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Proposed Actions on Independence 
Movement in West Papua Region

By Nadia Anggraini

In December 2015, the Indonesian military opened fire on 
800 unarmed demonstrators in Enarotali, West Papua, 
killing five and injuring seven. In January 2015, local au-

thorities arrested over 100 people and burned down a village 
in response to the killing of two police officers. These recent 
spates of conflict in West Papua, combined with rising inter-
national attention sympathizing with the plight of the West 
Papuans, demands a reconsideration of the Indonesian gov-
ernment’s current policy towards the region. 

 The Indonesian government is saddled with the delicate task 
of balancing the demands of many different interest groups in 
a country of over 17,000 islands with 300 ethnic groups speak-
ing 700 languages. West Papua has been one of Indonesia’s 
more problematic regions, experiencing decades of low-inten-
sity conflict, with clashes between pro-independence groups 
and the local military. The national government’s approach 
towards the region has been relatively heavy-handed to date, 
focusing on suppressing the independence movement by giv-
ing relative free rein to Indonesian Special Forces (Kopassus), 
detaining key leaders of the movement, and restricting media 
freedom. This policy has been quite successful to date in keep-
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ing a lid on the strength of the movement, but there are indica-
tions this pattern may change. 

First, there is a higher degree of coordination and strength 
among the hitherto fractious separatist groups. In December 
2014, three key pro-independence groups came together to form 
a new body, the United Liberation Movement for West Papua 
(ULMWP), led by Octavianus Mote as General Secretary and 
exiled political leader Benny 
Wenda as spokesperson. On 
the one hand, this poses a 
rising threat to the government 
as the movement grows in 
legitimacy; on the other hand, 
it now enables us to engage with 
a single group in negotiations 
rather than coordinating with 
multiple local organizations.

Second, there is also increasing international support for West 
Papua. In February 2015, the ULMWP filed for membership 
to the Melanesian Spearhead Group (MSG), an intergov-
ernmental organization composed of the Melanesian states 
of Fiji, Vanuatu, Papua New Guinea (PNG), and Solomon 
Islands. Following this membership application, the PNG’s 
Prime Minister publicly announced his intent to speak out 
more against human rights abuses in West Papua. However 
small a gesture, this nevertheless represents a departure from 
PNG’s previous stance that West Papua’s problems were a 
domestic issue for Indonesia.

This international support is further evident in the increasing 
media attention for West Papua. Images of military brutality 
from the spates of incidents highlighted earlier were circulated 
in mainstream international media outlets such as Time and 

These brutalities mar 
Indonesia’s international 
standing as a promising 
young democracy, and 
hark back to the country’s 
authoritarian past.
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The Guardian, despite ongoing restrictions on foreign press. 
These brutalities mar Indonesia’s international standing as a 
promising young democracy, and hark back to the country’s 
authoritarian past.

Finally, President Widodo has indicated first-hand that he 
will take a greater interest in West Papua in 2015. During 
his visit to the region in December 2014, President Widodo 
promised more open dialogue between Jakarta and leaders of 
West Papua, focusing on political development in the region 
in addition to economic goals as well. The President currently 
enjoys strong support in West Papua, but as months continue 
to roll by and no concrete change is perceived to occur, he 
risks facing resentful and disenchanted constituents. Given 
this momentum, there are a number of policy measures the 
Indonesian government can implement to improve its rela-
tionship with West Papua. 

First, the national government should initiate a dialogue with 
the ULMWP with the goal of coming to a negotiated settle-
ment that keeps West Papua as part of Indonesia. One of the 
previous challenges in the West Papuan situation was find-
ing a single rebel group to enter dialogue with. The ULMWP 
appears to be the first organization that represents the inter-
ests of multiple West Papuan interest groups, and can now be 
sought out for negotiations. The government should consider 
involving Jusuf Kalla, the country’s Vice President and a key 
architect behind the Helsinki agreement that ended the long-
running Acehnese conflict, in the negotiations process, so as 
to signal commitment on the part of the Indonesian govern-
ment for reform. 

Next, it is critical that the government implements economic 
and political reforms demanded by the populace as it begins 
undergoing negotiations with the ULMWP. Part of the rea-
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son for the strength of the pro-independence movement in 
West Papua is perceived economic neglect of the region by the 
central government and oppression of locals’ rights. President 
Widodo currently enjoys strong support in West Papua, and 
his government’s ability to introduce real reforms will help 
quell the populace’s demand for independence, and thus pro-
vide the government with a stronger bargaining position in its 
negotiations with ULMWP. The government can additionally 
strengthen its bargaining hand by activating support from the 
non-indigenous populations of West Papua. Decades of trans-
migration programs have resulted in an equal split between in-
digenous and non-indigenous populations in the region, with 
the latter forming the backbone of pro-Indonesia supporters.

Third, the national leadership needs to clarify and limit the 
role of Kopassus within West Papua. Kopassus’ presence in 
West Papua can be traced as far back as the Dutch colonial era, 
and the organization enjoys considerable latitude today: local 
police have no jurisdiction over Kopassus, while the Kopas-
sus leadership has not kept its soldiers in line and made them 
accountable for abuses against the population. Limiting Ko-
passus’ power in the region will be a critical part of any reform 

Getty Images (John Moore)
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agenda. Specifically, the government needs to clarify situations 
that warrant Kopassus involvement. Kopassus’ presence was 
ostensibly intended for preventing inter-tribal clashes, and its 
role should be limited as such. It should not be allowed to 
intervene in peaceful demonstrations or continue engaging in 
spying of citizens.

Fourth, the Indonesian gov-
ernment should also lift media 
and NGO access in West Pap-
ua and release political prison-
ers. This will increase account-
ability on those implementing 
the reform agenda and also 
create transparency around 
Kopassus’ actions, reducing 
the likelihood that they breach 
the limits of their power. Re-

leasing political prisoners such as Filep Karma will addition-
ally lend credibility to the central government’s sincerity in 
engaging with West Papuan leaders.

Another important action item will be more stringent moni-
toring of national funds delivered to West Papua to reduce 
corruption. Jakarta provides each West Papuan village with 
Rp. 100M annually through the Respek program, which, in to-
tal represents a higher sum than what the central government 
collects from the region. Unfortunately these funds, intended 
for provision of public services, are frequently squandered by 
corrupt local officials. If economic development is to be a cor-
nerstone strategy for increasing West Papuan support of the 
Indonesian government, we need to focus more on reducing 
corruption. Case studies of successful local anti-corruption ef-
forts have highlighted the importance of creating community 
organizations to monitor graft activity and demand formal le-

Maneuvering of the West 
Papuan situation can either 
cement Indonesia’s reputation 
as a flourishing modern de-
mocracy, or highlight the en-
trenched power of anti-reform 
interests within the country.
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gal processes for handling corrupt cases. The national govern-
ment should partner with a domestic anti-corruption NGO to 
train West Papuan villages on how to deal with corrupt actors.

The road to a negotiated settlement will be a long one, but first 
and foremost should begin with the opening up of dialogue 
between Jakarta and ULMWP. To signal our commitment to 
the peace talks and as a measure of goodwill, the central gov-
ernment can begin to release political prisoners and lift me-
dia restrictions. Concurrently, we will need to engage Tentara 
Negara Indonesia (TNI) to gain their buy-in for reducing the 
power of Kopassus in the region. The principal obstacle here 
lies with Defense Minister Ryacudu, whose staunch opposition 
to reforms of TNI is well known. Minister Ryacudu is an ally 
of Mrs. Megawati, and his appointment to President Wido-
do’s cabinet is wholly due to her influence. President Widodo 
should focus his attention on working with Mrs. Megawati to 
sway Minister Ryacudu, while Vice President Kalla and his 
team engages in negotiations with ULMWP. Finally, the cen-
tral government should collaborate with ULMWP to push 
through the corruption reduction initiative. Not only will this 
allow the Indonesian government to build a working relation-
ship with ULMWP, it will also be a good opportunity to test 
the organizational capabilities of ULMWP and to get a sense 
of the degree of influence they have with local village leaders.

The Indonesian government’s maneuvering of the West Pap-
uan situation can either cement Indonesia’s reputation on 
the international stage as a flourishing modern democracy, or 
highlight the entrenched power of authoritarian and anti-re-
form interests within the country. With unrest in West Papua 
likely to continue building up over the coming months, na-
tional leadership needs to take a proactive stance in resolving 
the situation.
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Save a Seat for Human Rights
at the COP21

By Jessie Brunner

Come November, thousands of policymakers, scientists, 
and civil society representatives will descend on Paris 
for the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UN-
FCCC)—just as they did last year in Lima, and the year before 
that in Warsaw. But this year, the expectations are higher than 
ever. In 2015, for the first time, the conference goal is to reach 
“a universal, legally binding agreement that will enable us to 
combat climate change effectively and boost the transition to-
wards resilient, low-carbon societies and economies.”1 

Realizing this objective will require that negotiators place hu-
man rights alongside environmental, economic, and political 
considerations in the final agreement while resisting the past 
tendency to emerge with little more than patchwork, tempo-
rary goals or anemic, last-minute compromises. Climate poli-
cy can simply not be effective without acknowledging that our 
changing environment “poses an immediate and far-reaching 
threat to people and communities around the word.”2 Add-
ing human rights to the agenda will guarantee both a human-
centered approach to this anthropogenic problem and ensure 
governments continue to respect their obligations under inter-
national human rights norms. 
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The convergence of climate policy and human rights is natural. 
To begin, there are meaningful similarities between the treaty 
apparatuses underlying these two disciplines in international 
law. Much as the Universal Declaration on Human Rights 
was adopted by the UN general assembly in 1948, parties to 
the UNFCCC include all UN member states. Both founda-
tional documents are essentially aspirational and legally non-
binding, but both documents have served as a framework for 
relevant, binding treaties and protocols, such as the Conven-
tion of the Rights of the Child and the Kyoto Protocol (neither 
of which has been ratified by the United States, incidentally). 
There is hope that with time, the aspirations of the climate 
movement, whether enforced limits on greenhouse gas emis-
sions or protection of indigenous lands, will reach the custom-
ary law status of such human rights as the right to life or prohi-
bition against slavery and torture. Pushing for the integration 
of critical human rights and environmental priorities at the 
Paris COP, a major world event, is a meaningful first step in 
making this a reality.

There are multitudinous ways—some subtle, some obvious 
—that climate change very directly impedes the ability of pop-
ulations to enjoy their inherent human rights. To give just 
a few examples, for small island nations the reality of rising 
tides means that in the best-case scenario coastal communities 
must relocate to higher ground. In more drastic cases, as in the 
Maldives and Kiribati, predictions that entire nations could be 
underwater in a few decades has presidents buying up land to 
which their populations can emigrate.3 

Building upon a number of laboratory and field studies that 
link heat and violence, a 2013 study published in Science 
documented an association between aberrant climate shifts 
and violent conflict, both among individuals and groups. 
Said the authors, “for each one standard deviation change in 
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climate toward warmer temperatures or more extreme rainfall, 
median estimates indicate that the frequency of interpersonal 
violence rises 4% and the frequency of intergroup conflict rises 
14%.”4 Climate scientists predict between two and four standard 
deviations of temperature rise in certain parts of the world 
by 2050, meaning already violent conflicts claiming hundreds 
of thousands of lives in places as diverse as Central African 
Republic, Syria, and Mexico only stand to be exacerbated by 
climate change.

Climate change also presents very real impacts on agriculture 
and food supply, from warmer ocean temperatures threaten-
ing fisheries to changing precipitation patterns affecting crop 
yields. For example, in 2008, the Mississippi River flooded just 
before the harvest period, causing an estimated loss of $8 bil-
lion for farmers.5 A study published earlier this year found that 
rising temperatures and atypical rainfall patterns are threat-
ening cultivation of the Arabica coffee plant, which accounts 
for nearly three-quarters of the global coffee market. Reduced 
coffee plant cultivation could challenge the livelihoods of mil-
lions of small farmers in countries like Brazil, Indonesia, Co-
lombia, and Vietnam.6 

The international human rights apparatus has long recognized 
and promulgated the consequences of climate change on such 
fundamental rights enshrined in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and core human rights treaties as life, health, 
security, food and water, housing, and self-determination.7 
This notion has further permeated the mentalities of individ-
ual states, as demonstrated in a 2014 report from the Mary 
Robinson Foundation-Climate Justice, which found that 45 
countries have made explicit reference to the impact of climate 
change on human rights in their country reports to the Uni-
versal Periodic Review, the UN’s process for reviewing mem-
ber states’ human rights records.8 
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Yet the climate policy com-
munity has only recently be-
gun to integrate human rights 
language into its discourse. 
The 2007 Malé Declaration 
on the Human Dimension 
of Global Climate Change 

brought critical attention to this issue on behalf of represen-
tatives of the Small Island Developing States. However, this 
declaration also served as a stark reminder that the destruc-
tive consequences of climate change are disproportionately 
affecting already vulnerable populations—many of whom 
are the least responsible for CO2 and other emissions that 
have put the planet and its people in this precarious position. 
Recent efforts to engage a broader representation of nations 
on this issue are encouraging. At the February meeting of 
the Ad Hoc Working Group on the Durban Platform for 
Enhanced Action, 18 countries signed the Geneva Pledge on 
Human Rights and Climate Action to facilitate the sharing 
of best practices and knowledge between human rights and 
climate experts. This builds on the legacy of the 2010 Cancun 
Agreements adopted at COP16 that declared States Parties 
“should, in all climate change related actions, fully respect 
human rights.”9 

It might be useful for the UNFCCC parties to look elsewhere 
within the United Nations for inspiration on integrating 
these two agendas. The forthcoming UN summit to adopt 
the post-2015 development agenda, where international rep-
resentatives will convene to decide the details of the Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs), presents just such an op-
portunity to emphasize the linkages between climate change 
and human rights in advance of COP21.

