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Introduction
By Julia Knight

n the eve of the election, the state of the economy is the top priority for 
voters, and it is also the lens through which many Americans will view 
Barack Obama and Mitt Romney’s foreign policy positions. As of Janu-
ary, 81% of Americans believe that the president should focus on domestic 
policy and 9% believe that he should focus on foreign policy. Just four years 
ago, 56% of Americans wanted a domestic policy focus while 31% priori-
tized foreign policy. 

However, preoccupation with economic concerns does not signal 
American indifference to foreign policy in this election season. “Protecting 
the jobs of American workers is the only foreign policy goal seen to have 
increased in importance since 2008, with 83% now saying is ‘very impor-
tant,’” a recent poll from the Chicago Council on Global Affairs reports. 
Whether they have expanded their businesses by selling to new markets or 
whether they have lost their jobs to outsourcing, Americans are well aware 
that domestic job creation and economic prosperity are inextricably tied 
to global events. Americans are also concerned about U.S. prestige on the 
world stage, as the recent proliferation of books and op-eds about Ameri-
can competitiveness and decline suggests. What Americans’ economic 
concerns do mean, especially when coupled with recent experience of the 
human and fiscal costs of war, is that there are relatively low levels of inter-
est in costly, personnel-heavy military interventions overseas. At the same 
time, many Americans continue to believe in the country’s role as a beacon 
of democracy and human rights, with American citizens and NGOs regu-
larly calling for action against various forms of global injustice. 

Obama’s Foreign Policy
Over the past four years, Barack Obama’s foreign policy challenges have 

ranged from dealing with an increasingly assertive China to completely 
new regimes in Egypt, Libya and Tunisia to political debate around the 
surge in Afghanistan. On the whole, Obama’s efforts show him to be tough 
on national defense issues and responsive to American public opinion. 
President Obama ordered the raid in Pakistan that killed Osama Bin 
Laden, ended the increasingly unpopular Iraq War in December 2011, and 
decided that most U.S. troops would leave Afghanistan by the end of 2014. 
While the future prospects of Iraq and especially Afghanistan are deeply 
uncertain, there is little domestic will for continued engagement. During 
his campaign in 2008, Obama emphasized his enthusiasm for multilateral-
ism, and U.S. participation in the NATO-organized endeavor in Libya in 
2011 was brief, and arguably, highly effective.  

Obama has achieved mixed results on other key foreign policy issues. 
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Obama came into the White House with the promise of improving the 
U.S.’ relationship with the Muslim world, a goal that seemed not too dis-
tant when he gave his historic speech at Cairo University in June 2009. 
According to sources like the Pew Global Attitudes Project, world opinion 
of the U.S. has improved in most countries since 2008—sometimes sub-
stantially—but progress in many Muslim countries ranges from minimal to 
negative. Other foreign policy challenges continue to seem as intractable. 
Although Obama has amassed extensive international cooperation for 
sanctions on Iran, and although the U.S.- and Israel-led Stuxnet computer 
worm operation probably delayed Iran’s nuclear ambitions, Iran remains 
deeply determined to pursue its nuclear program. The U.S relationship 
with Pakistan is as fraught as ever. Progress on the peace process in Israel 
and Palestine is minimal.

Obama’s covert overseas operations are a double-edged sword, respon-
sible for much of his domestic popularity on foreign policy issues but 
also raising legal and normative questions around the world and at home. 
During his presidency, Obama bolstered George W. Bush’s cyberwarfare 
program and ramped up drone attacks, including ordering the targeted 
attack that killed alleged Al-Qaeda affiliate and American citizen Anwar 
al-Awlaki. According to surveys like the Pew Global Attitudes Project, 
the drone program is deeply unpopular throughout most of the world, but 
Americans largely support it. Moreover, Democrats who oppose these 
programs are unlikely to pursue this opposition too far during an election 
year. Nevertheless, we should expect the legal and normative debate about 
drone attacks and other covert operations to continue for years to come. 

Romney’s foreign policy proposals
Across the aisle, Mitt Romney faces an uphill battle in establishing 

himself as a strong foreign policy alternative, especially given that Republi-
cans overwhelmingly approve of policies like the drone program. Romney 
has little foreign policy experience and his advisers will play an especially 
important role in shaping his vision. The majority of his 40 or so main 
foreign policy advisers—around 70%—come from the George W. Bush 
administration. The foreign policy team embodies both neoconservative 
and more moderate policy views, and these differing stances have report-
edly provoked both tension and/or productive discussion. 

National defense, Iran and Israel are three policy areas where Romney 
seeks to differentiate himself from Obama. Romney has criticized Obama 
as weak on national defense, pledging to roll back the Obama adminis-
tration’s cuts to the defense budget and to bolster U.S. military capacity 
through projects like increasing the number of navy ships built each year. 
Romney’s belief that the U.S. should help to provide arms to Syria’s rebels 
is a middle-of-the-road belief in the Republican Party; some officials, like 
John McCain, are pushing for air strikes. Romney vocally opposed Obama’s 
decision to end the war in Iraq (unlike 78% of Americans who, by Decem-
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ber 2011, supported the withdrawal) and Romney’s views on Afghanistan 
have been pilloried for being unclear. 

Romney believes that Obama’ s response to Iran has been weak and inef-
fective. He has grounded much of his rhetoric about Iran in discussions of 
U.S. military power, also lambasting Obama’s lack of support for Iran’s Green 
Revolution in 2009. As Romney argued on the campaign trail, “if Barack 
Obama is re-elected, Iran will have a nuclear weapon.” Additionally, Romney 
is particularly critical of Obama’s policies toward Israel. His campaign web-
site contends that “instead of fostering stability and security, [the Obama 
administration has] diminished U.S. authority and painted both Israel and 
ourselves into a corner.” In another instance, after Obama made remarks 
that included a call for a two-state solution based on 1967 borders, Romney 
declared, “President Obama has thrown Israel under a bus. He has disre-
spected Israel and undermined its ability to negotiate peace.” Romney vows 
to strengthen the relationship between the two countries. 

