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This issue of the Jackson School Journal 
contains some of the best written work 

developed by Jackson School students during the 
2014-2015 academic year, as well as two of our 
strongest Expert Insights interviews to date. We 
hope that this issue both showcases the highest 
caliber of Jackson School research and highlights 
the work of some of the most dynamic individuals 
working in the professional field. 		
	 The issue’s first article, The Separation of 
Religion and State, offers a fascinating analysis of 
the delicate balance between religion and state that 
exists in Japan’s modern legal system. Authored 
by junior Hannah Schwendeman, this piece is an 
excellent analysis of how the interaction between 
modern Japan’s Meiji roots and the legacy of 
the post-war occupation continues to affect the 
Japanese Supreme Court today. Originally written 
for the Law, Societies, and Justice course LSJ 367, 
Hannah’s paper provides a nuanced look at the 
history of Japan’s legal system.  
	 Next, we are proud to present a section 
from one of the Jackson School’s 2015 Task 
Forces. This issue’s Task Force section comes 
from Managing Afghanistan’s Mineral Wealth, a 
Task Force developed by ten students and advised 
by Professor Scott Montgomery. The section 
featured in this issue, International Diplomatic 
Concerns, was written by junior Michael Lane 
Smith and explores the geopolitical implications 
of Afghanistan’s abundance of natural resources. 
Michael’s piece provides our readers with an 
example of the highest level of policy writing and 
research produced by undergraduates. 

	 This issue is the first volume of the 
Journal produced during my tenure as Editor in 
Chief, and I would like to close by acknowledging 
the efforts of the amazing team that I have had 
the pleasure of working with this year. The 
Journal accepted three new editors to the board 
this year: Evelyn McCorckle, Anna Robert, 
and Thomas Zadrozny. As new editors, they 
have exceeded expectations by all accounts, and 
have contributed tremendously to the Journal’s 
work since becoming members of the Editorial 
Board. 	
	 I would also like to acknowledge the 
efforts of my predecessor Simon Walker, who 
left the Journal this winter and will graduate in 
the spring. The success of this issue was made 
possible through the strong foundation that he 
built during his tenure as Editor in Chief. His 
keen attention to detail and absolute dedication 
to the success of the Jackson School Journal will 
be sorely missed. 
	 This latest issue of the Journal continues 
the tradition of academic excellence that has 
defined the Jackson School Journal since its 
founding. Dozens of students and faculty helped 
to make this issue a possibility, and we hope 
that you enjoy reading the final product of their 
efforts. 

Sincerely,

Francis Wilson
Editor in Chief 

Letter from the Editor



   

The eighth issue of the Jackson School Journal is dedicated to Jackson School alumna 
Sarah Coney. This year, Sarah designed our beautiful new website and the Editorial Board 

is tremendously grateful for all the work she has done for the Journal’s online presence. 
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With the surrender of its forces in August 
of 1945, Japan succumbed to the Allied 

occupation and relinquished control of its 
country to the American victors. During their 
occupation, the Allied powers rewrote the 
Japanese Constitution and restructured the 
Japanese government, causing fundamental 
changes to both the core of the legal system and 
the Japanese conception of individual rights. 
Such revisions included a strict separation of 
religion and state in a country where for centuries, 
the Emperor had justified his power through 
religious doctrine. After the Constitution was 
redrafted in 1947, it fell on the newly expanded 
Supreme Court to determine how the rights 

enumerated within the document would be 
translated into Japanese society. This court is 
often portrayed as weak by constitutional and 
legal scholars, despite having made influential 
decisions on controversial issues such as 
religious freedom. While the Japanese Supreme 
Court is generally viewed as conservative in two 
contentious cases, Sekiguchi v. Kadonaga and 
Anzai v. Shiraishi, I argue that the court acted 
as a powerful arbiter in the determination of the 
scope of religious freedom in Japanese culture 
prior to the turn of the twenty-first century.  
	 Prior to World War II, the Japanese 
Supreme Court exercised little political 
power. The judges, while granted lifetime 

This paper addresses the formation of the law and legal system of Japan during the 
Meiji Restoration in the nineteenth century in the context of the historical relationship 
between religion and the state in Japan. I will examine how the post-World War II 
restructuring of Japan, led by Allied powers, affected the Japanese legal structure, 
Constitution, Supreme Court, the role of the emperor, and the concept of individual 
rights, specifically religious freedom. Despite efforts by the Allied powers to enforce 
the separation of church and state though the inclusion of such principals into the 
revised Japanese Constitution, the Japanese Supreme Court has attempted to mediate 
the text of the Constitution in an effort to reconcile the prevalence of Shinto religion in 
everyday Japanese life. Using the two most important cases regarding religious freedom 
between 1975 and 2000, this analysis provides evidence that the Japanese Supreme 
Court has been a pivotal actor in interpreting the scope of the new Constitution’s 
provision for the separation of church and state in Japan.

The Separation of Religion and State 
Faith and the Japanese Supreme Court

Hannah Schwendeman

Research Discourse



 Spring 2015           7

J
s J

s

appointments, were essentially bureaucrats.1 The 
courts themselves were positioned within the 
Emperor’s executive branch and their decisions 
were not legally binding.2 Furthermore, the 
judges did not possess the power of judicial 
review over either legislative or administrative 
laws.3 Essentially, any constitutional rights 
granted to citizens could not be judicially argued 
or protected.4   
	 The pre-war Japanese legal system was 
formulated during a time when the Japanese 
Emperor was considered both the leader of the 
government and a Shinto god. During the Meiji 
Restoration, a national period of modernization, 
Japan established a new body of law and court 
system; in 1889, the Meiji Constitution took 
effect.5 Under the Meiji Constitution, Shinto 
was “regarded as an obligation of the people 
toward the emperor and not as a religion” 
and the Emperor was considered to be the 
embodiment of both Shinto and the state.6 
Religious freedom was granted under the Meiji 
Constitution, except that this freedom could 
not interfere with civic duties; these freedoms 
were considered to be a right extended by the 
Emperor. Furthermore, the Meiji Constitution 
described the Emperor as sacred and inviolable, 
contradicting the notion of religious freedom.7 
In effect, the Meiji Constitution codified the 
supremacy of the Emperor over Japanese citizens 
in both government and religion.  
	 From the commencement of the Meiji 
government’s rule in 1868 through the end of 
World War II (with a brief respite from 1880-
1905), the Shinto religion was fiscally supported 
by the Japanese government, Shinto priests were 
granted bureaucratic rights, and temples were 
public institutions. This governmental support 
of Shinto, referred to as State Shinto, led to the 
oppression of religious minorities and the spread 

of propaganda supporting Shinto beliefs and 
emperor worship.8 During this period, Buddhist 
institutions were destroyed and confiscated 
under governmental orders, and  Christian 
leaders were tortured and killed for practicing 
their religion.9 The religious duty of citizens 
towards the state “encompassed and consumed 
political and patriotic duty.”10 Thus, religion 
and government were not only inseparable in 
Japan during this era, but completely entangled 
with and embodied in the Emperor.  
	 The conclusion of World War II and 
the subsequent Allied Occupation significantly 
restructured both Japan’s government and its 
legal system, thus dismantling the apparatus 
of State Shinto. During the Allied Occupation 
from 1945 to 1952, Japanese and Allied officials 
– specifically the American military – rewrote 
the Meiji Constitution.11 In the previous Meiji 
Constitution of 1889, state sovereignty had 
rested with the Emperor, but in 1947 that 
power was transferred to the Japanese people.12 
According to Harumi and Makoto Kojo, in these 
transfers of power the judiciary was dramatically 
restructured by the new Constitution in 1947.13 
Previously, under the Meiji Constitution, the 
authority of the judiciary was subordinate to the 
executive branch. With the new Constitution 
of 1947, the judiciary became an independent 
branch of government equal to the legislature 
with the Supreme Court at the apex. Judicial 
power was also expanded to include the right 
to examine the constitutionality of laws, a new 
principle in Japan.14 This post-war change in 
1947 established the structure for the Supreme 
Court today, which is comprised of fifteen 
Justices, including one Chief Justice. The 
Cabinet, which is the pinnacle of the executive 
branch with the Prime Minister as its head, 
selects and appoints these Justices, except for the 

The Separation of Religion and State
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Chief Justice, who is appointed by the Emperor 
after being designated by the Cabinet.15 These 
appointments are reviewed by the people 
through popular vote every ten years as 
mandated by the Constitution, but such review 
has little significance; because most Justices are 
above 60 years of age when appointed and must 
resign by the age of 70, few Justices occupy 
the bench long enough to be reviewed.16 The 
Supreme Court exercises the power of concrete 
judicial review, reviewing the constitutionality 
of laws in specific cases referred to it by both 
ordinary and appellate courts, opening access 
to the Supreme Court for individual citizens.17 
The present structure of the Supreme Court was 
largely modeled after the U.S. system by U.S. 
officials.  