Climate change very directly 
impedes the ability of popu-
lations to enjoy their 
inherent human rights.
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Building off the soon-to-expire Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), which set out to reduce poverty and hunger; 
combat HIV, malaria, and other diseases; and ensure environ-
mental sustainability, among other goals, the SDGs promise to 
better address the oft-interrelated root causes of today’s most 
intractable challenges, including climate change, poverty, and 
inequality. Like the MDGs, the SDGs are certain to provoke 
critiques from various parties, but it is difficult to deny their 
utility in providing a target on which governments can focus 
their domestic and foreign policy and to which NGOs can 

hold them to account. Having laid out 17 goals that include 
reducing inequality and building resilient, peaceful societies, 
world governments already posited an approach to sustainable 
development in the face of climate change that demonstrates 
“respect for all human rights, including the right to develop-
ment and the right to an adequate standard of living, including 
the right to food and water, the rule of law, good governance, 
gender equality, women’s empowerment and the overall com-
mitment to just and democratic societies for development.”10 

COP 15 UNFCCC climate change opening ceremony
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Paris provides an ideal forum to cement the interdependence 
of sustainable climate policy and respect for human rights; 
this key moment could move the world away from a myopic 
approach that only accounts for economic or environmental 
interests. Integration of these complementary agendas will en-
sure that each is strengthened and allow all to reap the benefits 
of a world that respects the values of justice and equality. 

1. COP 21 Main Issues. http://www.cop21.gouv.fr/en/cop21-cmp11/cop21-main-issues
2. UN Human Rights Council Resolution 7/23 (2008). Accessible at http://www2.ohchr.
org/english/issues/climatechange/docs/Resolution_7_23.pdf
3. Dizard, Wilson. “Plagued by sea-level rise, Kiribati buys land in Fiji.” 1 July 2014. 
http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2014/7/1/kiribati-climatechange.html
4. Hsiang, Solomon, et. al. “Quantifying the Influence of Climate on Human Conflict.” 
Science 13 September 2013: Vol. 341 no. 6151. Accessible at http://www.sciencemag.
org/content/341/6151/1235367.abstract
5. Karl, Thomas et. al. (eds.). Global Climate Change Impacts in the United States. U.S. 
Global Change Research Program. Cambridge University Press, 2009. Accessible at 
http://downloads.globalchange.gov/usimpacts/pdfs/climate-impacts-report.pdf
6. Ovalle-Rivera, Oriana, et. al. “Projected Shifts in Coffea arabica Suitability among 
Major Global Producing Regions Due to Climate Change.” PLoS ONE 10(4). Accessible 
at http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0124155
7. “Human Rights and Climate Change.” UN Office of the High Commissioner for 
Human Rights. Accessible at http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/HRAndClimateChange/
Pages/HRClimateChangeIndex.aspx
8. “Incorporating Human Rights into Climate Action.” Mary Robinson Foundation 
Climate Justice. October 2014. Accessible at http://www.mrfcj.org/pdf/2014-10-20-In-
corporating-Human-Rights-into-Climate-Action.pdf?v=2
9. “Report of the Conference of the Parties on its sixteenth session, held in Cancun 
from 29 November to 10 December 2010.” UNFCCC. 15 March 2011. Accessible at 
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2010/cop16/eng/07a01.pdf
10. “Open Working Group proposal for Sustainable Development Goals.” Sustainable 
Development Knowledge Platform. Accessible at https://sustainabledevelopment.
un.org/sdgsproposal
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Bridging the Gap: 
A Conversation with Karl Eikenberry

Karl Eikenberry served as the U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan 

from May 2009 until July 2011. Before his appointment as Chief 

of Mission in Kabul, Ambassador Eikenberry had a thirty-five 

year career in the United States Army, retiring in April 2009 

with the rank of Lieutenant General. He served in Afghanistan 

as the Commander of the American-led Coalition forces from 

2005 to 2007. Today he is the William J. Perry Fellow in 

International Security at the Center for International Security 

and Cooperation and an affiliate of the Shorenstein Asia-Pacific 

Research Center at Stanford University. He is also affiliated with 

the Center for Democracy, Development, and Rule of Law, and is 

a researcher with The Europe Center.

There are few who have experienced Afghanistan as 
Karl Eikenberry has in his long and distinguished 
career. Given his leadership in the United States 

Army as Commander of Coalition Forces from 2005 to 2007, 
and his later role as Chief of Mission in Kabul from 2009 
to 2011, Karl Eikenberry has personally bridged the gap that 
exists between the US armed forces and civilians. After leading 
both combat operations in Afghanistan, and later, the civilian 
surge, he arrived at Stanford University as US forces began to 

By Leah Nosal, Ethan Hamilton, and César Martínez Álvarez
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withdraw. In May 2015, Professor Eikenberry sat down with 
our editorial team to discuss new questions that his time at 
Stanford has raised. 

 

While thousands of US troops remain stationed in Afghanistan, 
the longest running ground war in the history of the United 
States has officially concluded. Circumstances in Afghanistan 
have changed markedly since 2001, and indeed, since Professor 
Eikenberry’s time there. In 2011 there were approximately 
100,000 US troops in Afghanistan, while today today there 
are 10,000. Whereas responsibility for Afghanistan’s national 
security once fell primarily to the United States and its coalition 
partners, their role is now largely supportive. The departure of 
international troops has moved Afghan national forces to the 
front lines.

The same trend is reflected in US civilian efforts in Afghanistan. 
When Professor Eikenberry retired as US Ambassador and 
Chief of Mission in 2011, the US Embassy in Kabul hosted 
1,400 civilians representing 18 different US departments and 
agencies. At the time, most operations by the Afghan central 
government were managed or financed by assistance from the 
United States and other foreign donors. However, “There 
has been a real sea change in the last 4 years,” Professor 
Eikenberry says, “with the Afghan government being much 
more responsible for the administration of governance 
throughout the country.” While there is still a considerable 
amount of development aid and advisory work being directed 
to Afghanistan, the Afghan government, like its military, is 
independent today.

While these indicators may appear encouraging, continued 

Afghanistan in Retrospect
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progress in Afghanistan is far from certain. Professor Eikenberry 
says he is more confident in Afghan peace and reconstruction 
this year, in 2015, than he was last year at this time, but notes 
the number of intervening variables that prevent any clear 
predictions from being made. In particular, Afghan security and 
reconstruction moving forward will depend on the sustained 
commitment of international 
and US assistance over the 
next ten years. “Afghanistan is 
going to need a considerable 
amount of security assistance 
so they can keep the army and 
the police on the payrolls,” 
he continues, “without that, 
you would have a collapse in 
Afghanistan and a return to 
the kind of chaos that Afghanistan witnessed back in their civil 
war days.” While the decline of official development assistance 
is not unexpected in light of troop withdrawals, more dramatic 
cuts to future funding threaten gains made during the war. 

Second to sustained international support, Eikenberry also 
emphasizes the current instability in Afghanistan’s domestic 
politics. While the successful transfer of presidential 
authority last year in Afghanistan was unquestionably 
a critical milestone for the country, the current alliance 
between President Mohammed Ashraf Ghani and Chief 
Executive Officer Abdullah Abdullah has obvious tensions 
and vulnerabilities. “Any coalition government, whether it 
is in Europe or Afghanistan, will have contradictions and 
tensions. The problem in Afghanistan is that politics are not 
yet institutionalized, and so the system remains fragile.”
While the long-term results of the US War in Afghanistan 
remain to be seen, the effect of the war on the United States 

“The war appears to be very 
distant. Occasionally there is 
a distant rumble that is heard 
over the hills like thunder, 
but then people very quickly 
move on with their lives.”
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receives much less attention. Eikenberry believes that the war 
has caused military and political leaders alike to re-consider 
the conditions under which US armed forces are deployed. 
“For the American political leadership,” he says, “a lesson 
that we can hopefully learn now as a result of our Iraq and 
our Afghanistan experience, is the need for clearly stated 
political objectives when we go to war.” He argues that the 
United States lacked clearly stated political objectives in Iraq 
and Afghanistan for too long, though this gap was addressed 
in part when President Obama took office and led appropriate 
policy reviews.

While the need for clear objectives is indeed an important 
lesson, Professor Eikenberry is quick to say that this lesson has 
already been learned by the United States. Professor Eikenberry 
entered the US Army upon graduating from the United States 
Military Academy at West Point in 1973. Following the War 
in Vietnam, the reigning mantra in the US Armed Forces at 
this time was “never again,” a pledge to never again fight a 
war where the United States did not have political clarity, and 
instead stumbled forward with no ultimate objective. “The 
irony,” Professor Eikenberry says, “is that I ended my military 
career 35 years later in wars in Iraq and Afghanistan that were 
plagued by exactly the same problems. It is as if we could not 
transmit the lessons learned from one generation to another.”

 

Part of the failure in transmitting this lesson may be the 
voluntary nature of armed forces in the United States. “The 
United States has a remarkably capable all-volunteer force that 
can do incredible things—things that no other military in the 

A Growing Divide
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world can do,” Eikenberry tells us. “And yet,” he continues, 
“because it is an all-volunteer force, the American public is 
not too well connected to it. The US military fights long wars, 
and the American people do not always have tissue that is 
connecting them to it.”

The US Constitution contains certain checks and balances to 
ensure that political authorities think hard about the deployment 
of US armed forces. For example, Article 1 contains the War 
Powers Clause, which gives the US Congress the power to 
declare war - a power that has only been exercised five times, 
and was notably not used to declare war in Afghanistan or 
Iraq. Eikenberry explains, “the framers of the US constitution 
expected that if American sons and daughters were to go to 
war, parents would turn to their directly elected representatives 
and ask questions.” Today, he continues, “the United States 
has a magnificent armed force that does not require Congress 
to do anything before the President commits it to a long war.”

These historical trends raise troubling questions about who the 
US military serves. Professor Eikenberry asks, “Is it serving the 
American people? Of course it is. But the American people 
are not connected with the force politically in terms of having 
a sense of ownership for its deployment. Because it is not 
connected, it makes it much easier for the executive branch, 
or congress and the executive branch, to make the decision to 
put that force in harm’s way.”

The growing gap between the US armed forces and civilians 
was evident to Professor Eikenberry when he returned to 
the United States and re-entered academia, where he found 
a surprising lack of awareness and understanding about the 
US War in Afghanistan, especially given that the conflict was 
still ongoing. Despite the length of the war, the number of 
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troops committed, and the level of bilateral development aid, 
Professor Eikenberry says, “the war appears to be very distant. 
Occasionally there is a distant rumble that is heard over the 
hills like thunder, but then people very quickly move on with 
their lives.”
 

Given his leadership of coalition forces in Afghanistan and his 
later role as US Ambassador in Kabul, Professor Eikenberry 
personally traversed the apparent gap that exists between the 
US military and civilians. As such, he left Afghanistan with a 
very unique understanding of what distinguishes US military 
and civilian efforts abroad. His reflections do not necessarily 
emphasize a gap between military and civilian efforts, but 
rather highlight their respective strengths in the field.

First and foremost, Professor Eikenberry makes note of the 
extraordinary difference in resources between US armed forces 
in Afghanistan and the US embassy in Kabul. During his time as 
US Ambassador to Afghanistan, the United States had 100,000 
troops on the ground in country, while the US embassy had 
1400 personnel stationed in Kabul and throughout the country. 
In an insecure environment such as Afghanistan, military 
resources provided mobility, communications, and firepower. 
“Our military had the ability to get things done,” Professor 
Eikenberry says. “Our military is superb at innovation. When 
it saw a problem in the country that was being unattended, 
that people would say was important to try and solve, the US 
military could mobilize the resources to at least take a swing 
at the problem.”

US armed forces also brought their incredible planning 

Bridging the Gap in Afghanistan
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capacity to bear in Afghanistan. As an expeditionary force, it 
is trained to deploy and fight wars abroad. “The idea of the 
US military since the Second World War has been forward 
defense. Our military is continually thinking in times of peace 
about planning for the next war, and when you’re in a war, the 
military is planning not for the fight going on today, but where 
it will need to be next year and in a couple of years.”

However, Professor Eikenberry is quick to note that such 
an abundance of both resources and capacity can encourage 
mission creep, whereby military and civilian leaders try to 
accomplish more because they can. In these cases, he says, 
“You start to solve a new problem every day, and after a year, 
you look back over your shoulder and ask yourself: How did I 
end up walking down this path and getting lost in this forest? 
Every day you were making a good incremental decision, but 
it did not add up to a strategic success.”

While the civilian US presence in Afghanistan did not and 
could not measure up to US armed forces in terms of resources 
or numbers, Eikenberry applauds the diverse competencies 
and talents that the US embassy team brought together. 
“We were really the shadow government in Afghanistan,” 
Eikenberry reports. “The diversity within our team was just 
extraordinary.”

When faced with a remarkably complex counter-insurgency, 
the presence of so many experts in diverse fields made for a very 
nuanced team of problem solvers. These various departments 
performed ongoing reassessments of circumstances on the 
ground, a kind of flexibility that US armed forces did not—
and cannot—have. The necessity of advanced preparation and 
effective execution requires that, at some point, debate and 
deliberation cede to a final plan. “When you are engaged in a 
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conflict, at some point a commander has to bring closure to 
debates,” Eikenberry adds, “you cannot endlessly be debating 
the operation that is going to occur tomorrow.”

Professor Eikenberry notes that despite complementary 
strengths, coordination between the US military and civilian 
efforts in Afghanistan was imperfect. Given the rapid pace of 
developments, Eikenberry says the number of departments 
or agencies at the table for 
any one problem—among 
many different problems—
complicated coordination 
even more. He explains, “You 
are looking at novel problems 
that no one is at all clear how 
to go about solving. What that 
leads you to conclude upfront 
is that no matter how good 
you are, given the pace and 
complexity of actors involved, 
coordination will never be great. All that said, I think that the 
military and the embassy actually worked together very well 
and got better over time.”

