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ove rv i ew
The In s ti tute for the Stu dy of Di p l om acy hosted
the fall     m eeti n gs of the Sch l e s i n ger Work i n g
Group on the topic of po s s i ble forei gn po l i c y
s tra tegic su rprises facing the incoming Ad m i n i s-
tra ti on . To provi de a starting point for the discus-
s i on , working group mem bers iden ti f i ed more
than a dozen scen a rios that co u l d :

• Ta ke a new ad m i n i s tra ti on by su rprise (an
event not covered in the tra n s i ti on bri efing boo k s ) .

• Pre s ent a con s i dera ble ch a ll en ge to the
Pre s i den t .

• Pose a sign i ficant discon ti nu i ty or shift in the
c u rrent trend line.

O f these scen a ri o s , s ome were ju d ged more
c red i ble in the near to med ium term than others .
At the same ti m e , working group mem bers rec-
ogn i zed that a short list of po ten tial su rprises or
u n a n ti c i p a ted outcomes could not cover all the
po s s i ble ch a ll en ges the new Ad m i n i s tra ti on may
f ace . Accord i n gly, mu ch of the discussion of s pe-
c i fic scen a rios took place under broader ru bri c s ,
wh i ch could app ly in mu l tiple situ a ti on s .

Wh ere appropri a te , the working group iden ti-
f i ed policies that could prevent su ch a cri s i s ,a s
well as acti ons that would miti ga te the event and
pro tect U. S .i n terests if it took place . In an ef fort
to furt h er illu s tra te the ben eficial aspects of
prep a ring for one spec i fic su rpri s e , the group also
n o ted a nu m ber of o t h er unex pected events or
d i s con ti nu i ties that could unfold in a similar
m a n n er.

s um m a ry
The Group discussions — over  h o u rs of m eet-
i n gs in October and Novem ber,     — i den ti-
f i ed six major unanti c i p a ted ch a ll en ges to the
i n coming Pre s i dent that could take place in the

near to med ium term futu re :

• L ea dership Loss — The unex pected inter-
ru pti on or end of a nu m ber of powerful pre s i-
dencies could pose a sign i ficant ch a ll en ge to U. S .
po l i c y - m a kers . U. S . rel a ti ons with many nati on s
a re con du cted with and thro u gh key forei gn lead-
ers who so dom i n a te their po l i tical sys tems that
an early end to their tenu res could leave thei r
co u n tries ad rift and our rel a ti ons unhinged .

• St a te Co llapse — While the U. S . is mindful
of regi onal powers , it seems less inform ed of t h e
con s equ en ces of po ten tial state bre a k down or
co ll a p s e . Ba t tered states may be more prone to
ex port instabi l i ty, wh i ch in some instances co u l d
envel ope en ti re regi on s .

• Un i n ten ded Con s equ en ces — Un i n ten ded
o utcomes of U. S . policies could pose a sign i fic a n t
probl em to po l i c y - m a kers , and thre a ten the very
goals su ch policies were meant to furt h er.

• E n h a n ced In flu en ce of Non - St a te Ac tors —
The po s t - Cold War world has seen a bu r geon i n g
of events prec i p i t a ted by non - s t a te actors . Wh i l e
the inform a ti on revo luti on has mostly ben efited
NGOs with laudable goa l s , it has also given ter-
rorist and criminal net works access and capabi l i-
ties unimagi n a ble a dec ade ago.

• Trend Accel era ti on — Cu rrent trends can
lu ll po l i c y - m a kers into com p l acency or con ti nu-
ing policies that requ i re ch a n ge .O n ce a series of
events takes place , it becomes incre a s i n gly diffi-
cult to ga u ge its speed and directi on . The pace of
events may overt a ke U. S . po l i c y - m a kers if t h ey do
not undert a ke an immed i a te revi ew of pre s en t
con d i ti on s .

• Acc u mu l a ting Evi den ce — The ste ady acc u-
mu l a ti on of evi den ce of gl obal ch a n ges can be ju s t
as illu s ory. Dec i s i on - m a kers may be prone to dis-
rega rd indivi dual inciden t s , failing to iden tify the
overa rching tren d ,u n til faced with a gl obal cri s i s .
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l e a d e rship lo s s

A nu m ber of i m po rtant dem o cra tic vi cto ries in
re cent ye a rs , n ot a bly in In d o n e s i a , Mexi co, a n d
Iran have given ren ewed hope to the pro s pe cts fo r
wo rl d - wide dem o cra c y. T h ey have en cou ra ged U. S .
pol i c y - m a kers and co n tri bu ted to a sen se of co m-
pl a cency and an air of sel f - co n gra tu l a ti o n .T h e se
h opes are of ten fou n d ed on the el e ction of a popu l a r
refo rmist ch i ef ex e c u tive , and as su ch the domesti c
ba se for true dem o cra tic ch a n ge and stabi l i ty may
be shall ow. In ot h er instance s , U. S . pol i cies have
be come overly depen d ent on Wa s h i n g to n’s rel a ti o n s
with longs t a n d i n g , but isol a ted ch i ef ex e c u tive s .
U. S . pol i cies and intere s t s , and for that matter the
pro s pe cts for dem o cracy in the cou n tries at hand,
could be ba dly shaken by the prem a tu re end of a n
ex e c u tive’s tenu re .

