SCUSA 59: The Role of Non-State Actors: IGOs, NGOs, the Media, etc.

Scusa 59 theme: 
“Uncertain future: freedom, security, and responsibility”

The Role of Non-State Actors: IGOs, NGOs, the Media, etc.
The role of non-state actors is one of the greatest sources of uncertainty for our future.  While states remain the dominant force in the international system, at least when not abrogating this role, the influence of actors without sovereignty challenges all countries.  Not only are traditional security challenges—war, terrorism, and the proliferation of small arms and weapons of mass destruction (WMD)—increasingly influenced by non-state actors, but these actors have great leverage in positive and destructive ways in part due to changes from globalization.  States face pandemic diseases, natural disasters, environmental degradation, and large scale migration more quickly and in greater magnitude, while the media inundates television programming and the internet with global problems.  As the U.S. attempts to advance freedom and security worldwide, it must better understand and deliberately choose how best to use, work with, or counter these non-state actors.  This is your task in SCUSA 59.

Solutions for solving or mitigating the effects of these broadly-defined security challenges often require states to work in concert with non-state actors.  Among other benefits, intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and regional organizations (ROs) can enhance legitimacy, encourage participation, and facilitate collective solutions that involve interested states.  Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) can provide information, expertise, and services that states cannot or will not provide.  Multi-national corporations (MNCs) exist to make money, although their reliance on states for rule of law and regional stability has created new incentives for them to be more socially responsible actors.  The media’s role cannot be overlooked, as what is published and not published can constrain states’ available options and increase political costs as never before.     
A significant part of U.S. interaction with the rest of the world is through these non-state actors.  As designer of many IGOs and ROs of which we are a part and home to countless NGOs, the U.S. often underestimates their contribution to our continued dominance or how much others value them.  Not only do they provide a forum to identify grievances and create cooperative and burden-sharing paths, but they also make enormous contributions in issues not classified as high politics (health, environment, women, children, etc.).  The transnational nature of current threats demands international cooperation, while the established IGOs and ROs, including the United Nations (UN), the Bretton Woods institutions, Council of Europe, the Organization of American States (OAS), African Union (AU), and Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), can provide platforms for such cooperation. 
In addition, some believe that IGOs and ROs are the best hope to restrain the U.S.’s overwhelming power.  By definition IGOs’, ROs’, and NGOs’ agendas do not mirror U.S. national interests, since they must also accommodate the often conflicting interests of participating members.  While in our interest for the IGOs and ROs to continue, we have also repeatedly antagonized many with grossly unpopular decisions, such as the Kyoto Protocol, the International Criminal Court, and the 2003 Iraq War.  As such, the U.S. must be even more sensitive to our policy decisions and roles within and juxtaposed to these organizations. 
At the same time, NGOs have an unprecedented international presence at all levels of governance, on which the U.S. does not yet systematically capitalize.  NGOs can help break international stalemates where success is determined by the action on the ground rather than by agreements in capitals. Because of their diversity and small size, NGOs are capable of operating at grass roots levels, adapting to local situations, implementing innovative programs, and communicating with all levels of society without the restrictions of operating in accordance with a particular state policy or government. The prevalence of NGOs dedicated to working on the platforms of human rights, international law, peace, women’s rights, environment, economic development, and ethnic unity/group rights fills a void of political representation and services within civil society that is often overlooked by U.S. foreign policy. 

In today’s security environment, it is rare to find an intervention—whether in active hostilities, peacekeeping, or humanitarian operations—which does not involve IGOs, ROs, and NGOs working alongside states.  Yet the militaries of these states, particularly the U.S. military, have been slow to integrate these actors into the national military decision making process, and consequently have not taken advantage of their comparative advantages in certain resources and expertise. IGOs and ROs, including security organizations like the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the AU, or the proposed European Union Defence Force, require consensus for military action and therefore are often slow to respond to complex emergencies.  The NGO community is often wary of working with state agencies, including militaries, for fear such collaboration would violate the principles of impartiality.  Often the end result is a diversity of actors and interests working at odds with one another.  Authors P.J. Simmons and Daniel Byman (see articles below) argue that the military, IGOs, and NGOs alike should improve their mutual awareness, communication and, when possible, collaboration between actors.  
The growth of trade, foreign direct investment, and technology has reduced the power of the state and increased the influence of MNCs, IGOs, and ROs on the global economy.  IGOs such as the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank have enormous potential to facilitate the economic development and human security nexus, highlighted within the 2006 U.S. National Security Strategy.  Critics (such as Jeffrey Sachs and Richard Falk in the articles below), however, charge that U.S. efforts remain woefully inadequate in comparison to our international responsibility.
Reforming the U.N. Security Council is still no closer to reaching consensus, even though most agree the status quo is unacceptable.  The barriers to reforming this international body are indicative of challenges in building consensus for any international cooperation. The deliberations illustrate the fundamental differences of interests and offer useful lessons for the leadership and consensus required to achieve long term international cooperation. The articles listed below by UN Deputy Secretary General Mark Malloch Brown, Michael Glennon, and Shashi Tharoor usefully engage this debate, while the General Assembly debates from 2007 reinforce the enormous challenges with changing organizations, even when most needed.  

