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Preface

Since the publication of the 11th edition of this casebook, the George W. Bush administration has given
way to the presidency of Barack Obama. This required us not only to update many of the cases but to intro-
duce the theme of continuity and change in U.S. foreign policy, by examining where and when the new ad-

ministration has chosen to break with or alter the policies of its predecessors.

There are several cases that continue to resonate with students at the Naval War College and that have
consistently appeared in previous iterations of Case Studies in Policy Making, including “We Have Some
Planes” (the 9/11 case), “The 1973 Arab-Israeli War,” and the Kosovo case. However, the 12th edition of the
casebook has a number of new additions, reflecting ongoing changes in the senior-level Policy Making and
Planning (PMP) course and the revamped National Security Policy Analysis (NSPA) course for intermediate
students. Given increased interest in having case-study examples of themes addressed in both PMP and
NSPA, we have introduced two new cases dealing with defense procurement issues (on the MRAP and the
search for a replacement tanker for the Air Force); one on the tug-of-war between Congress and the execu-
tive branch (by focusing on Iran sanctions policy); and the “Ayatollah and the Ambassador” case, on the in-
fluence of religion in post-Saddam Iraqi politics. New cases have been prepared on U.S. policy toward
Darfur, Guantanamo Bay, and Iran. Case studies on Russia, Cuba, and Colombia (as well as on landmine
policy) have been significantly revised and updated to take into account developments through to spring
2010. The case on Hurricane Katrina has been expanded to take into account how the lessons learned in

New Orleans in 2005 were applied when Hurricane Gustav struck in late summer 2008.

We do not pretend that these case studies can encapsulate the incredible complexity of the issues being
addressed. However, they do provide students with an introduction to the influences on the policy-making

process and enable the faculty to illustrate abstract concepts with reference to real-world events.

The 12th edition of this book could not have happened without the dedication and hard work of many indi-
viduals who are dedicated to our national security. We would like to acknowledge Dr. Joan Johnson-Freese,
Department Chair, for her guidance and stewardship of the National Security Decision Making Department,
as well as Professors Al Shimkus and Stephen Knott, the outgoing and incoming course directors for the Policy
Making and Process subcourse. We would also like to thank Ms. Peggy Jones, Academic Coordinator for
NSDM, and Ms. Elizabeth Davis, Ms. Lori Melissa Cameron, Mr. John Lanzieri, Mr. Ken DeRouin, Mr. Albert
Fassbender, and Ms. Shannon Cole of the NWC Visual Communications Division for their technical and edito-

rial support, and Ms. Kerri Cole for the cover design.

Hayat Alvi
Nikolas K. Gvosdev






Introduction: Change and Continuity in
U.S. Foreign Policy

NIKOLAS K. GVOSDEV

o decision maker sets policy in a vacuum. Rarely does a policy maker have a blank
check with which to operate. Often, a decision is made within a complex environ-
ment where the number and type of options available are constrained by a multi-
tude of factors. As Donald K. Hansen noted in the preface to the 10th edition of
this casebook: “The decision maker at the national strategic level operates in a very com-
plex environment where the constraints of international laws, rules, norms, and differing
ideologies exist. If those elements are not difficult enough to contend with, the decision
maker is further constrained by a deeply entrenched bureaucracy, influential personalities,

the media, Congress, and his own cognitive limitations.”

The following case studies provide examples of how a policy maker is constrained by the
larger policy environment and by the choice of tools at his or her disposal. Translating a
foreign policy vision into concrete policy actions can prove to be very difficult. David Brooks
argues that decision makers “have general goals, but the way ahead is pathless and every-
thing is shrouded by uncertainty.”* Setting priorities and distinguishing between optimal
and satisfactory outcomes are often very challenging, and how decision makers cope with

these issues is illustrated by the cases that have been chosen.

With a number of the cases, there has been an opportunity to update them from the pre-
vious, 11th edition (which appeared in 2008) with developments that occurred in the first
year of the Obama administration. As a result, the reader has a chance to evaluate the de-
gree of continuity and change between presidential administrations. How significant has
been the break between the George W. Bush and Barack Obama administrations? David
Rothkopf, a former Clinton administration official, argues that the Obama team “has an
approach towards foreign policy which is very different from the Bush administration, very
oriented towards engagement.”? Christian Brose, a former speechwriter for Secretary of
State Condoleezza Rice (and now a staff member for Senator John McCain on the Senate
Armed Services Committee), argues that Obama has largely continued many of the second-
term policies of George Bush. There might be some changes, but otherwise, “Obama’s for-

eign policy likely won’t depart radically from Bush’s.”®

How much do presidents get to change what has been bequeathed to them by their pre-
decessors? After a review of Bush administration policy, President Obama announced in
September 2009 that he was canceling the ballistic-missile defense plan for Europe that had
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been proposed and set in motion by the George W. Bush administration. The New York
Times called the decision “one of the biggest national security reversals of his young presi-
dency.”* Instead, the administration promised to deploy interceptors to cope with shorter-
range missiles on ships at sea, and said it would revisit the question of a missile defense
shield for Europe if the threat changed. Whereas the countries of “new Europe” were very
important for the Bush administration—especially given their support of the Iraq war—
central and eastern Europe is less important to President Obama, who defines himself as
“America’s first Pacific president” and promised greater U.S. engagement in the Asia-
Pacific region.® The shift in attention was noticeable enough for a group of regional leaders
to address an “Open Letter” to Obama, noting “that Central and Eastern European coun-
tries are no longer at the heart of American foreign policy.”® Some also detect a conscious
shift in U.S. policy toward China. After initial attempts to engage with the leadership of the
People’s Republic, the Obama administration, by the close of 2009 and the beginning of
2010, took stands on a number of issues (Taiwan, Iran, Internet censorship, and trade) that

signaled a tougher line. Administration officials claim these steps were taken

to avoid assumptions that President Obama would be deferential to China over American

security concerns and existing agreements.

“This was a case of making sure that there was no misunderstanding that we will act in our
own national security interests,” one senior administration official said. A second Obama
administration official, also speaking on the condition of anonymity because of the sensi-
tivity of the issue, said pointedly: “Unlike the previous administration, we did not wait un-
til the end of our administration to go ahead with the arms sales to Taiwan. We did it

early.”

But larger questions remain about where the Obama administration is heading on China

policy, and whether the new toughness signals a fundamentally new direction. . . 7

Changing the tone or focus of policy and tinkering at the margins, however, is one thing;
but can new administrations reverse wholescale the major decisions taken by previous presi-
dents? Brooks argues that one of the “myths” about the power of any president to institute
change is that “we can begin the world anew. In fact, all problems and policies have already
been worked by a thousand hands and the clay is mostly dry. Presidents are compelled to

work with the material they have before them.”8

Sometimes, a president and his administration lock in a decision in such a way that the
costs are prohibitively high for a successor to make significant changes. The Bush adminis-
tration, for instance, created a political consensus around how the Iraq war would be wound
down: a gradual withdrawal of American forces from Iragqi cities, retention of a smaller force
(estimated to be around 50,000 men) to assist with training and security until its withdrawal
in late 2011, and the possibility of a “residual force” remaining in Iraq after that point. This
was enshrined in the strategic framework document that accompanied the status of forces

agreement negotiated with Iraq in 2008.
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Candidate Barack Obama ran on a platform of immediate U.S. withdrawal from Iraq. At
a campaign stop in February 2008, he declared, “I will bring this [Iraq] war to a close. In
2009, I'will bring our troops home.” President Obama, in contrast, has largely retained the
Bush plan in place. Instead of pulling troops out immediately, he announced a strategy at
Camp Lejeune in February 2009 that calls for the U.S. “combat mission” in Iraq to end by
August 31, 2010, and with 50,000 troops to remain in Iraq to engage in training and
counterterrorism missions until the end of 2011. His defense secretary, Robert Gates (him-
self a holdover from the Bush administration), again raised the possibility that a “residual
force” will remain in Iraq, for years if necessary, if requested by the government in Bagh-

dad.® A far cry from what was promised on the campaign trail!

This highlights an observation by Andrew Stigler, a professor in the National Security
Decision Making Department of the Naval War College: “Inertia is often a governing
force.” Bureaucracies are locked in to policies that have become standard operating proce-
dures; presidents and their advisors discover that making significant policy changes dis-
turbs important stakeholders; any new administration can only pay attention to a limited
number of issues, often trading the ability to dramatically alter a few key programs in return
for guaranteeing continuity on a whole host of issues that are of lesser importance. Finally,
there does exist in Washington what is usually termed a “bipartisan foreign policy consen-
sus” on some issues, such as a strong commitment to the NATO alliance, the unwillingness

to see the Islamic Republic of Iran acquire nuclear weapons, and so on.

When one looks specifically at the transition from the Bush to the Obama administra-
tion, there are other factors to consider as well. The retention of Defense Secretary Robert
Gates and the selection of retired general Jim Jones to be national security advisor ensured
that there would be a high degree of continuity in national security policy rather than major
reversals, as some of Obama’s supporters grouped in the “progressive/liberal” wing of the
Democratic Party had hoped. Moreover, Obama made many appointments from the so-
called centrist wing of the Democratic Party, starting with Senator Hillary Clinton as secre-
tary of state and including a number of former Clinton administration officials, who were
less opposed to the spirit of some of the policies of the Bush administration and more criti-
cal of how they were executed in practice.® On the other hand, Gates has demonstrated
that he is not interested in fighting any sort of “rear guard” action to retain all Bush-era pol-
icies. As Peter Baker and Thom Shanker concluded, “Gates has emerged as the man in the
middle between policies of the past he once championed and the revisions and reversals he

is now carrying out.”!

All of this leads foreign policy analyst and former dean of the Elliott School of Interna-
tional Affairs at George Washington University Harry Harding to conclude: “In short, the
Obama Administration’s approach to foreign policy involves a blend of change and conti-
nuity. On balance, however, the degree of continuity is noteworthy—and comes [as] a sur-
prise (and sometimes a disappointment) [to those] who expected more change, and a
vindication to those who predicted that much of the Bush Administration’s foreign policy

[would] be proven to be both necessary and effective.”*?
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Given the complexities of U.S. foreign and defense policies, some have compared policy
making to steering an aircraft carrier: sudden turns are out of the question, and one gets to
a final destination through gradual course adjustments. If the Obama administration has
retained a number of Bush-era policies, will slight adjustments over the lifetime of his presi-
dency produce, by 2012 or 2016, what appear to be major course corrections? Or will
Obama’s policies largely mirror those of his predecessor (with differences in tone and em-
phasis)? One year into the new administration, we can see the faint outlines but do not yet

have a clear final answer to provide.

. David Brooks, “The Analytic Mode,” New
York Times, 3 December 2009, available at
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/04/ I
opinion/04brooks.html?_r=1&em.

. Quoted in Peter Baker, “On Foreign Pol-
icy, Obama Shifts, but Only a Bit,” New
York Times, 16 April 2009, available at
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/17/us/
politics/16web-baker.html.

. Christian Brose, “The Making of George W.
Obama,” Foreign Policy (January/February
2009), available at http://www.foreignpolicy
.com/story/cms.php?story_id=4588.

. Peter Baker, “White House Scraps Bush’s
Approach to Missile Shield,” New York
Times, 18 September 2009, Al, available at
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/09/18/world/
europe/18shield.html.

. Mike Allen, ““America’s First Pacific Presi-
dent,”” Politico, 13 November 2009, avail-

able at http://www.politico.com/news/ 11.

stories/1109/29511.html.

. “An Open Letter to the Obama Admin-
istration from Central and Eastern Eu-
rope,” published in Gazeta Wyborcza, 16
July 2009, available at http://wyborcza.pl/
1,75477,6825987,An_Open_Letter
_to_the_Obama_Administration_from
_Central.html.

. Helene Cooper, “U.S. Arms for Tai-

wan Send Beijing a Message,” New York
Times,1 February 2010, A4, available at

10.

12.

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/01/world/
asia/01china.html.

. Brooks, “The Analytic Mode.”
9. Ewen MacAskill, “Six Years after Iraq Inva-

sion, Obama Sets Out His Exit Plan,” The
Guardian, 27 February 2009, available at
http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2009/feb/
27/obama-irag-war-end-august-2010; see
also Fred Kaplan, “Are We Done Yet?”
Slate, 31 July 2009, available at http://www
.slate.com/id/2223935?0obref=obinsite.

“Liberals Angry over Obama Keeping Gates
as Pentagon Chief,” Fox News, 29 November
2008, available at http://www.foxnews.com/
politics/2008/11/29/liberals-angry-obama
-keeping-gates-pentagon-chief/; see also
Nikolas Gvosdev, “Barack W. Obama Revis-
ited,” World Policy Review, 8 January 2010,
http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/article
.aspxrid=4912.

Peter Baker and Thom Shanker, “A Prag-
matist, Gates Reshapes Past Policies He
Backed,” New York Times, 22 September
2009, A1, available at http://www.nytimes
.com/2009/09/22/us/politics/22gates.html.

Harry Harding, “Change and Continuity
in the Obama Administration’s Foreign
Policy,” Thinking about Asia, 4 July 2009,
http://thinkingaboutasia.blogspot.com/
2009/07/change-and-continuity-in-obama
html.




Understanding the Policy-Making Process:
A Guide to Case Analysis

RICHARD J. NORTON

ew decisions can be more difficult for a U.S. president than to commit military
forces to potential combat situations. The stakes in such decisions are always high.
Loss of U.S. and other lives, the expenditure of vast amounts of resources, and
damage to national prestige are among the possible negative outcomes of such de-
cisions. Other decisions made at this level, such as the selection of a particular policy, com-
mitment to procurement of certain military capabilities and weapons systems, and the

signing of treaties, involve stakes that are almost as great as those involving the use of force.

There is a widespread tendency to believe that decisions of this nature are derived from a
coolly analytical process, in which the costs of particular courses of actions are weighed
against anticipated gains to national security. Indeed, many of the formal decision-making
mechanisms in the federal government were designed to facilitate and support this sort of
cost-benefits driven decision making. For example the structure of the National Security
Council, with its hierarchical layers of increasingly senior interagency working groups, was
designed to ensure the president is presented with well-vetted alternative courses of action.
Since multiple agencies are deeply involved in this process, it was believed organizational

biases would be eliminated in the formulation of potential decision choices.

But scholars who have studied national security decision making have learned that such
calculated decisions are more the ideal than reality.! Some analysts believe decisions pre-
dominantly are reached to protect the interests (since they do not always coincide) of the
great established government bureaucracies, such as the departments of Defense, State,
and Treasury. Others see the decision-making process dominated by powerful individuals
such as Henry Kissinger, Zbigniew Brzezinski, James Baker, Madeleine Albright, Colin
Powell, Karl Rove, and now Robert Gates and Hillary Clinton—all of whom have enjoyed
the ear of one or more presidents. Still other scholars argue national security decisions can-
not be understood without understanding the personal beliefs, values, norms, and biases of
the senior decision maker. It has even been argued that some decisions are forced on the
U.S. government as the result of irresistible inputs generated either domestically or inter-
nationally. So, the student of public policy must have an understanding of the organiza-
tional, political, and behavioral influences on such decisions as well as knowledge of the

formal processes through which national security decisions are made.
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As Alexander George concluded:

Scholars specializing in international relations and policy specialists in the government
face together the challenging task of improving the knowledge base required for more ef-
fective foreign policy. This objective will be furthered by a better understanding of the

gap between the theory and practice of foreign policy.2

At the Naval War College, the case study is used as the principal vehicle to study national
security decision making, especially within the Policy Making and Process (PMP) course.

THE INPUT-OUTPUT MODEL

In order to capture a “snapshot” of the policy process, the primary analytical tool used is
the Input-Output Model (I/O model). The origins of the I/O model can be traced to the
work of David Easton.3 Easton, a noted political scientist and scholar, is best known for his
pioneering work in applying systems theory to political science. In 1965, he developed a ba-
sic model depicting how a set of demands on the political system resulted in decisions,
which, through a feedback loop, led to more demands. The current model in use by the Na-
tional Security Decision Making department at the Naval War College is U.S.-centric and
oriented to analyzing decisions made at the highest levels of the U.S. government, but it
can, with only minor modifications, be used for any decision-making process in any

organization.

The I/O model is divided into three major components: the international political sys-

tem (IPS), the domestic political system (DPS), and the national security system (NSS). Each

Figure 1: The Input-Output Model
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of these systems provides inputs to, and receives inputs from, the other systems. Although
the line diagram used to denote these systems might imply impermeability, actors can often
belong to more than one system. For example, the chief executive officer of a large U.S.

company could be an actor in both the domestic and international political systems.

The international political system is primarily composed of actors outside the domestic
political and economic arena, such as states, nations, intergovernmental organizations,
multinational corporations, and nongovernmental actors with cross-border activities or
membership. The last category is extremely diverse, encompassing everything from
armed resistance groups to religious organizations to multinational corporations. The
state is given primacy of place in this system because, although others act within and exer-
cise influence upon the IPS, states remain this system’s most powerful actors. The inputs
to the decision-making process from the IPS cover a vast spectrum of discrete actions, but
generally fall within the broad categories listed. The term “international rules” refers to
international laws, customs, and international agreements that are taken into account
when reaching a national security decision. Examples could include restrictions on violat-
ing another state’s territorial integrity, the need to follow specific treaty provisions, and
prohibitions on a variety of military actions. International trends, such as conflicting

norms, globalization, and emerging technology, also play a critical role.

The domestic political system is no less complex than the IPS, especially in a participa-
tory democracy where public opinion and core societal values may form significant inputs
to members of the national security system.* Interest groups form another rich source of in-
puts, as do the legislative and, to a lesser degree, the judicial branches of government. The
news media are represented as both a domestic actor as well as an international one, since
most countries have a relatively identifiable and distinct national press and video media.
Some of the key inputs to the decision maker from the DPS include resources (e.g., financial
and political support), missions and requirements, as well as restraints on the activities of
organizations belonging to the national security system. Other inputs include information
and intelligence from sources as disparate as lobbyists and congressional staff members

returning from a fact-finding mission.

The national security system lies at the heart of the U.S. decision-making process. It is
here where various models of decision making are active. Broadly speaking, membership in
the NSS is composed of the individuals and organizations that work for the decision maker.
However, this is not to imply that every member of the NSS participates in the decision-
making process. Nor do members and organizations that are involved always play an equal

role.
The following are among the central tasks of the NSS:
* Obtaining resources from the IPS and DPS.
* Once obtained, allocating those resources.

* Planning and deciding U.S. national policies.
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* Organizing and directing agents to achieve those policies.

* Motivating, evaluating, modifying, and changing both agents and policies as
implementation and feedback are processed.’

The Barack Obama administration has further clarified the manner in which the NSS,
and in particular the National Security Council (NSC), is expected to carry out these tasks.
As General Jim Jones, the national security advisor, laid out in a March 2009

memorandum:

* The NSC is expected to be agile, capable of coping with multiple major issues
simultaneously.

* The process will be transparent. This requirement is expected to facilitate the flow of
information between the various government agencies involved in the formulation
and execution of national security policies.

* Predictability will be a hallmark of the NSC process. Briefing materials will be
distributed in a timely manner, agendas will be promulgated in advance, and clear
record of decisions made and not made will be maintained.®

The outputs of the NSS are decisions which, in turn, are translated into actions. Some-
times the decision and the subsequent action are to “do nothing.” These outputs then di-
rectly and indirectly influence all three systems of the model. Thus the model incorporates
a feedback loop, and can be used as a tool to analyze a series of decisions, as well as a one-

decision “snapshot.”

Before discussing how the decision-making process can be analyzed, it is necessary to
touch briefly on the role of situational factors and informational uncertainty in the model.
These aspects of the decision-making process affect every portion of the model. Failure to

take them into account increases dramatically the possibility of flawed analysis.

Situational factors are elements that contribute to the unique nature of each decision. At
the level of the IPS such factors could include the polarity, or distribution of power within
the IPS, whether or not a particular actor possessed weapons of mass destruction, a global
dependency on oil, geographical or climatic conditions, and so on. At the domestic level, an
impending presidential election, the state of the economy, time elapsed since the last major
conflict, and the degree to which populations in the United States possess a shared, cross-
border identity are all examples of situational factors. Within the NSS, situational factors
might include the availability and competence of certain military units, the age of the par-
ticipants in the decision-making process, and the amount of time available to the decision

makers to select a course of action.

Informational uncertainty also occurs at every point of the model. Decision makers
rarely, if ever, have all the information they want. Even when inputs to the decision-making
process are clearly perceived, as would be the case for a documented movement of foreign

troops to a contested international border, the rationale behind these movements may be
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unclear. Are the troops there as merely a show of force, or are they moving to preinvasion
jump-off points? On the domestic level, outcomes of votes taken in Congress are often laced
with uncertainty, as is the predicted duration and strength of public support for a given
course of action. Equally unpredictable may be the manner in which the domestic media
handle a given story. Nor does uncertainty only impact inputs. Outputs are also affected.
Among the most powerful uncertainties is often the inability to fully answer the question,

“Will this decision solve or improve the problem?”’

It is also important to identify what national interests are involved in the issue being ana-
lyzed. Since the end of the Cold War, the term “national interest” has been applied to many
issues that previously would not have been considered as such. For example, issues involv-
ing biodiversity and the ecological health of the planet would not have been considered as
belonging in the realm of national security in the 1950s. Neither, for that matter, would ac-
tions taken to reduce the suffering of individuals in another sovereign state be classed as a
national security affair. U.S. interventions in Somalia and Kosovo during the George H. W.
Bush and Bill Clinton administrations, however, indicate that this is no longer the case. For
analysts of national security policy, the question of what constitutes national security in-
volves more than just semantics. However, the I/O model can be utilized successfully

whatever definition the analyst believes is correct.
THE PERSPECTIVES

The I/O model depicts four different ways of looking at the interactions in the NSS.
These four perspectives (rational actor, organizational behavior, governmental politics,

and cognitive) are listed above the NSS “box.”

