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Preface



Our political coming-of-age was marked by the fall of the Berlin Wall, not by the Vietnam War. In 1989, just months after graduating from college, we witnessed the Cold War coming to an end. We launched our professional careers as America emerged as the lone superpower and began to chart the untested waters of unipolar global leadership. It was a moment of opportunity, for the country and for us personally. We took different paths in law, policy, and diplomacy before we met in a converted broom closet in the West Wing of the White House. In that tiny, shared office, we labored at the National Security Council, sometimes fifteen hours a day, in the frenetic guts of America’s foreign policy machine.

At the turn of the millennium, we left the NSC optimistic about the future and America’s role in defining it. Yes, the world was fraught with peril. Yes, terrorists were targeting us. But the economy was humming, we had a budget surplus for the first time in decades, and the U.S. had hit its stride in leading the world toward solving shared problems—bringing countries together to end conflicts and breaking down barriers to trade and travel. U.S. relations with the major powers reflected the optimism of that time. President Clinton had taken historic trips to China and India. Russia was struggling, but the U.S. wanted it to succeed again. Relations with our closest allies—Japan and Europe—continued to flourish. As his second term came to a close, Clinton was greeted by mobs of cheering crowds everywhere he went.

We moved on with our lives. Nina focused on democracy, technology, and national security policy, directing the Center for Asia Pacific Policy at the RAND Corporation, and later joining the Center for American Progress. Mona went into the private sector, eventually becoming Managing Director at Stonebridge International, a consulting firm advising multinationals on business opportunities and challenges around the world. We had children.

Meanwhile, the new Bush administration opted for an ABC—“Anything But Clinton”—approach to foreign policy. The downing of a U.S. surveillance plane in Chinese airspace just after Bush’s inauguration allowed hawks in the administration to portray China as the next monolithic state threat. Then the attacks of September 11, 2001, reshuffled the deck. Yet initial sympathy for the U.S. soon dissipated in the face of the Iraq war.

While U.S. foreign policy makers had less and less time for issues outside the Middle East and terrorism, Americans became keenly aware of the rise of China and the economic ascension of India, with headlines devoted to steel shortages, our trade deficit, global job flight, and immigration. What did their rise—or that of a resurgent Russia, a rearming Japan, and an expanding Europe—really mean for America’s way of life? Washington was not saying. If anything, in the case of China it looked like we were headed down the same well-worn path of major power divisiveness.

We knew that couldn’t be right. So much had changed since the Cold War, the challenges so much less categorical and so much more diverse. We thought, how could anyone conclude the China of today would be a Soviet Union–style enemy of the U.S. when it is a major trading partner and a key actor in halting North Korea’s nuclear program? In the face of threats like terrorism, weren’t our interests with China as well as Russia and India more aligned than at odds?

Our instincts aside, however, we didn’t have a clear idea of what America’s strategy toward the great powers ought to be. Which issues were really worth worrying about? Was India really taking all our jobs? Could China really outflank us in Asia? We wrote this book initially to answer these questions for ourselves.

When we told friends we had decided to write about big powers like China and India, their response was often fatalistic:


—“We should try to keep them down, right?” one joked. “But how?”

—“How is the environment going to weather the impact of two billion new cars and refrigerators?”

—“Travelling to China and India, you can just feel the momentum…. Despite every advantage, I worry that my kids won’t be able to get a decent job.”

—“Well, the Chinese are going to be our masters in fifty years, so we better learn how to get along with them.”



Fortunately, our conclusions do not bear out pessimistic and confrontational reflexes like these that have marked major power relations in the past. America has great prospects ahead—if it does its homework. We had no idea we would end up writing so much about what America has to do at home. But that’s our new world. The domestic is international, the international is domestic.

We have tried to develop a framework in which to ask and answer questions about America and the big powers. We also hope this book reenergizes a debate about America’s relationship with existing and emerging power centers. In the end, we are still very optimistic about America’s future. We see it daily in our children’s eyes.
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Introduction



The fragrant lavender fields of Provence make an unlikely backdrop for the most ambitious science experiment of our time. Yet within a decade, the most distinctive structure in Cadarache, France, will not be the fifteenth-century stone castle, but a twenty-thousand-ton tokamak, a Soviet-designed, doughnut-shaped nuclear reactor. In it, deuterium nuclei, extracted from ordinary Mediterranean seawater, will collide with such force that they will fuse. The energy from this reaction—clean, massive, leaving no radioactive waste—may well be the answer to global warming and the destructive politics of oil. Already, over four thousand scientists from around the world are planning their multiyear collaboration in the International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor (ITER) under the leadership of Japan’s Dr. Kaname Ikeda. China is sending thirty scientists to help with construction.

What is even more remarkable than ITER’s nuclear fusion is the political fusion it generated. In November 2006, officials from each of the world’s biggest powers—China, the European Union, India, Japan, Russia, and the United States—shared a stage and together agreed to become partners in ITER. Each is contributing cash and technology. None could have built ITER on its own.

ITER ought to be the model of the future. We live at an extraordinary moment in history when the great powers of the world can align on the issues most critical to American safety, freedom, and prosperity. These powers want what America wants: a stable, peaceful, prosperous world organized around nation-states. No fundamental, intractable dispute divides us. None are ideological adversaries. This book argues that rather than worrying about these powers’ relative gains, the United States should focus on renewing itself, and take advantage of this moment to work with them to solve humanity’s pressing problems. This is a departure from America’s current approach, but a different era calls for a different strategy. The pure zero-sum days of great power relations are behind us.

The Pivotal Powers

We call America’s five big partners in the fusion experiment—China, Europe, India, Japan, and Russia—the “pivotal powers.” These powers have the resources to support or thwart U.S. aims, to build the world order or disrupt it. Each has a significant capacity to get others to do what they want them to and to resist coercion. Through a combination of key traits—a large, educated population, vibrant economy, abundant natural resources, technological capability, capacity to innovate, military might, supporting infrastructure, cultural cachet, efficient governing institutions, ability to convert resources into effective power, current engagement with the world’s rules and institutions, and ambition to play a major role—these powers, above others, are critical to the future order of the world.

Europe’s $13 trillion economy is larger than America’s, and the European Union is playing a part in every significant international institution and initiative. We treat the EU as one power because on global issues—be it climate change or peace in the Middle East—its member countries are increasingly speaking and acting with one voice. The European Union has its own central government, with a president, parliament, cabinet, central bank, and even an armed force (its sixty-thousand-strong rapid-reaction force). Further, a sense of European identity is slowly emerging, especially among the younger generation, who have no direct memory of the conflicts that racked the continent in the twentieth century.

Japan has the world’s second largest national economy, is actively engaged in Asia’s regional architectures, and at approximately $330 million annually is the second-largest contributor to the United Nations. China and India have the world’s largest populations by far, growing scientific capital, and skyrocketing economic growth. China’s diplomacy is now decidedly global. Russia’s vast natural resources and massive nuclear arsenal make it a force to be reckoned with. Each pivotal power has global interests and is now, or has the ambition and qualities to become, a world power.

Some may argue that other countries, representing other geographies, belong on this list, such as Brazil, South Africa, and Iran. While important regional players, these countries do not have the combination of assets or inclinations to make them influential global actors to the same degree as the other five. Brazil might be considered a pivotal power by the time our toddlers can read this book, with its large population, growing economy, resources, and cultural sway, but, at present, is not an essential player globally except on a few issues, like trade negotiations, and does not yet appear to have the clear determination to become a great power. South Africa, while a critical influence on issues across sub-Saharan Africa, has a modest economy and military. Iran is a strong regional player with an educated population and a history of being a great power, but its economy is one-dimensional and relatively small.

For now, it is China, Europe, India, Japan, and Russia, though all very different from each other, whether democratic or authoritarian, developed or developing, allies or rivals (or both), which have the most pivotal role to play in making the world a better place or not, supporting the United States or frustrating its plans.

America worries that the pivotal powers will reduce its geopolitical freedom, lure away its R&D, compete for the oil America needs, give solace to its enemies, and reduce the sway of liberal democracy. There is truth in some of these claims, but viewed through a pragmatic lens, the growing strength of the pivotal powers offers opportunities along with challenges and the need for adjustments. Taking as our starting point Thomas Jefferson’s “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” in Chapters 1–5 we analyze how the pivotal powers affect these fundamental American interests.

