
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
2009 Topic Question:  How should the U.S. Foreign Service carry out its mission (to promote, 
implement and support U.S. foreign policy objectives) in the context of the current world 
financial crisis? 
 
1st Place:  Upstaging Protectionism by Reuben Luoma-Overstreet 
 
All the world’s a stage, and the Foreign Service a crucial player: it has its exits and entrances; 

and in this time plays many parts. – Apologies to William Shakespeare 

In the context of the current world financial crisis, the Foreign Service has numerous 

characters to play and multiple lines to read.  Nevertheless, one can distinguish three 

intertwined roles on the global stage: halting protectionism, encouraging global consciousness, 

and easing the US to “smarter1” elements of national power.  In this subtle drama, every action 

counts and the Foreign Service must balance a compelling performance to transform the global 

stage, and not simply entertain an audience. 

Act One: 

Saturday, 4 December 1999, Seattle.  The WTO conference room is set with many seats.  

Angry yelling and protest slogans are heard outside.  The delegates trickle in.  They have a 

drawn-out debate which ultimately ends in failure.  The reason for the failure is only too clear; 

Protectionism has been encouraging them to withdraw into their parochial national interests 

and shun the “give and take” that is the true essence of diplomacy.  Protectionism grins and 

finds a seat at the back.  A long night of economic depression is ahead. 
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The curtain falls. 

Protectionism is one of the main risks in today’s economic crisis.  When a government 

begins imposing tariffs on foreign goods in a desperate attempt to protect its own industries, it 

risks setting in motion an ominous chain of events, like a Sartrean character headed to his 

doom.  Seldom does only one nation take such steps in isolation, and thus protectionism tends 

to shut down the global economy.  To prevent this, Foreign Service needs to redouble efforts to 

jumpstart the stalled WTO negotiations.  The Foreign Service must also draw on its diplomats 

with robust experience and economic training, to lobby key players who helped derail previous 

negotiations.  Preaching the free-trade gospel will not be easy in time of recession, but this 

message needs to be heard and understood.  Additionally, our finest negotiators need to work 

with more developed nations to encourage them to enact their own stimulus plans to hasten 

recovery.  Our diplomats must then bring these countries to the negotiating table where they 

will reach agreements to lower non-tariff trade barriers, such as subsidies (by whatever name 

they call them), which have perennially posed an impediment to expanded global trade. 

As this drama unfolds, the Foreign Service must fight protectionism on another stage as 

well.  It needs to combat the apathy that some hold towards global integration.  This 

indifference to international intercourse is a major catalyst for protectionist policies.  The 

Foreign Service must strive to develop a world full of global citizens who are not content to 

isolate themselves in selfish nationalism.  To encourage this abroad, the Foreign Service should 

promote increased funding for international exchange.  It should also improve the visa process 

by decreasing the cost and time taken to obtain a visa.  By the same token, domestically, we 

need to create a populace of motivated global contributors.  These strategies require a 



strengthened cast and crew.  Here, for once, the bad economic scene will support the director’s 

script.  This recession will make more recruits available to the Foreign Service.  Wall Street has 

lost its allure2, job security is paramount, and public service is now attractive.  Nevertheless, the 

difficult question of paying for these initiatives remains. 

Act Two: 

Exit Military – stage right. 

Enter Diplomacy, Information, Economy – stage left. 

Nations employ four elements of national power – diplomacy, information, military, and 

economy – in their international relations.  In recent years, America has begun relying 

disproportionately on the military component.  The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are only the 

most salient indications of this tendency.  Use of this military aspect costs money and lives, 

inspires resentment amongst international players, and precludes the use of the three other 

strategies, which could prove more efficient. 

The Foreign Service should work with the Secretary for better funding.  Compared to the 

Defense budget ($515.4 B3), the State Department’s $11 B4 seems paltry.  The Foreign Service 

needs to work to reassert its role as the lead foreign affairs agency.  In a world rife with piracy, 

terrorism, drug cartels, human trafficking and other forms of violence, diplomats must lead in 

resolving conflicts.  This is not only less heavy-handed and less bloody, but more economical.  In 
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order to extricate ourselves from this financial crisis, we need to allocate our resources 

carefully.  You can buy a lot of diplomacy for the price of one F-22. 

By promoting free trade in the face of rising protectionism, encouraging global 

consciousness, and working toward renewed American diplomacy (a stated Obama 

administration foreign policy objective5), the Foreign Service will play an effective role in 

bolstering American status and hastening an end to our financial crisis. 

