Vagueness and Misinterpretation in the Analysis of the Russian and Chinese Positions


Raghida Dergham - Davos, Switzerland

01/27/2006
All eyes are on China and Russia, not only to test their hidden strategic intentions but also to see whether they will play their leadership roles, at the international level, responsibly. At this point, Iran remains a major factor in this test, not just because of the nuclear issue, but also because of an overlap between the Iranian dossier and those of Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Afghanistan and the neighboring Arab countries in the Gulf. The Iranian dossier also overlaps with the so-called Sunni-Shiite conflict and the dossiers of Al-Qaeda and terrorism. For this reason, most ideas, proposals and strategies that are currently being discussed about Iran, at both the regional and international levels, are taking into consideration China and Russia, both individually and as a duo, especially because of their role as permanent members at the Security Council.

More increasingly the need for inviting regional players, such as Saudi Arabia, to play a role is being discussed. For instance, Saudi Arabia could help resolve the complex Iranian nuclear issue which has political influence and impact in the region. Some of these regional players could complement the roles assumed by the big international players. Other regional players could prod certain groups to “think out of the box.” These groups could include the new forces that have aspirations to lead the world as well as the old forces who scoff at the new ones, considering them as neophytes in the “World of Grandeur,” but also fearing them indeed.

No one denies the complexity of the Iranian dossier and no one claims to have a magic solution for it. In fact, the five permanent members of the Security Council –the United States, Britain, France, Russia and China—hope to succeed [in convincing Iran to change its mind] through argument, in order to avoid resorting to confrontational options that could include anything from isolation to sanctions, to air raids and other military options.

This time, the US administration is in need of China, Russia and France, and not just Britain whose arm the US grabbed when it took the unilateral decision to wage a war in Iraq in spite of the UN Security Council’s decision which found no legal justification for the war. This time, George W. Bush’s administration cannot afford to mock France or deal with China or Russia with arrogance and condescension. Neither can it afford to scorn Europe or alienate China or marginalize the Security Council.

Indeed, this administration has realized that by making decisions unilaterally, it got itself in a bad mess in Iraq and it caused France, China, Russia, Germany and others to stand and observe the US quagmire resulting from the occupation, refusing to participate in the rescue operation. In contrast, the US administration has found great benefit from collective work when it agreed to a participatory style within the framework of the Security Council, in everything relating to resolutions on the Lebanese and Syrian issues.

Moreover, Washington did not mind that Europe should lead negotiations with respect to Iran, for several reasons, including that Washington realizes the limitations of unilateral work when it comes to Iran as well as the constraints which the US policy in Iran has imposed on the current administration, and which are translated with an absence of communication channels between Iran and the US. Washington has missed more than one chance for normalizing relations with Iran and it stubbornly resisted more than an attempt for doing so. Similarly, Iran also missed some chances to build bridges with the United States.

The United States and Iran had previously communicated together within a group context, when they were members of the Six plus Two grouping-- comprising of Afghanistan’s six neighbors plus the United States and Russia-- which was originally established to find a peaceful solution to the Afghan conflict. This was a useful opportunity for both sides and for the Afghan file.

Today, there is a need for a new initiative that would compel the United States and Iran to sit together, face-to-face, within a group, to talk about current affairs with utmost seriousness and realism. This is not an invitation to normalize relations between the two countries but it’s an invitation to properly address the current issues which were instigated by Iran, out of a fear for the whole region.

Certainly, China, Russia, France and Britain, as permanent members in the Security Council, should be part of the group within which talks between Iran and the US would be facilitated. Moreover, some other counties that are not neighbors of Iran, such as Germany, could be included. But other regional countries that are Iran’s neighbors, such as Turkey, Saudi Arabia and others, should also be included, provided that the group does not turn into a horde of delegations that lose track of the original goal of the initiative, which is: a serious dialogue that goes to the heart of the latest developments arising from Iran’s nuclear and political positions.

