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Whether the new US strategy on Iraq succeeds or fails, Iraq's neighbors - the Arab countries, Iran, and Turkey - will be doomed to live next to a divided, terrorist, or rowdy Iraq slipping into a dreadful, confessional and racist wars coupled with shameful slaughters and suicide attacks.

Irrespective of whether the "new" US ideas on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict evolve into a concrete and serious plan or are by contrast derailed and paralyzed, the Palestinians and the Israelis, reluctant to admit peace requirements, will dearly pay the price, constantly haunted by anxiety with no solution looming in the horizon. Indeed, the US, despite the geographical distance separating it from the Middle East, will be held accountable for its bad regional investments harmful to its interests and others alike. Undeniably, the Iraq war tarnished the US reputation and undermined its standing as the world's sole superpower. As for the successive US administrations, they have, with their derailing deceptive maneuvers over the requirements and promises of a two-state solution, eroded the good intentions and undermined the trust in the US goals. Eventually, these wars and battles will remain locally bound regardless of the billions of dollars the US spends and the numerous mistakes it commits and no matter how honest or elusive its justifications may appear. The battle between moderation and extremism is decisive for the generations to come, i.e. for the Arabs, Persians, Jews, Kurds, and others in the region. The Israelis and Palestinians lacked the resolve  to substitute occupation and suicide for peace, choking their own dreams - on the assumption that they harbor real dreams of coexistence and security not mere delusive untrue reveries. As a result, self-restraint need to be heeded now. The worse is yet to come if George W. Bush is doomed to fail in Iraq and all attempts to seriously settle the Palestinian cause are aborted.

Problematically for Israel, its advocates in Washington, mindful of its interests, shield it from peace, rally against any initiative to end the occupation, impede any attempt to evoke the final status of the Palestinian territories, and devotedly fight any US president who calls for dividing Jerusalem. They have, for instance, overthrown Ehud Barak, the former Israeli PM, just because he crossed, in their opinion, the red lines and referred to a dividable Jerusalem, while to them, Jerusalem is the eternal united capital of the Jewish State.

They have also mobilized their peers, followers of the same school, to foil any attempt by George W. Bush and his administration to restore peace between the Israelis and the Palestinians. They simply want to avoid what happened years ago, when the former US president, Bill Clinton, finally woke up after a 7-year slumber during which he entrusted the peace process to his ambassador Dennis Ross. As a result, meetings were held in Camp David, where for the first time in Israel's history, Barak accepted to put Jerusalem on the negotiating table, hence the then pressing need to evict him. Ariel Sharon turned against Barak, marching to Jerusalem in September 2000 as a provocative prelude to the second Palestinian Intifada.

The advocates of this ideology resolutely seek to prevent George Bush from saving his historical image in Palestine and Israel. In their opinion, the 43rd US President has become of no avail to them and to Israel having used up all his powers over the past 6 years. Now, they cannot but hamper his peaceful adventure in his last two years in office.

As such, the US, Israeli, and Arab public opinion must block their way and thwart their efforts. Otherwise, the worse is yet to come with detrimental effects on the Palestinians, Arabs and the Americans themselves, who will pay dearly on behalf of and with the Israelis.

Limiting the Palestinian cause to terrorism or the Hamas' government refusal to recognize Israel is the strategy adopted by the Israeli apologists  under any circumstance. First and foremost, they refuse to corner Israel in serious negotiations in the run-up to create a viable Palestinian State living side by side with Israel. They reject the 1967 borders, the borders of defeat and victory, for the conflicting countries to peacefully coexist. Now as in the past, they stand against serious negotiations on the final status of the Palestinian State and serious time-bound programs as a means to elude peace and its requirements, thus constantly thwarting  efforts from any US administration willing to make peace.

Condoleezza Rice headed to the region amid a deeply divided US administration torn between two fundamental trends. Supported by the intellectuals and influential institutions, the first trend tries to spare Israel accountability and pressures, denies any link between Iraq and the Arab-Israeli conflict as well as any Israeli relation or interest in the US war on Iraq, a war that totally wiped Iraq off the Arab-Israeli strategic equation. In addition, it currently rejects anything likely to suggest that the US is making any concession on the Palestinian issue in compensation for its defeat in Iraq.