Very briefly, the rational actor perspective assumes that decisions are based on the de-
sire to promote a clearly identified national interest, and that all the costs and benefits of
the various options are weighed in order to make a choice. (It also assumes that govern-
ments will function as unitary actors rather than as a loose collection of organizations.)
The organizational behavior perspective maintains that differing organizations within
government exert influence on the decision-making process with an eye to promoting the
interests of those organizations. Decisions are often made to protect the interests of these
organizations, rather than to advance generic “national interests.” The governmental
politics perspective offers a different twist on this idea. Rather than presenting the idea
that organizations are having the most influence on the decision process, the governmen-
tal politics model sees that role as being filled by the decision maker’s closest and most
powerful advisors. The fourth perspective, which has been labeled as the cognitive per-
spective within the PMP course, argues that the decision maker’s personal beliefs, values,
experiences, and emotions are much more influential in reaching a decision than the

other perspectives would suggest.

The PMP course as taught at the Naval War College does not suggest that one of these
perspectives is the “right” perspective. All depict and provide a means of analyzing forces

that may be active in a decision domain. In fact, the forces examined through these



10 Understanding the Policy-Making Process: A Guide to Case Analysis

perspectives are often active at the same time, perhaps working to propel the decision

maker toward a given decision, perhaps pulling the decision maker in different directions.
PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

The I/O model can be used to map the components of each of the major systems, to
identify the national interests involved in the case and to link specific actors to discrete in-
puts, and to identify the impact those inputs had on the decision-making process. It is also
possible to identify linkages between various actors and the role of situational factors, un-
certainty, and feedback in the decision-making process. Once this is completed, it is possi-
ble to apply the rational actor, governmental politics, organizational, and cognitive
perspectives to gain a deeper appreciation of the forces which impacted, shaped, and drove

the decision-making process.

If all that case studies were able to do was provide a deeper understanding of past national
security decisions, they would be valuable to participants in the national security decision-
making environment. However, this method of looking at national security decisions per-
forms a much greater task than simple historical analysis. A greater understanding of past
decision making can generate valuable lessons learned that can be applied to current and
future decisions. Using the tools, techniques, and concepts found in these case studies par-
ticipants in the decision-making environment can more readily identify the forces acting on
the decision-making process and counter or exploit those forces in order to best further the
national interest. Furthermore, a study of past decisions may also provide the practitioner

with the means of more accurately determining the probability that a given option will be

the one chosen.
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Continuity and Change in U.S. Policy toward
Colombia, 1999-2009

DAVID T. BUCKWALTER, DANA E. STRUCKMAN, AND NIKOLAS K. GVOSDEV*

.S. policy toward Colombia in the first year of the Barack Obama administration
provides an excellent case in which to examine the question of continuity versus
change between presidential administrations, as some aspects of President
George W. Bush’s policies have been retained while others have been down-
graded. It also highlights the important role that domestic issues and political actors can

play in terms of limiting a president’s freedom of action on the international stage.

Presidential candidates usually run for office promising decisive breaks with the policies
of their predecessors. In the case of Colombia, the outlines of policy were first set by a Dem-
ocratic administration (Bill Clinton), then embraced and expanded by a Republican presi-

dency (George W. Bush), and have largely been accepted by Barack Obama.

Colombia policy is also an excellent way to examine how the standards for assessing the
“success” or “failure” of a policy evolve over time. Initially, the set of policies that came to be
associated under the moniker of “Plan Colombia” was presented as a plan to stop the flow of
narcotics into the United States. The focus then shifted to strengthening a weak state and
supporting a fragile democracy. What started as a counternarcotics (CN) plan grew into a
more comprehensive counterinsurgency (CI) strategy. In 2010, “Plan Colombia” is gener-
ally considered to be a failure in terms of stemming the narcotics tide, but is viewed as an ex-
ample for how the United States can assist an ally in conducting counterinsurgency and
state stabilization operations, with implications for ongoing operations in other parts of the

world, including in Afghanistan.?
DRUGS AND THE CLINTON ADMINISTRATION

The U.S. “war on drugs” was originally proclaimed by President Ronald Reagan more
than two decades ago. When the Cold War ended, and national security was no longer
preoccupied by the Soviet threat, greater attention could be paid to using the foreign and
defense apparatus of the United States to limit the flow and use of illegal narcotics, beyond

seeing drug abuse as a “domestic” issue.

Initially, the Clinton administration put a great deal of emphasis on domestic treatment
programs. During the first five years of the Clinton administration, overall funding for
national drug control rose slightly, from roughly $12 billion for Fiscal Year (FY) 1993 to
$15 billion in FY 1997, but the interdiction and international portions of the budget
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experienced a slight decline ($2.5 billion to just over $2 billion). This approach drew the ire
of conservatives who felt that President Bill Clinton and his team did not particularly em-
phasize the international aspects of the drug issue. A 1994 Heritage Foundation report
pointed out:

A partnership with the cocaine-source countries of Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru was
launched by President Bush at his summit meeting with their presidents in Cartagena,
Colombia, on February 15, 1990. The results of this partnership have been mixed, and
the policy question facing the Clinton Administration should have been whether those re-
sults can be improved and, if so, how. But the “new” Clinton approach says little about this
issue. . .. Other nations are unlikely to take seriously a “new initiative” that has neither the

interest of senior foreign policy makers nor significant resources behind i3

After the 1994 midterm elections, when the Democrats, under Clinton’s watch, lost con-
trol of both houses of Congress to the Republicans, the administration began to refocus
both its domestic and its foreign policies.* There was now a greater sensitivity to being per-
ceived as “strong” on fighting crime and drugs. Congressional Republicans, in turn, found
vulnerabilities in the administration’s stance on these issues. Among the most vocal critics
was Speaker of the House Dennis Hastert, who had chaired an informal group of Republi-
cans termed the “anti-drug task force.” A 25 March 1998 “Issue Brief” published by the
House Republican Conference alleged: “The Administration’s response and inattention to
this growing national crisis, and the resulting explosion of drug use across the nation, is
frightening.” The Clinton administration could argue that total illicit drug use by 13.6 mil-
lion Americans in 1998 was far below the 1979 peak of 25.4 million, but for many Ameri-
cans, the numbers were still too high. And part of that perceived problem was not paying
more attention to stopping drugs at the source—meaning bringing the “war on drugs” back
to South America.’

COLOMBIA DURING THE 1990S

Colombia was (and remains) one of the largest producers of the world’s cocaine and in-
creasing percentages of the world’s heroin. Colombia’s internal terrain and access to both
the Atlantic and the Pacific oceans make the country the ideal production and shipment lo-
cation for cocaine. By this point in time, Colombia was also one of the most violent countries
in Latin America, having suffered through the hemisphere’s longest-running leftist guer-

rilla insurgency.

The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, known by its Spanish acronym, FARC,
was set up by Manuel Tirofijo (“Sureshot”) Marulanda and Jacobo Arenas (the “nom de
guerre” of Luis Morantes) in 1966. Traditionally, its base of strength was to be found in the
southern departments (states) where most of Colombia’s coca is grown and processed.
The other major guerrilla group is the National Liberation Army, known by its Spanish ac-
ronym, ELN. Formed in 1964 in the north-central department of Santander by radicalized
students and Catholic priests, the group follows a Cuban model of guerrilla warfare. With

its proximity to Colombia’s oil fields, a good portion of the ELN’s income was derived from
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extortion of the major oil companies, and its “signature” terror tactic has been blowing up
oil pipelines, which in the past has not only caused ecological damage, but deprived the

government of much-needed revenue from energy.

One of the big reasons for FARC/ELN strength and persistence was the drug trade. As
cocaine became the U.S. “drug of choice” in the late 1970s, Colombia virtually cornered the
market for processing and transshipment of the world’s cocaine supply. With effective coca
eradication programs in Peru and Bolivia in the mid-to-late 1990s, coca cultivation also
moved to Colombia. The FARC seized the opportunity to “tax” the cocaine producers and,
according to the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency, is now directly involved in production and
trafficking. The FARC is estimated to receive some $600 million in annual income from the
drug business, and some estimate that up to 50 percent of the world’s supply of cocaine is
coming from FARC-protected fields.® This steady income stream means that the FARC “re-

mains the best equipped, trained and organized guerrilla organization in Latin America.”’

Ironically, this symbiotic relationship between guerrilla and trafficker may have been en-
hanced by effective U.S.-Colombian government action in the war on drugs during the
1980s. With the killing of notorious drug kingpin Pablo Escobar in December 1993, and
subsequent dismantling of the Cali and Medellin cartels, the Colombian drug industry
adapted by decentralizing into hundreds of smaller, loosely connected “mini-cartels.” This
made effective targeting and law enforcement more difficult, while facilitating interaction

with the rebel resistance groups and Colombia’s other illegal army, the paramilitaries.®

Other players in the violence in Colombia included the paramilitaries. From 1964 to
1987, armed civil defense forces were permitted under Colombian law as an adjunct to the
army’s antiguerrilla campaign. Although they were outlawed in 1987, they were openly tol-
erated until the mid-1990s, since the paramilitaries seemed to directly support the govern-
ment battle with the guerrillas.” But both narcotics and legitimate businessmen are also
contributors to the “paras.” The rise of the drug cartels was accompanied by purchase of
large tracts of land by the drug kingpins. Along with cattlemen, large farmers, and major in-
dustries, the drug cartels began forming private armies to protect their holdings. In April
1997, these various militias formed an umbrella organization, the United Self-Defense
Forces of Colombia, or AUC, under the leadership of Carlos Castaiio Gil, claiming that be-
cause the Colombian state could not provide security against the guerrillas, the AUC would
step forward to meet the gap. But the AUC, like the FARC, soon found that the drug trade
provided an inexhaustible supply of income.

In addition to these concerns about drugs reaching the United States—and wreaking
havocin U.S. communities—Washington was growing concerned about the destabilizing ef-
fects the Colombian drug industry had on other countries in Central and South America,
threatening other fragile democracies and undermining regional efforts to counter narcot-
ics. This reflected a shift in priorities from the days of the Cold War; in the 1970s and 1980s,
the United States was more concerned about stopping pro-Soviet communist insurgencies
like the FARC. Now, it was not the FARC’s ideology that was the problem as much as its link-

ages to the cocaine trade.
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The Clinton administration, however, did not see the government of Colombia, led by
President Ernesto Samper, as a reliable partner to counter these challenges. Corruption
within the army and charges of human rights abuses and collaboration with drug traffickers
tarnished the reputation of the military.!® Senator Patrick Leahy (D-VT) was a noted con-
gressional critic of the Colombian military, charging that the army “was responsible for

nearly 20 percent of all political killings and ‘disappearances.””**

Samper himself was beset by charges he was supported by the drug lords, and in early
1996 allegations surfaced that the Cali drug cartel had contributed $6 million to his cam-
paign. Samper was formally charged in February 1996, and President Clinton decertified
Colombia as cooperating with counternarcotics efforts. This decertification, which was re-
peated in 1997, barred Colombia from receiving U.S. foreign aid. (However, due to a loop-
hole in the legislation, Colombia could still receive counternarcotics assistance, so total U.S.
tunds to Colombia actually increased from approximately $50 million to $150 million from
FY 1996 to FY 1998).? The Colombian Congress absolved Samper of all charges in June
1996, but the State Department revoked his visa to travel to the United States the next
month. While U.S. engagement with Colombia continued, it would take a change in Colom-

bian administrations before any new dramatic initiatives were politically possible.
ARRIVAL OF THE PASTRANA ADMINISTRATION

The election of Conservative Party candidate Andrés Pastrana in 1998 presented an op-
portunity for the Clinton administration to restart relations with Colombia. Pastrana had a
reputation for not being corrupt, and he had been one of those who had exposed Samper’s

connections to the drug cartels.*?

Pastrana had run on a “peace platform,” promising to open negotiations with the rebels
to end the fighting. He also called for a new “Marshall Plan” for Colombia, which would aid
Colombian farmers in transitioning from growing coca to other, alternative crops. His ini-
tial proposals focused on economic and development aid as the main components for com-
bating the scourge of the drug trade. Pastrana’s efforts were cautiously welcomed by
Washington, and the Clinton administration, which previously had ruled out economic aid
as part of a counternarcotics strategy because of concerns about corruption, particularly in

the Samper administration, was now willing to consider it

But Pastrana’s bargaining position with the rebels was seriously undermined just two
days before he took office, when, on 5 August 1998, the Colombian army suffered its worst
defeat at the hands of the FARC. His ambitious proposals for an economic strategy to com-
bat the drug trade also suffered when Colombia was plunged into recession, with the gross

domestic product contracting by 4.3 percent in 1999.

A weakened Pastrana administration agreed, on 6 November 1998, to withdraw govern-
ment forces for ninety days from an area roughly the size of Switzerland in southern Colom-
bia (termed the despeje, or demilitarized zone). This created an area in which FARC
guerrillas were ostensibly free to assemble while peace talks were being held. Peace talks did

not begin until 7 January 1999, and continued with numerous suspensions and
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resumptions, but little real progress. The deadline for reoccupying the despeje was continu-
ously extended beyond the initial deadline and expired only in November 2001. For
Pastrana, who had tied the reputation of his administration to the peace negotiations, every
suspension of negotiations was a threat to his political credibility. Additionally, Pastrana
grew increasingly at odds with his military, who had never favored the creation of the despeje
in the first place. Things came to a head in May 1999, when Defense Minister Rodrigo
Lloreda and two dozen top officers tendered their resignations. Pastrana accepted the depar-
ture of the defense minister but convinced the officers to remain, promising to increase mili-
tary pressure on the guerrillas. When the FARC launched a multifront attack with four
thousand rebels from the despeje in July 1999, the situation in Colombia seemed to be spiral-

ing out of control.®
THE ROAD TO PLAN COLOMBIA

These events spurred an administration policy review by a National Security Council
“ExCom” for Colombia. It was at this point that the Clinton “drug czar,” retired general
Barry McCatftrey, took the initiative, proposing an additional $1 billion of funding for Co-
lombia. Rand Beers, the assistant secretary of state for international narcotics and law en-
forcement affairs, had also long argued for increased funding for the Andean region to
combat drug trafficking. McCaftrey also had a strong ally in General Charles E. Wilhelm,
the commander of U.S. Southern Command (SOUTHCOM). Described by Dean Cook as a
“policy entrepreneur,” Wilhelm was not simply a career military officer but was also “no
stranger to Washington or the interagency process, having served from 1990 until 1992 as
deputy assistant secretary of defense for Policy and Missions within the Office of the Assis-
tant Secretary of Defense for Special Operations and Low Intensity Conflict.”*® Wilhelm en-
couraged the Colombian military to “take a more direct stance against the narcotics
production industry in the region. At the same time, he began to make the case in Washing-
ton for increased U.S. military assistance that would help make such an effort possible and

successful.”t’

For much of the second term, these proposals had been downplayed in favor of diplo-
matic efforts. But though President Clinton triumphed over Senator Bob Dole in the 1996
campaign, the charge that Clinton was “soft on drugs” was one that had resonated. As Dem-
ocrats geared up for the 2000 campaign, alarming poll data was coming in that suggested
drugs could be an “Achilles’ heel” issue for both the Democratic Party’s nominee for presi-
dent and its congressional candidates. McCaffrey argued that if Pastrana’s peace negotia-
tions failed, and Clinton did nothing, the United States could find itself engulfed in a
blizzard of Colombian cocaine shipments—for which the president would receive the
blame. In September 1999, pollster Mark Mellman reported that the “the public perceived
that ‘drug use’ was on the rise and was inclined to blame Democrats.” Mellman also released
data that showed Americans would support a new aid package for Colombia if it were tied to

drug interdiction and eradication.'®

Using funds already allocated to the Department of Defense to assist in counternarcotics

operations, Wilhelm initiated the training of a Colombian army CN battalion in April
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1999—but he was well aware that additional funds could only come with congressional
support. Wilhelm and Lloreda’s replacement as defense minister, Luis Ramirez, were well

aware of the need

to articulate the Colombian requirements and justify those requirements. Furthermore,
they know that there would be little support—in Washington or Bogota—for a military
build-up without a commensurate effort to address the root causes of the conflict through
programs focusing on poverty alleviation, alternative economic development and admin-

istration of justice. What they needed was a comprehensive plan for Colombia *®

In mid-August 1999, Under Secretary of State Thomas Pickering and Beers traveled to
Colombia to caution Pastrana that he risked weakening U.S. support if he made any more
concessions to the guerrillas. Conversely, if a workable strategy to fight the guerrillas and
combat drug trafficking could be crafted, the United States might be willing to provide con-
siderably more financial support. Congressional Republicans indicated that they would
sign on “provided the aid package gave a military approach pride of place.” The State De-
partment made it clear that “the U.S. will sharply increase aid if [Pastrana] develops a com-
prehensive plan to strengthen the military, halt the nation’s economic free fall and fight
drug trafficking.” The draft plan called for spending $7.5 billion over six years. Four billion
dollars were to be provided by Colombia, with the other $3.5 billion to come from the inter-

national Community.20

Pastrana announced his plan in a speech at the United Nations on 23 September 1999.
The plan drew eager endorsement from the Clinton administration. State Department

spokesman James Rubin noted:

We applaud the GOC’s [government of Colombia’s] strategy as an ambitious, but realistic,
package of mutually reinforcing policies to revive Colombia’s drug-ravaged economy, re-
inforce the democratic pillars of its society, advance its peace process, and eliminate
“sanctuaries” for narcotics producers and their agents. The U.S. Government will care-
fully review Colombia’s request for international assistance and, in consultation with the

Congress, develop proposals on how the U.S. can best assist the coc.?

The comprehensive breadth of what began to be called “Plan Colombia” (building off of
Pastrana’s initial call for a “Marshall Plan”) allowed different constituents to view the plan
in the way they most preferred. For Colombians, the emphasis on peace and security was at-
tractive, the counternarcotics strategy resonated within the United States, and the peace

and social development aspects found a favorable hearing in Europe.?

But not all parties were prepared to fund all parts of Pastrana’s vision equally. Ulti-
mately, the European Union (and its various member states) only pledged $332 million in
aid in 2000 to support the “peace” pillar of Pastrana’s plan, in part due to the emphasis
placed on building up the military capacities of the Colombian state.?* Marc Eric Williams
and Vinay Jawahar have argued: “. . . [AJlarmed by the Plan’s military thrust and miffed by
Washington’s failure to consult them during the project’s planning stages, European states
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disassociated themselves from Plan Colombia. . . . Thus, rather than a true multilateral ef-

fort, Plan Colombia quickly became very much a U.S. project. . . .”?*

In turn, despite Pastrana’s “wish list,” the Clinton administration and members of
Congress—both Republicans and Democrats—began to craft a proposal that suited their
own interests. As the plan began to take shape, it focused primarily on the military aspects
of the counternarcotics mission. Nearly 75 percent of anticipated aid would be earmarked
for training and equipping the Colombian military’s antinarcotics battalions, supplying he-
licopters and focusing on increased aerial operations for interdiction and drug crop eradi-
cation. Only 14 percent would focus on strengthening the capacity of the Colombian state,

and 12 percent was devoted to alternative economic and development projects.?

The implementation strategy for the first two years of the plan, Plan Colombia: Interagency
Action Plan, was a joint U.S.-Colombian effort in which members of the departments of
State, Justice, Defense, and Commerce; Office of National Drug Control Policy; and U.S.
Agency for International Development participated. This document operationalized the
initial steps in Plan Colombia and set the key initial strategy of a “push to the south” (i.e.,
into the southern coca-producing regions of Colombia that were also the strongholds of the
FARC). The southern strategy consisted of deploying the Colombian National Police
(CNP), supported by specially trained units of the Colombian army, to conduct intensive
coca eradication efforts in the southern departments of Putumayo and Caqueta. These
eradication efforts were primarily conducted through aerial fumigation with the chemical
glyphosate, marketed in the United States as “Roundup.” The major U.S. contributions to
the plan were the training of three specialized CN battalions to create a counternarcotics
brigade; provision of helicopters for mobility of these battalions and the CNP (16 Black

Hawks and 57 Hueys); and direct, contracted support to the aerial fumigation program.?®

The counternarcotics thrust of the plan answered a political need in the United States,
but was also attractive to the Colombian military, which did not support Pastrana’s peace
overtures to the rebels. Even if the stated reason for U.S. aid was to support counternarcot-
ics operations, the “southern push” strategy into the departments of Putumayo and
Caquetd would help to fortify the army’s presence directly adjacent to the FARC despeje. For
the Colombian military, Plan Colombia was essentially a CI strategy disguised as a coun-

terdrugs operation.
GETTING PLAN COLOMBIA PASSED

President Clinton formally presented his proposal for Colombia to Congress on 11 Janu-
ary 2000.%" Already, there were significant concerns that the administration’s proposals
would draw U.S. forces into active involvement in the Colombian civil war. Testifying in
1999 before the Senate Caucus on International Narcotics Control, Rand Beers acknowl-
edged: “We have no intention of becoming involved in Colombia’s counterinsurgency, but
we do recognize that given the extensive links between Colombia’s guerrilla groups and the
narcotics trade, that counternarcotics forces will come into contact with the guerrillas and

must be provided with the means to defend themselves.”?®
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The caucus chairman, Senator Charles Grassley (R-IA), was not entirely convinced:

... [T]he present tendency in US policy would have us more deeply involved in Colom-
bia’s insurgency. Reports show that the guerrillas are now engaged in a major way in pro-
tecting and profiting from the drug trade. If so and we plan to expand efforts to go after
that trade, then stepped efforts to deal with increased drug production involves us in con-
fronting the guerrillas. This raises a host of questions that have yet to be adequately ad-
dressed by the Administration. It certainly has not explained its policy to Congress or the

public. We are left with the appearance of a policy of drift and dissembling.29

The Plan Colombia proposal conjured up one of the most enduring specters in Ameri-
can foreign policy debates over the last half century, that of the Vietnam War. Would the
United States be drawn into a counterinsurgency campaign in the jungles of South Amer-
ica? Wilhelm made a point of stressing in his testimony before Congress that this analogy
was flawed, but the argument was compelling enough that the State Department felt it nec-
essary to distribute a fact sheet entitled: “Why Colombia Is Not the ‘Next Vietnam.”** In or-
der to reassure Congress (and the American public), the Clinton administration proposals
specifically prohibited U.S. military trainers from engaging in combat or situations where
combat would be imminent. However, there were no such bans enacted applying to State
Department contractors, who would pilot the sprayers and covering helicopters that would
engage in coca fumigation efforts. Anticipating a trend that has accelerated over the past

decade, part of the Colombia mission was entrusted to private contractors.®!

