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If the Group-of-Eight powwows promise one thing, it is massive media attention. Rarely do so many thousand journalists descend upon one small place. Whether with style and protocol, personality and power play, or policy and strategy, G-8 summits represent the world’s political high ground. Sadly, defending these summits makes them look more like one of the world’s battlegrounds. 
 
1.  G-8 Powwows are a Power for Globalization
The G-8 Summit: a yearly ritual where the leaders of the world’s richest and most powerful states assemble, debate, and decide. They take up the issues of the day, whether debt relief, Chernobyl or terrorism. They also go beyond the headlines, staking out areas of agreement across a broad array of common concerns. And they always have their eyes on economics.  
Since their founding in 1975, these meetings have coordinated approaches to currency stabilization and trade liberalization. The finance ministers of the G-8 continue to meet much more frequently than other cabinet members.  The political consensus thereby found also provides impetus to other international organizations like the World Bank or the International Monetary Fund.  In this sense, the G-8 process generates a fund of common political capital to tend the global marketplace—and, increasingly, to tend the global community, the “commons” in which that marketplace either thrives or withers.  
The G-8 also generates resentment. Its traditional push for an open international economy provokes criticism from many who believe an open economy primarily opens doors to exploitation. The G-8 is often a lightening rod for the anti-globalization movement—that is, for those who believe globalization is for the powerful and against the weak, for the rich and against the poor.
G-8 summits define and codify areas of agreement (at least among the world’s powerful), but they also pledge money and action. For example, in Kananaskis, Candada in 2002, the heads of state committed themselves to the so-called “10 plus 10 over 10” initiative to fight proliferation: 10 billion from the United States and ten billion from the other 6 members together, over ten years, to keep technologies of mass destruction under a tight lid.  Back in 1994 and 1995, they pledged to help cleanup the Chernobyl nuclear reactor in return for its closure.
Commitments to action or money, as laid out in the communiqués, are important. So is the give-and-take that leads to such a common statement. This exercise in consensus-building is as valuable as the final document’s persuasive powers.  The communiqué sets out areas of overlapping interests, but it also reflects the political heavy lifting undertaken by the leaders and their summit “sherpas” to arrive at this valuable set of quid pro quos. 
 
Question: Is the powwow worth the price or is there a better way?
 
2. The Big Chief at Sea Island is Host George W. Bush 
The Sea Island G-8, to be held June 8-10, is a central pillar of the 2004 Summer of Summits that will give George W. Bush a signal opportunity to show he has the diplomatic stuff to be a global leader.  His re-election may well depend on it.  The sequence of settings could not be more appropriate. Two days before Sea Island, George W. Bush will be in Normandy, France commemorating with Jacques Chirac, Gerhard Schröder and the Queen of England, the 60th anniversary of the Allied landing. On the 25th and 26th of June, Bush will meet with European Union leaders in Ireland and on the 28 and 29th, he will meet NATO´s other leaders in Istanbul, Turkey. The NATO gathering will bring together 26 Member and 27 Partner heads-of-state; they will look south and east, seeing in the Greater Middle East many of the today’s greatest challenges to “Euro-Atlantic security.”
The Mideast will occupy the chiefs gathered on Sea Island. The American delegation will want to show that the United States can win wars, but that the country can also win the peace.  It will not be lost on them that war leaders rarely survive if they have no time for peace. You have to deter your enemies; you also have to reassure your friends. Hoping to do both, George W. Bush is planning to use the Sea Island summit as an opportunity to present a Greater Middle East Initiative to his fellow world leaders. 
Question: Can the United States be a global leader?
 
