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

South & Southeast Asia & Oceania

President George W. Bush, in his 2006 commencement address at West Point, compared our current global response to the threat of violent extremism to the beginning of the long struggle that ultimately defeated another hostile ideology--communism.  “Today, at the start of a new century, we are again engaged in a war unlike any our nation has fought before -- and like Americans in Truman's day, we are laying the foundations for victory.  In an earlier graduation address  President Bush, quoting General George Marshall, said, “We’re determined that before the sun sets on this terrible struggle, our flag will be recognized throughout the world as a symbol of freedom on the one hand, and of overwhelming power on the other hand.”
  In the context of South and Southeast Asia, as well as Oceania, is the U.S. laying the foundations needed to prevail in the global struggle against violent extremists? Will the world indeed recognize our flag as a symbol of freedom?  More fundamentally, have US led efforts to combat extremism in the region buttressed or undermined international security? 

       South and Southeast Asia play a pivotal role in the U.S. -led efforts to prevail in the Global War on Terror. Almost five years after their liberation from the Taliban, significantly more Afghan citizens now enjoy basic freedoms but still suffer from miserable living standards. The country remains one of the poorest in the world and its government holds little power in many of the outer provinces.  Opium continues to replace subsistence farming, increasing the power and authority of local warlords who prosper from this illicit trade and challenge the legitimacy of the relatively weak central government.  The resurgent Taliban is gaining greater influence throughout the country and the transition of authority from U.S. -led coalition forces to NATO’s ISAF has been challenged by an upsurge in violence and attacks in recent months especially in the southern and eastern provinces on the border with Pakistan. 
     Afghanistan is not the only country in the region where security and stability are threatened.  India and Pakistan, the two nuclear powers in the region, have fought wars in the past and remain deadlocked over the Kashmir dispute. U.S. involvement in Iraq has prompted an extremist backlash that fuels terrorism in Pakistan, Indonesia and the Philippines. Many governments in the region are repressive, and human rights violations remain common. Taken as a whole, these political conditions underline the uncertain future of much of South and Southeast Asia. 
South Asia


Until recently, South Asia remained largely outside the globalization process. Even democratic India, despite its recent and dramatic economic progress, still suffers from deep and pervasive poverty and inequality.  Conditions in Pakistan are much more serious, where vast poverty is joined by political instability. India and Pakistan have failed to resolve their long-standing disputes, and President Bush has stressed the importance of settling this conflict as a central component of the National Security Strategy of the United States.  As former President Clinton noted, the introduction of nuclear weapons and delivery systems has made South Asia, “the most dangerous region in the world.”
   Unfortunately, South Asian governments are making little progress in addressing these and other pressing issues.  The India-Pakistan dispute has foiled efforts to make the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) a viable regional organization.  There is no regional poverty reduction strategy tied to a concerted economic development plan.  Population growth threatens to overwhelm development efforts.  Despite the region’s pervasive poverty, military spending continues to increase, siphoning off scarce resources.  Additionally, human rights violations are a major issue of the region.  Military impunity and abuse under the umbrella of the “war on terror” lead to suspects being arrested, held without charges for months at a time, and subject to trials without due process. 

The United States, which provides large amounts of economic aid to South Asia, is the largest foreign investor in the Indian economy and is India’s biggest trading partner.  Despite this, the region has remained largely a diplomatic backwater, and the United States has never devised a comprehensive South Asia policy, nor until recently displayed a willingness to commit the resources required to address South Asia’s many serious problems.  The war against Osama bin Laden and the Taliban have vastly increased U.S. involvement in the region.  U.S. combat troops have been stationed there for the first time with U.S. and South Asian forces fighting side by side against a common enemy.  The United States will likely continue to spend billions of dollars on economic and military aid to the region.  
     Although Bangladesh has a democratic government, it is also one the most densely populated and poorest countries in the region.  This unique combination makes it an international interest in terms of aid and support for government stability.  Additionally, Bangladesh has a standing army with “7,942 peacekeepers deployed around the world [making] it the top troop contributor to international peacekeeping operations.”
 
If the US expects further economic and political progress in the region, it cannot continue to treat South Asia with the same benign neglect that characterized its policy in the past.  How might the US work to resolve the tensions between India and Pakistan? What is the most effective approach to preventing arms-racing in the region? As for our commitment to democratization, to what extent should the U.S. continue to support Pakistan and it “soft” authoritarianism under General Musharraf?  Do the upcoming parliamentary and presidential elections, which will be flawed examples of political pluralism, nevertheless represent an opportunity to pressure the government in Islamabad to support authentic democratic institutions? Since an essential prerequisite of democracy is “stateness,” what can we do to support the integrity of the Pakistani state, which is beset by regionalism, separatism, and other centrifugal forces?  Should the U.S. promote liberalization and democratization in Pakistan at a time when strong and legitimate political institutions do not exist that might support stable democratization?      

Southeast Asia 


The region of Southeast Asia includes the nations of Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Vietnam, Burma (now referred to as Myanmar by other Southeast Asian countries), East Timor, Laos, the Philippines, and Thailand.  Historically, the primary U.S. interest in the region has been national security.  During and immediately following World War II, the United States achieved a significant degree of influence in the region.  U.S. assistance was provided to governments that could maintain order and control local communists or other forces presumed to threaten the political status quo.  Governments in the region tended to be authoritarian, often buttressed by traditional political cultures that were patrimonial or hierarchical.  Mired in a Cold War against the Soviet Union, the United States often sacrificed principles for security by tolerating or supporting Southeast Asian authoritarianism.  