Friday, 1 October 2010, Seattle, the same conference room.  It is eerily quiet.   Everything 

is as it was left 11 years previously.  Diplomacy, followed by Information, walks in with a 

broom.  Economy, now looking healthy, joins them with a dustpan.  They get to work, vigorously 

cleaning and arranging the room.  The next to arrive is Military.  He greets his startled 

colleagues, giving them firm handshakes and smiling before taking a back seat.  Then another 

familiar face – Protectionism – walks in, but he is clearly dissatisfied.  The delegates stream in 

and take their seats.  As the music starts, the delegates turn to one another and begin a spirited 

debate. 

2nd Place: Diplomacy – The Key to Defeating the Financial Crisis by Richard Hinman, Jr. 
 
 The global financial crisis that erupted at the end of last year has transformed both 

economic and political realities for every single nation on Earth. It has helped bring a different 

administration to power in the United States, weakened industry the world over, and affected 

the lives of billions of people worldwide. Leaders have called for a global initiative to fight this 

crisis. For these efforts to be truly effective, diplomacy must successfully coordinate 

international economic relief and reform. Thus, the United States State Department will be of 
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critical importance in these turbulent times. Some aspects of the financial crisis that will require 

diplomatic effort include the prevention of protectionist policies and the reform of banks 

around the world. The State Department will be critical in implementing successful economic 

foreign policy in these areas, to help ensure a comprehensive and rapid recovery for all nations. 

 Protectionism, the theory that a nation should use economic policy to strengthen its 

own products against foreign competition, is a solution that some nations, the United States 

included, may consider to protect weakening domestic industries. However, this policy is an 

attractive trap in this era of a truly global economy. American diplomacy must make strong 

efforts to urge the opening of markets all over the world, and convince allied governments to 

avoid this sweet-sounding but disastrous policy. Protectionism has exacerbated the effects of 

previous global economic crises, as seen in the Great Depression. The passage of the Hawley-

Smoot Tariff, in which the United States raised a massive tariff against foreign imports, virtually 

prevented any foreign goods from successfully penetrating the American market. However, this 

had the negative effect of causing foreign nations to take similar measures against the United 

States. The breakdown of foreign trade proved to be disastrous for all nations involved, and 

weakened industry on a global scale. Economic isolationism would have even more disastrous 

effects in today’s world, where a interruption of trade in single resources can have immediate, 

crippling effects on the world economy. For example, massive tariffs could severely weaken and 

possibly slow the trade of automobiles or consumer electronics, the effects of which would be 

rapidly felt in the United States and other industrial nations. In a more long-term scenario, a 

highly profitable and vital industry would be crippled, many employees would lose their jobs, 

and some of these nations could possibly slide into poverty. Tariffs on these goods would affect 



many nations who make these products. To illustrate this example, a single iPod requires labor 

from six different nations, according to the New York Times. (Varian 2007) If the trade of 

consumer electronics like the iPod were restricted by protectionist policies, workers in many 

different countries would lose their jobs. While the idea of protecting ones own industries may 

sound attractive to many leaders, the State Department must make its best efforts to urge the 

leaders of other nations to avoid protectionist policies that, in the long run, will exacerbate the 

effects of economic recession.     

 Diplomatic efforts will also be of vital importance in global bank reform.  In today’s 

global economy, much of the wealth of many nations is stored in foreign banks. During these 

troubled economic times, this fact could become a massive liability for people around the 

world. The connectedness of the global banking system essentially means that a bank failure in 

one nation could destroy the savings of other banks that hold reserves in the closing 

institutions. Fear of global bank failure is not alarmism at this point.  According to the FDIC, as 

of April 2009, 55 American banks have failed since January 2008. (FDIC 2009) Many 

international banking institutions, such as Citibank, have required enormous amounts of money 

from the federal government to stay in business. Allowing a bank to fail in one country could 

set off a “domino effect” of financial collapse, as these other banks could lose billions in assets 

stored in failed overseas banks. Essentially, if nations do not protect their own banks from 

failure, the consequences will be dire for people all over the world. Despite the furor over 

management bonuses, the recent use of AIG’s bailout money demonstrates a successful 

method of ensuring security in the banking world. According to the New York Times, AIG made 

sure that it used some of its bailout money to repay its loans to foreign banks such as Deutsche 



Bank (Walsh 2009).  Thus, the State Department, as well as its friends and international 

partners like the IMF, should use diplomatic means in helping other nations protect their own 

banks from failure. These means could include anything from suggestions on bank policy to 

providing resources for economic stimuli and bailouts.   

 Additionally, the State Department could help to accomplish other US foreign policy 

goals by encouraging global banking reform. Comprehensive banking reform, including 

analyzing who controls what assets, could allow more countries to discover terrorist or criminal 

bank accounts and freeze them. As the crippling of global terrorism and criminal networks is a 

foreign policy objective of the United States, diplomatic promotion of bank reform can limit the 

funding capabilities of these enemies. A diplomatic role will be of critical importance in 

coordinating and orchestrating a comprehensive, global policy of banking security and reform.   