It turns out that great powers do not inevitably threaten them. On the contrary, these powers often further American security, ideology, and prosperity. American CIA and FBI agents rely on their European, Russian, and Indian counterparts to foil terror plots. Keeping weapons of mass destruction away from terrorists is a joint endeavor. The road to a rollback of North Korea’s nuclear program goes through Beijing. Each is critical to preventing a flu pandemic. Liberal pivotal powers like Europe, India, and Japan will become important partners in spreading our shared ideology as the backlash against America’s misguided methods to bring democracy to Iraq continues to unfold. On the economic front, trade with pivotal powers, though it causes painful disruptions, grows the U.S. economy, and vice versa. To the extent that their growth does harm U.S. interests, America, often only America, can take the steps to put it right.

Even so, five hundred years of history tell us that when a dominant power is faced with the rapid rise of another nation, things will not go smoothly. America itself has never reacted calmly to the rise of another major power. Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan, and the Soviet Union rightly became enemies. Even the economic ascent of Japan in the 1980s—an official military ally, a democracy, and a country that had renounced the use of force—generated fear and fury in America before its economy faltered.

Today, the great power landscape is complicated. Europe and Japan remain old friends of the United States, but the prospect of a united European Union rattles some Americans, and Japan may yet chart a more independent course. The reemerging powers—China, India, and Russia—all seek more recognition and influence. They are not adversaries, but neither have they been long-standing U.S. allies.

A New Era

In the days when royalty still lived in the Cadarache castle, the great powers were almost always at war. It could be different this time. New technologies and globalization have shaped the world and, with it, great power incentives. There is less room for great powers to turn on each other. We live, first, in the nuclear era. Alone these weapons pose an overwhelming deterrent to direct military confrontation. Also, unlike in the past, an increase in territory does not necessarily improve a country’s prospects, eliminating one common reason for past wars between great powers. Commodities markets make conquering for land economically pointless, and it would be nearly impossible to occupy a country and make its knowledge workers productive at the same time.

Further, newly virulent threats profoundly affect pivotal power relations. The pivotal powers provide essential help in the battle against the true forces of devastation America now faces—like terrorists and pathogens. Terrorists have already killed thousands of Americans; viruses—millions. The more America and the pivotal powers cooperate on life-or-death matters of security, the higher and more evident become the costs of aiming at each other. A future great power that seeks to become safer by fighting America would also necessarily become less safe by forfeiting security cooperation. This security interdependence is genuinely new.

Economic interdependence has grown deeper too. Britain and Germany also traded heavily before plunging into World War I, but the degree and nature of economic interdependence in the world today is unprecedented. A bad day on the Shanghai stock exchange in February 2007 sent the Dow Jones down 400 points. Not only is the level of worldwide trade (measured as a ratio of exports to gross domestic product) nearly twice as high as before World War I, but foreign direct investment among pivotal powers is pervasive; we literally own pieces of each other’s economies. Those relationships are much harder to replace than the portfolio investing of the pre-1914 era.

No pivotal power demands allegiance to a worldview at odds with our own. The fact that all pivotal powers are dependent on open trade and global stability for their economic growth, and the fact that our enemies are shared, increases the costs of conflict, and thus the chances for accommodation. Interdependence is no guarantee that peace will prevail, but mutual, deep dependence linked to prosperity raises the stakes of any contest.

Fear Itself

Pivotal powers will not pose a grave threat to the United States anytime soon. On the other hand, they do challenge American dominance and impinge on the freedom of action the U.S. has come to enjoy and expect. Their interests and ours will not always easily align and disputes will be intense and frequent. With China and Russia, these conflicts may be magnified by American distrust of opaque, illiberal regimes. Their economic rise, while ultimately growing our own economy, will cause painful change. Enemies they are not, but rivals they will sometimes be.

We also cannot rule out the possibility that a pivotal power will become a capable, aggressive challenger to vital U.S. interests. Nationalism remains a potent force that could push a pivotal power toward hostility. America must be prepared for this long-term possibility and continue to invest in a cutting-edge, sophisticated military. Here is where Washington will have to be careful, though, not to overdo it. In preparing for a possible clash, there is a danger America can inadvertently create the exact future for which it prepares. Each side’s military precautions can be interpreted by the other side as confirmation of its worst fears. Preparation for conflict can become its cause.

The Certainty of Uncertainty

Another danger in overanxiety about pivotal powers is choosing the wrong target. Great powers have done this before, to their detriment. In the late 1800s, the Russian preoccupation with Japan led to an ill-advised intervention in Manchuria and Korea, and ultimately Russia’s defeat in the Russo-Japanese War. Just a few decades later, fears of Bolshevik Russia left Great Britain ill-prepared to counter Nazi Germany at the onset of World War II.

Writing today, it seems unassailable that of the pivotal powers, China is America’s biggest challenge. China’s momentum seems unstoppable. In nine short years, it has doubled per capita income, a feat that took the U.S. and Britain fifty years to accomplish when they were industrializing. It attracted over $70 billion in foreign direct investment in 2006, and has been building a California’s worth of expressway each year. Because America can tend to focus—like a cat—only on what is moving very quickly in the present moment, Washington has become a “cauldron of anxiety” about China, in the words of former Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick. “Let’s all wake up,” warns Richard Fisher, vice president of the International Assessment and Strategy Center. “The post-Cold War peace is over. We are now in an arms race with a new superpower whose goal is to contain and overtake the United States.” (Because of Washington’s current focus on China, we often use China examples in this book.)

In reality, no one knows which, whether, or how fast any of the pivotal powers will rise. (We avoid the common term “rising powers” for this reason.) A brief review of “threatening countries of the recent past” is revealing. In 1988, just twenty years ago, the Soviet Union and Japan were the unquestionable focal points of American fears. By 1993 Germany and Japan were identified as potential threats, but the Soviet Union had vanished. By 1996, Japan had dropped out, but Germany remained. The year 2000 saw dire warnings about China and a newly integrating European Union, but not Germany. In 2005, the EU also dropped out. Now conventional wisdom says China, and increasingly India and Russia, but not Europe or Japan, will rise to challenge America.

Even if China were hell-bent on fighting America one day, that day might never come. China faces a set of hurdles difficult even to enumerate, let alone solve. China’s income gap is yawning; over 800 million of its citizens live on less than $2 a day. Social unrest is on the rise, the health care system is in shambles, fresh water is in very short supply, and the People’s Republic is home to twenty of the thirty worst cities for air pollution in the world. India too is a tale of two nations. With its schools and demographic composition, India could have the world’s largest pool of educated workers by 2020. But Bollywood and Bangalore aside, India is still a country in which two-thirds of households do not have an indoor toilet, and nearly half the children are malnourished, a higher percentage than in Sudan.

America cannot know the pivotal powers’ future growth patterns, and furthermore, as Council on Foreign Relations president Richard Haass has observed, “the United States is not in a position to prevent the rise of other powers.” The factors that determine growth—demographics, educational systems, economic policy, political stability, culture, individual opportunity, legal frameworks—are largely beyond the control of outsiders.

Moreover, straight-line forecasts are limited in value when history is an irregular sequence of major events. (Military strategists use the term “VUCA” to describe the international environment—volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous.) In the end, as Robert Jervis, an influential scholar of international relations, observes, “History usually makes a mockery of our hopes and expectations.” For example, in what is known as the “butterfly effect,” simple changes can lead over time to far-reaching results. Quite literally: if George W. Bush had not been elected in the year 2000, America almost surely would not have invaded Iraq in 2003. Who could have guessed the profound impact of Florida’s butterfly ballot on the future of the Middle East?

All of which is to say that America has to prepare prudently for the potential threats of tomorrow, and it has plenty of time to do that given the enormous lead it has in military strength. America should not, however, allow anxiety to lead it to waste precious resources on overpreparing in the short term for one particular scenario or another. As we see in Table A, China is a much more ambiguous potential foe than are terrorists, the true threat of today.


Table A: Jihadists and China: A Comparison of Threats
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The Home Front

One thing is for certain—these pivotal powers are not going anywhere. A remarkably consistent cast of great powers has been milling around for a dozen or so centuries. America should assume very long-term relationships with all of them. Thus the real question is not “What are we going to do about China and India?” but “How can America continue to thrive in an age of multiple strong powers?”

