Summary of 9/11 PDP Panel on Foreign Policy

Pakistan, Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia
The 9/11 Public Discourse Project held its seventh public panel Tuesday in Washington, D.C. to continue assessing the progress of the 9/11 Commission’s recommendations for reform. The panel focused specifically on America’s foreign policy toward three nations directly involved with the events of September 11. The panel was moderated by 9/11 Commissioner Lee Hamilton and featured two career diplomats, Dennis Ross, former U.S. special Middle East coordinator for the Clinton administration and Elizabeth Jones,  former U.S. Ambassador to Kazakhstan. Discussion focused on how the U.S. can work with these nations as regional partners against terrorism while gently pushing for democratic reforms. In its report, the 9/11 Commission recommended that the U.S. step up its diplomatic activity in the area to make sure these nations do not become terrorist sanctuaries like Afghanistan under the Taliban. Though America’s foreign policy has helped Pakistan, Afghanistan and Saudi Arabia make progress since 9/11, they still face many challenges on the road to peaceful stability and functioning democracy.  
The discussion started with Pakistan and the unique challenge it presents to U.S. foreign policy. Immediately after 9/11, Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf condemned the attacks and joined American in the war on terrorism. Since then he has struck a balancing act between preserving his political base and convincing America that he is an effective partner against terrorism. In the process, he has survived two serious assassination attempts orchestrated by al-Qaeda. Panelist Dennis Ross said that Musharraf’s approach to combating terrorism has yielded some results, but that it is episodic and tied to the level of pressure from the outside. He said the U.S. must walk a fine line for all of these nations by pressuring them to take action without appearing to be give public orders. Private pressure using both “carrots and sticks,” or promises of incentives and threats of penalties, can be effective while allowing friendly politicians to save face in their own nations. Though the pace of democratization in Pakistan is slow, the panelists agreed that Musharraf is a solid U.S. partner against terrorism and a source of stability in the region. However, panel moderator and 9/11 Commissioner Lee Hamilton criticized Musharraf for not allowing the U.S. to hunt for Osama bin Laden in Pakistan. “They won’t let us go after Osama bin Laden,” he said. “They won’t let us send our forces in there.” Bin Laden is widely believed to be hiding in the tribal-ruled autonomous area on Pakistan’s border with Afghanistan.  
The 9/11 Commission recommended that the U.S. make a long term commitment to a secure and stable Afghanistan to ensure that it never again becomes a haven for terrorists. The U.S. and Afghanistan have issued a joint declaration that outlines a strategic partnership for future cooperation. Despite a history of absolute rulers from communist dictators to the fundamentalist Taliban, today Afghanistan is the most democratic of the three nation discussed by the panel. President Hamid Karzai has longstanding ties to the U.S. and has shown himself to be, in the words of Dennis Ross, “a determined and charismatic leader.” Voter turnout in presidential and parliamentary elections has been high, indicating that Afghans are invested in the success of the new political system. Women, disenfranchised and barred from schools under the Taliban, now have expanded rights and educational opportunities. 
The panelists agreed that Afghanistan faces serious challenges from warlords, regional tribal leaders who exercise political and military authority in defiance of the central government in the capital, Kabul. Even more troubling is the dramatic increase in opium poppy cultivation and exports of refined heroin from Afghanistan. Panelist Elizabeth Jones mentioned that drugs are often sold to finance terrorist activities and called drug traffic a serious threat to Afghanistan’s long-term stability. The U.S. has allocated funds for poppy eradication programs and publicly criticized President Karzai for not doing enough to fight drugs. However, Dennis Ross said that eradication alone would not do enough and would alienate farmers whose poppy fields provide their only source of income. Elizabeth Jones added “there has to be an alternate basis for prosperity for the Afghans… They have to believe it is in their best interest to give up poppies.”  
Saudi Arabia has been in the news recently because of the death on Monday of its ruler, King Fahd. Crown Prince Abdullah, who ruled as regent for the King after Fahd’s 1995 stroke, has acceded to the throne. The Saudi Royal Family has had a close relationship with the United States since the founding in 1933 of ARAMCO, the Saudi-U.S. company formed to exploit Saudi Arabia’s oil reserves, the world’s largest. This relationship has let to strong economic and social ties, with Americans moving to the Kingdom to work, and Saudi royalty moving to America for education and business opportunities. However, the relationship has been strained at times by tensions over oil and terrorism. Saudi Arabia has been a major source of funding for militant Islamist groups since the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in the 1980’s, and has recently been criticized by the U.S. for not stopping the flow of Saudi cash to terrorists. Also, some Saudi clerics have exported religious justifications for terrorist attacks as Jihad, or justified Muslim holy war against unbelievers. In addition, the connection between Saudi Arabia and 9/11 is well documented, from Osama bin Laden, who comes from the Kingdom’s second-most-powerful family, to 15 of the 19 hijackers. Bin Laden was stripped of his Saudi citizenship in 1991 for plotting against the Royal Family.
Despite American pressure, the Saudi Arabia is still heavily autocratic, with a limited democracy in local government that recognizes the absolute authority of the King. This authority has come under attack in recent years by insurgent elements tied to al-Qaeda who argue that the Royal Family has been corrupted by the West; they argue that this Western connection makes them unfit to administer Islam’s two holiest sites, the cities of Mecca and Medina. Recent attacks on Westerners and oil infrastructure have shown that Saudi Arabia is facing significant unrest at home. The discord is fueled by a large youth population. Estimates from the Saudi government show that 56% of the population is under age twenty, and 30% is aged between twenty and forty. Elizabeth Jones said the Royal Family must provide increased economic and political opportunities for this massive younger generation or face increasing resistance to its rule. She emphasized job creation outside of the oil sector, practical non-religious education and employment training as goals for the future. 
In the past, Abdullah has been more reform-minded than many of his fellow Royals. His increased power as King, rather than regent for his brother, has given hope to peaceful advocates for liberalization in the Kingdom. Much of Saudi Arabia’s resistance to democratic reforms stems from it’s adherence to the Wahhabi, or Salafi, school of Islam which strictly follows the form of the religion practiced by Muhammad and his original sixth century followers. Strict Saudi interpretations of Islamic law authorize widespread use of corporal punishment and prevent women from voting or even driving cars, relegating them to a family-centered role on the fringes of society. Dennis Ross expressed hope that Saudi women would play an increasing part in the future of their nation. “Why eliminate half the population from the opportunity to be responsible for the society, to participate and contribute to the society?” he asked rhetorically. The panelists agreed that Saudi Arabia must embrace gradual reforms to demonstrate to its citizens that there is reason to be hopeful for the future. “Reform is in the interest of the long term survivability of the Saudi regime,” Ross said.   
