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US National Security Challenges in South Asia: Looking through the Lense of an Ambassador
When Professor Bonita T Ewers  first approached me with today’s theme, the challenge I anticipated was how to cover this vast region known mostly for contrasts in such a short timeframe. It is quite an intellectual challenge for a generalist who operates in the real world and is mandated to speak for only one nation from a league of eight. Also compared to other sub-regions, South Asia is relatively less integrated with hardly much coherence in  the major public policies.  
May be slightly unusual for you vis-à-vis other speakers who addressed this forum before , I begin on a cautious and apologetic note today! 
Security, in the objective sense, is the absence of threat and, in the subjective sense,  is the absence of fear that such threats may occur. Both definitions of security center on the perception of threats. 
Now what are the threats that make South Asia as a security theater distinctive from the rest of the world? What are its ‘safety hazards’ that are in common with the rest vis-à-vis the exclusive ones? I place these questions hoping that some answers would offer us a direction in discussion of an understandably complex issue. 
Every fourth person of this planet is a South Asian. This region-comprising Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and  Sri Lanka-accounts for 2 percent of the global GDP and 40 percent of the world’s poorest people. India and Pakistan-the two South Asian leaders- are among the declared nuclear haves. Afghanistan, one of the major flashpoints of the day, presently hosts 90 thousand US soldiers. From 2001-11, the financial cost of the Afghan war stood approximately $460 billion. In this war, the longest for an international conflict for centuries, the total coalition casualties to date are 2905; USA leading the table with 1906. According to Pentagon, approximately 16000 US personnel have been wounded in action so far.  [My officer who undertook a dissertation on South Asia at the London School of Economics last summer handed me this figure while seeing me off in DC. And you know it takes roughly five hours get to the Elizabeth City State if you fly!]. 
On April 5, 2011, Ambassador Robert O Blake, US Assistant Secretary of State, Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs, testified before the House Foreign Affairs Committee Sub-Committee on the Middle East and South Asia. In his testimony, Ambassador Blake quite reasonably stated , “ the entire region is in the midst of a positive trajectory towards prosperity and peace. The United States aims to bolster this regional progress by promoting greater integration which can build ties that will reinforce democratic institutions, build economies and enhance security.” Ambassador Blake’s testimony also contains some intriguing facts in US-South Asia relations. US defense sales to India skyrocketed in the last decade amounting to military hardware sale of $4 billion. During President Obama’s visit to Mumbai and New Delhi in November 2010 a deal for US sale of C-17 Globemaster heavy-lift transport aircraft was finalized  doubling US-India defense trade. With this the Indian Air Force stands to possess the second largest C-17 fleet in the world second only to the USA.  India has an ambitious design to modernize its military at a cost of $45 billion over the next five years in which US companies expect  to earn a great portion of the business. 

India had been one of the  founders of the non-aligned movement . Nevertheless, it was considered to be  Moscow leaning during the cold war pursuing strong socialistic policies. After the dissolution of the USSR, it revised its external policy laying importance on closer ties with the West. Since 2004 India and USA have been pursuing a “strategic partnership” based on a confluence of geo-political interests. On October 10, 2008, India and USA signed a Civil-Nuclear deal that recognizes India’s de-facto status without being a party to the Non Proliferation Treaty (NPT). India hopes that the deal would help it increase the nuclear power generation capacity by five times from the existing 4000 MW within a decade contributing over $150 billion to the economy. In 2005 India and USA signed a 10 year defense framework agreement to advance the two nations’ bilateral security interests.  Under this framework series of combined military exercises take place each year and India has been turning into one of the major buyers of US arms. 

Pakistan, USA’s cold war ally, provided the latter military bases in  the war against Afghanistan. After the Musharraf administration’s decision to cooperate with the USA in the  war the US government instantly forgave $ 1 billion debt. Pakistan received economic aid of around $18 billion from the USA  during 2002-10. Despite the setbacks after the killing of Al Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden in the Pakistani fort city of Abbottabad, both nations have been striving for a working relationship. Pakistan has denied US allegations that its powerful Inter Services Intelligence (ISI) maintains links with the Al Qaeda. The Laden killing led to differing observations by the senior US officials. CIA chief Leon Panetta said that the Navy SEAL ruled out Pakistan’s involvement in the operation as the latter may alert the target. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton stated, cooperation with Pakistan helped in locating Laden at the compound where he was hiding. Mr. John O Brennan, President Obama’s Chief Counterterrorism Adviser, found it ‘inconceivable’ that Laden stayed in the fort city without any support from Pakistan’s top brass. 
We know that we have a not a conclusive scenario analysis of the Afghan war as yet. US security interests in dealings with the rest of South Asia –that is Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and the Maldives-relate to a host of issues such as: a) democratic governance, a) counter-terrorism , c) US economic interests, d) promoting role of civil society, e) working in cross-cutting issues such as climate change, maritime security, energy security, food security, global health and so on. The US administration covers these issues mostly through bilateral assistance and work programmes. 
Because of its location near the shipping lanes that carry petroleum products and other goods from the Gulf to East Asia, Sri Lanka retains huge strategic interest for the USA. US runs  country assistance programmes in Sri Lanka aiming to increase post conflict stability and reconciliation.  US welcomed the revolutionary transformation in Nepal  from constitutional monarchy to a federal state and has been assisting Nepal in strengthening the democratic institutions. USAID maintains an extensive work programme in the Himalayan nation  in issues such as technology in farming, vocational training and basic healthcare. 