	 Through redrafting the constitution, 
the Allied Occupation imposed a separation of 
religion and state upon the Japanese legal system. 
In their restructuring of Japanese governmental 
systems, the Allied powers ensured that State 
Shinto was effectively dissolved as they considered 
State Shinto to be the primary impediment to 
establishing democratic principles and religious 
freedom in Japan. General Douglas MacArthur 
as well as his staff in the General Headquarters 
assumed that Shinto was foundational to 
Japanese militarism; without accurately 

comprehending the fundamental role of Shinto 
in Japanese culture, these Allied officials oversaw 
the destruction of State Shinto during the post 
war era.18  Both Article 89 of the Japanese 
Constitution, which prohibits the use of public 
money on any religious institution, and certain 
clauses of Article 20, which guarantees freedom 
of religion to all, were not part of the drafting 
process until the United States submitted its 
constitutional draft in February of 1946; in 
other words, the Allied powers imposed these 
principles onto the Japanese government.19 
With the inclusion of these articles, State Shinto 
was terminated when the new constitution 
came into effect. In a society where previously 
the highest government member, the Emperor, 
was also a living god, there was now a strict 
separation of religious and state bodies, and it 
became the Supreme Court’s duty to ensure this 
new constitutional provision was upheld.   
	 The Japanese Supreme Court has been 
characterized by various constitutional and legal 
academics as constrained and conservative in its 
use of judicial review powers.20 Judicial decisions 
are not generally discussed as the Japanese 
courts are not considered to hold an influential 
position in Japanese politics and culture.21 
However, through case law this branch has 
defined the boundaries of the right to religious 
freedom in a culture deeply influenced by 
religious ceremonies.  
Sekiguchi v. Kadonga
	 Two cases described below demonstrate 
how the Court has marked a far less distinct 
boundary dividing state and religion. I 
demonstrate that in each case the Court created 
more room for religious presence and influence 
within state sanctioned institutions, contrary to 
the goals of the Allied occupation’s constitution. 
The key to this maneuver was the application of 

“Without accurately comprehending the 
fundamental role of Shinto in Japanese 
culture, these Allied officials oversaw the 
destruction of State Shinto during the 
post war era.”
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the purpose and effect test.
	 The case of Sekiguchi v. Kadonaga in 
1977, also known as the Tsu City Ground-
Breaking Case, was Japan’s first major 
constitutional case in the post-World War II 
era to discuss religious freedom. In this case, 
the city Tsu held a ground-breaking ceremony 
for a new gymnasium where invitations were 
extended to both city officials and priests alike.  
The Shinto priests performed traditional rituals 
at the site, which were meant to pacify the earth 
god in order to create a stable foundation for 
the new building.22 The use of city funds for 
the ceremony resulted in a legislator filing a 
lawsuit against the mayor, on the grounds that 
the expenditure was a violation of the separation 
of religion and state.23 When the case reached 
the Supreme Court, the Justices reasoned that 
the government will inevitably interact with 
religion, and that complete separation was 
not desirable. Furthermore, the Court argued 
that such separation would lead to religious 
discrimination as these organizations would be 
unable to obtain governmental support. In spite 
of the text of the Constitution, the Supreme 
Court “concluded that total separation [of 
government and religion] is impractical and 
possibly unconstitutional”.24 The Court instated 
what became known as the “purpose and effect 
test”, which was intended as a balanced method 
of determining whether a constitutional 
violation had occurred in the context of 
religion-state relations. Essentially, the Court 
claimed that state entities could hold religious 
ceremonies so long as the ceremony did not have 
the effect of promoting any particular religion 
or of limiting religious freedom. This test still 
requires state neutrality and is supposed to set 
boundaries on the contact between religious 
and governmental entities.25 This case set the 

precedent for the “purpose and effect test” when 
the Court concluded that the purpose of the 
Tsu City ground-breaking was to pray for the 
safety of the construction rather than to support 
Shinto. Consequently, the Supreme Court ruled 
that the public spending on the ceremony was 
not a violation of the constitution, even though 
Article 89 clearly states “no public money or 
other property shall be expended” on a religious 
institution or association.26  
Anzai v. Shiraishi
	 It was not until the Anzai v. Shiraishi 
case of 1997 that the Supreme Court found a 
violation of religion and state separation. In the 
Anzai v. Shiraishi case, also referred to as the 
Ehime Prefecture case, Haruki Shiraishi, the 
governor of the Ehime prefecture, faced lawsuit 
charges from local residents after visiting a 
shrine and spending public money on both the 
tamagushi, a Shinto religious offering, and on 
lanterns for the shrine. The Court concluded 
through the purpose and effect test that these 
purchases had explicit religious purposes and 
promoted Shinto over other religions and that 
therefore, a violation of the separation of religion 
and state had occurred. It is important to note that 
this case did not overturn the decision of the Tsu 
City ground-breaking case. Rather, the Justices 
distinguished this instance from the previous 
ruling.27 In this case, the majority argued that 
the state should protect its religious neutrality as 
mandated by the Constitution; but the opinion 
also states that total separation is unrealistic. The 
Justices utilized the purpose and effect test to 
demonstrate why the Ehime Prefecture case was 
a violation of religion-state separation without 
explicitly overturning their previous decision. 
The majority opinion mentions that because the 
governor’s offerings were of a greater religious 
significance than the groundbreaking ceremony, 

The Separation of Relgion and State
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they exceed the limits of permissible religion-
state contact. The majority also argued that the 
particular form of donation the governor used 
held specific religious connotations and noted 
that a more neutral method of donation could 
have been utilized.28 This case further defined 
the constitutional limits of religious freedom in 
relation to government officials.  
Discussion
	 In both cases, the Justices utilized 
the purpose and effect test, which defines 
government involvement with religion as 
permissible so long as its purpose and effect do 
not support or promote a particular religion.29 
Critics of the purpose and effect test argue 
that the test is so broad that it cannot protect 
their right to religious freedom. The dissenting 
opinions of the Supreme Court in both of these 
cases state that precisely because of the history 
of religious oppression in Japan, the articles of 
the Constitution, specifically Articles 20 and 89, 
need to be strictly followed. While the majority 
opinion argues that complete separation of 
religion and state is impossible and therefore 
some contact should be constitutionally 
permissible, the dissenters in the Tsu-City and 
Ehime Prefecture cases reject this rationale as 
it leaves the question of the degree of contact 
unresolved. They claim that any sponsorship 
of religious activities by public entities 
fundamentally contradicts the Constitution, 
regardless of these activities’ effects. They 
contend the purpose and effect test weakens 
religious freedom because it is so ambiguous 
and subjective.30  
	 However, the purpose and effect 
test is necessarily broad as it allows principles 
of religious freedom to be more successfully 
incorporated into Japanese society. With the 
judicial power of constitutional review, these 

Justices are charged with interpreting how the 
articles of the Constitution will coexist with 
the traditions and culture of Japan. The Justices 
established in the Tsu City ground-breaking 
case that total separation of religion and state 
was impractical; with this verdict, it became the 
Justices’ role to define how this constitutional 
principle would be implemented in Japan 
and what its limitations would be. Through 
the purpose and effect test, the Justices have 
re-appropriated the concept of separation of 
religion and state, expanding its boundaries 
to account for traditional ceremonies that 
remain integral to Japanese culture. The Justices 
formulated a method to grapple with the sudden 
imposition by foreign powers of constitutional 
provisions regarding religion. In short, the 
Japanese Supreme Court’s use of discretion 
made it a pivotal actor in delineating the role of 
the separation of religion and state concept in 
Japanese society.  

	 The Japanese Supreme Court clearly 
understands that Shinto rituals constitute a 
fundamental source of Japanese culture. The Tsu 
City ceremony demonstrates how something 
as mundane as city construction contains a 
religious aspect. If a ritual praying for the safety 
of a construction project is part of an essential 

“Through the purpose and effect test, the 
Justices have re-appropriated the concept 
of separation of religion and state, 
expanding its boundaries to account 
for traditional ceremonies that remain 
integral to Japanese culture.”

Hannah Schwendeman
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cultural process, should it be allowed to occur 
even if it might be unconstitutional? This 
question is further complicated by the foreign 
influences which dominated the constitutional 
writing process and enforced these notions 
of religious freedom. The Japanese Supreme 
Court cannot rewrite the Constitution and 
remove the influence of the Allied powers, but 
it can reinterpret this text from the context 
of Japanese society and determine the legal 
boundaries of these articles. The Supreme Court 
thus exerts political influence on the issue of 
religious freedom by determining the scope and 
limitations of this individual right, mediating 
the text and rights it must protect with the 
reality of the culture these rights are situated in.  
	 Because the Allied officials feared 
that continued governmental support 
of Shinto would hinder the democratic 
process, they included explicit articles within 
the constitutional draft prohibiting state 
interference in religious activity. These principles 
were codified into the Constitution as Articles 
20 and 89. The case law of the Supreme Court, 
however, has reinterpreted these articles and 
broadened their meaning through the purpose 
and effect test. In doing so, the Justices allow 
some governmental involvement with religious 
rituals, as demonstrated in the Tsu City case, 
while still upholding the Constitution. Despite 
being considered a weak court, the Supreme 
Court has been the leading political body 
determining how the civil right of religious 
freedom can be incorporated into Japan. 
	 The Supreme Court continues to 
evaluate what the separation of religion and state 
actually means in the context of the Japanese 
culture. The Allied officials of 1945 implemented 
their own ideals and structures into the Japanese 
government, assuming that these processes 

would function the same way in the context of 
Japanese culture as in American society. However, 
Japanese Justices have demonstrated that similar 
legal structures do not necessarily lead to similar 
legal outcomes. Structures can affect the issue, 
but it is the historical and social context of a 
law that determines its implementation and 
significance, especially through the room created 
by the interpretation possible in the application 
of the purpose and effect test.  
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Task Force Focus

