Scusa 59 theme: 

“Uncertain future: freedom, security, and responsibility”

GLOBAL SOCIAL CONCERNS


Although the tragic events of September 11th forever changed the world from the perspective of U.S. citizens and policy-makers, the world’s social concerns existed long before September 11th and will exist long after the War on Terror ends.  It is in this context that delegates should address the fundamental question: “What role should global social concerns play with respect to policy in today’s world?”  How should the United States address the problems associated with the changing landscape of the global community, which is increasingly interconnected and interdependent?  Should the United States play a leading role in determining and implementing policies to deal with some of the world’s most pressing social issues, such as environmental degradation, the AIDS epidemic, immigration, and human rights?  Should the United States seek international cooperation on these issues, or “go it alone” as the dominant superpower?  What responsibility does the developed world have with respect to humanitarian crises and genocide?  Does U.S. security ultimately depend on peace everywhere? If harsh choices have to made due to the limits of American power, which problems deserve priority?  

Goals and Interests

What social causes should warrant U.S. involvement?  Clearly, there are many areas in which American intervention and action could significantly change the health, education, and welfare of a region.  However, some regions of the world are more significant than others in terms of American interests and American security.  Should U.S. foreign policy prioritize the intensity of America’s interests or the intensity of need?


The nature of the questions raised on this roundtable will undoubtedly result in divergent opinions.  Delegates should anticipate and respect these differences; it is only by grappling with tough issues and choices that we can recognize the complexity of the foreign policy choices that America faces.  As a point of departure, the roundtable should examine the issue areas of the environment, health concerns, and human rights.

Foreign Aid

The SCUSA table on social concerns must also address the thorny question of whether international aid actually helps alleviate the poverty and other problems of human security that afflict so many poor countries.  Give the scope of this global crisis, advocates of increased foreign aid to poverty-stricken regions would seem to be on solid ground. Yet a growing number of thoughtful critics challenge the effectiveness of simply increasing the amount of aid for projects designed to assist the poor, from improving drinking water and distributing mosquito nets to providing instruction in how to increase crop yields. According to these critics, the countries that have been most successful in alleviating poverty, such as China, Malaysia, and Singapore, received very little external assistance, seemingly challenging the notion of a “poverty trap,” where countries supposedly need external resources to stimulate economic growth.  They recommend that in most instances aid should actually be reduced, not increased, because aid produces a number of unintended pathologies and negative side-effects, including strengthening governmental corruption, theft, and mismanagement, creating criminal networks, and bolstering a country’s exchange rate, leading to a decline in economic competitiveness.   

To what extent are these provocative arguments useful? What forms of aid work and which ones don’t, and why? How can we improve the impact of foreign aid so that it bolsters the recipient’s ability to increase trade and investment, and works toward economic development and self-sufficiency?  Are the US Millennium Challenge Accounts, Washington’s new aid program that channels aid only to those countries which attempt to establish good governance, a sensible model for NGOs, INGOs, and IGOs to follow? 

Environmental Threats

The United States plays a very important yet controversial role on the international stage.  Although clearly a world leader with respect to military and economic power, the United States is also one of the international community’s largest polluters and one of the world’s leaders in the production of solid waste.  The United States is also one of the largest international users of energy, water, and natural resources.  Considering the global effects of pollution, American prosperity does not come without a price.

Nowhere is our global interconnectedness more evident than in dealing with issues affecting the environment.  Environmental degradation is, by nature, an international problem as it transcends national boundaries and oceans threatening the health, prosperity, and jobs of people everywhere. Scientists predict that climate changes will likely cause future weather patterns to become more erratic and extreme.  The number of people affected by weather-related disasters is increasing (over 600 million people affected in 2002 alone, which were three times the annual average from 1992-2001).  Rising sea levels causes coastal flooding, requiring billions of dollars to prevent and subsequently rebuild.  Shrinking natural resource bases can cause civil and international conflict and threaten U.S. strategic goals and national interests.  

As one of the world’s preeminent polluters and users of natural resources, how should the United States respond to these global environmental issues?  Is it America’s moral obligation to take the lead on these matters since the United States contributes so greatly to the problem?  Should the United States assume a leadership role to forge international regimes that tackle environmental problems on a global scale?  Or, with developing nations lacking sophisticated technology and infrastructure, is it realistic (or fair) to impose the same environmental standards on them as the United States imposes on itself?  More fundamentally, is there a “right to development” that may trump environmental concerns?  With the environmental stakes potentially so high, the international community may not be able to afford to wait too long before resolving these serious issues.  Is there a way to balance what otherwise might be competing national and international priorities?  

