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When Iran, Syria and Lebanon’s Hizbullah each start to think carefully about the future strategies they will be making, they are bound to reach one realistic conclusion: the only way for Iran to own nuclear powers, in the future, is for it to curb escalations, threats and faulty alliances now, and to go back to the negotiation table on the nuclear issue, from the standpoint of a country with regional leverage, which, at the right time, knows how to use its ‘cards’ with wisdom, intelligence and foresight.

Logically-speaking, this conclusion should lead Hizbullah to realize that its position vis-à-vis Iran is certainly shaky. Iran might, therefore, feel compelled to sacrifice Hizbullah in return for something else for the purpose of maintaining the balance of power. This means that Hizbullah should reconsider the purpose of its existence within the context of a clear strategy that is grounded in the fact that there is no escape from stripping Hizbullah of its weapons. That is why it is better for Hizbullah to strengthen its political integration in its own country rather than sacrifice whatever accomplishments that were made by the Shiite sect in Lebanon because of mistakes it is about to commit. This also means that the Syrian leadership should not wager on regaining its role as the manager of the ‘Iranian card’ in the Gulf region, as it could easily become the thorn in the Iranian side, which Tehran might find itself forced to pull out.

It is still very likely that the Iranian president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, would take the decision of dragging the region into war in order to mobilize Muslim and Arab sentiment in order to have them follow the Iranian leadership in all matters relating to Islamic and Arab affairs. As a result, the option of escalating the confrontation—rather than containing it—with the West is still being considered by Iran. This means that the tri-partite axis consisting of Tehran, Damascus and Hizbullah would need to be strengthened.

This option would certainly call for using Lebanon as a main battleground, in response to a joint Iranian-Syrian-led decision that would be implemented by Hizbullah in Lebanon. In this scenario, the two main parties that would adopt the principle of “if we go down, we all go down together” are the Syrian regime and Hizbullah. Indeed, should a regional war erupt, that would mean the literal implementation of the “we go down” part of the principle. For this reason, it would not be wise for any of the two Arab parties in the tri-partite axis to rejoice in the war which Iran might provoke in order to achieve its own ambitions of leadership in the Islamic and Arab worlds.

Hizbullah would certainly benefit from Iran’s leadership over the region, but the war required to guarantee this leadership (in case Tehran opts for war) would lead to Hizbullah’s demise, not just Lebanon’s destruction.

Damascus, too, may find that this regional war would serve as the best means for staving off international pressures against it. But no war would exempt the Syrian regime from accountability, once it is proven that the regime had fabricated this war or embraced it for the sole reason of covering up its implication in the series of assassinations, most notably that of Former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafic Hariri.

The ruling establishment in Iran undoubtedly realizes this. Consequently, even when the fiery Iranian president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, visits Damascus right when the UN-led international investigation is in the spotlight, Tehran knows that it should acquiesce to the verdicts and ramifications of the UN-led international investigation committee, including those verdicts that would implicate the Syrian regime in the terrorist act. Indeed, Tehran knows where its interests lie, and it knows when it should make a move or retract its position.

Tehran also knows who could serve as a burden or a boon for it. Hizbullah now falls under the category of ‘burden’ after it had once served as a boon for Iran. For Hizbullah is resisting the implementation of binding UN resolutions from which there is no escape. Tehran recognizes the importance of complying with UN resolutions, for it had done so against its will, something which led Ayatollah Khomeini to agree on UN Resolution 598 [on the 1987 resolution calling for a ceasefire between Iran and Iraq] as though he were drinking his own ‘cup of poison’.

The Iranian leadership also understands that Europe is ready to back the United States in disbanding the militias of Hizbullah and the Palestinian factions in Lebanon, whom Iran supports with money and weapons. In the past, some Europeans were reluctant to categorize Hizbullah as a “terrorist” organization, contrary to the American position. As for now, neither Europe nor Russia nor China are even considering exempting Hizbullah or the Palestinian militias from implementing UN Resolution 1559 calling for the disbanding and disarming of all militias in Lebanon.

No one in Moscow or Beijing or even in any Arab or Muslim capital is heading to the United Nations to complain about disarming Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias. Not even Tehran itself is doing something of the sort. This is a UN resolution not an American one. It is a resolution that currently enjoys unanimous support, in practice, after everyone became convinced of it. This resolution enjoys unanimous backing because there is a UN consensus to support the government of Lebanese Prime Minister Fuad Siniora who had conducted an internal dialogue on the militia weapons’ issue. This dialogue was carried out with international blessings and for a reasonable, yet limited length of time, not for the purpose of evading the implementation of the UN Resolution [1559].

In the most recent report made by UN Secretary General Kofi Annan on the implementation of UN Resolution 1559, Annan commented on Hizbullah’s transformation as a political party that is integrated into Lebanese political life: “A group engaged in the democratic political process of opinion formation and decision-making cannot simultaneously possess an autonomous, armed operational capacity outside the authority of the state.”

The report prepared by Terje-Roed Larsen, the special envoy for the implementation of Security Council Resolution 1559, added: “More broadly, the existence of armed groups defying the control of the legitimate government, which by definition is vested with a monopoly on the use of force throughout its territory, is incompatible with the restoration and full respect of the sovereignty, territorial integrity, unity, and political independence of the country.”