	 The Editorial Board is pleased to feature a particularly strong example of the 
type of writing consistently produced by Jackson School undergraduates. This piece 
was originally written for Professor Scott Montgomery’s Managing Afghanistan’s 
Mineral Wealth Task Force. Offered every winter quarter, Task Force classes represent 
the culmination of the research and analysis skills that the Jackson School imparts to 
its students.  
	 Comprised of multiple sections, each Task Force captures the essence of a 
highly relevant global issue and provides student generated solutions and policy 
recommendations. The section that the Journal has chosen to publish in this 
issue is no exception to this rule. Written by Jackson School junior Michael Lane 
Smith, this particular section identifies the complex political relationships that will 
shape Afghanistan’s current future and provides recommendations for leveraging 
Afghanistan’s natural resources to build strong partnerships with its neighbors. While 
Michael’s section stands by itself, we remind our readers that this piece is just one part 
of a collaboration between many students at the Jackson School. For more context and 
insight into the issues explored by this Task Force, we suggest reading the Task Force 
in its entirety.	
	 The Editorial Board hopes that students use this Task Force Focus as a resource, 
and that the UW student community benefits from having access to exemplary student 
work.



14	     Vol. 6 - No. 1

J

s J

s

Managing Afghanistan’s Mineral 
Wealth
International Diplomatic Concerns 

Afghanistan occupies a highly strategic 
position at the juncture of the Middle East, 

Central Asia, and South Asia. Afghanistan’s 
unique location has defined the country, creating 
a diverse patchwork of ethnic groups, complex 
and varied relationships with neighboring states, 
and equally complex relationships with global 
powers such as the US, China, and Russia.	
	 These relationships have a direct impact 
on Afghanistan’s ability to develop a self-
sustaining economy for its people, as they are 
dependent upon their neighbors for subsistence. 
Furthermore, Afghanistan is landlocked 
and depends on transport infrastructure in 
neighboring states to ship goods and foster 
international trade. Unfortunately, Pakistan, 
Afghanistan’s largest trading partner, continues 

This paper evaluates the current and past diplomatic relationships between Afghanistan 
and its surrounding nations in the context of Afghanistan’s key position at the crossroads 
of Central Asia, South Asia, and the Middle East. In this paper, I address the regional 
and global diplomatic concerns surrounding Afghanistan’s development, specifically 
through the lens of utilizing Afghanistan’s vast mineral wealth. I describe the current 
situation and outline the steps necessary to allow economic growth and international 
cooperation to set the stage for development in the coming years. Moreover, I explore 
the claim that India, Iran, and China will play a vital role investing in Afghanistan’s 
future, while also highlighting the necessity of United States presence for security in the 
region. This paper finally recognizes the nature of Pakistan’s influence on Afghanistan, 
while recommending steps and partners to secure peace in the future. 

to fight India’s influence in Afghanistan while 
providing protection to Taliban insurgents. 	
	 Iran has significantly increased its trade 
with Afghanistan and has pledged hundreds of 
millions of dollars in reconstruction assistance. 
Turkmenistan, Pakistan, and India, meanwhile, 
are all interested in cooperating on a major 
gas pipeline that would run through western 
Afghanistan and provide a key new energy 
source to the surrounding regions. These 
examples suggest the importance of neighboring 
states in the development of a potentially 
substantial mining sector in Afghanistan.	
	 There are nevertheless many obstacles 
to overcome. Any expansion of the Afghan 
mining sector must involve infrastructure 
including transportation and power. Fortunately 

Michael Lane Smith
Task Force Focus
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for Afghanistan, its neighboring nations and 
other regional powers have immense resources. 
These interests may be able to provide what is 
necessary for Afghanistan’s development. As 
the Government of the Islamic Republic of 
Afghanistan begins its first year as the primary 
military presence on the ground, the new 
administration is confronted with a complicated 
regional position. It must now begin its own 
nation building; a process which will require 
cooperation with neighboring countries to 
set the stage for the decades of development 
necessary to build a sustainable economy. 
Regional Concerns
	 Complicated multilateral agreements 
between Afghanistan and its neighbors make 
the region a complex entity even without the 
consideration of larger global interests. The 
region is undoubtedly divided on a myriad 
of issues; “there are border, energy and water 
disputes along with the deep sense of mistrust 
towards the neighbors.”1 The drawdown of 
NATO/ISAF puts the area at a greater risk to 
more serious threats and challenges moving 
forward. The Afghan military is at the helm 
of most military operations for the first time. 
	 Having accepted and received 
more money than any nation on earth in 
development and military aid, Afghanistan 
is now heavily indebted. Vast investments 
by foreign entities are prone to disappearing 
into bureaucratic pockets, or are spent on 
areas where the investments are wasted. The 
aggressive support for different factions of 
extremist groups near Afghanistan’s border 
has perpetuated the chaos that has pervaded 
throughout the troubled country. Afghanistan’s 
dynamic nature means its neighbors have the 

potential to shape the future of the state for 
better or worse.
Pakistan
	 Pakistan is the most troubled of 
Afghanistan’s border nations. An obsession over 
potential Indian power, and an unhealthy desire 
to control the region encourages poor foreign 
policy and weak foreign relations. Furthermore, 
Pakistan’s isolationist mentality certainly 
complicates the international community’s 
attempt to provide reconstructive aid to the 
war torn region. The presence of the Pakistan 
based Taliban has been a consistent problem 
for Afghanistan’s security. As ISAF removes the 
majority of combat forces, Afghanistan will 
continue to fight with guidance from NATO, 
but with considerably less support. The Taliban 
stems mainly from Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA) and Baluchistan in Pakistan.2 
Baluchistan has been a continuing problem for 
the Pakistani government as they struggle to 
incentivize officers of their police force to work 
in such a hazardous environment.3 The Pakistani 
government fails to meet regional security needs 
and is unable to abide by the National Action 
Plan developed in the wake of the Taliban attack 
on a school in December of 2014.4 The failure 
to secure the border on both sides allows for the 
continued movement of the Taliban, drugs, and 
material resources used to prolong the conflict. 
Assuming the government of Pakistan does not 
purposely choose to ignore this problem, this is 
a symptom of a failing governmental structure.	
	 Pakistan’s current Prime Minister 
Nawaz Sharif, who was forcefully removed in his 
previous two terms, is now a year and a half into 
his third term.5 If events progress at their current 
rate, Sharif may once again be ousted, spelling 
disaster for Pakistan’s future. Sharif ’s second 
term ended when the Military Chief he put in 
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power forced him to flee the country. 
	 Historically, Pakistan and the US have 
been close. The US is still Pakistan’s largest trading 
partner, accounting for 15.7% of its exports.6 
Furthermore, the US has an instrumental role in 
Pakistani development efforts, adding over a total 
of 1300 MW to the country’s electricity grid.7 
Such influence in the region has the potential 
to be useful in gaining Pakistani cooperation 
in neutralizing Taliban presence in the region, 
however such cooperation has not been wholly 
gained as of yet.
	 The recent Indian election of Prime 
Minister Modi and the subsequent strengthening 
of the relationship between India and the US 
seems to have isolated Pakistan. Furthermore, 
reports indicate Pakistan’s willingness to seek 
better ties with Russia.8 This is the logical choice 
for Pakistan to pursue, if NATO chooses to 
abandon the strategic relationship.
	 Pakistan is threatened by the potential 
influence India could exert over Afghanistan. 
Former National Security Council Senior 
Director for South Asia, Anish Goel, commented 
on Pakistan’s general mindset towards India as 
“obsessive paranoia.”9 Pakistan seems to solely 
focus on deterring India’s attempts to achieve 
supremacy in the region.
	 Should the US even marginally abandon 
its relationship with Pakistan in the pursuit of 
closer ties with India, a renewal of East and 
West tensions will occur as Russia increasingly 
augments its global military strength.10 This is a 
concern that may become more apparent in the 
coming months.				 
	 Nonetheless, as much as the US wants 
Pakistan to be at the discussion table, Pakistan 
continuously fails to comply with even basic 
social graces, attempting to “shore up what it 
perceives as ‘strategic depth’ against India.”11 

Managing Afghanistan’s Mineral Wealth
Predictably, attempts to marginalize India have 
repeatedly failed in the past, moving Karzai’s 
government to turn towards India. Independent 
of Karzai’s previous decisions, Ashraf Ghani’s 
government is more comfortable cooperating 
with western allies. It appears that Pakistan is 
effectively isolating itself.

