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Coordinator:
Today's call is now being recorded if you have any objections you may disconnect at this time. Thank you, you may begin.

Drew Sample:
Thank you very much everyone this is Drew Sample from the Wilson Center again. I just wanted to say thanks to everyone for participating today. I think we've got a lot of great participants on our call today about John Kerry's first international trip as Secretary of State.


I think with that we'll go ahead and do some brief introductions here with our folks from the Wilson Center. If you can just give your name and sort of a sense or two about your expertise that would be great, (Michael) do you want to start?

(Michael Gerry):
Yes (Michael Gerry) I am a professor at University in the Netherlands and I am a fellow European Union and European Union Politics here at the Wilson Center. My area is the European Union and trans event correlations.

Dave Ottaway:
Dave Ottaway a senior scholar here and former Washington Post Cairo Bureau Chief.

(Marino Atali):
(Marino Atali) also senior scholar I directed the Middle East program endowment I focus mostly on Egypt and the trans Pacific transition.

Aaron Miller:
Aaron Miller, Vice President here at the Wilson Center, U.S. politics, foreign policy Middle East Arabs negotiation.

Drew Sample:
All right very good so now with that I think we'll go ahead and start with questions. Everybody's sort of on the same line so I just ask that people don't kind of talk over each other let every one take a turn here but we'll go ahead and start with the first question, just jump right in.

Man:
Hello.

(Hanah Alam):
This is (Hana Alam) from (Maclatchie) may I ask?

Drew Sample:
Yes please.

(Hanah Alam):
I'm curious about the State Departments role in the EU US the trade plan that was announced by the President in the State of the Union. And I've been hearing from some people that the State is actually sort of marginalized in that - in those discussions.


That people don't think they have the technical expertise that a lot of the commercial foreign service officers are over at Commerce rather than in State. If you could just tell me a little bit about the State Departments role in that and how I guess important it is or not I'd really appreciate it thank you.

(Michael Gerry):
Yes (Michael Gerry). I don't think it's overly important at least not for the Europeans who negotiate with Europe some if they're actually in agreement. And you're correct most of the good experts are in the Commerce Department.


U.S. (TR) is, you know, not exactly the most organized place we're still waiting on a new trade representative to be appointed. So I think John Kerry's trip to Europe, Europeans certainly will be asking him as with their main Diplomat one key question and that will be, you know, how serious Obama and the Obama Administration about completing an agreement.


I know Michael Froman at the White House is very, very serious and was one of the key architects of this plan but yes I don't think it makes that much difference. I think John Kerry would be very supportive of the plan, there is a lot of people in the State Department.


There is a lot of, you know, American Diplomats in Europe particularly in Embassies in Paris and in Berlin who I now are very, very keen to promote the idea and get it started, which is what the Europeans want.

So whether it is State or whether it is Commerce I don't think is going to be a deal breaker for Europeans. Perhaps there will be some internal politics here in DC about who takes charge but I think very much it will be a U.S. (TR) and the Commerce Department.

Aaron Miller:
Aaron Miller, I think there's a bureaucratic reality here, which underscores I think the relationship between the State Department and the White House on several issues and that is the degree of seriousness of any of these issue will depend on whether or not the White House is prepared to empower and institutionalize whether it's the pivot to Asia or the Trans Pacific partnership or the Trans Atlantic partnership.


And, you know, my own view of these matters is just to have a very withholding White House perhaps the most dominating foreign policy President since Richard Nixon on many issues.

So the key is whether at the White House is taking lead to create a task force and then empower somebody to take the lead because if they don't this isn't going to have the kind of institutional credibility and want to assemble the kind of expertise that (Michael) referred to.


And, you know, have an initiative (fairly) that represents a key to an empty room, which is frankly not what you want particularly for something that's so new.

Howard LaFranchi:
Hi hello.

Drew Sample:
Yes please.

Howard LeFranchi:
Yes this is Howard LeFranchi with Christian Science Monitor. If I could ask just kind of a broad question I guess basically it's just kind of, you know, why Europe and the Middle East as a first trip for John Kerry I was thinking back to, you know, Condalisa Rice when first Secretary of State and she kind of - the sense anyway was that she kind of dragged Bush over to Europe to mend fences.


And what would you say is the reasoning for this choice of itinerary for Kerry for this first trip?

(Marino Atali):
Let me start addressing the issue of the Middle East. I cannot really answer why Europe as well. The United States the Administration has been talking about they pivot to Asia for a while.


The fact is that they cannot pivot to Asia right now as long as the Middle East is in the kind of conditions it's in. This is what consumes a lot of the attention, this is the way of the major crisis side of this point.