 In conclusion, the State Department will be of critical importance in helping to 

accomplish US foreign policy goals during this global financial crisis. To deal with economic 

disaster, American diplomats will need to coordinate global anti-protectionism, bank stability, 

and banking reform efforts. If the economic crisis is to be overcome, a global effort led by 

diplomacy will be of the utmost importance.  
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3rd Place: A Role for the Foreign Service in the Global Crisis by Patrick Morgan 
 

As the world’s dominant power, the American economy is extremely influential in the 

world, especially in developing nations.  Shortly after arriving in my current home in El Salvador, 



I heard a saying about the then-impending economic meltdown: “When America sneezes, the 

world catches a cold.”  This statement reflects the nature of the world economy very well: 

namely, that what began as a housing bubble in the Unites States is now creating crises in 

countries as far flung as Japan, Singapore, and Italy.i  Though this crisis may be compared to it, 

this is not the Great Depression.  In this financial crisis, the whole world is at stake. 

If there ever was a time where the United States needed to emphasize sustainable 

development in the world, it would be now.  Even while we struggle to reinvigorate our own 

economy by injecting stimulus packages and creating new jobs, inter-connectivity of world 

economies will continue to restrain growth.  This cloud’s silver lining is simple: Developing 

nations can leapfrog over traditional developmental models to 21st century concepts of growth 

with the help of the United States.  If the United States wants to continue to dominate 

international trade, it needs to begin building new trading partnerships and fostering those it 

already has in developing nations.  These nations, including El Salvador, Albania, and former 

members of the USSR, are developing far faster than developed nations, and their economies 

are still growing, albeit at a slower rate than in previous years.  If they develop sustainable 

industries during this crisis, they will be able to help pull the global economy out of its trench by 

stimulating trade.  We must be careful that all the development is truly sustainable, however.  

The notion that all economic growth is good economic growth is flawed and will only lead to 

greater economic troubles.  For example, the true force of the global recession is only now 

hitting El Salvador.  Even before the recession began, call centers and bottling factories were 

being shipping over in order to take advantage of the cheap workforce.  ii iii Now, El Salvador is 

importing Americans to work in their call centers, and news of breaches of human rights, 



children’s rights, and tax evasions are leaking out, as well as of the loss of jobs as corporations 

attempt to pull out and downsize operations.  This is the kind of growth that developing nations 

do not need: short-term, harmful, and external.  The focus of USAID and the ECON and 

Department of Commerce offices need to stress the development of sustainable expansion, 

especially to our developing allies. 

The world is no longer a collection of nations vying against each other.  In the 21st 

century, large amounts of international affairs occur between multinational organizations and 

cellular groups.  For this reason, the Foreign Service needs to put a greater emphasis on 

diplomacy through such organizations rather than operating on a county-by-country basis.  

Increasing the amount of diplomacy done through organizations like the UN, the International 

Monetary Fund, NATO, and even gatherings such as the G-20 saves time and money by working 

with many countries at the same time.  After the April 2 G-20 talks, it has become clear that the 

IMF and World Bank will require substantial reform in order to distribute the US$ 1 trillion that 

has been mandated for economic recovery in feasible loans to the poorest nations.iv  The 

economic meltdown is not the only topic that can be successfully tackled by international 

collaboration.  Humanitarian and peacekeeping objectives can be accomplished through the 

UN, NATO, and the OSCE.  Cooperation with other nations to accomplish mutual goals is more 

economical and makes the effort more broadly accepted.  Knowing when to take the lead and 

when to step aside is the heart of diplomacy. 

Hiring patterns cause massive amounts of training to be needed for every new 

generation of Foreign Service officers.  The system in place goes through cycles of hiring, and 

currently we are coming onto the top of one such cycle.  This is due to the “up and out” system 



of promotions that prevents more senior officers from taking lower level jobs, forcing those in 

grade one, presumably the most experienced officers, to either bid from a small pool of 

exclusive positions, move into the Senior Foreign Service, or retire.  As officers are usually hired 

in groups, they also tend to retire in groups.  This creates an experience vacuum causing the 

hiring of more droves of fresh recruits.  These recruits need large amounts of training at FSI 

before their first posting, because the most experienced officers who should have been able to 

give on-the-job training have mostly just retired.  If, instead of hiring in large flocks, the Foreign 

Service took on and retired officers individually, fine points of training could be done while at 

post, reducing the amount of training that actually needs to be paid for.  If Junior Officers were 

taught their jobs by experienced officers while they were being done, money could be saved on 

pre-job training. 