More likely than not, much of Romney’s campaign successes in the for-
eign policy arena will boil down to what foreign policy issues he can link to 
domestic economic concerns. For example, Romney’s statement about his 
intention to take on alleged Chinese currency manipulation on his first day 
of office may well resonate with voters frustrated by the economy. Rom-
ney’s plans to make military spending a minimum 4% of GDP will garner 
support among companies and regions of the U.S. concerned about the 
economic implications of defense cuts. The Obama camp is also empha-
sizing the link between foreign policy and the economy—for instance, by 
pledging to eliminate tax incentives for companies that outsource. 

Subtle Differences
In an election where the candidates’ foreign policy stances are not ex-

tremely different, their big-picture views of foreign policy may also dispro-
portionately influence voters. Mitt Romney has called for “an American 
Century” in foreign policy, asserting, “I will not surrender America’s role 
in the world” and “I will never, ever apologize for America.” As protests 
and violence linked to a film deeply offensive to Islam spread through-
out the Middle East and North Africa, Romney suggested that a deficit 
of American global leadership fueled the turmoil. Barack Obama, on the 
other hand, has portrayed Romney and his running mate Paul Ryan’s for-
eign policy views as containing dangerous echoes of the George W. Bush 
years. “My opponent and his running mate are new to foreign policy, but 
from all that we’ve seen and heard, they want to take us back to an era of 
blustering and blundering that cost America so dearly.… [A]fter two wars 
that have cost us thousands of lives and over a trillion dollars, it’s time to 
do some nation-building right here at home,” Obama argued at the Demo-
cratic National Convention. 

Presidential candidates’ foreign policy promises often fail to come to frui-
tion after election season is over. Domestic enthusiasm for overseas involve-
ment waxes and wanes; first-time presidents gain access to restricted intel-
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ligence information; and above all, political and technological realities are 
upended, creating a need for new policy responses. During the 2008 election 
season, Hosni Mubarak was president of Egypt, the implications of domestic 
energy were less clear, and President Obama was not aware of the U.S. tech-
nical capacity for cyber war against Iran. We do not know what the world 
will look like in 2016, so we turn to candidates’ competing visions, their 
views on current issues, and our knowledge of foreign policy challenges. 

Julia Knight received a B.A. from Yale University in Ethics, Politics, and Economics (EP&E). Based out of New York 
City, she has professional experience ranging from a foreign policy think tank to a public defender office in the South 
Bronx. Her interests lie at the intersection of U.S. domestic policy and foreign policy. She is also interested in U.S.-Iran 
relations and is currently learning Persian. Follow her on Twitter @juliaaknight

The Economy 
by Nasos Mihalakas

4	What will it take to get the U.S. economy back on track 
and keep America competitive?  

4	What should be the role of government in growing the 
economy and creating jobs?

4	How should the U.S. deal with the domestic and global 
consequences of its ‘fiscal cliff ’?

espite the recent attention foreign policy challenges in the Middle East have 
received on the campaign trail, U.S. economic recovery remains the domi-
nant issue for Americans going to the polls in November. Yet U.S. growth re-
mains heavily reliant on the global economy—still being shaken by Europe’s 
debt crisis, China’s rise and the rapid growth of emerging markets. 

Austerity vs. Growth—As Goes the U.S., So Goes the World
Most developed countries of the northern hemisphere are still strug-

gling to recover from the global recession that hit the world almost four 
years ago. Back in 2009, governments in Europe and the U.S., and even 
China, implemented massive stimulus programs in an attempt to grow 
their economies and fight the global recession. As the sovereign debt crisis 
in Europe intensified, and the U.S stimulus failed to fully end the recession 
(it only stabilized the economy—unemployment is still over 8%), austerity 
has now become the new popular medicine. 
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What are the policies offered by the two presidential candidates to grow 
the U.S. economy, and thus dampen the global recession? What is the role 
of government in promoting economic growth and job creation? 

Mitt Romney has said the role of government should be reduced greatly, 
and should act as “the partner, not the enemy, of private enterprise.” Presi-
dent Obama contends that when the private sector is not “creating jobs” 
then it’s up to the government to “kick-start the economy.” Mr. Romney ar-
gues that the President simply does not understand how private enterprise 
works. Mr. Obama counters that Mr. Romney’s experience in the private 
sector is in outsourcing/downsizing jobs, and not creating them.

Barack Obama’s Economic Policies
President Obama’s preferred strategy for growing the economy is anoth-

er stimulus, by any other name. He knows he will not get another stimulus 
from the Republican House, so he is advocating growing the economy by 
increasing domestic production (especially in the hi-tech sector), manufac-
turing and exports.To achieve these goals, he has supported tax incentives 
for investment in clean energy technologies such as wind turbines, solar 
panels, and advanced car batteries, and approved the bailout of the auto 
industry. He continues to advocate additional government intervention in 
the economy, especially in manufacturing. 

One issue of great global importance that has emerged as a possible 
difference between the two candidates is the outflow of American jobs 
to other countries. Indeed, according to a recent survey by the Chicago 
Council on Global Affairs, 83% of Americans said protecting the jobs of 
American workers is “very important.” President Obama has been a strong 
advocate for rewriting the rules that allow U.S. corporations not to pay 
taxes on income generated overseas. On the other hand, the President has 
argued that in his private capacity (as CEO of Bain Capital) Mr. Romney 
invested in companies that specialized in helping other firms move opera-
tions overseas. Outsourcing of U.S. jobs has been happening for the better 
part of the last 30 years, but the current unemployment level in the U.S. 
economy has brought the issue to a sharper focus. 

President Obama also recognizes the importance of reducing govern-
ment debt, which is why he is promoting the reduction of government 
spending, in conjunction with some “revenue enhancements.” Although 
President Obama wants to abolish the Bush-era tax cuts due to expire at 
the end of this year, he is now calling for a one-year extension of tax cuts 
for those making under $200K ($250K for families).