A partial shift in American focus occurred during the 1990s away from national security to economics.  Many of these developing states became attractive to American investors, and market economies in the region (Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines) flourished while Stalinist-style economies (Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos) stalled and lost ground. Significantly, recent market reforms in communist states, particularly in Vietnam, have improved economic conditions. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) was founded in 1967 to achieve economic integration and promote free trade.  By 1995, these economies were making remarkable progress, but the financial crisis of 1997 and 1998 revealed significant weaknesses in governmental and private banking capacity to manage rapid growth rates or to regulate short-term capital influxes.  

The United States, which placed more emphasis and attention on Northeast Asia, was slow to respond, increasing the suspicions of regional leaders about U.S. intentions.  The perception persists in Southeast Asia that the United States is insensitive to local concerns and much less attentive to regional needs than to those of Northeast Asia.   


Since 9/11, Southeast Asia’s importance to the United States has increased dramatically due to its strong potential as a refuge for Al-Qaeda and Al-Qaeda spin-off organizations.  Osama bin-Laden's terrorist network spans the globe, with members in both the eastern and western hemispheres.  Outside of the Middle East, the next highest concentration of Al-Qaeda members or sympathizers is in Southeast Asia.  Indonesia is the world’s most populous Muslim nation; and Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines face active Islamist extremism such as Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines.  However, these states appear at times to encourage or tolerate fundamentalism when it might be used to advance the political agendas of the governing elites.  Since 9/11 there have been dramatic terrorist attacks in the region.  In Jakarta and Bali, a major hotel and two dance clubs were bombed, and foreign nationals were specifically targeted.  This surge of unrest is a growing regional and international problem that the United States and its allies will need to address more thoroughly in the near future.  


In order to develop stability and security, the United States continues to promote democratization of the region.  Democratization has advanced in Southeast Asia, but often haltingly. In the past decade, the Philippines and Thailand have consolidated relatively young democracies and each has struggled with political transitions. In the Philippines, Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo won a bitter and tainted presidential race against Fernando Poe, the popular actor and politician.  Thailand was convulsed in September 2006 by a military coup that ousted the unpopular Prime Minister, Thaksin Shinawatra. Indonesia, under authoritarian rule for 30 years, continues to establish democratic institutions following its first direct presidential contest which held on September 20th 2004. In Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam, the United States has pressed for more open societies through a number of economic, social, and civic programs. However, demands for political change in Myanmar were crushed. In September 2007, Buddhist monks and ordinary Burmese citizens staged impressive public demonstrations against the continuation of military rule, even praying with the popular democratic politician Aung San Suu Kyi outside her home, where she has been under house arrest for 12 of the last 18 years. 
Oceania


Two countries stand out as important to U.S. interests in Oceania: Australia and New Zealand. Australia is one of the United States’ strongest and most dependable allies, having fought side by side with the United States in every major conflict since World War I.   Under the leadership of Prime Minister John Howard, Australia has strengthened its ties with the United States through its support of Operation Iraqi Freedom, in which Australia has committed nearly 1,000 troops.  While New Zealand barred U.S. nuclear powered ships and submarines from its ports in the 1980s, causing the United States to suspend its Australia-New Zealand – U.S. (ANZUS) security obligations to New Zealand, that country has also supported the United States in Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom.  New Zealand also actively participates in peacekeeping missions around the world, but has focused most of its efforts as a leader in the reconstruction of the Solomon Islands.  Recently, New Zealand contributed nearly 10 percent of its entire defense force to peacekeeping operations in nearby East Timor.
  New Zealand also remains a member of the United Nations Command in the Republic of Korea.  

Conclusion:  South, Southeast Asia, and Oceania


What direction should American policy take towards South Asia, Southeast Asia, and Oceania in the future?  The United States must maintain good relations with these countries whose cooperation is vital not only to the war on terror but also to regional economic, social, and political development.  Hopefully, these disparate regions will be able to contribute to the larger, global community more fully as they confront insurgencies, human rights violations, and political and economic instability.  
How should the United States prioritize its objectives in the region given that security, democratization, and economic growth are all important goals?  Will domestic political considerations play a key role in U.S. government deliberations?  Is there a domestic constituency for a U.S. policy that supports greater American involvement in South and Southeast Asia?  Will the growing South Asian community in the United States acquire a stronger political voice in shaping U.S. foreign policy?  If so, in what direction will it influence US policy?


The delegates to SCUSA should review U.S. policies towards South and Southeast Asia and toward Oceania. How can the United States better engage these separate regions to promote political and socio-economic development? Even though the United States is the sole superpower, it suffers from serious constraints on its resources. What tools does the U.S. have available for advancing its interests and values in these regions?  What role should multilateral solutions play?  How might the U.S. demonstrate cultural sensitivity toward the region and avoid inflaming anti-Americanism and political extremism? If the U.S. hopes to become an attractive symbol of freedom in these regions, it must craft sensitive and intelligent policies that reflect the cultural and political realities of the very different countries under review. 
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