Aside from Nepal, Bangladesh is the only country that features all three global initiatives of President Obama -the Global Health Initiative, Feed the Future and Global Climate Change.  Bangladesh is also a partner country in the presidential initiative for ‘Engagement with the Muslim communities’. USA is Bangladesh’s single largest trading partner and an important investor. The US energy giant Chevron has a huge presence in Bangladesh and energy company ConocoPhilips has won two offshore oil and gas blocks in the Bay of Bengal. With the delimitation of Bangladesh’s maritime boundary vis-à-vis Myanmar and India in the near future, it is expected that business interests of the US energy companies in Bangladesh will go up significantly. 

Distinguished faculty members and scholars

I suppose you have not missed out the sub-title of today’s speech “looking through the lense of an ambassador’. My first reaction to  this portion of the title was that I can ignore it for two reasons: firstly, this forum comprises resource persons such as yourselves who already possess a very sound analytical capacity. And secondly, in this age of information superhighway there is hardly any diplomacy left which has not yet gone public. The traditional information wall keeping only the public officials privy to state secrets vis-à-vis the rest of the society has greatly been dismantled. That’s a reality we can accept or not. 
In the particular context of South Asia, since you have brought me ,as a sitting ambassador, I seize the opportunity to share a professional note.  Most of the academic papers and policy briefs on this region are India and Pakistan centric.  The issues that keep coming are rivalry between these two nations, unresolved Kashmir issue, nuclear proliferation, cross border insurrection, military buildup and so on. Of late India’s relations with the USA in the context of China’s economic and military might have become a fancy topic for the strategic analysts. If, hardly ever, the attention of any of your South Asia correspondents goes beyond the happenings between these two nations plus China; it is probably for a calamity: natural or manmade. USA’s strategic alignment with South Asia follows a similar pattern ,quite logically. 

India has written strategic partnership frameworks with USA, UK and other important western powers. Pakistan which has fought three wars against India is in an endeavor to counter that trend. Analysts point out that it has increasingly been tilting towards China. These alliances mean that the South Asia even in the post cold war perspective does not stand a chance to come out of the military based security arrangement of  the yesteryears. The threat defined in the conventional military terms is prevalent there. 

Having spent a great portion of my four decades long foreign service career in three major South Asian capitals it can’t appear more depressing to me  that ,for the threats, non-military yet of whatever depth, the constituency either misses their trusted advocate or is denied the due space.  

The seven South Asian nations launched a regional grouping in 1984 called South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). Afghanistan joined SAARC  in 2005. This organization is not mandated to discuss any politically controversial issues. However, on the sidelines of the actual summits the leaders have held meetings on various occasions. Since 2005 USA has attended the summit meetings as an observer state. The US officials attended the 17th SAARC summit held in Addu City of the Maldives and met with the regional leaders to complement their bilateral diplomacy. In recent years US has been laying importance on the East-ward integration of Afghanistan. US view is that Afghanistan is historically connected to rest of South Asia and the latter can help the post conflict reconstruction of Afghan infrastructure. US has been providing financial support to train up Afghan security officials, field level NGO workers, different service providers by trainers from the neighbouring South Asian countries.   

Major players and international organizations have lately been emphasizing on regional connectivity in South Asia; however, the pace of work on that front is far from promising. While the military threats are greatly perceived, the non-military ones are simply “real”. Without proper recognition to this fact, South Asia’s security infrastructure cannot undergo the necessary overhaul.  To wrap up, I will touch upon two such non-military and non-traditional threat multipliers. 
Narco-terrorism has a strong regional and global interface. Six of the eight South Asian states comprise the golden crescent. A study reveals that opium is Afghanistan’s largest source of export earnings and a major source of income in rural areas. During 2005-06, opium GDP was estimated at $US 2.6-2.7 billion, which accounted for 27% of total (drug-inclusive) GDP and 36% of licit GDP. Drug money flows globally, through financial institutions worldwide. Recognizing the global character of the Afghan drug industry from which nobody including the USA has an escape, commensurate responses need to be taken at both regional and international levels. 

Systemic environmental degradation in South Asia is poised to wreak ecological havoc in the near future and endanger regional and global security. Although unsubstantiated by official statistics, security analysts believe that unless properly integrated with poverty alleviation and human development programmes, a large number of environmental refugees could join the future militant groups throughout the developing and underdeveloped regions in South Asia. Since the beginning of the US-UK led Afghan war, the Taliban have targeted children and youth in the impoverished villages for recruitment and training. Teenagers from both Afghanistan and Pakistan are lured by promises of jobs, money, education and simply food. Both US and UK officials have confirmed that training camps in villages where the displaced people are concentrated have long served as the breeding ground for entry to the Taliban of mid-level fighters; the use of poor Afghan children as suicide bombers is a chilling development. 

The non-military and, I can say non geo-strategic, hazards present a tall order and an undeniably common feature. They are interconnected and beyond the capacity of just two strategic partners’ response. It was a welcome development when the USA decided to attend the SAARC summit meetings as an observer. As an outsider yet significant stakeholder in the region’s security, US can contemplate and initiate some regional level projects. 
Along with other donor nations, the USA needs to recognize South Asia as an endangered ecology facing multifarious human security challenges which if not addressed through a holistic approach would jeopardize global security. Without adequate attention to the key questions of human security and sustainable development; military engagement, trade, investment and aid ties would certainly not advance the USA’s long term interests in the region. 
I thank you for your attention and would be happy to respond to your queries, if any. 
