Hemispheric Security Conference educates WHINSEC students

By Spc. Adrian A. Lugo, WHINSEC Public Affairs Office

Fort Benning, Ga. –– Seven regional experts along with two authorities of the Western Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation took part in four panel discussions with U.S. military and foreign students at the institute on April 22 and 23.

The conference afforded both groups –– at times with help from interpreters –– the opportunity to openly discuss hemispheric security issues.

The conference opened up with words from WHINSEC Commandant Col. Gilberto Perez, who said that he expected the two-day conference to be full of spirited educational discourse and an opportunity to impress upon students attending the institute the importance of solidifying security relationships with countries throughout the hemisphere.

The first group of panelists, Dr. Russell Ramsey, guest professor for WHINSEC from Norwich University, and Dr. Veronica Serafina, U.N. Economic and Social Council representative from Paraguay, discussed “Theoretical Views:  Military Forces in Emerging Democracies, and Economic Roles” on Thursday morning.

A specialist in defense spending, Serafina seemed to capture the audience’s attention the most when she spoke on such things as opportunity cost and efficient defense spending and expounded theories on the cost of narco-trafficing to economies of emerging democracies.

Ramsey also seemed to engage the audience with his thoughts on the structure of law enforcement and military forces throughout the Americas.

Their panel discussion drew in the most questions and made for the longest “Q&A” session of the entire conference –– lasting more than half-an-hour.

Questions raised by students ranged from border security and “How does it affect a nation’s economy?” to debate on “How can law enforcement and defense agencies be merged to create a single agency for internal defense?”

The following panel on Thursday touched on the topic “Political Aspects: Internal Democratization and Military-Police Boundaries.”

Members of that panel were head of WHINSEC’s Advanced Studies Division and a State Department Foreign Service Officer, Anthony Interlandi, who presented statistics on the minimum number of police and military needed to ensure the peace in various democratic nations, and Dr. Thomas Whigham, an associate history professor from the University of Georgia who spoke on the pitfalls of military and police crossing jurisdictions such as the potential for “overlapping duties to brutality and a police state of affairs.”

Friday morning’s session had Dr. Hal Kearsley, Norwich University; Col. (retired) John Cope of the National Defense University; and Dr. Cesar Sereseres from the University of California at Irvine, discussing “Traditional Roles:  Regional Defense Models and Uniformed Forces as National Symbols.”

“Newer Roles:  Anti-terrorism Concepts, and Uniformed Forces as National Symbols” was the topic that closed the conference.  Considering these issues were panelists Dr. Robert Buckman of the University of Louisiana at Lafayette, and Lt. Gen. (retired) Carmen Cavezza, former commanding general of the U.S. Army Infantry Center at Fort Benning, Ga.

Overall, the sentiment shared by students seemed to be one of satisfaction with the conference.

Maj. Hector Orlando, a Honduran infantry officer, and student in WHINSEC’s Peace Operations Course said he found the conference to be “stimulating and engaging” would “certainly take into consideration points from the conference, in (his) line of work.”

The event was one of many conferences scheduled for the Command and Staff Officer’s Course and open to other courses in session at the institute.

WHINSEC is an educational institution dedicated to providing professional education and training to military, law enforcement and civilians to support the democratically-elected governments in the region. 

The institute is dedicated to promoting democratic values, respect for human rights and an understanding of U.S. customs and traditions.