Acknowledging that reports about differences in civilian-
military perspectives were correct, Eikenberry mentions the 
difference in perspectives on how the war should be fought, 
“depending on where you sit.” He concludes, “but beneath that, 
at the level of coordination, planning, and implementation, it 
was very good.” While the perspectives and methods of the 
US military and civilian efforts may have diverged at times 
in Afghanistan, the civilian-military gap was bridged in the 
field, according to Eikenberry, by common purpose. “What 
ties the military and the civilian efforts together,” he says, “is, 

“What ties the military and 
the civilian efforts together,” 
he says, “is, without exagger-
ation, extraordinary profes-
sionalism, a notion of sacri-
fice, and the idea of a deep 
commitment of service to 
the nation.”
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without exaggeration, extraordinary professionalism, a notion 
of sacrifice, and the idea of a deep commitment of service to 
the nation.”

 

Professor Eikenberry believes that more deliberate efforts to 
cultivate a culture of public service could help to bridge the gap 
between US armed forces and civilians in the United States. 
Such national service can take many forms, from serving in 
the military, to working at any level of government, or doing 
volunteer work to support fellow citizens in need. “I wonder,” 
Eikenberry considers, “whether at some point politically in 
this county there would be any appetite to consider a national 
service act—not a draft, but an opt-in national service program, 
where benefits are given to young people that raise their hand.”

In the short term, Eikenberry believes that the United States 
can do more to encourage interaction between young people 
and opportunities for public service—not just in the US 
armed forces, intelligence services, or government, but also 
in multinational organizations and nonprofit institutions. 
He would like to see more opportunities for people who 
have served in different ways to share their experiences with 
youth, and also provide opportunities for youth to be more 
involved. For example, creating more internship opportunities 
and incorporating those opportunities into high school and 
university curriculums could encourage a culture of national 
service. 

At the university level in particular, Eikenberry sees tremen-
dous potential in balancing academic theory with the expe-
riences of practitioners in the field. “I think it is important 

Bridging the Gap in Afghanistan
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that undergraduate students and graduate students have the 
theoretical foundations and underpinnings,” he says, “but also 
more opportunities to connect the theory to the actual prac-
tice.” He is passionate about exposing students to the different 
opportunities for national service that exist, many of which are 
not typically conceptualized as such.These ideas have motivat-
ed the design and approach of Professor Eikenberry’s Spring 
quarter class, America’s War 
in Afghanistan: Multiple Ac-
tors and Divergent Strategies 
(IPS 248). This seminar uses 
Afghanistan as a case study to 
better assess US foreign poli-
cy, and more specifically, the 
key actors and important con-
sequences to consider when 
the United States goes to 
war. By hosting guest speak-
ers from different US depart-
ments and agencies operating 
in Afghanistan at the time of 
the surge, Eikenberry empha-
sizes the complexity of inter-
national policy-making and 
the importance of coalition-
building in the process. By 
emphasizing the kinds of decisions that are made in times of 
war, Professor Eikenberry hopes the seminar will inspire some 
students to be a part of those decisions in the future. After 
leading both military and civilian efforts in Afghanistan, Karl 
Eikenberry continues to bridge the gap by creating more edu-
cated citizens and inspiring future decision-makers.

Professor Karl Eikenberry
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Humanitarian Crisis and 
Survival Migration in 

Central America’s Northern Triangle

By Emilio González-Gonzalez

In June 2014, U.S. President Barack Obama referred to 
Central American migration to the United States as a “hu-
manitarian crisis,” due to the unprecedented amount of 

unaccompanied minors that were captured at the U.S.-Mexico 
border trying to enter illegally into the United States.1 Obama 
labeled as such the lack of institutional resources for dealing 
with the unexpected amount of unaccompanied minors that 
were placed in the detention centers along the border with 
Mexico. After almost a year that this happened, it is impor-
tant to rethink this topic. Even though the influx of children 
has decreased, the diagnosis of the problem made by both 
the Mexican and US authorities at the time was mistaken, for 
they considered it a migration management crisis and not as 
part of a broader humanitarian crisis in which forced displace-
ment is just an empirical reality. The real emergency is not at 
the US-Mexico border, but in the Central American Northern 
Triangle itself.

These minors are just one part of a migrant influx caused by 
generalized criminal violence in countries in the Northern 
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Triangle: Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras.2 We are wit-
nessing a special type of humanitarian crisis that has prompted 
a different kind of migration, one which cannot be explained 
by the conventional dichotomy between the migrant and the 
refugee as different social types.3 Given the fact that the in-
ternational refugee regime was built around this dichotomy, 
this paper asks: how can we conceptualize people displaced 
by criminal violence in Central American Northern Triangle? 
Under what circumstances would the international refugee re-
gime apply to them? I argue that the pervasive refugee-mi-
grant dichotomy upon which the international refugee regime 
is based is not a useful analytical tool for understanding forced 
displacement by criminal vio-
lence in the Northern Triangle. 
I contend that neither the tra-
ditional category of economic 
migrant nor the institutional label of refugee apply to them, 
and instead I employ Alexander Betts’ “survival migrants” an-
alytical framework to make the case for a new understanding 
of part, not all, the current Central American migrant influx. 
The relevancy of this approach has policy implications for 
‘survival migrants’ do need international protection, that most 
of the cases the US and Mexican governments have failed to 
implement because of the lack of political incentives to do so.

There are several definitions of a humanitarian crisis, both op-
erative and academic. The latter defines a humanitarian crisis 
as “any situation in which there is a widespread threat to life, 
physical safety, health or basic subsistence that is beyond the 
coping capacity of individuals and the communities in which 
they reside.”4 This definition does not emphasize causes of 

Humanitarian Crisis and Survival Migration: 
Conceptual Issues

We are witnessing a special 
type of humanitarian crisis
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crises, but their widespread consequences. Causes include hu-
man and natural catastrophes such as famine, wars, epidem-
ics, and natural disasters; the consequences of these events 
pose a direct threat to the security of people who reside in 
the regions affected.5 Consequences include the collapse of ba-
sic services, starvation, epidemics, and one of the most acute: 
massive influxes of people that left their homes because the 
state institutions responsible for dealing with consequences of 
humanitarian crisis are dysfunctional. According to this ana-
lytical framework, the dependent variable that explains why 
a natural, political, or social phenomenon causes a humani-
tarian crisis is the state’s institutional capacity responsible for 
dealing with its consequences. 

The United Nations’ operative definition of a humanitarian 
crisis also emphasizes the state as a fundamental variable to 
respond to an external or internal shock resulting from con-
flict in the context of a com-
plex emergency.6 But the most 
accurate analytical concept to 
understand what has happened 
in the Northern Triangle in the 
last years is “complex political 
emergency.” According to the 
World Health Organization 
it is a “situation with complex social, political and economic 
origins which involves the breakdown of state structures, the 
disputed legitimacy of host authorities, the abuse of human 
rights and possibly armed conflict that creates humanitarian 
needs.”7 This last definition is more useful for understanding 
what has happened in the Northern Triangle in recent years: 
widespread corruption among law enforcement, security, and 
political institutions that cause weakness of the state in wide 
territories and create large “ungoverned spaces” located in re-

The end of the Cold War 
accelerated a process that 
had begun years before: new 
forms of violence created new 
types of humanitarian crises
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gions such as Cortés, Nueva Supaya, San Pedro Sula, Atlán-
tida y Yoro in Honduras; entire neighborhoods in Guatemala 
City and San Salvador. 

A “complex political emergency” is the concept that most ac-
curately captures the social and political landscape that has 
proliferated since the end of the Cold War in weak states from 
the developing world. When the international refugee regime 
was established in 1951, with the signature of the Convention of 
Refugees, states conceived military violence as the sole causes 
of refugee influxes. Indeed, the United Nations Higher Com-
missioner of Refugees’ (UNHCR) existence was planned just 
for three years.8 The end of the Cold War accelerated a pro-
cess that had begun years before: new forms of violence creat-
ed new types of humanitarian crises.9 Non-state actors became 
relevant protagonists in political process such as state dynam-
ics of power. However, the international refugee regime, and 
specially the refugee definition of 1951 did not evolve.10 Despite 
the 1968 African Union and 1984 Cartagena wider refugee defi-
nitions, UNHCR officials are reluctant to accept that the 1951 
definition should evolve to consider people displaced by dif-
ferent types of violence, not just military.11 

The 1951 refugee definition has had implications outside the 
international policy realm and influenced complete genera-
tions of refugee studies. The core of the problem is that “refu-
gee” is a bureaucratic concept created in the policy realm, not 
in the academic world.12 When trying to understand new situa-
tions that could force people to abandon their places of origin, 
it does not have analytical power to base our analysis in a defi-
nition that responded to a complete different set of circum-
stances. An analysis must center on the academic definition, 
firmly based in empirical evidence like “survival migration.”
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Alexander Betts defines “survival migrants” as “persons out-
side their country of origin because of an existential threat to 
which they have no access to a domestic remedy or solution.”13 
Betts uses this concept to express his frustration with the cur-
rent definition of refugee, which was created in a completely 
different historical context than today. “Survival migrants” 
leave their countries not just because of full-out war, like the 
refugees of the Second World War. They also flee their coun-
tries because of the confluence between drivers such as state 
weakness, climate change, and generalized violence in a non-
war context. Central Americans displaced by criminal violence 
are survival migrants, for they are the product of a social fabric 
poisoned by poverty, criminal violence, inequality, and gener-
alized human rights violations. 

The Central American Northern Triangle is a social fabric of 
survival migrants because the institutions in charge of dealing 
with transnational organized crime that operates along the re-
gion do not meet their objectives: protecting people’s lives, as-
suring property rights, prosecuting crime, assisting victims, and 
providing for citizens basic and effective services in the health, 
communications, and educational sectors.14 Empirical evidence 
indicates that important sectors of security and law enforcement 
institutions are colluded with gangs and drug cartels located in 
the region.15 For instance, in Honduras, 95% of crimes are not 
solved; in Guatemala the National Witness Protection Program 
in Judicial Trials has capacity to assist just 20 people, while ap-
plicants every year are more than 200.16 Moreover, in El Salvador 
intelligence elite unites of the national police have been caught 
in corruption acts relating to gang and drug transport groups.17 

A Social Fabric of “Survival Migrants”



Spring 2015  |  32

The dependent variable that forms the core of Betts and Mar-
tin analytical framework is the strength of governance in a 
given state. If institutions in charge of natural disasters’ re-
sponse, citizen security, law enforcement, property rights, and 
economic regulation does function, albeit imperfectly, but at 
least with an effective scope, a “survival migration” influx is 
unlikely to happen. However, as the case with Northern Tri-
angle illustrates, if a state is unable to provide all kinds of se-
curity to their citizens, people trapped in “ungoverned spaces” 
will likely cross a border for new life horizons.18 From the in-
ternational refugee regime perspective, most of these people 
are neither migrants nor refugees. They are not migrants, for 
they do not abandon their homes voluntary in search for new 
economic opportunities, nor are they refugees according to 
the 1951 Convention, for they are not fleeing direct persecution 

due to their race, nationality, 
political opinion, religion, or 
social group. However, the ex-
tended refugee definition of 
both Cartagena and African 
Union would apply to them. 

Certainly, from a strictly legal 
perspective, a parsimonious 
interpretation of the Cartage-
na definition would apply to 
them to get international pro-

tection from states such as Mexico and the United States. The 
problem with the Cartagena definition is that it depends fully 
on the political will of states to be implemented. Some states of 
the region, such as Mexico, have harmonized their legal frame-
works with this extended definition. But again, definitions of 
the administrative procedures of the Mexican Law Refugee to 
grant refugee status are based on the assumption that “internal 

Central Americans dis-
placed by criminal violence 
are survival migrants, for 
they are the product of a 
social fabric poisoned by 
poverty, criminal violence, 
inequality, and generalized 
human rights violations. 
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conflicts,” “widespread violations of human rights,” and “other 
situations that alter social order” are caused by political agents 
either from the state or outside it.19 The extended Cartagena 
declaration was framed in light of a civil war in which factions 
involved had a clear political purpose. The problem with this 
approach is that organized crime does not have a clear politi-
cal purpose; groups such as gangs and cartels consider the state 
as mean, not as an end, for improving illicit revenues. There-
fore, from an academic point of view, to consider people flee-
ing criminal violence in the region as refugees according to the 
Cartagena definition would be to repeat the analytical mistake 
that some refugees studies have done: to analyze social phe-
nomena with a concept framed due to policy concerns from 
European states in a very peculiar historical moment. 

The Northern Triangle is a social fabric of survival migrants 
not only for the immediate effects that criminal violence has 
in social groups in Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala, but 
also for the widespread human rights violations that state in-
stitutions are unable to eradicate. In Betts’ framework, the em-

Getty Images (John Moore)
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phasis to create a new analytical category is not in persecution 
as the sole ground to label people as refugee, nor is it threat, 
as it is in the Cartagena Declaration. Rather, it is the human 
rights threshold violation. How to measure the threshold hu-
man rights violation is methodologically difficult because the 
topic is fundamentally normative, and scientific measures 
should be based on empirical evidence, not in normative con-
siderations. Human rights should be given both normative and 
empirical considerations: normative in the sense that analysis 
of their adherence assumes that states should and must do 
certain things in favor of their citizens, empirical in the sense 
that in order to have stability, order, and economic growth a 
state needs to have functional institutions. 