The Mexican Ca se . U. S . dec i s i on - m a kers may be
p l acing too many bets on the impre s s ive pre s i-
den tial vi ctory of Vi cen te Fox , Mex i co’s cen ter-
ri ght Pre s i den t . While Fox is a popular and
ch a ri s m a tic leader, he wi ll pre s i de over a co u n try
su f fering from an increasing Nort h - So uth divi de .
The new Mexican ad m i n i s tra ti on wi ll be plagued
by an inheren t ly divi ded parl i a m en t , and power-
ful and po ten ti a lly rebellious PRI govern ors in
the provi n ce s . If s om ething were to happen to
Fox prem a tu rely ending his pre s i den c y, Mex i co
could find itsel f in tu rm oi l , with labor union s ,
c riminal el em ents and powerful po l i tical force s
battling it out in the afterm a t h .

The Un i ted States can do little to pro tect Fox ’s
pre s i den c y. Th erefore , the U. S . must broaden and
deepen its su pport for dem oc ra tic and civic force s
in Mex i co.Working group mem bers gen era lly fel t
that Mex i co would not be immed i a tely envel oped
in vi o l ent tu rm oil if Fox were to leave the pre s i-
den c y. Th ey high l i gh ted Mex i co’s gen era lly con-
s erva tive and cautious out l oo k , as well as vivi d
m em ories of po l i ti c a lly inspired vi o l en ce of t h e
previous cen tu ry as proof of su ch a cl a i m . Fu r-
t h erm ore , Mex i co’s drug barons may also keep a
l ow profile if su ch an event were to take place ,
s i n ce they are bel i eved to be averse to publ i c i ty.At
the same ti m e , s everal issues need to be noted :
Mex i co’s pre s i den tial su cce s s i on laws are intri c a te
and could cause important ob s t acles to a smoo t h
su cce s s i on , Fox ’s cabi n et , while intell ectu a lly
i m pre s s ive , a ppe a rs to be po l i ti c a lly inex peri-
en ced , and criminal el em ents would be su re to
t a ke adva n t a ge of a slackening of the “war aga i n s t
d ru gs .”

Ch a n ges in Mexican atti tu des (an evi den t
we a kening of a n ti - Am erican rh etoric in Mex i c a n

p u blic life) may actu a lly have placed the U. S . in a
bet ter po s i ti on to of fer guidance in a pre s i den ti a l
c ri s i s . Th erefore , the U. S . must stren g t h en ti e s
with civic gro u p s , l a bor union s , and local and
s t a te govern m ents (and parti c u l a rly with the
i n f lu en tial state govern ors ) . Mu ch of this can be
done thro u gh co ll e a g u e - to - co lleague and loc a l
con t act s , and po s i tive and public rei n forcem en t
of the principles of rule of l aw. It must be accom-
p l i s h ed with clear re s pect for Mex i co’s sover-
ei gn ty, with the U. S . acting as a fri end and ally,
con clu ded working group mem bers .

A nu m ber of o t h er key co u n tries could also be
t h rown into tu rm oil if f aced with an unex pected
end to their pre s i den t’s tenu re . Co l om bia (see the
S pring     S ch l e s i n ger Wo rking Group Repo rt
en ti t l ed Co l ombia at the Cro s s roa d s) would face
an uph i ll battle if Pre s i dent Pa s trana were to pre-
m a tu rely leave of f i ce . Ma ny con s i der the co u n-
try ’s party and po l i tical sys tem back ru pt , wh i l e
the co u n try is em broi l ed in civil stri fe . In the
Co l om bian case, the U. S . should re ach out to
a l tern a te sources of power and influ en ce and act
as a stabilizing force to tem per a po ten tial “l o s s -
of - l e aders h i p” c ri s i s . Similar ob s erva ti ons may be
a ppropri a te in the cases of Egypt and Ni geri a .

state colla p s e
It is evi d ent that the U. S . is deeply co n cern ed wi t h
the pol i cies and inten tions of em erging regi o n a l
powers across the gl obe . It is equally wo rri some that
n ot as mu ch atten tion is being paid to we a ken i n g
and failing state s . T h e se two rel a ted fo rms cou l d
po se co n s i d era ble ch a ll en ges to an incoming pre s i-
d en t , pa rti c u l a rly if t h ey devel op in key pa rts of t h e
wo rl d . We a ken ed states can expo rt instabi l i ty,
mu ch as one would expe ct a “rising power ” to do,
while failing states can do even gre a ter damage -
d ra gging en ti re regions down with them . It may be
tem pting to ign o re these probl em s , pa rti c u l a rly if
t h ey occur gra du a lly. However, the cost of i n a cti o n
wi ll only grow as the crisis pro gre s se s .