Because Plan Colombia was cast in counternarcotics terms, it engaged the larger constit-
uency of all those interested in U.S. drug policy—and many saw Plan Colombia as an unwise
diversion of funds, arguing that the relatively small cost of producing drugs compared with
the tremendous profits they generate dooms supply-reduction efforts to failure. Ted Galen
Carpenter, from the conservative/libertarian think tank the Cato Institute, argued: “The
brutal reality is that, as long as drugs are illegal, there will be a huge black-market
premium—a lucrative potential profit that will attract producers. Plan Colombia cannot re-

peal the economic laws of supply and demand.”*

Environmental groups objected to the aerial fumigation and crop eradication efforts of
the plan. The World Wildlife Fund cited the “potentially grave environmental impact” of
aerial fumigation and compared it to the Agent Orange debacle of Vietnam. Even the
United Nations Drug Control Program attacked the spraying as “inhumane” and “ineffec-
tive,” noting that aerial eradication efforts in Colombia had been conducted from 1994 on-

ward, and in that time, coca production ¢ncreased dramatically.33

Critics of Plan Colombia also focused on corporate interests. The Mellman poll that had
such an influence on the Clinton White House had been commissioned not by the Demo-
cratic Party but by Lockheed Martin, the manufacturer of P-3 radar planes used in drug in-
terdiction operations. Others pointed to the lobbying efforts of Textron, which makes the
Bell Huey helicopter, and United Technologies, whose Sikorsky Aircraft division makes the
Black Hawk—noting that both types of helicopters would be part of any aid package to
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Colombia. Occidental Petroleum, whose pipelines were regularly sabotaged by rebel
groups in Colombia, was also seen as lobbying for Plan Colombia’s passage. Private mili-
tary companies also stood to benefit from additional contracts. In “following the money
trail,” Newsweek reporters Michael Isikoff and Gregory Vistica raised concerns about large
“soft money” donations made by United Technologies to the Democratic National Com-
mittee weeks before Plan Colombia was unveiled by the president. Some also hinted that
Senator Christopher Dodd (D-CT) was a supporter of the plan because Clinton’s proposal
called for 30 new Black Hawk helicopters—manufactured in Connecticut—to be sent to Co-
lombia, even though administration officials acknowledged that the Colombian army
lacked enough hangars and pilots to handle so many new aircraft. (Dodd, for his part, de-
nied any lobbying efforts on United Technologies’ behalf with the administration.)®
Foreshadowing a technique that would be embraced by later administrations, “Plan Co-
lombia” was not presented to Congress as a stand-alone piece of legislation or even as part
of a more general foreign aid bill, but as an emergency supplemental attached to the Mili-
tary Construction Appropriations Act. Given the importance of other provisions of this leg-
islation to members of Congress, particularly in an election year, the portion of the
supplemental providing $1.3 billion in funding for counternarcotics operations passed with
limited debate.*® Moreover, as Nancy Pelosi (at the time not yet House minority leader or
Speaker) observed, “No one wants to seem soft on drugs. The White House and Congress
don’t ever want to be seen as not doing all they can to stop the flow of drugs—even if'it’s the
wrong policy.”3” Moreover, there were strong and credible voices in favor of this increased
U.S. effort to aid Colombia. Wilhelm was a major and compelling advocate, traveling to
Washington some 21 times during FY 2000 to argue on behalf of Plan Colombia.® The gen-
eral maintained that it was not in the interests of the United States to see a friendly govern-

ment overthrown by an insurgency or transformed into a narco-state, and he argued:

We are turning the corner in Colombia. With your continued support and assistance we
can and will resolve the two most stressing challenges to the security, stability and pros-
perity of a region that is rapidly growing in importance to the U.S.—the national crisis in
Colombia and the hemispheric crisis generated by illegal drugs and their corrosive effects

on our society and those of our neighbors to the South.®

Another factor that helped to generate support was the perception in Washington of
anemic support on the part of Colombia’s neighbors for assisting Bogota in coping with
both the drug traffickers and the insurgency. Professor Laurence McCabe, one of the Naval
War College’s leading experts on Colombia, has observed that policy makers pushed for a
more active U.S. role in Colombia in part because of the lack of engagement shown by other

states in the region in tackling these issues.

Following the successful strategy of “triangulation,” President Clinton was also able to
isolate some of the more vocal critics of the plan, such as House members Jan Schakowsky
(D-IL) and David Obey (D-WI) and Senators Paul Wellstone (D-MN) and Leahy. With the
support of centrist Democrats and Republicans, the supplemental passed; for instance, in the

House of Representatives, 119 Democrats joined 143 Republicans to pass the legislation.*’
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Plan Colombia became official U.S. policy when President Clinton signed Public Law
106-246, on 13 July 2000. Depending on the account one chooses to accept, the law was ei-
ther 1) the response to a reasoned plea from a respected foreign leader; 2) the skillful ma-
nipulation of the process by policy entrepreneurs; 3) a policy “forced” on a reluctant
president by an activist Congress; or 4) an administration initiative to close one last vulnera-
bility in preparation for a presidential election. The truth of the matter is that it was proba-
bly all of the above.

But while the administration was successful in getting the package approved, it had done
so by denying the CI side of Plan Colombia and selling it as a counterdrug strategy. As Dean
Cook concludes: “Despite occasional warnings of the potential for state collapse, however,
this . . . argument was less clear and ultimately less convincing—or less politically viable—
for the Clinton administration and Congress. Thus, virtually the entire policy debate of
whether to come to Colombia’s assistance occurred within the context of curbing the flow of
illegal drugs. . .."*

Opponents of Plan Colombia, however, were successful in modifying several parts of the
plan. Human rights organizations such as Human Rights Watch (HRW), Amnesty Interna-
tional (AI), and the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) were able to get a provi-
sion inserted that put a cap on U.S. military personnel deployed to Colombia in support of
the plan: five hundred military and three hundred additional civilian contractors. In addi-
tion, Senator Leahy managed to get six specific human rights certifications written into the
law as conditions for release of the aid, and added language requiring the Secretary of State
to consult with “internationally recognized human rights organizations” to assess Colom-
bia’s “progress” in meeting those conditions. HRW, Al, and WOLA released a detailed re-
port documenting Colombia’s failure to meet Leahy’s criteria, but, on 22 August 2000,
President Clinton used a national security waiver (as permitted by the law) to prevent aid

from being blocked.*? As President Clinton left office, Plan Colombia was on track.
INITIAL ASSESSMENTS

Initially, the “push to the south” was seen as a success; the aerial fumigation program in
Putumayo Department proceeded apace, with some seventy-five thousand acres sprayed by
February 2001. While there were also reports that the coca growers were simply moving
their operations into the neighboring Narifio Department, the first stages of Plan Colombia
seemed to be proceeding smoothly.*?

But then tragedy intervened. On 20 April 2001, the war on drugs claimed two innocent
victims in neighboring Peru. American missionary Veronica Bowers and her seven-month-
old daughter were killed when a Peruvian Air Force plane, operating with a U.S. CIA air-
craft, shot down their small private aircraft, mistaking it for a drug smuggler. The shoot
down occurred on a routine “Joint Air Bridge Denial” mission, a program that had been in
place since 1995. Interception and shoot-down programs in both countries were immedi-
ately suspended. (An investigation into the incident was completed in August 2001. As a re-

sult, additional safety measures were implemented to clarify procedures and improve



Buckwalter, Struckman, and Guosdev 23

communications in order to avoid accidental shoot downs and the program was restarted in
August 2003.)*

But the incident led to renewed criticism of Plan Colombia on the Hill. Representative
Schakowsky introduced (ultimately unsuccessful) legislation to ban the U.S. government
from using contractors in these operations. Representative Pete Hoekstra (R-MI) offered
an amendment on the House floor holding up release of Plan Colombia aid until there was
a thorough investigation into the incident. (Hoekstra has continued to press to this day for a
criminal probe into the incident, charging that the CIA covered up evidence of inadequate

procedures to safeguard against such incidents.)*®

There were also increasing complaints and protests of the aerial eradication program
during the spring of 2001. Residents of areas being sprayed complained of health prob-
lems and destruction of legal cash crops. A Colombian nongovernmental organization,
the Organization of Indian Peoples of the Colombian Amazon, gained a Colombian
court-ordered halt to the spraying on 27 July 2001. The suspension was reviewed just days
later and overturned, and spraying resumed on 31 July 2001.% The same day, however,
six Colombian department governors and several Colombian legislators were in Washing-
ton lobbying Congress to halt the fumigation program. However, then U.S. ambassador
to Colombia Anne Patterson noted, “Fumigation is a key element under Plan Colombia. If
there were a halt to aerial fumigation, there would be an immediate, probably devastat-
ing, impact on U.S. support for Plan Colombia.” The State Department sought to defuse,
and possibly delay, some of the controversy by requesting a study in Colombia of the ef-
fects of the chemical fumigant by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Senator
Leahy made it clear that, should the study reveal harmful effects, both aerial fumigation
and the entirety of Plan Colombia would be called into question.*’ (On 4 September 2002,
the State Department delivered to Congress a full report on the effects of aerial fumiga-
tion and found that the chemicals applied to coca fields did not pose a significant threat to

the human population or the environment.)*®

Meanwhile, in Colombia itself, Pastrana’s policies were not bearing much fruit. Although
talks with the ELN had shown some promise in early 2001, Pastrana’s decision to negotiate
for an ELN safe zone in northern Colombia much like the FARC despeje was extremely un-
popular with many factions in Colombia, especially the military. Residents in the proposed
new safe area staged numerous protests against the measure, and the paramilitaries
launched their own offensive against the ELN. Finally, on 7 August 2001, President
Pastrana announced he was suspending peace talks with the ELN, citing doubts about

“their commitment to peace.”*

But it was the failure to achieve any settlement with the FARC that doomed Pastrana’s
plan. On 11 August, Colombian authorities arrested three members of the Provisional Irish
Republican Army (IRA). The IRA experts had spent the previous five weeks in the FARC
despeje and were believed to have been training the Colombians in bomb making using ad-
vanced plastic explosives in order to attack urban targets, and an intercepted radio trans-

mission from a FARC commander reportedly revealed him saying, “We must hit the cities
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hard.” To opponents of the peace process and the ceding of the zone in the first place, the
IRA arrests were further evidence that the peace process was a failure and that it was time to
turn up the military heat on the FARC. Renewed fighting soon erupted, but the FARC was
not crushed.®

The uptick in fighting in Colombia led Pastrana to try and strengthen the Colombian se-
curity forces. On 16 August 2001, he signed legislation that represented “the first substan-
tive reform of Colombian security law since 1965.” The law had been strongly favored by
the Defense Ministry and the Colombian military. One provision of the law allowed the mil-
itary a freer hand in prosecuting the counterinsurgency, and it drew howls of protests from
human rights groups. This drew the ire of some members of the U.S. Congress. Senator
Leahy warned that further payments of Plan Colombia funds could be threatened, and Sen-
ator Wellstone indicated that he would propose an amendment redirecting military aid

when Congress reconvened in September 2001.%

And the spike in violence in Colombia
also alarmed other members of the U.S. Congress, who worried that Plan Colombia could
spiral into an open-ended U.S. commitment. Senator John McCain (R-AZ) called for “a de-
tailed analysis explaining how long the U.S. commitment to Plan Colombia would last and
how much it would cost.” Matters were not helped when Pastrana described the plan as

“long-term,” lasting “maybe 15 to 20 years.”>?

Pastrana thus entered the final months of his administration with the failure of his peace
initiatives and with increased violence spreading across the country. Pastrana, according to
some observers, had no real counterinsurgency strategy in place and delegated much of the
planning to the military.® Some questioned whether U.S. policy, designed to curtail the
shipment of narcotics out of Colombia, entailed supporting the Colombian government in
crushing its various insurgencies, thus drawing the United States into what was effectively a
Colombian civil war. But despite all these complaints, efforts by some House Democrats on
the Appropriations Committee, led by Nancy Pelosi and David Obey, to redirect Plan Colom-
bia funds (to U.S. domestic programs designed to reduce demand for drugs) failed. Congress

instead voted to expand the funds made available to Colombia.>*
THE BUSH ADMINISTRATION’S POSITION

Candidate George W. Bush pledged during his campaign that he would “look south, not
just as an afterthought but as a fundamental commitment of my presidency” and expressed
his support for Plan Colombia.®® In the first months of his administration, he worked to in-
vigorate U.S. ties with Latin America. His first trip outside the United States was a visit to
Mexico in February 2001, and by the end of February, official delegations from Colombia,
Ecuador, Chile, Brazil, and El Salvador were traveling to Washington to meet the president

or his new secretary of state, Colin Powell.*®

Because the Bush campaign had harshly criticized the national security policies of the
Clinton administration during the campaign,®’ there was the expectation that many of the
policies of the previous team would be reversed or downgraded. The new administration

did want to demonstrate a clear and decisive break with its predecessor when it came to
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foreign and defense policy.®® Some detected in comments made by Peter Rodman, the
newly appointed assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs, a hint that
the Bush administration might not continue with Plan Colombia. When asked to comment
on Colombia policy, he had noted, “I think there’s a consensus that there’s an important
American interest, but there is not necessarily a consensus about what the right way to serve
that interest is.”*® But the president himself endorsed Plan Colombia at the Summit of the
Americas (in April 2001), signaling that there would be some continuity with the past ad-
ministration when it came to policy in the Western Hemisphere. Phillip Reeker, the State
Department deputy spokesman, tried to minimize the impact of Rodman’s statement by
stressing the “consensus” view of the administration: “[TThe Bush administration has a clear
policy toward Colombia, which is to support democracy, combat narcotics trafticking, and
support social and economic development.”® And Secretary of State Powell traveled to Co-
lombia in September 2001 to convey the message to Pastrana: the Bush administration would

continue with Plan Colombia.®!

The president also proposed an “Andean Regional Initiative (ARI)” that answered
some of the criticism that Plan Colombia was too focused on Colombia and too militaris-
tic. The ARI proposal was for $882 million in FY 2002 funding, with roughly 45 percent
going to Colombia and the rest to the neighboring nations of Panama, Ecuador, Peru,
Bolivia, Brazil, and Venezuela. The requested funds were also nearly evenly divided be-
tween programs for economic/social development and for counternarcotics/security. At
an on-the-record State Department briefing of the plan, career civil servants who had also
served in the previous administration characterized the policy as a continuation of a bal-
anced strategy begun in 2000. The speakers frankly admitted that Plan Colombia, as en-
acted by the Clinton administration, had been weighted toward the military because
policy makers had seen the opportunity to obtain the “big ticket” items (helicopters), and
that the more balanced approach now endorsed by the Bush administration had been

their intention all along.®

The events of 9/11 changed how the situation in Colombia was viewed by many in Wash-
ington. The presence of the IRA experts assisting the FARC lent new credence to the
concept of a “war on terror” by highlighting the global linkages between terrorist organiza-
tions. Energy security also became a greater priority on the U.S. agenda, and with Colombia
now the third-largest Latin American supplier of oil to the United States (after Venezuela
and Mexico), attacks by the ELN on Colombia’s energy infrastructure became an issue. Co-
lombia was now no longer just about drugs. In testimony before the House Committee on
International Relations Subcommittee on the Western Hemisphere one month after the at-
tacks, James Mack, deputy assistant secretary of state for international narcotics and law en-
forcement affairs, noted, “There often is a nexus between terrorism and organized crime.
Many of the skills and types of equipment needed to attack organized crime are applicable
to combating terrorism.” Mack made the Bush administration’s case for why continuation

and expansion of policies like Plan Colombia was essential to U.S. national security.%
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The Bush administration also began to argue that there was no clear distinction between
CN and CI operations in Colombia. Robert Zoellick, who served as a top foreign policy ad-
visor to Bush during the 2000 presidential campaign and entered the administration as
U.S. trade representative (ultimately becoming deputy secretary of state), argued, “We can-
not continue to make a false distinction. The narcotraffickers and guerrillas compose one

dangerous network.”®

These arguments resonated on the Hill. A nonbinding resolution passed the House on 6
March 2002, calling on the president to develop policies that protect the United States
from the “scourge of illicit narcotics,” a trade being facilitated by “U.S.-designated terrorist
groups.” Congress followed up by lifting previous restrictions on counterinsurgency aid
(limiting assistance to counternarcotics efforts) in order to help Colombia combat its rebel
organizations as well as to provide aid in the protection of Colombia’s oil pipelines.®® Both
the State Department and the Defense Department lobbied for this change, arguing that
there was “no clear line between drug and terrorist activity.”®® (The FARC and ELN had
both been designated as terrorist organizations in 1997; the AUC was added to the list in
2001.) This represented a “significant shift” in U.S. policy from the Clinton administration,
which had limited military aid to strictly counterdrug operations. Now, the United States
was committed to assisting the Colombian government in a much wider counterinsurgency

mission.%”

A NEW PARTNER: ALVARO URIBE

This shift was aided by a change in administration in Colombia. On 26 May 2002, Alvaro
Uribe was elected as Pastrana’s successor. Uribe’s main focus for Colombia was to rid the
country of the rebel groups; his own father had been assassinated by the FARC. In fulfilling
his promises to bring about “democratic security” for Colombians, Uribe moved to try and
bring back a degree of security to the citizenry by forcing rebel forces out of populated areas

and back into the hills and high country.

To regain control of the country, Uribe also focused on revamping Colombia’s army
and police forces. At the beginning of his term, he imposed a significant tax to generate
revenue for the expansion of Colombian military forces. By the end of 2005, the Colom-
bian security establishment had grown to nearly 347,000 men. The force structure con-
sists of 15 army brigades, seven mountain brigades, 54 police squadrons, and several

thousand foot soldiers.%8

In addition to the military expansion Uribe implemented during his first term, he called
for a $3.7 billion upgrade to Colombian forces. This would allow for the purchase of addi-
tional fighter aircraft (Israeli-made Kfir jets) and helicopters as well as provide more sol-
diers and police to continue the fight against armed groups and drug traffickers. The
dramatic increase in military capability for security was only the first step in Uribe’s plan to
implement his strategy for retaking the country from the guerrillas and laying the basis for
social and economic reconstruction. His proposals, estimated to cost $44 billion if fully im-

plemented, envisioned a seven-year plan (to 2009) not only to deal with drug trafficking,
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but also to bolster social programs, human rights programs, judicial capacity, and interna-

tional trade—relying on the hope of continued aid from the United States and Europe.®

Uribe soon deployed his vastly augmented military forces to implement his Plan
Patriota, designed to retake guerrilla-held areas, establish a clear government presence,
and then (hopefully) deliver social services. Beginning in 2003, a concerted effort was made
to clear the state of Cundinamarca (surrounding the capital, Bogota) of the FARC; the cam-
paign then gradually expanded to clear other parts of the former despeje. Plan Patriota has
not ended the violence, but it did deprive the FARC of much of its “state” and its tactics have

shifted back to terrorist strikes and guerrilla warfare as a result.”

<

Uribe also pushed for (and signed) a “Justice and Peace Law” designed to encourage the
paramilitaries to demobilize and reintegrate into Colombian society. The U.S. State De-
partment reported over 14,000 AUC members had demobilized in 2005 under the auspices
of this new law, which provides some immunity from prosecution for those who agree to
give up their arms and membership in the paramilitaries.”* Many humanitarian groups
voiced outrage at this decision, claiming that numerous violators of human rights would
walk away with nothing more than a slap on the wrist. Human rights groups also objected to
another Uribe policy: the resurrection of a nearly forgotten law from the 1940s allowing for
the formation of “home guard” units, made up of draft-eligible Colombians who serve as lo-

cal guards in lieu of joining the national military. "

In addition to being “tougher” on the guerrillas, Uribe won favor with the Bush adminis-
tration because of his strong support for U.S. foreign policy, notably the Iraq war. The sur-
vival and success of the Uribe administration became a Bush foreign policy priority,
especially given the growing regional influence of Venezuela’s president, Hugo Chavez.
Chavez’s stated desire has been to form a new “axis of power” with other nations in the re-
gion to counter U.S. influence. Chavez reached out to U.S. opponents like Fidel Castro of
Cuba and Saddam Hussein (prior to his overthrow in 2003) and in one famous moment, at
the United Nations in 2006, called Bush “the devil” and said the United States under his ad-
ministration was the “first enemy” of his revolution in Venezuela.” Given the pro-Chavez
tilt of a number of governments in the region—including those of Ecuador, El Salvador,
Bolivia, and Nicaragua’*—Uribe’s Colombia was firmly in the pro-American camp. And
Uribe and Chévez had plenty of reasons to feud. Uribe lambasted Chavez’s support of Co-
lombian rebels; Chavez criticized Uribe’s close ties to Washington and cross-border raids,
especially into Ecuador, in pursuit of guerrillas.” Uribe’s evolution from a friend to bitter

opponent of Chavez cemented his relations with Washington.

On 22 November 2003, following the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in
Chile, Bush stopped off in Cartagena, Colombia, on his way back to the United States. In his
appearance with Uribe, the president praised the results of Plan Colombia and promised its

continuation:

We've helped Colombia to strengthen this democracy, to combat drug production,

to create a more transparent and effective judicial system, to increase the size and
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professionalism of its military and police forces, to protect human rights and to reduce
corruption. Mr. President, you and your government have not let us down. Plan Colom-
bia enjoys wide bipartisan support in my country, and next year I will ask our Congress to

renew its support so that this courageous nation can win its war against narco-terrorists. 6

In 2004, the Bush administration successfully lobbied Congress to relax the caps on the
number of U.S. military personnel and contractors permitted to function in Colombia;
Congress raised the limits to 800 military and 600 contractors. The U.S. embassy in Bogota
also became one of the largest in the world, with some 2,000 employees representing 32
U.S. government agencies administering various aid and assistance programs. Even the
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq did not lead to cutbacks in funds to Colombia; Bogota

remained one of the largest recipients of U.S. aid.

