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The US perspective on the region emerges from the fact that developments in this region affect the interests of the United States. 

When I was in the US Government and was in charge for south Asia policy for three years, the relationship with India was workman-like but not particularly exciting. Today there has been a tremendous change. Particularly after President Bill Clinton visited India in 2000, the relationship has become big. The angle that I find particularly compelling is something that has become apparent in the past one year. Since Prime Minister Manmohan Singh visited the United States in November 2009, every time a senior US Government official has talked about India, the first sentence setting the context has been “the United States is looking at India in an Asian Context”. In other words, not just as the biggest country in South Asia but as one of the two rising powers in Asia as a whole and as one of the country’s that will shape the region that has always been important to the United States and over time has become the centre and motor of US foreign policy. I think there has been a very important change in the way US looks at India and it has a lot of different consequences. First of all it is recognition of the importance of the Indian Ocean in US strategic thinking. The US Navy for the past couple of years has been saying in various official pronouncements that ‘we are still a two ocean Navy’, the primary two oceans are the Pacific and the Indian Oceans. The defense relationship between the two countries has grown rapidly in the past ten years and has been driven by cooperation and the sense of common interests between India and the United States. When the US thinks of strategic significance of the countries of South Asia, it thinks of the security of the Indian Ocean as the primary requirement. The importance of Indian Ocean as the centre of India’s strategic thinking has similarly increased in the past years and this is one of the central converging interests that is pushing both these countries together. 
The second aspect in the Asian context is China. I do not accept this simplistic view that India and United States should be allies against China. In a much more sophisticated sense, China is one of the factors that India and the United States are watching. It is a major economy and a major strategic power. Both India and US share the view that the security of the region on India’s east, Southeast Asia and beyond, should not be the preserve of any one country i.e. China. What is needed for Asian security, as well as for US and Indian interests, is to have a balance among the three or four major players in the region. India is one of the major players in this equation.  This has become an increasingly prominent feature of US strategic thinking, particularly in the past year. 
The third observation on US perspective on the security of the region goes back to President Obama’s visit to India in November 2010. He made a dramatic statement on US support for a permanent seat for India on the UNSC. From the US point of view this was an act of faith; India and US have had a hard time working together on multilateral forums. For the President of the US to say that he hopes to have India permanently on the UNSC was a way to say that the US sees India as an essential part of the management of the globe. The other aspect is that the US hopes to take the success on the bilateral front and extend it to the global arena. The model in my head is not the classic alliance model as it is not really appropriate for India. India and the US have a challenge especially if they are going to work together on the global arena, not only to identify the subjects where their interests are close enough to have meaningful cooperation but also to identify new ways of cooperation and news ways of expressing this idea of partnership. However, there are historical challenges to overcome. For the US partners have been less powerful and for India, partnership has not been a feature of its foreign policy. The challenge is to create a model of partnership where both countries can, with sophistication, look at their common interests such as Indian Ocean and security of east Asia, identify what they are working on and how they will work on it
Coming to Sri Lanka, as seen from Washington, there are two issues at the top of the US policy agenda. First is accountability, how does one deal with the horrible things that probably took place at the end of the war in Sri Lanka. There are several investigative teams set up and people are using the term ‘war crimes’. This is something that is very important for the White House.  This, however, is not the only issue in US-Sri Lanka relations and if we try to make it that, we would be undermining the possibilities of addressing the legitimate grievances arising out of that time. The second issue is reconciliation, the war is won, how does one make real peace in Sri Lanka? What are the possibilities of a genuine reconciliation process taking place in Sri Lanka? I am not convinced that the current leadership sees this as something they need to do. I think they may see the process more as political deal making and this could be just a reflection of my memories from my tenure as US Ambassador in Sri Lanka in the mid 1990s. I fear that if the reconciliation agenda is sidelined there could be a new impetus for renewed conflict. How can one persuade Sri Lankan leaders to truly put their energies behind the process of reconciliation? It is clear that this is a job only they can do but the question is how can outsiders encourage it.
On Nepal, there has not been any particularly big item on the US policy agenda. Ever since the formation of the Constituent Assembly in Nepal, they have repeatedly surprised us with their process of recreating a government and developing a political structure that can move forward. It has often looked as if it would collapse but somehow they ‘pulled a rabbit out of the hat’ and made something happen that kept the process going. In Washington’s view point, the main problem in Nepal is the danger of a vacuum in Nepal into which terrorism, naxalism and other forces of assault on the authority of surrounding states could flow. The US and India have been consulting much more closely on this aspect and the US recognizes that India remains the most powerful outside country in Nepal. If the danger from Nepal is the terrorism, and other forms of chaos etc. radiating outward, it is a danger that stems from a state that cannot exercise any authority and arises directly out of the internal situation in Nepal. Unfortunately all of us, the outside countries that wish Nepal well, have very limited ability to actually influence this for the better. India undoubtedly has more influence than any other country but we are all limited in our abilities given the nature of the forces that are competing for power in Nepal. The Maoists have been fighting against state authority for several years but to the extent that they want to represent state authority they do not want to use it in a way that India and the US would be comfortable with. Analytically, the problem is that of restoration of healthy state authority in a country where the state has always been weak. 
An Indian Perspective by Mr. M.R. Sivaraman