	 Independent of this, the United States 
and Afghanistan need Pakistan to move forward 
in the post-2014 era. The next phase in counter-
terrorism activities against Al-Qaeda and the 
Taliban will require significant intelligence from 
Pakistan, as it has in the past.12 Ties between 
the two countries are in better order after the 
Afghanistan–Pakistan Transit Trade Agreement 
was signed in 2010.13 Although the agreement 
signifies cooperation, little progress has been 
made.
	 In February of 2015, Pakistan began to 
push Taliban leaders to begin peace talks with 
the Ghani Administration.14 This comes after 
significant relationship building with Pakistan 
after the transition from Karzai’s administration 
to Ghani and Abdullah’s. However, continued 
Taliban attacks have minimized hope that these 
talks will lead to diplomatic progress. Two days 
before news of these talks broke out, suicide 
bombers and gunman stormed an Afghani 
police station killing more than 20 people.15

	 Historically, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan 

“Should the US even marginally 
abandon its relationship with Pakistan 
in the pursuit of closer ties with India, 
a renewal of East and West tensions will 
occur...”
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have been important allies.  Saudi Arabia 
continues to view Pakistan as its “strategic depth 
in the Muslim world.”16 In addition, the Saudis 
recognize that building peace in Afghanistan in 
turn stabilizes Pakistan. The good relationship 
between Islamabad and Riyadh is helpful in 
that while the Saudis build a huge complex in 
the center of Kabul they may also be interested 
in funding large development projects like the 
TAPI Pipeline. Because of the ongoing rivalry 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran for leverage in 
the Muslim world, the competition between 
the two for influence in Afghanistan could 
potentially yield significant capital investment 
from both actors in Afghanistan. 17

	 In all aspects, Pakistan is an unreliable 
actor in the region. Pakistan cannot be trusted 
to solve the issues present on its borders as 
it continues to distrust India’s motives in 
Afghanistan.  Pakistan also fails to understand 
that mutual development and assistance is 
beneficial for the entire region.
Regional Power Triangle
	 Afghanistan sits in the center of a power 
triangle made up of Iran, India, and China. 
These three countries are significant in the 
strategic influence they convey in the region.
	 The Taliban is still a major player in the 
region, and, however unlikely, may return to 
power should the country’s military collapse after 
the full departure of the International Security 
Assistance Force. In 2014, there were more 
civilian casualties from Taliban attacks than in 
the last 5 years.18 The continued activity of the 
insurgents however makes trade routes through 
Pakistan difficult. Thus, the border with Iran is 
the most viable trade route to the sea. Iran’s value 
lies in its ability to provide a port to Afghanistan 
without the detrimental political requirements 
that Pakistan may otherwise demand. Iran is 

practical, and a good business partner. 
	 On the other hand, China is the largest 
economy in the region and will experience 
growing energy demands in the future. China 
also needs Central and South Asia to develop 
in order to expand its already massive economy 
to new markets. China would be willing 
to contribute to the future development of 
Afghanistan if it were presented with lucrative 
mining and exploration opportunities.
Iran
	 Although not an ally of the US, Iran 
has proved to be productive towards achieving 
US goals in Afghanistan. Iran has encouraged 
Afghanistan, and without fail been supportive of 
investments into the stabilization of the region. 
Conversely, Iran has become the most pragmatic 
of Afghanistan’s border countries, and the most 
viable partner for producing a route to the sea.
	 Producing such a trade route to reach 
global markets is difficult due to the complexities 
of Afghanistan’s border with Pakistan. The 
area is fraught with security risk and Pakistan’s 
instability. Given these considerations, a trade 
route to the sea through Pakistan is less than 
ideal. A route through China is near unrealistic 
due to the harsh terrain in the Wakhan corridor. 
A route through Iran stands out as the most 
economic option. 
	 Iran’s interest in Afghanistan spiked 
after the Taliban rose to power. The organization 
explicitly displayed their anti-Shi’a sentiment, 
“openly [declaring] Iran their enemy.”19 Iran’s 
first attempt at a diplomatic solution included 
an agreement to recognize Pashtun dominance 
in Afghanistan, a benefit to the Taliban, however 
Islamabad rejected the proposal before it could 
ever make it to the insurgent organization.20

	 A signal from Tehran that it would 
not object to the US’ campaign against the 
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Taliban triggered hope in the early years of the 
US Global War on Terrorism that cooperation 
was possible.21  There appeared to be agreement 
between the two countries that a stable 
Afghanistan is absolutely necessary. The unusual 
cooperation with the west, a perpetual enemy of 
Iran’s, is a sign that Afghanistan is indebted to 
Iran already. The Good Neighbor Declaration at 
the start of Karzai’s government created a lot of 
positive sentiment towards Iran. This has since 
been expounded upon by the millions of dollars 
in aid sent by Iran to Afghanistan since then. 
This includes $600 million in 2010, “a very 
generous amount for a country…with a bundle 
of its own financial problems.”22

	 The support Iran has provided to 
Afghanistan has been enormously beneficial, 
but perhaps the financial gifts could be more 
effectively steered. Considering that Iran’s long-
term interests are directly “in line with those not 
only of the US, but also the wider international 
community,”23 Iran may be the ideal investor for 
major development projects. A politically stable, 
predictable, and reasonable state in Afghanistan is 
in the interest of every regional and global player.
	 The recent strategic agreement between 
Afghanistan and the US has made Iran suspicious. 
The continued presence of US forces sends 
a message to the bordering states that it is the 
US rather than Iran or any other state that will 

watch over Afghanistan’s future. A trade route 
through Iran could potentially alleviate Iranian 
concerns regarding US influence by allowing 
Iran to build influence of its own in Afghanistan. 
Iran’s location is beneficial to Afghanistan, in 
that Iran’s chances of an economic deal outweigh 
the political requirements that would prevent 
Afghanistan from reaching a port through 
Pakistan. 
China
	 The new special envoy for Afghan affairs, 
Sun Yuxi, claims Chinese aid for Afghanistan in 
the future will be “split into two parts—one for 
the government and the other for competitive 
enterprises.” China will “invest in commercial 
ventures to help them develop.”24 The news of 
these investments is good for Afghanistan, who 
can utilize assistance from one of the largest 
countries and economies on earth. China 
matches this pledge with another to promote 
political reconciliation in Afghanistan as NATO 
forces depart, leaving the country with a reduced 
foreign coalition military presence. 
	 China’s primary interest in Afghanistan 
besides tapping the one trillion dollars in mineral 
wealth, is to create the “New Silk Road” in the 
greater region of Central Asia. This economic 
belt would run from Xi’an in central China 
west through Europe.25 The ambitious network 
would provide potential boosts in South Central 
Asia’s economy by providing new markets for 
underdeveloped former Soviet Republics and 
former Soviet buffer states like Afghanistan. 
	 The planned trade network would 
include a maritime route in the south around 
the Arabian Peninsula into the Mediterranean 
Sea connecting Africa to the region. China plans 
to  “reclaim its place as the ‘Middle Kingdom,’” 
a nod to the ancient empire that was once the 
center of world trade.26 

“The continued presence of US forces 
sends a message to the bordering states 
that it is the US rather than Iran or 
any other state that will watch over 
Afghanistan’s future.”
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of Afghanistan, even establishing the SCO-
Afghanistan Contact Group in 2005.32 One of 
China’s biggest challenges involving Afghanistan 
will be reconciling China’s strong relationship 
with Pakistan with its Afghanistan policy. 
India
	 India has participated in many large-
scale and public infrastructure projects, including 
the $70 million Zaranj-Delaram Road and the 
$80 million investment in the Salma Dam.33  
India’s investments in Afghanistan illustrate the 
nation’s desire for the region to develop in the 
coming years.
	 Professor Harsh V. Pant, an expert on 
the region, claims that the lack of stability in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan and other weak countries 
in South Asia “is a major inhibiting factor for 
India to realize its dream of becoming a major 
global player.”34 If Professor Pant is correct, 
or if India believes this to be true, the region’s 
stability is of the highest value to India’s national 
interests. Accordingly, the welfare of each 
country is intrinsically linked. In this context, 
India’s Afghan investments can be framed as 
investments in its own future rather than just 
investments in its neighbor’s economy. 
	 India’s past investments in Afghanistan 
indicate that India understands Professor 
Pant’s assertion, and has attempted to provide 
Afghanistan with as many resources as it can 
spare. India is currently a very powerful nation 
that not only maintains a large military, but also 
possesses a powerful industrial complex and a 
strong labor force. Afghanistan stands to gain a 
lot from having close ties with India. Nonetheless, 
Pakistan’s continuing hostility towards India 
is exacerbating already existing problems. As a 
result, India has to reconcile its position next to 
China, Pakistan’s ever-supportive ally in Asia.  As 
demonstrated in the war of 1962, China is more 

	 Mes Aynak, one of Afghanistan’s ancient 
archeological sites, sits on a massive copper vein, 
over which the China Metallurgical Group 
Corporation (CMGC) negotiated a contract 
with the Karzai administration worth over 
three billion dollars in 2007. The deal involved 
extracting copper from the Aynak deposits, to 
produce upwards of one hundred eighty-two tons 
of copper, half of which China will have a claim 
over.27 Another Chinese national corporation, 
the Chinese National Petroleum Corporation 
(CNPC), signed a deal to explore an area in the 
north of Afghanistan for oil and gas.28 Both of 
these deals are potentially beneficial to China, 
while Afghanistan secured equally valuable 
promises of infrastructure development from 
China in return.  
	 In the case of Mes Aynak, CMGC 
agreed to build a coal-fired power plant and a 
railroad from Tajikistan through Afghanistan 
and into Pakistan.29 Such added benefits are not 
options for non-regional nations like the US 
for whom it would not be mutually beneficial. 
Similarly to other nations, China has also 
promised Afghanistan over $200 million in 
aid.30