The Bush policy of support for the Uribe administration, however, suffered a setback in
2006 with the unfolding “Para-gate” scandal’’ in Colombia—the revelation that dozens of
members of the Colombian Congress as well as regional leaders had ties to the AUC. In par-
ticular, the so-called Pact of Ralito was revealed—an agreement back in 2001 between Co-
lombian politicians and the AUC to work for the “re-foundation” of Colombia. The
ongoing investigation led eventually not only to members of Uribe’s administration but
even to his family—his cousin, Mario Uribe Escobar, a former president of Congress, was
arrested. Uribe’s foreign minister, Maria Consuelo Aratjo, someone intimately involved in
the relationship with the United States, was also touched by scandal. Her brother Alvaro, a
senator, soon came under suspicion. For months, Uribe was steadfast in his support for his
foreign minister, much to the chagrin of several U.S. lawmakers who were concerned about
the effects these alleged links to the various paramilitaries have had or potentially could
have on Uribe’s administration. The foreign minister resigned in February 2007 days after
her brother and several other members of the Uribe administration were arrested on suspi-

cion of aiding paramilitary operations.’

This reinforced the suspicion of the Uribe administration held in some parts of the U.S.
government and in Congress. Senator Leahy once again voiced his displeasure with the Co-
lombian government and with Uribe’s administration in particular over how it had initially
handled “Para-gate”: “This confirms the concerns that many have had for a long time, that
the paramilitaries have infiltrated the economic and political establishment of Colombian

society. It should give us some pause as to who we are dealing with.”"®

THE 2006 DEADLINE

Plan Colombia had initially been presented to Congress as a six-year plan, and the ex-
pectations of some were that U.S. support for and involvement in Colombian operations
would end in 2006; General McCaffrey had characterized Plan Colombia as no more than a
“five year” effort back in 2000.%° But a June 2003 report released by the Government Ac-
countability Office (GAO) flatly concluded, “Neither the Colombian Army nor the Colom-
bian National Police have the capacity to manage ongoing counternarcotics programs

without continued U.S. funding and contractor support. Colombia’s financial resources are
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limited and its economy is weak and thus will need U.S. assistance for the foreseeable fu-
ture.”® In responding to the GAO report, the Department of Defense acknowledged that it
was identifying funds for support of Colombian efforts through FY 2009.82 A second report,
issued in July 2004, examining nonmilitary aid programs, reached similar conclusions:
“[TThe government of Colombia does not have the capacity to sustain alternative develop-
ment projects, provide the level of assistance needed for vulnerable groups, or implement
democracy and judicial reform. Colombia’s financial resources are limited and its economy

is weak, and thus it will need U.S. assistance for the foreseeable future.”

Congress began to consider continuation of Plan Colombia programs directly through
the Andean Counterdrug Initiative (ACI), which had no statutory ending date.®* Rather
than create another multiyear program, Plan Colombia was effectively subsumed into the
ACI.

While some observers in Washington complained that under the Bush administration,
the focus of Colombia policy had changed (from counternarcotics to counterinsurgency),
some in the U.S. government continued to focus on the drug portfolio. To this end, in
March 2006, 50 leaders of the FARC were indicted in the United States for their alleged
role in narcotics trafficking in the United States and various human rights violations in
Colombia. This was an effort to seriously disrupt FARC narcotics operations and at the
time signified the largest indictment in U.S. history involving narcotics trafficking.®® On
the other hand, as Naval War College professor Derek Reveron, a leading American ex-
pert on Colombia, has observed, “While Congress initially rejected the [CI] nature of the
program, it turns out that’s what was executed. When the Bush team invented the term
narco-terrorism, it allowed SOUTHCOM to remove the artificial restrictions imposed by

the initial legislation.”

Moreover, in response to concerns about stymied economic development in Colombia,
the Bush administration signaled early in its second term that it would begin to focus more
on economic issues as part of its Colombia policy. At her confirmation hearing, Secretary of

State—designate Condoleezza Rice testified:

. [W]e are going to have to explore with Colombia its economic development. It is a
country that has potential but has really been—a lot of the potential has been held back by
the terrible security situation produced by narcotrafficking. And as the narcotrafficking
situation is brought under control, we obviously will want to be a partner with Colombia in
how they build a vibrant democracy. Part of that is that they have asked us to discuss with
them what we might be doing in the area of free trade. I think that’s something that we
will want to explore with them. Obviously, it has to be seen in the context of what we’re try-
ing to do with the Free Trade Area of the Americas. But we've not been shy to go ahead

and look at what we might be able to do bilaterally in trade 88

Free trade talks had begun with Colombia (and several other Andean nations) in 2004.
The U.S.-Colombia Trade Promotion Agreement, as it was officially titled, was signed in

November 2006. It would make permanent certain trade exemptions granted to Colombia
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(under the Andean Trade Promotion and Drug Eradication Act passed by Congress) and
eliminate completely or lower substantially trade barriers in both countries, particularly in
agricultural products. The Bush administration argued that the free trade agreement was

the logical next step in Plan Colombia:

The progress Colombia has made is real but critical challenges remain. The terrorist and
paramilitary groups are weakened but not defeated. Violence continues to threaten all
sectors of Colombian society as well as cause displacement and economic hardship. The
people of Colombia are addressing these problems aggressively and decisively, but need
the continued help of the United States. The U.S.-Colombia Free Trade Agreement is a

critical tool to provide licit jobs and economic alternatives to violence &

The agreement was also promoted as a benefit for the U.S. economy, since Colombia was
America’s fourth-largest trading partner in Latin America. The free trade pact was enthusi-
astically endorsed by McCaffrey, one of the architects of the Clinton administration’s initial
Plan Colombia proposal; McCaftrey argued that “[a]pproving the free-trade agreement

would enable Colombia to continue on its positive course.”®

The Colombian side moved to ratify the agreement quickly; it passed the House and
Senate by November 2007 and, after a review by the Supreme Court to ensure its provisions
complied with Colombia’s constitution, the agreement was formally ratified by the Colom-
bian government. On the U.S. side, however, there were growing concerns. The United
States was already running a $3.43 billion trade deficit with Colombia (as of 2005). Labor
unions and environmentalists objected to what they saw as weak standards to protect the
rights of workers and to protect the environment; labor unions and some U.S. industries
also were concerned about the potential loss of jobs. Finally, the continued human rights
concerns about the security practices of the Uribe government, including the assassinations
of labor activists in Colombia, did not sit well with U.S. unions.® The president of the AFL-
CIO, John Sweeney, bluntly declared: “Colombia’s atrocious human rights record sets it
apart from the rest of the world. There is no labor language that could be inserted into the
U.S.-Colombia FTA [free trade agreement] that could adequately address the extraordi-

nary—and unpunished—violence confronting trade unionists in that country.”®

Representative Sander Levin (D-MI) made it clear why the Bush administration would
face an uphill battle to get the free trade agreement ratified in Congress: “[The] Colombia
[free trade agreement] cannot pass the Congress, as constructed, and Plan Colombia is in
more jeopardy because of these scandals, the infiltration of the paramilitary into the inner
workings of the Colombian government. . . . I voted for Plan Colombia, at least the first few

times, but this is a very worrisome development.”®!

Because Uribe had cultivated such close ties to the Bush administration, he found Con-
gress—now controlled by Democrats as a result of the 2006 midterm elections—much less
accommodating. The new Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi, raised her concerns about
the “Para-gate” scandal and, in contrast to President Bush’s warm and effusive welcome,

congressional Democrats were far more disapproving of Uribe’s record. José Miguel
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Vivanco of Human Rights Watch summed it up: “During the period that the Republican
Party controlled both Congress and the White House, he got a free ride. But now concrete

questions about his record are on the table. He has to give them some reasonable answers.”%2

President Bush made a major visit to Latin America in March 2007 in an effort to rekin-
dle relationships in the region that many perceived as having been ignored since 9/11 and
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. He also hoped to reverse a trend in public opinion polling
in the region that indicated a steady decline in perceptions of relations with the United
States and Bush’s overall performance every year since 2001. Bush arrived in Bogota, con-
sidered the most dangerous stopover on his trip, under heavy escort. Nevertheless, he
pointed to the great strides in security that have been made over the last four years and
pledged continued support. Additionally, Bush introduced new educational, housing, and
economic programs, and after his visit, a U.S. Navy medical ship arrived in June 2007 to

provide health services to a dozen countries in the region.*®

As the Bush administration prepared to leave office, the GAO prepared an assessment of
Plan Colombia. The United States had provided some $4.9 billion in security assistance and
another $1.3 billion in nonmilitary aid since the inception of the plan in FY 2000. As a
counternarcotics strategy—the initial motivation for Plan Colombia—the results were
mixed. Opium poppy cultivation and heroin production declined about 50 percent, but co-
caine production levels actually increased, by 4 percent. The report found that the coun-
try’s overall security climate had improved, but that economic and social development aid
was not reaching most areas where coca is cultivated, in part because these were the areas
where security was the weakest.** So the report’s findings were mixed; some successes, but
also failures, were reported. This also had an impact in continuing the debate over the effi-
cacy of the aerial fumigation efforts to disrupt coca production, given the environmental
trade-offs.

In 2007, the Uribe administration launched a successor operation to Plan Patriota—Plan
Consolidation—where the Colombian military focused on not only fighting the guerrillas
but clearing and holding formerly FARC-controlled territories. In 2008, there were also
some spectacular successes—the ambush and death of FARC second-in-command Raul
Reyes and the rescue of some of the most important hostages held by the FARC, including
former presidential candidate Ingrid Betancourt. But the FARC had not been completely
defeated, and in December 2009 successfully kidnapped and then killed the governor of

the Department of Caqueté (a region southeast of Bogota).*

President Bush never wavered in his support for the Uribe administration and pointed to
the gains that had been made in recent years in Colombia regarding paramilitary demobili-
zation and increases in security, stability, and economic development. Bush awarded Uribe
the Presidential Medal of Freedom in January 2009, shortly before stepping down from
office.

Reveron notes that the government of Colombia, during this period, took major steps in

improving internal security, and that U.S. efforts, particularly to train and equip, were
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successful because the Americans, especially those in SOUTHCOM, found willing and able
partners in the Colombian government, military, and police. Assessing Plan Colombia’s
success or failure depends therefore on the standards being applied. As Reveron concludes:
“If it is to be judged by stemming the flow of drugs, it is a failure. If it’s to be judged by pre-

venting state failure and supporting a fragile democracy, it is a success.”

SENATOR OBAMA’S INITIAL POSITIONS ... AND THE OBAMA
ADMINISTRATION’S POLICIES

While Colombia was not a major issue of concern to Senator Barack Obama after his ar-
rival in Washington in 2005, it did appear that he was somewhat skeptical of President
Bush’s approach. In early 2006, Obama joined with Senators Leahy and Dodd, two per-
sistent critics of the Bush administration approach to Colombia, in writing a letter to
then—under secretary of state R. Nicholas Burns, questioning whether “Plan Colombia” was
working. The senators noted, “There are reasons to be seriously concerned about whether
our current policy can achieve its goals.” A year later, Obama again joined with Leahy and
Dodd to demand that the Uribe administration work harder to reverse the “infiltration” of
the paramilitaries into his government or else put at risk $700 million in U.S. aid.®” But
Obama stopped short of joining other senators who were demanding that the State Depart-
ment refuse to certify that Colombia was meeting human rights standards, a condition for
continued U.S. assistance. Instead, as one report from a liberal think tank (the Council on
Hemispheric Affairs) concluded, Obama was limited in his opposition: “The Illinois Sena-
tor needs to do more than simply offer up polite and diplomatic protestations to the Bush

White House and must come up with a plan of his own.”®

As the 2008 presidential campaign moved into higher gear, Obama began to hone his
position on Colombia. While retaining his concern for human rights abuses, he did voice
support for the counterdrug and antiterrorism components of Plan Colombia. However, he
did not endorse the proposed free trade agreement with Colombia, raising concerns about
adequate standards for protecting the environment and the rights of labor unions—and
also taking advantage of a growing skepticism among the American public about the value

of free trade to U.S. prosperity.*

The Obama campaign did try to play up differences with the Republican nominee, Sena-
tor, John McCain. In a conference call to reporters, Obama spokesmen described McCain’s
support for Plan Colombia as a sign he would be “Bush 3” (i.e., a third term of the Bush ad-
ministration) and, while acknowledging that Plan Colombia had “some successes,” they
stressed that a future Obama administration would “try a very different kind of approach

and develop an integrated strategy.” % (

Two of the call’s participants have since moved into
the Obama administration: Denis McDonough is the chief of staff at the National Security
Council, and Dan Restrepo is senior director at the National Security Council for Latin

America.)

The official fact sheet released by the campaign opened with a general statement about

breaking with the “failed policies of the past” but when it came to Colombia policy it wasn’t
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clear what was being designated as a failure. This document expressed candidate Obama’s
opposition to the free trade agreement with Colombia as negotiated by President Bush but
was more ambivalent about security and military assistance. It did not go into specifics
about changes a future Obama administration might make in the Bush approach to Colom-
bia other than to state, “We need to continue efforts to support Colombia in a way that also
advances our interests and is true to our values.” It did endorse Colombia’s right to strike at
FARC encampments and installations even in cross-border safe havens, but also called for a
policy of engagement with Venezuela.'™ But it did not make more detailed policy

pronouncements.

For his part, the Republican nominee for president in 2008, Arizona senator John
McCain, made it clear that he would continue the Bush policies on Colombia (even though
he had expressed some doubts back in 2001). He stated quite clearly, “I intend to fight for
Plan Colombia and for a free trade pact with Colombia” and warned that the successes
achieved in that country “are endangered by Democrats who oppose providing military aid
to a democracy under siege and want to turn their back on the free trade agreement negoti-
ated with our strongest ally in Latin America.” % McCain’s implication, of course, was that
should a Democrat be elected to the White House, there would be major reversals in U.S.

policy toward Colombia.

There was a wide divergence in expectations: some Obama supporters, focusing on
promises of change from the “failed policies of the past,” were expecting radical breaks with
the Bush legacy. Other observers, like Julia Sweig, a senior fellow on Latin America at the
Council on Foreign Relations, pointed out that when it came to Plan Colombia, “the two

senators are roughly in sync'%®

—which indicated that perhaps there was a greater biparti-
san consensus on the issue than election-time rhetoric would suggest. Sweig’s conclusions
were echoed by Peter DeShazo, who served in the first term of the George W. Bush adminis-
tration as deputy assistant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere aftfairs: “There will be
greater continuity than a lot of people expected. Those who expected a sea change were
misleading themselves.” DeShazo noted this is because U.S. interests had not fundamen-
tally changed in Latin America just because of the transition from one administration to the

next. 1%

When it came to Colombia, the Obama administration sent signals in the first months
that suggested that there would be shifts. Gil Kerlikowske, Obama’s appointee to head the
White House Office of National Drug Control Policy, talked about retiring the entire “war
on drugs” moniker and said greater emphasis would be placed on a strategy of reducing de-
mand in the United States for illicit narcotics, especially through treatment.'® Some inter-
preted this to mean a reduction in the focus on the military in counternarcotics policy.
Obama’s own calls for a “new partnership” between Latin America and the United States,
well received at the Summit of the Americas in April 2009, also suggested the administra-

tion would take a different approach from its predecessor.*®

But it soon became apparent that the United States under the Obama administration was

not going to abandon Plan Colombia. The administration’s requests for appropriations for
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Plan Colombia in Fiscal Year 2010 reflected only a slight decrease from what the Obama
administration had requested and received in 2009; the White House noted that its funding
requests were designed “to consolidate progress achieved under Plan Colombia while sup-
porting the transition of additional counternarcotics programs to the Government of Co-
lombia. Assistance will continue to support aviation programs that support eradication,
interdiction, humanitarian and high-value target operations, and provide the Colombian

military and police the capability to operate in remote regions.”%

The Obama team has indicated that its goal—which it says has always been consistent
since the beginning of Plan Colombia—is an eventual “Colombianization” of efforts, with a
gradual reduction in the amount of U.S. aid.1%® Indeed, as Reveron has observed, the gains
made by the Colombians under Plans Patriota and Consolidation make it more likely that

conditions will permit a handover to Bogota.

In addition, the Obama administration reached a formal agreement with the Colombian
government to guarantee access for U.S. personnel to seven bases in Colombia. Having lost
the lease on the Manta facility in Ecuador, which allowed U.S. counterdrug operations to
base planes and ships to interdict Colombian drug shipments headed into the Pacific
Ocean, the administration, according to the State Department, wanted to take a series of
understandings reached on “an ad-hoc basis” and to make the arrangements more formal;
the accord also “removes bureaucratic hurdles” to the U.S. presence in Colombia. Never-
theless, the State Department argued that there would be no increase in the numbers of
U.S. personnel in Colombia, and Obama himself said that the agreement was not a prelude
to the establishment of any permanent U.S. base in Colombia; instead, this was a “continua-
tion of assistance that we had been providing them.” This included new funds for refurbish-
ing the bases, which will now serve as the basis for the U.S. antinarcotics efforts throughout
South America.'®

But the deal was criticized by Obama’s former Senate colleagues Dodd and Leahy, who
questioned Secretary of State Hillary Clinton why Congress had not been consulted about
the plan and expressed concern that the administration was deepening military ties with a
country with significant human rights problems.’*® In September, several members of the
House of Representatives wrote to Obama to express their disappointment with the deal;
calling Plan Colombia “a failure,” they worried that Obama was going to be funding addi-
tional military efforts without paying attention to human rights. What made this missive sig-
nificant is that some of the signatories, among them Representative Jan Schakowsky, had
been significant supporters of Obama during the campaign. And just as he did during the
Republican George W. Bush administration, Senator Leahy attached amendments to the
bills for funding Plan Colombia to try and address human rights concerns, even though
these budget requests were now coming from the administration of his fellow Democrat

Barack Obama. ™!

But the Obama administration, in keeping with its campaign promises, did not push for
ratification of the free trade agreement. Labor unions, a bulwark of support for any Demo-

cratic administration, signaled their staunch opposition to the deal in its current form.
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House Speaker Nancy Pelosi had no intent to bring the agreement up for a vote at any point
in 2009. When President Uribe visited the White House in June 2009, all the president
would concede was that a “compromise could be reached,” perhaps through renegotiation
of key provisions, but otherwise, Obama did not move to support passage.'!? Yet, in Decem-
ber 2009, Republican lawmakers stated, after a private meeting with the president, that
Obama had signaled he “supported moving forward” on the stalled FTA with Colombia.'*®
But in January 2010, U.S. Trade Representative Ron Kirk could offer no timeline for this
process. Noting that the president remains committed to ensuring that any free trade
agreement contains strong standards for “workers’ rights, fair market access and environ-
mental stewardship,” Kirk said that the submission of agreements for congressional consid-
eration would depend on the progress of negotiations designed to address these

Concerns.114

The tone of the relationship has also changed. The Uribe administration, while not
snubbed by the Obama team, has nonetheless come under greater criticism (some of it di-
rected in private) for its handling of domestic policy. In addition, the Obama strategy for
Latin America is to try and rebuild ties with many nations, potentially diminishing Colom-
bia’s importance to U.S. policy. If Uribe was embraced by the Bush White House, he is now
learning to live with a “more guarded approach” from President Obama.**® McCabe has ob-
served on recent visits to the country that there is real concern that the Obama administra-
tion is backing away from support for Bogota, especially in its continuing problems with

Venezuela, and the Colombians worry about a possible reorientation in U.S. policy.

But can apparent discontinuities and breaks with the Bush administration policy on Co-
lombia be attributed solely to presidential wishes or differences in worldview between the
two administrations? Senator Leahy, who spent years trying to curtail Plan Colombia, now
sees the possibility of leaner times in the United States affecting the policy. In an interview
with a Colombian newspaper, he pointed out that “with the financial crisis I expect U.S. aid
to decrease. After nine years and $8 billion in U.S. aid, it is time for Colombia to pay more
of the cost.”!® Stephanie Miller, a consultant on U.S.~Latin America relations, points out
that the Obama administration has to take into account “an economic recession, wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan, and an ever-increasing allocation of resources to help Mexico deal
with rising narcotics-related violence” when it considers how much it is prepared to spend

on Colombia.**’

What accounts for the degree of continuity in Colombia policy between the Bush and
Obama administrations? William LeoGrande, dean of the School of Public Affairs at Ameri-
can University in Washington, DC, sees a “greater structural problem” at work:

The fact is, every administration comes in promising a new policy toward Latin America,
and none of them, with the exception of Ronald Reagan, ever have one. They all had to

cope with much more pressing problems elsewhere in the world.
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So Latin America policy is sort of on autopilot, because (the top officials) don’t have time
to focus on it, and the assistant secretaries don’t have the authority to make fundamental
changes.ll8

LeoGrande’s argument, that policies enacted by a previous administration will remain
“on autopilot” until specifically addressed by the new one, is complemented by another
one: the presence in the Obama administration of key figures who helped to enact and pro-
mote Plan Colombia during the Bush years is also a factor for continuity. In the absence of
any explicit directives from the president to make radical changes to Colombia policy, the
Pentagon was going to continue with its programs. It also helped that both Robert Gates,
retained as secretary of defense in the Obama cabinet, and Admiral Mike Mullen, chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, have been strong supporters of Plan Colombia. (Gates’s support
of the Colombian free trade agreement, however, has not been as strong of an influence on
the new administration’s position.)*® To the extent that Colombia has been cited as a suc-
cessful precedent for the new operations under way in Afghanistan, there is also no desire to
have the policy reversed.’?® And even though Arturo Valenzuela, Obama’s pick to be assis-
tant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere affairs, was not confirmed until November
2009, his nomination also represented continuity with the Clinton administration’s ap-
proach, since Valenzuela served as senior director for inter-American affairs at the National
Security Council and played a major role in the formulation of the original Plan Colombia

proposal.'?!

But there is another, intriguing theory about Obama’s foreign policy—the so-called
nudge thesis. This approach argues that Obama is making small, incremental changes to
policy that, over time, can produce a major shift.*?> Applied to Colombia policy, the
“nudge” approach would predict gradual reductions in military aid, rather than a sudden,
dramatic cut, in order to encourage greater “Colombianization” and disengage the United

States from involvement in the counterinsurgency campaign.

