Conference Executive Summary

Ethnic Minorities & Great Power Strategies in Asia

Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies

12-14 October 2004(
Introduction

To facilitate a comprehensive examination of Great Power strategies in relation to ethnic diasporas and ethnic separatism in Asian countries, the Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies held a conference titled “Ethnic Minorities & Great Power Strategies in Asia” from 12 to 14 October 2004. The conference sought to increase understanding of:

       (  the relationship between the global terrorist threat and the phenomenon of minority separatism and diaspora activism;

 (  the opportunities made available to Chinese, Russian, & Indian security strategists in the form of ethnic diasporas; and the scale, character, utility, and importance of these diasporas in particular geographic locales;

       (  the vulnerabilities confronting Chinese, Russian, & Indian security strategists in the form of ethnic minority separatist movements in their own countries; and the scale, character, strength, and importance of these movements; and

 (   the implications for U.S. security strategy of:

· Asian diasporas in the United States

· Great Power manipulation & exploitation of ethnic diasporas; and

· Ethnic minority separatist challenges to Russia, China, & India.

In general, the conference aimed at advancing U.S. policymakers’ understanding of Great Power ethno-strategies in the Asia-Pacific region, and thus to improve the policymakers’ capacity to fashion security policies appropriate not only to the conduct of bilateral relations with China, Russia, and India, but also to the promotion of broader U.S. strategic interests in the Asia-Pacific, including the global war on terrorism. The conference brought together senior diplomats, intelligence analysts, journalists, NGO representatives, and leading academics. In addition to APCSS and PACOM representatives, twenty-six (26) individuals representing twelve (12) nations (Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Philippines, Germany, USA, Russia, India, Canada, UK, Thailand, Israel, China) participated in the conference.
Among the major findings that surfaced in this conference:

Ethnic Diasporas

( In recent years provision of assistance and support of Russian compatriots abroad, protection of their rights and legitimate interests has become one of the priorities of Russian foreign policy. Russian Diaspora is one of the largest in the world numbering around 25-26 million. Russia however lacks a tradition of interacting with its diaspora. The Russian diaspora is very diverse and still wary of Moscow’s domestic plans and foreign policy goals. Establishing special relations with “compatriots” might be viewed as an attempt to extend Russia’s political space. Russia, however, has little resources and political will to become assertive in this field. On the contrary, as the situation in Central Asia has demonstrated, Moscow is often ineffective in defending the rights of Russians in the region. There remains a great discrepancy between the assertive rhetoric of Russia’s leaders and the actual policy of Russia in its relations with Russian diasporas.  At the same time, the strong showing of nationalist parties in the last year’s parliamentary elections, and the surge of patriotism in the wake of recent terrorist attacks, may lead to greater pressures to “defend” Rusians abroad, particularly in former Soviet republics.

( According to some estimates as many as two million people from the People’s Republic of China have migrated legally and illegally since 1978.  Apart from smaller groups of dissident students and intellectuals, the new migrants are not hostile to the Chinese government. Many remain patriotic and identify themselves with the motherland. The resurgent Chinese nationalism is linked to the PRC’s great power aspirations. The Chinese Government regards overseas Chinese as a future backbone of friendly forces in foreign countries. This is one of the reasons, along with population pressure and flow of remittances, why the Chinese authorities actively encourage emigration. The massive Chinese migration is likely to upset demographic balances in vulnerable areas like the Russian Far East, the Pacific Islands and northern Burma. In the long term, this could lead to problems of different natures.  

( The Government of India attaches great and growing importance to its diasporic communities. No small part of its interest in them arises from the huge sums in foreign exchange remitted to India by the diasporas, especially by those in the Gulf states. In the United Kingdom, the Indian diaspora plays an increasingly important role. Politically, however, it has become deeply polarized, mirroring the ideological battle going on in the homeland between Hindu nationalists and liberal secularists. The Indian diaspora in the United States, according to one speaker, has had a “decisive” role in altering perceptions of decision-makers about Indo-US bilateral relations. The diaspora is “a reservoir of support for New Delhi in Washington.” As a result, there “has been a remarkable turnaround in congressional attitudes toward India and U.S.-Indian ties.”