Mitt Romney’s Economic Policies 
Mitt Romney believes that only the private sector can grow the econ-

omy and create jobs. Therefore, Mr. Romney’s strategy involves lowering 
taxes—especially for “job creators”—rolling back government regulations 
and making domestic drilling and oil production easier and cheaper. Mr. 
Romney’s choice of Paul Ryan, the architect of the House Republican 2013 
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Budget Resolution, as his vice-presidential candidate further demonstrates 
his commitment to free-market principles, a smaller government, and the 
need for reduction in social spending, particularly Medicare.

In particular, Mr. Romney wants to reduce federal spending and reform 
the nation’s tax code to focus on job creation and growth. However, his so-
lution to repairing the tax code is to reduce the marginal tax rates and thus 
stimulate entrepreneurship, job creation and investment. Consistent with 
past Republican presidential candidates, Mr. Romney believes that lower-
ing taxes will ultimately generate more revenue enough to fund a smaller, 
smarter, simpler government. 

A big part of Mr. Romney’s strategy for creating jobs and jumpstarting 
economic recovery involves reducing the uncertainly in the market—un-
certainty about the cost of doing business due to financial and healthcare 
regulations introduced by the Obama administration. In particular, Mr. 
Romney intends to reverse most of President Obama’s regulatory policies, 
including the health care reform package commonly known as “Obama-
care” (or Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act) and the Dodd-Frank 
financial regulatory act.

Finally, a major component of Mr. Romney’s strategy is making low-
cost energy available by immediately building the Keystone pipeline and 
opening government lands for drilling. Energy independence from foreign 
suppliers is of course a major component of President Obama’s economic 
strategy as well, only his focus is more on renewable energy. However, with 
oil prices at relatively low levels due to the global recession and the lack of 
demand, this issue seems less relevant in the upcoming election.

The Fiscal Cliff
Last summer, as part of the agreement to raise the federal debt ceiling, 

Democrats and Republicans in Congress agreed to cut—over ten years—
more than $900 billion in spending from government programs and 
federal agencies. Cuts were to come from both security-related and non-
security-related programs. Spending cuts were to be identified by a special 
House and Senate committee last fall. Because the committee failed to 
reach an agreement, automatic, across-the-board spending cuts are sched-
uled to come into effect at the beginning of next year. Cuts will be divided 
equally between defense spending and domestic expenses.

In addition, a number of tax breaks currently on the books are due to 
expire by the end of 2012. They include the Bush-era tax cuts of 2001 and 
2003 (extended by President Obama in 2009), and the tax cuts enacted in 
2009 and 2010 by President Obama. According to the Congressional Bud-
get Office, if allowed to take effect, these expirations and other current laws 
will reduce the 2013 deficit by almost $500 billion: from roughly 7.3% of 
the nation’s GDP to about 4% of GDP the largest one year reduction since 
1969. It will also see taxes go up for about 80% of all Americans, with an 
average rise of about $3,700, according to the Tax Policy Center. This has 
come to be known as the “fiscal cliff.”
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To avoid it, President Obama wants to use a combination of tax in-
creases for the wealthy and some spending cuts in government programs 
in order to reduce the deficit more gradually over time. Mitt Romney has 
asked for a one-year extension of all tax cuts and the postponement of 
spending cuts into next year, so he can have the time to develop his own 
deficit-reduction plan.

Cutting government spending while raising taxes would certainly 
reduce national debt. However, doing this during a recession would likely 
have significant negative effects on the growth of the economy, hurting 
financially many middle-class Americans. Cutting government spend-
ing and raising taxes has been the preferred medicine prescribed by the 
EU and the IMF to the ailing economies of Europe (Ireland, Portugal, and 
Greece), leading in most cases to a prolonged recession. However, reces-
sion in a small European country will not have the same impact on the 
global economy as will a recession in the U.S.

Unfortunately, neither candidate is willing to tackle this major issue 
head-on, preferring to deal with it after the election. 

Nasos Mihalakas is an Assistant Professor of International Trade & Business at SUNY Brockport and a foreign policy 
expert. During the past ten years he worked as a policy analyst for both a Congressional Commission advising members 
of Congress on the impact of trade with China on the U.S. and global economy, and for the U.S. Department of Com-
merce investigating unfair trade practices and foreign market access restrictions. He holds an LLM from the University 
College London, and a JD from the University of Pittsburgh School of Law. 

Iran
By Allison M. Kushner

4	A nuclear Iran, what’s the big deal?

4	Would Iran attack Israel with nuclear weapons? 

4	What would cause the U.S. to intervene militarily? 

hile the U.S. continues to recover from protracted and costly wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, the potential for a military conflict with Iran over its 
nuclear program is an important issue for America’s presidential candidates 
and voters. Ironically, nuclear power, the issue currently dividing the two 
countries, was once a joint endeavor. Iran’s nuclear program was launched in 
the 1950s with U.S. assistance as part of the Atoms for Peace Program.

The longstanding Iranian nuclear issue spans, albeit with varying levels 
of urgency, presidential administrations dating to the fall of the Shah’s 
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government in 1979 and the subsequent creation of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran. At present, American politics is overwhelmingly driven by the no-
tion that an Iran with nuclear weapons would be detrimental to regional 
and global stability, especially if it led to a confrontation between Israel and 
Iran, and would have the potential to drag America into a war that it can-
not afford. 

 With Iran’s known support of terrorist groups, including Hezbollah 
and Hamas, there is a fear that Iran’s acquisition of nuclear weapons could 
lead to the country providing nuclear weapons to terrorist organizations. 
Although it is arguable that Iran would not hasten to share its hard-earned 
nuclear capability, it is a possibility for which the international community 
would have to prepare. 

President Barack Obama and Mitt Romney, his opponent for the 2012 
presidential election, have three primary tools in their political arsenals 
for containing Iran’s nuclear ambitions: diplomacy, sanctions and military 
action. The candidates’ respective policies differ in the order in which the 
options are pursued, if at all, and the importance placed on each. 