From both approaches it could be argued that the threshold 
human right violations from both state and non-state actors 
are not functional to the state. From a functional point of 
view, in the last years, criminal violence has cost almost 9.6% 
GDP in Honduras, 7.7% in Guatemala, and 10.8 % in El Salva-
dor.20 From a normative point of view, the core characteristic 
of survival migration as an analytical category is that it appears 
when there are intolerable life conditions in a given territory. 
Despite of the fact that there are many municipalities with 
tolerable levels of crime and state malfunction, there are large 
parts of the Northern Triangle in which life is marked by an 
explosive mixed set of circumstances both structural and con-
jectural: when poverty, inequality and unemployment couple 
with changing patterns of threat, persecution and human rights 
violations produced by local gangs and transnational organized 
crime people are prone to cross an international border. 
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What are the policy implications of survival migration from 
the Northern Triangle? Betts proposes an analytical framework 
to explore the relationship between the international refugee 
regime and survival migration. He calls “regime stretching” to 
the “degree to which the scope of a regime at the national level 
takes on tasks that deviate from those prescribed at the glob-
al level. Such stretching may be regime consistent (taking on 
tasks that are complementary to the underlying purpose of the 
regime) or regime-inconsistent (contradicting the underlying 
purpose of the regime.”21 Under this framework the dependent 
variable is the level of regime stretching and the independent 
variable that determines when a regime stretches or not are 
political incentives the states in charge of implementing the 
international refugee regime. In other words, when a state has 
political incentives, it will apply the 1951 Convention refugee 
definition more parsimoniously, but if the state does not have 
any political interests it will treat survival migrants as econom-
ic migrants. Therefore, the non-refoulement principle, which 
means states would not deport people whose life is at risk, and 
is at the heart of the international refugee regime, will not be 
applied.

Betts’ analytical framework applied to the both the US and 
Mexican cases results in a negative case of regime stretching. 
Although there is legal background to grant refugee status to 
“survival migrants” fleeing criminal violence in the North-
ern Triangle, both the US and Mexican state have done an 
restrictive interpretation of the international refugee regime 
main pillar, namely the 1951 Convention refugee definition. 
On the one hand, despite of the fact that Mexico incorpo-
rated the Cartagena refugee definition, Without Borders, the 
main NGO that advocates for asylum seekers in Mexico, stat-

Policy Implications of Survival Migration
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ed in a personal interview that the Mexican government has 
not granted any refugee status on this ground.22 This would 
confirm what a high UNHCR officer told me: the Cartagena 
definition has remained more a conceptual relic of the Cold 
War in Central America than a policy instrument.23 On the 
other hand, the US federal government responded to the non-
accompanied children crisis of last summer with a massive 
deportation program and a fierce communication campaign 
headed by Vice-President Joe Biden in which he warned Cen-
tral American people not to send their children to the US as if 
all of them had the choice of staying home. The truth is that at 
least a total average of nearly 50% of the children interviewed 
by UNHCR for two special reports on the matter answered 
that they were fleeing their countries because of generalized 
criminal violence.24 

Why do reception states such as Mexico and the US not stretch 
the international refugee regime for survival migrants from the 
Northern Triangle? Political incentives are a main explana-
tion. During the Cold War both Mexico and the US were 
sanctuaries of refugees from every corner of the world. But this 
was not just because of an altruistic policy mindset of deci-
sion makers, or because strictly adherence of the international 
refugee regime. In fact, the US legislation has a special pre-
rogative regarding refugee issues that is not considered in the 
1951 Convention, and Mexico did not sign the 1951 Convention 
until 2000.25 Therefore, both countries during the second half 
of the twentieth century implemented not the international 
refugee regime, but their own political calculations regarding 
the ideological nature of the regime from which people were 
fleeing.26 However, as was the case with forced displacement 
in the context of Central American civil wars both Mexico and 
the US were reluctant to grant refugee status to Salvadorians, 
and Guatemalans.27 US politicians and Mexican officials la-
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beled this humanitarian crisis as an economical migrant influx 
for they did not have any political incentive to grant refugee 
status to Guatemalan and Salvadorian poor native and un-
skilled peasants.28

Politics continue being a key explanation of decision making 
procedures regarding “survival migrants” because after 9/11, 
the US enhanced border controls and toughened immigra-
tion laws with a securitization approach. The less unknown 
foreigners entering the US the better, such was the reasoning 
underlying the securitization of migration policies in America. 
This same approach has been adopted by the Mexican govern-
ment regarding last year’s non-accompanied children. In spite 
of empirical evidence that a humanitarian crisis was occurring 
in the Northern Triangle countries, the Mexican foreign secre-
tary declined to review Mexican refugee policy.29 Most survival 
migrants I have spoken with tell me that the federal institution 
in charge of granting refugee status in Mexico systematically 
denies asylum requests based on criminal violence claims.30

In fact, Mexican response to the massive influx of Hondu-
rans, Salvadorians, and Guatemalans fleeing criminal violence 
was the implementation of an ominous course of action called 
Plan Frontera Sur. Mexican president Enrique Peña Nieto 
announced it one month after Barack Obama’s statement on 
the humanitarian crisis in US detention centers along the bor-
der with Mexico. Despite Peña Nieto’s promises that the plan 
would be based on a human security approach, the Plan has 
achieved the opposite: people in transit, either fleeing criminal 
violence or looking for job opportunities or family reunifica-
tion are more vulnerable to criminal violence across southern 
Mexico because thanks to border controls inside Mexican ter-
ritory and not along the border with Guatemala, they have to 
take new routes that are unsafe and controlled by criminal or-
ganizations.31 There is also a systematic campaign of deporta-
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tion that for the first time in history has reached the same pace 
of US figures.32 This approach to human mobility patterns in 
the region has been problematic. It makes survival migrants 
invisible given that most of them do not have the opportunity 
to apply for refugee status when they are deported by the Na-
tional Migration Institute, whose officers in the field have a 
poor knowledge of the Mexican National Refugee Law.33 

Therefore, in the current survival migration influx from the 
Central American Northern Triangle, receiving states such as 
Mexico and the United States have not stretched the inter-
national refugee regime even though, at least in the case of 
Mexico, most Central American forced displaced people by 
criminal violence could obtain refugee status based on Carta-
gena extended definition.34 

 

In December 2014, the commemoration process of the thirty 
years of the Declaration of Cartagena concluded with a minis-
terial meeting of thirty Latin American and Caribbean states 
in Brasilia. The final document, “The Declaration of Brazil” 
proclaimed, for the first time in UNHCR history, that “trans-
national criminal violence is a new vector of forced displace-
ment in the Northern Triangle.”35 This is a landmark state-
ment that must be recognized given the fact that one of the 
most acute problems that survival migrants face is the lack of 
recognition of this problem in the Caribbean basin region. The 
ensuing Action Plan of Brazil proposed concrete course of ac-
tions in the region in order to improve life conditions of this 
new pattern of human mobility in the region. It is too early 
to assess the implementation of this Action plan but it seems 
that governments of the region continue to see this problem 

Conclusion
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through the lens of political interests. Honduras and Guate-
malan representatives did not attend the follow-up implemen-
tation ministerial meeting of Brazil Action Plan in San Remo. 
Instead, they preferred to go to Washington DC to continue 
the implementation talks of the Alliance for Prosperity in the 
region.36 This plan, borne out of the un-accompanied chil-
dren crisis, is sponsored by the US Government and gives $1 
billion to the same political elites that have been unable to 
reform state institutions so that people could find protection 
inside their states. As long as political elites are not changed, 
endemic corruption, widespread human rights violations, and 
institutional weakness will continue in the Northern Triangle: 
a social fabric of “survival migrants” will not close. 

Brazil Declaration conclusions were a step forward to change 
the mindset of policymakers and scholars from the region. It 
was an example of the beginning of a regional institutional 
adaptation of the international refugee regime. From the pol-
icy perspective, governments are the main actors in charge of 
implementing the three programs proposed to deal with this 
crisis: “Human Rights Observatory on Displacement”, “Pre-
vention”, and the “Dignified and Safe Transit” program. How-
ever, governments often do not want or are otherwise unable 
to implement regional accords regarding human rights and 
humanitarian issues. Therefore, other civil society actors, both 
local and global, should engage in this process so that survival 
migrants are recognized and protected. This would be the first 
step in a long walk towards stability, peace and well-being that 
millions of people in the Northern Triangle strongly desire.
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Diplomacy, the Law, and 
Mexican Drug Violence:

A Twenty-First Century Diplomatic 
Strategy toward Drug Cartels in Mexico

By Daniel K. Khalessi

Drug violence continues to pose a major challenge to 
the Mexican people’s aspirations for peace. How-
ever, the campaign of the Special Representative for 

Afghanistan and Pakistan (SRAP) offers a potential model for 
the application of diplomacy to the evolving security landscape 
in the twenty-first century.

The use of such a model, however, should not be divorced 
from context. Mexico is not Afghanistan. The Mexican drug 
cartels are not the Taliban. And the ongoing conflicts in each 
country differ in fundamental respects. The Taliban insur-
gency emerged after the fall of the Taliban government in the 
aftermath of the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. Since 
then, a key objective of the U.S. and Afghan governments has 
been to fracture the complex linkages between Taliban in-
surgents and Al-Qaeda. By contrast, the illicit drug trade in 
Mexico emerged in the 1980’s after the establishment of the 
Guadalajara Cartel by Miguel Angel Felix Gallardo (“El Pa-
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drino”), a retired Mexican Judicial Federal Police official from 
Sinaloa. To encumber the ability of Mexican law enforcement 
to crack down on the cartel, Felix Gallardo divided and dis-
persed control of various drug routes to multiple cartels. The 
ongoing drug violence in Mexico is a complex, multi-tiered 
conflict between cartels, their rivals, and the Mexican govern-
ment over the cartels’ expansion and protection of drug routes 
and illicit activities. Despite cultural, historical, and economic 
differences between Mexico and Afghanistan, there is one core 
similarity between the two conflicts: the use of force and intel-
ligence alone has proven to be inadequate. 

In Afghanistan, the SRAP model recognized that any kind of 
meaningful peace would inevitably require another ingredient: 
Afghans who were in conflict with one another had to commu-
nicate. Like the relationship between the Mexican government 
and the drug cartels, it had been challenging for the Afghan 
government to communicate with the Taliban. After a classi-
fied allied government connected the United States with a Tal-
iban representative, the Obama administration took advantage 
of the window of opportunity to achieve this diplomatic objec-
tive. According to Ambassador Marc Grossman, who served 

as the Obama administration’s 
SRAP between 2011 and 2013, 
“The contact was preliminary, 
but many on the White House 
and on the SRAP team hoped 
that this connection might 
open the door for the conversa-
tion everybody knew would be 
required if there was ever to be 
peace in Afghanistan: Afghans 
talking to other Afghans about 
the future of Afghanistan.” 

Despite cultural, historical, 
and economic differences 
between Mexico and Af-
ghanistan, there is one core 
similarity between the two 
conflicts: the use of force 
and intelligence alone has 
proven to be inadequate.
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This paper weighs the advantages and disadvantages of a poten-
tial Department of State initiative to collaborate with the Mex-
ican government to apply the SRAP model to the mitigation 
of Mexican drug violence. A cohesive whole-of-government 
team, the application of targeted diplomacy, and economic 
development assistance to Mexico can lead to a concerted dip-
lomatic campaign to engage with cartel members, create rifts 
within them, and substantially reduce violence. 

Between 2006 to 2012, the drug violence in Mexico has claimed 
at least 60,000 Mexican lives and undermined Mexican insti-
tutions. Since taking office in 2012, the Peña Nieto administra-
tion has taken a less confrontational stance toward the cartels 
and annual homicide rates have dropped by 12.5 percent. The 
drug violence in Mexico, however, is not an isolated problem 
for Mexico. Indeed, the black market for drugs in the United 
States is a conduit in the vicious cycle of drug violence. One 
should therefore assess the role of the United States in the eco-
nomic, legal, and security facets of this cycle of drug violence. 

First, the economic demand for illicit drugs in the U.S. fuels 
the activities of the drug cartels. Mexico’s geographical posi-
tion as the final corridor before the United States gives drug 
cartels a distinct advantage: they exercise ultimate control 
over the trafficking pipeline between the entire South Ameri-
can narcotics industry and the American border. In addition, 
Mexican drug cartels are the largest suppliers of illicit drugs. 
This oligopoly over the supply, production, and distribution 
of illicit drugs to the U.S. has resulted in a black market indus-
try that collects approximately $18-39 billion (USD) annually 
from American drug sales. According to a National Institute 
on Drug Abuse survey in 2012, approximately 23.9 million 
Americans had consumed an illicit drug within one month 
prior to the survey. This high level of demand translates into 
a clientele relationship with the drug cartels: the United States 
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is the largest consumer of heroin and methamphetamine pro-
duced in Mexico, as well as cocaine produced in Colombia. 

Second, the drug cartels have undermined both Mexican and 
American rule of law. It becomes increasingly difficult for 
American law enforcement to conceive an effective anti-drug 
trafficking strategy when there are cracks in the pillars of Mex-
ican policies and institutions. Political corruption has been 
rampant over the past five years. In 2008, Mexican authori-
ties discovered that one of the country’s anti-drug czars, Noe 
Ramirez Mandujano, had received a $450,000 bribe from the 
drug cartels for leaking intelligence on the government’s crack-
down efforts. 

Beyond corruption within various government agencies, Mex-
ican presidents have lacked a cohesive strategy for reducing 
the power of the drug cartels. From 2000 to 2006, violence in 
Mexico increased as President Vicente Fox ordered Mexican 
troops to fight cartels in the border regions. Later, President 
Felipe Calderon amplified the strategy of his predecessor by 
sending 50,000 troops to combat the cartels. Though these 
crackdowns strained the power of the cartels, the number of 

Reuters
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drug-related deaths escalated. Furthermore, a number of car-
tels offered lucrative financial incentives to troops who desert-
ed the Mexican Armed Forces. The relationship between the 
economics of the drug trafficking industry and the inadequate 
capacity of Mexican institutions to maintain order only exac-
erbates the vicious cycle of drug violence and corruption. Af-
ter his recent election in 2012, President Enrique Peña Nieto 
initiated a radical departure from the strategy of his two pre-
decessors by prioritizing the reduction of overall violence over 
the crackdown on cartels. 