Not only does Hizbullah challenge the principle of its disarmament since it is the sole remaining Lebanese militia, but it also insists on maintaining its political and party status in addition to its weapons, despite the fact that this would be in defiance of the sovereignty of the Lebanese state whose self-respect would be undermined. Hizbullah is also negotiating on behalf of Palestinian factions and its militias and their rights to keep their weapons, on the grounds that they are “a resistance,” thus blatantly defying the authority of the Lebanese state and the awe that the government and the Lebanese army command.

Hizbullah had better decide who it is and for whom it works, since clarifying this would be in its favor and in Lebanon’s favor. We know that Hizbullah is against accusing Syria of being implicated in Hariri’s assassination, but it is not clear as to why it wants to negotiate the Lebanese government’s request of disarming the Palestinians in Lebanon, whether they are inside the camps or outside them.

The fact of the matter is that Hizbullah cannot act as a state within a state or a militia within an army. It is being given the last chance to choose: it either is a political party that is of great importance in Lebanon, or it is the spokesperson for the interests of Syrians, militias, Palestinians and the Iranian leadership, and therefore, it carries its weapons on behalf of them all and at the expense of its compatriots in Lebanon. The first option is the wise option. The second one involves Hizbullah’s demise.

Usually, wisdom is an Iranian quality even though it is a rare commodity these days. But, historically, the Iranian leadership has shown that it always knows how to get back on the right course. That is why it would not be surprising if deals were being cut. Such deals would require offering Syria and Hizbullah as sacrifice, the moment that Iran’s acceptance into the nuclear club of countries becomes imminent or almost guaranteed. (so that it too could join the likes of India, Pakistan, Israel and North Korea’s whose possession of nuclear capabilities does not raise any eyebrows within the international community)

The current escalation could possibly constitute a part of the upcoming appeasement, on condition that today’s requirements and tomorrow’s goals are agreed upon. Since Iran possesses retaliatory tools against any possible sanctions and since it clearly understands the requirements of the art of strategic positioning, the West knows where it stands vis-à-vis Iran, on condition that Iran’s artfulness should not turn reckless. Should Iran turn reckless it would become an isolated country, branded as a state sponsoring terrorism, crimes, assassinations and trouble. In so doing, Iran would not only have lost its leadership ambitions but also everything it had reaped as a result of the mistakes made by George W Bush’s administration, starting from its vision for the Shiite Crescent, which was devised by the neocons in a moment of frenzy.

Arab Gulf countries may be led to believe that Iran could possibly achieve its nuclear ambitions, grandeur and leadership because it holds several cards in hand: oil, Iraq and its ability to stir up the Lebanese front through Hizbullah.

Well, not exactly.

Some of these ‘cards’ would automatically become useless, depending on what Tehran decides. Should it decide to become a country with nuclear capabilities that is acceptable by all, it is then compelled to offer as sacrifice the two other axes in its tripartite alliance. However, if it decides to exaggerate its own transitional importance and take risks with its own nuclear ambitions to the point that it would become an outcast state, then it will end up calling up a war of leadership at the expense of the Arab region.

In any case, Syria no longer holds the ‘Iranian card’ in the Gulf, and whoever still thinks so is oblivious to what is happening. Indeed, Damascus today is a burden for Iran and for any regional capital it might seek for help with or against Iran.

Damascus is accused of evading cooperation with the international investigation, which was endorsed by the Security Council under paragraph 7 of the agreement. The Security Council granted the investigation commission unprecedented prerogatives in its mission, threatening with punitive measures in case the investigation was disrupted or cooperation was rejected.

The new Belgian president of the commission, Serge Brammertz, will assume his post soon, replacing German Detlev Mehlis who reached the conclusion that the Syrian regime had a hand in the assassinations, based on all the evidence he collected and the inferences he made. Fully prepared, Brammertz is eager to leave his mark on the investigation, having been briefed on what the investigation commission’s team has already arrived at. Brammertz is ready now and he will revive the commission’s work which had appeared to many that it had been scaled back or that the commission had acquiesced to Syria’s wishes of refusing to present the commission with witnesses or suspects for investigation.

The US’ move of freezing the assets of President Bashar Assad’s brother-in-law, Asef Shawkat, who also heads Syrian military intelligence, did not come out of the blue. Asef Shawkat is a suspect, according to the letters which the UN Independent Investigation Commission (UNIIC) had sent to the Syrian authorities.

UNIIC will soon request that the Syrian authorities arrest a number of high-ranking security officials as suspects in the assassination of Rafic Hariri. This will start a new phase in Syria’s relationship with UNIIC.

No mediation from any Arab country will help, whether it is an individually-driven mediation or whether it is done through Arab League Secretary General Amr Musa. This is an international resolution and an international investigation, and no side has interfered in it. This is an investigation into crimes and not a conspiracy against Arabism and its stable existence.

If Arab parties—whether as individuals or as groups—were to play a role for the benefit of Syria, they should take heed of the word “mediation” and they need to resist the calls of some of the leaders of the tripartite axis for a mediation. 

This role would be totally dangerous because it would either shield Syria against any commitments and dues it has or it would open the door for bargains or it would prevent people from acknowledging that it is high time for a resolution and for accountability.
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