Above all else, America must get its own house in order. The greatest risks to America’s prosperity and way of life start and end at home. America has to invest anew in the strengths that propelled it this far. America’s fiscal mess, underperforming education system, oil dependency, broken health care system, inadequate worker protection, and crumbling infrastructure are all things America needs to fix to ensure that the rise of other strong powers will be a benefit. Our innovation system demands special attention, as we discuss in Chapter 5. It is often these underlying problems that cause much of the pain and disruption Americans attribute to actions by pivotal powers. If the United States invests in its long-term economic vitality, and makes strategic investments in a sophisticated military, it will be able to take advantage of the growth of other powers.

A More Perfect World Order

As we describe in Chapter 7, the pragmatic approach to the pivotal powers is one of “strategic collaboration.” America should draw in the reemerging powers—China, India, and Russia—and make room for them at the table with the EU and Japan, while being sure they all pay for the privilege. With their new status would come a new responsibility to rebuild the liberal world order.

Why should the goal be fixing the world order? Because institutions such as the World Trade Organization, World Health Organization, NATO, the United Nations, and many others—in addition to a variety of other international architectures like the one regulating airplane safety—have a strong track record of furthering U.S. interests. America needs them more than ever to help organize the collective effort to ensure that our children are safe. These institutions reflect and reinforce the “liberal” qualities of rule of law, transparency, accountability, and respect for individual rights that Americans cherish.

For now, the pivotal powers want in. China, India, and even Russia to a lesser degree, are knocking on the door of a system that the U.S. painstakingly built and maintained, with assistance from Europe and Japan, for over fifty years. This is welcome news, because only with help from the great powers can America hope to salvage the liberal world order. Every institution needs reform. Some regimes, like the Biological Weapons Convention, were flawed from the start. Others are no longer effectively addressing humanity’s most pressing problems.

With help from the pivotal powers, they could. America needs to persuade the pivotal powers to tackle with new vigor the thorny problems that plague the world, be it disease, Iran’s nuclear program, genocide, unsecured nuclear material, failing states, biological weapons, or global warming. Together with America, the pivotal powers represent over half the earth’s population and over three-quarters of its GDP. The small group of pivotal powers are the fulcrum to move the world. With a great power alignment, we can make real progress toward a world in which Americans can continue to thrive whether or not America remains the sole superpower by a gigantic margin.

Even with effective rules and pivotal power buy-in, we can move forward only if America leads. Instead of leading, America has been busy alienating big powers and dismantling the world order, operating in an outdated paradigm that presumes power alone can deliver security. Even though America is more dominant, along more dimensions, than any other leading state in modern international history, it needs partners and it needs rules. It is not enough that our economy is the largest in the world, our military light-years ahead of the rest, our technology the envy of the globe, and our culture pervasive, if we cannot work with others to fight the true forces of disorder.

How can it be true that ultimate power does not bring ultimate security? Just ask yourself, what has primacy done for us lately? It tempted our leaders into a war in Iraq whose repercussions will haunt our grandchildren. U.S. primacy has not made Afghanistan a stable, liberal success story. With all its strength, America cannot effectively address Iran’s and North Korea’s nuclear programs without Chinese and Russian help. Americans are completely reliant on Scotland Yard to arrest terrorist suspects in the London suburbs. Alone, even if it wanted to, America could not reduce carbon emissions enough to avoid climatic disaster. Our bullets and borders cannot stop viruses.

Pivotal powers certainly want more influence, and that can complicate, even derail, U.S. plans. At the same time, as we discuss in Chapter 6, no pivotal power is out to dethrone America, and, to further their own interests, all want a positive relationship with the United States. They may not do what America wants them to, but neither are they trying to kill us. Together we can defeat those who are. Rather than fending off their attempts to take over the world, the greater challenge for the U.S. will be coaxing these big powers to pay for and play a constructive role in making it better. Pivotal powers ought to be America’s sparring partners. We can knock each other around, but we are not each other’s true battle.

New Thinking

During the Cold War, America’s statesmen were highly focused on great power relations. Not only was the relationship with the Soviet Union itself critical, but the alignment of other power centers was also a major concern. During the 1990s, other than a period of worrying about the stability of Russia, and the economic rivalry with Japan, policy toward the biggest world powers was not on the front burner. India and China were weak, and transnational threats seemed in check. Post 9/11, America should return its focus to the big powers. Not as threats, and not as pawns in a balance-of-power system, but as partners against forces of destruction.

America needs to move away from its current amalgam of ad hoc, reactive, and inconsistent policies, and toward pragmatic cooperation with the pivotal powers, working with them and not against them. If we don’t, we could awaken from our Iraq nightmare to a world not organized in our best interests. As Chapter 8 suggests, this shift will not be easy because America’s political culture encourages our politicians to find foreign scapegoats for our problems. It can promote rejection of international cooperation, even though decade after decade, polling reveals that Americans are inclined to multilateralism. Much of the media, loving a fight because their viewers and readers do, does not tend to contribute to a reasoned discourse about the rise of other nations. If we are not careful, these factors, especially combined with a recession, could easily push Americans into unwarranted, extreme hostility directed at China or the next power du jour. Some Americans are already there.

More than anything, America must step back into the shoes of the world’s reasoned leader and relinquish its role as the world’s revolutionary power. America can then leverage the resources, skills, and experience of the pivotal powers to advance the many goals it shares with them, building a future in which Americans will thrive. In today’s world, great powers pose no obstacle to American success. They will even help us, if we are brave enough to let them.








1.  Safety in Numbers



On December 13, 2001, two months and two days after the attacks on September 11, five men stormed India’s capitol building during a session of Parliament. Carrying AK-47s and hand grenades, the assailants killed seven and wounded eighteen in a bloody standoff with police before they succumbed. The attack sent tremors throughout India and was aimed, the prime minister later suggested, at decapitating the Indian government, eliminating all its top political leadership. Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), a hard-line radical Sunni Muslim group based in Lahore, Pakistan, claimed responsibility for the attack.

Fast-forward some eighteen months, to a U.S. District Court in Alexandria, Virginia. There, in June 2003, eleven American Muslims, called the “paintball terrorists,” after a favorite pastime of theirs, were charged with training with and fighting for LeT. Six of the men eventually pleaded guilty, three were convicted at trial, and two were acquitted, making it the domestic terrorism case that has produced more guilty verdicts than any since September 11.

From halfway around the globe, the LeT threat came to haunt America’s suburbs. Back when the LeT, “Army of the Pure,” focused on “liberating Muslims” in the remote mountains of the disputed Kashmir region between India and Pakistan, it was of little direct concern to Americans. Now, like many other small terror groups, LeT has joined the global jihadist bandwagon, linked with al Qaeda, and views as its chief priority “to select and train persons to wage war against nonbelievers, and especially the United States.” Osama bin Laden has reportedly asked LeT to recruit Pakistanis for suicide missions. As it encounters new threats, America has to find new partners. America’s ally in thwarting LeT is an aspiring great power, India, which has tracked this group for years.

In this chapter and the next we discuss American security. One of our less celebrated founding fathers, John Jay, wrote in 1787 in a newspaper column that became one of The Federalist Papers: “Among the many objects to which a wise and free people find it necessary to direct their attention, that of providing for their safety seems to be the first.”

After over two hundred years of relative freedom from external threats, most Americans have grown accustomed to a sense of personal security unimaginable in many corners of the world. We need only look to Iraq, or to crime-ridden neighborhoods, to see that without freedom from physical violence, a society cannot prosper or progress. As anyone who has experienced it knows, there is little that is more preoccupying, and more draining to happiness and productivity, than deep fear for the safety of oneself and family members.

How do pivotal powers affect American security? Do they help or exacerbate the threats confronting Americans? Do they pose a direct threat? To answer these questions, we must first discuss what the principal threats to American security are. Traditionally, when most national security experts discuss threats, they have in mind actions by other states. We instead focus on a broader set of threats to Americans, in America, because if some external force (not a car accident or earthquake, but actors from outside, like terrorists) threatens to harm your family, you would want the government to try to stop it, even if it was not a state. In this chapter we examine how pivotal powers have an impact on threats that could kill a lot of Americans and wreak havoc with their lives. In the next, we look at how pivotal powers affect a variety of indirect threats to American security. In Chapter 3 we discuss the effect of pivotal powers on American ideology, and in Chapters 4 and 5, their economic effect.