Failing Af rican St a te Ca se . A scen a rio fe a tu ri n g
“s t a te co ll a p s e” in Af rica sounds at first gl a n ce
l i ke ye s terd ay ’s news . But the intern a ti onal com-
mu n i ty has wi tn e s s ed how large-scale disorder in
a small co u n try su ch as Leb a n on , Afgh a n i s t a n ,
Rwanda or Bosnia can nega tively tra n s form the
su rrounding regi on .S t a te co llapse and large - s c a l e
vi o l en ce with accom p a nying human tra u m a in a
p l ace like the Con go (larger than the U. S . east of
the Mi s s i s s i ppi) has alre ady beg u n , but the full
ra m i f i c a ti ons are on ly dimly unders tood . Th i s
s cen a rio alre ady affects nine nei gh bors and
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i n clu des over a dozen official and rebel military
form a ti on s . Su b - Sa h a ran Af ri c a’s more prom i s-
ing states (Ni geri a , Ta n z a n i a , Za m bi a , So ut h
Af ri c a , Moz a m bi qu e , Botswana) risk get ti n g
su cked into the mire , while Con go’s more inter-
ven ti onist nei gh bors (Na m i bi a , An go l a , Zi m-
b a bwe , Uga n d a , Rwanda) alre ady are deep ly
en ga ged in it, a pattern that could spre ad instabi l-
i ty ac ross Con go’s borders . Left to its own
devi ce s , this qu a gm i re in Cen tral Af rica co u l d
become an en gine for regi on - wi de failu re , a
c ro s s roads for illicit en terprise and terrorist net-
work s , and a labora tory of disease and hu m a n
degrad a ti on . At the same ti m e , the pro s pect of
po l i ti c a l - terri torial fra gm en t a ti on wi ll grow,
en ga ging a ra n ge of m i l i t a ry actors in ef forts to
break up or sustain regi on - wi de bo u n d a ri e s . In
the balance would be the po l i tical norm of l egi ti-
m acy of i n h eri ted borders , h owever arti f i c i a l ,
wh i ch has hel ped sustain Af ri c a’s fra gile order for
 ye a rs . A failed Con go could become impo s s i-
ble to ign ore , just as it proved to be in    , but
for qu i te different re a s on s .

Th ere was no con s en sus among work i n g
group mem bers on how to “s ell ” f u rt h er U. S .
i nvo lvem ent in this key regi on , taking into
account the seem i n gly intract a ble and inheren t ly
d a n gerous envi ron m ent of Cen tral Af ri c a . Som e
working group mem bers argued that well - p u bl i-
c i zed hu m a n i t a rian con cerns would be en o u gh
to jar the Un i ted States into acti on . Ot h ers ad ded
that the issue of AIDS could bring home the
p l i ght of Af ricans to Con gre s s , wh i ch could in
tu rn ga lva n i ze the Pre s i dent into acti on . The U. S .
m ay have to rely on the U. N . to help solve Af ri c a’s
growing probl em s , or as one skeptical parti c i p a n t
ex p l a i n ed , use it as an alibi for Am erican inac-
ti on . The case for su s t a i n ed U. S . en ga gem ent in
Cen tral Af rica — d i p l om a tic ra t h er than military
— would requ i re hard slogging to sell .

A Weak China. While China is a firs t - ti er co u n try
in U. S . dec i s i on-making circl e s , almost all scen a r-
ios abo ut futu re crisis events begin with the vi ew
of China as a “rising power ” — the noti on that
China is on the ver ge of becoming a robu s t
power. Su ch an em bo l den ed Ch i n a , pundits com-
m en t , would su rely be tem pted to thre a ten U. S .
su perpower statu s ,s t a rting with the status of Ta i-
w a n . However, what is of ten negl ected is that
su ch a China might feel sec u re en o u gh not to
p u rsue con f ron t a ti onal po l i ti c s . On the other
h a n d , a China racked by a banking cri s i s ,f a i l i n g
s t a te - own ed en terpri s e s , e s c a l a ting unem p l oy-
m en t , and a we a kening of Com munist party

l egi ti m acy and aut h ori ty might also pre s ent a
s erious ch a ll en ge to U. S . po l i c y - m a kers . Ch i n a’s
n ei gh bors could see massive ref u gee flows from
the mainland. Facing strong pre s su res at hom e
( i n cluding the rise of u n s a n cti on ed groups su ch
as Fa lun Gon g ) ,u n a ble to qu ell calls for incre a s ed
“l ocal dem oc rac y ” in towns and citi e s , a n d
provoc a tive talk in Ta iw a n , Chinese leaders migh t
opt to shore up sagging internal legi ti m acy with a
forceful bid to “rep a tri a te” Ta iw a n . In this case,
the crisis may be similar to what analysts ex pect ,
but the sym ptoms of this scen a rio wi ll be
m a rkedly differen t , making early detecti on and
acti on more difficult.

In tere s ti n gly, p a rticipants noted that Ch i n a’s
a t ti tu des tow a rds the Un i ted States were gen era lly
u n f avora bl e , wh i ch to some ex tent flies in the face
of re a s on : the U. S . has osten s i bly aided China in
past dec ade s , first in deterring Sovi et hegem ony,
t h en playing an important role in opening and
devel oping Ch i n a’s econ omy. Yet official circl e s ,
p a rti c u l a rly in the arm ed force s , con ti nue to tre a t
the U. S . as an advers a ry. Su ch a sense of gri eva n ce
and historic en ti t l em ent wi ll make U. S . de a l i n gs
with Beijing difficult.