With Obama and Romney’s campaigns for the 2012 presidential elec-
tion underway, the candidates are faced with the challenge of proposing 
policies that will contain Iran’s nuclear ambitions in an effort to stabilize 
the Middle East, safeguard America’s regional interests and ensure Ameri-
ca’s security. 

Barack Obama’s Policy
 During his 2008 presidential campaign, Barack Obama pledged to 

open dialogue with Iran. Shortly after assuming office in 2009, Obama 
delivered a video message to Iranians on the occasion of the Iranian New 
Year aimed at opening the lines of communication between Washington 
and Tehran

 My administration is now committed to diplomacy that addresses the full 
range of issues before us, and to pursuing constructive ties among the U.S., 
Iran and the international community. This process will not be advanced by 
threats. We seek instead engagement that is honest and grounded in mutual 
respect.

Obama’s attempt to revive diplomatic relations with Iran’s government 
was unsuccessful, as Obama’s rhetoric and proposed relations were not 
reciprocated by the Iranian regime. Although it is arguable that Obama’s 
efforts were insufficient, it is undeniable that they were well-intentioned. 
Critics called them naive. 

Three months after the president’s message, Iran’s disputed June 2009 
presidential election gave rise to the Green Movement. Comprised of aver-
age people demanding change and contesting Iranian President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad’s reelection, uprisings throughout Iran became known as the 
Green Movement. As the Green Movement gained momentum through-
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out the world, the American government had the opportunity to support 
Iranians in their quest for rights and regime change. While abstractly sup-
porting democratic movements worldwide, Obama provided no direct as-
sistance to Iranians. Favoring non-intervention, Obama argued that direct 
involvement would be counterproductive given the countries’ tumultuous 
relationship and history of unwanted American meddling in Iran’s affairs.

 Although Obama did not provide assistance to Iran’s Green Movement, 
continued government violence against Iranians catalyzed the Obama ad-
ministration to harden its stance against Iran and actively pursue measures, 
in the form of sanctions, to prevent Iran from becoming nuclear. 

 In addition to voting for United Nations Security Council resolutions 
sanctioning Iran, the Obama Administration has also acted unilaterally in 
an attempt to punish Iran for pursuing a nuclear program. A 2011 series of 
sanctions targeting Iran’s petroleum and financial sectors aimed to strangle 
Iran’s economy to the point where its government would be forced to the 
negotiation table. Although a series of international negotiations began in 
March 2012, neither these direct talks nor increased international and uni-
lateral sanctions have succeeded in halting Iran’s nuclear program, though 
it has been reported that Iran’s oil exports dropped from 1.7 million barrels 
in June to just 1 million in July of 2012, according to The Washington Post. 

Despite diplomatic endeavors and the use of sanctions to curtail Iran’s 
nuclear program, Obama has not eliminated the possibility of military ac-
tion. He recently increased American military presence in the Persian Gulf 
both to deter Iran from blocking the Strait of Hormuz and to strengthen 
America’s deep-strike capability. Although seemingly a last resort, a mili-
tary strike, which has the potential to start another drawn-out Middle East 
war, is not completely off the president’s radar. 

Mitt Romney’s Proposed Policy
 Mitt Romney places military action and the safeguarding of U.S. ally 

Israel at the forefront of his Iran policy. He rationalizes that only when 
Iran knows that the U.S. is serious about ending Iran’s nuclear program, 
and will do so by any means necessary, will the country peacefully relin-
quish its nuclear ambitions. A February 2012 statement by the presidential 
candidate illustrates how rhetoric alone is insufficient to halt Iran’s nuclear 
program. He said, “They’re [military options] not just on the table. They 
are in our hand.” 

 In a March 5th opinion piece for The Washington Post, Romney outlined 
his “peace through strength” policy. The policy prescription would focus 
on building America’s military, including, but not limited to, increasing the 
country’s national defense budget, annual naval shipbuilding, and increas-
ing active-duty military personnel by approximately 100,000. In addition 
to maintaining aircraft carrier task forces in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and Persian Gulf region, Romney proposes enhancing intelligence sharing 
and military coordination with Israel and Arab allies. Coordinated naval 
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exercises in the Middle East will signal America’s military strength to Iran’s 
leadership. Such demonstrations would make it clear that a nuclear Iran is 
not only unacceptable to the U.S. but that the U.S. has the ability to forcibly 
eliminate Iran’s nuclear program. 

 Whereas President Obama has relied heavily on international and unilat-
eral sanctions to deter Iran’s nuclear program, Romney argues that sanctions 
alone will not force Iran to end its nuclear ambitions. With four rounds of 
sanctions concluded (three under President George W. Bush, and one under 
President Obama), Romney’s policy stipulates that a fifth round of sanctions 
are necessary, but will not be the primary means of eliminating Iran’s nuclear 
program. In a fifth round of negotiations, Romney proposes harsher sanc-
tions targeting financial resources that fund the Iranian regime and its Revo-
lutionary Guard Corps. Additionally, Romney advocates sanctions on all of 
the Revolutionary Guard’s business activities. This includes sanctions against 
firms that transport petroleum products to and from Iran. 

 Although adamant that military buildup and actions combined with 
harsher sanctions is the best means of pressuring Iran to forego its nuclear 
program, Romney has a plan to ensure that if Iran becomes nuclear Ameri-
ca and its allies will be protected. A fully operational missile defense system 
and missile interceptors would be installed in Eastern Europe should Iran’s 
nuclear progress continue. These systems will serve as a protective umbrel-
la against nuclear weapons. 

 Relying heavily on military strength and coordination with regional 
allies to project its abilities, Romney’s proposed Iran policy is influenced by 
the inability of previous administrations and the international community 
to diplomatically resolve the Iranian nuclear issue. With harsher sanctions 
complementing his initiative to attain “peace through strength” it is likely 
that negotiations will be at the back of Romney’s Iran policy.

The Red Line
At the heart of the two candidate’s positions on Iran is the “red line” of-

ten referred to by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu as the point 
at which Iran must be confronted.