The seemingly omnipresent influence of the media compounds many of these challenges and opportunities for the U.S.  While once lauded as the “CNN effect,” individuals are no longer limited to major media outlets to affect politics, economics, military decisions, or social issues.  Bloggers and for-profit media outlets incessantly challenge states’ policies and lack thereof, while capabilities such as YouTube present an unfiltered marketplace of news, persuasions, and distortions of reality.  The media provides needed transparency to help prevent or punish states’ violations of human decency and justice when the information is made available, with Abu Gharib and Haditha being just two examples.  And yet, the U.S. repeatedly lags behind our adversaries in capitalizing on the power of the media, whether abusing its influence in aggravating anti-Americanism, or preventing reporting of an issue about which we care, such as the Sudanese government in Darfur.  The media will continue to be a force shaping international opinions and events, especially in our free and open society, and the U.S. ignores its potential role only at our peril. 

As the SCUSA delegates grapple with this year’s theme “Uncertain Future: Freedom, Security, and Responsibility,” students will need to examine how the United States, through IGOs, ROs, NGOs, MNCs, the media, and other non-state actors, can support American security interests while at the same time preserving American political values.  Below are just some of the questions with which students must grapple. 
Freedom
How should the U.S. work to promote freedom and justice within other countries without undermining the current state-based system on which we rely for stability and order?  Can the U.S. promote either without alienating or undermining needed allies in the war on terrorism?  Should promoting “democracy” remain the cornerstone of U.S. foreign policy, especially with its pejorative connotations outside of the Western world and the required long-term commitment of precious U.S. time and resources?  How should the U.S. work within IGOs and ROs on matters central and peripheral to our national security, considering the latter may be our allies’ central focus?  How can the U.S. use the media and other technology to promote freedom and counter extremist propaganda in the global community?  How can the political, social, and economic connections that NGOs have at the grassroots levels of societies be used to combat oppressive regimes and local militias that erode civil and social rights?  How can the U.S. military and other U.S. governmental agencies work to improve mutual education, communication, and collaboration with these non-state actors?
Security
How can the global community—specifically IGOs, ROs, and NGOs—work to counter terrorism, extremism, and materiel proliferation?  How should the U.S. strengthen existing security organizations like the U.N. or use other avenues to promote international security? 

As global energy demand increases due to burgeoning markets in China, India, and elsewhere, the U.S. must be prepared to develop energy alternatives or face growing economic, political, and diplomatic difficulties.  How can and should the U.S., either outside of or in coordination with IGOs and ROs, respond to aggressive foreign policies or domestic repression by petro-states?  Should the U.S. prioritize the development of alternate energy sources and their uses, and if so, how can our membership in IGOs and ROs facilitate and strengthen that development process?  Since the media will help shape issues of national security, how should the U.S. capitalize on its role despite the U.S.’s ability to control it?
Responsibility
What should be done to strengthen the ability of IGOs, ROs, and NGOs to response to global health care needs?  How can they contribute to more sustainable economic development while at the same time improving representation and governance for all levels of society?  How can the U.S., either unilaterally or with these non-state actors, promote responsible business practices by MNCs?  Through USAID and the Global Climate Change Program, the U.S. is helping over forty developing countries promote climate-friendly economic development and improve the quality of life for their most vulnerable populations.  Should the U.S. be doing more?  Despite the economic considerations that influenced the U.S. not to sign the Kyoto Protocol, what environmental restrictions should the U.S. place on foreign companies that operate on U.S. soil, and on U.S. companies that operate overseas?  What role can and should IGOs, ROs, and NGOs play in protecting the rainforests and their inhabitants, while also encouraging the host countries to economically develop and modernize?  Can the U.S. leverage the media to encourage others to take more global responsibility even while it routinely highlights our own shortcomings? 
The task of the SCUSA roundtable is to grapple with these important issues and then craft sound policy proposals. 
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