Th ere may be little the U. S . can or should do to
i n su re internal stabi l i ty in Ch i n a . Wa s h i n g ton
can con ti nue to su pport Ch i n a’s econ om i c
reform s . It must also work to improve rel a ti on s
with Ch i n a’s powerful and insular military. Pa ra-
dox i c a lly, perhaps the best tool of l evera ge the
U. S . has are the tens of thousands of Am eri c a n -
edu c a ted young Ch i n e s e , m a ny of wh om have
retu rn ed home upon the com p l eti on of t h ei r
s tu d i e s . On the po l i tical fron t , the U. S . wi ll need
to con ti nue to keep China abreast of m ovem en t s
on Na ti onal Missile Defen s e . The U. S . wi ll need
to con ti nue to su pport Ta iw a n , taking into
account Chinese sen s i tivi ti e s . Forw a rd basing of
troops and material in Japan and Korea wi ll
remain cru c i a l . Iron i c a lly, one participant noted
that ei t h er a gravely we a ken ed or powerful Ch i n a
could prove useful for the Un i ted States — i n
both cases nei gh boring co u n tries would look to
the U.S for aid and su pport .

It needs to be noted that Con go and China are
not the on ly states facing internal ch a ll en ge s .
Both Co l om bi a ,p l a g u ed by civil war and or ga-
n i zed cri m e , and Pa k i s t a n , whose military gov-
ern m ent con ti nues to flounder, could also be
ex a m i n ed under the state co llapse ru bri c .
In donesia (discussed in depth in the Fa ll    

S ch l e s i n ger Wo rking Group Repo rt en ti t l ed
In donesia in Tra n s i ti on) repre s ents a case stu dy
of the probl ems flowing from a we a ken ed state .
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unintended conseq u e n c e s

Un i n ten d ed co n se q u en ces of U. S . pol i cies cou l d
po se a significant probl em to pol i c y - m a kers , a n d
t h re a ten the very goals su ch pol i cies were meant to
f u rt h er. In an incre a s i n gly inter- co n n e cted and
fluid intern a tional situ a ti o n ,n a rrowly fo rmu l a ted
pol i cies and pro grams can have incre a s i n gly wi d e-
s pread reperc u s s i o n s . At tem pts by the U. S . to co n-
s tru ct a limited ba ll i s tic missile shield aga i n s t
“ro g u e” missile attack s , could spa rk furt h er re a l i gn-
m ents among the nu clear cl u b. C h a n ges in the U. S .
e co n o my, i n cluding movem ent in Fed eral Re serve
ra tes (meant to guide the domestic eco n o my ) ,h ave
i n creasing ef fe cts on the gl obal eco n o my. Su ch
u n i n ten d ed co n se q u en ces must be on the minds of
m em bers of the incoming Ad m i n i s tra ti o n .

Arms Co m peti ti o n . The Un i ted States must be
p a rti c u l a rly wary of i n i ti a tives back f i ri n g. O n e
su ch po ten tial event would invo lve current pro-
posals for Na ti onal Missile Defense (NMD). Th e
devel opm ent of this initi a tive (in its several pro-
posals) is osten s i bly meant to deter small scale or
“rog u e” nu clear attacks on the U. S . It is not
meant to nega te Ru s s i a’s nu clear deterren t . How-
ever, the U. S . is now dealing with an ex p a n ded
nu m ber of s m a ll-scale nu clear powers inclu d i n g
Ch i n a , India and Pa k i s t a n . U. S . NMD dec i s i on s
could tri gger (or be used to ju s tify) Ch i n e s e
nu clear we a pons upgrading and modern i z a ti on
ef fort s . Su ch a tu rn of events could tri gger a fur-
t h er build-up by Beij i n g’s regi onal riva l , In d i a .
This in tu rn could provo ke Pakistan into furt h er
nu clear force modern i z a ti on , to u ching of f a full -
scale regi onal nu clear arms race — a series of
events NMD was not meant to provo ke .

Some mem bers of the working group dis-
co u n ted this scen a ri o, arguing that it would not
t a ke place in the near futu re and therefore did not
fit the cri teri a . Ot h ers poi n ted out that the mod-
ern i z a ti on of Ch i n a’s nu clear forces was an on-
going proce s s , and its pace would be on ly
m a r gi n a lly affected by NMD. S ti ll others noted
that the scen a rio assumes an incorrect sequ en ce
of even t s : Pakistan may soon be driving the arm s
race , while the Indians appear to be having prob-
l ems modernizing their nascent nu clear arm s
progra m . If in fact the scen a rio were correct ,t h e
U. S . could do little to fore s t a ll it. Me a su red state-
m ents and ti m ely bri ef i n gs could perhaps put
s ome Chinese po l i c y - m a kers more at ease, a s
would a more limited or revi s ed form of m i s s i l e
defen s e . In su m , m em bers appe a red skepti c a l
a bo ut this particular scen a ri o, but accepted the
principle that uninten ded con s equ en ces of po l i c y

dec i s i ons were a po ten tial ch a ll en ge to the new
Ad m i n i s tra ti on .

