Great Decisions 2003 

The annual discussion of current events with foreign correspondents from the Washington Post was dominated by talk of the impending war with Iraq. With Robert Kaiser moderating, Karen DeYoung discussed the U.S. policy concerning unilateralism and multilateralism, John Burgess spoke on European political developments, and Pamela Constable talked about her experiences in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

Kaiser opened the discussion by informing the audience of the recent news of the vote in the British House of Commons that resulted in Tony Blair having support from his government on his decision to back the United States. 

DeYoung began by saying that the White House had established its own agenda when President Bush made it clear he thought the United Nations Security Council has failed to rise to its responsibilities. The U.S., however, will enter Iraq with a "coalition of the willing." In the meantime, France and other European dissenters have said the U.S. has broken Security Council rules. DeYoung said the U.S. essentially decided to "pick up its marbles and leave because it didn't get its way." 

Some analysts believe there might be consequences for the U.S. violating the Security Council rules, but DeYoung disagreed. She said after September 11th, the "world came together behind President Bush," and in many ways there is still a "good true multilateralism against terrorism." The U.S. sees Resolution 1441 as "cut and dry," and any ill-advised move by Iraq would lead to trouble. The administration "believes their best course of action is to plow ahead," said DeYoung, "and hopefully success will convince others" the decision was the right one. 

Citing the disagreement among the nations in the European Union, particularly about the war on Iraq, Burgess said, "A United States of Europe is unrealistic." He said the involvement and support of Spain and Britain of the U.S. is causing "bad blood" among the Spanish, British, French, and German leaders. "Words have left mouths that can't be taken back and will never be forgotten." 

There is also a growing rift between the leaders of governments who support the U.S. and their constituents. "It seems in any democratic society a leader will pay a price," said Burgess, alluding to the expanding gap between the opinions of the leaders and citizens of several European countries, most notably Blair and the British public. 

Constable gave the room her impressions of Afghanistan and Pakistan. "Their clash of civilizations is a domestic one," she said, and "a war in Iraq will only exacerbate these problems." She said nothing frightens the Afghanis more than U.S. troops moving away from Afghanistan to Iraq. "They ask me to please don't leave, don't let the American troops leave," because they are scared of terrorism, scared for themselves, and scared for their new government. "We really have come to their rescue," Constable reasoned. 

Constable said that while Pakistan has a strong military government, it is an important U.S. ally. In that light, Constable said she can support the Pakistani government but not support dictatorships. She said she is "constantly struck by the enormous potential in these countries" to become good friends of the United States. However, she cautioned that a war in Iraq can easily alienate the governments of Afghanistan and Pakistan and would make the U.S. miss out on a great opportunity. Besides discouraging friendship, a war will encourage terrorism, Constable said. Kaiser discussed the U.S. standing in Saudi Arabia. He said the U.S. has "lost standing, lost friends, and lost support" in Saudi Arabia. American popularity there may hinge on the success of the democracy the world expects to be implanted by the U.S. in Iraq after the war. He said although the Saudis were the first to "be really upset" after September 11th, they decided to not help the U.S. in its efforts against Iraq. The Saudi royal family then determined Saudi Arabia's "interests lay in the United States," and that they would lend their support. 

Kaiser listed several other current problems to round out the picture of the Middle East. The clergy and conservatives, thanks to a 17% voter turnout, dominated Iran's elections. He also said "Iran is ready to meddle in Iraq tomorrow," and that it is "going in the wrong direction." Kaiser also quickly mentioned that Egypt is still an autocracy run by a king trying to set up his son to inherit the throne, "restless Jordan" doesn't like its new king, and the Syrian president is no improvement over his father. 

An audience member asked the panel simply their opinions on if the war in Iraq was good or bad. "There are so many complexities," replied Kaiser. "A speedy war in Iraq with minimal civilian casualties and a discovery of banned weapons could result in a huge triumph for the Bush administration. DeYoung added "it's a huge gamble. If they win, they will win really really big." A "win", she clarified, would be composed of a quick surrender and successful democratization. 
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