The Obama administration continues to insist that it is committed to 
preventing Iran from acquiring an actual nuclear weapon, which some in 
the Obama camp say is not imminent. 

 For Romney, the red line lies at perhaps a much closer date, that is, 
when Iran obtains a nuclear “capability,” which entails, according to The 
New York Time’s David Sanger, a combination of nuclear fuel and the abil-
ity to mount it on a weapon. This puts Romney in closer alignment with 
Netanyahu’s assessment and at odds with the Obama administration. 

Allison Kushner teaches political science in New York City and China.  A former political speechwriter and Congressio-
nal Page in the House of Representatives, she holds a master’s degree in Middle Eastern Security and Diplomacy Studies 
from Tel Aviv University. She has spent significant time living and traveling throughout Europe and the Middle East. She 
writes for the Iran FPA Middle East blog.
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 Terrorism and Defense
By Gail Harris

4	What is the best way to deal with the continuing terror-
ist threat?

4	How much of a presence should the U.S. maintain in 
Iraq and Afghanistan?

4	How much should the U.S. spend on defense?

s the U.S. approaches the upcoming Presidential elections more than a 
decade after the al-Qaeda attacks of 9/11, Americans still rank terrorism as 
a top issue and support continued involvement on the international stage. 
Indeed, a June 2012 poll by the Pew Research Center showed that while 
83% of the public felt “we should pay less attention to problems overseas 
and concentrate on problems here at home,” 83% also felt “it’s best for the 
future of our country to be active in world affairs.” How do the candidates 
differ in their approaches to combating terrorism, to drawing down forces 
in Iraq and Afghanistan and to defense policy in general?

In Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense 
published in January 2012, the Obama administration laid out its approach:

The demise of Osama bin Laden and the capturing or killing of many other 
senior al-Qaeda leaders has rendered the group far less capable. However, 
al-Qaeda and its affiliates remain active in Pakistan, Afghanistan, Yemen, 
Somalia, and elsewhere.... For the foreseeable future, the U.S. will continue 
to take an active approach to countering these threats by monitoring the 
activities of non-state threats worldwide, working with allies and partners to 
establish control over ungoverned territories, and directly striking the most 
dangerous groups and individuals when necessary.

The Romney campaign published its view of the Obama strategy in An 
American Century: A Strategy to Secure America’s Enduring Interests and 
Ideals A Romney for President White Paper. Governor Romney feels the 
agencies assigned to fight terrorism have not been given enough authority. 

…[W]e must also make sure that those agencies charged with combating 
terrorism have the clearest mandate to keep America safe. As president, 
Mitt Romney will empower all relevant military, intelligence, and homeland 
security agencies with the appropriate legal authority and policy guidance to 
dismantle terrorist groups and prevent terrorist attacks on our homeland and 
on targets abroad.”
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Iraq
The Obama administration sees the war in Iraq as ended “responsibly” 

but acknowledges there are problems. In March, General James N. Mat-
tis, the Commander of U.S. Central Command (USCENTCOM), testified 
before Congress:

Iraq, too, will be challenged to hold al-Qaeda at bay…. With the withdrawal 
of our last troop units from Iraq...and as we continue to draw down in Af-
ghanistan...our ground-based troop presence across the region is decreasing…
how do we maintain our presence with a light footprint?... USCENTCOM 
area of responsibility will assume an increasingly maritime character with 
special operations forces (SOF) and strong air enablers. Naval forces—with 
embarked troops—provide presence and a cost efficient means of rapidly 
projecting power in a crisis to execute contingency operations.

In October 2011, Governor Romney issued a press statement on the 
withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq:

President Obama’s astonishing failure to secure an orderly transition in Iraq 
has unnecessarily put at risk the victories that were won through the blood 
and sacrifice of thousands of American men and women. The unavoidable 
question is whether this decision is the result of a naked political calculation 
or simply sheer ineptitude in negotiations with the Iraqi government. The 
American people deserve to hear the recommendations that were made by 
our military commanders in Iraq.

Governor Romney believes budget cuts have left the military a “hol-
low force” with a military inventory largely composed of weapons 40 to 50 
years old. The Navy consists of 284 ships, the lowest level since the begin-
ning of World War I. 

Our naval planners indicate we need 328 ships to fulfill the Navy’s role of 
global presence and power projection in defense of American security. Our 
Air Force, which had 82 fighter squadrons at the end of the Cold War, has 
been reduced to 39 today.

The Governor proposes increasing the military budget to 4% of the 
GDP. Romney believes he can fund this increase through better manage-
ment practices. In his white paper he gives the following example:

During World War II the U.S. built 1,000 ships per year with 1,000 people 
employed in the Bureau of Ships, as the purchasing department of the De-
partment of the Navy was then called… Today, when we are building only 
nine ships a year, the Pentagon manages the shipbuilding process with some 
25,000 people.
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Afghanistan
President Obama believes progress in the war in Afghanistan has al-

lowed the U.S. and its allies to begin the transition to Afghan responsibility 
by 2014. He has taken steps to show the U.S. is not abandoning Afghanistan 
and, in order to prevent a resurgence of the Taliban, signed a partnership 
agreement with Afghan leader Hamid Karzai that laid out the framework for 
U.S. involvement post 2014. The U.S. agreed to “seek” funds to support the 
continued equipping and training of the Afghan security forces. The Afghans 
agreed to give U.S. military forces access for the training of Afghan forces 
and combating al-Qaeda and other agreed upon missions. 

Governor Romney has been critical of the administration’s handling of 
the war stating “It would be a tragedy for Afghanistan and a strategic set-
back for America if the Taliban returned to power and once again created a 
sanctuary for terrorists. We tolerated such a sanctuary until we lost thou-
sands on September 11, 2001.” He has two main points: 

President Obama’s announcement of the surge and at the same time a 
withdrawal date of the surge forces by September 2012 sent mixed signals 
and encouraged the Taliban to have a wait-us-out strategy. The President 
did not listen to the counsel of his on-scene military commanders. 