	 In June of 2012, President Hamid Karzai 
attended the 12th Meeting of the Council of State 
Heads of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO) in China. During his visit, China and 
Afghanistan established the China-Afghanistan 
Strategic and Cooperative Partnership, created 
for the purpose of upholding “peace, stability 
and development.”31 This partnership alludes 
particularly to the continued trade partnership 
from 2006 and also highlights the importance of 
security and cultural understanding.
	 The SCO has long been a vehicle for 
Chinese political influence. The organization 
has taken considerable interest in the future 
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than capable of confronting India if it feels that 
India has encroached upon its domain. 
	 A stable Afghanistan would be 
nonetheless beneficial to India and its 
surrounding neighbors and would serve as a 
possible boost for a region that has struggled 
to get back to its feet after decades of war and 
instability.  India is heavily invested in a stable 
Afghanistan free from the presence of hostile 
militant groups.The increased American focus 
on improving relations with India is beneficial, 
and will help India assume a leadership role 
within Afghanistan as NATO forces withdraw. 
	 India will not replace ISAF forces 
departing in the future, in solidarity with 
their traditional interests and consideration of 
the aforementioned Pakistani sentiment. In 
December of 2013, president Karzai asked for  
“heavy military equipment from New Delhi” but 
“India did not signal interest.”35 If India should 
ever supply arms to Afghanistan a large backlash 
by Pakistan could potentially ensue. When US 
President Barack Obama stepped out of Air Force 
One on January 25, 2015 and embraced Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, both sides 
lauded this as a sign that the world’s two biggest 
democracies were overcoming their historical 
differences. The two heads of state called their 
countries “natural” partners as they strengthened 
defense ties and sought to unblock an agreement 
on US investment in nuclear power stations for 
India.36 A close relationship with India would 
allow for US influence in Afghanistan to remain 
in the coming years as it withdraws the majority 
of its hard power from Afghan territory.
	 In the future, India may find itself in 
the position to guide Afghanistan’s development. 
Having already established a strategic 
partnership in 2011 formalizing cooperation in 
governance, economics, commerce, education, 

public administration, and security,37 India is 
setting itself up to become the primary factor 
contributing to Afghanistan’s success. 
Russia 
	 Russia’s cooperative posture in 2001, 
illustrated by allowing the US and NATO 
forces to open two military bases in Central 
Asia, is quite surprising in hindsight. After the 
9/11 attacks, Russia welcomed President Bush’s 
request for help.38 Yet soon after, “it was around 
the same time that president Putin began to have 
second thoughts about the American guests in 
Central Asia,” prompting Putin to make claims 
that the conflict in Afghanistan was over. This 
quickly served as a pretext for Russia to get US 
and NATO forces to shut their bases down.39 
Since then, Putin has not halted any attempts to 
curb US influence in the region. 
	 It has not followed, however, that the 
Central Asian states have completely acquiesced 
to Russian demands at the expense of US 
military presence. Kyrgyzstan was able to defy 
Putin in 2009 by raising US rent on the use of 
their bases to $60 million, more than Russia was 
willing to pay.40 
	 It is too late for Russia to completely 
reverse the influence of NATO in the region. 
An increased buildup of Russian armaments and 
base upgrades on a global scale make regional 
actors more nervous about the possibility of 
Russia being a threat, but NATO has invested 
heavily in the future of Afghanistan and will not 
back down to possible Russian moves back into 
the region.41

The United States
	 The US maintains significant interests 
in the region, and as Afghanistan becomes a 
more functional and efficient entity the US will 
most likely continue to  maintain a presence. 
Therefore, as an ally, India continues to grow 
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	 	 The departure of US troops recently 
looks to be slowed as President Ghani visits the 
White House in March, 2015.45 Furthermore, 
the US and other international donors 
committed to providing Afghanistan with $16 
billion in aid through 2015,” and to further that 
assistance throughout 2017.46 This illustrates the 
fulfillment of the ongoing commitment made to 
Afghanistan.
	 President Obama has recently spent 
time strengthening US ties with strategically 
important nations like India and Saudi Arabia, 
which in turn strengthens the influence the US 
has in facilitating cross border and extra-regional 
treaties.47 
Creating Shared Interests in the Region
	 The TAPI Pipeline is a potential gas 
pipeline project set to stretch from Turkmenistan 
through Afghanistan and from Pakistan into 
India. Projections indicate that the project will 
cost eight billion dollars,and will require new 
infrastructure that will also further development 
in Afghanistan.48 
	 Investment gas companies, including 
Turkmengas, Afghan Gas Enterprises, Inter State 
Gas Systems Private Limited, and GAIL all have 
equal shares in the new TAPI Pipeline Company 
Limited.49 This new company was created for the 
construction, ownership, and operation of the 
pipeline, with each of the founding companies to 
share equal profits as the project moves forward.
	 The pipeline offers a physical and 
symbolic linkage between four countries 
that have yet to resolve cross-border disputes 
and conflicts between militant groups. The 
interdependence created by this initiative is not 
only valuable in developing infrastructure within 
Afghanistan, but also in uniting the diverse and 
dynamic region. Turkmenistan’s gas sales to 
Russia have significantly decreased since 2009,50 

increasingly important in American foreign 
policy.
	 In 2012, the US invested more money 
in Afghanistan than it has in any other nation 
on Earth. In fact, the next closest amount of aid 
sent to any nation is Israel who received less than 
half the amount in US dollars.42 If the strongest 
ally of the US were to be quantified by dollars of 
aid, then Afghanistan would surpass Israel. 
	 The nature of the relationship between 
the US and Afghanistan has been one of 
mentorship rather than alliance. In fact, calling 
the occupation and disruption of Afghanistan by 
the US an alliance would be misleading. The US 
and other foreign powers completely fund the 
current government, which is a stark contrast 
from the anti-western Taliban rule that prevailed 
in the region from 1996 to 2001. 
	 The US has consistently stated that 
its goals in Afghanistan have been to remove 
any possibility for the country to exist as a safe 
harbor for those intending to harm its borders. 
But now the US is on its way out, feeling that 
it has accomplished that goal, and providing 
enough resources for the continuity of Ashraf 
Ghani and Abdullah Abdullah’s government 
after their departure. 
	 President Obama set the goal of 
exiting Afghanistan by the end of 2014, and 
consequently all but ten thousand troops have 
been withdrawn.43 Not a complete departure, 
but no longer an occupation, the US and 
NATO forces remaining in Afghanistan are 
to provide logistical and training support to 
the Afghanistan National Security Forces as 
per the Bilateral Security Agreement signed in 
September 2014.44 This move to end combat 
operations yet maintain military advisors in 
the area is a big step in Afghanistan away from 
dependence upon ISAF for military protection. 

Michael Lane Smith



22	     Vol. 6 - No. 1

J

s J

s
and as a result is looking to reverse the losses that 
the trend has yielded. 
CASA – 1000
	 The Central Asian South Asian 
Electricity and Trade Project, also known as 
CASA – 1000 is an electricity trade network 
stretching from Tajikistan and the Kyrgyz 
Republic and south to Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
The proposed project would provide between 
1000 and 1300 MW for trade between the four 
countries.51 The location of this project is situated 
to move south from the Central Asian states, 
something the TAPI Pipeline has in common. 
The project’s energy capacity is surmountable to 
lighting approximately 17 million 60-watt light 
bulbs. 
	 The potential benefits of the project 
are equally enticing to the source countries as 
they are Afghanistan and Pakistan. The Kyrgyz 
Republic and Tajikistan have a potentially 
large surplus of energy during the summer 
months, and can provide the energy kick-start 
that Pakistan and Afghanistan need. During 
the winter months this would reverse into 
a deficit, but more revenue in the summer 
would potentially provide the opportunity to 
reduce the winter deficit. 
	 A summer surplus of energy means 
that the current production of energy is not 
at its peak, because excess energy would be 
wasted. Economic analysis suggests that the 
best decision is to sell the surplus energy to 
countries that absolutely need it; where the 
demand is exponentially high. 
	 The project itself would cost roughly 
one billion dollars.52 This figure is large 
because it factors in security, contingency 
plans, and other externalities so common to 
Afghanistan’s debilitated and war ridden state. 
With the current GDP of Afghanistan so 