Economic In terd epen d en ce . A dec ade - l ong era of
pro s peri ty has lu ll ed many Am ericans into a false
s ense of econ omic sec u ri ty and indepen den ce .
The strong U. S . econ omy was able to we a t h er the
Asian financial cri s i s , and miti ga te the Mex i c a n
c u rrency cri s i s . Record U. S . trade deficits and
s trong dom e s tic con su m pti on have absorbed
i n c reasing nu m bers of forei gn produ ct s . At the
same ti m e , econ omic fundamentals in Ja p a n
( As i a’s form er powerh o u s e ) , China (with its fal-
tering state - own ed sector ) , and Eu rope (sti ll gra p-
pling with econ omic integra ti on and a disap-
poi n ting showing of the Eu ro) remain we a k .
Re a l i gn m ents and ch a n ges in the U. S . econ omy
can de s t a bi l i ze nu m erous markets abroad that are
depen dent on the cost of capital (set pri m a ri ly by
the U.S.) and large trade deficits gen era ted by the
U. S . econ omy (pri m a ri ly with Asian co u n tri e s ) .
As i de from econ omic ef fects (parti c u l a rly evi den t
in co u n tries su ch as Ar gen ti n a ) , ch a n ges in the
U. S . econ omy could have significant po l i ti c a l
reperc u s s i on s , i n cluding instabi l i ty, regi m e
ch a n ge (su ch as the recent coup in Ecuador ) ,a n d
the co llapse of i n tern a ti onal trade agreem en t s .
The econ omies of the world have never been more
i n tert wi n ed nor, in some re s pect s ,m ore depen-
dent on the U. S . — a fact that must never slip
f rom the minds of U. S . po l i c y - m a kers .E con om i c
growth and the con ti nuing openness of m a rket s
in the U. S .a re prime factors con tri buting to gl ob-
al econ omic pro s peri ty.

enhanced influence of 
n o n - state ac to rs

The po s t - Cold War wo rld has se en the bu rge o n i n g
of n o n - s t a te acto rs . Groups previ ou s ly limited by
the confines of f i n a n ces and ge o gra p hy can now
opera te gl oba lly at an insign i ficant expen se . On one
h a n d , a ctivist and non-govern m ental groups have
u ti l i zed the info rm a tion revol u tion to coo rd i n a te
and coopera te with like - m i n d ed orga n i z a ti o n s
a cross the gl obe . The re sults of su ch wo rk were more
than evi d ent in the re cent pro gress on ba n n i n g
l a n d m i n e s , or in Seattle, wh ere labor, f ri n ge lef t -
wing and activists groups shattered what was to be
an ord erly meeting of wo rld financial and tra d e
of f i ci a l s . On the ot h er side of the spe ctru m , cri m i n a l
and terro rist groups have also taken adva n t a ge of
the giant leaps in info rm a tion and tel e co m mu n i c a-
ti o n s . T h ey have be come all the more potent as a
re su l t . No n - s t a te acto rs appear po i sed to pl ay an
ever- i n creasing role in wo rld even t s .
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Wo rld Wide Web vs . Wo rld Trade Orga n i z a ti o n .
Th ere has been a marked trend to accept as fin a l
the breathtaking econ om i c , s oc i a l , po l i tical and
com mu n i c a ti ons ch a n ges term ed “gl ob a l i z a ti on”
that have dom i n a ted the past dec ade . “The End of
Hi s tory ”t h eme de s c ri bes these tu rbu l ent times as
a final ch a pter in the devel opm ent of s oc i o - po l i t-
ical sys tems and a vi ctory for We s tern dem oc rac y
and market econ om i c s . However, recent even t s
point to a fierce , i deo l ogical rej ecti on of gl ob a l-
i z a ti on by a com bi n a ti on of l ef ti s t ,i s o l a ti on i s t s
and activists in the U. S . and key Eu rope a n
n a ti on s , as well as certain devel oping co u n try
govern m ents (but not others) ac ross the gl obe .
So far these diverse el em ents have not con ge a l ed
i n to a clear unified voi ce . But there is a po s s i bi l i ty
that we have become com p l acent abo ut the direc-
ti on of this tra n s i ti onal age . The answer to su ch a
qu e s ti on may prove crucial to dec i s i on - m a kers if
f aced with a disintegra ti on of su pport for insti tu-
ti ons and intern a ti onal regimes su ch as the WTO,
the IMF and the Un i ted Na ti on s . If su ch insti tu-
ti ons were to come under serious ch a ll en ge , wh a t
d i recti on would the intern a ti onal com mu n i ty
adopt , and how should the Un i ted States re act ?