A string of continued successes in Colombia has also made it easier for the adminis-
tration to claim ownership of the existing policy. David Johnson, the assistant secretary
for international narcotics and law enforcement affairs, acknowledged that while Co-
lombia remains a “major producer” of cocaine, there continue to be “significant de-
clines” in the amount being shipped northward, helping to validate the premise of the

original CN mission.!?3

Plan Colombia was conceived in the latter half of the second term of the Clinton adminis-
tration and was born as policy on the basis of bipartisan support in Congress and the emer-
gence of a credible partner as president of Colombia. During the presidency of George W.
Bush, it moved from being viewed as “just” a counternarcotics program into one of the
fronts in the fight against global terrorism and a vital component of the president’s “free-
dom agenda.” The Bush administration invested a good deal of resources in the successes
of the Uribe government. Now the policy—which has acquired a great deal of institutional
staying power over the course of a decade—has been bequeathed to a new administration,

which must decide what it plans to keep and what it plans to discard.
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Cuba after the Castros—What Next?
DONALD K. HANSEN AND ALAN M. MARBLESTONE

idel Castro has been the United States’ most implacable opponent in the Western

Hemisphere for more than fifty years. Since the Eisenhower administration, Castro

has challenged and survived the coercive foreign policies and actions of ten U.S.

presidents. Spanning the spectrum from covert assassination attempts (Castro
claims to have survived more than 600 attempts by the CIA to kill him) to an amphibious in-
vasion by paramilitary forces to one of the longest-running economic embargoes, U.S. pol-
icy toward Cuba has done little to change the status quo. Nor has “waiting out the clock”
been an effective strategy. While many assumed that Castro’s government would be on its
last legs following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, the Cuban regime not only sur-
vived the demise of its superpower patron but has enjoyed a resurgence of sorts, forging
new ties with Venezuela and Brazil and benefiting from a return of leftist governments to
power throughout Latin America. Fidel Castro took power as prime minister in 1959,
merged that office with the presidency in 1976, and, due to ill health, voluntarily retired
from the presidency in 2008 (although he remains the first secretary of the Cuban Commu-
nist Party). His brother Raul, who became acting president in 2006, was inaugurated as the
23rd president of Cuba in 2008.

Faced with a (partial) succession of power, the outgoing George W. Bush administration
and now the Barack Obama administration must grapple with two interrelated questions.
The first is whether, after six decades of a policy designed to isolate and eventually change
the regime, it is time to begin a strategy of engagement. The second is whether what Fidel
Castro has created and Raul Castro is endeavoring to maintain in Cuba has any staying
power after both men pass on. By examining the current situation in Cuba, and Castro’s
ability to maintain power for decades in spite of persistent U.S. efforts to remove him, pol-
icy makers can better anticipate the forces that will influence a Cuban succession, and subse-

quent future U.S. policy.
CUBA AND THE UNITED STATES DURING THE COLD WAR

One hundred years ago, Cuba was a virtual protectorate of the United States, a conse-
quence of the so-called Platt Amendment, written into the country’s constitution after the
island gained its independence following the Spanish-American War in 1898. It permitted
the United States to lease lands for naval bases like Guantanamo Bay. It also required the
Cuban government to consent to the right of the United States to intervene in Cuban affairs
to preserve Cuban independence, and to protect life, property, and individual liberty. Cu-

ban nationalists viewed the Platt Amendment as an imperialist infringement of their
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sovereignty. By 1934 widespread criticism and Cuban popular discontent over the agree-
ment led Franklin D. Roosevelt, as part of his Good Neighbor policy toward Latin America,
to repeal the Platt Amendment (while maintaining the perpetual lease on Guantanamo
Bay).!

Social discontent within Cuba swelled and abated throughout the 1930s, 1940s, and
1950s. Bribery and corruption among political leaders and the unequal distribution of
wealth generated from the sugar trade with the United States fueled popular dissatisfac-
tion.? Cuban dictator and president Fulgencio Batista (who ruled through a number of pup-
pet presidents and himself took power directly twice) was unable to address these issues. But
Batista promised to keep order on the island—an important consideration for U.S. busi-
nesses who were heavily invested in Cuba—and he was strongly anticommunist, which mat-
tered a great deal to Washington as the Cold War with the Soviet Union got under way.
Batista might be an unsavory, corrupt figure, but he was prepared to work closely with the
United States. William Wieland, at the Caribbean desk of the State Department during the
Eisenhower administration, put it bluntly: “I know Batista is considered by many as a son of
abitch . .. but American interests come first. . . . [A]t least he was our son of a bitch, he is not

playing ball with the communists.”®

One of the rebels against Batista’s rule was a young student, Fidel Castro. On 26 July
1953, he led a failed attack on the army’s Moncado barracks at Santiago de Cuba where
more than one hundred people died. Castro went to jail but was later released by Batista in
a surprising act of clemency. The aspiring rebel leader went into exile in Mexico, where he
organized the “26th of July Movement” with the goal of overthrowing Batista.* Returning
to Cuba in December 1956 with an expedition of 80 men, Castro immediately took refuge
in the Sierra Maestra and began his insurrection. Castro returned to find an environment of
even greater popular discontent and rising numbers of resistance groups, both elements
crucial to his movement. Defections from Batista’s army also aided Castro’s guerrilla insur-

rection and drastically weakened Batista’s hold on power.”

Batista, faced with widespread dissatisfaction with his dictatorial rule, fled the island on 1
January 1959 with millions of dollars stashed in Swiss bank accounts. Fidel Castro entered
Havana eight days later, assuming the role of commander in chief. Two months later, he
took over as prime minister. Promising a return to constitutional rule, democratic elections,
and social reforms, Castro initially appeared to the Eisenhower administration as an accept-

able alternative to Batista.®

But relations with the United States deteriorated rapidly beginning in May 1959 when
the Castro regime began expropriating U.S. properties, nationalizing Cuban and non-
Cuban industries, collectivizing agriculture, and buying oil from the Soviet Union. When
U.S. refineries in Cuba refused to process the oil, Castro expropriated the refineries. Presi-
dent Dwight D. Eisenhower in response imposed an economic embargo on Cuba in October
1960 and broke diplomatic relations with the island nation on 3 January 1961, just weeks

before John F. Kennedy’s inauguration as president. Castro’s actions alienated many of his
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former supporters, particularly in the middle and upper classes. Many of them fled to the
United States, where they formed a vocal anti-Castro Cuban American lobby group.

At this point, it is important to note that the “Cuba lobby” has emerged as one of the
most powerful “ethnic lobbies” in U.S. foreign policy.” Centered in south Florida and in
New Jersey (with significant communities found elsewhere in the United States), the Cuban
diaspora, largely made up of elite, educated business owners and politicians, was able to
build an economic and political community while maintaining its cultural identity and sin-
gular political focus of freeing its homeland from communism and the rule of the Castros.
Initially, the anti-Castro lobby gained influence because the Cuban community was a
cohesive voting bloc in several congressional districts. Over time, Cuban Americans began
to enter U.S. politics themselves, both by winning local and state elections and by gaining
executive branch appointments, giving them the opportunity to shape Cuba policy. Signifi-
cantly, the Cuban American leadership has been able to mobilize the community to remain
energized as a cohesive voting bloc around its core issues—especially opposition to any sort
of U.S. normalization of relations with Castro’s Cuba. The formation of the Cuban Ameri-
can National Foundation (CANF) in Miami in 1981 by Jorge Mas Canosa and Raul
Masvidal created a powerful, unified anti-Castro organization that coordinated the activi-
ties of the Cuba lobby.®

Severing relations, however, was not enough; Eisenhower also sought more forceful op-
tions to remove Castro. The CIA, having enjoyed previous successes overthrowing anti-U.S.
regimes in Guatemala and Iran, presented Eisenhower with “A Program of Covert Action
against the Castro Regime.” The plan called for secretly organizing a guerrilla movement
of Cuban exiles to conduct infiltration, sabotage, and propaganda operations. Assassina-
tion of regime leaders was considered a possible outcome.” The CIA operation never

achieved much success.

The CIA then modified its covert plan and began recruiting and training a brigade of
Cuban exiles capable of amphibious invasion. The CIA also conducted talks with organized
crime leaders like Johnny Roselli and Sam Giancana to sponsor an assassination of Castro.
The CIA viewed the Mafia as a reasonable partner since the latter had ties with the gam-
bling casinos in Cuba, which had thrived under Batista and been expropriated by Castro.
The Mafia would have gained by assassinating Castro, and the CIA would have plausible
deniability. Richard Bissell, the director of covert plans for the CIA, determined that work-
ing with the Mafia to assassinate Castro was acceptable because “the end justified the

means.”!?

In an event that would initiate and enlighten the new Kennedy administration, President
John F. Kennedy, on the advice of his advisors, gave the execute order for the CIA’s ill-fated
Bay of Pigs invasion. On 17 April 1961, a brigade of approximately 1,400 CIA-financed and
-trained Cuban exiles landed on Playa Girén on the Bay of Pigs. The administration naively
assumed the invasion would spark a popular uprising and bring down the Castro regime

while allowing the administration to maintain plausible deniability of U.S. involvement, even
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though the CIA had not coordinated with any Cuban dissident groups on the island for such a
plan. Instead, the attack faltered when it faced superior resistance from Castro’s forces, and
eventually failed when ammunition and supplies were exhausted. Castro announced that to-
tal victory had been won against “American imperialism,” and proclaimed Cuba a socialist

state. He began pursuing openly a deepening relationship with the Soviet Union.

Defeat for the Kennedy administration did not change its policy toward Castro. Ruling
out another invasion attempt, Kennedy asked Edward Lansdale, who worked for the deputy
secretary of defense, to provide him with options to depose Castro. Lansdale concocted and
launched Operation Mongoose, a plan similar to the original CIA plan to train and orga-
nize exiles for insurrection in Cuba. This time Robert Kennedy, the attorney general and
president’s brother, would assume almost total control of the operation. Operation Mon-
goose was more ambitious than the Bay of Pigs. It involved more personnel and targeted
raids on industrial facilities, petroleum refineries, and storage tanks. Lansdale also brought
in CIA operatives to assist with executing the plan. These operatives brought with them
their contacts with the Mafia and their scheme to assassinate Castro. The operation thus in-
cluded multiple attempts to kill the Cuban leader. These attempts included poisoning his

favorite cigars and presenting him with a booby-trapped fountain pen, to name but a few.!!

The culminating showdown over Cuba for Kennedy came in October 1962 when a U-2
high-altitude spy plane photographed Soviet medium-range ballistic missiles on Cuban
soil. These missiles were assessed capable of delivering a nuclear payload but were not yet
operational. For the next thirteen days, the world stood on the brink of nuclear war as Ken-
nedy and his advisors considered a range of diplomatic and military responses to the grave
threat. Kennedy ultimately decided on a naval blockade of Cuba to force a diplomatic solu-
tion with Khrushchev. After a suspenseful standoft and tense period of secret negotiations,
Khrushchev finally conceded to U.S. demands to remove the missiles, but only after the
United States promised never to invade the island (as well as secretly removing obsolete

NATO nuclear missiles from Turkey).

Since that point in time, the United States has focused on more passive attempts at “re-
gime change,” mainly through economic pressure. The U.S. trade embargo against Cuba
has its origins in an Eisenhower administration policy from March 1960 in which the presi-
dent ordered an end to sugar purchases and oil sales. Kennedy expanded the embargo by a
series of executive orders that banned trade and commerce and forbade Americans to
travel to the island. In 1964 the Organization of American States (OAS) also imposed trade
sanctions against Cuba (which were not lifted until 1975). Some U.S. sanctions lapsed in
1977 but President Ronald Reagan reissued executive orders continuing the embargo. The
United States also engaged in the “war of ideas” with Cuba. In 1983, Reagan authorized the
creation of Radio Marti at the urging of Jorge Mas Canosa, the head of the powerful Cuban
American National Foundation, which broadcasts 24 hours of news and other programs. In

1990, a television station was created as well.

In the aftermath of the Cuban Missile Crisis, Castro’s Cuba moved fully into the orbit of

the Soviet Union; as an outpost of Soviet influence in the Western Hemisphere, ninety
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miles from U.S. shores, Cuba was “the jewel in the Soviet Union’s crown.”'? The Soviet
Union provided Cuba with economic aid in the form of favorable prices on sugar imports
and oil exports. Soviet largesse also helped Cuba survive in the face of U.S. economic em-
bargoes and hemispheric isolation. From 1986 to 1990, Soviet economic assistance com-

posed 21 percent of Cuba’s gross domestic product ($4.3 to $6 billion annually)."?

With Soviet economic and military assistance, Castro could fulfill his social contract with
the Cuban people. He provided the Cuban people with free health care and education, low-
cost housing, subsidized food rations, state employment, early retirement, and a pension.
He raised the standard of living for many on the island and provided education and em-
ployment opportunities to the previously ignored black and mulatto populations. Despite a
growing diaspora and internal opposition, he continued to enjoy wide popular support,

particularly among the “Afro-Cuban” segment of the Cuban population.'*

Meanwhile, Castro built a powerful state apparatus to completely control the Cuban peo-
ple. Through its state and party organs, it penetrated deeply into Cuban society, far greater
than previous authoritarian regimes in Cuba. In exchange for socialism, the Cuban people
forfeited many basic freedoms. The Cuban people did not have freedom of speech or as-
sembly, or right of association. Cubans did not have the right to change their government,
and due process was often denied in cases involving political offenses. Human rights groups
were not welcome in Cuba and are seen as a threat to sovereignty. Castro declared Cuba an
atheist state and in 1962 shut down more than 400 Catholic schools. (In 1991 Castro lifted
his prohibition on religion, but churches now operate under significant government pres-
sure.) The charismatic Castro used ultranationalist rhetoric and defiant postures against
the United States to constantly manipulate public support and keep the Cuban people in a

permanent state of tension and mobilization.

A key center of power for Castro—and one of the most “respected” institutions in Cuban
society—was the Revolutionary Armed Forces (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias, FAR).
Considered the only “meritocracy” in the Castro government, the FAR’s low- and mid-
grade officers historically were promoted based on competence and achievement instead of
political connections. Born from Castro’s victorious guerrilla army, the FAR has always en-
joyed a positive civil-military relationship. Unlike many Central and South American coun-
tries, “there has never been even a hint of military coup plotting or conspiracy against
Castro, who has always managed to portray himself simultaneously as both a civilian and
military leader.” In 1989, the police, intelligence, and security services of the Ministry of In-
terior came under control of the FAR. The FAR now owns an absolute monopoly on coer-

. . 5
cive power in Cuba."”

Massive Soviet military assistance in the 1970s and 1980s significantly increased the
FAR’s capability and enabled Cuba to project power abroad. As a result, the Soviets used the
Cuban military to fight proxy wars in Angola and the Horn of Africa to advance Soviet inter-
ests. Military successes in the Bay of Pigs and expeditions in Africa bolstered the FAR’s rep-
utation worldwide. By 1987 Cuba maintained the largest military in Latin America, while

ranking 20th in size among the world’s militaries. Furthermore, many believed that Cuba’s
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military was perhaps the best trained and most experienced fighting force of any small na-
tion, with the exception of Israel, in the world.'®

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, Castro was a thorn in the side of successive U.S. ad-
ministrations. Cuban adventurism (with Soviet backing) in El Salvador, Grenada, Guate-
mala, and Nicaragua turned Latin America into a frequent battleground of the Cold War.
Castro appeared to be “pollinating” his revolution by backing guerrilla movements else-
where in the hemisphere; his biggest triumph came in 1979 when the Sandinistas overthrew
the pro-U.S. dictatorship of Anastasio Somoza in Nicaragua. Pro-Castro leftists also came to

power in the Caribbean island nation of Grenada.

Meanwhile, Castro removed a major threat to his rule at home and “dumped his prob-
lems” on the United States. Growing dissent in Cuba resulting from the loss of basic free-
doms and fueled by housing and job shortages eventually climaxed in 1980 when hundreds
of Cubans stormed the Peruvian embassy in Havana seeking asylum. Castro’s response
alarmed the Carter administration when he announced that “any Cuban who wishes to
leave the island is free to do so.” Thus began the Mariel boatlift, which brought over
124,000 undocumented Cuban migrants into south Florida. The refugees were processed
through hastily established detention centers around the country. Castro took the opportu-
nity to purge his prisons and asylums and to deport dissenters. The boatlift proved to be a

foreign policy disaster for President Carter.!”

The U.S. military action in Grenada in 1983, however, was a critical setback for Castro.
Not only was a pro-Castro regime removed, but the open use of U.S. military power caused
the Soviets, in the words of an interagency intelligence assessment, to “reinforce their ad-
monitions to Cuba against undertaking actions that might lead to a Cuban confrontation
with the United States.”'®

AFTER THE SOVIET COLLAPSE

Soviet subsidies to Cuba ended with the collapse of the USSR in 1991. The Soviet demise
forced dramatic change on the Cuban military and severely strained the Castro regime.
The idea of communism, on which Castro staked his legitimacy, had just been rejected by
Cuba’s greatest ally. To make matters worse for the regime, the Cuban economy plunged
between 35 percent and 50 percent following the breakup of the USSR. The severe eco-
nomic conditions of the 1990s forced Castro to initiate limited economic reforms in order
to bring in hard currency. Castro realized he could no longer quell political dissent with
only ideological rhetoric after the fall of communism. He had to find a way to fund his mas-

sive social programs in order to assuage popular discontent.'?

In 1993 and 1994 he opened up the tourist industry, allowed foreign investment, legal-
ized the U.S. dollar, and authorized self-employment for certain occupations. These re-
forms resulted in modest economic growth and a new private sector of about 209,000
workers. Another large source of hard currency poured into the island from remittances.
Most remittances come from Cuba’s diaspora living in the United States, estimated between

$600 million and $1 billion annually. Cuba also marketed itself as a world-class destination
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for medical treatment. Medical tourism attracts patients mainly from Central America and
generates revenues in excess of $40 million annually. However, one analysis concluded,
“Cubans have . . . been denied first-rate health care, which is reserved for hard-currency-
paying foreigners, who are lured to the island under the government’s policy of ‘medical

tourism.””2°

In an effort to secure the loyalty of the military during this period of adversity, the Castro
regime handed over the management of many state enterprises to the FAR in order to give
its members access to higher incomes and hard currency. Much of the FAR’s officer class
now controls many privately run state-owned sectors of the economy such as tourism, for-
eign investment, civil aviation, sugar production, and cigar and tobacco marketing. By
granting officers access to higher incomes, Castro has created vested stakeholders in the re-
gime. Cuban experts speculate that Castro’s “spontaneous privatization” (bestowing state
assets on loyal officers of the regime without their investing financial or human capital in
these enterprises) has created corruption among the FAR and divisions within the military

between the professional soldier and the entrepreneur-soldier.?!

Access to dollars also created inequalities within Cuban society and ran counter to Cuba’s
Marxist ideology. The standard of living was higher for those Cubans with access to U.S.
dollars (tourism sector and remittances) than for those who remained in the traditional
economy. As a result, “It is not uncommon to see doctors, engineers, scientists, and other
professionals working in restaurants or as taxi drivers.”*? Average Cubans began to see
themselves as second-class citizens in their own country. This fueled rising popular

discontent.

Was Castro’s regime on its last legs? The George H. W. Bush administration issued an ex-
ecutive order ending any covert activities on the island, but Congress was eager to push the
Castro government into the ashbin of history, in the footsteps of its Soviet patron. In 1992
U.S. congressman Robert Torricelli of New Jersey introduced the Cuban Democracy Act
(CDA) with the intent that it would bring down Castro “within weeks”; the legislation was
drafted with strong input from Jorge Mas Canosa. Endorsed by presidential candidate Bill
Clinton, and passed by strong majorities in both houses of Congress, the CDA was signed
into law by President Bush. The legislation tightened an existing loophole in the U.S. em-
bargo by now prohibiting foreign-based subsidiaries of U.S. firms from engaging in trade
with Cuba, and also placed new restrictions on the amount of money Cuban Americans

could send to their relatives on the island.?®

The deteriorating economic situation of the early 1990s sparked another mass exodus of
undocumented Cubans attempting to reach U.S. shores—the balsero/rafter crisis. (The
Clinton administration simultaneously faced a similar situation with Haiti.) At the height of
the crisis in April 1994, the U.S. Coast Guard initiated its “Cuban Mass Migration Emer-
gency Response Plan” named Operation Able Vigil to interdict Cuban migrants at sea. To
discourage illegal immigration, President Clinton announced a new policy prohibiting un-
documented Cubans from entering the United States and directed they be transported to

“safe havens” outside the United States. The Department of Defense became involved one
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day later, directing the armed services to establish and secure holding camps in Panama
and at the U.S. naval base at Guantanamo Bay (G1MO) and transport the migrants to these
camps. The U.S. Coast Guard interdicted over 30,000 Cuban and 25,000 Haitian migrants
during this operation. The migrant population on GTMO peaked at 45,000 by September
1994. By most accounts, the conditions in the migrant camps were deplorable, worse than
in Cuba. When Castro threatened to unleash another wave of migrants in the summer of
1995, Clinton conceded and allowed most of the migrants from GTMO to enter the United
States. The last Cuban migrant family left GTMO on 31 January 1996. Once again, Castro
had defused a volatile situation by allowing those most eager to leave to depart. At the same
time, the United States changed its policy pertaining to Cubans attempting to leave the is-
land and migrate to the United States. Cubans historically were classified as political refu-
gees as provided for under the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966, but President Clinton
reversed that policy in an effort to stop the illegal migration. The policy became known as
the “feet wet, feet dry” policy. Those Cubans who make it to U.S. shores have the opportu-
nity to gain citizenship, while those picked up at sea are returned to Cuba or a third country.
The policy is intended to deter mass illegal migration by sea and quickly return undocu-
mented migrants without incurring the costly process of repatriation had they successfully
entered the United States.*!