remarkably low, the country has resorted to 
outside financing to generate more revenue.
	 The first stages of the project have 
been financed by, and coordinated with, 
USAID, the US State Department, the UK 
Department for International Development, 
the Australian Agency for International 
Development, the Asian Development Bank, 
the Islamic Development bank, and the World 
Bank Group.53 The project not only involves 
the support of many financing organizations, 
but also the support of a large array of 
nations.
	 The increase in energy production 
and energy sharing in the region is a benefit, 
especially to those countries, which have rising 
energy demand even if they are not directly 
connected. China and India both have an 
insatiable desire for energy, and the building 
of this network will build a foundation in 
both Pakistan and Afghanistan, states which 
may later produce natural gas and oil for 
larger countries. 
	 Pakistan has cooperated in the plans 
for this project wholeheartedly. Pakistan 
hosted the Inter-Governmental Council’s 
meeting in September 2013, where the 
resolution was signed for the formalization of 
the project.54 This energy network serves as 
a link amongst involved countries that create 
shared interests in the same way that the TAPI 
Pipeline would. In a sense, Pakistan would be 
dependent on other nations, thus creating a 
symbiotic relationship between Pakistan and 
the involved parties. 
	 The construction and development 
of the network would be beneficial to 
Afghanistan, who has the highest financial 
stakes in the project. The bidding procedures 
could be used to incentivize foreign entities 
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to construct the infrastructure needed.  The 
building of roads along the route of the 
project’s grid will also be necessary for the 
transportation of construction materials and 
to accomplish this large motorized equipment, 
which cannot safely operate on Afghanistan’s 
mass network of dirt roads, will be required.
	 Should Afghanistan bid out the 
contract to a large construction company, 
it would be able to pay for the partial 
construction of public highways and the 
construction of an energy network capable 
of handling the harsh requirements of 
mineral exploration. This sort of contract 
conglomeration would allow the government 
to trade the commodity of “opportunity” to 
companies, for an investment in Afghanistan’s 
future. This would potentially open new 
markets in the future as the country’s 
economy grows and diversifies.
Conclusions
	 As Coalition forces withdraw from 
Afghanistan and the West’s attention shifts to 
the Middle East and Ukraine, regional Asian 
neighbors may well move to fill the vacuum in 
international influence. In fact, Afghanistan 
stands to benefit considerably from multinational 
projects involving these neighbors, though 
hurdles do exist. In particular, the TAPI Pipeline 
and CASA-1000 electricity grid will offer real 
and tangible economic advantages, as well as ties 
with other countries throughout the region that 
are different from any ties in the past. 
	 Specifically, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, 
the Kyrgyz Republic, and Pakistan will all 
become more involved in Afghanistan’s future as 
these projects approach construction, and later, 
completion. Such links will provide intangible 
benefits as well, such as trust and mutual 
dependency.

	 Similar links can be made with India, 
China, Iran, and the US in the coming years. 
Each of these nations has an interest in a stable 
and economically successful Afghanistan. It is 
therefore likely they will seek to remain involved 
in various sectors. Iran offers the best solution 
for a trade route to the sea and access to world 
trade, and the US is slowing down its military 
departure significantly. At the same time, some 
specific interests may be in competition—as 
with state-owned companies from China and 
India in the mining sector—or in conflict. 
Nonetheless, neither of these rivals’ wishes to 
see Afghanistan again become a regional haven 
for terrorist groups. Moreover, the country has a 
role to play in both nations’ plans for linking up 
with resource-rich Central Asia. 
	 A key question concerns Pakistan’s 
future role. The South-East of Afghanistan is a 
troubled area with direct connections across the 
border and has seen many investments by the 
West wasted. A heavy security-focused effort 
will continue in this region, where significant 
hurdles to economic advancement continue 
to exist. At present, the Sharif government is 
unreliable at best and expected to fail. This 
may lead to new possibilities, but is currently a 
source of insecurity. Due to the concerns relating 
to Pakistan and the South-East of Afghanistan, 
the North-West of Afghanistan becomes of a 
greater interest to parties looking to invest in 
Afghanistan’s future.  
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Expert Insights

	 This section shifts away from student work in order to provide a look into the 
careers of professionals working to effect meaningful and powerful change in the world. 
For this edition of Expert Insights, the Jackson School Journal had the opportunity to 
sit down and talk with two particularly accomplished individuals – Mercy Corps Founder 
Dan O’Neill and Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary Valerie Fowler.  
	 PDAS Valerie Fowler is a veteran Foreign Service Officer at the Department of 
State, and currently works in the Bureau of Public Affairs. Ms. Fowler has served in 
a wide range of countries, including diplomatic postings in Sri Lanka, Singapore, and 
Afghanistan. In this interview, Ms. Fowler describes her experience with the State 
Department and gives her take on how the Bureau of Public Affairs has reacted to the 
increased role that technology has played in shaping global perception of the United 
States. Ms. Fowler also talks about what first got her interested in the State Department 
and provides advice to students who are interested in pursuing a diplomatic career; 
this will be of particular interest to our undergraduate readers. 
	 We are also proud to present an interview with Dan O’Neill, the founder of the 
international charity Mercy Corps and a UW alumnus. Mr. O’Neill founded the global aid 
agency Mercy Corps in 1979, and since then Mercy Corps has raised billions of dollars 
for disaster relief and economic recovery work around the world. In our interview, Mr. 
O’Neill discusses Mercy Corps’ unique approach to aid and relief and talks about how 
young people can break into the field of international development.
	 These two interviews with distinguished professionals offer a unique look into 
some of the career paths available to globally minded students. We hope that the 
stories and advice provided by this issue’s Expert Insights both inform and inspire our 
readers. 
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Jackson School Journal: What first led you to 
pursue a State Department career? What was 
your first position?

Fowler: When I was in high school I lived 
abroad with AFS (The American Field Service), 
and that experience opened my horizons beyond 
the United States. I became very interested in 
learning more about international affairs and 
international cultures, so I studied overseas 
in college as well. I knew that I wanted to do 
something for my country; something as my 
parents said, “Larger than myself.” So I looked 
at the Foreign Service as a way to combine my 
interest in cultures and people abroad with 
service to my country. For my first posting, I was 
the assistant information officer in Hong Kong, 
from 1990-1991.  

Jackson School Journal: In the field of public 
diplomacy, sudden events such as a leak of 
classified documents can change situations 
rapidly.  How does your office deal with 
sudden crises and what strategies are used when 
unexpected and unpredictable situations come 
up? 

Fowler: The Marines have a phrase “Semper 
Gumby”, referring to the green plastic character, 
which really means “always flexible.” I think that’s 
the best characterization of how we approach our 
work. The neat thing is that because public affairs in 

particular deals with the news of the day, when you 
wake up in the morning you’re not quite sure what 
you’ll be dealing with that day. I find that dynamic 
environment exciting. When surprises happen, very 
rarely do we have all the information accurately at the 
beginning. I think Clausewitz referred to “The Fog 
of War”, but in today’s news cycle, the evening news 
has been replaced by 24/7, which has been replaced 
by 6-minute twitter cycles. So very rarely does all the 
information come out accurately and fully at the very 
start. Responding to what we know rather than to 
initial news reports is also very important to keep in 
mind.

Jackson School Journal: How have rapidly 
changing forms of modern media impacted 
your job and the job of the Public Affairs 
bureau? Can you conduct a proper community 
outreach in 140 characters on Twitter?  

Fowler: Edward R. Murrow used to say that 
diplomacy is about the last 3 feet, meaning 
that when you’re sitting across from somebody 
and connecting with them in person, you can 
have policy discussion at large, but having 
those last three feet is important. Today those 
last three feet are often virtual in the palm of 
your hand. It’s a cellphone, it’s an iPad, it’s 
a communications device. So our challenge is 
to connect the online space with the personal 
space. Diplomacy is about both being online 
and having those face to face communications, 

Q&A with Principal Deputy Assistant 
Secretary Valerie Fowler
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Fowler: We have a center for strategic counter-
terrorism communication. We set that up a 
couple years ago to counter Al-Shabab and 
other groups. It has evolved to focus also on 
countering anti-Daesh. I prefer to use Daesh 
rather than ISIL, because it’s the Arabic 
translation and they don’t like it much. It annoys 
them, so I love it! We can’t match tweet for 
tweet, but our credibility and our engagement 
provide our narrative. And, helping to shape the 
conversation is important. Just as with Russia, 
we’re never going to match all of their paid 
government trolls online. But as we remain a 
credible source of news, the propagandizing 
and the disingenuousness of some of their 
communications becomes apparent.

Jackson School Journal: Do you think that 
global public perception of the United States 
has improved or degraded over the last few 
decades? What has helped to shape perception 
of the United States and its policy?

Fowler: I think it depends on where you are. In 
much of Africa I think the view of the United 
States has greatly improved because of the role 
of PEPFAR [President’s Emergency Plan for 
AIDS Relief ], where we’ve been helping the 
countries and the people. In places like Russia, 

because all communication, whether virtually 
or in person, is best done as a two-way 
conversation, and not just “flooding the 
space” if you will. I would say that we’ve 
moved from an era where, as Secretary Kerry 
said (at Yale, in his 2014 commencement 
speech) “We’ve moved from an era of 
power in hierarchies to power in networks, 
which empowers individuals. No longer 
are folks dependent upon their government 
or state media to translate their messages.” 
Our key role at the State Department is to 
communicate with people on the platforms in 
which they communicate, in the languages in 
which they communicate, and in as real time 
as possible. In the news cycle you can transmit 
information globally and instantaneously, and 
audiences aren’t defined by borders but by 
languages and particularized segments. It’s a 
much more horizontal media universe and 
much more people-to-people focused than 
it used to be. So we have, for example, 1.2 
million followers for the @StateDepartment 
website, which is larger than any other 
Foreign Ministry in the world. Senator Kerry 
has over 450 [thousand] followers. And we 
are very cognizant that those two platforms 
alone are very different in tone and content. 
The @StateDep is more policy focused, and 
@JohnKerry is more personal. So he tailors 
his page and we tailor the department page to 
be a definitive source of information. We also 
have 8 foreign language twitter feeds, so we’re 
trying to reach key audiences.  