Most participants seem ed to feel that anti -
gl ob a l i z a ti on forces were a loud but fri n ge
m i n ori ty, m a i n ly based in the well - of f n ort h ern
h em i s ph ere . The fact that atti tu des tow a rds the
IMF and World Bank are more po s i tive in the
devel oping world was used as evi den ce for su ch a
vi ew. However, i n tern a ti onal insti tuti ons co u l d
do more to ad d ress key public health and gl ob a l
i s sues that have produ ced con s i dera ble po l i ti c a l
pre s su re in recent ye a rs . Some participants wen t
f u rt h er, arguing that the real probl em (aside from
activist “ Lu d d i te s”) was a trend in the labor
m ovem ent against ex port - l ed growt h , wh i ch can
t h re a ten dom e s tic job s . Ot h er discussants also
h i gh l i gh ted a worrying trend of a n ti - Am eri c a n-
i s m , of ten equ a ted with gl ob a l i z a ti on (parti c u-
l a rly in some parts of the Islamic worl d ) . Co u p l ed
with growing unease in the Mi d dle East, su ch
feel i n gs could en d a n ger not on ly U. S . po l i ti c a l
i n tere s t s , but also econ omic ones (alre ady evi den t
as part of recent anti - Am erican con su m er boy-
cotts in the Islamic worl d ) .

We a pons of Mass De s tru ction on U. S . S o i l . Th e
po s s i bi l i ty of a sign i ficant act of terrorism in the
U. S . has proven an intere s ting topic for bo t h
Wa s h i n g ton and Ho lly wood . And while it is cer-
tain that a nu m ber of a gencies and govern m en t
en ti ties have spent con s i dera ble time working out
con ti n gencies for su ch a tra gic even t , s ome par-

ticipants remain convi n ced that the wi der U. S .
dec i s i on-making com mu n i ty wi ll be su rpri s ed
and unprep a red for su ch an even t .

One scen a rio of fered by participants was the
del ivery of a pri m i tive we a pon of mass de s tru c-
ti on (WMD) to a U. S . port thro u gh the easily
pen etra ble con t a i n er shipping sys tem . By defin i-
ti on , the perpetra tor might be hard to iden ti f y
and could be a non - s t a te actor. The discovery, l et
a l one activa ti on , of su ch a devi ce would seri o u s ly
ch a ll en ge po l i c y - m a kers . Both the Con gress and
the public would demand a vi gorous re s ponse to
su ch an even t . However, o t h er working gro u p
m em bers argued that su ch doom s d ay even t s
were first on the minds of po l i c y - m a kers . Fu r-
t h erm ore , dec i s i on - m a kers were con s t a n t ly plan-
ning for su ch an even t . This group con clu ded
that su ch a topic was far from a “su rpri s e .” Ot h-
ers , h owever, felt that the U. S . was thoro u gh ly
u n prep a red for a serious terrorist attack , and that
Am eri c a’s rel a tive isolati on had lu ll ed po l i c y -
m a kers into a false sense of s ec u ri ty.

trend acc e l e rat i o n
Cu rrent trends may lull pol i c y - m a kers into co m-
pl a cency or all ow them to co n ti nue with unre a l i s ti c
pol i ci e s . On ce a new trend begi n s , it be co m e s
i n cre a s i n gly difficult to ga u ge its spe ed and dire c-
ti o n . Events may overt a ke U. S . pol i c y - m a kers , i f
t h ey do not undert a ke an immed i a te revi ew of pre-
sent co n d i ti o n s . Perhaps the most pressing issue is
the sanctions regime against Ira q . In the face of
co n ti nu ed U. S . pre s su re (so m etimes su ppo rted by
the Un i ted Kingdom) for a co n ti nu a tion or
s tren g t h ening of the sanctions regi m e , Arab cou n-
tries and Ru s s i a , as well as some U. S . a ll i e s , h ave
begun dismantling the em ba rgo against the regi m e
in Ba gh d a d . At the same ti m e , a cross the gl obe ,
i n creasing ra ppro ch em ent betwe en the two Ko re a s
m ay soon begin to strain U. S . pre sen ce in the Sou t h .
Clear majo ri ties in South Ko rea alre a dy favor a
gra dual ending of U. S . m i l i t a ry pre sen ce on the
pen i n su l a . Su ch pre s su re could en d a n ger U. S . pre s-
en ce (and military capa bi l i ties) in the wi d er regi o n
of East As i a , s h i f ting the ba l a n ce of power away
f rom the U. S . and its all i e s .

Iraq Re su rgen t . In the heat of the deb a te over
h ow to uphold the faltering sancti ons regi m e ,
U. S . dec i s i on - m a kers may “lose sight of the for-
e s t” — the fact that Iraq may be em er ging as a
regi onal player after a dec ade of i s o l a ti on and
c ri ppling sancti on s . But Am eri c a’s probl em s
m i ght not stop there : dy n a s tic instabi l i ty in the
Saudi Ki n gdom , a key ally and mainstay in the
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Iraqi con t a i n m ent sch em e , and ch a ll en ges to the
Mu b a rak regime might also we a ken the U. S .
h a n d . Fu rt h erm ore , c u rrent public op i n i on
a m ong Arab nati ons in the Mi d dle East is incre a s-
i n gly cri tical of U. S . policies in the regi on . As
su ch , the Un i ted States can ex pect furt h er ch a l-
l en ge s , as well as the po ten tial for ad d i ti onal po l i t-
ical su rpri s e s . With oil pri ces at all - time high s ,
su ch a series of events (an example of h ow a cri s i s
can escalate and spiral) would pre s ent a cri ti c a l
ch a ll en ge to the incoming Ad m i n i s tra ti on .