Ethnic Separatist Movements

( There are degrees of separatism apparent within the Russian Federation, not all of which lead inexorably to secessionism, and not all of which weaken the integrity of the Federation.  The ethno-nationalist minority separatism projects within Russia that emerged after the break up of the USSR proved unsuccessful, with the exception of Chechnya.  On the basis of the Chechen experience, it was generally accepted that for minority separatist movements to successfully secede from the Federation and emerge as independent sovereign entities, certain preconditions had to be met. In most national regions of Russia, where ethnic Russians outnumber the titular nationality, such conditions are absent.  At the same time, the governance problems in Russia and the uneven process of democratic reforms could exacerbate separatist challenges. Also the deteriorating demographic situation in Russia could lead to a changed balance between ethnic Russians and other nationalities. The Russian (mainly ethnic Russian) population is declining fast, by an estimated 700-750 thousand people each year. 

( While the People's Republic of China is also a multi-ethnic state consisting of 56 ethnic groups, identified and confirmed by the Central Government, only 8.04 percent of the population belongs to minority ethnic groups. Also in sharp contrast to war zones of “real” separatist conflicts, such as Sri Lanka or Chechnya, “problematic” national regions of China, such as Xingiang remain relatively peaceful and quiet. Beijing however manipulates the problem of Uyghur separatism to conform to its particular needs at a given time. When projecting an image of a loyal and trusted partner to the global (US-led) struggle against terrorism, the PRC tends to overestimate the threat of Uyghur separatism to China’s regional stability and national security. But when the Chinese are tying to raise investments from abroad and attract foreign businessmen, especially from Hong Kong, to become involved in Xinjiang’s economy, those same leaders tend to underestimate the threat. The existing internal and external challenge of Uyghur separatism and Islamic radicalism to Chinese rule in Xinjiang is, at best, marginal and at worst, manageable. It is also unlikely that dissident nationalist forces in Tibet or Inner Mongolia will achieve more than small concessions in the direction of more meaningful autonomy of their areas. The situation could however dramatically change in case of serious economic or social disruptions in China. 

( Ethnic separatism is largely a problem of India’s borderlands, most of which are inhabited by religious as well as ethnic minorities. These “minorities” are majorities, in fact, in the borderland territories. Punjabi Sikh separatism erupted in the territory adjacent to Pakistan, Kashmiri Muslim separatism in the area bordering Pakistan and China, and the Hindu/Christian/tribal animist separatisms in India’s Northeast adjacent to China and Myanmar/Burma. Especially in the Northeast, separatism has become highly interwoven with narcotics and gun trafficking. Though one should not exaggerate the foreign element in India’s separatisms, India’s neighbor Pakistan has taken maximum advantage of Kashmiri Muslim separatism. Bangladesh “supports” separatism in India’s Northeast mainly through inaction. Myanmar and Bhutan harbor no malign intentions towards India, said one speaker, but their lands are springboards for separatism in neighboring Indian territories due to state inability to control and manage their borderlands. China, said this speaker, has not interfered on behalf of separatist movements in India’s Northeast for twenty-five years.

U.S. Security Policy in the Asia-Pacific & the War on Terrorism
· The U.S. support of democratic and economic reforms in the region is an important element of addressing the root causes of ethnic and religious unrest. At the same time, the promotion by the United States of political democracy in areas infected by serious ethnic disaffection and separatism may complicate the host state’s capacity to cope with separatism. In the short term, the promotion of democracy could considerably increase political instability and, thus, possibly retard democratic institutions taking hold in the area.

· The United States may not take into account adequately the ethnic or cultural angle in its efforts to cope with Islamic extremism and militancy. Muslim cultures are in fact highly diverse. The United States might make greater headway against Islamic radicalism if more attention is paid to strengthening and appealing to the multiple ethnic identities of which Islamic societies are composed.

      (     The United States should be wary of foreign states’ appeals to “diasporic”               

             communities living in the United States. The term diaspora implies an                      

             involuntary scattering or dispersion of exiles who then “long” to retain ties of  

             identity with the fatherland. It is often the foreign state’s majority community,  

             not the migrant minority community, that engages most zealously in the    

             discourse  of diasporas. Overestimating the importance and relevance of a     

             diaspora minority may inadvertently undermine the rule of law, interfere with  

             cultural assimilation and adaptation, and produce divided loyalties. Diasporas  

             may end up as strategic pawns in great power rivalry.

· Recognition is needed that the state system will be better able to cope with and manage both ethnic diasporas and ethnic separatism if more emphasis is given internationally to the strengthening of individual states rather than to the “inevitable” deterioration of state power in the face of globalization.

( Prepared by Rouben Azizian and Robert Wirsing, Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies





PAGE  
1

