Controversial US missile policy
By Maqbool Ahmed Bhatty

THE recent visit of US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice to Moscow ended in a virtual deadlock as President Vladimir Putin voiced his unhappiness with the US decision to proceed with a missile defence system in two former Warsaw Pact countries, Poland and the Czech Republic.

The whole issue of Ballistic Missile Defence, announced by President George Bush in May 2001, as a manifestation of his unilateral foreign policy, is becoming an embarrassment. A feeling is growing even in US academic circles that what amounts to the militarisation of outer space in contravention of UN resolutions adopted in the 1960s is queering the pitch for emerging global priorities.

China, that has been critical of the idea from the beginning, and which has been identified as the main target of the BMD by western analysts, demonstrated its ability to counter the US move by using a newly developed missile to destroy one of its satellites late last year.

Vice President Dick Cheney had protested this action, calling it a violation of China’s commitment to peaceful development. However, the US ambition to acquire the capability to destroy incoming ballistic missiles, though ostensibly aimed at “rogue” states, is clearly seen as part of the neo-con agenda for global hegemony.

Pakistan has been obliged to maintain its nuclear and missile defence in view of India’s growing capability. While clearly eschewing any plans for an arms race, Pakistan has been developing missiles capable of defence against ballistic missiles. At the same time, Pakistan remains supportive of bilateral and multilateral moves for arms limitation and disarmament so that the world’s finite resources can be utilised for fighting poverty, disease and malnutrition. Indeed, even the spread of terrorism is related in part to economic injustice in the world.

The futility of relying on armed force for domination in Iraq and Afghanistan is being realised by the dominant West, accompanied by that of the need to improve the life of the common people through development and reconstruction.

Ahead of the meeting of G-8 that consists of the world’s richest countries, it has been pointed out that the majority of them failed to honour specific commitments made at Gleneagles, Scotland, in 2006. Considering the challenges emerging from global warming that is already affecting one billion people in poor countries, any diversion of resources for military rivalries would be criminal and self-defeating.It is during Republican administrations, usually dominated by the affluent, that expensive military projects are initiated. The Reagan administration saw the launching of a Star Wars programme. In the last year of the administration of the elder Bush, 1992, Paul Wolfowitz and Lewis Libby authored the project of the New American Century that propounded the concept of US domination of the world by developing military technology to a point where it had virtual monopoly of power.

The period of the Democratic Bill Clinton presidency saw the US economy revive with deficits of the Republican years succeeded by surpluses. Greater attention was paid to the social sector. However, the Republicans gained control of Congress in 1995, and the influence of the military industrial complex expanded. This resulted in the revival of interest in the Star Wars scheme, including provision of additional resources for research and development for a quantum increase in US military capability.

The victory of George W. Bush in 2000, without real popular mandate, brought to power a person who had adopted the neo-con philosophy of US global domination. His unilateral approach was reflected in the repudiation of major global accords accepted by Clinton, including the Kyoto Protocol on the environment and the International Criminal Court to punish war crimes.

Bush’s Ballistic Missile Defence initiative was launched in May 2001 in an address to the National Defence University without advance consultation with allies, or even the formal approval of Congress.

The then defence secretary, Donald Rumsfeld, announced a many layered BMD system at an estimated cost of $100 billion which would become operational by the year 2008.

In actual fact, the failure of several tests proved that it would take much longer for an effective BMD system to be established. China, apart from moves within the UN Conference on Disarmament to formally oppose the weaponisation of space, which the US blocked, also organised an international seminar in Beijing in October 2001 which this writer attended.

Ambassador Jonathan Dean, who had represented the US in US-USSR arms control talks, not only called the US decision a violation of the 1967 Outer Space Treaty, but appealed for action by international civil society to oppose the weaponisation of space.

The rogue states identified by the US in what Bush called the “axis of evil” were Iraq, Iran and North Korea. However, the European Union differed from the US view and considered the ABM treaty, which the US repudiated, as one of continuing relevance to peace and stability.

Indeed, the international reaction to the BMD initiative was highly significant. India, under a BJP government, was quick to endorse it with the then Foreign Minister Jaswant Singh issuing a statement in support of it. The only other major country to support it was Japan. President Putin of Russia opposed it as did China. Pakistan’s attitude was close to that of China.