So that I think whether it is because of the peace process, whether he though it is because of the stalled transitions that we are witnessing in a number of countries.

And the open crisis in places like the (unintelligible) for example and of course Syria, the Administration is bound to develop a lot of attention to this.

(Michael Gerry):
Yes (Michael Gerry) again I think we shouldn't be surprised. Over the last 24 hours there has been a huge amount of commentary on the itinerary, which is not unsurprising because it's his first trip so there's always going to be a certain amount of, you know, second guessing as to where he will go.


But I think John Kerry's a Realist, John Kerry's hardly going to Malaysia or Indonesia or China or Japan when he needs to get to port for perhaps military intervention in Syria.


So it's inevitable that he will go to Europe and talk with those same allies who were first in Libya. So I'm not surprised that he's going to Europe, it's a very realistic and admirable or eminently suitable place to go.


To go to London to Paris to Rome and Berlin and of course to Turkey where it's hugely important for the situation in Syria. So I'm not surprised I think it's actually is a sense of imputability about his trip and he, I mean if you go back to Hillary Clinton her trip in 2009, her first trip of course then this huge discussion and conversation about this pivot to Asia.


I mean 2009 and 2013 we were in a very different place than where we were became Secretary of State and John Kerry has inherited a different set of challenges and hers is from her a different set of challenges that she inherited when she became Secretary of State.


So the role that she was trying to play was different than what John Kerry has to do because, you know, these are very serious challenges and he knows that Europe and the Europeans, you know, he needs to be able to press the flesh and see what their position is on these - on certain issues like, you know, Syria and other areas of the Middle East so it's not necessarily that surprising that he is going to Europe first.

Aaron Miller:
Let me just add one additional point having planned or help advise on more than my fair share of these things this trip is also all about the personal. It is after all the first trip by a - America's 68th Secretary of State.


And like the speech at UVA I would argue it's State's interest and very Secretarial and it allows him to combine the kind of style and substance that by in large may well set the tone for the Kerry Administration.


I mean it's a combination of the macro, which are planning are strategy and consulting with the allies is always a good place to start. And a number of relatively safe stops with the exception of Egypt, which I think he does face some risks minus the Israeli's and the Palestinian's, which of course he was told (unintelligible) White House for obvious reasons even though he wanted to go.


So I think this is a very color between the lines first trip for a guy who's nature frankly at least now is risk adverse not risk ready.

Howard LaFranchi:
Thank you.

(Michelle Kellman):
Hi it's (Michelle Kellman) I just wanted to follow up on that a bit and ask, you know, he's talked about this as a listening tour but he also says he wants to talk about some ideas for changing Assad the calculation in Syria.


I wonder if you think there are any good ideas out there are on that and then also maybe (Marino) can talk a little bit about and (Aaron) can talk about the challenges in Egypt that he'll face.

(Aaron Miller):
I mean I - you want to - I'll talk about Syria if you want to talk about Egypt.

(Marino Atali):
Yes go ahead with this.

(Aaron Miller):
Look, I mean I think the options on Syria run from bad to worst. I think the Administration has even though it may well be revisiting the possibility of either A, supply non-lethal assistance to armed group or even perhaps supplying limited lethal assistance to groups that are vetted.


That may be being relooked at although it think the Administration does not want to do that. The question on new ideas and pressure in Assad is going to be driven by one reality and that is the degree of desperation of these circumstances.


There could be a deal on extrication if in fact the situation in the military bends to the point where in fact the opposition is at a point where it really threatens to overrun Damascus.


So I don't think until that military pressure increases I don't think the likely (interlock) here for such a deal for Kerry, which would be the Russians are going to want to even set the stage on that.


So I'm curious when he talked about new ideas about increasing pressure on Assad, what exactly he meant. So I think on that one he is in a listening mode.

Dave Ottaway:
(Michelle) there is something going on, there are new arms going into Syria from Jordan. These are mostly anti-tank, more sophisticated anti-tank missiles.


I do not think Jordan would be doing this on its own and it smells to me as a generalist as if there's something going on between Jordan, the United States and Saudi Arabia to provide if not anti-air missiles, anti-airplane missiles at least more sophisticated anti-tank missiles.


So there may be something in terms of increasing the pressure on Assad to begin the provision of weapons through Jordan. This weapons are mostly Yugoslav made, they're not coming from Russia or the United States.


And there's a great deal of discussion now where they are coming from. There's some talk about Croatia being involved believe it or not but I'm beginning to feel that there's some shift in the U.S. attitude about providing arms but doing it through second and third parties.