Which Threats?

The most dire potential threats to American security are a large-scale terrorist incident with a weapon of mass destruction, particularly a nuclear weapon, and a major pandemic of contagious disease. These threats could directly kill hundreds of thousands of Americans or more on U.S. soil, and could occur soon. We add to this category of dire threats an invasion or large-scale attack by another country. Though this threat is unlikely to materialize in the near term, it is the only other outside force that could destroy American lives on a large scale. Each of these dire threats has the potential to cause disruptions so massive as to alter life in the United States as we know it.

Next on the list are serious, direct threats that would likely kill fewer people, are less mature, more deterrable, or involve a degree of culpability on the part of individual Americans who are victims. A hostile state, such as North Korea, does not yet have the capacity to attack the U.S. directly with a missile, nor launch disabling cyber attacks, and can be deterred to some degree. Nevertheless, it seeks destructive capacity, and could acquire it. Global warming could well prove a grave threat, though its most extreme effects are decades away, and Americans have some ability, if not yet the will, to mitigate the impact. Narcotrafficking ultimately results in many American deaths a year, but demand is a domestic phenomenon.

Finally, as we discuss in the next chapter, there are important American security interests that are several steps removed from a direct and immediate menace to citizens in America. They include potential threats to the wide network of key U.S. allies around the world, to regional stability, to America’s ability to act exactly as it might wish in any given situation, and to American pride. In this last realm, pivotal power influence is undeniable, anxiety-producing, and hard to evaluate.
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Technology and globalization have made nonstate or small state threats far more potent than in the last century. Terrorists and traffickers are greatly empowered by the Internet. Hostile regimes have access to technical information once only available to the most sophisticated militaries. Diseases spread more rapidly because of cross-border travel of people and animals. Global warming is a direct product of human technological advances. The potential for “catastrophic damage” from weak nonstate actors is an unprecedented security challenge. Today, pivotal powers actually improve America’s security from the clearest present dangers.

Jihadists, Nukes, and Germs

We first consider two enemies that have killed and will likely continue to kill large numbers of Americans: terrorists (especially if armed with a nuclear, chemical, or biological weapon) and contagious pathogens. These are the rotten fruit of globalization—transnational threats that fear no punishment civilization can dole out. How do other strong powers affect U.S. security from these agents?



THE TRUE THREAT OF TERROR Terrorists pose the most dire threat to American security today. The “gold standard in terror,” according to expert Daniel Benjamin, remains “mass casualty attacks against Americans.” A series of terror attacks on America’s soft institutions—hospitals, schools, shopping malls—could change life as they know it for countless Americans.

In the last ten years, and particularly after 9/11, two trends have changed the nature of the terrorist threat America faces. On the one hand, the principles of terror have whipped their way around the world. Al Qaeda now exists “more as an ideology” than a unitary organization, but it has bonded hundreds of groups that once had parochial, local objectives. Now a diffuse jihadist network, living online and off, dedicates itself to “avenging the shedding of innocent Muslim blood.” The new terror is a global problem in need of a global solution.

At the same time, the nuts-and-bolts execution of attacks is increasingly local. The 9/11 hijackers used mobile phones and crossed international borders many times. Now terrorists have gone to ground. Jihadists operate quietly in small cells, communicating with outsiders only when absolutely necessary. Many are “self-starters,” operating without any guidance from al Qaeda or other international terror organizations.

To fight the evolving terrorist threat, the United States is tremendously and increasingly reliant on cooperation with other governments, including those of the pivotal powers. As powerful as the U.S. is, its intelligence services cannot know everything that thousands of terrorists are discussing and planning in some sixty countries. Much of the time, it does not even know who these individuals are. America’s vast array of powerful satellites, flying drones, spy airplanes, and other impressive machinery that provide imagery and signals intelligence, or SIGINT, cannot track whispered conversations in markets or mosques. What’s more, “the U.S. simply could not replicate an intelligence capability for all of the countries where we would have an interest,” according to Brian Jenkins of RAND, one of the world’s foremost terrorism experts. U.S. human intelligence (HUMINT)—old-fashioned spying—is notoriously inadequate, with major shortages of Arabic, Farsi, and Pashto speakers. Moreover, terror cells are incredibly difficult to penetrate even for those outsiders who do speak the language.

That leaves the U.S. “highly dependent,” says Jenkins, on foreign intelligence services. A former official on the CIA’s al Qaeda desk agrees, writing to us in an e-mail that counterterrorism cooperation with other countries is “VERY VERY VERY important.” The 2006 National Intelligence Estimate on global terrorism trends concluded that “Countering the spread of the jihadist movement will require coordinated multilateral efforts that go well beyond operations to capture or kill terrorist leaders.”

Each pivotal power faces what each considers a terrorist threat: Chechnyans in Russia, Uighurs in China, Islamic extremists in India and Europe (with the first two, at least, counterterrorism has also been a cover to target legitimate political activity). Japan is the only country to have suffered a deadly chemical terrorist attack. In 1995, the Buddhist cult Aum Shinrikyo released the nerve agent sarin gas into the Tokyo subway, killing twelve. A subsequent raid on the cult’s compound turned up samples of Ebola and anthrax along with enough sarin gas to kill four million people. Pivotal powers are motivated partners that see the terrorist threat as a very high security priority.

India has long defended itself against violent extremists of all stripes from Nepalese Maoists to Kashmiri separatists to Pakistani nationalists. With the third largest Muslim population in the world, and Pakistan still a key terror hub next door, India has diligently monitored and countered radical Islamic groups for decades. Suddenly, the U.S. badly needs this expertise.

The terrorist group LeT has been actively pursuing its new international and anti-American agenda. In addition to the paintball connection, the FBI has suggested that Mohammed Ajmal Khan, who held a leadership position in LeT (this according to the British judge that sentenced him to nine years in March 2006), discussed bombing East Coast synagogues with extremists in the U.S. Beyond the LeT, Jaish-e-Mohommed (JeM), another militant Islamic group battling Indian rule in Kashmir, also has ties to al Qaeda.

Fortunately for the U.S., Indian security forces have been carefully tracking LeT and JeM, relying on superior counterterror capabilities. After 9/11, India offered its full support for the U.S.-led fight against terrorism—including intelligence on al Qaeda and the use of port facilities for U.S. naval vessels. In June 2005, India and the U.S. signed a ten-year defense pact that promises continued counterterror operations, and a few weeks later, before a joint session of Congress, Indian prime minister Manmohan Singh pledged to make “common cause” against terrorism. India’s pledge of “unlimited support” for the U.S. action in Afghanistan was also a welcome signal of a shared outlook.

European countries have been high-profile partners in fighting jihadist plots. Europe is itself a prolific source of new recruits, one of two great “fields of jihad.” Europe was home to the terrorists responsible for the 2004 Madrid and 2005 London bombings. Three of the 9/11 hijackers lived in Hamburg. Only local police and intelligence agencies rooted in communities have any chance of gaining knowledge of terrorist plans. As a legacy of colonial relationships, European officials also have ongoing intelligence channels in Northern Africa that the U.S. lacks. Only through information sharing can America hope to monitor individual extremists from Algeria, Morocco, or Somalia as they travel to terrorist training camps in the Middle East or South Asia.

Happily, counterterror cooperation with Europe is robust and reciprocal. According to a U.S. military officer based in Europe, American and European intelligence services are cooperating closely in tracking suspected radical Islamic extremists. Without tip-offs from European law enforcement, the U.S. may not know of certain citizens, for example, raising money for known terrorist groups. At the same time, without the help of the U.S. the Europeans could not track these suspects as they travel to various countries in the Middle East and back again. Examples of this kind of cooperation are “infinite,” he states, though details remain classified.