An economic downturn’s effects are not only local or international, in the sense that 

they affect multiple countries, but also affect diplomacy between those countries.  As the 

foremost economy in the world, the United States had vast amounts of money to spend on 

hosting and sponsoring bilateral and multilateral negotiations, notably the Six-Party Talks with 

North Korea, and the considerable funding of the United Nations.  Economic crises force 

cutbacks in government spending, and diplomatic endeavors are one of the areas in which it is 

easiest to save.  This thrift comes at a price, however, the loss of the United States’ seat at the 

table of an international conference and the possible absence of negotiations with those 

nations that merit the most negotiation, our enemies.  This is perhaps the greatest effect of 

financial problems on diplomacy.  There is no way to increase spending in this sector without 



decreasing output, but unfortunately, something will have to go.  Money is the fuel for global 

initiatives, and without funding, no diplomacy takes place at all. 

4th Place: Using our Money Efficiently by Rebecca Catherine Hotchner Blaser 
 

These tough economical times are affecting everyone, not just in the United States but 

much of the world.  Our country has hit a recession: Big shot companies have gone bankrupt; 

jobs are continually being cut; inflation is steadily increasing; our national debt seems to be 

rising by billions every day; foreclosures are a common sight in many neighborhoods; the list 

goes on and on.  It seems as if our continuous need for money has finally caught up with us, 

grabbed hold of us and pulled us down into the murky depths of a financial ocean swimming 

with problems. 

This recession is not only affecting businesses small and large but equally the United 

States government.  More and more money is being given to the military, while the Foreign 

Service is suffering enormous budget cuts.  Even business class plane tickets are now off the 

menu.  So what’s next for the diplomatic sector?  Housing getting worse?  Less money for 

security?  Smaller and smaller embassies?  As our national debt continues to rise and more and 

more of tax payers’ money going to the military and homeland security, the Foreign Service is 

going metaphorically bankrupt.  So the question remains, what do we do? 

We put an end to the cycle.  All around the world we are fighting wars, both figuratively 

and literally.  It seems whenever we pull out of a war, another starts.  This causes a need for 

more money for the military, namely for weapons, salaries, transport, humanitarian aid, rations 

and even housing.  As the amount of money going to the military increases, the amount going 

to the Foreign Service decreases.  It looks like people have forgotten what the Foreign Service is 



all about: Diplomacy.  In the dictionary, diplomacy is defined as ‘the conducting of relations 

between nations’. This is what the Foreign Services strives to do daily, but the continuous 

budget cuts deprive the foreign service of money for doing so.  This resembles the respiratory 

system, deprived of oxygen; it can’t do its job efficiently or sufficiently.  As the military’s budget 

increases the wars only continue, like a long never-ending path to self destruction.  The foreign 

service, having been given the money, could most likely have prevented many of the wars 

taking place today and possibly improve our relations with Russia, Iran and many other 

countries.  This would cause for a more peaceful, less tense, and better-liked United States of 

America. 

Chances are the Foreign Service is going to continue to experience budget cuts and will 

have a distinct lack of resources.  If this continues, how are we, as a department, going to use 

what we have with the utmost efficiency?  This is the key question many embassies and the 

Foreign Service as a whole is faced with.  Our budget is usually used on two main things, the 

embassy staff and the embassy compound.  We use it for housing, important dinners and 

security.  But what are we in that country for?  To improve relations between the United States 

and the foreign country we are based in.  We live under the same sky, sun and moon, we eat 

the same food, go to the same schools.  When we live there, we really live there.  The Foreign 

Service should be compared to the Peace Corps in offices, trying to keep the peace and at the 

same time help to improve the host country.  Not only for the government, but for all citizens 

of the country.  Our money shouldn’t be used mainly on ourselves but on the host country 

itself.  To help fund the building of schools and hospitals and spread the American dream, that 

opportunity is limitless and can be found anywhere, that inspiration can be found in the worst 



of situations and that the world can be a good place.  Our foreign policy objectives are clear, 

make the world a better place for all in any way you can.  That’s our mission, that’s why we 

joined the Foreign Service in the first place.  To strengthen our ties with not only countries, but 

cultures and humanity itself.  We have lost sight of what’s important, people, not only our own, 

but the whole population of Earth.  There are going to be people and countries that don’t see 

things the way we do and the best we can do is try as hard as we can to improve relations with 

them through diplomacy, rather than force, and from there hope for the best.  There will never 

be world peace, people will be people, but as far as I can see, we can all be great and greatness 

is how we will conquer all problems.  How are we going to promote, implement and support US 

foreign policy objectives? By working as hard as we possibly can with the resources we have. 

This isn’t going to be easy: Wars are still going to occur; the military will still be in need of 

money; the economy will still fluctuate, possibly for the worse.  But, either way, we are 

Americans, bonded even after a civil war, a stock market crash and slavery.  We have always 

risen up and above people’s expectations for decades.  And despite all the conflict in the world 

we always find a way to pull it together and come out on top.  Although the road ahead of us is 

tough, we are tougher. 
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