The 9/11 events that led the US to declare war on terror and to call for a global coalition to join it forced significant changes in global diplomacy. Many analysts call it a watershed in world history. Virtually the whole world, including Russia and China, joined in this war.

The US proclaimed what has been called the Bush Doctrine in September 2002.Though the 9/11 attack required a global response, the Bush Doctrine’s objectives almost sanctified US unilateralism. It looked to removing governments considered repugnant by the US and pre-emptive action against governments and terrorists as well as the right to initiate unilateral action if the allies were not supportive. This was invoked specifically to launch the war in Iraq, despite the absence of UN endorsement.

Four years of war in Iraq and six in Afghanistan have demonstrated that though the US has the means to occupy any country, it cannot sustain that occupation or achieve democratisation by force alone. Public opinion in the US favours recourse to diplomacy and dialogue, with the UN and other multilateral organisations playing a more active role.

In the remaining period of his term, the continuing importance being attached by Bush to missile defence appears to be anachronistic. The stand taken by President Putin of Russia during the visit of Secretary Condoleezza Rice harked back to the assurances given to Russia following the 9/11 events that the US would show sensitivity to Moscow’s interests in former Warsaw Pact countries. In actual fact, the relentless expansion of Nato as well as the European Union have reduced the space available to Russia, and led Putin to re-assert Moscow’s primacy in the “near-abroad”.

The next US administration will have to carefully re-examine the neocon agenda. China, Russia and other emerging powers will remain opposed to measures proposed to perpetuate US hegemony. The Muslim world also favours efforts to address the real problems facing the world, rather than divert resources to an arms race related to rivalries for hegemony.

Apart from the likelihood that even military planners in the US may have to re-examine the concept of BMD, the peaceful use of outer space has expanded dramatically. It is estimated that the growing number of communication satellites going round the world is generating business that may soon exceed six trillion dollars.

With India and Pakistan making significant progress in nuclear risk reduction, there is realisation that this globe must adjust its priorities, now that the impact of global climate change may affect most of the world’s population.

The writer is a former ambassador.
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Bipartisan trade


SO often accused of inflexibility, the Bush administration made a big stretch to strike a deal with congressional Democrats on trade last week. The Democrats walked away with an achievement they and their labour union allies have been seeking for at least 15 years: direct incorporation of enforceable labour and environmental rules into free-trade agreements signed by the United States.

Future accords will contain United Nations labour principles governing such issues as unions' right to organize and the prohibition of forced labour. The administration also agreed to loosen patent protections on drugs and to guarantee that foreign companies could be blocked from operating U.S. ports.

All this might be worthwhile if administration trade negotiators obtained what they initially were seeking from the Democrats -- the votes to pass four pending bilateral free-trade accords and the extension of President Bush's trade negotiating authority, without which there will be no chance of completing the multilateral trade negotiations known as the Doha round. So far, they look to be well short of that.

The Democrats are talking favourably about the passage of only the two smallest trade deals, with Peru and Panama, whose combined trade with the United States in 2005 amounted to less than $10 billion. They are still withholding support for the most important pacts, in political and economic terms: with Colombia, a staunch ally of the United States and a regional rival of Venezuela that has become a target for the left; and with South Korea, the only one of the four whose exports amount to more than a rounding error in US accounts.

As for Doha -- the only accord that would truly advance the cause of free trade, and help the US and global economies -- the Democrats promise only to think about it. "It depends on how we work all that out," said Max Baucus, chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, at a news conference. That's a way of saying that still more administration concessions will be needed if there is to be any hope of extending the trade negotiating authority before its expiration at the end of June.

The administration's trade representative, Susan C. Schwab, is an optimist: She's convinced that this week's deal has established a foundation for bipartisan collaboration on trade that will carry over into discussions on Colombia, South Korea and Doha. Certainly it's refreshing to see anyone in the Bush administration make such a great effort to find common ground with congressional Democrats. We hope the reward for her initiative will be more than $10 billion in additional free trade.

––The Washington Post
