"Washington Post Foreign Correspondents Panel" 

Great Decisions 2002
A Panel of Foreign Correspondents from The Washington Post
Moderated by Leonard Downie, Executive Editor
National Press Club
Wednesday, April 15, 2002

A panel of Washington Post foreign correspondents discussed the rapidly-changing events in hot spots around the globe during the Council's annual "Great Decisions" program, held this year on April 17 at the National Press Club and cosponsored by the Foreign Policy Association. 

Panelists were Steve Coll who spoke on rebuilding Afghanistan, Doug Farah who discussed the situation in Africa, and David Hoffman who spoke on the "new Russia." The panel was moderated by Leonard Downie, Jr., the Post's executive editor. 

Farah described international terrorism's involvement in the West African diamond trade. He said Al Qaeda was able to operate there because of the political situation of collapsing states such as Liberia and Sierra Leone, and that commodities such as diamonds were easy to trade and move around, being virtually untraceable. He said the countries bordering the Democratic Republic of the Congo have systematically looted that nation, which has no effective control of its borders. He noted that gemstones have been smuggled for years through criminal organizations, and that the people who find the diamonds don't get much for them, dealing through middlemen. 

He said Hezbollah had been involved in the diamond trade for some time and that Al Qaeda bought great amounts of diamonds right before September 11, moving its assets out of bank accounts that could not be frozen. 

Hoffman described President Putin of Russia as an "enigma wrapped in a black hole," to paraphrase a remark by Winston Churchill about the Soviet Union. Since September 11, he noted, Putin has been reaching out to Western nations. 

"He wants to be a member of the club of the West," Hoffman said, and was "ahead of the [Russian] elites and way ahead of his military." These remarkable gestures included making it clear that Russia did not object to expanding NATO and offering his country as a source of oil. 

Hoffman described Putin as a careful man who works behind the scenes. "Internally the picture is darker," he said, "which is where we get to the black hole." Putin understands that Russia needs modernization, but doesn't know how to get there. The world still sees Russia as a risky place and until Putin deals with this fact Russia will have a difficult time getting back on its feet. Although it is "a fabulously rich country, it is hemorrhaging capital every day." Putin has imposed a soft authoritarianism, Hoffman added, with a "puppy dog" parliament. He has tamed the news media and partially succeeded in trimming the oligarchs. With some he has made a deal and told them in effect to "stay out of my face." Although the Cold War is over, Hoffman said, the United States is confronted with new evils, with nuclear and biological weapons still in place. He referred to a fire in a blockhouse control station outside Moscow which left Russia "blind" for four months. He said Russia has reluctantly become a vendor of methods of destruction. 

Coll said there is an unresolved debate within the Bush administration about how to manage politics in Afghanistan, how to reconstruct the country, what model to follow, and how to manage it. He said Bosnia has been offered as an effective example, where intensive peace-keeping was accompanied by large amounts of money. He noted the anti-imperialist history of Afghanistan, where military forces inevitably have become a soft target for insurgencies. 

One possibility is to use Kabul as a funnel to local militias, federalizing reconstruction. However, he said there would be no "stick" near to prod the recipients if they started to fight or sell out. Also there are doubts about the effectiveness of an aid pipeline without an international force of peace-keepers in place. 

Coll noted that it is now "fighting season" in Afghanistan and the country could dissolve into its familiar pattern of disorder. 

Farah also briefly discussed South America, since reporter Karen De Young was unable to appear on the panel. Regarding Colombia, he said there is a willingness on the part of the Bush administration to broaden the drug war there into a counter-insurgency war. There has been an artificial separation in the past, because the U.S. wanted to concentrate on the fight against drugs. 

A member of the audience asked Hoffman what is next in Israel after the failure of Secretary of State Powell's recent mission there. Hoffman said it is important that the U.S. remain an honest broker in the area and that Powell has a lot of work ahead of him. 

He was also asked why Russia is not offering tips on strategy in Afghanistan. Hoffman said he was not sure we wanted what they knew, except for information about the cave complex, but that Russia did offer to help with tactical intelligence. Later, when asked what he would advise Putin to do, he said Russia needs market capitalism, that the country needs democracy, and that he should establish a rule of law and allow civil society to flourish. 

Concerning the American ability to influence events in Afghanistan, Coll noted that the U.S. had not been on the ground there for more than 30 years, and it is difficult to rebuild its structure. 

Another questioner asked whether the guerrillas in the Philippines or "maybe even Malaysia" amounted to local insurgencies or something else. Coll replied there is a school of perception in the Administration that strongly believes East Asia is a very important emerging front against Al Qaeda, that sees Afghan veterans trying to regroup there. The fear is, he said, that we will be so focused on Arab males that we will overlook Asian cells. Each country is a different case, he noted, adding that it is difficult for Americans to decide what to do in Indonesia. 

Asked whether the U.S. has done anything about the disorder in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Farah replied there has not been a lot of time or energy in the Administration to focus on that situation because of so many other crises it must deal with. He was also asked to comment on the progress of reducing the AIDS epidemic in Africa. He said the major problem is that the resources are not available, that it is hard to get drugs to fight the disease because of a lack of money. The dilemma, he said, is how to divide resources--whether to help those afflicted to die less painfully. 

Downie also emphasized the challenge faced by journalists trying to cover the many crises developing throughout the world. It is much more difficult to operate now than during the Cold War, and the media is sometimes seen as the enemy, he noted. 
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