With Castro’s regime showing no signs of implosion, a new debate started about the effi-
cacy of sanctions. Why was the United States continuing to prohibit trade with Cuba when
the United States engaged in trade with the Soviet Union throughout the Cold War? The
Clinton administration had already begun the normalization of U.S. relations with another
communist state and Cold War adversary, Vietnam; what was the logic of continuing with
the isolation of Castro’s Cuba? Additionally, opponents of the embargo pointed to the dele-
terious effect of the ban on the life of the average Cuban citizen, and argued that the United
States was more likely to bring about political change on the island through economic

engagement.

The Clinton administration therefore began to explore ways to ease sanctions on Cuba,
under a policy guideline described by then secretary of state Warren Christopher as a “cali-
brated response”—offering incentives for continued reform. But after the 1994 midterm
elections, Congress was now controlled by the Republican Party, lessening Clinton’s lever-
age; in addition, the Cuban lobby was incensed by Clinton’s apparent recognition of Cas-
tro’s government in terms of agreements reached to handle the balsero situation.

On 24 February 1996 the Cuban air force shot down two private planes operated by a Cu-
ban expatriate group called “Brothers to the Rescue,” killing four Cuban Americans. The
pilots were searching for Cuban rafters trying to reach the United States just outside Cuba’s
territorial limits (the location is disputed by Cuba). “Brothers to the Rescue” had been cred-
ited with saving many lives and has the support of the U.S. Coast Guard. The organization
was founded in 1991 by Jose Basulto, an exile trained by the CIA for the Bay of Pigs invasion
and other CIA operations in Cuba in the early 1960s. Basulto and his organization also used

their planes in the past to drop leaflets and religious medals over Cuba. These actions and
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their founder’s past link to the CIA may have prompted Castro to take the action he did
against the two aircraft.?

Following the shoot-down, Congress immediately reversed support for easing sanctions
on Cuba and instead passed the Helms-Burton Act (also known as the Cuban Liberty and
Democratic Solidarity (LIBERTAD) Act), which not only toughened sanctions on Cuba but
also sought to punish non-U.S. companies for engaging in trade with Cuba. The law makes
foreign companies choose between doing business with Cuba or the United States by mak-
ing their U.S. assets subject to seizure or by imposing other sanctions on them if they con-
tinue to do business in Cuba. Significantly, it also codified existing executive orders into
law, meaning that Clinton—or any future president—could not lift the trade ban on Cuba
without congressional sanction. It was signed into law by President Clinton on 12 March
1996; his advisors counseled that given the strong public reaction to the shoot-down, it was
politically infeasible to veto the bill. The European Union (EU), Canada, and other coun-
tries condemned the provision on grounds that the United States has no right under inter-

national law to control the trade of other countries with Cuba.?%

In 1999, U.S.-Cuban relations were once again thrust into the spotlight with the Elian
Gonzalez affair. Elian, age 6, fled Cuba with his mother and twelve rafters in November
1999. Ten of the rafters, including Elian’s mother, perished at sea. A fisherman rescued
Elian and delivered him to the U.S. Coast Guard. Debate raged in Congress and within the
Clinton administration on whether to send Elian back to Cuba to his father or let him re-
main with relatives in the United States. Cuban exiles living in Miami organized protests
demanding that Elian remain in the United States. The Republican-controlled Congress
suggested legislation granting the boy U.S. citizenship and his father legal alien status. Un-
der both international and U.S. law, a child’s sole surviving parent is the presumptive
guardian. Once the courts ruled that Elian, as a minor, could not file an asylum claim on his
own behalf—and that his relatives had no standing to do so—Attorney General Janet Reno
ordered federal marshals to seize Elian from his Miami relatives and return him to his fa-
ther’s custody. Elian returned to Cuba with his father when the Supreme Court refused to

hear an appeal filed by his relatives.?’

Vice President (and 2000 presidential candidate) Al Gore split with the Clinton adminis-
tration over the issue, initially arguing that Elian should remain. Election year politics and
Florida’s 27 critical electoral votes loomed in the background of this debate. With Florida
critical to his election strategy, Gore was not anxious to alienate the powerful Cuban com-
munity (there are more than 600,000 Cuban Americans living in Miami-Dade County
alone). But his reluctant acquiescence to the final decision might have cost him votes in
Florida’s close electoral contest in 2000. Analysts noted that the Gonzalez affair “might
have driven a lot of Cuban Americans back to the Republican party because they split pretty
closely between Clinton and Dole” in the 1996 election.?® Gore’s narrow loss in Florida
(which in turn cost him the presidential election) highlighted the staying power and contin-

uing influence of the anti-Castro Cuban community in U.S. politics.
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CASTRO HOLDS ON

Growing friction within Cuban society, created by the influx of dollars and a slightly im-
proved economy, precipitated Castro’s scaling back dramatically on market reforms in the
late 1990s. He tightened control over private-sector employment by extracting monthly
fees, revoking licenses, and imposing stiff fines to run many private citizens out of business.
The number of private-sector employees fell to under 100,000. In 2004 Castro mandated

that U.S. dollars be removed from circulation and converted to Cuban “convertible pesos.”

The Helms-Burton Act demonstrated that post-Cold War Cuba was finding new part-
ners to replace the Soviet Union. According to the Institute for Cuban and Cuban-
American Studies, “European financing has been the one constant economic lifeline
that the Cuban Government has counted on since the end of Soviet subsidies in
1990.”%? By the early 2000s, Spain emerged as one of Cuba’s most important foreign inves-
tors and its window into the European Union. Spain’s oil company Repsol invested $50 mil-
lion into deep-sea oil wells in Cuban waters in search of light crude oil—and located
significant finds of medium and heavy crude oil deposits. (Repsol, along with Norway’s
Statoil and India’s ONGC, is now engaged in further exploratory efforts.) In 2004, Euro-
pean countries extended Cuba at least $1.6 billion in hard-currency loans. Europeans are
taking advantage of high interest rates Cuba must pay for financing because of its poor
credit rating and high debt. Europeans, along with Canadians, accounted for approxi-

mately $2.4 billion in revenue generated from tourism in 2004.%

But relations with the Europeans could still be rocky. In March 2003 Castro cracked down
hard on dissidents by jailing 75 human rights activists and journalists involved in the Varela
Project, a petition of over 11,000 signatures to the Cuban National Assembly calling for polit-
ical and economic reforms. On 6 June 2003 the European Union reacted to these human
rights abuses by freezing further aid to and trade with Cuba, limiting high-level government
visits, and inviting Cuban dissidents to EU member states’ national-day celebrations. Castro
responded to EU actions by leading mass protest marches against the Spanish and Italian
embassies and by insulting the Spanish and Italian prime ministers, calling Prime Minister
José Marfa Aznar of Spain “a little Fuhrer with a little mustache” and referring to Italian
prime minister Berlusconi as a “Fascist” and a “clown.” On 5 September 2003, the EU parlia-

ment passed a resolution formally condemning Cuba for its human rights abuses.”!

Eighteen months after the incident, the European Union, encouraged by Spain’s new,
socialist prime minister, José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero, extended an olive branch to Castro
in an effort to resume normal relations. Spain’s relationship with Cuba may be as much cul-
tural affiliation as economic opportunity. A large portion of the population of Cuba, a for-
mer colony of Spain, is of Spanish descent and many still have close family ties to Spain.
Spanish concern for the economic welfare of the Cuban people was a contributing factor to
renewing trade. The EU suspended the sanctions it has imposed in 2005 and lifted them al-
together in 2008 after Raul Castro became president, even though the U.S. State Depart-
ment argued that Brussels should keep the measures in place because there had been no

“fundamental break” in how Cuba was governed.*?
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After the EU imposed sanctions in 2003, Castro responded in typical fashion by stat-
ing unequivocally that “Cuba does not need Europe.” New benefactors have been willing
to fill the void. In October 2000, Hugo Chavez of Venezuela and Fidel Castro signed the
“Integral Cooperation Accord,” which established a bartering exchange of goods and
services between the two countries and provided Cuba with a lifeline of economic sup-
port. Venezuela now provides Cuba with more than 90,000 barrels of petroleum daily
and helps Cuba sell part of that total on the world oil market. Venezuela has become
Cuba’s largest single trading partner. In December 2004, Cuba and Venezuela signed a
“Bolivarian Alternative,” a cooperation agreement that allows their state-owned compa-
nies to operate freely in either country.?’3 Again, in April 2005, Castro and Chavez
signed 49 economic agreements covering areas of oil, nickel, agriculture, furniture,
shoes, textiles, toys, lingerie, tires, construction material, electricity, transportation,

health, and education. Cuba is indebted to Venezuela for over $3 billion.?*

Cuba, in exchange, provides advisors to Venezuela to train Chéavez’s military. “A close re-
lationship has developed between Cuba’s FAR and the Venezuelan Armed Forces, FAN.
FAN has established doctrines on ‘asymmetrical war’ against ‘U.S. imperialism’ and on
Cuba’s ‘War of all People’ adapted to the Venezuelan case.” The Department of State views
the infusion of spare parts into the Cuban military from this cooperation and the addition
of Venezuelan MiG-29s to the region as destabilizing factors in Central and South America.
Cuba has sent upwards of 40,000 military advisors, security forces, teachers, nurses, and

physicians to Venezuela in exchange for economic aid.*®

Hugo Chavez is using Castro to further his own “Bolivarian Revolution.” As Latin Ameri-
can author Alvaro Vargas Llosa has observed: “What started as the Cuba-Venezuela axis
now includes Ecuador, Bolivia, Nicaragua and the Caribbean islands of Antigua and
Barbuda, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, and Dominica. They all belong to the
Bolivarian Alliance for the Americas (ALBA). Argentina and Paraguay often cooperate with

the group. El Salvador’s governing party answers directly to Chavez.”*

Brazil has emerged as a major new trading partner with Cuba, and Petrobras is very in-
terested in helping to develop Cuba’s possible offshore oil fields. The Gulf emirate of Dubai
is working with Brazil and Cuba in a major overhaul of the Cuban port of Mariel, with an
eye to transforming it into a regional shipping hub for Latin America. Meanwhile, new in-
vestments from Qatar are replacing and supplanting European investment in Cuba’s tour-

ism industry.

Most significant has been the rise of China as a player in Cuba. Between 2003 and 2004,
China increased its trade with Cuba by more than 47 percent, to $525 million. By 2008 that
figure had nearly quadrupled, to almost $2 billion. Most of China’s aid is in the form of
goods (exporting rice, kidney beans, mechanical and electronic products, medicine, light
industrial and textile products) and technical assistance. China has committed $500 million
to establish a joint nickel mining venture on the island. Chinese president Hu Jintao visited
Cuba in 2004 and signed investment-related memorandums totaling another $500 million.

The U.S. State Department concluded, “Chinese and Venezuelan economic support . . .
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have given Cuba the space to eliminate many of the tentative open market reforms Cuba
put in place during the depth of its mid-1990s economic crisis.”*” While China looks to gain
economically in the future from nickel development in Cuba, its current imports from the
island are insignificant. Strategically, China may be positioning itself close to the United
States in a quid pro quo move vis-a-vis Taiwan. China is concerned about the United States’
high-tech weapons sales to Taiwan and the strategic deployment of U.S. forces in Southeast
Asia. China may view Cuba as a strategic ally and a geographic counter to U.S. positioning

in Asia.’8

China is providing Cuba with more than just economic assistance. Evidence suggests that
Raul Castro will use China’s example (under Deng Xiaoping) of implementing economic
reforms while maintaining a communist government. Raul Castro visited China in 1997
and spent long hours talking to the government on economic reforms. Raul has brought
Chinese officials to Cuba to lecture hundreds of executives and leaders on Chinese eco-
nomic reforms as well. Many members of the Cuban Communist Party Central Committee
and two-thirds of the Politburo have visited China in recent years to study Chinese reforms.
However, Raul lacks the charisma of his older brother, and many doubt whether he has the
leadership necessary to implement any meaningful changes. Nevertheless, Raul has forged
close ties with China’s president Hu Jintao, with Raul visiting China again in 2005. In No-
vember 2008, President Hu made “a state visit to Cuba apparently to have a close look at

the partially reforming new administration under Raul Castro.”*"

THE BUSH ADMINISTRATION AND CUBA

After taking office, President George W. Bush eased the embargo to permit the sale of
certain agricultural products and medicines to Cuba but continued to restrict the importa-
tion of Cuban products. In November 2001 he permitted the unprecedented sale of food to
Cuba valued at $30 million, which Castro paid for in cash. This may have been in response
to Castro’s quick condemnation of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Earlier that same year, Secre-
tary of State Colin Powell stated that “Castro had done good things for his people,” prompt-
ing Castro to compliment Powell for his audacity.*’ But events in Cuba would again derail
the momentum. When the Castro government jailed 75 prodemocracy dissidents and jour-
nalists associated with the Varela Project in March 2003, even members of Congress like
Charles Rangel (D-NY), who had called for lifting trade sanctions on Cuba, expressed out-
rage. President Bush responded by expelling 14 Cuban diplomats and retightening the

economic sanctions on Cuba.*!

New administrations usually conduct a “policy review” of the actions taken by their pre-
decessors, to determine whether or not they will initiate major shifts in policy. The George
W. Bush administration was no exception. The Bush administration’s Latin American pol-
icy team also showed the influence of the Cuban American community; Otto Reich, Bush’s
assistant secretary of state for Western Hemisphere affairs, had been born in Cuba and had
left Castro’s Cuba as a teenager with his family. Reich’s allies in the bureaucracy included
Adolfo A. Franco, the head of the U.S. Agency for International Development’s (USAID’s)

bureau for Latin America and the Caribbean, another Cuban exile; and Lino Gutierrez, a
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Havana-born U.S. diplomat who preceded Reich as the acting assistant secretary for West-
ern Hemisphere affairs. In addition, the bureaucracy could reach out to allies in Congress.
There were not only several Cuban Americans serving in Congress but a network of con-
gressional staffers—for instance, Jose Cardenas, the head of the Cuban American National
Foundation’s Washington office, became a foreign policy staffer working for Senator

Helms.

In 2002, following a review of Cuba policy, the Bush team announced that it would not
lift sanctions, arguing that “the trade embargo is a vital part of America’s foreign policy.
Trade with Cuba does not benefit the people of Cuba. . . . It’s used to prop up a repressive
mgime.”42 The under secretary of state for arms control, John Bolton, also accused Cuba of
developing weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and working with rogue states that were
supporting international terrorism; Bolton charged: “The United States believes that Cuba
has at least a limited offensive biological warfare research and development effort. Cuba

has provided dual-use biotechnology to other rogue states.”*’

In October 2003, the president announced a tightening of the travel ban and issued new
guidelines for welcoming Cuban refugees. Most important, he established the Commission
for Assistance to a Free Cuba. (Several Cuban American congressional representatives from
Florida, including Lincoln Diaz-Balart, Mario Diaz-Balart, and Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, were
standing with the president as he delivered his remarks.) The cabinet-level commission,
under the chairmanship of the Department of State, was attended by secretaries from the
departments of Homeland Security, Treasury, Commerce, and Housing and Urban Devel-
opment, and the assistant to the president for national security affairs. The commission’s
mandate was to assist the Cuban people to bring an expeditious end to Castro’s dictatorship
and identify U.S. government programs that could aid the Cuban people during a transi-

tion to democracy.**

In May 2004, the commission published a comprehensive 485-page report and pre-
sented its recommended policies to President Bush. The report proposed six interrelated
policies: empower Cuban civil society, break the Cuban dictatorship’s information block-
ade, deny resources to the Cuban dictatorship, illuminate the reality of Castro’s Cuba, en-
courage international diplomatic efforts to support Cuban civil society and challenge the
Castro regime, and undermine the regime’s succession strategy. In December 2005, Secre-
tary of State Condoleezza Rice chaired the second cabinet-level meeting of the commission
to “send an important message to the people of Cuba, the current dictatorship, and our
friends and democratic allies: after 46 years of cruel dictatorship, now is the time for change
in Cuba.” The secretary of state also implemented measures that reduced remittances, and
curtailed family visits to Cuba in order to stem the flow of dollars to the Castro regime.*’
(Rice’s cochair on the commission was Commerce Secretary Carlos Gutierrez, whose family

had fled Cuba in 1960.)

In July 2005, acting on the Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba’s recommendation,
Secretary Rice created the position of Cuba transition coordinator and appointed Caleb

McCarry, a Latin American expert and former congressional staffer, to the post. The Cuba
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transition coordinator fell under the State Department’s Bureau of Western Hemisphere
Affairs.*® Since there are no formal diplomatic ties to Cuba, the United States maintains a
U.S. Interests Section as part of the Swiss embassy in Havana. Havana maintains a Cuba In-
terests Section in the Swiss embassy in Washington, D.C., as well. The office is charged with
implementing the policy recommendations of the commission and coordinating the inter-
agency effort. The point man for much of the actual policy implementation in Cuba was

Chief of Mission, U.S. Interests Section Havana, Ambassador James C. Cason.

Cason, who eventually became the U.S. ambassador to Paraguay, undertook many ef-
forts to break Castro’s information blockade and advance Bush’s prodemocracy agenda.
According to Cason, “[TThe Castro regime reserves for itself the exclusive prerogative to de-
termine what Cubans should know.” Internet access in Cuba is strictly reserved for a select
group of vetted regime loyalists, and the Cuban media are nothing more than “propaganda
and irrelevancies.” To penetrate this blockade, the U.S. Interests Section in Havana pro-
vided literature and information to over 200,000 Cuban visitors. The visitors listened to Ra-
dio Marti and watched CNN en Espanol while conducting business at the U.S. mission.
Cason’s Interests Section distributed thousands of radios to Cubans and distributed over
540,000 pieces of literature and videos. He established a free Internet center that was used
by more than fifty Cubans daily and supported prodemocracy activists on the island, pro-
viding them with laptops and cameras, and access to copiers and fax machines. Castro
claimed that Cason’s actions were “blatant provocation” and accused him of promoting
subversion.*”

President Bush committed $59 million over the following two years to fund the commis-
sion’s recommendations. Much of this money went to USAID. In accordance with the com-
mission’s recommendations, the Bush administration continued the USAID Cuba Program
originated by the Clinton administration in 1995. The agency’s stated goal is to help build
civil society by increasing the flow of “accurate information on democracy, human rights,
and free enterprise to, from, and within Cuba.”*® Finally, the Defense Department began
flying EC-130 Commando Solo missions oft of Cuba to broadcast Radio and Television

Marti to the Cuban people.

Fidel Castro stepped down as president of Cuba during Bush’s second term in office, but
the accession of his brother Raul to the presidency was not seen as representing a major
break in Cuba’s political development. The question of what to do about Castro’s Cuba (and
what would be U.S. policy after both Castros left the scene) was handed off to yet another

U.S. presidential administration.
THE OBAMA ADMINISTRATION TAKES OVER

During his campaign for president, Senator Barack Obama stated that “we must turn the
page and begin to write a new chapter in U.S.-Cuban policy to help advance the cause of
freedom and democracy in Cuba.”*’ Dan Restrepo, a senior fellow at the Center for Ameri-
can Progress, called for a “more flexible approach” to Cuba, served as a Latin American for-

eign policy expert during the Obama campaign, and became senior director for Western
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Hemispheric affairs at the National Security Council. Given also that some of the architects
of the Bush administration policy toward Cuba, like Otto Reich, were serving as campaign
advisors to Obama’s opponent Senator John McCain, it is not surprising that some ex-
pected major shifts in Cuba policy after Obama was elected. Despite his pledge to open re-
lations between the two countries, however, Obama insisted that the trade embargo would

remain in place until Cuba takes significant steps toward democracy and human rights.

In April 2009 President Obama modified a series of policies to promote democracy and
human rights in Cuba. While on the surface, they contradict those of his predecessor, they
still support five of the six goals in the Bush administration’s 2004 report from the Commis-
sion for Assistance to a Free Cuba. The new policies ease U.S. governmental restrictions in
four key areas: travel to visit family members, remittances to family members, telecommu-
nications, and humanitarian donations. The new regulations have expanded the definition
of who qualifies as a family member and removed limits on frequency and duration of visits
and lifted baggage limitations (meaning that family members can bring more goods to their
relatives in Cuba, ameliorating to some extent the impact of the trade embargo). In addi-
tion, the Obama administration expanded the criteria for those who could receive family
remittances, removed limits on frequency and allowable amounts, and lessened barriers on
U.S. financial institutions to forward remittances to Cubans in Cuba. In the area of telecom-
munications, some restrictions on installing, servicing, and providing licenses for operating
communications equipment in and to Cuba were removed. Finally, under the category of
“humanitarian donations,” the administration expanded the scope of items eligible for ex-
port under this category.’” This last act is a recognition of the growing importance of the
U.S. farm lobby in Cuba policy. Agricultural exports to Cuba from the United States (be-
tween 2004 and 2006) totaled more than $350 million per year, and there is increasing

pressure to have that market grow.

However, these changed regulations do impact another stated U.S. policy goal: denial of
resources to the Castro regime. Remittances must be exchanged from U.S. dollars to “con-
vertible pesos” and the Cuban government collects a tax, which directly benefits the regime
by providing an income source for hard currency. Additionally, the money serves as a sig-
nificant stimulus to the entire Cuban economy because it flows from the families that re-

ceive it throughout the country.

In a series of policy statements, “[t]he president has made clear a willingness to engage
constructively with the Cuban Government on a wide range of issues.” The goal is to “reach
out to the Cuban people in support of their desire to freely determine their country’s fu-
ture.””! The White House intends to maintain pressure on the Cuban government to respect
human rights, increase economic freedom, and allow for political self-determination. An un-
stated, but clearly implied, goal is to establish ties to the Cuban population in order to assist in
its transition to a post-Castro (Raul and Fidel) government. Given the close relations that
countries like China, Venezuela, and Brazil now enjoy with Cuba, an American failure to es-
tablish relationships with the population in general and those individuals, both in and out-

side of the current government, who will shape the post-Castro transition may strengthen
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these relationships to the detriment of U.S. policy goals in the region. Part of the adminis-
tration’s thinking seems to be that it is in the best interests of the United States to avoid a re-
peat of the early days of the Castro era when a new Cuban government became allied with

countries that were not aligned with U.S. interests in the Western Hemisphere.

