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BY JAMIE L. FREEDMAN|The 2008 presidential race ranks 
among the most historic and signifi cant contests of modern 
times—capped by the most daunting set of international and 
domestic challenges since the 1930s. Concerns about the 
economy, al-Qaida, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the 
environment, and the United States’ political standing in the 
world dominate national conversations and headlines. 

As the United States prepares for the inauguration of a new 
administration, GW’s Elliott School of International Affairs is 
leading the discussion of pivotal issues facing the new presi-
dent. At a well-attended Alumni Weekend event on Sept. 27, 
international security expert Michael E. Brown, dean of the 
Elliott School, addressed the GW community on top foreign 
policy priorities for the next president.

Dr. Brown argues that three sets of policy problems will be 
especially important: military and security issues; economic, 
energy, and environmental concerns; and the nation’s political 
standing around the globe. “We can and should examine these 
policy problems across three timeframes—from immediate 
issues the next president will have to address on day one and 
in 2009, to medium-term and long-term issues that will unfold 
fi ve, 10, 20, and even 50 years down the road, but which will 
require action in the near term,” Dr. Brown says.
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The United States has focused a tremendous amount of atten-
tion and resources on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, but it 
is missing the mark on the number one security threat to the 
country, according to Dr. Brown. “Nuclear terrorism will be the 
top threat to U.S. national security in 2009 and for years to 

come. It’s not getting the attention that it requires,” he states. 
“This is a potentially catastrophic threat to the United States. 
It must not be pushed to the side.”

Quantifying the magnitude of the problem, Dr. Brown 
explains that the atomic bombs dropped on Japan in 1945 were 
much smaller than many of the nuclear weapons that exist 
today. “Some contemporary nuclear weapons are 10 to 100 
times more powerful than the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. There are approximately 30,000 assembled nuclear 
weapons in the world today, along with enough fi ssile material 
for an estimated 250,000 weapons,” he says. 

“The U.S. response to the dangers of nuclear terrorism 
has been far from adequate. A September 2008 report card, 
issued as a follow-on to the 9-11 Commission, gave the United 
States an overall grade of ‘C,’ with some aspects of U.S. policy 
receiving a grade of ‘D.’ When it comes to preventing nuclear 
terrorism, Cs and Ds aren’t nearly good enough.”

According to published estimates, Pakistan has enough 
fi ssile material for 30 to 50 nuclear weapons and perhaps as 
many as 100, and North Korea has enough fi ssile material for 
eight to 10 bombs. “I fi nd it deeply worrying that Pakistan 
has nuclear weapons, since the Taliban is very strong in parts 
of Pakistan, and Osama bin Laden and his senior leaders are 
most likely living along the Pakistan/Afghanistan border,” 
he states. “The acquisition of nuclear weapons by al-Qaida 
supporters must be prevented at all costs. This critical issue 
must be elevated to the top of the next president’s list of 
priorities. We must keep our eye on the ball. We must keep 
our eye on the bomb.”

Turning his attention to Iraq, Dr. Brown says, “The security 
situation in Iraq has started to stabilize, which is good news. 
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Violence is down 80 percent and al-Qaida operatives in Iraq 
are on the run, but much remains to be done in terms of polit-
ical reconciliation and economic reconstruction.” 

Unfortunately, the situation in Afghanistan is “bad and 
deteriorating,” he continues. “The Taliban is gaining ground. 
A multi-dimensional effort is needed along the lines of what 
has taken place in Iraq.”

Looking further down the road, Dr. Brown observes that 
rebuilding the U.S. military after the strains of recent years and 
tackling regional issues in the Middle East and Asia will merit 
increased presidential attention. “The United States should 
try to make progress toward an Israeli-Palestinian peace agree-
ment. This won’t be easy, given that the conditions for a settle-
ment are not encouraging in the near term, but the effort must 
be made,” he says. 