(Marino Atali):
Yes like me going to Egypt the Administration is under increasing pressure I would say at this point to the fact of changing its policy to a (unintelligible) position of the Obama Administration has been to in a sense to make up for what are perceived as mistakes of Bush and to accept a (unintelligible) government in Egypt, to accept the Muslim brotherhood to keep an open mind in dealing with the present government
That policy has never gone down particularly well with Congress of course because there are strong - there is strong sentiment in parts of Congress that this is not a time to befriend the Muslim brotherhood but it's time to maintain pressure on the country to play hardball with the aid to force the Muslim brotherhood to maintain a policy that is familiar to all the Mubarak Administration.


So far the Muslim brotherhood has really not deviated from the foreign policy of what has been Egypt's foreign policy in the last decade but what I see is the beginning of growing pressure on the Administration to take a harder line against the Muslim brotherhood.


And this is a bad time to do it because the situation in Egypt - Egypt then is a very fine line situation because you have a government that has proven fairly inept, certainly extremely inexperienced. And I think it has made a lot of stupid mistakes if you want in terms of its policy.


And on the other side you'll have in a position, which is certainly disorganized so that essentially (unintelligible) to the government that exists at the present time. There is still time before the elections that are now not supposed to be until - to begin until late April and not be finished until June, which means that this government, you know, with all its problems it's going to be around for a long time.


So I think it's important that some sort of balance is maintained in dealing with it.

(Aaron Miller):
One additional point just to add to what (Marino) said, this is Kerry's most risky stop in my judgment because he's going to be forced publicly and privately to have two - to consider having two conversations, which could be quite awkward.


I mean Egypt now is in the hands of the two least Democratic forces in the country. He's (blamist) on one hand and military on the other and we've frankly soft balled our approach towards each one.

We have a large military outlay 1.4 billion a year plus hundreds of billions more in excess defense articles. We've in some respects acquiesced because it was a fair and free election or a series of elections in (unintelligible) even while we don't approve of many of his exclusive policies.


So Kerry's going to have to figure out or the President's going to have to figure out what he wants Kerry to say publicly. Is it going to be a very strong and powerful message about the need for transparency, accountability and respect for minority and minorities, Christians and women (rights) and making sure the democratic transition continues or is it going to be a sort of softball arc?


And then private exactly what is he going to say to (Marcy) that we're not going to support the $4 billion IMS loan, we are not going to allow you to come to Washington because frankly you're acting more like an adversary and not like an ally?


I mean this question of how he deals with Egypt I would argue Kerry's question is clearly the edgiest and most potentially risky piece of this entire trip and it will be fascinating to see how he ends it.

Jill Dougherty:
This is Jill Doughterty.

Drew Sample:
Hey Jill.

Jill Dougherty:
Hi there, could I ask you when he's supposed to be meet with the Syrian opposition. What does he want to do with them, is this also listening or, you know, what's his mission with them?

Dave Ottaway:
You know, they've been - the Obama Administration has been trying to put together a more credible and a new opposition representing both the internal forces and the external forces and they've had a terrible time doing this.


And the Syrian National Coalition has been trying since it was set up late last year to create a government, a government in exile in effect and they have been unable to agree on who should be the President or the Prime Minister or any other position.


So I suspect he's going to try to put pressure on them to get their act together and form this government so that the outside world has some entity to deal with and also for negotiations with Assad.


You know, having my Algerian experience is where I started as a Journalist, the Algerians when they were trying the French set up of provisional government in Tunisia that did all the negotiations with the French.


And I hadn't seen anything similar to this until we've come to the Syrian equation of trying to set up provisional outside government primarily to deal with the external world and negotiations and that sort of thing and they're having a terrible time doing this and I'm sure Kerry is going to talk to them about this.

Jill Dougherty:
Could I just ask what is the biggest stumbling block to their unification?

Dave Ottaway:
They can't agree on who should fill the various posts. President, Prime Minister, you know, person in charge of refugees et cetera, et cetera, et cetera sort of dividing up the various positions, which is kind of ironic because in the case of Algeria as soon as independence came the provisional government exploded and didn't play any role so anyway this is what they're squabbling over.

(Marino Atali):
The other problem in forming this government is that unless you position managers to bring in a credible fashion elements of the inside and the position it does not - the government even if they form one is not going to have any authority.


And the big problem in bringing in the element (unintelligible) position is that the ones that have the most credibility inside the council because they're doing most of the fighting are the groups that United States would not want to be part of that coalition.