Though President Peña Nieto’s strategy emphasizes arresting 
cartel leaders, the strategy requires a more comprehensive so-
lution for reducing the power of the cartels. In 2014, 53 percent 
of Mexicans said that President 
Peña Nieto is “doing well” at 
“fighting organized crime and 
drug traffickers.” President 
Peña Nieto has opposed any 
form of U.S. military presence 
in Mexico. However, given the 
failure of confrontational ap-
proaches in responding to the 
cartels, U.S. military interven-
tion in Mexico is likely to be 
counterproductive and may not carry political salience here at 
home. The drug problem in Mexico necessitates a balance be-
tween ensuring adequate law enforcement while limiting con-
frontation and strengthening anti-corruption measures. 

Third, the drug cartels in Mexico pose an ongoing challenge 
to American border security and a long-term threat to com-
munities in the Southwestern United States. As long as the 
cartels acquire profits from drug sales in the U.S. and use that 

The relationship between the 
economics of the drug trafficking 
industry and the inadequate 
capacity of Mexican institutions 
to maintain order only 
exacerbates the vicious cycle of 
drug violence and corruption.
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money to purchase American-manufactured weapons, the 
United States is part of the vicious cycle of drug violence. The 
1,954 mile-long border between the United States and Mexi-
co compounds this problem. Current U.S. law enforcement 
initiatives along the border have generated mixed results. In 
2011, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) removed 
43,262 criminal aliens involved in illegal drug activity from 
the United States. Despite the efforts of the DHS to decrease 
the flow of illicit drugs across the border, cartels continue to 
smuggle hundreds of thousands of metric tons of illicit drugs 
in the United States annually. Drug violence has also spilled 
over into the United States. Though cases of heinous crimes 
carried out by the drug cartels in the U.S.—such as the 2010 
beheading of an Arizona man—are rare, the probability and 
magnitude of spillover could increase in the long-term given 
the growing presence of the cartels in the Southwestern United 
States. 

However, a coordinated American and Mexican strategy for 
reducing drug violence would be to create a diplomatic path-
way toward reconciliation for cartel members who are will-
ing to split off from the cartels and renounce violence. The 
economic, legal, and security aspects of the drug violence un-
derscore an underlying phenomenon: when an organization 
operates outside of the bounds of the rule of law, it cannot en-
force contracts or mediate disputes via the rule of law. Conse-
quently, violence becomes the organization’s modus operandi. 
Given the illicit market power of the cartels, it is unlikely that 
the Mexican government can eliminate the entire industry. 
However, to simultaneously reduce violence in Mexico and 
weaken the cartels, the Department of State should use the 
lessons from past experience. 

The proposed SRUM diplomatic campaign can take valu-
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able strategic lessons from the experience of SRAP in nego-
tiating with the Taliban. In Afghanistan, SRAP devised and 
executed a strategy for reconciliation by (1) mustering a team 
of professionals from across the interagency; (2) utilizing the 
preponderance of power and economic aid to conduct diplo-
matic negotiations from a position of strength; and (3) increas-
ing Afghanistan’s integration through economic links with its 
Central Asian neighbors through a proposed New Silk Road. 
SRUM can adopt a similar strategy tailored specifically to the 
problems in Mexico. The following options are not mutually 
exclusive, but components of a comprehensive approach for 
engaging with the drug cartels. 

The first step would entail establishing an interagency team 
and engaging in bilateral discussions with the Mexican Gov-
ernment over a stronger liaison relationship in enhancing law 
enforcement in Mexico. Despite President Peña Nieto’s op-
position to U.S. military presence, he has expressed interest 
in receiving advice and training from the U.S. on possible 
counterinsurgency tactics. However, it is inaccurate to assert 
that Mexico and Afghanistan are perfectly analogous cases and 
therefore problematic to superimpose a similar solution on 
the basis of that assertion. Given the current Mexican admin-
istration’s opposition to a confrontational strategy, this liaison 
relationship should consist of enhanced collaboration with (1) 
the Department of Justice (DOJ) on strengthening the institu-
tional capacity and accountability of Mexican law enforcement 
and (2) the U.S. military in working to understand the suc-
cesses and challenges in attempting to help the Afghan Armed 
Forces win the hearts and minds of the local population. This 
liaison relationship provides an opportunity to leverage the 
institutional lessons and advice of DOJ and the U.S. military 
without further perpetuating violence in Mexico through ex-
cess confrontation or intervention. However, improving the 
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capacity and accountability of Mexican law enforcement is in-
sufficient. The State Department has an opportunity to con-
vince President Peña Nieto that law enforcement is only one 
tool in reducing the power of the drug cartels. Transparent, 
accountable, and effective law enforcement must be comple-
mented by a robust diplomatic campaign aimed at inducing 
certain cartel members to reconcile with Mexican society. 

The advantages of establishing SRUM are two-fold: First, since 
the cartels operate along and across the U.S.-Mexico border, 
just as the Taliban operated along the Afghanistan-Pakistan 
border, a concerted diplomatic campaign must encompass 
both nations. Second, the United States lacks a coordinated 
whole-of-government approach toward border security. The 
DOJ and Department of Homeland Security (DHS)’s sepa-
rate efforts to regulate the flow of narcotics, money, and weap-
ons highlight a deficit in bureaucratic coordination and effi-
ciency. Given the dual domestic and transnational facets of 
drug violence, a whole-of-government approach for SRUM 
would entail bringing together a team of advisors from across 
the entire interagency spectrum, including: State Department 
experts on the countries located in the Central American drug 
smuggling routes, Department of Treasury and USAID devel-
opment experts, DOJ, DHS, Food and Drug Administration, 
and the Intelligence Community. 

There are also a number of challenges to the creation of a 
whole-of-government diplomatic team for the drug problem. 
First, the potential misalignment in the end objectives of the 
U.S. and Mexican governments toward the drug violence pos-
es a difficult problem. A whole-of-government approach can-
not be effectively implemented unless there is clarity in the 
overarching end goals of an American diplomatic campaign 
with the cartels. Second, following the SRAP experience in 
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collaborating with Hamid Karzai, potential corruption in the 
Mexican government or bureaucratic inertia might hamper 
the political will necessary to effectively collaborate with the 
host government on a diplomatic campaign. 

A core lesson of the SRAP experience is that diplomacy and 
institutional capacity are mutually reinforcing. The unique 
advantages to applying this model for coercive diplomacy to 
negotiation with the drug cartels rest on a number of prerequi-
sites. First and foremost, the Mexican government and Ameri-
can advisers must ensure that the balance of power against 
the drug cartels favors the Mexican government over the car-
tels. To this end, the U.S. can take immediate action at home 

by using law enforcement to 
arrest and prosecute drug car-
tel members operating within 
American territory. Moreover, 
the U.S. can increase economic 
assistance to Mexican law en-
forcement under conditions 
of transparency and account-
ability. By strengthening the 
Mexican government’s rule of 
law and capacity to manage the 
violence perpetuated by the 
cartels, a diplomatic campaign 

could have much more potential for success. If cartels rely on 
violence and coercion to mediate disputes, a preponderance of 
power toward the Mexican government and people can shift 
the playing field: weakened cartel members would have an in-
centive to come to engage in diplomatic negotiations with the 
SRUM to forsake their activities. Second, like the SRAP ex-
perience, the SRUM diplomatic campaign would operate in a 
symbiotic relationship with the Mexican government’s capac-

Transparent, accountable, 
and effective law enforce-
ment must be comple-
mented by a robust dip-
lomatic campaign aimed 
at inducing certain cartel 
members to reconcile with 
Mexican society.
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ity to reduce violence. As law enforcement weakens the cartels, 
diplomacy can be used to split members off from the organi-
zations, thereby further reducing the power of the actors at the 
core of these cartels. 

A number of challenges to applying the SRAP coercive diplo-
macy model to Mexican drug violence exist. First, one might 
raise the objection that representatives from the drug cartels 
may lack the political willingness to negotiate with the Mexi-
can government. An SRUM will not simply rely on the U.S. 
and Mexican governments extending an invitation to drug car-
tel representatives to negotiate. On the contrary, effective di-
plomacy should not be built upon fear, but the pressure and 
preponderance of power created by enhanced American and 
Mexican law enforcement on their respective sides of the bor-
der. The cartels may not currently have the political willing-
ness to come to the negotiating table, but pressure can play 
an instrumental role in creating that will. In the SRAP case, 
the Afghan government had to acquire enough institutional 
capacity and strength before the window of opportunity to ne-
gotiate with the Taliban emerged. Moreover, many Mexican 
government officials may lack the political will to sit down 
with cartel members. After all, the allegations of corruption 
between government officials and cartels are rampant, so the 
outward appearance of diplomatic liaisons between the cartels 
and Mexican government are likely to appear controversial. 
However, it is a fallacy to assert that all cartels are monolithic 
organizations. As long as the SRUM campaign can pressure 
some cartel members to break off from their own organiza-
tions or provide information to law enforcement, the SRUM 
and Mexican government can frame diplomacy as a tool to 
weaken the cartels from within. In addition, like the SRAP 
case, the U.S. and Mexican governments can work to keep 
individual negotiations and their content secret until their 
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culmination. Second, there is a key contextual difference be-
tween SRAP and SRUM. In the former, an allied government 
connected the United States with an individual who served 
as a senior representative of the Taliban, thereby opening the 
door to conversation. In Mexico, there are seven major cartels 
and this fact inevitably complicates the diplomatic campaign. 
However, the SRUM might be able to transform this chal-
lenging context into an advantage: as caveats on reconciliation, 
cartel members must be willing to renounce violence and pro-
vide human intelligence (HUMINT) on their own cartels or 
rivals. Such HUMINT could bolster law enforcement efforts 
to infiltrate the cartels and strengthen diplomatic efforts by 
pinpointing the appropriate cartel agents with whom to open 
avenues of communication. 

Third, it is difficult to measure the domestic political salience 
of a potential SRUM campaign in the United States because 
the initiative has never been proposed before. However, im-
migration, border security, and U.S.-Mexico relations will in-
evitably play an important role in the 2016 election and pri-
mary season. Given former Secretary of State Clinton, Senator 
Rubio (R-FL), and Governor Bush (R-FL)’s work on immi-

gration reform and considerable Hispanic outreach, these is-
sues will likely occupy a more elevated role in the 2016 election 
than before. Given that the reduction of drug violence and 
border security are inter-related issues, the implementation 
of the SRUM in the final two years of the Obama adminis-
tration may foster more nuanced political discourse on U.S.-
Mexico relations during the election season. At the same time, 
it is possible that some politicians may criticize a potential 
SRUM diplomatic campaign as a demonstration of weakness 
or a legitimization of the drug cartels. Given the likely ineffi-
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cacy of military force and the American public’s opposition to 
U.S. military intervention, the creative combination of other 
resources at the Obama administration’s disposal—diploma-
cy, law enforcement, and economic revitalization—offers the 
broadest and most flexible set of alternatives. 

The challenges to a successful SRUM campaign are many, but 
the SRUM offers a clear alignment of limited resources with 
the overarching end goal of a peaceful, stable, and prosperous 
Mexico. The revitalization of the Mexican economy naturally 
plays a key role in the execution of the SRUM diplomatic 
strategy. First, the Department of State could work with Con-
gress to mitigate the adverse effect of its agricultural subsidies 
on Mexican farmers. The decrease in American corn prices 
below the Mexican market prices, coupled with reductions 
to trade tariffs under the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA), has resulted in increased U.S. corn exports to 
Mexico, hindering the vitality of Mexico’s agricultural sector. 
It would be difficult to acquire bipartisan support to scale back 
existing corn subsidies, which could harm U.S. agricultural ex-
ports globally. Instead, Congress can provide direct economic 
aid so the Mexican government can increase subsidies to its 
own agricultural sector. 

Second, new regional economic initiatives and institutions be-
yond NAFTA are essential. Under the SRUM, the United 
States could facilitate and coordinate regular summits between 
American, Mexican, and Latin American entrepreneurs and 
technology executives. These efforts could be similar to the 
joint initiative between Former Intel CEO Craig Barrett and 
Russian business magnate Viktor Veskelberg to plan the new 
Skolkovo Innovation Center, the so-called ‘Silicon Valley of 
Russia.’ A similar entrepreneurial center in Mexico and Latin 
America could increase the region’s technological development. 
Third, education is the engine of economic and technological 



SIPR  |  55

vitality. Areas of Mexico with low standardized test scores are 
directly correlated with high rates of poverty and drug violence. 
SRUM advisors from USAID can help consult the Mexican 
government on how to strategically invest the revenues and 
foreign aid it receives into the improvement of schools. With-
out economic vitality, the drug cartels can continue to poach 
human capital from the Mexican labor market. With more 
viable educational and economic opportunities, Mexican citi-
zens would have a disincentive to work for dangerous, illicit 
drug traffickers. 

However, there are two challenges and disadvantages to these 
economic revitalization policies that must be overcome. First, 
the SRUM should be cautious about promoting regional 
infrastructural development in Mexico in a way that allows 
drug traffickers to increase their regional mobility. Second, 
the SRUM must work with the Mexican government and the 
intelligence assets of both countries to ensure that increased 
technological and economic progress does not bolster the 
drug cartels. If Mexico experiences economic growth under 

these policies, the cartels’ cur-
rent partnerships with corrupt 
public servants should not 
transform into partnerships 
with corrupt corporate execu-

tives. Through a whole-of-government approach that includes 
reliance on intelligence assets, summits between American 
and Mexican business leaders, and close coordination with the 
Mexican government, it is possible to mitigate these two risks. 