3.  The Greater Mideast Initiative: Between a Rock and a Hard Place
Such a Greater Middle East Initiative comes as the latest U.S. proposal for getting at the “why do they hate us?” problem.  This is a problem compounded by what the Economist calls a “combustible mix of exploding demography with political and economic stagnation across the vast region from Pakistan to Morocco.” Drawing on the diagnosis of the two United Nations Arab Human Development Reports (www.undp.org), and building on the State Department’s Middle East Partnership Initiative (www.mepi.state.gov), this Bush Administration initiative aims to address the “root causes” of the threats emanating from the Middle East. Equally important, the White House hopes to reinvigorate international cooperation in one of the world’s more troubled neighborhoods. 
While the need for action is urgent, the White House initiative faces a central dilemma: It is stuck between the danger of American arrogance and the danger of the Middle Eastern status quo.  In other words, will efforts to shake up the status quo (that led to September 11th) only make things worse? Or also better? Is this democracy-promoting mission civilisatrice even possible in the Greater Middle East? (You can bring a people to good government, but can you make them drink?) Is it more important to calm things down and lower the hate level, or is it better to take on the power structures, perhaps at the price of more chaos? 
The Initiative thus underlines a dilemma between tactics and strategy:  Preventing Jihadist political parties from winning elections may make it easier to round up al Quaida operatives, but it will not necessarily drain the swamp of terrorist sympathizers. Strategy says take on the region’s autocrats; tactics say work with them—against the Jihadists. This dilemma is one reason why the initiative will probably be broad, without trying to cut deep at the roots of the current power structure.
The Greater Middle East Initiative will build on a collection of ideas and initiatives, both old and new. These come from the manual for good governance: promote political pluralism, develop civil society, free markets, reform education, empower women, separate religion and state. The Initiative will draw on the common experience of Cold War “solvents” (Helsinki Process, CSCE). It will try to replicate the success of post-Cold War engagement (EU Association Agreements, NATO Partnership for Peace) and enlargement (NATO and EU membership for former Warsaw Pact members). 
Whether broad or deep, this initiative is coming into play as dramatic changes in diplomatic and domestic affairs reverberate across the region. Movement is everywhere: Israel and Gaza, Iran and nuclear inspections or al Sistani, Libya and WMD, Syria and terrorist safe-havens, Saudi Arabia and terrorist money, Pakistan and Kashmir, India and the United States. Today’s swirling regional dynamics raise the significance of the Initiative. They do not necessarily make it any easier. 
Question: Is there an alternative to outside pressure for reform in the Greater Middle East?
 
4.  Global Cacophony or Concert?
Global coordination at the heads-of-state level, even in an exclusive eight-sided game, deserves support.  The G-8 process concentrates the mind of politician and diplomat. It greases the wheels of consensus building. It also suffers from the need to balance different degrees of influence. Coordination is also about “who coordinates whom?” 
This is where the pros and cons of American power come into play. There is much the world appreciates about American power. There is perhaps more the world fears about it. Whether a country wants to counterbalance American power or jump on the American bandwagon, it is hard to ignore America’s weight in the world. America is all-pervasive. America is not all-powerful. 
America needs partners. But that axiom does not answer the important question: on whose terms?  Clearly, it is hard to imagine global governance without American influence. Yet getting the American colossus to cooperate takes effort—and not just American effort. Nations will continue to expend that effort, knowing that cooperation abroad, and particularly with America, is often the only way to solve certain problems at home (…problems that determine elections). Nations will not always do so without complaining.  Americans also complain about the costs of international cooperation, but they are doing more of it than ever before.
International cooperation is also plagued by the dilemma between inclusion and effectiveness. The Group of Eight, like NATO and the European Union and many other international organizations, must contend with the challenge of membership enlargement. In the late 1990s the G-7 went to being the G-8, with the 1997 Denver Summit of Eight marking a turning point. Russia was welcomed into the club, in what many saw as a deal to get Moscow to sign on to NATO enlargement and NATO combat operations in the Balkans. 
At some point the question of China and India will also arise. Notably, China and India are in the World Trade Organization and Russia is not. Should the European Union take on more of the vestiges of a state, some might come to ask whether the G-8 is Europe-heavy, with Great Britain, France, Germany, and Italy all holding membership.
Question: Is global cooperation hindered or helped by the principle of equal sovereignty (one state, one vote)?
 
5.  Summits Come and Go 
Summits come and go at an ever-increasing rate, but the G-8 remains one of the more exclusive and influential ones, being a gathering of the world’s richest democracies (plus Russia). There is much these states have in common (despite Russia) and there is much they have to talk about.  These high-publicity powwows are more than an expensive show, though they are not the panacea some of the original visionaries hoped for. George W. Bush, as host of this year’s summit, has an opportunity to set both the tone and substance of the meeting. Gaining cooperation on the Middle East from the world’s other big chiefs could certainly help Bush in November. 
At the same time, reconciling all interests is not possible.  Summiteers will agree to disagree by leaving certain things unsaid. And where there is agreement, there will also be domestic spin. Speaking to their home audiences afterwards, the presidents and prime ministers, the chancellors and premiers, will each interpret the agreements in ways best suited to their more local interests. All politics is local.  But local politics have become a lot more global.
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