President Obama has made it a point to avoid discussing the details of 
current operations. An insight into his administrations views can be found 
in Defense Department publications. 

On 15 June, the Defense Department published Decade of War, Volume 1 
Enduring Lessons from the Past Decade of Operations. According to the study:

 In general, operations during the first half of the decade were often marked 
by numerous missteps and challenges as the U.S. government and military 
applied a strategy and force suited for a different threat and environment. 
Operations in the second half of the decade often featured successful adapta-
tion to overcome these challenges.

Romney expresses concern that unless we update and replace the aging 
military equipment, the military will not be able to effectively perform its 
missions. 

In other areas, both President Obama and Governor Romney are pretty 
much in agreement on what the threats are but not surprisingly have differ-
ences in how to approach them. For instance, looking at China, the Obama 
administration wants to retain freedom of the seas in the region but stress-
es working with allies and within the rules of international law. Romney 
says his policy is not anti-China but he stresses the importance of military 
power in discouraging aggressive behavior from China presumably as that 
nation pursues disputed territorial claims in the South China Sea. 

Conclusion
We are a nation still at war. In The Art of War, Sun Tzu wrote about the 

necessity of removing your enemy’s hope for victory. Neither the Taliban 
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nor al-Qaeda appears ready to admit defeat, and according to a September 
survey by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, 69% of Americans say 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have not made the U.S. any safer from 
terrorism. Whoever wins the elections will face a complex and unpredict-
able security environment.

Gail Harris’ 28-year career in intelligence included hands-on leadership during every major conflict from the 
Cold War to El Salvador to Desert Storm to Kosovo and at the forefront of one of the Department of Defense’s newest 
challenges,cyber warfare.  A Senior Fellow for The Truman National Security Project, her memoir, A Woman’s War, was 
published by Scarecrow Press and is available on Amazon.com.

Israel
By Ben Moscovitch

4	How should the U.S. react to the threat to Israel posed 
by a nuclear Iran?

4	Is there any way to jump-start the peace process?

4	What approach should the U.S. administration take 
toward the Palestinians?

ecause of the tenor of the 2012 U.S. presidential campaign, every dif-
ference between President Obama and Governor Romney assumes the 
proportion of a colossal ideological battle, with scorched earth separating 
the candidates’ entrenched ideological views. Globally, that same fervor 
dominates debates on Israel, Palestine and the fate of the larger Middle 
East, often resulting in all-or-nothing opinions that either demonize Israel 
as an oppressive apartheid regime or accuse Palestinians of supporting the 
targeted killing of innocent children.

Israel, a tiny country roughly the size of New Jersey, might appear to be 
a secondary concern for Americans facing tough policy choices on health 
care, taxes and immigration. However, as the so-called Arab Spring chang-
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es the region’s political dynamics, dictators massacre their own citizens and 
small altercations could ignite chaos, future U.S. involvement in the Middle 
East could hinge on the actions—or inactions—of Israel, making it critical 
to American interests.

While Israel generates intense emotions and Democrats and Republi-
cans wage their own wars this election cycle, the views of President Obama 
and Governor Romney are largely comparable, with only minor differences 
in approach to Israel and its chief concern, Iran. 

Iran: The Gorilla in the Room 
Thwarting Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons has become Israel’s 

top priority, as Iran comes closer to obtaining nuclear weapons capabili-
ties and continues its rhetoric threatening to wipe Israel off the map. 
Given Israel’s size, it would only take one bomb, and Israelis are not 
interested in gambling that Iran will not follow through on its threats. 
Israel has vowed to act unilaterally to derail Iran’s nuclear program, but 
questions about U.S. policy toward Iran, and toward Israel’s policy on 
Iran, remain. Will the U.S. take the lead role in a strike on Iran, or will 
it actively oppose any military attempt to set back the Iranian nuclear 
program? Will the U.S. support an Israeli attack on Iran at all, perhaps by 
using more aggressive covert tactics, or will the U.S. continue to rely on 
varying degrees of economic sanctions?

President Obama has declared that a nuclear Iran is “completely counter 
to Israel’s security interests” and “the national security interests of the U.S.,” 
and has left all options on the table—including a military contingency—to 
prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon. 

The Obama administration has implemented some measures to derail 
Iran’s nuclear ambitions, such as allegedly assisting the development of 
computer viruses to target the Iranian nuclear program, increasing sanc-
tions against the regime, and supporting Israel’s Arrow anti-ballistic missile 
defense system.

White House critics, though, argue that all these steps have not only 
failed to slow the Iran nuclear program, but have also permitted substantial 
advances during the last three years, such as increased uranium production 
capacity and the development of more-advanced enrichment processes.

Meanwhile, Romney has called for additional and tougher sanctions, 
support for Iranian protestors against the regime and the development of a 
missile defense system in Europe. 

Nearing the height of the Iran nuclear crisis this summer, Romney 
even traveled to Jerusalem, where he pledged support for “any and all 
measures” to thwart the Iranian program’s development. While his com-
ments on Iran drew praise, Romney backers also cited his mere atten-
dance in Israel as indicative of the GOP nominee’s stance toward the Jew-
ish state, especially given that Obama has not yet traveled to Jerusalem as 
President.
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Regardless of all the attention to perceived differences between the 
candidates, Romney and Obama agree that an Iranian nuclear weapon is 
unacceptable. Where they actually differ is on the priority given to certain 
policies, such as supporting the Iranian opposition. 

Laying Peace-Process Blame
Although Obama and Romney hold slightly different views on U.S. 

policy toward the peace process, the issue is a far second to the Iran 
nuclear threat, chiefly because that issue has reached a critical juncture 
while peace talks have stagnated for years, due to both Israeli and Pales-
tinian intransigence.

Resolving the long-stalled Israeli-Palestinian peace process would put 
the gem in any future president’s crown, but that accomplishment has 
eluded both Democrats and Republicans for more than two decades. At 
least four administrations have devoted considerable time to resolving the 
dispute.