Jackson School Journal: How has the State 
Department worked to counter the online 
presence of tech savvy terrorist organizations 
such as the Islamic State?

Jackson School Journal of International Studies

“Our key role at the State Department is to 
communicate with people on the platforms 
in which they communicate, in the languages 
in which they communicate, and in as real 
time as possible.”
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because of the prominence of state-run, state-
controlled media, I think they portray the US 
and NATO as encroaching on “their backyard”. 
In Southeast Asia and Asia at large, I think 
that we are seen as a counterweight to China’s 
growing interest and involvement in the region 
by almost all Asian countries. I think that the US 
relationship with India has made great strides, 
under both Presidents Bush and Obama. So I 
would assert we are in a better place globally, 
but the bottom line is that all perceptions of 
the US are local. It is our job to make sure that 
those perceptions are as informed as possible.

Jackson School Journal: According to your 
biography, you served in Afghanistan during the 
reconstruction of the country. In your personal 
experience, what were the greatest challenges 
and successes that you encountered working 
alongside military and intelligence organizations?

Fowler: I would add development organizations 
as well. The defense, diplomacy, and development 
combination is a really powerful and unique 
one for the United States. We work in tandem 
in places like Afghanistan in ways that I haven’t 
seen other countries do as effectively. We did 
have, of course, intelligence organizations there 
as well, and worked closely with all elements of 
the US government: law enforcement, counter-
narcotics in Afghanistan - “drugs and thugs” 
- as our narcotics enforcement bureau at the 
State Department is called. The challenge was 
that before our time in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
many military officers had never worked with 
a development officer and many development 
officers had never worked with a military 
officer. Some had worked on both sides with 
State Department officers but not as closely as 
we did in military outposts around the country 

in Afghanistan and Iraq. I think what it did 
was foster a great understanding in each of the 
organizations for the value of the others’ work. 
My military friends say that they are converts 
to USAID and its importance, and my USAID 
friends say that it’s really great to have a personal 
experience with the military’s influence because 
there are very few people who move from one of 
those organizations to the other. The challenge 
was understanding each other’s cultures in a 
tense environment. The success was in the way 
that we, together, created a more stable and 
more secure Afghanistan where more people and 
particularly more women and girls were part of 
the process, and not shunted aside as they had 
been in the Taliban era.

Jackson School Journal: What advice to you 
have for students at the University of Washington 
who are interested in a career in the Foreign 
Service. What should they be working on in 
college, and what books should they be reading? 

Fowler: I would start by saying that the 
Foreign Service is a fantastic career. It’s a 
special thrill to go to work every day in a 
building where the US flag flies overhead and 
to be part of a team that is advancing our 
national interests on the diplomatic side. So I 
would encourage everybody to pursue a career 
in the Foreign Service. I think being active 
and aware of developments going on in the 
world, aware of trends and things like that, is 
probably the best approach to take. When I 
was looking to take the Foreign Service exam, 
the advice I received was to read The Economist 
for a year, because you will learn all the names 
of leaders, and events, and economics - all the 
things that are part-and-parcel not only of our 
work but also of the Foreign Service exam. To 
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get a sense of the Foreign Service Entry Exam, 
we have a website careers.state.gov that is a 
good site to go to. I took the exam on a whim 
and I went in with less pressure on myself, 
and I think that was the key. Most people 
don’t pass, but most of the people who don’t 
pass, fail the test’s English section. If you 
have a really good English SAT score, you’ll 
be fine. Go in without thinking this is the 
be-all and end-all. It’s like studying for any 
exam - if you over-study you can go in tense. 
A lot of people I know in the Foreign Service 
took the exam multiple times. There are very 
few requirements for entry into the Foreign 
Service. You have to be a US citizen, you 
have to be 20 years old and under 60. So if 
you’re interested, research it by going online. 
Having an understanding of economics can 
help because commercial diplomacy is a big 
part of what we do regardless of our position, 
because of our support for US businesses 
and companies overseas. As for what books 
they [interested undergraduates] should 
be reading, I don’t know that there are any 
particular books that would prepare you for 
the Foreign Service better than a broad reading 
of history. The book on my nightstand right 
now is National Insecurity by David Rothkopf, 
and that gives really good insights into the 
workings of Washington. It might not be 
really good prep for the Foreign Service per-
se, but it’s great prep for Washington. 

Interview Edited by Evelyn McCorckle and 
Francis Wilson 
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Jackson School Journal: How did your 
education at the University of Washington 
influence your success? 

O’Neill: First, I’m a die-hard Husky, I loved 
going to school here—every dimension of my 
experience was fantastic, and I have to say it’s 
great to be back—this time on the other side 
of the lectern. I started my undergraduate 
experience at Seattle Pacific University. After 
a year and two quarters, I then transferred 
to the University of Washington to pursue 
a Bachelors of Fine Arts. After transferring, 
I also took courses in other disciplines like 
criminology and sociology, and other classes 
generally unrelated to my degree track that I 
found interesting. I believe that the purpose 
of a university experience is to give students 
a broad base of skills, not to necessarily focus 
on one specific subject, but to absorb skills 
from across academia. Central to me through 
my experience at the University of Washington 
was sharpening what I already had cultivated 
throughout my life—my artistic ability—but 
also to gain critical thinking skills. A big part 
of education is exposure to different ways 
of thinking and approaching problems, and 
keeping an open mind to experiencing classes 
outside of your major is a great way to sort of 
build a toolbox that will allow you to handle a 
broader base of eventualities in your future. 

Jackson School Journal: Did you experience 
a proverbial “eureka” moment on your path to 
creating Mercy Corps? 

O’Neill: If there was a “eureka” moment, it was 
the realization of the long-lasting impacts of 
conflict—interethnic, interreligious conflict—
on the lives of human beings the world over. I 
experienced it first-hand for the first time in a 
very major way during my time in Jerusalem as a 
recent graduate of the University of Washington’s 
class of 1972. I had gone alone, seeking answers 
to the eternal questions: Why am I here? What 
is life all about? Are we truly significant? Is there 
meaning? I experienced conflict for the first time 
in the 1973 October War between Israel, Syria 
and Egypt. When the war began I was practically 
right on the front lines, working on a kibbutz, a 
co-operative farming community, on the Sea of 
Galilee at the base of the Golan Heights.  There 
is nothing like the possibility of death, violence 
and destruction to focus the mind – and spirit. 
	 I’d gone to learn about the region and its 
languages. Prior to coming to Israel I had spent 
months and months traveling around Africa, 
the Middle East and Europe with a volunteer 
organization. I drove down from Switzerland 
through the Mediterranean, through Syria, 
Cyprus, Jordan, and ended up on a ship from 
Cyprus to Haifa, Israel.  
	 I traversed Israel from north to south, 
east to west, and I finally bailed in Galilee and 
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just walked onto a kibbutz and said, “Are you 
open to a volunteer worker?” They accepted 
me, and I agreed to work six days a week, long 
hours at hard labor. At the end of the week I 
had a day off, and I would hitchhike all around 
the country – which you could safely do back 
then. It was by sheer happenstance after being 
there for five months that on the holiest day of 
Israel’s religious calendar, Yom Kippur, a day of 
atonement, prayer and quiet reflection, I was 
in the kitchen and the ground started shaking. 
Everyone put on their uniforms, grabbed their 
weapons and headed up to the front. It was 
mayhem for weeks.

Jackson School Journal: That really speaks to 
the importance of getting out there as a young 
person.

O’Neill: Absolutely, whether it’s Peace Corps, 
or the Jesuit volunteer corps, or any number 
of volunteer organizations, opening the 
door culturally and globally is of paramount 
importance to Americans. They need to have 
their eyes opened to what is out there.  
	 In the aftermath of the 1973 October 
War in the Middle East, I saw firsthand the 
effects that conflict has on human beings and 
their communities, as well as its impact on the 
global economy. I began thinking about how I 
might need to recalibrate my internal compass, 
and find ways to address the consequences of 
violent conflict. That was when the seed was 
planted; it took six years to sprout! 

Jackson School Journal: Mercy Corps serves 
an incredible amount of countries and with that 
many cultural groups and peoples. How does 
the organization approach disaster relief across 
differing cultures and religions?

Dan O’Neill:  We like to say that we are a 
community of global change makers – 4,000 
strong – living and working with people facing 
the world’s toughest challenges. More than 90% 
of our employees are from the communities 
where we work, and come from a broad spectrum 
of religious and cultural affiliations – it’s a very 
big tent. We adapt readily to local conditions by 
bringing big ideas and bold action together with 
local leadership and insights to build stability and 
strength in communities from within.  
 
