewhere in the world. The position of the US is further exacerbated by a significant budget deficit and foreign debt. Working through multilateral organizations allows the US to win the trust of the regional community by exhibiting its intent to work multilaterally. 

This could materialize in the form of greater US support and participation in regional organizations such as APEC, ASEAN and SAARC.  Furthermore, the US could leverage its resources to help developing nations in the region take a more active role in international organizations like the WTO, IMF, OIC (Organization of Islamic Countries) and UN.  The US should demonstrate its commitment to these organizations by sending senior level State Department personnel to organizational summits.


Grants and aid can be used to promote involvement of the non-governmental organizations and individuals. The United States can furnish valuable management advice in addition to funding.  This strategy establishes a direct link to the local population without the interference of the federal government, corruption and bureaucracy.  Opportunity should not be coterminous with social status, and this strategy will bring about a decrease in social stratification. It will also have the ancillary benefit of striking at the very roots of terrorism.  However, this should be carried out judiciously so as not to undermine the legitimacy of the ruling government.


Funding should be channeled to the poor through social entrepreneurship projects and venture capital.  Examples include micro-financing start-ups, such as the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh and the Minority Business Entrepreneurship (MBE) project, which brings internet access to the doorsteps of citizens who would otherwise lack access.
Conclusion


The United States should not pursue a drastic change in its policy toward South and Southeast Asia and Oceania. Rather, it should be cognizant and supportive of the successful developments in the private and philanthropic sector in this region. Efforts to bring relief and development should engage local constituencies and organizations. US diplomacy should be grounded in multilateralism and the use of force should be avoided when possible.