The rise of China and Chinese military power also will be 
important issues over the next several decades, Dr. Brown says. 
“China’s continued development will be important not just 
economically, but in the military arena as well. In addition to 
addressing immediate policy problems, the next U.S. president 
must be mindful of these longer-term strategic developments.” 
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Over the past 100 years, the world has experienced 
profound changes in the interconnected set of issues relating 

to the global economy, energy use, and the environment, 
Dr. Brown says. One of the driving forces in this area is 
population growth. The world’s population quadrupled 
in the 20th century, from 1.6 billion people to 6 billion 
people, and will probably rise to 9 billion by 2050. This 
rapid population growth has been accompanied by tremen-
dous economic and industrial development. “The global 
economy has doubled since 1990 and could double again 
by 2030,” Dr. Brown says. “Hundreds of millions of people 
around the world are being lifted out of extreme poverty, 
which is an important, positive development.”

At the same time, one major implication of that 
tremendous growth is increased energy consumption. 
“Over the 20th century, energy use increased by a factor of 
16. Looking ahead to the year 2030, energy use could rise 
by 50 percent or more,” Dr. Brown states. “If current trends 
continue, at least 80 percent of this increase will come 
from fossil fuels, which has serious environment implica-
tions. Although much of the environmental damage will 
be in the medium and long term, immediate action is 
required to ward it off.”

Dr. Brown says that the new administration will of course 
have to focus on the country’s fi nancial and economic crisis. 
“When the fi ve former secretaries of state spoke at GW on 
Sept. 15, James Baker identifi ed three structural imbalances 
in the U.S. economy that must be addressed by the next 
administration—the fi scal defi cit, the trade defi cit, and the 
weak dollar,” Dr. Brown says. “The United States must get 
its economic house in order, both for the well-being of the 
American people and because economic strength is the 
foundation of U.S. national power.”

Transforming the nation’s energy policy will be another 
priority. “The United States is transferring staggering 
amounts of money out of the country to pay for its energy 
needs, and this has to stop. A lot of this money is going to 
adversaries and autocracies, which strengthens the former 
and props up the latter. This is not in the U.S.’s best 
interest,” Dr. Brown states.  

An important fi rst step is to reduce U.S energy consump-
tion, along with its reliance on fossil fuels. “The United 
States has 3 percent of the world’s population, and it 
consumes 25 percent of the world’s energy,” Dr. Brown says. 
“The United States needs to begin the process of trans-
forming its energy production and energy consumption 
system. This means investing in and relying increasingly on 
renewable energy sources. It’s a multi-decade project, but 
the United States must get started on it now. 
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The United States experienced a tremendous outpouring of 
international support following the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist 
attacks. “On September 12, 2001, the French newspaper Le 
Monde declared ‘We are all Americans.’ For the fi rst time in 
history, NATO invoked Article V of the Washington Treaty 

Michael E. Brown is dean of the Elliott School of International Affairs and professor 
of international affairs and political science. He is an expert in international secu-
rity, confl ict and confl ict resolution, and U.S. foreign and defense policy.
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and declared the attacks on the United States an attack on 
every member of the alliance,” Dr. Brown says. 

Seven years later, “International regard for the United 
States is now at an all-time low,” Dr. Brown states. According 
to a recent Pew Global Attitudes Survey, 60 percent of the 
people of Pakistan and 70 percent of Turkish respondents 
view the United States as an enemy, and more than half 
the people of France, Germany, and Spain hold unfavorable 
views of the United States. 

Brown believes the reversal in the United States’ standing 
is due mainly to the Bush administration’s decision to invade 
Iraq and its subsequent handling of the war in Iraq, along 
with its policies on Guantanamo, torture, and extraordinary 
rendition. “These actions have done tremendous damage to 
America’s reputation,” he says.

Former Top U.S. Diplomats 
Share Global Insights
Five former secretaries of state offered foreign policy recommenda-
tions to the next U.S. president on everything from climate change 
to dealing with rogue nations at “The Next President: A World of 
Challenges,” a forum at GW’s Lisner Auditorium on Sept. 15. 