In June 2009 the OAS voted unanimously to lift a 47-year membership suspension
against Cuba. The United States concurred with this decision but, as Secretary of State Hil-
lary Clinton noted, lifting the suspension does not automatically return membership rights
to Cuba. It only opens the door for Havana to embark on the path toward rejoining the or-
ganization. Before the OAS will consider accepting any request Cuba must subscribe to the
organization’s shared values of democracy, self-determination, noninterference, human
rights, development, and security as spelled out in its charter. The anti-Castro lobby in the
United States also urged Secretary Clinton not to take steps toward any normalization of re-
lations with Cuba in the absence of major reforms. An open letter (29 May 2009) signed by
Reich, Gutierrez, and Ambassador Roger Noriega—the Bush administration’s ambassador
to the OAS and a former staffer for Senator Helms who helped to draft the LIBERTAD
Act—noted that “any actions that confer legitimacy on the unelected regime in Havana

would be a betrayal of our Cuban brothers and sisters.”%?

Cuban human rights abuses continue to be a stumbling block to a constructive relation-
ship between the two governments. Any momentum toward normalizing relations has been
derailed by a human rights violation taking center stage. The December 2009 arrest of
USAID contractor Alan Gross—who entered Cuba on a tourist visa to distribute communi-
cations equipment—on charges of espionage, followed by the February 2010 death of Or-
lando Zapata Tamayo, one of the 75 imprisoned in 2003 for being part of the Varela
Project, after a hunger strike in jail, led the Washington Post to question, “Is the new, Castro-
friendly approach working?”%

At the same time, the Obama administration is facing bipartisan pressure from some in
Congress for further easing of the embargo. The argument runs, “We have normal trade
and diplomatic relations with China and Vietnam, two other communist states, so why not
with Cuba?” Senators and congressmen from key agricultural-product-producing states are
eager to expand sales. There is growing pressure to also rescind the ban on travel to Cuba.
Former national security advisor Brent Scowcroft and former secretary of state George

Shultz believe the travel ban on all but relatives is “lunacy”*

and that our policy of exclusion
with regard to Cuba makes no sense. There is now proposed legislation that would not en-
tirely overturn the Helms-Burton Act but permit greater sales of U.S. goods to Cuba as well
as permitting travel. These efforts have the support of members of Congress on both sides
of the aisle, from Senator Richard Lugar (R-IN), the ranking member of the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee, to Congressman Howard Berman (D-CA), the chairman of the
House Foreign Affairs Committee. The chairman of the House Agricultural Committee,
Collin Peterson (D-MN), argues that Cuba is “a very promising market” for American farm-
ers and exporters. Senator Amy Klobuchar (D-MN) argues that “American farmers can
greatly benefit from access to new markets in Cuba at a time when our economy needs it

Ex
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most.
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So where will the Obama administration go on Cuba policy? Will there be substantial
continuity with the policies of the Clinton and Bush administrations, or will the Obama
team undertake a substantial break with its predecessors? Will the decades-long domi-
nance of the Cuban American lobby in shaping congressional attitudes toward Cuba be
challenged by the rising interests of the farm lobby? (A related question is whether younger
generations of Cuban Americans, as they assume leadership positions in the community,
will still endorse the rigidly antiengagement stance taken by the lobby over the past de-
cades.) Will the policies of Raul Castro (and his successors) substantially reform Cuba along
preferred U.S. lines, or will they take Cuba down the China path of economic change with-
out significant political liberalization? With all of these factors up in the air as of spring

2010, it is difficult to make definitive predictions for the future of America’s Cuba policies.
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“Resetting” Relations hetween the United States
and Russia

DANA E. STRUCKMAN AND NIKOLAS K. GVOSDEV!

he Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union was the major factor

shaping international politics for much of the latter half of the twentieth century.

Because the very fate of the world hung in the balance, given that both sides were

nuclear superpowers, the relationship between Moscow and Washington was, for
every U.S. presidential administration from Harry S. Truman to George H. W. Bush, the
most important foreign policy matter on the agenda.

In 1991, Russian president Boris Yeltsin made history by defying communist hard-liners
and promising a new Russia based on Western-style democracy. The Soviet Union dis-
solved. Having freed itself from the confines of Marxist-Leninist ideology, it was expected
that a post-Soviet Russia no longer trying to spread communism throughout the world
would become a partner of the United States.? The Cold War would be replaced by a new
partnership between these former adversaries. Fred C. Ikle, who had been under secretary
of defense for policy during the Reagan administration and one of the architects of Amer-
ica’s military buildup during the 1980s, now called for an “American-Russian defense com-
munity” that would “prevent military developments between them that would either

threaten America’s allies or Russia’s national interests and territory.”?

The “Vancouver Declaration” signed by both President Yeltsin and U.S. president Bill
Clinton in 1993 committed both countries to uphold “a dynamic and effective United
States—Russian partnership.” During their meeting on 27 July 1998, to prepare for yet an-
other summit between Presidents Yeltsin and Clinton, Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright and Foreign Minister Yevgeny Primakov agreed that the previous conflict had now
been replaced by a “mature partnership” between the two countries. But the end of the
Cold War was interpreted differently in both capitals. In Washington, the assumption was
that a post-Soviet Russia would cease to oppose U.S. policy around the world. In Moscow, it
was expected that Russia would take its place as a key decision-maker in the Western

alliance.*

Russia’s collapse during the 1990s precluded any real partnership, as Russia ceased to be
a major player on the world stage. The country’s economy contracted by some 60 percent.
Moscow was unable to crush a separatist insurgency in the Caucasian republic of Chechnya
and was forced to concede to de facto independence for the region. As Alexander Rahr and

Nicolai N. Petro observed: “At the time, Russia was continually lurching from one economic
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crisis to another. It survived economic default thanks largely to massive amounts of human-
itarian assistance and bank loans from the West. Power struggles paralyzed the elite, and

the country’s mineral and oil resources were plundered by a small group of oligarchs.”’

If Moscow could only offer marginal assistance in advancing U.S. security interests dur-
ing this time, it also meant Russia had little choice but to accept U.S. policies as well. U.S. in-
terests had benefited from the collapse of Russia’s ability to project power. Regional
conflicts in many parts of the world (in Central America, South Asia, and Africa) could be
solved on U.S. terms, and Russia was in no position to object to the expansion of Euro-
Atlantic institutions like NATO and the European Union into the former Soviet bloc. The
1999 NATO military action against Yugoslavia highlighted Russia’s impotence. By the end
of the Yeltsin administration, General William Odom, the director of the National Security
Agency during the Reagan administration, bluntly proclaimed: “Russia is no longer a great

power and is unlikely again to become one over the next several decades.”®
INTRODUCING VLADIMIR PUTIN

As President Yeltsin struggled to maintain power and stability, he reached out to a politi-
cal unknown—Vladimir V. Putin—and appointed him as prime minister in August 1999.
Yeltsin was gravely ill and many saw this appointment as an attempt by Yeltsin to find a suc-
cessor to run in the upcoming elections—and someone who was willing to grant Yeltsin and

his family immunity from prosecution.

Until 1996, Vladimir Putin was a little-known political figure who had spent most of his
career working in the KGB and, for several years in the 1980s, engaged in clandestine oper-
ations in East Germany. He then became vice-mayor of St. Petersburg, working for Anatoly
Sobchak, a prodemocracy activist who had been one of his professors in college. Always con-
sidered fiercely loyal to Russia, Putin was invited to Moscow in 1996 to work in the Yeltsin
administration and in 1998 he quickly became the head of the Federal Security Service, the
successor to the KGB.”

Putin’s tough rhetoric and promises of restoring Russia to great-power status once again
appealed to the Russian masses following a decade of post-Soviet governmental corruption.
The character of Vladimir V. Putin has done much to shape the direction Russia has taken
since 1999. U.S. president Barack Obama, after his first meeting with him in July 2009, de-
scribed him as follows: “He is smart, tough, shrewd . . . he is unsentimental. . . . He thinks in

terms of what’s good for Russia and will pursue interests aggressively.”®

After Putin was installed as prime minister, he immediately took a hard-line approach to
Islamic militants operating from Chechnya who had attacked the Russian region of
Dagestan by ordering the Russian army to “rub them out in the outhouse.” At the same
time, a series of bombings occurred in several Russian cities, which the Kremlin blamed on
Chechen rebels. This provided Putin the opening he needed to order troops into Chechnya
to find and destroy the rebel forces. The attack on Russian soil and the swift response by

Putin endeared him to the public, and by late fall his public approval ratings soared. '’
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On New Year’s Eve of 1999, a visibly ill Yeltsin announced his resignation on national
television. In his place, he named Putin as acting president. Most Russians, weary of the last
decade of post-Soviet humiliation and corruption, saw in Putin a strong-willed leader dedi-
cated to reestablishing order and, to a certain degree, a sense of Russian pride. Putin’s po-
litical stance was still murky, as he seemed to subscribe to Yeltsin-inspired capitalism. Yet
his inclinations toward establishing what he called the “vertical of power”—having clear
lines of control running from the Kremlin down into the bureaucracy and the regional au-
thorities—was in marked contrast to his predecessor’s willingness to loosen the controls of
the central government. It also illustrated his strong desire to make Russia a relevant global

power once again, even at the cost of the democratic movement.

Upon taking office, Putin immediately went to work reforming the Russian political
landscape through the removal of elected regional governors from the upper house of par-
liament, many of whom he considered corrupt. He also created seven new “federal regions”
and appointed presidential representatives to oversee provincial political life.!! To ensure
a strong and reliable political base, Putin spearheaded the creation of the United Russia
party by merging two pro-government parties, Unity and Fatherland-All Russia, in April
2001. This new party has extended its control, first at the federal and now at the regional
levels, to become the dominant political force in Russia today. In the December 2003 elec-
tions for the Duma (the lower house of parliament), United Russia took firm control of the
legislature, capturing 300 of the 450 seats. Putin himself enjoyed a landslide reelection vic-

tory to the presidency in March 2004.'2

In September 2004, Putin faced a major domestic crisis when Chechen rebels took more
than 1,000 people hostage at a school in the Caucasus region. The rescue attempt turned
bloody and it is estimated that 330 hostages lost their lives in the rescue.'® Immediately fol-
lowing the crisis, Putin abolished popular elections of Russia’s regional governors. Now the
president nominates governors, with his choices being confirmed by the regional legisla-
tures, rather than having gubernatorial candidates run for office in open elections. Putin
argued these measures would help decrease regional corruption while at the same time uni-
fying the country in its fight against international terrorism. It also had the effect of remov-

ing regional governors as a potential check on the central government.

The United Russia party again swept the December 2007 elections, giving it a super-
majority within the Duma and the ability to amend the constitution. These elections also
marked the disappearance of the pro-Western, liberal democratic parties from the Russian
political process. Some technocrats joined the ruling United Russia party, but the Union of
Right Forces and the Yabloko parties both failed to get enough votes to receive seats in the
Duma. A changed electoral law also eliminated the ability of independents to run for seats,
removing some of the more vocal critics of Putin from the legislature. Other political par-
ties—such as Fair Russia or the Communist Party—may be critical of particular aspects of

Putin’s policies, but otherwise do not challenge the system.

The 2003/04 and 2007/08 elections drew criticism from international observers, par-

ticularly those from the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, who
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characterized them as “free but not fair” given the many advantages enjoyed by Putin and his
supporters. The vice president of OSCE called the elections “strange” and “problematic” and
further stated, “There was the strange situation that the executive branch almost chose the

legislative branch. It is supposed to be the other way round.”!*

While some expected that Putin would seek a third term as president, he instead nomi-
nated Dmitry Medvedev—who was a close associate from St. Petersburg, his former chief of
staff, the former CEO of Gazprom, and a deputy prime minister—for the job. Medvedev
won the 2008 presidential contest handily—and then appointed Putin as prime minister.

The consolidation of political power by the Kremlin has also narrowed the space for po-
litical and civic freedoms. Human rights groups inside Russia complain that they have come
under increasing pressure from the Kremlin. Some rights activists complain they have no
public support or funding. Lev Ponomaryov, a leading rights activist, claims numerous for-
mer KGB officers loyal to Putin populate top government posts and operate with a police-
state psyche. Ponomaryov claims, “People are afraid of funding human rights activities in

. . . . . . 13
Russia. Businesses are afraid and Western organizations are leaving.”'®

Russia has also clamped down on opposition group demonstrations. If demonstrations
are conducted, riot police quite often outnumber the protesters themselves. Moreover, the
Duma passed a bill in 2006 stepping up control over the activities of human rights groups
and other like-minded nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Some Kremlin critics also
claim this law gives the government the power to shut down NGOs it perceives as trouble-

some or threatening.

Having seen the enormous influence that the mass media, especially television, played in
Russian politics during the 1990s, Putin moved to exert control over broadcast journalism,
by either reestablishing state ownership over stations or ensuring that they were owned by
“reliable” private business figures.'® Many reformers inside Russia saw Putin’s actions as a
serious blow to an independent press—an integral part of any democratic society. The
Putin regime effectively took control of the bulk of the Russian media and, by January 2002,
the last major independent national television station in Moscow was shut down due to what
many believed was government pressure. In May 2007, Freedom House ranked Russia

158th globally in terms of press freedom, and gave it the rating “not free.”!”

Outspoken critics of the government are often threatened or marginalized and, in some
cases, have been found dead. Anna Politkovskaya, a highly respected journalist and outspo-
ken critic of Putin and the war in Chechnya, was murdered in October 2006. Many feel
Politkovskaya’s investigations into war atrocities in Chechnya made her a prime political
target.18 In November 2006, Alexander Litvinenko, an outspoken critic of Putin, died in a
London hospital from being poisoned by a highly radioactive substance. From his death-
bed, Litvinenko blamed Putin for his poisoning.'? A string of unsolved attacks against and
murders of journalists—usually those involved in exposing governmental corruption—has
made Russia one of the most dangerous places for journalists, with some 49 killings be-
tween 1992 and 2008.%
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Economically, Putin realized that Yeltsin’s attempts at the privatization of former state
enterprises had bred extensive corruption, particularly in oil and gas companies. As a re-
sult, he attacked some of Russia’s largest and richest companies through numerous investi-
gations. In 2003, the wealthiest man in Russia, oil tycoon Mikhail Khodorkovsky, was

t.2! Some believe his arrest was a reaction to

arrested on charges of fraud and embezzlemen
his acquisition of a very high-profile newspaper staffed by journalists known to be very criti-
cal of the Kremlin; Khodorkovsky was also known to be a financial supporter of opposition
political parties.?? Others pointed to Khodorkokvsky’s interest in selling a stake in his oil in-
terests to a U.S. oil company—ExxonMobil or perhaps ChevronTexaco—as a threat to the
Kremlin’s influence over the Russian oil industry.23 A pro-Kremlin think tank, the National
Strategy Council, charged that Khodorkovsky and other oligarchs were planning a “creep-
ing coup” by using their billions to “buy” the 2003 elections and change the Russian politi-

cal system to benefit themselves.?*

Following Khodorkovsky’s arrest, most of the assets of his oil company were sold in a
closed auction to a state-controlled company. The “nationalization” of Khodorkovsky’s
company raised eyebrows even in Putin’s inner circle; his economic advisor, Andrei
Ilarionov, denounced the move as the “swindle of the year.”* This marked the beginning
of the Russian government’s movement to reestablish control over the country’s energy in-
dustry, while at the same time removing wealthy power brokers perceived as threatening to
Putin. (Khodorkovsky was sentenced to an eight-year prison term, but is now facing new
charges that, if he is convicted, would keep him in jail for a longer period of time.) Putin of-
fered a “deal” to the remaining major business figures, such as Roman Abramovich, Oleg
Deripaska, and Vladimir Potanin: keep your wealth and property, but stay out of politics—
and support Kremlin policies. The Kremlin has also moved to reinvigorate powerful state
companies such as Gazprom, the natural gas and energy conglomerate, and turned state
concerns such as Rosoboronexport—which handles foreign arms sales—into major holding
companies, using their profits to buy up shares in a variety of companies. Rosoboronexport
now has controlling stakes in Russia’s main automobile industries, owns the largest titanium
company, and runs the “Russian Technologies” holding. In contrast to the privatization
that happened during the Yeltsin years, today the state is once again a major economic ac-
tor—a trend that accelerated during the financial crisis of 2008-2009, when, in return for
loans from Russian state banks, companies were required to accept state nominees on their

boards of directors.

The Kremlin has also moved to reverse declines in Russia’s military posture. The influx
of billions of dollars from oil and gas sales provided the government the opportunity to sig-
nificantly upgrade its military forces. The restoration of the military is a priority of Putin’s
to further the renewal of Russian pride and the recovery of international influence. To this
end, Putin approved a $200 billion overhaul of Russia’s military forces. This includes the
planned purchase of new-generation missiles, aircraft, and potentially even aircraft carri-
ers.?® Currently, new nuclear submarines, Yuri Dolgoruky and Severodvinsk, are undergoing
testing, as is the Bulava submarine-launched ballistic missile system. A fourth-generation

corvette, Steregushchit, was launched in 2008. Russia unveiled the “first warplane entirely
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designed and built by Russian companies since the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991,” the
Sukhoi PAK FA—Russia’s response to the F-22 and the F-35—in January 2010.%

Moreover, Russia is looking to expand its military footprint beyond the post-Soviet
space. The Russian navy is regularly sending vessels to the Mediterranean, the Caribbean,
and the Indian Ocean and is holding exercises in the Baltic Sea and with India, China, and
Venezuela. Proposals have been bandied about for Russian naval and air outposts in places
like Libya, Yemen, Vietnam, Cuba, and Venezuela. This new attitude has also emboldened
Russia to revive long-range bomber missions, reminiscent of flights flown routinely during
the Cold War. In one case, two Russian bombers reportedly crossed the Pacific into the vi-
cinity of Guam. In another, two bombers flew into NATO territory and briefly entered Brit-
ish airspace before turning back. Russia has recently conducted numerous tests of new land-
and sea-based ballistic missiles, designed to replace the aging fleet of Soviet-era missiles.
Also, in response to the U.S.-led missile defense system, the Kremlin is touting a project
that will include not only air defense systems, but also anti-ballistic missile and space de-

fense systems.?

However, the revival of the Russian military does not equal a return of a Soviet-style
threat. Tom Nichols, a national security studies professor at the Naval War College, charac-
terizes the modest buildup as an “irritation” to the United States, not an existential threat.??
However, it does give Russia greater leverage vis-a-vis its neighbors and allows Moscow to
“show the flag” and project a modest amount of power in regions of the world—including

Latin America—where it can complicate U.S. plans.

The 2008 Georgian war demonstrated that the Russian military is vastly improved from
the ragtag force of ill-trained conscripts that failed in the first Chechen war (1994-1996),
but that there is still much room for improvement. The Russian military still lacks many of
the technological advantages enjoyed by Western armies, including precision-guided muni-
tions and advanced reconnaissance systems. Moreover, the Georgian war exposed vulnera-
bilities in Russian armed personnel carriers, tanks, and aircraft. Yet the reappearance of
Russian forces in parts of the world that the United States had assumed Moscow would no
longer be interested in—particularly the Western Hemisphere—and Russia’s willingness to
use force in the Eurasian space have both stoked fears in Washington about the “return” of a

“Russian threat.”

Putin’s tenure as Russia’s president won him both critics and fans. For many in the West,
and within liberal circles in Russia, Putin is a “former KGB agent, bent on restoring former
Soviet practices.” On the other hand, Putin enjoyed high approval ratings in Russia and
“most Russians think Putin’s policies saved the country from collapse.”*" Part of the reason
for Putin’s high approval ratings was the tremendous economic recovery Russia enjoyed for
much of the first decade of the twenty-first century. Russia is the second-largest producer of
oil in the world and the world’s largest producer and exporter of natural gas.®' Soaring fuel
prices enabled Russia to pay off its foreign debt while building the third-largest gold and
hard-currency reserves in the world, worth an estimated $425 billion at the beginning of

2008. Using this energy revenue, the Russian government accrued nearly $150 billion in a
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“rainy day” account dubbed the Stabilization Fund,*? which helped to cushion Russia from
the shock of the global economy crisis in late 2008 and 2009. Nevertheless, there was sim-
mering unrest at the hardships created by the crisis. Protests, strikes, and demonstrations
were containable—by a combination of increased police deployments and payment of de-
layed wages and benefits. For a time, some analysts questioned how long Medvedev and
Putin could keep dissatisfaction from becoming a major challenge to the political status
quo.? If the Russian economy resumes its upward track in 2010, with growth projected at
6.2 percent, and if this translates into higher wages and benefits for the population, then

the likelihood of serious political unrest diminishes.
THE BUSH-PUTIN RELATIONSHIP

Upon taking office, one of Putin’s stated goals was to “reverse” the situation of the 1990s,
characterized by a weak Russian state unable to impose order at home and defend its inter-
ests abroad. Putin became president in the waning days of the Clinton administration. Be-
fore leaving office, Clinton was eager to cement a series of final arrangements with Russia,
especially one that would permit the United States to move forward on missile defense re-
search. But Putin preferred a “wait and see” approach, pending the outcome of the 2000
elections, rather than reach any definitive agreements with a lame-duck president. The
guiding assumption behind the Putin team’s approach was that if Al Gore was elected, they
could revisit the Clinton initiatives, but that if George W. Bush entered the White House,
there would be no guarantee he would be bound by any executive agreement crafted by his

predecessor.**

Initially, the Bush administration took office in 2001 extremely skeptical about Russia
and eager to make a clear break with the policies of the Clinton administration. Indeed, one
of the major attacks directed against Vice President Al Gore in 2000 was the “overper-
sonalization” of U.S.-Russian relations, both between Clinton and Yeltsin and between
Gore and Russian prime minister Viktor Chernomyrdin. There was also a strong sense that
the new Republican administration would work to contain Russia. One of the first steps the
George W. Bush team took was to dismantle the Clinton-era State Department configura-
tion for diplomacy with Russia, effectively downgrading Moscow’s importance.*

But Bush himself never completely bought into the worldview of some of his campaign
staff and senior aides that saw Russia as a threat. The June 2001 summit meeting in
Ljubljana, Slovenia, between Bush and Putin, followed by the events of 9/11, led the presi-
dent to change course and to pursue the possibility of a closer partnership with Russia to
combat shared threats. Putin’s willingness to override the recommendations of some of his
senior generals and ministers in favor of offering immediate assistance to the United States
to facilitate the Afghan operation also made a major impact on the administration’s ten-

dency to view Russia more positively.*®

For Bush, the strategic partnership with Russia that had eluded the Clinton administra-
tion now seemed to be achievable, based on common interests such as weapons nonpro-

liferation, energy, and the global war on terror. For Putin, attempting to revitalize the
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Russian economy after the disastrous decade of the 1990s, cooperation, not confrontation,
with the West was vital. Bush wanted Russian cooperation in combating terrorism and nu-
clear nonproliferation; Putin hoped the United States would work to integrate Russia into
the global economy and Western institutions. Both preached the virtues of an energy part-
nership—one that would give Russia guaranteed markets for its energy and help the United
States reduce its dependence on the Middle East. After his first meeting with Putin, Bush
proclaimed, “[T]hat’s the beginning of a very constructive relationship.” At first, events
seem to bear out the president’s optimism—Putin helped facilitate the introduction of U.S.
forces into Central Asia to support the military mission in Afghanistan and closed a Soviet-
era intelligence installation in Cuba. In 2002 Russia and the United States cooperated in re-
moving enriched uranium from the Vinca reactor in Serbia to safekeeping in Russia, reduc-

ing the risk that it might fall into hostile hands.