To take a public example, without British (and Pakistani) vigilance, the United States might well have witnessed another 9/11-scale attack on its landmark financial buildings. British counterparts told the Department of Homeland Security in July 2004 of a plot by a British cell to blow up the New York Stock Exchange and five other sites. A few days later, in “Operation Rhyme,” British authorities arrested the key suspects. Without the British, U.S. law enforcement would not have known about this plot and, even if it had, would not have had authority to arrest suspects in London. America was completely reliant on careful British police work, just as with the August 2006 foiled plot to blow up ten airplanes bound for the United States with liquid bombs. Some Americans alive today owe their good fortune to MI5 and Scotland Yard.

Some facets of counterterrorism will benefit as Europe integrates and “seals up the cracks” between countries, says Nora Bensahel, a terrorism analyst. Terrorists will no longer be able to “shop” for countries with more favorable laws.

China is not on the front lines in the struggle against the militant Islamic threat, as the Uighur Muslim population in Xinjiang Province is small and its extremists comparatively feeble. Nevertheless, Beijing stepped up, arresting numerous suspects with ties to al Qaeda in the wake of 9/11. At a critical time, China also pressured its close ally, Pakistan, to cooperate with the U.S. in counterterror operations and to accommodate the war in Afghanistan. Beijing agreed to freeze the accounts of terrorist suspects in Chinese banks. China has acceded to eleven of twelve international counterterrorism conventions. The FBI now has an office in Beijing.

Most important, China has signed up to a major American anti-terrorism program, the Container Security Initiative (CSI), designed to prevent terrorists from smuggling a nuclear weapon into the United States in a shipping container. “The container is the potential Trojan horse of the twenty-first century,” says the head of U.S. Customs, Robert Bonner. Because American ports are vulnerable, CSI is aimed at finding WMDs before they are loaded onto ships. Each year over 3.2 million containers leave China’s ports bound for the U.S., more than from any other country. U.S. customs officials are now welcomed in the ports of Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Shenzhen.

Russia has also acted as a partner in counterterror. During the early stages of the campaign against the Taliban in Afghanistan, Russia proved as crucial as many NATO allies, if not more so. At their May 2002 summit, Vladimir Putin and President Bush founded the U.S.-Russia Working Group on Combating Terrorism and a number of bilateral treaties that, according to then–U.S. Ambassador Alexander Vershbow, have facilitated “unprecedented forms of intelligence sharing that have helped prevent attacks and shut down terrorist groups.” To find a foreign jihadist training in Chechen camps, the U.S. must rely on Russia.

The last issue regarding terrorists is how they come to be in the first place. The factors that turn people into terrorists are complex and debated. Bruce Hoffman of Georgetown University has testified that until America recognizes the importance of understanding its enemy, it will remain forever on the defensive, unable to neutralize terrorist propaganda, nor successfully penetrate terrorist ranks to sow dissension from within, nor prevent operations. Because of their long experience with terrorists, pivotal powers like India and Europe can assist in this critical endeavor. A professor at the National Defense University concludes that China now understands, better than the U.S. does, that a terrorist movement must be fought politically more than militarily. As we discuss in Chapter 3, pivotal powers may also be able to help America to counter radical ideology, the “center of gravity” of the global jihadist phenomenon.

It is clear that failing, poor states without functioning governments provide sanctuary for training, planning, and recruiting. As much as with the other facets of counterterror operations, the U.S. needs pivotal powers to reform dysfunctional countries. The regional expertise and resources of pivotal powers, as well as the United Nations, would increase the odds of a successful outcome in any effort to build or rebuild a nation, be it in Afghanistan, Somalia, or elsewhere. Fortifying weak states is a central task for the big powers.

Pivotal powers and the U.S. both benefit from energetic cooperation on combating terrorism. However, to optimize these relationships, the U.S. should make some adjustments. It ought to refrain from “treating foreign intelligence services as if they are in the employ of the U.S. government,” says Brian Jenkins, demanding all their intelligence relevant to the U.S., but not sharing much in return. Inadequate sensitivity to local political conditions is also a frequent complaint of governments who are cooperating with the U.S. Governments sometimes take big political hits at home when they help the U.S., as the administration of Chancellor Angela Merkel did for Germany’s aid in renditions and in sharing Iraqi plans before the U.S. invasion in 2003. Finally, the U.S. would be more successful at rallying support for its struggle against terrorism if it were not presented as a purely American endeavor. After all, says Jenkins, “we are all in this together.” In the realm of counterterrorism, the U.S. should want prosperous and stable rising powers.



WMDS ON THE LOOSE Even with cheap, crude technology, terrorists have succeeded in killing large numbers of innocent civilians. With weapons of mass destruction—chemical, biological, or nuclear—the death toll could rise by many orders of magnitude. Stopping the spread of WMDs to terrorists is thus an urgent goal, perhaps the most urgent goal, of U.S. foreign policy. This section focuses on nuclear weapons, as an atomic blast in a dense urban area would cause uniquely catastrophic results, even when compared to chemical or biological weapons—hundreds of thousands of people would die. Even a simple “dirty bomb,” which combines a conventional explosive with radioactive materials, could cause widespread radiological contamination. Osama bin Laden has declared it a “religious duty” for Muslims to acquire nuclear weapons, and the intelligence community is “extremely concerned” with accumulating evidence that terrorists intend to use WMDs in attacks against the United States.

Says Michael Hynes, a nonproliferation expert, “the need for international cooperation in stemming the nuclear threat is paramount.” Every layer of the nonproliferation web (controlling existing weapons, nuclear materials, and programs in development) requires the assistance of other countries, especially the pivotal powers.

Until recently, the international regime controlling nuclear materials had been effective in limiting nuclear programs and thus potential access by terrorists. The centerpiece is the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), but also included are the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), and others. The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) monitors civilian nuclear programs and conducts spot checks. Says nonproliferation expert Joe Cirincione of the Center for American Progress, “Despite serious setbacks…the nonproliferation regime remains the most successful international security arrangement in history. Rather than the twenty or thirty nuclear states that many feared would emerge in the 1960s, we have only nine, including North Korea. There is every reason to believe we can decrease that number.” That said, nonproliferation rules need reform, as we discuss more in Chapter 7.

A first-order nonproliferation priority, where pivotal power help is crucial, is preventing a terrorist group or hostile state from acquiring a “loose” nuclear warhead. Though the U.S. has already spent millions of dollars (through the Nunn-Lugar program) securing these bombs, Russia remains by far the largest potential source with thousands of warheads stored in hundreds of buildings littered throughout the vast country. Senior Russian officials confirmed four incidents in 2001 and 2002 of terrorists carrying out reconnaissance on nuclear weapons facilities and, through 2005, nearly one hundred incidents of trespassing at Russia’s nuclear facilities. (Of minor comfort is the fact that many of these Russian warheads are old and might not detonate.)

The next concern is radioactive material. The fissile material of choice for terrorists would be highly enriched uranium (HEU) because making it detonate is easy for anyone with experience with large-scale weaponry. According to a report from the National Defense University, some two-thirds of Russia’s six hundred metric tons of bomb-ready material, enough for “tens of thousands of nuclear weapons,” remains inadequately secured. Some 128 civilian nuclear research reactors around the world each hold enough HEU for a bomb.

The IAEA reports ten incidents of disrupted illegal transactions involving HEU over a twelve-year period ending in 2005. Not including likely incidents that remain classified, that makes at least eleven separate occasions in which German, Russian, French, and other police forces arrested enterprising individuals illegally trying to sell radioactive material. In July 2001, for example, Paris police arrested four suspects for hawking uranium likely stolen from Ukraine. In October 2006, Beijing confirmed the arrest of two suspects reportedly trafficking uranium. Keeping nuclear materials out of terrorists’ hands depends on skilled law enforcement in cities like St. Petersburg, Prague, Beijing, and Landshut, Germany.

Even if efforts to safeguard warheads and prevent the purchase of nuclear materials were funded in the U.S. and elsewhere at the level that they ought to be (much greater than at present) they will never be completely effective. Nuclear programs under development also have to be a target. If a terrorist group were to acquire a quantity of HEU from the black market successfully, according to expert Michael Hynes, they “wouldn’t need a Manhattan Project” to turn it into a weapon. “They’d be set if they took over the bottom level of a parking lot in Karachi.” Fortunately, the combination of tools and materials needed for fashioning a bomb, and the chemical residues, are unique, and can, in theory, be tracked. As with counterterror operations, the United States is reliant on foreign governments to track these groups, monitor their activities, share intelligence, and interdict them. As it sits thousands of miles away from the origins of the threat, Washington needs partners.