As for the advocates of the second trend, they point out to a direct relation between Iraq, Palestine, and Lebanon and believe, in light of the battle with Iran and its allies, that the Palestinian cause must be shielded from all attempts to fuel the public opinion, foment extremism and target the US as the mother that blindly supports its spoiled child. Such proponents try to convince President George W. Bush that he has to seize his last chance and implement the two-state "vision" over the next two years if he is to make the world forget his fiasco in Iraq. They also encourage him not to bow to the pressures and plans that want to prevent him from pressuring Israel to establish peace with the Palestinians.

With no doubt, George W. Bush does not want to end his mandate as a limb duck ashamed of a debacle in Iraq. Stubborn as he is, he may not bow in to the pressures exerted to keep his hands off the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. But, if he opts for involvement, he must beware the clout, potential, and resolve of the opposing trend. He must secondly realize that any US initiative reliant on half-measures to ease down the situation, will yield reverse results detrimental to the region and the US interests in the Arab and Islamic world.

For this reason, if George W. Bush opts for involvement, he must face the actors within his administration and party, let alone individuals long thought to be in the same trench at his side. For they will not allow him nor any other official to force Israel to accept a two-state solution and peaceful coexistence. The US president, who has given Israel more than any of his counterparts, may be surprised at how things will turn against him if he thinks he can or is entitled to press Israel, even for the sake of US supreme national interests. Should he take such decision, the US public opinion must set aside its anger over the Iraq war and simply back him in his endeavor. At this critical crossroads, courage needs to be mustered for the US national interests to be preserved and the Palestinian-Israeli conflict settled. Then, the Americans won't repeatedly pay dearly for their partnership with Israel; for subjecting millions of Palestinians to a humiliating occupation and homelessness, in flagrant violation of the human rights principles and values.

In addition, the US president must empower his Secretary of State to take poised and bold steps. He must personally and publicly support her so that she would not appear as wandering away from the leadership flock in Washington. He must be fully convinced and ready to reiterate what he had previously said: that the solution basically lies in establishing the State of Palestine to replace the Israeli occupation; and that the whole Arab-Israeli conflict requires to put an end to the occupation.

At this juncture, if Condoleezza Rice simply wants to explore to what extent the Israeli and Palestinian stances diverge in an attempt to absorb the regional mood, she'd better avoid such failure. The region, plagued with tensions and fearful of its fate, is not keen to understand the electoral US equations or the circumstances of the organic US-Israeli relation and to stand still for weeks waiting for Rice's visits or meetings with the Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and the Israeli PM Ehud Olmert. The regional mood is worn out from scrutinizing and analyzing expressions to interpret what the US administration means when its Secretary of State speaks of political prospects or of stepping up and accelerating the Road Map to create a Palestinian State.

With a Palestinian situation torn by partition and internal hostility, the conditions imposed on Hamas need to be overlooked and negotiations directly initiated with the legitimate partners, i.e. the PLO and the PA. All talks on rejecting terror, recognizing Israel as a precondition, or pledging to implement previous agreements have become of no avail. For both Hamas and the Israeli government have renounced to their commitments. Both are on a par in this matter, despite the Israeli apologists attempt to solely blame Hamas and the latter's apologists attempt to justify its resounding failure in leading the Palestinian people, as an elect government, towards a better present and future. The internal Palestinian condition - as the Israeli one - is deplorable. Both the Palestinian and Israeli situations has reach a bottom-low that makes them prone to back the peace adventure. 

Solving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict will not unravel all the regional problems. Still, the Palestinian cause remains at the core of all fundamental battles between extremism and moderation.

Some in Washington are solely focusing now on Iraq, setting it as a top priority and deliberately excluding any attempt to examine, get involved or revive any effort to reach a solution for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.   Those have equally mobilized their capacities to bar George Bush -  whether amicably or with pressures should the situation require such a move- from moving forward with his adventure. Therefore, the US public opinion must realize the important role it can play at this turning point and must reject intimidation and muzzling. The Arab States must, for their part, revive the Arab initiative on peaceful coexistence with Israel then promote it within the US and Israeli public opinions. In turn, the Arab public opinion must benefit from the US quagmire in Iraq, with no victory proclaimed so far - to urge the US president to exert serious efforts to settle the Palestinian cause and release the Palestinian people from the hardship and misery of occupation. Gloating over failure only breeds misfortunes for the peoples of the Arab region.   
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