They are the better armed warriors, they - and because they are the better armed ones from all the post of people who have been inside the country are the most popular not because they are hiding but because they are the ones who are doing the fighting.


So the problem is not just overcoming the internal squabbles of the different section of the coalition but also establishing the government that has some credibility because it has - links to your position inside the country through the fighting groups inside the country.

Dave Ottaway:
(Marino's) point is absolute critical because if the Americans intend to support a 71 member or group coalition when in fact the authority and legitimacy of who actually controls the guns and who is doing the fighting and who is doing the dying is inside the country and totally detached from this group.


It becomes frankly a liability for the United States not a source of strength and advantage and that's why I suspect Kerry would be very reluctant to make any pronouncements in the wake of this meeting on the creation of everything.


I just don't think they have their ducks in line in a way that is credible. It is going to make us weaker frankly than we do now.

(Marino Atali):
Yes if I can elaborate just on this point I think the problem is that this government might if it is formed might end up being a liability for the United States in the sense it will make the U.S. look as if it was making the wrong (horse) because it's not - because the fighting groups are not part of it.

Dave Ottaway:
I think this is a real dilemma because if you're going to have negotiations you got to have somebody there to negotiate so it's a real development for the United States.

Jill Doughterty:
Thank you. This is Jill again.

Drew Sample:
Sure go ahead Jill.

Jill Doughterty:
Hi since I'm sitting here in Moscow, Russians are on my mind. What's - what is the latest I guess the easiest question would be what's the latest in the Russian thinking, you know, can Kerry pull Lavrof in, is there any real change in where they are?


I mean they continue to say we don't like the guy either but we can't do anything because it's sovereignty, sovereignty. Is there any, you know, opening on their side.

(Michael Gerry):
Well I think (Michael Gerry) again Jill I think the - I think there is potential there but I think that there needs to be more - I don't think the Russians are going to do anything just for the same of doing something.


You know, I think that there will have to be some kind of outreach from Washington and the Administration. Lavrof and Kerry I think may need a bilateral.


I think there's potential and I thought for a long time actually there is potential. I think Putin will, you know, may look for some kind of a decent legacy on certain issues and I think the Americans and the Russians may need to have a serious sit down.


I know Hillary Clinton tries with some success but I certainly think that John Kerry needs to, you know, have a separate trip to Russia and even I think Obama and Putin as some stage need to, you know, start phoning each other and have this conversation.


You know, I don't think Putin for all his failings, you know, is somebody that we can't do business with. So on the European side or the American side, I mean if you look at I was just reading there recently but, you know, regulation on mining first shale gas.


I mean the Russians have more regulation and Putin has insisted about more regulation to protect the environment than the Americans have themselves. So, you know, it's kind of a surprise to me but I think on other issues I think, you know, we can't particularly rule him out. He's going to be around for quite a long time and I think certainly the Americans I think should really make more of an effort on dealing with them and more outreach initiatives from Washington.


Whether it will work who knows but I think that we need more of an effort made.

Jill Doughterty:
Okay.

Howard La Franchi:
So, this is Howard again I'm just going to burst in here but following up on that. So do you see this Kerry - the Kerry Lavrof meeting that they have scheduled in Berlin is just sort of a preliminary sort of get to know each other or you don't really see anything serious happening there?


I mean it would have to be as you say, you know, a follow up Kerry trip to Moscow or even Obama and Putin?

(Michael Gerry):
Well I don’t think - I think it's going to be hopeful. I think any kind of a meeting between the two is going to be certainly we got somewhere in clearing the fog between the two sides.


You know, I don't know how friendly Kerry is to Lavrof, I mean I don't think Lavrof is calling the shots. I think certainly Putin has his own ideas on this but I certainly think it's a step in the right direction.


And whether, you know, they will come to some kind of an arrangement or I don't think anything major is going to happen here other than probably the promise of further discussions soon on the issue.


I think certainly it’s a step in the right direction when he is on - in Europe that there's a chance for a face-to-face that certainly is welcome but I don't think it's going to reinvent the wheel next week in Europe but certainly I think it's something to be, you know, a step in the right direction but I don't know you know.

Aaron Miller:
Just to hammer home again this point, it's not as if John Kerry is a free agent and has gained the President's confidence over the last several years in his capacity not to get himself into trouble or be to negotiate something.


The fact is every problem we've identified is a problem without an immediate solution. There's more uncertainty than clarity in every single piece of this and I guess the backdrop of such a situation with this withholding dominating President who dominates and doesn't delegate.