Jackson School Journal: What are the biggest 
challenges faced in humanitarian work? 

O’Neill: There are multiple levels of challenges; 
probably the biggest one is the ability to adapt to 
change. We’re on the ground facing humanitarian 
crises, conflict and economic collapse in more 
than 40 countries around the world. Many 
aspects of how we work have changed, from the 
way we engage communities to how we connect 
people with the resources they need. Like using 
mobile phones – this is a big new development 
in our work. We can use mobile phones to give 
people the health information they need to 
protect themselves and their families– this is 
something we are doing in Liberia with the Ebola 
outbreak. We can share local crop prices and 
weather information so that farmers can make 
more-informed decisions. And we can use mobile 
phones for delivering cash aid after a disaster. This 
ensures that people can purchase exactly what they 
need to survive and it helps their communities 
recover faster because it puts money back into the 
local economy. 

Jackson School Journal: Do you see corruption 
as being one of the more obvious challenges? 
Such as the diversion of food aid to markets for 
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sale in Somalia? How does Mercy Corps deal 
with these types of issues? 

O’Neill: We will not deliver aid unless we have 
the right systems in place to guarantee it arrives 
where it’s intended. But then, on top of that, 
organizationally, we have an internal auditing 
system, where we take a hard look at our own 
programs, and compliance issues, and on top 
of that, you’ve got external auditors, and a very, 
very savvy board of directors, where we take 
governance very seriously, and you attempt to 
get it right. Accountability is a big value within 
the organization.    
 
Jackson School Journal: So I know you 
mentioned innovation and getting past hurdles 
in humanitarian work regarding delivering aid? 
What trends do you see as being innovative at 
Mercy Corps? 

O’Neill: Well since the early days, we had an 
entrepreneurial orientation. That value is still in 
the organization, although it may look different 
today. The newest approach as of the last several 
years has been social ventures which my colleague 
has spoken about (in a previous panel).

Jackson School Journal: Like microfinancing? 

O’Neill: No, not just micro-financing but actually 
startup businesses and working in a commercial 
context to spin off successful startups that will 
stand on their own. A large NGO like Mercy 
Corps is interested in tapping into the private 
sector and interacting with corporations like Nike 
and MasterCard to look for opportunities. Some 
of the projects that I’m involved with on social 
ventures are on this continuum of international 
development where you have emergency relief and 

economic development, questions come up like 
could we launch a company to fill that gap while 
having it be a private sector company? Will it 
have a large impact on social determinants? Mercy 
Corps has decided to incubate and launch for-
profit ventures, which is not commonplace as an 
NGO and it does involve a bit of risk. Moreover, 
there aren’t just businesses but there have been 
new approaches in the way that aid is delivered. 
There is a growing consensus in the humanitarian 
field like “gifts in kind” (for example: delivering 
rice or flour after a disaster) as less effective than 
cash, which is more flexible and adaptive to the 
environment, and it helps the local economy. As 
long as the stores are still functioning we wouldn’t 
want to put everyone out of business by providing 
free goods. In response to the question about 
innovation, we are looking at different ways to 
deliver cash, for example through mobile money 
or electronic vouchers. It can be scaled up faster to 
reach many more people. 

Jackson School Journal: Have you guys tapped 
into the hawala (electronic money transfer) 
system that is very prevalent in Eastern Africa? 
To navigate that more informal mobile transfer 
system? 

O’Neill: As an agency, Mercy Corps has over 
a decade of experience using electronic cash in 
our programming and we’re using it now in 24 
countries. We’ve distributed over $275 million 
in electronic cash and vouchers. These programs 
have dramatically improved food security, 
economic recovery and development, and 
livelihoods for hundreds of thousands of people. 
Right now we’re at the forefront of our industry’s 
efforts to transition from paper vouchers and 
cash-based aid to electronic transfers, which are 
often faster, cheaper, and more secure (both for 
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the aid workers and for our beneficiaries). 
 
Jackson School Journal: Where do you get 
most of your funding and what strategies do you 
use to garner funding?

O’Neill: About 30 percent of our funding comes 
from private donors – both individuals and 
foundations - and the other 70 percent is from 
governments and bilateral organizations. The 
largest donors are the United States Government, 
United Kingdom and Canada.

Jackson School Journal: In terms of giving from 
individuals, we’ve been reading a lot about how 
charitable giving is decreasing due to people 
tightening their pockets here in the United 
States as well as in the United Kingdom. A lot 
of millennials are moving further from giving at 
their churches and places of worship. Where do 
you see the majority of your individual donations 
coming from going forward? 

O’Neill: That’s true in some respects, but we 
are seeing increases in a program we run called 
Partners in Mercy. It allows people to give any 
amount, no matter how big or small, each month. 
Since the payments come in automatically, the 
low administrative and fundraising costs mean 
that their gifts go even further. It is also beneficial 
to Mercy Corps because this monthly income is 
something that we can count on. It is predictable 
and people feel like they are part of something 
greater than themselves through their gift. The 
program has grown to about 15,000 monthly 
donors. I think the average gift is around $28 
dollars a month. I started it in 1979 when a donor 
asked me to send 12 pre-addressed envelopes at 
the beginning of the year, so he could send us 
monthly donations. Their monthly support 

ensures we’re always ready for the next earthquake, 
tsunami, or typhoon, while also continuing our 
long-term work around the world, helping people 
transform their communities for good. 

Jackson School Journal: When the Haitian 
earthquake happened there were a lot of stories 
in the news about organizations mission’s 
overlapping and things getting convoluted about 
who was responsible for what. How important is 
it to coordinate with other NGOs when a crisis 
first breaks out and how does Mercy Corp go 
about partnering?  

O’Neill: Coordination is critical and partnerships 
are important. There are coordinating agencies 
that help delegate which agency will do what, yet 
it is always a challenge, depending on the kind of 
emergency, to work that out at the beginning. 

Jackson School Journal: We all know that 
Mercy Corps is the first set of “boots on the 
ground” when a crisis occurs and that you guys 
provide food, water, shelter and etc… but can you 
explain to me your more long-term solutions and 
programs that you are involved in?  

O’Neill: We started with the intention of not just 
doing relief work.  I wanted to bring people on 
who addressed long-term development needs and 
the root causes of conflict. In those days we called 
it “integrated, rural community development 
programs,” and it was based around empowering 
local leaders. Today we still empower people to 
recover from crisis, build better lives and transform 
their communities for good. Each approach we 
take may be slightly different – it depends on the 
country and the context.  
	 In Haiti for example, after the earthquake 
we knew we needed to meet urgent needs. We 
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provided emergency food, clean water, shelter 
materials and recovery assistance to upwards of a 
million people. But we also wanted to find ways 
to help Haiti over the long run. Over the last five 
years we have helped Haitians rebuild local roads, 
take better care of the land and start or expand 
small businesses. 

Jackson School Journal: How do you define 
success and when to deescalate operations in a 
region?  

O’Neill: I think I’ve used Bosnia as an example 
of starting a local NGO that over years included 
Bosnians who ultimately became their own NGO 
and where we spun them off and gradually over 
time, they are still running a post-war program. 
The way you define success is to have that DME 
process (Design, Monitoring, and Evaluation) so 
that you know how to define success. If success 
means no more program people (from the 
Headquarters) because local people have attained 
the level of engagement to run it themselves then 
I would define that as success. I think we also have 
to think about determining success in advance so 
we can gauge if we have achieved that.  

Jackson School Journal: In conflict zones where 
it is dangerous to bring in an outside force, you 
have mentioned that you like to have as many 
local people involved as possible. Does Mercy 
Corps consult with local NGOs before you decide 
to enter?  

O’Neill: We are going to scope out the NGO’s 
on the ground before we enter as well as have 
a person who oversees security so that we don’t 
take security risks that are not well planned and 
strategically sound.  

Jackson School Journal: How many Westerners 
or from your headquarters do you send to your 
sites?  

O’Neill: Around 90% are local employees and 
there are employees at the Headquarters with 
specific skills who go to international sites and 
determine what our program or niche will be. 
They then hire locally and are not permanent 
fixtures.  

Jackson School Journal: What advice do you 
have for Jackson School Students interested in 
aid and development and how to get started in a 
career or as volunteers?  

O’Neill: Have the fire in the belly! What is your 
conviction about these things? What is the “why” 
behind what we do? What is the moral imperative 
to be involved? What skills should I acquire? And 
as Mike and I had mentioned earlier, having a 
broad base of life experiences (i.e.: having an 
eclectic background and capability so that you are 
adaptive within the context you find yourself ). It 
is important to have broad experiences if possible 
and not just focusing on learning one skill to be a 
CPA for example. Although we need accountants, 
in the humanitarian world and the way it is going, 
you have to be adaptive and entrepreneurial.  A 

“Although we need accountants, in the 
humanitarian world and the way it 
is going, you have to be adaptive and 
entrepreneurial.  A lot of that is powered 
by the conviction that what you are doing 
matters.”
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lot of that is powered by the conviction that what 
you are doing matters. I like to say Mercy Corps is 
about “doing the things that matter most.”

Interview Edited by Iman Farah
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