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Ambassador Mary Oursman, Ambassador Chorba, Ambassador Gelb –  

 

 Thank you for the extraordinary work that has resulted in this memorable 

evening.  And thank you for inviting me to speak on behalf of the Council of American 

Ambassadors as a Founding Father.   

 

 A major purpose in founding the Council of American Ambassadors was to put 

the appointment of non-career Ambassadors in perspective, reminding critics that some 

of the most eminent diplomats in our nation’s history were in that category, and to 

reinforce a collegial and supportive relationship with the State Department and the 

Foreign Service. 

 

 Just before our founding meeting thirty years ago, we received a statement by the 

President of the American Foreign Service Association where he described his colleagues 

in the Foreign Service as being marginalized by the political appointments of non-career 

Ambassadors. That critique has become an annual event.  I suggest it is wrong and 

counterproductive. 

 

 We are, the members of the Council of American Ambassadors, each of us, 

appointed by the President of the United States and confirmed by the Senate.  That in 

itself is a long and often arduous process.  We are proud to have been Ambassadors 

representing our country and we regard our service as among the most important events 

of our lives, and as a significant legacy for our children.   



 

We believed thirty years ago as we believe now that the career Foreign Service is 

the backbone of American diplomacy.  We think it is the best in the world.  We work 

closely with the men and women of the Foreign Service, we work to advance their 

careers in every possible way, we use our influence in the Congress to provide the 

funding that the State Department needs to fulfill its mission.  We are proud that one of 

our members, Ambassador Bagley, is the Chairperson of the effort to build the United 

States Diplomacy Center.   

 

From the beginning of the Republic, non-career Ambassadors have been creative 

executors of our country’s foreign policy.  Our Founding Fathers – Benjamin Franklin, 

John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, John Quincy Adams – were the diplomats who assured 

the success of our Revolution.  In today’s world, non-career Ambassadors have made 

remarkable records in some of the most difficult assignments which include China, India, 

Germany, the United Nations, France, the European Union, Brazil, South Africa, Japan, 

the United Kingdom.  Non-career Ambassadors, I suggest, come from a variety of 

backgrounds that reflect America’s diversity which is essential to any successful embassy 

in this day and age.  Some have run major businesses and bring a background of 

management and negotiating experience and international trade.  Some have been labor 

leaders, high-ranking military commanders, leading academics, outstanding 

philanthropists, major economists.  Some have won and lost elections, some have led or 

aspired to lead our nation, some have been major leaders in the Congress and, yes, some 

have helped presidents win election and re-election.  Presidents have been known to run 

foreign policy from the White House – Franklin Delano Roosevelt, John Kennedy, 

Dwight Eisenhower, Richard Nixon among them.  They have used their constitutional 

power to appoint Ambassadors to reflect their values, their purposes, their vision for our 

world.  The system has worked pretty well and we are proud to be a part of it. 

 

A word about our speaker tonight, the epitome of the career service.  Any 

president who has the wisdom and experience of Tom Pickering available to him has the 



best of counselors.  Each and all of us salute him and his distinguished career in 

diplomacy as he accepts our invitation to speak this evening.   

 

This memorable night will be even more memorable if we begin our next thirty 

years reasserting our partnership between career diplomats and the Foreign Service, by 

continuing to promote programs that serve our common mission, by remembering that all 

of us are united as patriots who want to protect and preserve the United States of America 

as we go forward to build a better world.  Let us build on what unites us and let us look at 

the diversity that we bring to the diplomatic challenge as a constructive dimension that 

serves our country well.   

 

 

 

William J. vanden Heuvel 