But as Russia’s economy revived, so did its assertiveness on the world stage—including
its criticisms of U.S. foreign policy. And Putin’s moves toward a more authoritarian Russian
state worried many in the U.S. government. Some were concerned that Russia’s democracy
deficit at home leads it to be more confrontational in its relations with the United States as
the Kremlin becomes a supporter of authoritarian and autocratic governments around the
world.?” As Strobe Talbott, a former senior Clinton administration official who oversaw U.S.
policy toward Russia, concluded, “An assertive Russia has raised fears of a new Cold War by

cracking down at home and flexing its muscles abroad.”

Others, particularly in Congress, were reluctant to support greater cooperation with
Russia, because of concerns over the erosion of democracy. The late chairman of the House
Committee on Foreign Relations, Representative Tom Lantos, had been a particularly
strong critic of how Putin governed Russia as president and prime minister—a view that is
echoed on both sides of the aisle.?® These critics argued that Russia’s “democracy deficit” at

home would make it more hostile to U.S. interests abroad.

As a result, Congress frustrated many of the efforts of the Bush administration to im-
prove ties with Russia. In 2001, President Bush promised Putin that he would push to have
Russia graduated from the Jackson-Vanik amendment, which was passed in 1974 to put
trade restrictions on nonmarket (read communist) economies that prohibited the free emi-
gration of their citizens. This would create normal trading relations between the United
States and Russia, a necessary precondition for Russia to be able to enter the World Trade
Organization. He was unable to mobilize support to do this, however, because this re-
mained a congressional point of leverage over Russia. As a Council on Foreign Relations re-

port noted:

Blake Marshall, the former executive vice president of the U.S.-Russia Business Council,
says refusing to abolish the amendment or graduate Russia has become a way for Con-
gress to express disapproval with Russian trade, foreign policy, and human rights of-
fenses. Russia has been officially in full cooperation with the amendment’s original intent
since 1994, Marshall says, but “we have moved the goalpost.” In 2003, Sen. Charles

Grassley (R-1A), then chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, which has jurisdiction
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over the Jackson-Vanik Amendment, told the Washington Times he would back Russia’s
graduation “under the right circumstances,” but Russia’s lack of support for U.S. opera-
tions in Iraq and trade barriers on U.S. pork, beef, and poultry hurt congressional sup-

port at the time.**

Other congressmen have raised concerns over human rights, Russian trade barriers that
affect industries in their own states (during the Bush years, Senator Joe Biden was an oppo-
nent of graduation because of Russian policies that adversely affected Delaware chicken

producers), and a host of other issues to block Russia’s graduation.

At the G-8 summit in St. Petersburg in 2006, Bush told Putin he would work to reach a ci-
vilian nuclear accord that would permit Russian and American companies to work together.
Cooperation on nuclear issues was seen as one area where both countries could advance
their interests. However, a “123 Agreement” requires congressional approval. The deal was
signed in May 2008—after prolonged negotiations—but died on the Hill. Senator Biden
spoke for many when he described the agreement as “dead” unless Russia were to change

its “political course.”

Finally, Congress made it much harder to stop NATO expansion to include former So-
viet republics. The NATO Freedom Consolidation Act of 2007 is quite clear: “Congress
calls for the timely admission of . . . Georgia .. . . and Ukraine” into the North Atlantic Treaty

Organization. This includes providing support for these states to bring about this goal.*!

Even though the Bush administration was sympathetic to some of Putin’s problems—
particularly the terrorist threat—there was nonetheless a good deal of criticism about
Putin’s actions that were seen as undermining the democratic process and complicating the
relationship with the United States as a whole.*? Congressional criticism was echoed within
the executive branch and revived the skeptical view of Russia that had predominated dur-
ing the 2000 campaign. Even though the president remained committed to his vision of a
U.S.-Russian partnership, his administration had become much more skeptical of Moscow.
There had always been deep-standing concerns about Russia within the Republican Party,
divisions that had not been overcome by the president. Bush’s good personal relations with
Putin were not replicated between lower-level members of their administrations. Nor was
the president able to translate his personal vision into a comprehensive policy agenda. Nina
Hachigian, a former Clinton administration National Security Council staffer, noted: “[O]n
Russia, we saw a more classic Bush administration national security model, where divisions
within the administration resulted in a roller-coaster ride of policy, from the highs of Presi-
dent Bush’s soul-gazing to official rhetoric that recalled the Cold War. (Secretary of Defense

Bob Gates’ moments of sobriety on these issues were always welcome).”*

The two “poles” in the Bush administration were grouped around the National Security
Council senior director for Russia, Thomas Graham—who favored engagement with Mos-
cow—and the assistant secretary of state for Europe, Daniel Fried, who was far more critical
of Putin’s Russia. Over the course of the administration, Vice President Dick Cheney had

become increasingly skeptical about the utility of engaging Russia, while Secretary of State
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Condoleezza Rice attempted to find a “balanced position” that was both critical of Russian
policies but open to further negotiations, but over time became less sanguine of the pros-

pects for success.**

Over time, the skeptics gained greater traction; Graham left the administration in 2007.
The view that prevailed in the end was that difficulties in the U.S.-Russian relationship were
caused primarily by Putin and the type of government he had created. Fried, testifying be-
fore the House Committee on Foreign Affairs (9 September 2008), made this clear: “Russia
is not doomed to authoritarianism at home and aggression against its neighbors. Those are
the choices that Russia’s leaders are currently making. Unless they change their path, we

are in for a difficult period ahead.”

The U.S. and Western media helped to reinforce congressional skepticism toward Rus-
sia, to such a point that the Kremlin tried to counter negative press about the Putin admin-
istration with a public relations strategy. Dmitry Peskov, who served as Putin’s press
secretary, conceded that Russia had a “communications problem” with the United States.
Yet despite launching an English-language, state-supported news channel and engaging
the services of American public-relations firms, the Putin government found it difficult to

change American perspectives about Russia.*’

The growing number of disagreements between the countries resulted in the Bush ad-
ministration’s, during its second term, rethinking the prospect of a true partnership with
Russia.*® In contrast to the early expectations that Russia would work closely with the
United States in pursuing a common agenda, Russia was now seen as an obstacle. And the
tone changed in Moscow as well. If the language circa 2000 was of partnership between Rus-
sia and the United States, many in the Russian leadership today will quietly echo sentiments
expressed among the general Russian public that “America does not want Russia to get off
its knees, to stand up on its own feet.”*” Moscow became far more lackluster in its support
for robust measures against Iran and North Korea, objected to the continued U.S. presence
in Central Asia, and disagreed with U.S. initiatives to promote energy diversity for Europe.
The Kremlin also became much more sensitive to U.S. criticisms of its domestic policies.
When the U.S. government announced aid to prodemocracy groups in Russia, for instance,
Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov bluntly replied, “[TThis is practically interference in

our internal affairs.”*8

By November 2006, experts were warning “that the U.S.-Russian relationship has
reached its lowest point since the end of the Cold War.”*" At the 43rd Munich Conference
on Security Policy in February 2007, Putin challenged the notion of American leadership in
the global community and bluntly declared “that the unipolar model is not only unaccept-
able but also impossible in today’s world.” And when members of Congress and the Duma
gathered in Washington for a bilateral meeting between legislators on 21 June 2007, the
frustration on both sides was quite evident. Congressman Lantos told the members of the

Duma’s Foreign Affairs Committee,
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We had enormous expectations when President Yeltsin came to power. . . . Since Mr.
Yeltsin’s departure as president of Russia, we have had a number of very severe problems
in our relations with Russia. . . . [B]efore our two nations stretch two very different roads:
one is reminiscent of the unlamented past, and it is flanked by mistrust and conflict. The
other road entails real reform—a hopeful cooperation looking to our joint future. I am
convinced that just as the American Congress, the Russian Duma will want to take this
hopeful and positive road so we can achieve our joint goals of containing Iran, de-

nuclearizing the Korean peninsula, working on global energy security.50
FLASH POINTS IN THE RELATIONSHIP, 2007

Despite the warm ties between the two presidents, there was a continuing lack of trust be-
tween Moscow and Washington. The bureaucracies in both capitals were conditioned to
view the other country as a serious rival and national security threat. These attitudes proved
hard to alter. Consider how it was the first reaction of an American military pilot deployed
in the skies over Washington on 9/11 upon seeing the Pentagon on fire to conclude that it
must have been a Russian cruise missile attack that caused the damage—not an airplane hi-
jacked by terrorists.

The role of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization in both European and global security
was a source of tension in the bilateral relationship. The creation of the NATO-Russia
Council (in 2002) allowed Russia to have a “voice” at the table—but newer members of the
NATO alliance were adamant that Moscow could never have a “veto” over NATO’s actions.
Nor would the United States agree to creating any new security architecture for Europe and

Eurasia that would envision joint decision-making between Russia and NATO.

Moscow, while not especially keen on NATO enlargement in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope in the 1990s, had no choice, given its weakened condition, but to accept its inevitabil-
ity. When the second wave of NATO expansion occurred, to include the Baltic states
(Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, which had been forcibly incorporated into the USSR in
1940), the Kremlin had reservations. Then—-defense minister Sergei Ivanov warned that
fully integrating the new members into NATO operations—as well as any future expansion
of the alliance to encompass states like Ukraine and Georgia—could cause a recalculation
of the Russian nuclear strategy. In November 2007, Putin angrily lashed out against NATO
for what he perceived as overly aggressive expansion saying, “In violation of previous
agreements, military resources of NATO members are being built up next to our borders . . .
we cannot allow ourselves to remain indifferent to this obvious muscle-flexing.”®! He didn’t
stop with just heated rhetoric. Putin suspended Russian obligations under the Conven-
tional Forces in Europe Treaty, which limits the deployment of tanks, aircraft, and heavy
conventional weapons across the continent. Putin’s argument was based on fear of a possi-
ble buildup of NATO forces in the Baltic region, to which Russia now has the right to “rede-
ploy heavy weaponry along its western and southern borders, but would do so only in

52

response to any possible NATO redeployment.
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As Russia’s relations with NATO and the United States soured, it turned eastward. In
2001, China, Russia, and several Central Asian republics created the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO). The SCO was initially formed to address security issues in Central
Asia; increasingly, however, it has been used by Moscow (and Beijing) as a way to reduce
U.S. influence in the region.” In July 2005, wary of U.S. motives for long-term military
presence in Central Asia, the SCO approved a Moscow-authored plan calling for with-
drawal of U.S. and coalition military bases from Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. The SCO ap-
proved the plan despite ongoing military and humanitarian operations being conducted
from the bases into Afghanistan—an effort previously supported by Russia. Uzbekistan

evicted American forces later the same year.”*

At its heart, the tensions over NATO expansion reflected a growing divergence between
Moscow and Washington concerning the disposition of the “post-Soviet space”—the non-
Russian republics of the former USSR. Initially, the Russian political elite interpreted part-
nership with the United States to mean the recognition of Russia as a “regional super-
power” in Eurasia.’® Now, it seemed that Washington was working against Russia’s security
and economic interests in its own backyard. From the U.S. perspective, American policy was
designed to enhance the independence of the other post-Soviet states and to give them the
opportunity to join NATO and other Euro-Atlantic institutions. The two “color revolu-
tions”—the “Rose Revolution” in Georgia in 2003 and the “Orange Revolution” in Ukraine
in 2004—brought two very pro-American governments to power. This, in turn, worsened
those countries’ relations with Moscow. In the case of Georgia, Russia showed no enthusi-
asm for facilitating the reintegration of two separatist regions, Abkhazia and South Ossetia,
that had effectively broken away from Georgian control in the early 1990s. Ukraine, which
had been receiving subsidized natural gas from Russia, had its supplies curtailed in 2006;
Russia eventually resumed pumping gas to Ukraine, but at nearly twice the previous price.
But Russian pressure against these two countries in turn caused a negative reaction in

Washington, particularly in the U.S. Congress.

Missile defense also emerged as a contentious issue. President Bush had proposed de-
ploying facilities in eastern Europe to shield both U.S. allies and the American homeland
from a possible ballistic missile launch emanating from Iran. The United States would in-
stall 10 interceptor missiles in Poland, for which it would have to build a base, and construct
aradar installation in the Czech Republic.’® Moscow responded immediately, claiming this
plan posed a serious security challenge by counteracting Russia’s nuclear deterrent capabil-
ity and providing an opportunity for the United States to gather intelligence. The Bush ad-
ministration made numerous assurances that the missile defense shield was not aimed at
Russia and would be used in no capacity other than defense against incoming missiles from
Iran or the Mideast region. As with NATO expansion, Moscow viewed the plans to deploy
the missile system in Poland and the Czech Republic as part of an “encirclement” of Russia.
Russians did not trust American assurances that the number of interceptor missiles would
be limited to 10 and feared that, once in place, such a system could easily be expanded to

counter the Russian nuclear arsenal and so weaken the value of deterrence. The fact that
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any system would require the deployment of U.S. military personnel to Eastern Europe was

also troubling.

What to do about the final status of the province of Kosovo, which had been effectively
detached from Serbia after the 1999 NATO campaign, was also a major irritant in U.S.-
Russian relations. The Russian position was that the UN Security Council resolution 1244
called only for Kosovo to receive autonomy, not full independence. Russia upheld the prin-
ciple of territorial integrity of states, in which it was joined by states like China, India, Brazil,
and even some states in Europe such as Spain that have also had to deal with separatist
movements. The United States, Britain, France, and other European powers argued that
Kosovo could never be effectively reunited with Serbia and pushed for independence.
When talks between Serbian and Kosovar officials failed to reach any agreement, the
United States and some of its allies indicated that they would support a “unilateral declara-
tion of independence” by Kosovo (which took place in 2008). Russia later used this prece-
dent to justify its own recognition of two breakaway regions of Georgia—Abkhazia and
South Ossetia—while the United States continues to support the territorial integrity of

Georgia.

Energy was supposed to have been the linchpin of a new U.S.-Russian relationship. In
June 2002, Putin and Bush began what was known as the “strategic energy dialogue,” de-
signed to increase coordination and cooperation between energy officials and companies.
Part of this dialogue resulted in a U.S.-Russian agreement to build a privately owned pipe-
line to the deepwater port city of Murmansk to enable export of oil to the United States.
Those plans died in the aftermath of the Yukos affair. An increased willingness on the part
of the Kremlin to scrutinize 1990s energy deals led to the revocation or modification of
longstanding licenses to Western energy companies for access to Russian natural gas fields.
Russia enacted a new subsoil law in 2008 that, in terms of energy, defines as strategic any
field that contains more than 70 million tons of recoverable oil or 50 billion cubic meters of
natural gas; such projects must be developed by a majority-Russian partner and are not

open to ownership by foreign interests.

Increasingly, Russia wants to emerge as a global energy “hub.” This means ensuring that
natural gas and oil reach European and other global markets primarily through Russian-
controlled pipelines. Part of the tensions in the Russia-Ukraine relationship related to
Ukraine’s inability to pay for its energy at market prices and gave an opening for Moscow to
pressure that country to consider selling Russia parts of its own energy infrastructure. In ad-
dition, Russia is moving ahead on two new pipelines—the Nordstream and the South
Stream—which would send energy directly from Russia to the EU through undersea lines in
the Baltic and Black seas. At the same time, Moscow has worked to impede alternative proj-
ects designed to bring energy from other post-Soviet states like Turkmenistan or
Azerbaijan to European markets bypassing Russia. The United States supports energy di-
versification efforts as a way to ensure that no one supplier can use its leverage to “black-

mail” Europe and that both customers and suppliers have multiple options to buy and sell
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energy. Russia, in turn, has interpreted U.S. efforts as a way to limit Russian power, since so

much of Russia’s tax base comes from the export of energy.

The perception that the driving factor in U.S. policy toward pipelines and energy routes
was the exclusion of Russia came to the forefront during the April 2006 visit of Secretary of
State Condoleezza Rice to Greece and Turkey, with Rice apparently lobbying both Athens
and Ankara to block Gazprom participation in a Greece-Turkey gas pipeline “whether as a
shareholder in the pipeline company or as a gas supplier.””” The United States has also
strongly endorsed the alternative NABUCCO pipeline designed to bypass Russia in bring-

ing Central Asian gas to European markets.

Finally, there was Iran. For the first terms of the Putin and Bush administrations, there
was some important cooperation between the United States and Russia in dealing with
Iran’s nuclear activities. In 2002, Russia was a key supporter of U.S. and European attempts
at blocking Iran from nuclear weapons production. Russia even agreed to take the matter to
the UN Security Council (UNSC) for deliberation. As late as March 2007, Russia sided with
the United States and voted on the UNSC to toughen sanctions imposed on Iran.’® Even
more significant, Russia withdrew most of its nuclear scientists from its unfinished nuclear
reactor construction project with Iran. While cooperation on the Iranian issue seemed to be
heading in the right direction, Russia’s ties with Iran via construction of nuclear reactors
and its history of missile technology transfers have been a major U.S. concern for many
years. In this regard, policy objectives pursued by the White House and Congress have
been consistent through many administrations: promoting nonproliferation principles
and strengthening diplomatic/economic tools aimed at punishing states pursuing nuclear
or weapons of mass destruction (WMD) capabilities outside of the international legal

.
framework.”?

Initially, Russia supported the U.S.-backed plan in its treatment of Iran. This approach
used a two-track strategy to press for sanctions while calling for Tehran to disclose informa-
tion surrounding its nuclear programs. After Iran failed to comply with these resolutions,
the United States called upon the UNSC to step up the pressure with a new, tougher set of
sanctions on Iranian financial institutions and Iran’s military designed to roll back even fur-

ther critical elements of its nuclear weapons development.

But the Russian perspective began to change. The veracity of U.S. intelligence claims was
challenged in the aftermath of the Iraq war. Russia began to more narrowly define the prob-
lem—it was preventing Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon, not stopping Iran from mas-
tering nuclear technology. Some Russian strategists pointed out the advantages Russia
gains by prolonging the stalemate between Washington and Tehran. Finally, Russia does
not view Iran as a threat to its interests—especially because it is a major trading partner with
Russia—and so became less receptive to U.S. arguments about the dangers posed by
Tehran.

The United States was especially disappointed when Russia delivered enriched-uranium

fuel rods to Iran’s Bushehr power plant in 2007. Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov was
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unconvinced that Iran was pursuing a nuclear weapon and stated that Russia would not sup-
port a new round of sanctions, saying, “It fully confirms the information that we have: that

there is no military element in their nuclear program.”%

Russia has an extremely complicated and contradictory approach vis-a-vis Iran:

Moscow doesn’t want a nuclear-capable Iran, but it is an annoyance that Russia can tol-
erate. To get Moscow’s cooperation, therefore, there must be something on the table
that alters the Russian calculation. One potential concern for Russia is that if it joins in
putting real pressure on Tehran, Iran could eventually negotiate a Libya-style settle-
ment with the West, clearing the way for major new Western investments in Iran’s en-

ergy sector.

Right now, Moscow benefits from Iran’s isolation from the West. Not only are Iran’s for-
midable gas reserves not accessible to European users, preserving Russia as the Conti-
nent’s major supplier, but alternate routes for Central Asian energy that could traverse
Iran are also not possible. Yet resolution of the nuclear issue could open up the vast re-
serves of Iranian natural gas for use through the Nabucco line, the major pipeline on the
drawing boards for getting energy to Europe without going through Russia. The project
is currently nearly moribund because there isn’t enough supply to justify the huge invest-

ments. Iran would be a game-changer.

There is also a strain of thought within the Russian foreign policy establishment that ad-
vocates keeping the United States distracted in other parts of the world for as long as pos-
sible to keep Washington from directing its attentions to the Eurasian space to the

detriment of Russia’s security and economic interests.®!

TRYING TO PREVENT A “NEW COLD WAR,” 2008-2009

The two presidents met on the sidelines of the G-8 summit in Heiligendamm, Germany,
in June 2007. At this meeting, Putin surprised Bush with a proposal to create a joint missile
defense system—the so-called Gambala gambit—that would be controlled from the
Gambala installation in Azerbaijan and use assets in Russia and other Black Sea countries to
counter any Iranian threat.®* Following up on this meeting, Bush invited Putin to his fam-
ily’s personal compound in Maine (“the Lobster Summit”) at the beginning of July to at-

tempt to repair a seriously troubled relationship.

Fyodor Lukyanov, the editor of Russia in Global Affairs, was not optimistic about the out-

come of the meeting:

There is no reason to expect a radical turnabout because a radical turnaboutin U.S.-
Russian relations requires a profound rethinking of those relations and the emergence of
some sort of strategic course. The problem is not in the personal relations between the
t