Challenges to effective diplomacy toward the cartels exist, but 
this ought not be a negotiation out of fear. The use of force 
alone is insufficient and the status quo is unsatisfactory. The 
combination of law enforcement, economic revitalization, and 

Education is the engine of 
economic and 
technological vitality.
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diplomacy can form a mutually reinforcing strategy to pres-
sure cartel members to weaken their own organizations. The 
Obama administration should approve the creation of a Spe-
cial Representative for the United States and Mexico to fos-
ter a long-term strategy of reconciliation between drug cartel 

members and the Government of Mexico. This strategy should 
be based on (1) a whole-of-government diplomatic team, (2) 
a stronger liaison relationship between U.S. government and 
Mexican law enforcement, and (3) consultation with Congress 
on economic assistance and partnerships with Mexico. By 
adopting this strategy, the U.S. government can begin to help 
Mexico reduce the violence emanating from the drug cartels 
in an innovative and non-intervening fashion. If we were not 
afraid to negotiate with the Taliban in Afghanistan, we must 
not fear to negotiate with organizations operating in American 
and Mexican territory. 
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China has seen unprecedented growth in its trade in the 
Environmental Goods (EG) sector, from a negligible 
share in world exports of 3.8% at the beginning of the 

millennium to a 10.7% of the total environmental goods seg-
ment in 2008. It is now only third to Germany and the United 
States.1 While exports grew, the imports also saw an outstand-
ing increase, with China becoming the world’s second-largest 
buyer of EG in 2008, with a 7.6% share of global imports after 
the U.S.2 The evolution of China’s prominence in the interna-
tional environmental goods market exemplifies the rising Chi-
nese technological leadership and competence in the sector. 

At the center of China’s success was its two pronged approach, 
which entails reducing its own emission intensity by employ-
ing cleaner manufacturing technology as well as leading ex-
ports in this emerging high premium environmental goods 
market. To achieve these objectives, it had to align its policies 
and institutional framework.
 
This direction was provided in China’s 11th Five-Year Plan 
(2006-2010) which set a target to decrease the overall energy 

Is China Going to Lead the Global 
Clean Energy Technology Market?

By Radhika Kapoor
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intensity of the economy by 20 percent and subsequently in 
its 12th Five-Year-Plan targeting16 percent reduction in ener-
gy intensity (energy consumption per unit of GDP) and 11.4% 
increase in non-fossil energy. In 2005, China introduced its 
policy for ‘indigenous innovation’ through the Medium- and 
Long-term National Plan for Science and Technology De-
velopment (2006-20), as a means to reducing its reliance on 
low-tech manufacturing exports. Through this policy it aimed 
to boost the creation and commercialization of home-grown 
proprietary ideas and technologies through fiscal, tax and fi-
nancial incentives. 

However, it is important to take a step back and assess how 
all these actions have affected China’s comparative advantage 
in environmental goods over the past few years. It will also 
be relevant to understand how China’s evolving comparative 
advantage compares with the developed country leaders in the 
field such as the U.S. and Germany. 

What have been the key factors that have been driving this 
result? This paper aims to ascertain whether or not China will 
be able to sustain its comparative advantage by assessing its 
past RCA (Revealed Comparative Advantage) trends, policy 
interventions and tariff structures (trade and non-trade bar-
riers) to assume future leadership in clean energy technology 
exports to the world, overtaking both USA and Germany. 

For the purpose of this research paper, we shall do our analy-
sis on 15 critical clean energy technology components which 
have a high GHG mitigation potential.3 We will build on the 
framework provided by the World Bank list of 12 environmen-

Methodology
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tal goods and include within its gambit, components of nuclear 
energy and hydroelectricity technologies so as to make the list 
more representative of prominent clean energy technologies. 
This paper applies a comprehensive measure of RCA (Re-
vealed Comparative Advantage) based on Balassa to the above 
mentioned set of 15 clean energy technology goods for China, 
US, and Germany, respectively.4 It is expressed as follows: 

  RCA  = 

wherein X represents exports, i is a country, j is a commod-
ity (or industry), t is a set of commodities (or industries), and 
n is a set of countries. RCA measures a country’s exports of 
a commodity (or industry) relative to its total exports and to 
the corresponding exports of a set of countries excluding that 
of country i. A comparative advantage is “revealed”, if RCA 
greater than 1. However, if RCA is less than 1, the country is 
said to have a comparative disadvantage in the commodity/in-
dustry. We will perform the RCA analysis for China, the U.S. 
and Germany for the years 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, and 2013. 
The data for the analysis was taken from UN COMTRADE. 
The paper will also address barriers to trade liberalization.

While China has been competitive in products like batteries 
for storing solar energy, it is remarkable to see the increase of 
its share of world export in these products. It is also interesting 
to note that China has built its comparative advantage in steam 
turbine and other vapor turbines from 0.16 in 2003 to 1.29 in 
2013 and in hydraulic turbines from 0.21 in 2003 to 1.59 in 2013. 

Analysis of China’s RCA in Environmental Goods
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RCA Analysis for China

Comm.
Code

RCA 
China 
2003

RCA 
China 
2006

RCA 
China 
2009

RCA 
China 
2012

RCA 
China 
2013

Average 
RCA

Nuclear Power

Reactors, boilers & 
machinery

8401 0.01 0.04 0.12 0.08 0.06 0.06

Steam Turbines & 
Other vapor turbines

8406 0.16 0.35 1.22 1.20 1.29 0.84

Hydro Electricity Hydraulic Turbines 8410 0.21 0.68 1.85 2.10 1.59 1.28

Clean Coal 
Technology

Producer Gas 
Generator

840510 0.13 0.15 0.21 0.34 0.27 0.22

Turbo Gas Turbines < 
5000 KW

841181 0.02 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.05 0.03

Turbo Gas Turbines > 
5000 KW

841182 0.02 0.17 0.03 0.02 0.07 0.06

Turbo Gas Turbines 
Other Parts

841199 0.03 0.08 0.12 0.14 0.12 0.10

Wind Power

Gearbox for Wind 
Turbines

848340 0.36 0.31 0.43 0.59 0.58 0.46

Transmission Shaft 848360 0.91 0.39 0.42 0.65 0.65 0.60

Wind-powered Elec. 
generating sets

850231 0.00 0.01 0.24 0.44 0.37 0.21

Towers & Lattice Masts 730820 0.27 1.17 0.73 0.61 0.70 0.69

Batteries for storing 
Solar Power

850720 2.84 3.96 2.85 2.58 2.29 2.90

Solar Energy

Device to control 
the functioning of 
Photovoltaic System

853710 0.33 0.40 0.63 0.70 0.69 0.55

Photovoltaic cells 854140 1.12 1.82 3.19 3.39 3.29 2.56

Energy Eff. 
Technology

Energy Efficient 
Lighting

853931 5.08 8.30 8.13 10.17 11.47 8.63

Table 1: Static Analysis of China’s Revealed Comparative Advantage in Environmental Goods
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Technology Product Dynamic Analysis

RCA China 
(2003 - 2013)

RCA China 
(2006 - 2013)

RCA China 
(2009 - 2013)

RCA China 
(2012 - 2013)

Nuclear Power

Reactors, boilers & 
machinery

0.05 0.02 -0.06 -0.02

Steam Turbines & 
Other vapor turbines

1.13 0.94 0.07 0.08

Hydro Electricity Hydraulic Turbines 1.38 0.91 -0.26 -0.51

Clean Coal 
Technology

Producer Gas 
Generator

0.14 0.12 0.06 -0.07

Turbo Gas Turbines 
< 5000 KW

0.02 0.01 0.02 0.01

Turbo Gas Turbines 
> 5000 KW

0.04 -0.11 0.03 0.04

Turbo Gas Turbines 
Other Parts

0.09 0.04 0.00 -0.02

Wind Power

Gearbox for Wind 
Turbines

0.22 0.27 0.15 -0.01

Transmission Shaft -0.26 0.26 0.22 0.00

Wind-powered Elec. 
generating sets

0.37 0.36 0.13 -0.07

Towers & Lattice 
Masts

0.43 -0.47 -0.03 0.09

Solar Energy

Batteries for storing 
Solar Power

-0.55 -1.67 -0.56 -0.30

Device to control
the functioning of 
Photovoltaic System

0.36 0.29 0.07 0.00

Photovoltaic cells 2.17 1.47 0.09 -0.10

Energy Eff.
Technology

Energy Efficient 
Lighting

6.39 3.17 3.34 1.30

Table 2: Dynamic Analysis of China’s Revealed Comparative Advantage in Environmental Goods
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As for the other clean energy technology products, it is certain 
that overall the RCA of all these products has been increas-
ing since 2003. The dynamic analysis of China’s RCA (Table 
3) over different time periods suggests that over the decade 
(2003–2013) there has been an overall increase in the RCA of 
almost all of the selected products barring that of the wind en-
ergy transmission shaft and solar energy batteries which have 
decreased by 0.26 and 0.55, respectively.

Table 2 provides a perspective on China’s RCA trends in the 
selected commodities over the decade 2003 -2013, which dem-
onstrate China’s growing competitiveness in the clean energy 
technology domain. The section below identifies the various 
clean energy technologies and describes in detail China’s com-
parative advantage in the identified commodities within these 
clean energy technologies. 

Reactors, Boilers, and Machinery: China is currently uncom-
petitive in the export of nuclear technology with an average 
RCA of 0.06 (Table 2). China’s RCA increased only margin-
ally by 0.05 over the decade (2003-13) (Table 3). To encourage 
import of this critical technology and encourage technology 
transfer, China has very low average ad-valorem tariff of 1.4% 
on the import of the nuclear energy technology. Given the 
massive investments in R&D and strong political will to de-
velop this industry as a potential export market, we could see 
a gradual increase in China’s RCA for nuclear energy technol-
ogy in the near future.

Steam Engine: Steam engines are a critical component of nucle-
ar power plants. In 2009, China was the third largest exporter 

A. Nuclear Energy Technology
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and importer of steam turbines and other vapor turbines and 
accounted for 15 percent of world exports and 7.6 percent of 
world imports.5 This export prowess is projected in the RCA 
of 1.22 for China in 2009 in this segment (Table 2) which only 
increased to 1.29 in 2013. To maintain its leadership even do-
mestically, China has a prohibitive ad-valorem import tariff of 
14% on the commodity.

Hydropower is the largest renewable energy source, and it pro-
duces around 16 % of the world’s electricity and over four-fifths 
of the world’s renewable electricity. 

Hydraulic Turbine and Parts: China captured 28% of the world 
export share in markets by 2010 and 31% by 2012. This cor-
roborates that China over the years has developed a compara-
tive advantage in this industry. In 2003, its RCA was 0.21, 
whereas in 2013 its RCA increased to 1.59, indicating strong 
export competitiveness. China levies average tariffs of 4.3 % on 
the imports of these turbines and their parts.

The Chinese government is keenly interested in advanced 
technologies for using coal to generate electricity, including 
ultra-supercritical, cycle fluidized bed, and high-efficiency wa-
ter-saving technologies. In terms of market size, gas turbine 
manufacturing enterprises achieved sales revenues of more 
than $6 billion in 2010, taking a share of more than 70% of the 
gross sales revenue across China. However, it is important to 
note that China had no comparative advantage in this tech-

B. Hydropower

C. Clean Coal Technology
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nology as on 2013. It’s RCA in 2013 for turbo gas turbines 
<5000KW, >5000KW, and turbo gas turbine parts were 0.05, 
0.07, and 0.12, respectively. 

The ad-valorem import tariffs on the other hand were as high 
as 15%, 3%, and 5%, respectively. This suggests that the Chinese 
government is protecting its import competing industry es-
pecially in the segment of turbo gas turbine of less than 5000 
KW. It is also reflective of the intent of Chinese government 
to grow competitive in this segment by encouraging its local 
manufacturers to dominate the Chinese market where demand 
for gas turbines in China was speculated to grow by 8.4% annu-
ally through 2011.6  

China is the largest market for wind energy in the world. The 
Chinese wind market more than doubled its capacity from 
44.7 GW in 2010 to reach 91.4 GW by the end of 2013, ce-
menting China’s global lead in terms of cumulative installed 
wind power capacity. Drastic increase in China’s cumulative 
installed wind power capacity can be attributed to the various 
government incentives provided to domestic manufacturers. 

Wind Powered Generating Sets: in 2012, international trade in 
wind powered generating sets was highly concentrated with 
European countries accounting for almost 70% of exports while 
China contributed to less than 14% of exports. This is reflected 
in China’s low RCA in this commodity of 0.37 in 2012. The 
average RCA of China over 2003-2013 in this commodity is 
0.21 suggesting no competence in this commodity. 

Towers and Lattice: China was one of the most competitive 

D. Wind Power Technology
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exporters in the towers and lattice masts for wind power gen-
eration in the year 2006 with RCA of 1.17. However, with time 
it has seen a decline in its competitive advantage. The average 
RCA of this commodity export from China during 2003-2013 
was only 0.69. This suggests that while it was exporting its 
product to USA and other European countries, it was not suf-
ficiently competitive in this segment. 

Gearbox and Transmission Shaft: Comprising roughly 15% of 
total wind turbine cost, gearbox manufacturing is critical to 
China’s localization of components and equipment. China is 
not export competitive in production of both the gearbox and 
transmission shaft and has an average RCA of 0.46 and 0.60 
from 2003-2013 (Table 2). At the same time its ad-valorem 
import tariffs are as high as 8%. This is because China seeks to 
protect this infant industry segment and harbor greater finan-
cial and technical strength of domestic manufacturers. 

Batteries: China has become one of the world’s largest ex-
porters of lead-acid batteries; the export volume and export 
amount are increasing at the annual rates of 40% and 35% re-
spectively. It has an average RCA of 2.9. While this commod-
ity is extremely competitive, it has seen a relative decrease in 
its RCA from 2.84 in 2003 to 2.29 in 2013. The relative de-
crease in RCA is primarily due to non-tariff barriers imposed 
on Chinese exports of Lead-acid battery by European Union, 
the United States and other developed countries in 2012-13, 
owing to high mercury/lead content in these batteries which is 
regarded as hazardous to the environment. 