For the most part, and driven by their own interests, pivotal powers have been helpful in halting the proliferation of nuclear materials. As we discuss later, China has become a member in good standing of the nonproliferation community. Since the mid-1990s, China has greatly improved its domestic control over the flow of sensitive technologies, signed bilateral agreements with the U.S., and joined international conventions such as the NPT, the Chemical Weapons Convention, the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, the Nuclear Suppliers Group, and others, all of which require adherence to specific guidelines on the transfer of nuclear materials. The People’s Republic was instrumental in felling the most notorious nuclear swap meet of our time, run by Pakistani scientist A. Q. Khan, whose customers included Iran, Iraq, North Korea, and Libya. That said, the U.S. government still regularly censures Chinese companies for illegally selling weapons’ components to states hostile to the U.S. like Iran and Syria. While trends are encouraging, China’s export controls are still very leaky.

Japan is an active member of America’s Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI), which calls on countries to interdict shipments of illegal goods, including WMDs. Administration officials have frequently praised Japan’s “leadership role” in PSI. Japan also enforces its export controls carefully. In August 2006, Tokyo police arrested five in connection with the sale of a precision tool to Iran, which could be used to measure centrifuges for uranium enrichment.

To a large degree, Moscow also cooperates with the U.S. to secure its nuclear materials and weapons. While much work remains to be done, since 1991, five thousand nuclear warheads in Russia have been deactivated and fifteen thousand former weapons scientists have been involved in collaborations with Western researchers, reducing their incentives to sell their knowledge to terrorists. For the first time in a decade, Moscow issued a paper on its nonproliferation policy in 2006. Russia is also the cofounder and cochair with the U.S. of the “Global Initiative to Combat Nuclear Terrorism.” A group of now fifty countries, some of which would have been reluctant to join if not for Russia’s participation, the initiative seeks to develop a framework in which they can cooperate to prevent, detect, protect against, and respond to potential radiological attacks. Russia is doing this for its own reasons, which, other than counterterrorism, include wanting to address concerns that might limit profits in its civilian nuclear power sector. That said, like their Chinese (and European) counterparts, Russian defense companies circumvent export control laws to sell illicit items abroad. The Europeans are also engaged, with the European Commission, the U.K., Germany, Italy, and France pledging billions in a new initiative through the G8, the forum of the world’s major industrialized economies, to secure weapons and materials of mass destruction.

India too has been increasingly willing to strengthen its domestic export control laws. While it undermines the NPT, the recent civil nuclear agreement between the U.S. and India commits India to greater controls over its nuclear energy infrastructure.

For the worldwide nonproliferation regime to continue to remain effective with the pivotal powers and the rest of the world, the U.S. has to show leadership in reforming it. Washington also has to get back in line, as an obstacle to an effective nonproliferation regime, Cirincione says, is now “U.S. policy itself.” In recent years, America has failed to ratify the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, undermined the fundamental premise of the NPT by slow-walking reform efforts, and, far from emphasizing disarmament, is researching new nuclear weapons, including “bunker buster” bombs. Without a commitment by America to lead the nuclear pivotal powers toward disarmament, nonnuclear powers have less incentive to cooperate. Their agreement in the NPT to repudiate nuclear weapons was predicated on the nuclear powers reducing their own arsenals.

America’s apparent disdain for international nonproliferation conventions extends beyond the nuclear. In a particularly egregious example from 2001, the U.S. delegation obliterated six and a half years of negotiations on the Biological Weapons Convention in a single, unexpected statement. Not only was the draft text of the agreement unacceptable, the leader of the U.S. delegation announced, but it could not be fixed. The net effect was to slow the momentum against biological weapons proliferation and thereby weaken U.S. security.



PATHOGENS Even a terrorist attack with a dirty bomb could not match the destruction of a highly pathogenic virus. With this threat too, the pivotal powers prove to be on the same page with the United States. While most discussions of national security focus on the threat posed by other people or countries, infectious diseases are the number one killer of human beings. In the last fifty years, an alarming number of new diseases have emerged, some quite gruesome—Ebola, mad cow, Legionnaires’, hantavirus, and West Nile, to name a few. AIDS has already killed more than 25 million people.

A 2000 U.S. National Intelligence Estimate on the threat of global infectious disease identifies a global pandemic as an important threat to the global economy, and notes that “Emerging and reemerging infectious diseases, many of which are likely to continue to originate overseas, will continue to kill at least 170,000 Americans annually.” We focus here on naturally occurring diseases though many of the same issues are relevant to a bio-attack.
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Figure 1.1: Emerging and Reemerging Diseases, 1996–2001
SOURCE: Klaucke D. 2002. Globalization and Health: A Framework for Analysis and Action. Presentation at the Institute of Medicine Workshop on the “Impact of Globalization on Infectious Disease Emergence and Control: Exploring the Consequences and Opportunities,” Washington, D.C. Institute of Medicine Forum on Emerging Infections. Reprinted in Stacey Knobler, Adel Mahmoud, Stanley Lemon, Leslie Pray, eds., The Impact of Globalization on Infectious Disease Emergence and Control: Exploring the Consequences and Opportunities, Workshop Summary—Forum on Microbial Threats (Washington, D.C.: National Academies Press, 2006) 5, available at http://www.nap.edu/catalog/11588.html (accessed May 22, 2007).

During the last major “Spanish flu” influenza pandemic in 1918, nearly one out of every two deaths in the U.S. were flu-related. The U.S. life expectancy dropped from fifty-five in 1917 to thirty-seven the next year. In eighteen months, on the order of 600,000 Americans (the percentage equivalent of some two million today) died horrible deaths, turning blue and coughing up blood. The global death toll may have been as high as 100 million. Recently linked to birds, the Spanish flu virus, shockingly, killed only 1 percent of those it infected—a mortality rate much lower than what is estimated for the avian flu circulating around wide swaths of Asia and Europe today.
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Even with medical advances, the world is more vulnerable to contagious disease than it was at the turn of the last century. In 2007, for the first time in history, over half the world’s population lived close together in cities, often without adequate sanitation. Further, people are far more mobile than they were a hundred years ago. Now some 800 million people cross national boundaries every year. Disease-carrying mosquitoes can hitch rides in the wheel wells of airplanes and diseased animals are ferried across borders too. Along with the overuse and misuse of antibiotics in people and farm animals, and climate change, which is increasing the geographic range of pathogens, these factors make the world, and Americans, especially susceptible to a pandemic.

The outbreak of SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) in 2003 is a taste of what may come. The six-month SARS epidemic virtually shut down Hong Kong’s vibrant economy and cost the region some $40 billion. SARS spread because one infected doctor from China’s Guangdong Province stayed a single night in a Hong Kong hotel, infecting twelve other people. These travelers, in turn, seeded outbreaks in Singapore, Vietnam, and Toronto. Once SARS emerged in rural China, it spread to six countries in a matter of hours—and to thirty countries within a few months. SARS was not a particularly contagious or lethal virus: fewer than 8,500 people were infected and only 774 died.

A prominent example of American vulnerability to contagious disease from abroad is influenza. Another flu pandemic “cannot be avoided,” in the words of one expert, and avian virus A(H5N1) could be the strain the global health community has long feared. Dr. Nancy Cox, the chief influenza scientist at the U.S.’s Centers for Disease Control, warns that further mutation of the avian flu—allowing it to spread from human to human—could precipitate the worst pandemic in human history. Mutations have made the virus “supervirulent” and extremely lethal—killing, as Table 1.3 shows, on the order of half the humans it has infected (though milder cases may not have been reported). “This is the worst flu virus I have ever seen,” Robert Webster, a leading expert on the virus, says. If it becomes transmissible from human to human, Webster concludes, “God help us.”