Pa rticipants urged the incoming Ad m i n i s tra-
ti on to immed i a tely revi ew U. S . Gu l f po l i c y, wi t h
an em phasis on ad a pting and making the Ira q i
s a n cti ons regime more nu a n ced . Fu rt h erm ore ,
gen era l i zed econ omic sancti ons must be re-
vi ewed ,s i n ce they repre s ent the most vu l n era bl e
el em ent of the em b a r go in the eyes of Mi d dl e
E a s tern govern m ents and the publ i c . The Un i ted
S t a tes wi ll have to con cen tra te on the W M D
t h re a t , and may have to act militari ly, even unilat-
era lly, i ff u rt h er we a pons devel opm ent is detected ,
group mem bers con clu ded .

Ko re a . With recent diplom a tic initi a tives receivi n g
a t ten ti on in the med i a , it is unnece s s a ry to under-
line Kore a’s import a n ce to U. S . dec i s i on - m a kers .
However, the working group felt that “trend accel-
era ti on”on the Korean Pen i n sula could catch po l-
i c y - m a kers of f g u a rd . What may now seem like a
s te ady, a l beit bu m py, progre s s i on tow a rds deten te
on the Korean pen i n sula could tu rn into an accel-
era ting en gine of a t ti tudinal ch a n ge placing a
qu e s ti on mark on furt h er U. S .m i l i t a ry pre s en ce
on the ground in that part of East As i a . With U. S .
troop pre s en ce alre ady unpopular among a sign i f-
icant nu m ber of So uth Kore a n s , a su rprising fall
in ten s i ons could place U. S . dec i s i on - m a kers in a
difficult po s i ti on to furt h er ra ti on a l i ze or ex p l a i n
the dep l oym ent of s ome  ,    pers on n el on the
pen i n sula to the U. S . and Korean publ i c . The U. S .
wi ll have to work actively and en ga ge As i a n
p u blics broadly in laying out the implicati ons for
regi onal stabi l i ty of a rapid draw down of U. S .
m i l i t a ry pre s en ce .

acc um u lating ev i d e n c e
While most discussions of the wo rking group cen ter
on stra tegic su rpri ses that take pl a ce with rel a tive
h a s te , it is impo rtant to note that some gra dual and
s l ow - m oving events could take the new Ad m i n i s-
tra tion by su rpri se as well .T h e se events act mu ch
l i ke the erosion of be a ches — it is a co n ti nu ous and
rel entless pro cess that of ten takes ye a rs to regi s ter.
The damage , wh en evi d en t , h owever, is far fro m

n egl i gi bl e . Si n ce the su d d en discovery of the ozo n e
h ol e ,t h ere has be en co n cern about the po s s i bi l i ty of
a n ot h er envi ro n m ental shock , perhaps the discov-
ery of a yet unnoti ced phen o m en o n . In the sphere of
i n tern a tional pol i ti cs , a pa ra ll el trend may be re a r-
ing its head — a move away from dem o cra c y. T h e
d em o cra tic revol u tion of the 1 9 9 0s has lull ed pol i c y -
m a kers into a false fe eling of se c u ri ty, wh i ch cou l d
q u i ck ly fade if m o re cou n tries are co n f ro n ted wi t h
e conomic and pol i tical cri se s .

A New Envi ro n m ental Sh o ck . The discovery of t h e
ozone layer hole bro u ght abo ut a serious eva lu a-
ti on of gl obal envi ron m ental policies that led to
the Mon treal Tre a ty. At that ti m e ,n a ti ons were
a ble to harness a sense of coopera ti on that ushered
in a series of s teps to halt and reverse this danger-
ous envi ron m ental tren d .Wi ll nati ons be prep a red
to con f ront a new gl obal ch a ll en ge of these or
gre a ter proporti ons? In spite of the fact that most
envi ron m ental shifts (su ch as cl i m a te ch a n ge) are
gradu a l , U. S . po l i c y - m a kers could be con f ron ted
with a su d den su rpri s e ,p a rti c u l a rly since it is now
a pp a rent that scien tists were unwi t ti n gly fo ll owi n g
ozone layer dep l eti on , but discarding the re sults as
f l awed for some ye a rs before the discovery. Wi t h
tech n o l ogical innova ti ons moving at bre a t h t a k i n g
s peed , and discoveries sweeping aw ay our miscon-
cepti ons on a daily basis, the U. S . must be pre-
p a red to con f ront dra m a tic discoveries in the
s ph ere of the envi ron m en t . This may pose a ch a l-
l en ge to dec i s i on - m a kers , taking into account the
d i f fering devel opm ental pri ori ties of adva n ced
and indu s trializing states and a deepening Nort h -
So uth divi de .

