Robert D. BLACKWILL




Former deputy assistant to the President, deputy national security adviser for strategic planning, and presidential envoy to Iraq. U.S. Ambassador to India from 2001 to 2003.
Expertise:

Transatlantic relations; the United States and Asia; Russia and the West; the United States and the Middle East.
E[perience: 

Prior to joining the Council, Ambassador Blackwill served as deputy assistant to the president, deputy national security adviser for strategic planning, and presidential envoy to Iraq under President George W. Bush. In these positions, he was responsible for government-wide policy planning operations to help develop and coordinate the mid- and long-term direction of American foreign policy. He also had particular responsibility for assisting in the formulation and implementation of U.S. policies on Iraq, Afghanistan, and Iran. Before joining the National Security Council, Blackwill served as U.S. ambassador to India from 2001 to 2003. This posting followed 14 years at Harvard Univeristy's John F. Kennedy School of Government where Blackwill served as associate dean and the Belfer Lecturer in International Security. From 1989 to 1990, Blackwill served as special assistant to President George H.W. Bush for European and Soviet affairs. Earlier in his career, he was the U.S. ambassador to conventional arms negotiations with the Warsaw Pact, principal deputy assistant secretary of state for political-military affairs and principal deputy assistant secretary of state for European affairs. 
Honors:

Commander's Cross of the Order of Merit, awarded by the Federal Republic of Germany (1990).
Selected publications: 

The Future of Transatlantic Relations, Report of an Independent Task Force (Council on Foreign Relations Press, 1999); Allies Divided: Transatlantic Policies for the Greater Middle East (1997); Engaging Russia: Arms Control and the U.S.-Russian Relationship, Report of an Independent Task Force (Council on Foreign Relations Press, 1996).

Status and perspectives of the Greater Middle East

Probably, the best definition of analysis I have found from Aristotle. It is "illumination through desegregation". 

It is difficult to define what the Greater Middle East (GME) is. How does one define which countries are in and which are out? The Greater Middle East is really a post-9/11 concept in the U.S. Before that, we talked about Israel and the Arabs, and the peace process. Even during the period of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan we did not talk about Afghanistan part of the Middle East. We talked about it in association with the Soviet Union and the arrow went that way, not other ways. So which countries are in the GME? What are the boundaries of the GME? Some people would say it starts in North Africa; in Morocco they are Arabs, they speak Arabic. If it starts there, how far to the East, North and South does it go? Indonesia? I think Indonesians would tell you to take another look at the map. But in fact, strategically, it may belong to this vast area. It is the largest  If we look to the South, does India belong to the GME? Most people do not think so. What about Pakistan? It is Islamic, it is next to Afghanistan and Iran. It has terrorists up in the mountains.
The U.S. government draws the GME basically at Afghanistan and, I think, it is mostly for reasons of convenience. Of course, in this respect, the Pakistani issue should not be forgotten. What about Central Asia and the borders of the GME in the North, e.g. Kazakhstan and others? These countries are interesting from the energy perspective. However, Venezuela also has oil but it is not a part of the GME. But of course this is again about Islam. 
For our purposes here, let us basically agree that when we talk about the GME we basically mean the region which stretches from Morocco to Afghanistan. 

Now let me ask you this question: what are the broad characteristics of this region? Obviously, this region is characterized by the following:

· Islamism (of course, Israel is also there but for this purpose let us set it apart);

· much poverty;

· unstable;

· non-democratic, non-pluralistic;

· predominantly ruled by Sharia  law;

· wide-spread terrorism;

· poor education, low literacy rate; 

· demographically old in terms of young males (16-40 years);

· traditionally rigid societies;

· vast asymmetry in wealth;

· mostly energy-based economies and little industry;

· many of the countries' leaders have strong military background;

· endemic corruption;

· women second-class citizens (or worse);

· preoccupation with Israeli occupation of Palestine.

If you look at these characteristics, what would you say about this region? It is very complex. It is not very developed. We see commonality. For us all, especially for the Americans, it is difficult to understand these people.
Another question: why does the potential for instability and violence exist in the GME? The answer can be found by referring again to the list of the region’s characteristics. However, it is difficult to comment which and how many of them can be changed quickly. 