Solar PV: China’s share in world exports of Solar PV increased 

E. Solar Energy Technology
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from 0% in 2003 to a 37% in 2013, while its RCA also increased 
from 1.12 to 3.29 over the period, which signals China’s strong 
dominance in the industry. China is presently a leader in the 
industry. However, a deeper look at the analysis reveals that 
despite such high comparative advantage, between 2012 and 
2013, China saw a relative decline of 0.1 in its RCA and dur-
ing the same time China maintained a high tariff of 8% on the 
imports of Solar PV. Interestingly since 2008, through govern-
ment subsidies, the manufacturing capacity of China’s solar-
panel industry grew tenfold.

Over the 10 years (2003-13), there have been considerable 
increases in comparative advantage in the case of energy ef-
ficiency lighting (RCA increased by 6.39) suggesting drastic 
increase in market share in this product. The average RCA 
for the commodity was 8.63, while its RCA in 2013 was 11.47. 
This result comes as no surprise as Chinese manufacturers are 
strongest in the low-wattage LEDs. Chinese companies cap-
ture about 30 percent of the global market. That gives them 
the biggest share ahead of Japan, South Korea, Germany, Tai-
wan, and the United States, which share the rest of the market 
in fairly even proportions.7 The tariff in the segment is also nil, 
suggesting China’s confidence in its comparative advantage.

The U.S. is one of the leading exporters of Environmental 
Goods in the world, ranking third only to China and Ger-
many. By analyzing the RCA of the 15 environmental goods, 
we conclude that overall, the U.S. is most export-competitive 

F. Energy Efficient Lighting Technology

Analysis of the US’ RCA in Environmental Goods
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Static Analysis Category

Commodity
Comm. 
Code

RCA
USA
2003

RCA
USA
2003

RCA
USA
2003

RCA
USA
2003

RCA
USA
2003

Average
RCA

Nuclear 
Power

Reactors, boilers &
machinery

8401 0.84 0.74 0.57 0.59 1.02 0.75

Steam Turbines &
Other vapor turbines

8406 1.08 1.16 1.27 1.00 0.86 1.08

Hydro
Electricity

Hydraulic Turbines 8410 0.40 0.51 0.45 0.55 0.49 0.48

Clean Coal 
Technology

Producer Gas 
Generator

840510 1.15 0.98 1.72 1.71 1.81 1.48

Turbo Gas Turbines < 
5000 KW

841181 4.76 4.65 5.45 2.79 2.10 3.95

Turbo Gas Turbines > 
5000 KW

841182 5.62 7.30 7.14 6.19 5.77 6.40

Turbo Gas Turbines 
Other Parts

841199 3.38 4.30 3.22 3.51 3.35 3.55

Wind Power

Gearbox for Wind 
Turbines

848340 0.72 0.78 0.79 0.94 0.94 0.83

Transmission Shaft 848360 1.24 1.34 1.31 1.47 1.44 1.36

Wind-powered Elec. 
generating sets

850231 0.01 0.28 0.28 0.63 0.62 0.37

Towers & Lattice Masts 730820 0.48 0.75 0.24 0.41 0.40 0.46

Solar Energy

Batteries for storing 
Solar Power

850720 0.96 1.18 1.32 1.44 1.65 1.31

Device to control 
the functioning of 
Photovoltaic System

853710 0.97 1.36 1.21 1.19 1.29 1.20

Photovoltaic cells 854140 1.14 0.90 0.70 0.47 0.48 0.74

Energy Eff.
Technology

Energy Efficient 
Lighting

853931 0.44 0.35 0.25 0.30 0.33 0.34

Average RCA 1.55 1.77 1.73 1.55 1.50

Table 3: Static Analysis of the U.S.’ RCA in Environmental Goods

Data Source: UNCOMTRADE
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Static Analysis Category

Commodity
Com.
Code

RCA  
2003

RCA 
2006

RCA 
2009

RCA 
2012

RCA 
2013

Average 
RCA

Nuclear 
Power

Reactors, boilers & 
machinery

8401 0.84 0.74 0.57 0.59 1.02 0.75

Steam Turbines & 
Other vapor turbines

8406 1.51 2.03 1.74 2.28 1.72 1.86

Hydro 
Electricity

Hydraulic Turbines 8410 1.07 1.63 1.12 1.08 1.16 1.21

Clean Coal 
Technology

Producer Gas 
Generator

840510 0.60 3.35 1.27 1.94 1.40 1.71

Turbo Gas Turbines < 
5000 KW

841181 3.17 3.71 0.44 0.78 1.11 1.84

Turbo Gas Turbines > 
5000 KW

841182 0.57 0.89 0.61 1.90 1.20 1.03

Turbo Gas Turbines 
Other Parts

841199 1.17 0.95 1.36 1.44 1.64 1.31

Wind Power

Gearbox for Wind 
Turbines

848340 2.98 3.40 3.46 2.92 2.77 3.11

Transmission Shaft 848360 3.24 4.03 4.98 3.97 4.02 4.05

Wind-powered Elec. 
generating sets

850231 0.67 3.36 2.55 5.46 5.52 3.51

Towers & Lattice 
Masts

730820 0.35 0.29 0.67 0.31 0.61 0.45

Solar Energy

Batteries for storing 
Solar Power

850720 1.53 1.41 1.21 1.05 1.07 1.25

Device to control the 
functioning of 
Photovoltaic System

853710 2.40 3.02 2.71 2.80 2.85 2.76

Photovoltaic cells 854140 0.79 1.16 1.32 1.02 0.84 1.02

Energy Eff. 
Technology

Energy Efficient 
Lighting

853931 NA NA 0.95 0.82 0.75 0.50

Average RCA 1.39 2.00 1.66 1.89 1.85

Table 4: Static Analysis of Germany’s RCA in Environmental Goods

Data Source: UNCOMTRADE
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in clean energy technologies such as clean coal, nuclear power 
and solar energy technology. However, it is not as export com-
petitive in clean energy technologies such as hydropower, wind 
power and energy efficient lighting. The average ad-valorem 
tariffs imposed by USA on the import of these 15 Environ-
mental Goods range between 0% to 3.4%, suggesting significant 
liberalization in the trade of these goods. USA’s dominance in 
exports of these clean energy technologies is being challenged 
aggressively by both Germany and China. It is interesting to 
note that between 2007 and 2010, the U.S. trade deficit in envi-
ronmental goods with China increased 170 percent (Table 3).8

Germany is the world leader in exports of environmental 
goods as on 2013. Germany’s leadership is a result of the sharp 
contraction in the role of the United States. However, China 
is not far behind Germany in the quest of leadership of glob-
al clean energy technology markets. Overall, Germany had a 
comparative advantage in all selected clean energy technolo-
gies, except that in energy efficient lighting technology (Table 
8). It is interesting to note that while Germany gained com-
parative advantage in nuclear reactor and boiler technologies 
in 2013, it lost competitiveness in Solar PV (Photovoltaic) ex-
ports. The average tariffs imposed by USA on the import of 
these 15 Environmental Goods range between 0% to 4.5%, sug-
gesting liberalization in the trade of these goods however less 
so as compared with USA (Table 4).

There are various non-trade barriers and measures employed 
by governments across the globe to protect their import com-

Analysis of Germany’s RCA in Environmental Goods

Non-Trade Barriers in Environmental Goods Trade
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peting industries from foreign competition. Some of the com-
mon barriers to trade in environmental goods are business 
licensing and registration, lengthy procedures related to valu-
ation of goods at customs, local content requirements, restric-
tive technical standards; disproportionately onerous labeling, 
packaging and documentation requirements; non-transparent 
government procurement and contracting procedures; restric-
tions on professional services, investment, and ownership; in-
tellectual property protection, preferential procurement, legal 
and regulatory framework issues, lack of financing, lack of ad-
equate energy infrastructure, and incompatible standards. 

Over the last decade, China has grown dramatically to become 
a leading exporter in global environmental goods markets ow-
ing to enhanced export competitiveness, evolution of its en-
vironmental legislation and policy and also due to extensive 
government support in the form of subsidy and protection. 
However, a recent study by Usha C.V. Haley and George T. 
Haley published in the Harvard Business Review proves that 

Policy Implications and Conclusion

Wind Turbine and photovoltaic cells, North China (Xinhua/Yang Shiyao/IANS)
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the trade competitiveness of Chinese exports stems from ex-
tensive government support in the form of subsidies.9 The 
research argues that in industries such as: solar, steel, glass, 
paper, and auto parts, labor was between 2% and 7% of produc-
tion costs, while imported raw materials and energy accounted 
for most costs. The production mostly came from small com-
panies that possessed no scale economies.10 Yet, Chinese prod-
ucts routinely sold for 25% to 30% less than those from the U.S. 
or European Union. 

China sees its transition to a clean energy economy as an im-
perative for its sustainable growth, energy security and as a 
strategic opportunity to become a leader in this vital emerging 
market sector with higher premiums. It has undisputed com-
parative advantage in certain clean energy technologies like 
energy efficient lighting, Solar PV and batteries, hydraulic mo-
tors and steam engine technology. However, it is still develop-
ing competence under a protected environment in wind, clean 
coal and nuclear energy technology. As WTO strengthens 
trade liberalization efforts in environmental goods, China will 
benefit a great deal from a larger export market for products in 
solar, hydro power and energy efficient lighting in developing 
countries. However, lowering its high tariffs and other non-
trade barriers in products where it does not have comparative 
advantage will hurt China’s domestic manufacturers. Therefore 
in order to reach scale in this high technology space of envi-
ronmental goods while it strategizes liberalization, China must 
continue to develop its domestic market, invest in research 
and development , provide financial and market incentives 
and strengthen its trade ties with other developing countries. 
While Germany leads most of the clean energy technology ex-
ports currently, with USA not far behind, China, backed with 
a strong policy framework, has an unprecedented opportunity 
to establish its leadership in this sector in the near future. 
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Stoking the Fire without a Stick: 
The Rohingya Conflict as a

Political Instrument

By Amanda Ussak

Myanmar is no stranger to ethnic and religious con-
flict. The disputed status of Myanmar’s minority 
Muslims in Arakan (now Rakhine) State dates 

back centuries. There is no singular origin of these tensions, 
but territorial disputes and arbitrary colonial policies have of-
ten been blamed. The modern era of the conflict can be dated 
to the creation of a 1982 law that declared “non-indigenous” 
groups as “associate citizens.” By doing so, the regime stripped 
Rohingya of their rights in an attempt to classify them as il-
legal immigrants from Muslim Bangladesh. Bangladesh, how-
ever, refused to accept them as their citizens claiming most 
have lived in the Northern Rakhine since before Myanmar’s 
independence.1 Today, there are around one million Rohing-
ya living within Myanmar’s borders.2  

The Buddhist nationalists largely responsible for recent attacks 
on the Rohingya claim that the Rohingya presence poses two 
basic threats: Islam changing the Buddhist identity of Myan-
mar, and foreigners laying claim to Myanmar territory. How-
ever, the perception of these threats, whether they are real or 
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not, is not new, and fails to explain the recent devastating vio-
lence committed by Buddhists against Muslims.3 Why has this 
conflict, which has simmered for years, seen a dramatic in-
crease in violence since 2012? And why has this conflict been 
ignored by the central government in the last two years even as 
it has brokered deals with other minority groups? 

This paper suggests a new theory: that the regime is allowing 
this particular conflict to escalate in order to reconstruct its 
image as the sole defender of the Buddhist nation ahead of 
general elections later this year. Since President Thein Sein 
took office, each public challenge he has faced has coincided 
with the re-emergence of anti-Muslim violence across Myan-
mar. With the international media focused on promised dem-
ocratic reforms and with opposition party National League for 
Democracy’s (NLD) famed Aung Sun Suu Kyi free to cam-
paign, this year’s elections will be the largest challenge yet to 
President Sein’s power. The expansion of internet and mobile 
phones have allowed Buddhist nationalist groups to spread 
anti-Muslim propaganda that touts the threat that Rohingya 
pose to Myanmar’s security and its Buddhist identity.4 Allow-
ing the Buddhist nationalists to escalate this conflict without 
attempting to negotiate a settlement or quell the violence, 
President Sein and his Union Solidarity and Development 
Party (USDP) attempt to gain political backing from national-
ist groups while avoiding international condemnation for ac-
tively supporting the Rakhine Buddhists against the Rohingya. 

The existing literature on conflict and democratization pro-
vides few answers to the question of this increasing violence 
directed toward the Rohingya. Jack Snyder’s theories on why 
emerging democracies go to war provide a reasonable expla-
nation for the regime’s decisions to fight various ethnic and 
religious groups since it came to power in 1962. But they stop 
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short of explaining why the conflict between Buddhist nation-
alists and the Muslim Rohingya has intensified since 2012 
despite the absence of regime involvement. Why has the re-
gime defeated or made settlements with other minority groups 
but refused to include the Rohingya? Why is the regime not 
actively fighting (or less likely, protecting) the Rohingya? If 
Snyder’s theory held, we should see the regime take an active 
and visible part in the conflict. 
Instead, it appears the regime is 
refraining from direct involve-
ment. James Fearon and David 
Laitin’s work on “Sons of the 
Soil” applied to the conflict dur-
ing independence and the re-
gime formation years but there 
is no longer a migratory dynam-
ic in Rakhine State and violence 
between long-established com-
munities is increasing. 

The purpose of this paper is threefold: first, to establish the 
recent violence against the Rohingya as a continuation of an 
old conflict; second, to apply existing theory and literature to 
the current situation of increased, pre-electoral violence, and 
third, to propose a plausible hypothesis for why we see this 
divergence from traditional patterns of ethnic violence in the 
wake of stalled democratization. Understanding the nature of 
this conflict, including its causes and reasons for its perpetua-
tion, is essential for both ending the increasingly dire situation 
and for adding nuance to the study of democratization and 
violence. 