Obama angered the U.S. pro-Israel community in 2011 when he de-
clared support for a peace deal based on 1967 borders but with mutually 
agreed-upon land swaps to account for new realities, including that Israelis 
established several cities—a.k.a. settlements—within the West Bank. Al-
though that premise has long been the foundation to a two-state solution, 
that declaration from a sitting president fueled the larger perception that 
U.S. policy now reflects more antagonism toward Israel and its conserva-
tive leader Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu.

That sentiment helped shape Romney’s Israel platform, with the GOP 
presidential nominee deriding Obama for “[throwing] Israel under the bus 
with regards to ’67 borders as a starting point for negotiations.” 

Romney also espouses a much firmer approach vis-à-vis the Pales-
tinians, threatening to reduce aid to Ramallah if they seek unilateral 
recognition at the United Nations or form a government with Hamas. 
His platform reflects similar comments during Republican presidential 
primary debates, when Romney blamed the Palestinians for “a greater 
sense of aggression.” That view could have some merit—the number of 
mortars and rockets fired into Israel from Gaza this year is on track to 
double (534 rockets and mortars were fired as of 8/12/12 so far this year 
compared to 653 in 2011 and 238 in 2010).

Resolving the peace process also came to a head this summer during 
Romney’s Israel trip, when the GOP presidential nominee vowed to relo-
cate the U.S. embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, a city which he called the 
“capital.” Even though long-standing U.S. policy has not changed during 
the Obama administration—with Jerusalem referred to as the capital of 
Israel, the city’s status susceptible to final negotiations, and the embassy 
maintained in Tel Aviv—Romney’s visit dredged up apprehension that the 
President’s policies are not in-line with the views of American pro-Israel 
advocates.
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The Pro-Israel Community Carries Weight
Israel’s supporters in the U.S.—which include non-Jewish contingents, 

such as evangelical Protestants—are vocal and have allies in the highest 
levels of the administration and Congress.

The American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC)—the undis-
puted heavyweight in the pro-Israel community—regularly convenes meet-
ings with both Democratic and Republican Israel supporters, advocating 
for—among other things—increased sanctions on Iran and opposition to 
U.N. recognition of Palestinian statehood. A vast majority of members of 
Congress attend AIPAC’s annual policy conference.

Other groups also frame the debate, though to a much lesser extent. 
J Street, a left-leaning Israel lobby, was initially embraced by the Obama 
administration, but the White House has since distanced itself from the 
group following various policy disputes and perception blunders, including 
J Street’s urging the White House not to veto a U.N. resolution condemning 
Israeli settlement activity. 

Conversely, the Emergency Committee for Israel, a conservative-leaning 
advocacy organization launched by The Weekly Standard editor William 
Kristol, is already driving the conversation, taking Obama to task on a 
lackluster Iran policy in high profile television and print advertisements. 

Israel: The Outlier
Regardless of the details of their proposals, one thing is clear: both 

Obama and Romney are deeply devoted to Israel’s security and cherish the 
shared values and strategic goals between the U.S. and its closest ally in the 
Middle East. 

That attitude of Israel as a bipartisan and nonpartisan issue transcends 
the candidates at the top of the ticket. Democrats and Republicans alike 
have supported Israel at nearly every turn, and are unlikely to suddenly 
abandon Israel as it faces its gravest threat yet—a nuclear-armed Iran.

The 2012 presidential election has already spawned vitriolic attacks 
from the candidates and their surrogates, and Israel has emerged as one 
more political football to further polarize the U.S. electorate. Israeli Prime 
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s recent visit to the U.S. to press the case 
against Iran continued to fuel the debate. But in the midst of all that jock-
eying, Romney and Obama might be more aligned than on nearly any 
other issue.

Ben Moscovitch is an Israel-born, Washington D.C.-based public policy expert and journalist, having covered home-
land security, defense, foreign policy, Congress and health care. He has provided on-the-record analyses to print, radio, 
and television news outlets, and writes on Israel for the FPA Global Affairs Blog Network. He earned his bachelor’s degree 
from Georgetown University and a master’s degree in Middle Eastern history from Tel Aviv University. Follow him on 
Twitter @benmoscovitch
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Energy
By William Sweet

4	How much should energy policy focus on renewable 
sources, such as wind and solar? 

4	Is developing domestic energy sources, for example, by 
opening more areas to drilling, a priority?

4	What should U.S. policy be toward pipelines from Cana-
da and Mexico?

ith the cost of gasoline in the news daily and the two presidential candi-
dates sharply differentiating themselves on issues like oil drilling and clean 
tech subsidies, energy would seem to loom large as a campaign theme. Yet 
there are reasons to doubt whether either candidate will get much traction 
in energy, starting with its costs.

If gasoline prices were rising sharply and continued to do so until elec-
tion day, that might be something Romney could make hay of. But gasoline 
prices were falling during the opening phase of the campaign and at the 
beginning of the summer were almost exactly what they were a year before, 
roughly $3.50 per gallon on average.

Almost uncannily, the same has been true of electricity prices. Accord-
ing to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the average American household was 
paying 12.7 cents per kilowatt-hour in April 2012, the same as in April 
2011, and 11.8 in 2008. (That is a little startling because there is almost no 
direct connection between the prices of gasoline and electricity.) Changes 
in electricity price levels have been almost imperceptible and not nearly 
big enough to motivate voters, even though much of what the presidential 
candidates have had to say about energy has more to do with the sources of 
electric power than with oil or gasoline.

The point deserves some emphasis because in almost all public discus-
sions of energy, gasoline and electricity tend to get lumped together, and 
candidates typically differentiate themselves from each other by describing 
themselves philosophically as pro-production and anti-regulation or as 
pro-conservation and anti-corporate.