In the post-Cold War era, this area is the one where the wars strike their roots. Of 25 major wars, not guerrilla or machetes conflicts, but real wars, 22 are in the Greater Middle East. 
The region is deeply unstable and has a great potential for violence. It will be like that after you retire and, some may say, even when your children retire. 
Do the U.S. and Russia share vital national interests in the GME? Yes, both want stability for the region. Both also want energy, albeit differently. The U.S. is badly dependant on the region for its import of energy. Russia is interested in the price of oil. What can make the prices increase, risk, uncertainty, war violence? President Putin announced that Russia would like to have stability but continue profiting enormously by having enough uncertainty to keep the price of energy high. Both the U.S. and Russia would like to maintain strong ties with this region. Both would like to continue selling their arms there. Both care about terrorism. Its best implications for these countries are Chechnya and Iraq. The two countries are worried about the influence of the region has on their foreign policy and their domestic security. Both have had experienced the consequences of terrorism that originated from the Greater Middle East. Weapons of mass destruction are also in their joint national interests, although Russia would like some of these countries to have nuclear weapons. 20-million radical Muslims within Russia’s borders form another subject of concern to Russia. It is a very formidable list of common interests the U.S. and Russia share with regard to the GME.

How would you describe today's nature of the U.S.-Russia relationship? Analytically, they are pretty good. In reality, both presidents do not say bad things about each other in public. Despite the wide list shared national interests in the GME, it is better to call the relationship lousy. Let us now analyze countries' differences regarding this region. 
What Russians do not like about American policy is the following: 

· ballistic missile defense (BMD) in Eastern Europe. 
Although, it is difficult to understand why does Russia perceives one radar and ten interceptors as a threat;

· NATO enlargement.  
Whereas all the new NATO members once belonged to the Soviet strategic space, Russia believes the enlarged Alliance may potentially pose military threat in the future. If you look at the map, it looks like encirclement;

· American unilateralism 
In one of the pro-Kremlin Russian publication, I recently read “the U.S. Administration seems to believe that coming and telling us what they are going to do is consultation. But it is not consultation as we say we don’t like it, and they say: thank you very much but we are going to do it anyway”;

· The apparent loss of interest to arms control issues on the part of Bush Administration;

· U.S. interference in Russian domestic politics.
Putin claimed the U.S. in particular constantly criticizes the domestic political arrangements of Russia. The Russians point out that Putin has a 70+ percent proven rating in the polls, which is quite as high compared to the current American President. Russians seem to like the stability and predictability of Russia and the return of its sense of dignity;

· During the Yeltsin era in the 1990s the U.S. became accustomed to be disrespectful of Russia and continues to not to treat as the great power it used to be;
· The US promotion of  Western concepts of the organization of state and society;

· the promotion of alternative energy arrangements by the US and West.

In general, this is a long story of indictment against U.S. policy. In March, I heard the Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov say in Moscow that U.S.-Russia relations are increasingly better. Better than they are often characterized by the press. But then, he criticized forty different American foreign policies. I asked: Sergey how come you first praise and then criticize? And he responded by saying that hope springs eternal that Washington will come to its senses.           
               
  
Now, how does this list of indictment look from Washington? What does Washington not like about Putin and his policy? :
· unpredictability (although Russian foreign policy very often is much more predictable than the American one);
· secrecy and lack of transparency;

· shrinking democratic space (media, elections etc., all those things the U.S. Congress started talking about more often lately. Reversely, this is what Russians think about us);
· Putin's domestic political system;

· coercive energy policy (it is especially associated with Ukraine, Georgia when Russia uses its vast energy resources to coerce other governments to do what they want; it is not the marching of armies but the turning off of energy pipelines;
· Iran (it is a long-standing issue between the two countries);
· Russian neo-imperialism (there is a feeling that Putin and his closest associates have a neo-imperialistic tendency. They want to reconstruct the strategic Soviet space. Again, not through marching the armies across borders but through political intervention, intelligence efforts, energy coercion, and so on in the so-called Russian 'near abroad'). Russia has not accepted it should treat the post Soviet countries like other countries.
Despite their shared vital national interests the U.S. and Russia bilateral relations really very bad. How likely is it to get better? Putin recently gave a speech to the Russian Parliament (Duma) in which the aforementioned issues were noted, especially Ballistic Missile Defense. Condoleezza Rice was recently in Northern Europe, and was asked to comment on Putin's position. After a diplomatic pause, she called the Russian President’s comments ludicrous. That is a pretty strong word to come from the mouth of a very cautious prudent person. And I think it is reflective of frustration felt in this regard. 
Now let's get back to the topic: the U.S., Russia and the GME. Currently here, our first two main analytical conclusions are:

· The GME is going to be unstable, violent and there will be wars;

· U.S. - Russian relations with respect to this area (and beyond) are going to be bad for the foreseeable future.  (In this regard, there is one more thing we have to keep in mind; both countries parallel presidential campaigns. Domestic politics will have to play probably badly going back and forth with the American candidates at least to some degree be in competition to say more negative things about Russia, and the Russian candidates in competition to say more negative words about U.S. If you look at the statements of American congressmen and Russian Duma members, you cannot find a positive thing they say about the other country. That is an irony. That is more true today than it was over last 20 years of the Soviet regime.) 

By the end of 2008, you worry about two things in particular. You worry about strategic implications of the Iraqi disaster. And you worry about U.S.-Iranian confrontation regarding Iran's efforts to acquire nuclear weapons. If you are traders, buying and selling stock, that is the first thing you get up and see in the morning: what's going on in Iraq? (Mostly bad), and “what about the U.S. and Iran?”
2007 has been the year of diplomacy regarding Iran led by U.S. and Russia together. In the United Nations Security Council (UN SC) there have been two sanctions' resolutions attempting to coerce Iran to suspend its enrichment program, so far without success. And the Iranians are adding cascades and centrifuges every week. They are pursuing their nuclear weapons program's pace while the UN SC has already passed two resolutions and may pass a new one. Just to stress again, this was a result of cooperation between U.S. and Russia. But it is virtually the only such example. Probably the rest of this year will be taken up with the diplomacy to try to persuade Iran to stop its original program. Maybe be it will succeed, but if it doesn't, some experts believe that by the end of 2008, Iran will have enough material for one nuclear weapon. 

Let's imagine diplomacy fails despite U.S.-Russian cooperation, despite cooperation with the Europeans. Then imagine that the American President faces the following binary situation: His ego has been hurt, and he can do nothing to bar Iran from acquiring nuclear weapon. What would he do? He either does nothing, or he uses US force to attack Iran.  He uses American military force to attack Iran's nuclear facilities or he has other choices? 
I would like to share with you my analysis of the negative consequences of the American military attack on Iran (to my mind, this will be a terrible idea) as well as of the negative consequences of Iran acquiring a nuclear weapon. Then you can decide which are better or worse. 
Let’s start with the negative consequences of an attack. The last thing this region needs is another war. You have seen the consequences of Iraq with those structural, destabilizing elements already there. So, we can predict that a war in Iran would basically upset a strategic balance of power in the Iranian society, similarly to the broken balance in Iraq where the Suni in Saddam's times played a balancing factor vis-à-vis Shia (an unintended but probably long-standing consequence of the war).
If we were to attack Iran, we would probably be in a global war with Iran. Not a conventional war but a war in which every American citizen and every American facility everywhere in the world would be at risk. The Iranians would not wage a classical war but would use an asymmetric techniques against American facilities, Embassies and so forth, including in the American homeland. Their notion would be that they have to destroy any and all support of the American people for such action. The best way to do that is to attack the American homeland. It would probably be a very long war. One has to ask: are the American people ready for another long war? Two of them are going on already, why not go for three? I think it is a big question mark. 
Oil prices. What would happen to oil prices if the U.S. attacks Iran? It would cause the world's recession depending on how long the war will continue. Iran presumably would benefit from the growing oil prices, but there is another question: whether Iran would let the oil out of the Persian Gulf? How about the oil prices over $100 per barrel? It could cause a world recession. At $150 per barrel it is a global depression. Going back to an attack on Iran, we can consider the instability caused by an American attack on Iraq. To know what would happen with an American attack on Iran, we would need to multiply those factors. Such attack could solidify the Iranian domestic support behind the regime, even though not much of the Iranians like that regime. 
Now, how good is our intelligence on Iranian nuclear facilities? Well, it was not so good on Iraq, therefore would we completely rely upon it with respect to Iran? Do we have enough good targeting information? Do we know where their secret facilities are? How long will the Arab campaign last? It would perhaps last 4 or five days. How will it develop in the GME? These are not easy questions. 
The attack will most probably be at night, unless you think the serious problem is not only those facilities but the scientists and knowledge within them. Then you may attack at a different time, say eleven o’clock in the morning. But the question would arise in any case: what would happen to the GME? The Middle East would most probably wake up. There will be an info explosion: Al Jazeera, CNN etc. would shout to the world that the U.S. has attacked Iran. What would it provoke? In one word: radicalization. 
Moreover, as you know, American military operations are not disclosed, in advance, to our diplomats. So imagine what happens to the US embassies in the countries in the GME. How would they find out about the attack? CNN or other source? After that, they may get a call from the State Department with the message of 'run for your lives'. Our embassies would be burning. Can you imagine what would happen throughout this region? In some cases, our embassies could be supported by the local governments, but in many cases not. Would these governments put their security forces between these mobs of angry people and our embassies? A few countries would do that, but mostly not. Imagine, what might happen only the first morning after. Imagine the pressure on the American President, imagine a tourist bus full of American tourists, let's say, in Athens, in Sofia, wherever. It's blown up. And the Iranians, these smart people, do you think they don't have plans in this regard? How about civilian casualties? 
The big question is: how long would such an attack set back the Iranian nuclear program? Of course, it would depend on the quality of the targeting information. Ok, an attack has been carried out, we have destroyed this and that reactor. And Iranian government announces: beginning today, we start to rebuild, and we have a little gift: some of the nuclear infrastructure has survived and we start again. So what, shall we bomb Iran every single time its nuclear infrastructure is ready again?                                 
  