The fact is everything's going to have to be run back through Washington. Any major initiative, any new idea is - and presumably Kerry's made a virtue out of a necessity. Yes he's going on a listening tour because the truth is with respect to most of these situations he's really not in a position to do a whole lot more.


You know, again he's (unintelligible) as being preceded by the President's own first foray, you know, into the wonderful world of (unintelligible) politics, which is a trip only Obama can do and one that Kerry probably wanted to but was told not to do.


So again if you look at the first four years of the Obama Administration it seems unmistakably clear whether or not the pattern of Obama's style is going to change or not is not clear. Maybe there will be some clues of it on Kerry's first trip.

(Michael Gerry):
Yes I totally agree there because I think there - what is lacking here is, you know, a sense of politics and a conclusion with all of these problems but that doesn't seem to be even on the TTIP the Trans Atlantic Trade and Investment Partnership, you know, we have to go through - we need to find a new trade representative who has to be confirmed in Congress.


I don't know how long that will take and there doesn't seem to be any idea to who is going to be the new trade representative. And the negotiating teams hasn't been assembled, the Europeans are ready. And so again it's firmly in the hands of the voters as we've been quite clear.


And that's only one issue that really is on the President's table and there is a sense of urgency because, you know, he's hitting into, you know, his fifth year of President so I mean it's not like he's fresh off the boat, you know, as say in Ireland but, you know, he's been around for quite a while.


So, this and he - but he has an agenda himself so especially for the Trans Atlantic trade and partnership initiative. So, you know, I agree I think it's a bit more of Obama and that's something that, you know, has really been lacking for quite a while, you know.


I mean Hillary Clinton could only have done so much, John Kerry can only do so much when, you know, you have a very, very, you have a White House that is quite - keeps these issues to itself.

So it's just so I think we need to see more Obama in foreign policy over the next four years that's quite clear.

Dave Ottaway:
I would just add I think they have one problem in common and that's Syria and they have a similar problem and that is can the Russians get us to negotiate and can United States convince the Syrian opposition to negotiate and neither wants to talk to each other and the country is falling apart.


And this is an immediate problem and they're going to have to deal with it, you know, in now now. But they do have a - there's some transaction they can make between the Russians and the Americans and working together or not working together over the fate of Assad and Syria.

Drew Sample:
(Margaret) are you on the call here? All right (Nicole) are you there did you have any questions you wanted to ask? Anyone else with any final questions here before we sign off?

Howard LaFranchi:
Could I just ask - this is Howard again sorry but to clarify Dave Ottaway. Could you - I want to be sure that I had that right when you were talking about that kind of symmetry between what the Russians have to do and what the American's need to do in terms of the Russians need to get Assad to negotiate and then it kind of went out what - for me anyway on my line what the Americans need to do.

Dave Ottaway:
Well I think both - the Russians have to put pressure on Assad to negotiate with the real opposition and not some phony, you know, opposition living in Damascus and he doesn't want to do this.


And Mouaz Khatib the President of the National Alliance has said, okay we'll have negotiations and Assad has not responded. On the other hand Khatib's initiative is very unpopular within the national coalition.


And so that's where we might come in, the U.S. the Obama Administration in putting pressure on the opposition, you know, well you've got to go to negotiations that's the only way to resolve this thing or, you know, tens of thousands more people are going to get killed.

Howard La Franchi:
And does that need to be specifically with Assad or with...
Dave Ottaway:
I think they're going to have to figure out somebody like Shara the Vice President or somebody who - not Assad himself but somebody from the government that is, you know, sort of represents the government but is not the worst face of the government such as Assad or his brother-in-law or, you know, that kind of type of person.

(Marino Atali):
If I can add something here the Russians and the United States have something in common in this situation that unless there are credible negotiations the problem is going to in the long-run it's going to be solved on the battlefield, which means that both the Russians and the United States are not going to be players in the (unintelligible) of Syria.


So that in a sense both for the United States and for Russia successful negotiations are the conditions for continuing to have or for developing some influence over the new government.


Whether this same interest that they have is enough to push them to work together, you know, remains to be seen. Certainly so far it has not been but those negotiations of Syria center for Russia and the United States or they are going to be cut off, they are not going to be players.

Drew Sample:
Great, anyone else have anything else?

Woman:
Thanks for doing the call.

Drew Sample:
Of course well thank you everyone for participating today and I'll have a full recording of this and the transcript available about 24 hours from now. Our experts are also sort of generally available if anybody needs any follow up commentary just shoot me an email or give me a call.

And thanks again we'll talk to you all soon.

Man:
All right thank you very much.

Woman:
Thanks bye-bye.

END