Health Concerns

New amorphous challenges to national and international security have emerged. These threats do not stem from the actions of clearly defined individual states but from diffuse issues that transcend sovereign borders and result from the effects of increasing globalization. Such "gray area" phenomena are redefining the nature and understanding of global stability, challenging policymakers to develop new, “non-state” paradigms of security. A particularly important threat is posed by new and reemerging infectious diseases.  
AIDS has become an epidemic in many parts of Africa, where between 40 and 60 percent of some countries’ populations are infected with HIV.  South and East Asia have the potential for an AIDS crisis similar to Africa, but governments in these regions have yet to acknowledge the problem.  In addition, a new form of avian influenza is now spreading the globe and is anticipated to arrive in the Western Hemisphere.  Although it is currently limited to birds, its rapid spread among numerous other species suggests that bird flu may soon evolve to produce a human pandemic. While new forms of disease are threatening the world’s population, at the same time there has been a reemergence of diseases like TB and cholera.  In an era of increased international travel, Americans at home and abroad, particularly American troops, will likely face increased exposure to infectious diseases in a “globalized” world.


What are the responsibilities of the United States in controlling the global spread of infectious disease?  What are the long-term consequences of widespread disease in certain areas of the world, and how does it affect U.S. interests?  Who should be responsible for reversing observed trends?  Who should bear the costs, both implicit and explicit, of treating and preventing disease?  How should the costs of research, development, and distribution of medicines to fight infectious disease be apportioned?

Human Rights

Globalization has increased the international community’s awareness that many people in the world do not have the rights that are taken for granted by others.  Under international law, governments are supposed to respect individuals’ civil and political rights, but many governments are unable or unwilling to protect their own people, and some governments actively persecute certain groups within or outside their borders.  Human trafficking, alien smuggling, slavery, child labor, and discrimination against minorities and women are just a few of the human rights issues.  Additionally, human rights issues are linked to the flows of refugees and migrants across borders – flows that are often triggered by international conflicts.  Human rights concerns have become particularly acute as the world struggles with a global terror network, and human rights sometimes give way to security needs.  Is this a legitimate trade-off?
The global traffic in humans has become the fastest growing criminal business in the world.  The US Government estimates that 500,000 illegal migrants in search of work but also often safety are brought into the US annually by organized alien-smuggling networks; another estimated half-million enter without the assistance of alien smugglers.  Forced from their homes by armed conflicts, political unrest and human rights abuses, refugees and asylum seekers throughout the world continue their painful search for safety.  According to the 2006 World Refugee Survey, they now number approximately 12 million people.  Countries that host refugees frequently place onerous restrictions on their movement outside camps and settlements and limit their right to earn a livelihood.  Since Sept. 11th, many countries have pushed through anti-terrorism legislation that curtails the rights of refugees. 


What role should the United States play in enforcing human rights?  Does the United States have a moral responsibility to halt human trafficking, slavery, child labor, and discrimination against women and minorities?  What should U.S. policy be towards refugees and migrants who try to come to the United States seeking a better life, when they do not have the same human rights in their home countries?  How can the US and other states harness the power of international migrations?  Will international migration change the core, fundamental identity of the United States?  Should the United States have special policies when dealing with countries that violate generally recognized human rights?  Should the United States pursue its own human rights path, or should it coordinate its policies with other nations?  Should America strive to be a “role model” for the international community on such issues even though terrorists have attacked the United States and security concerns are paramount?

Formulating a Strategy


Clearly, with the world's largest economy and most powerful military force, as well as enormous diplomatic and cultural influence, the United States could unilaterally develop and attempt to enforce any policy in its national interest.  But is unilateral action the best policy?  Clearly, our traditional allies, and some new ones, share the same long term concern for social problems that afflict all people.  But some countries do not care about social problems, even within their territory.  What then?  Can we implement a policy of collective action among countries with different interests and goals?


Should America define the goal, or should the affected region specify the request?  What are the costs and benefits of reaching a consensus about the goals of the policy?  If the United States and the affected region can agree on a policy goal, what strategic resources can the United States use to attain its desired outcome?  


This short paper has outlined a few of the global social issues facing U.S. policy makers and the world.  There are other internal crises that the United States faces, such as education, housing, welfare, and women's rights.  The goal of this roundtable is to generate a productive dialogue about these important issues and to motivate SCUSA delegates to formulate policies that might better the social, educational, and living standards of the world while remaining mindful of the domestic and international trade-offs.  As future leaders, SCUSA delegates may someday be in a position to develop policies to address these concerns.  This conference and the discussions among roundtable participants hopefully will inspire SCUSA delegates to someday act effectively to meet these challenges.  
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