Now guess, how many countries out of 169 countries in the world would unambiguously support that attack? Israel. Just one. Do we have the second. Britain? No. The previous British foreign secretary said: attacking Iran militarily is unthinkable. The outgoing Tony Blair has learned his lesson from Iraq and the public. May be Canada, Fiji? I doubt it; just one country. So imagine the avalanche of criticism that would fall on the U.S., especially in a period when in the U.S. war is more unpopular than at any time over the last half-century.             


Let me now give you another side. For all these very powerful reasons, we do not attack their nuclear facilities, and by the end of 2008 they start producing fissile material enough for 1-2 bombs a year. In 5 years, Iran could have about the same amount of bombs North Korea has at the moment: 7, 10-12. How this would affect the GME? And by the way, they do not make any attempt to hide these nuclear weapons. They say we have them to protect ourselves against the Americans. What is the regional effect if the Shia have a bomb? Which Suni governments would like also to have it? The Saudis, the Egyptians, the Jordanians? E.g. the King of Jordan announced about 4 months ago that there will be a big nuclear civilian program in Jordan. And notice, during this last year the Saudis, the Egyptians, the Jordanians, and the Turks all said we want big civil nuclear programs. That’s what Iran said when it started. What's wrong with that if, imagine, 2-3 of them get nuclear weapons? Why should we worry? 
The U.S. and Russia spent decades to try to guarantee the security of their nuclear weapons. How secure would nuclear weapons be in this area? There are no institutions to protect those weapons there. In the Soviet Union and the U.S. it took decades do develop institutions to secure such weapons. It took the industrial societies of the US and the Soviet Union 20 years to develop such institutions. These states, although stable simply do not have these institutions. Once, overnight the Saudis arrested 115 people who they said worked for Al Qaida. Would Al Qaida in Saudi Arabia have interest in these weapons? Yes, of course. Although, it is not inevitable that nuclear weapons might get into the hands of these societies and governments. 
So, how much of a risk are you willing to take? You might say that things are so bad if we attack that I am willing to take the risk. IN such a case the two countries that will be most worried about this are the U.S. and Russia. For example, if a Chechen terrorist would do anything including murdering hundreds of Russian children, do you think he will not use the weapons of mass destruction should he have it? And how much money would they pay, and who might help them pay? 

When I worked for Henry Kissinger, a joke was that he had three boxes on his desk: an in-box, an out-box, and a 'too hard' box. The 'too hard' box got higher and higher, just as the discussed issue. It is too hard and it may face the American President by the end of next year. What does the American President do if the Director of Central Intelligence or the National Intelligence Council says: here is our latest (severe) estimate on Iranian program. He may say: let's pass this sucker on to the next president. So, the next president on January 2009 gets into his/her office for his first briefing, and the Director of Intelligence says: you have a real problem). Or the President says: I am not going to pass this problem to the next president, it would be irresponsible to do so and I have to protect the system of presidency. 

I worked four times at the White House, and I have been to the Oval Office many times when the presidents had to make tough decisions, but this would be one of the toughest.   
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