A worst-case scenario predicts sixteen million flu deaths in the U.S. alone. Given the extent to which the global economy relies on the movement of people, goods, and services, the economic impact could be staggering. The World Bank estimates an $800 billion price tag for a flu pandemic. The combination of travel restrictions and impact on the labor force would mean that all countries would experience major shortages of the most essential commodities and major industries would grind to a halt. As one expert puts it, “In short order, the global economy would shut down.” The world is due for an influenza outbreak, and only governments working together can mitigate its devastation. Developed countries are only as secure as the world’s weakest public health system.
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How do the pivotal powers affect U.S. security from viral and bacterial agents? Combating infectious disease, whether influenza, TB, SARS, or a new pathogen, is a three-step process. First is preparedness, next surveillance and detection in human, livestock, and wildlife populations, and finally response and containment. Pivotal power cooperation is essential to each one.

When it comes to influenza, China is both the problem and the solution. Asia, especially southern China, is ground zero for flu outbreaks. Healthy wild ducks, geese, and herons play host to the influenza virus. Commercial development along their traditional migration routes means these wild birds encounter domestic birds in the farms and parks where they land looking for food and water. Once in domestic poultry, the virus will typically mutate to infect pigs. In the case of A(H5N1), it appears to be able to infect humans directly. In either case, the genetic leap is made much easier when birds, pigs, and humans live close together, as they do in “backyard flocks.” With the largest rural population in the world as well as the largest poultry industry, China has all the ingredients of an avian flu incubator. Its efforts, therefore, in preparation, detection, and containment are critical.

China tried to cover up the first cases of SARS, but the international opprobrium, and devastating financial impact of SARS, seem to have taught at least some officials in Beijing a lesson. American and Chinese officials had repeated meetings in the fall of 2005 to “establish an effective cooperation mechanism” for the avian flu. China co-hosted a major avian flu conference in January 2006. It is also building in Wuhan a P4-level laboratory, one of only a few in the world, designed to research highly lethal and rare pathogens such as Ebola and SARS. The facility would become Asia’s most sophisticated for the handling of deadly pathogens.

Only effective government can prevent a pandemic once a disease has emerged. SARS died down and did not return in force because Chinese government officials cracked down on the wildlife markets in Guangdong Province where the disease first spread to humans. In 2005, China slaughtered millions of chickens that may have been in contact with flu-infected birds. Over the long run, the U.S. will want to work with China to develop safer ways to raise and kill ducks, chickens, and pigs and to keep migratory birds, and bats, away from livestock. In the meantime, Americans can hope China’s aggressive response continues.

Japan has also been active in combating the spread of avian flu, and the EU is also a key player in stemming an influenza epidemic, among other reasons, because the most common anti-influenza drug is produced only in Europe. Russia and India are also home to a variety of infectious diseases, from HIV to tuberculosis to typhoid. The U.S. has an interest in seeing their public health systems improve so they can battle diseases at home, before they spread.

None of these powers can act effectively alone. The World Health Organization’s Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network is the central hub for all information on reports of new cases. Once the potential epidemic is spotted, a global network of virologists gets to work to identify and understand the associated pathogens. Coordination and cooperation are essential. One of the teams that traced bats as the original source of the SARS virus drew members from the U.S., China, and Australia. A well-developed science community in big countries is a direct boon to Americans in this case.

All the necessary ingredients for preventing outbreaks of contagious disease—better hygiene, fewer people living with animals, improved sanitation, sophisticated public health surveillance, more labs, and new drugs, not to mention demands from a growing middle class for an effective response to an outbreak—will improve as emerging economies grow wealthier. In its struggle against pathogens, the U.S. should encourage strong, wealthy, and able pivotal powers.

The Rest of the Worst

Beyond terrorism, proliferation, and contagious disease, other forces, like smaller, hostile states and global warming, can challenge U.S. security. How do pivotal powers affect these threats to U.S. safety? We find that here too international cooperation is key. Given space constraints, we do not discuss drug trafficking in detail, but pivotal power drug enforcement agents are cooperating with America’s in combating it.



HOSTILES Today, the potential threat from hostile states is less acute than that posed by terrorists or disease. The United States can deter them, and they do not yet have the capability to launch significant attacks on the U.S. directly. In this chapter we will discuss North Korea because it has a long-range missile program that could, years from now, allow it to deliver a weapon, even a nuclear one, to the U.S. Iran, on the other hand, is more of an indirect threat to Americans, so we discuss it in the next chapter because it is likely never to be able to launch a direct attack on the U.S., though it could do so through a terrorist intermediary. In general, the more states that go nuclear, the more likely a weapon will be sold to terrorists, stolen, set off accidentally, or used in battle.

North Korea has greatly increased its stockpile of fissile material since October 2002, when negotiations with it broke down, and in October 2006, Pyongyang tested a nuclear weapon. The regime, though it ultimately wants diplomatic relations with the U.S., is openly hostile, lambasting “the wicked nature and brazen-faced double-dealing tactics of the U.S.” How do pivotal powers affect this threat?

Every pivotal power shares the goal of a nonnuclear North Korea that plays by the rules of the international community. Though its priorities and tactics differ, China has been an active player in trying to bring around its longtime ally. At the outset of the North Korean nuclear crisis in October 2002, diplomacy stalled for many months as the U.S. refused to talk to Pyongyang directly and differences within the U.S. government paralyzed North Korea policy. At Washington’s invitation, Beijing stepped in and kept the negotiations moving forward. While American officials were frustrated that China would not take a harder line earlier, Beijing hosted all the rounds of the Six Party Talks, which also included Japan, Russia, and South Korea. After Pyongyang tested, China did vote for tough U.N. sanctions, to the delight of U.S. officials. Japan is also a key ally of the United States in addressing the North Korea nuclear program and imposed particularly stringent sanctions on Pyongyang following its nuclear test. While none of this involvement could substitute for U.S. leadership, pivotal powers were playing a constructive role. When smaller states choose to go down the nuclear road, pivotal powers are critical to both detect such programs and to conduct the diplomacy to convince the state to give it up. Only collective pressure can offer a lasting solution.



HOT, HOT, HOT Harvard professor and co-chair of the National Commission on Energy Policy John Holdren warns that without an immediate reversal of polluting trends, the earth will be hotter than at any time in the last 160,000 years and that climate change will “adversely impact every dimension of human well-being that is tied to the environment.”

A 2006 report prepared for the British government on the economic impact of climate change warned that inaction “could create risks of major disruption to economic and social activity, on a scale similar to those associated with the great wars and the economic depression of the first half of the 20th century.”

American lives are directly at risk from a likely increase in extreme weather events—more frequent heat waves, droughts, wildfires, floods, and hurricanes. As global warming may allow disease-causing bacteria, viruses, and fungi to move into new areas, the United States could find itself fighting malaria and dengue fever in the future. The melting of Greenland’s ice sheet, which many scientists think is likely to happen in another hundred years, would submerge many densely populated areas like Florida, along with places like Bangladesh and Shanghai. That melting is happening much more quickly than scientists estimated even five years ago. American security could also be threatened indirectly by crises around the world exacerbated by climate change, from strife over water resources, to weaker states, to the mass migration of “climate refugees.”

All the pivotal powers contribute to global warming with their greenhouse gas emissions. China is the fastest-growing polluter, emitting approximately 15 percent of the world’s yearly total emissions, and India is at over 5 percent. The U.S. is the largest culprit, accounting for 25 percent though China is likely to inherit that mantle soon. Unlike the rest of the world’s rich countries (including Japan and Europe) the U.S. has not signed onto the Kyoto Protocol, which requires developed countries to cap their carbon emissions, nor offered a genuine alternative. As long as the U.S. resists, no long-term solution to climate change is possible because there is a widespread feeling in the emerging economies that the developed world, “which grew rich while freely spewing carbon,” should shoulder much of the responsibility for climate change. U.S. inaction gives China and India a free pass.
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Figure 1.2: Global Temperature: Land-Ocean Index


Line plot of global mean land-ocean temperature index, 1880 to present. The dotted black line is the annual mean and the solid gray line the five-year mean.
SOURCE: NASA GISS Surface Temperature Analysis, May 2006, available at http://data.giss.nasa.gov/gistemp/graphs/ (accessed August 28, 2006).

Global warming and its likely devastations can only be mitigated with multilateral cooperation. All big emitters must slow down emissions and deforestation and increase the use of alternative energy to reduce future levels of CO2 and other agents that are causing the environment to change. And they have to do so quickly. NASA scientist James Hansen, a leading climate researcher, warns that if the world does not alter its behavior within the next decade, catastrophic effects would be unavoidable.