Any country that tries to interfere in the affairs of another state never succeeds because the world has come to a stage where everyone feels that they are independent and cannot be subjugated by any force. We are seeing this, for example, in Iraq and Afghanistan. The very essence of diplomacy will lie in addressing the issue of maintaining peace i.e. to what extent can countries help other nations to ensure that they have peace within thereby there is peace outside.
On Sri Lanka, if there is no real political reconciliation and the Tamils are not absorbed in the mainstream of political or economic life in the country, there are bound to be challenges for the President and outside help to these discontent people will be forthcoming. Many people are trying to ensure that Tamils get some kind of political importance. Rajapakse should not think that he has won a war against another people or another country, the attitude should be that he has won a war against terrorists and that Tamils have equally suffered and therefore they should be brought back into the mainstream as they have a rightful and due place in the governance of the country. This is extremely important for India and also essential for Indian peace.
Nepal is important to India on more than one count. Firstly, it has a great cultural relationship with India and secondly it lies between India and China. During Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi’s government, there was a very hostile attitude towards Nepal. Rajiv Gandhi had cut all commercial traffic with Nepal. Many leaders within India were angered by this ‘squeezing’ of Nepal. However, during the Narasimha Rao government, I participated in the very important discussions on economic ties with Nepal and offered total free trade with Nepal. Trade links with India are very crucial for Nepal for its own survival. 

Now that the Maoists have a share in power, I hope that they will feel the importance of having peace and having good relations with their neighbors. India’s policy towards Nepal has to be one that shows a lot of patience and indulgence and one that at the sametime would convey the message that we are not soft. This should be the attitude towards Sri Lanka as well since we do have some problems particularly with regard to fishing rights. It is for India to ensure that there is internal stability and that these economies grow. I used to interact with Pakistani officials both from India and the US.  The Indian government was always of the opinion that Pakistan must be stable, it must prosper economically or it will be a threat to India. In every meeting on Pakistan in the IMF I have always supported Pakistan. We had clear instructions to stand by Pakistan. This has been the general attitude that there must be a stable and economically progressive Pakistan so that India remains at peace.

Discussion

The lecture generated a lively discussion that brought out several nuances on the subject. In response to a question on the process of reconciliation in Afghanistan, Amb. Schaffer feared that although US would like to encourage the kind of economic role that India has been playing in rebuilding Afghanistan, it is not likely to encourage a security role for India basically due to Pakistani sensibilities. She said that there will be a very unsettled situation in Afghanistan for some time. 
On a question regarding the US role in South Asia, she responded by noting that South Asia acquired importance in US foreign policy and US strategic thinking in the past five years. Earlier south Asia was considered as a region between the two focal points of the US. Today, India- Pakistan and Afghanistan are the main focal points of the US. With regard to China’s role in the region and Indo-US response to it, she said that there is now a very active dialogue between India and the US on East Asia and China. This kind of a partnership does not mean that India and the US will be marching in lock step when it comes to China. This is inconceivable as both countries have enormous economic interests at stake. More importantly, India and the US have a common strategic concern i.e. ensuring that China does not become the single dominant power in the region. Further on India’s role in East Asia, Amb. Schaffer stated that the US has become interested in encouraging a more significant role for India in East Asia and expects India to be a player in Southeast Asia and East Asia. 

One of the distinguished participants raised a question regarding the US considering India as a strategic partner, to which Amb. Schaffer responded by saying that although India has become a partner, the partnership cannot be called strategic yet. In order for India and the US to have a strategic partnership there has to be some expectation that the interests of the two countries will be close enough at least on some issues for them to work together. India and the US are still in the process of discovering this and have not yet identified where they are comfortable working together on a global front. This is the real challenge in the India- US relationship. 
She further continued that India’s two year term at the UNSC will be a very interesting period for both India and the US. It will be a rather difficult period for the managers of India’s foreign policy as on the UNSC there are votes time after time and no matter what position you take there will be times when you will annoy some country or other. This was a luxury that India did not have to worry about for the past twenty years that it was not on the UNSC. 
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