Pa rticipants were rem i n ded that some envi-
ron m ental ch a n ges could happen unbe k n own s t
to the publ i c , in spite of s c i en tific stri de s . Su ch
ch a n ge s , as for instance , shifts in ocean curren t s
and tem pera tu re s , could wreak havoc on a gre a t
nu m ber of co u n tri e s . Recent discoveries of l a r ge -
scale dec ay of coral reefs , wh i ch could indirect ly
i m p act up to half a bi ll i on people (thro u gh
ch a n ges in fis h eries and dec reasing to u rism rev-
enues) all point to the po s s i bi l i ty of su ch a tren d .
On the more po s i tive side , p a rticipants noted
that a large porti on of total greenhouse gas em i s-
s i ons came from com bu s ti on en gine veh i cles -
tech n o l ogy that could soon be rep l aced by
cl e a n er el ectric or hyd rogen en gi n e s . Overa ll ,
h owever, even if envi ron m ental shocks are
detected , it has proven incre a s i n gly difficult to
ach i eve new gl obal standards and con s en sus to
halt or reverse envi ron m ental damage and con-
f ront ri s k .
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Ba cking Away from Dem o cra c y. Devel opm ents in
the late    s and early    s su ggest a triu m ph of
dem oc ra tic ideals over aut h ori t a rian and to t a l i t a r-
ian regimes in Eu rope ,L a tin Am eri c a , Asia and
Af ri c a . The wave of dem oc ra tic tra n s form a ti on
( i n cluding the recent dem oc ra tic ch a n ges in Bel-
grade) has led to a sense that the ideals of f reedom
of s peech and assoc i a ti on , as well as free and fair
el ecti on s , h ave now become a universal norm
ac ross the gl obe . However, a nu m ber of s t a tes may
ex peri en ce revers a l s . Ru s s i a’s dem oc ra tic creden-
tials are incre a s i n gly shaky, while Peru and Ven e-
z u el a’s po l i tical sys tems have been battered by
populist and aut h ori t a rian ten den c i e s . Ni geri a’s
n a s cent dem oc racy is thre a ten ed by ren ewed sec-
t a rian vi o l en ce . With these events in mind, U. S .
dec i s i on - m a kers must be prep a red for the po s s i bi l-
i ty of a serious reversal of the “dem oc ra tic tren d .”

Some participants ex p l a i n ed the shifts as cycl i-
c a l , while others iden ti f i ed more lon g - term
n ega tive ch a n ge s , p a rti c u l a rly in the devel op i n g
word . In any even t , it would be wise to ton e
down the triu m phal rh etori c , and look more
tow a rds lon g - term approaches and insti tuti ons as
the real tools for stren g t h en i n g / retu rning to
dem oc racy thro u gh o ut the worl d . The U. S . mu s t
recogn i ze po ten tial agonizing trade - of fs in co u n-
tries facing leadership tra n s i ti on s , s t a te failu re ,
or regi onal po l i tical or econ omic instabi l i ty.
While “in your face” dem oc racy prom o ti on may
not of fer the best ro ute , nu rtu ring civil soc i ety
a round the world and prodding govern m ents to
broaden parti c i p a ti on can make a differen ce in
co u n tries that are prep a red to ch a n ge .

c o n c lusion: 
p r e paring for the unexpec t e d
This report points out a nu m ber of po ten ti a l
s tra tegic su rprises that could take place in the

near to med ium term futu re . These unanti c i-
p a ted events or breaks in the current trend line
could pose a sign i ficant ch a ll en ge to an incom i n g
Ad m i n i s tra ti on alre ady battered by a short and
difficult tra n s i ti on . In an ef fort to iden tify the
broader scope of e ach candidate su rpri s e , t h e
report has establ i s h ed six gen eral ru bri c s .

Le a d ership Loss de s c ri bes how the unex pected
i n terru pti on or end of a ny one of a nu m ber of
powerful pre s i dencies could pose a sign i f i c a n t
ch a ll en ge to U. S . po l i c y - m a kers . St a te Coll a p se
h i gh l i ghts U. S .i n d i f feren ce to the con s equ en ce s
of po ten tial state we a kening or co ll a p s e . Fa i l i n g
s t a tes may be more prone to ex port instabi l i ty,
wh i ch in some instances could envel ope en ti re
regi on s . Un i n ten d ed Co n se q u en ces points out the
po ten tial uninten ded and of ten con trad i ctory
re sults of U. S . po l i c i e s . En h a n ced In f l u en ce of
No n - St a te Acto rs a l erts U. S . dec i s i on - m a kers to
the increase of events prec i p i t a ted by non - s t a te
actors , both legi ti m a te and ill i c i t . The Tren d
Accel era tion s cen a rio warns po l i c y - m a kers that
trends can lu ll po l i c y - m a kers into com p l acen c y
or furt h ering unre a l i s tic po l i c i e s . A nu m ber of
devel opm ents may overt a ke U. S . po l i c y - m a kers if
t h ey do not undert a ke an immed i a te revi ew of
pre s ent con d i ti on s . Acc u mu l a ting Evi d en ce a r g u e s
that dec i s i on - m a kers may be prone to disrega rd
i n d ivi dual inciden t s , failing to iden tify the over-
a rching trend until faced with a gl obal cri s i s .

While the report does illu s tra te each broad
c a tegory with con c rete ex a m p l e s , it is crucial to
n o te that evi den ce of these ch a ll en ges is pre s en t
in other co u n tries and regi ons as well . Con ti n-
gency planning for one form of c risis or ex pected
event wi ll cert a i n ly prep a re the incoming Ad m i n-
i s tra ti on for dealing with broader probl em s ,
wh erever they ari s e . ■
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p u bl i c a ti on s , and re s e a rch activi ti e s .