Pivotal powers are developing the technologies and societal adjustments that will help to solve this problem. Japan is a model of energy efficiency, and some European countries, like Germany, have successfully embraced alternative energy sources and reforestation. As Europe and Japan work to meet their targets under Kyoto, they will garner “an immense amount of experience in what works and what doesn’t. Hopefully we will have a lot to learn from them,” says Joe Romm, a climate change expert.

King of the Hill

What about the pivotal powers themselves? Are they not a direct military threat to the United States? After all, before the days of suicide bombers and loose nukes, it was the fear of being conquered that haunted leaders of dominant states. The “king of the hill” dynamic has been a recurring theme in international relations for thousands of years.

Fortunately, despite hand-wringing in Washington, there is no need to fear an invasion or major attack by the Chinese, Indian, Japanese, Russian, European, or any other military anytime soon. Even leaving aside the reduced incentives for major power war that we discussed in the Introduction, it is not militarily plausible. First and foremost, America has a great strategic location. Jules Jusserand, France’s ambassador to the United States from 1902 to 1925, observed that America is “blessed among the nations. On the north, she had a weak neighbor; on the south, another weak neighbor; on the east, fish, and the west, fish.”

As Figure 1.3 suggests, pivotal powers have extremely limited capability to project their power across thousands of miles of water. No country today could successfully take over Los Angeles, let alone the nation. China has no operational aircraft carriers, no long-range heavy bombers, and, as of this writing, no programs to develop these capabilities. India has a single used aircraft carrier, built in 1953, and Russia has one. All the wealthy European countries combined have but a handful. Under no plausible scenario could a pivotal power, or even a coalition, acquire the capacity to take over and subdue the continental U.S. by force. And, as we have seen in Iraq, overtaking and managing even a medium-sized country far from home and against its will is highly challenging even for the world’s best armed forces.

As discussed in the Introduction, a second reason the U.S. does not have to fear being conquered by a pivotal power is the extent to which nuclear weapons have changed the strategic landscape. Even if pivotal powers coalesced against the U.S., America could deter them with the threat of unacceptable damage to each.

The final reason the U.S. is not vulnerable to a traditional invasion or large-scale attack is precisely its uniquely capable military, which can take the fight to its enemy, wherever it is. The U.S. armed forces are so mighty that they defy comparison and even description. Never before in modern history has a great power’s military been so vastly superior to that of its contemporaries. The U.S. spends more on its military each year than the rest of the pivotal powers combined, and roughly half of what the entire world spends. Washington’s nonwar military budget, around $500 billion, is twice the size of the Russian federal government’s entire 2008 budget and roughly five times the size of China’s 2007 defense budget. This gulf is mirrored in every consequential measurement of military power, be it R&D, hardware, training, logistics, information warfare, sustaining troops in theater, or command and control capabilities.

The 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review, the every-four-year report on U.S. military priorities, suggests that of the pivotal powers “China has the greatest potential to compete militarily with the United States.” More than half of Americans surveyed in 2005 were concerned about China growing militarily stronger in the next decade.
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Figure 1.3: All the World’s Aircraft Carriers
SOURCE: http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/carriers.htm. ©GlobalSecurity.org (as of August 2007)

A head-to-head comparison of China’s military with that of the U.S. is like comparing a rusty old pickup to an eighteen-wheeler. While it is easy for observers to take one statistic or another out of context to make Chinese capabilities seem foreboding, a complete comparison reveals the chasm that separates them. In terms of its nuclear arsenal, China has 110 or so missiles armed with nuclear warheads, including approximately twenty CSS-4 intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) that can reach any target in the U.S. That number is sufficient to constitute a minimal deterrent (as the once popular bumper sticker said, “even one nuclear bomb can ruin your whole day”). In comparison, though, the U.S. has about a thousand warheads on top of five hundred Minuteman ICBMs, ballistic submarines with over two thousand warheads, and more than one hundred heavy bombers that can deliver nukes anywhere in the world. China is unlikely to use ICBMs against the U.S. because, in total, the U.S. military could deliver enough nukes to destroy every large Chinese city, every small Chinese city, and a good percentage of towns as well.

Also, as mentioned, China has no ability to project power across the Pacific. Its mothballed aircraft carrier, the Minsk, which it bought used from Russia, is the rusty star attraction of a military theme park in Shenzhen, and two others are equally inoperable. The U.S. has eleven carriers that hold seventy planes each and another eleven which are comparable to carriers in most services. Though with the help of Russia, China is building a few capable nuclear subs, its current fleet is either noisy (i.e., detectable) or short-range. The United States has fifty-five nuclear attack submarines in its fleet.

America also completely dominates the air. China has only about four hundred modern fighter aircraft; America has well over three thousand. Experience and training are other key advantages of America’s military. Almost all highly ranked American officers have combat experience. China’s People’s Liberation Army, in comparison, has no experience with modern warfare, having not engaged in a major campaign in nearly thirty years. The vast array of U.S. training facilities is unmatched, by any standards, by any other military. America has troops stationed in some one hundred countries around the world. China has no foreign bases. We could go on.

The full facts simply do not support the notion that China could pose a direct, major military threat to the U.S. As a China military analyst at RAND put it, “The idea that China is our military peer is a joke.” Twenty years from now, the picture may be somewhat different. China appears to be spending increasing percentages of its national budget on modernizing its armed forces, although, with massive domestic concerns, there are limits on what China can devote to its military if it wants to avoid the fate of the Soviet Union (and it does). Using sensible assumptions about economic growth and budgets, China will likely be spending on the order of $200–300 billion on defense by 2025 (still a fraction of U.S. spending). At that point, for conflicts on China’s immediate periphery, China’s capabilities could match those of the United States. In a conflict over Taiwan or elsewhere in Asia where it had the advantage of proximity, China would have a formidable capability. China’s military growth will raise the costs to the U.S. of a conflict in ways that could certainly affect U.S. choices. But you have to project out some forty-five years, to 2050, before China could become a true military rival to America. Even then, it could not “take over” the U.S. Further, the ability to predict with certainty anything about the world’s geopolitical state that far ahead approaches nil.

Simply put, and fairly obvious, short of the Chinese learning to control gravity, as envisioned in Kurt Vonnegut’s 1976 novel Slapstick, China is not, and will not become in the imaginable future, a direct security threat to the U.S. Nor will any other pivotal power. Russian newspapers have reported malnutrition and even starvation among its soldiers. The combined military might of the EU is significant on paper, but, in addition to being longtime security partners of the U.S., military integration is not on the horizon. India’s and Japan’s capabilities remain regional. In the unlikely event of a head-to-head battle, the U.S. would vanquish any of these powers now, and for decades to come. Nevertheless, all these powers, with the possible exception of Europe, intend to invest in their militaries. This is not a sign that they plan to battle the U.S., but that a capable military protects them, and ensures they will be heard and will have leverage in the security debates of our time. Few big powers in history have ever turned down the chance to grow their military power.

To say that big countries cannot take over the United States or launch massive attacks does not rule out attacks using “asymmetric” means—not meeting the world’s most powerful military head on, but fighting in ways that neutralize its advantages. Nevertheless, knowing the consequences of starting a war with the United States, a pivotal power is unlikely to lob a nuclear warhead onto an American city, hack into an urban electric grid, or destroy U.S. military satellites. That big powers are deterrable separates them from many terrorists, viruses, and climate change.

Could a great power emerge to become a hostile hegemon? We cannot rule out that possibility in the long term. Important, though, U.S. foreign policy will have a major impact on whether that future is realized, as we discuss later.

When it comes to the dire and immediate security threats that can kill Americans where we live—terrorists and viruses—the message is clear. Large, responsible powers are indispensable to the United States. British police and Chinese lab workers have American lives in their hands.

Alliance against these enemies, as well as global warming, flows from the broad harmony of self-interest among the world’s largest powers. They have a stake in the stability of the world system just as the U.S. does, perhaps an even larger one, as they are still growing. Even though pivotal powers have different notions of tactics when it comes to dealing with hostile countries like North Korea, they want the same result. For the United States, there is safety in numbers.

Next we turn to the effect pivotal powers have on less direct threats to American security. Here the picture is far more ambiguous.
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