Madeleine K. Albright, James A. Baker III, Warren Christopher, 
Henry Kissinger, and Colin L. Powell, MBA ’71—who have a 
combined 40 years of experience as the nation’s top diplomat—
discussed the hot-button issues with moderators Frank Sesno, director 
of GW’s Public Affairs Project and CNN special correspondent, and 
Christiane Amanpour, CNN chief international correspondent. The 
program, presented before 1,500 GW students, faculty members, 
staff members, and dignitaries, was broadcast on CNN in September.

In a forum characterized by bipartisan consensus, the secretaries 
agreed that the next president must seek greater international coop-
eration and multilateralism. “There will be a tremendous number of 
challenges and opportunities, and it is very important for us to give 
a sense of community,” Albright said. 

When Amanpour noted that international regard for the 
United States is at an all-time low, Baker pointed to closing 
the Guantanamo Bay detention camp as essential to restoring 
America’s prestige. “It’s a very serious blot on our reputation,” 
Baker said, emphasizing that all fi ve former secretaries of state 
agreed on the point. 

The secretaries touched on the United States’ most pressing rela-
tionships with its global neighbors. On the recent confl ict between 
Russia and Georgia, they advised the next president to approach the 
former Soviet Union with caution. On Iran, all agreed on the neces-
sity of engagement to defuse a possible nuclear crisis. When it came 
to neighboring Iraq, Christopher urged the next president to focus on 
political reconciliation. Baker also advocated engaging Syria in an effort 
to salvage the Middle East peace process. 

Powell noted a shift in the balance of international power. 
“Recently other nations in the world are experiencing their 
economic strengths rising and political infl uence rising,” he said. 
“I don’t think we should be afraid or see that as a threat to the 
United States.” 

At a foreign policy forum held in Lisner Auditorium on Sept. 15, GW Chairman 
of the Board of Trustees W. Russell Ramsey, BBA ’81 (right), welcomed (from 
left) CNN chief international correspondent Christiane Amanpour, GW professor 
and CNN special correspondent Frank Sesno, and fi ve former secretaries of 
state: Warren Christopher, Henry Kissinger, Madeleine K. Albright, James A. 
Baker III, and Colin L. Powell, MBA ’71.

“The next president must take direct, immediate steps to 
restore the U.S.’s political standing in the world,” Dr. Brown 
says. “This is not just a matter of being liked. If the United States 
isn’t respected, it will not be able to lead. This will be bad for the 
United States and bad for the world. American leadership will be 
needed on many important international issues in the years ahead.

“The good news is that many of the fundamentals of U.S. 
national power are strong compared to other powers,” Dr. 
Brown concludes, referring to demographic trends, innova-
tiveness, research and development, and higher education as 
examples of American strengths. “Many of the U.S.’s current 
problems are self-infl icted policy mistakes, and these mistakes 
can be corrected....If this happens, I am optimistic that the 
United States will continue to be not just an important 
power but a truly great power in the 21st century.”

Albright added, “I think an important issue to all of us is for 
the next president to select a secretary of state who has a lot of 
energy, who wants to go to all these different countries, and is 
committed to a bipartisan foreign policy.”

Spearheading an international effort to curb global warming was 
a unanimous recommendation. “The United States needs to lead 
the charge for global climate change,” Baker said. 

The program was the culmination of a year of collaborative plan-
ning led by Sesno and Amb. Karl F. Inderfurth, John O. Rankin 
Professor of the Practice of International Affairs and former assistant 
secretary of state for South Asian affairs in the Clinton administra-
tion. Michael E. Brown, dean of the Elliott School of International 
Affairs; Lee W. Huebner, director of GW School of Media and Public 
Affairs; and Derek Chollet of the Center for a New American Security, 
also were involved in bringing the secretaries to GW. Program spon-
sors included GW’s Public Affairs Project at the School of Media and 
Public Affairs, Rice University’s James A. Baker III Institute for Public 
Policy, the Center for a New American Security, the Elliott School of 
International Affairs, and the City College of New York’s Colin Powell 
Center for Policy Studies.

—Julia Parmley
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