This paper proceeds in four stages. First, I summarize the cur-
rent conflict and the parties involved, including the central 

The central government 
does not even acknowledge 
the term “Rohingya” and 
refers to the population as 
Bengali immigrants, reject-
ing both their existence as 
a distinct ethnic group and 
their place in Burma. 
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government. Next, I evaluate the existing literature on ethnic 
and sectarian violence and democratization, considering how 
it can be applied to the Rohingya conflict. I pay particular 
attention to the dynamics that existed through the 1990s and 
how the nature of the conflict has changed since. Finally, I 
use current events and political developments in Myanmar to 
demonstrate the regime’s use of the conflict for political gain. 

The Rohingya Muslims are an ethno-religious minority group 
living predominantly in Rakhine (formerly Arakan) state. 
They have been officially discriminated against for decades, 
beginning with the 1982 Burma Citizenship Law, which did 
not recognize Rohingya as a legal ethnic group of Burma. The 
central government does not even acknowledge the term “Ro-
hingya” and refers to the population as Bengali immigrants, 
rejecting both their existence as a distinct ethnic group and 
their place in Burma.         

Although there has been consistent low-level conflict between 
the Buddhist Arakanese and the Muslim Rohingya for decades, 
violent clashes erupted in 2012 following a series of retaliatory 
attacks over an assault, resulting in the displacement of more 
than 100,000 Rohingya. Burmese President Sein declared a 
state of emergency in Rakhine, which instituted martial law 
and unleashed a flood of violence against the Rohingya by state 
security forces and the notorious NaSaKa border force. Gross 
human rights violations committed against the Rohingya by 
NaSaKa and the preferential treatment and protection they 
provided Rakhine Buddhists are well documented. President 
Sein disbanded the border force in 2013 but local Buddhist 
police have filled their void with arbitrary violence toward the 

The Rohingya Conflict
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Rohingya. Violence has escalated since, creating a humanitar-
ian crisis.6 Some Rohingya have fled to Bangladesh or further, 
only to be deported back to Myanmar. The remainder live in 
squalid refugee camps in Rakhine State, prohibited from leav-
ing their confines. 

James Fearon and David Laitin explored the Sons-of-Soil 
dynamic that escalated and perpetuated many 20th Century 
civil wars.7 8 This narrative appears in the Rohingya conflict 
during the early part of Myanmar’s self-rule and again after 
the military coup in 1988. Shortly after the establishment of 
a constitution, Buddhism was declared the state religion and 
efforts were taken to diminish the effect of Muslim presence 
in the country. These included efforts to resettle Buddhists 
from central Myanmar to Muslim-majority areas of Rakhine 
state.9 The Rohingya in this case could be viewed as “sons-of-
the-soil” in the violent conflict that erupted with the ethnically 
dominant Burman Buddhist migrants. Rohingya formed local 

Existing Literature

Jonathan Saruk
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Muslim militias and attacked Buddhist establishments. Un-
der pressure from Buddhist activists, the central government 
intervened on the migrant Buddhists’ behalf and successfully 
decimated most of the militias. By 1961, the remaining Ro-
hingya militant leaders had surrendered or negotiated terms 
with the central government. Burman Buddhist migration to 
Rakhine State began again in the 1990s following the estab-
lishment of martial law. The central government promoted 
this migration by forcibly relocating Muslims to make room 
for Buddhist settlements.10 Tens of thousands of Muslims fled 
Rakhine State across the Myanmar border to Bangladesh. The 
active conflict ended through an agreement between Burma 
and Bangladesh to repatriate the Rohingya, negotiated and 
implemented by UNHCR.11

This negotiated agreement and implementation brings to mind 
Barbara Walter’s civil war settlement theories, which among 
other points, argue that a negotiated settlement can only be 
successful when a third party (in this case UNHCR) negotiates 
and enforces it.12 After fleeing to Bangladesh, the Rohingya 
were distrustful of Burmese authority’s promises to allow safe 
repatriation, or their ability to credibly commit to the settle-

ment. In 1993, UNHCR signed a Memorandum of Agreement 
with Burma13 permitting the organization to monitor the re-
turn of Rohingya to Rakhine State.14 But the ability to control 
the conflict even with a third party present was short-lived. Re-
ports of attacks and abuses of Rohingya are well documented 
and many that had fled lost their land to local Buddhists. By 
this point, the Rohingya were clearly subdued militarily and 
relegated to refugees in their own land, confined to displaced 
persons camps.15 If we consider the situation in 1996 as a final 
loss for the Rohingya in this conflict, Walter’s work fails to 
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explain why the central government continues to allow this 
ethno-religious minority group in particular to be persecuted. 

Jack Snyder and Edward Mansfield empirically show that, 
“war is most likely [to break out] in incomplete democratiza-
tion that has stalled during the transition from an authori-
tarian regime to a mixed regime, when the state suffers from 
serious institutional deficits... Political leaders frequently turn 
instead to ideological or charismatic appeals to bolster their 
rule,” (Mansfield and Snyder, Electing to Fight, 2004). That 
was certainly the case in Myanmar. Starting with a constitu-
tion that transferred power from the military to a People’s 
Assembly in 1974, Burmese military leaders have struggled to 
avoid relinquishing their grasp on the nation. It was clear from 
the first attempts at democratic reforms that the public favored 
new leadership under the opposition National League for De-
mocracy and Aung San Suu Kyi. Each time it seemed that 
democratic change was likely, the regime would again take up 
a nationalist charge against a minority group. In 2007 for ex-
ample, a fuel price surge sparked protests, and activists rallied 
behind Suu Kyi. The regime responded by rallying nationalist 
support to defeat the Karen rebels, an ethno-religious minori-

ty in northern Myanmar.16 Since President Sein took office, he 
has faced three major public challenges: public protests against 
a Chinese hydroplant project, mass calls to amend the consti-
tution, and widespread support for Suu Kyi. These challenges 
have coincided with the re-emergence of anti-Muslim violence 
across Myanmar. Without making tangible reforms that would 
develop loyalty to the ruling party, President Sein has stoked 
nationalist sentiment by exaggerating the threat of Muslims in 
Myanmar to foster support for military action against them.17 

But in 2014 this diversionary conflict trend started to change 
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in two ways. First, while violence against Rohingya increased, 
attacks were being promoted and carried out increasingly by 
Buddhist nationalists18 and less frequently by the military and 
government forces.19 Second, the ruling party under Presi-
dent Sein made tangible reforms in visible arenas like remov-
ing censorship laws and releasing political prisoners.20 While 
Mansfield and Snyder’s work provides excellent evidence for 
why stalled democratizing regimes, including Myanmar, go to 
war, it falls short of explaining the regime’s shift away from 
direct involvement in the increasing violence seen in Rakhine 
State today. 

There is extensive literature, including Mansfield and Snyder’s 
work that studies the relationship between democratization 
and violence. There is little work, however, that explores the 
specific role of elections in civil and ethnic violence. Ceder-
man, Gleditsch, & Hug empirically study this relationship and 
find strong correlation between competitive elections and the 
outbreak of civil ethnic violence within the year following the 
election.21 This could be applied to many of the ethnic conflicts 
that Myanmar has experienced, 
including violence committed 
against the Rohingya following 
elections in 1990 and 2012. But 
we are again left with the ques-
tion of why violence is escalat-
ing leading up to (rather than 
after) an election. The notion 
that continuing violence against 
the Rohingya is due to pure 
ethnic conflict between the Rakhinese and Rohingya seems 
unlikely considering intra-state conflict in Myanmar was his-
torically between the minority group and the state rather than 
“low-level societal ethnic violence” (also a global trend).22 

President Sein has stoked 
nationalist sentiment by 
exaggerating the threat of 
Muslims in Myanmar to 
foster support for military 
action against them.
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The Rohingya conflict today is marked by several character-
istics that differentiate it from previous waves of the conflict 
and from comparative cases utilized in the relevant literature. 
First, there is no conflict related to recent migration that could 
have reasonably sparked the recent attacks on the Rohingya. 
Perhaps now more than at any time previously, the Rohingya 
are segregated from other communities in Rakhine State, quar-
antined in refugee camps and specific neighborhood quarters. 
The violent attacks committed over the last two years have 
largely been carried out by communities that have lived in 
Rakhine State for more than a decade. Second, the Rohingya 
no longer have organized military operations or capacity, nor 
are they collectively fighting the central government. In other 
words, this is no longer a two-sided civil conflict. The few at-
tacks committed by the Rohingya in the last two years have 
been retaliatory in nature. Third, the central government is 
absent from the current conflict. The ruling party is neither 
using its forces to commit attacks nor taking direct action to 
prevent or enable the attacks. Despite the lack of regime in-
volvement, we see violence against the Rohingya accelerating 
in the lead up to the next election.23 

According to documentation collected by Human Rights 
Watch, recent violence in Rakhine State was “organized, in-
cited, and committed” by local Arakanese organizations, and 
Buddhist monks. Since the outbreak of recent violence in 2012, 
“President Sein has taken no serious steps to hold accountable 
those responsible or to prevent future outbreaks of violence.”24 
It appears that rather than actively persecuting the Rohingya, as 
has been the case in the past, the central government has disen-
gaged and changed its tune to outright denial of any conflict.25  

Empirical Support for Hypothesis
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These findings support the proposed hypothesis that President 
Sein and his USDP are allowing conflict between the Bud-
dhists and Rohingya in Rakhine State to escalate in order to 
recast their image as defenders of Myanmar’s Buddhist identi-
ty ahead of the next elections. Rather than send national mili-
tary forces to handle the Rohingya, they choose to ‘look the 
other way’ while allowing Buddhist nationalists to attack these 
Muslim communities. This generates a future opportunity for 
the government to step in on behalf of the Buddhists (and ‘all 
of Myanmar’) and appear as their champion in government. 
In the most recent development, the central government, fol-
lowing petitions from Buddhist nationalists, announced that 
the Temporary Resident Cards (TRC) or “white cards” some 
Rohingya carry, which gave them voting rights, will expire in 
May 2015, notably before the next election. U Wirathu, the 
leader of the 969 Movement responsible for much of the vio-
lence against the Rohingya, was jailed in 2003 for inciting anti-
Muslim violence. Despite his virulent speeches and the many 
attacks that have been committed at the hands of 969 follow-
ers in the last two years, the government has not taken action 
against Wirathu, further evidence of their willingness to allow 
Buddhists to stoke the conflict.26 

This plan also plays to the ruling party’s benefit on the in-
ternational stage. By not attacking the Rohingya as they have 
in the past, the central government can escape blame for the 
current violence and claim they are making reforms.27 28 The 
government even produced an investigative report on the 2012 
violence in Rakhine State, which pointed to underlying ten-
sions between Rakhine Buddhists and the Rohingya as the 
source of the conflict. It also included remarks from Presi-
dent Sein promising to “take all necessary measures to create 
a harmonious society.”29 Yet in 2013, Rohingya communities 
were left without defense against Buddhist mobs despite riot 
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police presence (a measure implemented after the investiga-
tion).30 Reports state, “the Buddhist mobs who perpetrated 
the violence were well-organized, and that the police stood by 
and watched as killings were carried out in broad daylight.”31 

Local Buddhists in Rakhine State have begun implementing 
measures that the central government had done in the past to 
marginalize the Rohingya, such as redistributing their prop-
erty to Buddhist families and forcing the minority Muslims 
into refugee camps.32 While the international community is 
still concerned about the human rights violations in Rakhine 
State, their attention has turned from the central government 
to the militant Buddhist nationalists, evidenced by widespread 
Western media coverage of the 969 Movement.33 

While President Sein needs to maintain his international rep-
utation as a reformer, his ultimate goal is to remain in power, 
which requires domestic support. By allowing the Buddhist 
nationalists to carry out their agenda, President Sein is simul-
taneously garnering Buddhist electoral support and striking at 
his main opposition. Though Suu Kyi has been notoriously 
silent on the Rohingya issue, many believe she would bring 
human rights violators to justice if she came to power. With-
out getting involved directly in the conflict, President Sein is 
able to gain from Suu Kyi’s silence and media speculation on 
the issue. 

President Sein knows he cannot go back on the reforms he 
has made and the promises to the international community to 
continue democratization without severe consequences. As a 
result, he must work through the electoral process to maintain 
power. President Obama removed many sanctions on Myan-

Conclusion
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mar following reforms in 2012, but has maintained some as 
a result of the ongoing violence in Rakhine State.34 President 
Sein must simultaneously be a defender of Buddhist Myan-
mar and a pro-democracy reformer. In order to do both, his 
party must walk a fine line between allowing Buddhist nation-
alists to pursue their agenda while keeping their hands clean of 
involvement in human rights abuses or violence. 

Some suggest the Rohingya conflict could have spillover ef-
fects on Buddhist-Muslim tensions in Malaysia and Indonesia, 
where the issue already mobilizes political and social groups.35 
Letting the conflict escalate could also result in the actualiza-
tion of a proclaimed concern of these Buddhist groups: mili-
tant Islamic jihad entering Myanmar’s borders.36 Al-Qaeda 
training camps have already been reported just across the bor-
der in Bangladesh, with easy access to the Muslim Rohingya 
refugee population idling in deportation camps.37 

As Buddhist Nationalists continue to attack the Rohingya, 
criticism and attention is surely to remain on them, taking 

Jonathan Saruk
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the international spotlight off President Sein and the USDP 
for a period of time. While the world is distracted, the cen-
tral government hopes to rebuild support among its domestic 
constituents by reinventing its image as a defender of Bud-
dhist Myanmar against Islam and foreigners. Although history 
would point to a decisive win for the opposition this October, 
there is no reliable polling data available. History would also 
suggest that President Sein will do what he can to stay in power. 
If this conflict continues in the current form, and Sein is able 
to appear as both reformer and Buddhist advocate, we may see 
a surprising amount of support for USDP this autumn. 
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Appendix I: Map of Rahkine (Arakan) State
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