This year’s candidates are no exception. The emphasis of President 
Obama’s energy policies has been innovation, alternative energy and clean 



FPA 2012 Election Guide/19

tech. That means subsidization of renewable sources like wind and solar, 
and strong public support for innovative concepts like the smart grid. The 
2008 stimulus bill contained upwards of $10 billion in direct grants and 
loan guarantees for smart metering, which is expected to pay long-term 
dividends in terms of both savings and reliability, though short-term re-
sults have been somewhat meager.

Regarding climate change, an important aspect of energy policy—
though Obama disappointed his base by not pressing for enactment of 
a cap-and-trade carbon reduction bill—his Environmental Protection 
Agency has tightened clean air regulation. One important effect has been 
to discourage continued operation of old, dirty coal-generation plants, a 
major source of the country’s greenhouse gas emissions.

Romney, for his part, has accused the president of being anti-oil and 
anti-coal, which he argues are still the country’s most inexpensive fuels 
and therefore the best way to power economic growth and job creation. He 
makes no apologies for being in favor of fossil fuels, drilling and mining, 
and he promises reduce cumbersome environmental regulation by subject-
ing all proposed rules to cost-benefit analysis. “The U.S. is blessed with a 
cornucopia of carbon-based energy resources,” declares his energy website.

On oil, Romney sent a clear message with his selection of Oklahoma 
billionaire Harold Hamm to head his energy advisory team. Hamm is 
the founder, chairman and CEO of Continental Resources, which boasts 
of being the largest lease-holder in the Bakken shale oil formation in the 
northern Great Plains. As for coal, Romney told Ohio voters that in his 
administration, it “will not be a four-letter word. Instead, we will applaud 
the industry’s success in consistently expanding electricity output while 
reducing pollution.”

Romney’s campaign website accused President Obama of having ad-
opted policies that have “stifled” domestic energy and of being “in thrall” 
to environmentalists. “The Obama administration’s energy policy has been 
simply incoherent,” says the site. “For instance, it has blocked off-shore 
drilling in U.S. waters while applauding increased drilling off the coast of 
Brazil. Similarly, it has blocked construction of a pipeline that would bring 
Canadian oil to the U.S., knowing full well that the result would be Cana-
dian oil flowing to China instead.”

Yet for all the heated rhetoric, in real life Obama and Romney have a 
good deal more in common on energy than either would like to acknowl-
edge. Both support nuclear energy, and it’s not at all obvious what Romney 
could do to jump-start a renaissance that Obama has not already tried.

Though Obama naturally became a good deal more cautious about 
deep-water oil drilling following BP’s catastrophic Gulf spill, he has quietly 
encouraged exploratory drilling in shallower waters off Alaska, as detailed 
in a lengthy New York Times article last May. Romney, to be sure, promises 
to go further, opening the Alaska National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) to 
drilling. But Obama can at least argue he has helped the country make big 
strides.
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During his presidency, an oil boom has taken place in North Dakota, 
helping boost the country’s production and free it of foreign imports. Last 
year, as North Dakota leapt ahead of California and Alaska to be the coun-
try’s second largest producer after Texas, the U.S. registered the second 
largest increase in oil production of any country; its current oil produc-
tion is 25% higher than in 2008, and its net imports have shrunk to 42% of 
national consumption from 60% in 2005. 

Even more important than that, Obama has fully embraced the revolu-
tion in “unconventional natural gas”—hydraulic fracturing or “fracking” 
as it is popularly known—which is by far the most important development 
in U.S. energy of the last decade. Because newly extractable natural gas 
has turned out to be so ubiquitous, gas prices have plummeted to historic 
lows, translating not only into lower home heating and electricity bills but 
also lower greenhouse gas emissions, as utilities switch from dirty coal to 
relatively clean gas.

The Obama administration, having initially described its policies main-
ly in terms of green tech and clean tech, now characterizes them as an “all 
of the above” approach, which is not all that readily distinguishable from 
the Republicans’ preferred philosophy, sometimes caricatured as “drill, 
drill, drill.” So, when all the exaggerated differences between the candidates 
are cleared away and the vast areas of agreement are taken into account, the 
real issues dividing the candidates might be summarized in five Romney 
talking points:

• pass legislation to bar EPA from regulating carbon, so as to nullify a 
Supreme Court decision that affirmed the agency’s authority to do so under 
clean air legislation

• expedite resource development and permitting, and reduce costly 
environmental regulation

• open U.S. energy reserves more aggressively
• push pipelines and partnerships with Canada and Mexico
• confine subsidization of alternative energy to basic research and 

development
On the campaign trail, Romney will seize every opportunity to take 

the president to task for ill-advised subsidies to startups like Solyndra, 
which he has called “irresponsible and unethical,” and for stalling on the 
proposed Keystone pipeline, which would bring crude oil from Canadian 
tar sands to refineries on the Gulf Coast. But in the absence of there being 
anything terribly wrong in U.S. energy and a lot of things looking better 
than they have in decades, it is doubtful whether the Republican candidate 
will get far with such attacks.

Romney has promised to make the U.S. more oil independent, so as 
to “end our strategic vulnerability to an oil shutoff by nations like Iran 
and Russia and Venezuela.” But in fact, though Romney has called Rus-
sia America’s most significant strategic threat, the U.S. is not a significant 
importer of Russian oil—and, for that matter, the Middle East is not the 
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major supplier of oil to the U.S.
In the end, when election day comes, the most 

important single aspect of energy will be, simply, 
whether gasoline prices are falling or climbing in the 
weeks before election day. However little or much 
oil the U.S. imports, its citizens pay the world price. 
Romney as a skilled free-market businessman well 
understands that, and Obama surely has learned it if 
he did not know already. 

In other words, whether or not energy turns out 
to be an important element in the November elec-
tion will be, when all is said an done, pure luck and 
not a function of where the two candidates have 
positioned themselves.

William Sweet writes about nuclear arms control & disarmament, energy & climate, and 
global political affairs. He has just published an e-book, Situating Putin: Why He’s Not Going 
Away and How That Matters.  He was educated at the University of Chicago and Princ-
eton’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs. Follow him on Twitter @
IEEE_BillSweet