Perhaps this group dialogue might not reach an understanding or agreement over matters, but it could help in making it clear that responsibility will be shared by all, in case there is a confrontation. This group dialogue might also help stall for time, allowing the group to come out with a decision that has two aspects, one of which would allow Iran to gradually convince others of accepting it as a country with nuclear capabilities, the likes of Israel, Pakistan, India and North Korea. In the other aspect of the decision, the other countries in the group would decide to give the Iranian regime the opportunity to do an internal revision in order to come up with a new approach that would make it more welcome in the world, while keeping Iran under international surveillance through the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), headed by Dr. Mohammed Baradhi.

What’s important is to defuse the threat of escalation and confrontation, not out of fear of Iran but for fear for the region. For Iran might be strong and capable of defying, at this point, because it found that the time is right and it has a good hand of cards. But Iran is not a superpower and it does not possess any immunity against possible repercussions from whatever it is threatening the world with. Just as it feels powerful now, according to its analysis, it is also in a position of weakness, because whatever power it holds now is based on transitional considerations rather than permanent strategic alignments.

Tehran’s adventures which the revolutionary President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has been threatening with, is what is placing Iran in a shaky position. For this reason, the Iranian institution which is entrusted with the rule might find it suitable to welcome an initiative that would defuse the problem. And it could also find that such an initiative might open the doors for Tehran to present initiatives that would fulfill its dreams of regional leadership and international influence.

China is certainly among the countries that are qualified to rise to this challenge, and it is also among the most reluctant to lead the way with such an initiative, as it avoids at all cost, as a matter of policy, to play a leadership role in matters such as these. But it is high time for China to stop hiding behind tradition if it really wants to win the confidence of the international public opinion, and not just of governments. The Iranian issue can provide China with this rare opportunity to show its leadership skills, declaring to the world that it takes its international responsibilities seriously. This opportunity could also provide China with the chance to inform the United States and Europe and the Middle East that China has influence and interests and should not be taken lightly, when it comes to Gulf oil issues.

Since China will not take the initiative, it would be up to Russia and countries neighboring Iran to convince China of the importance of such an initiative for the region. Just as Beijing had played a role, and continues to do so, in helping to resolve the North Korean issue, it can also play a similar role in the Iranian dossier in the Middle East.

Saudi King Abdallah’s visit to China, this week, undoubtedly addressed the Iranian issue. This visit is super important at more than one level, and it goes beyond important economic considerations, as it comes at a special time and during extraordinary conditions. The two countries have undoubtedly agreed on steps to strengthen Saudi-Chinese relations as well as Chinese relations with the region.

This does not mean that the Gulf and Arab countries with strong ties with the US have decided to seek China in order to stir up competition between the two giants, but it means that these countries consider that the Iranian file requires that the US and China complement each other in order for it to be resolved. The countries of the Arab Gulf region could also find that it is time to speak with China about oil interests and long-range strategies.

For sure, the language with which China would like to be addressed and which it uses in diplomacy and politics is very hard to understand. This unclear language sometimes leads to misinterpretations of the Chinese position and at other times helps in interpreting the positions exactly the way Beijing intended them to be understood, something which allows China to remain free from direct responsibility.

The Lebanese-Syrian dossier was a good example of this. For instance, some consider that the Chinese and Russian positions are adopting those of Syria and Hizbullah, because of its close ties with Iran. But this is clearly a misinterpretation. However, both Chinese and Russian diplomats avoid saying this blatantly, often preferring instead a misinterpretation of their positions.

The UN Security Council’s presidential statement on Resolution 1559, which called for the withdrawal of all foreign forces from Lebanon and for disarming and dismantling all Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias, was issued unanimously this week. This means that enclosed in the statement is a message from China and Russia to Syria and Hizbullah and Lebanese President Emile Lahoud, as well as an indirect message to Iran. And these Russian and Chinese messages came in the midst of discussions and muscle flexing on the Lebanese-Syrian borders. They also came after Iranian President Ahmadinejad’s visit to Damascus, as well as the visit to Syria made by Hizbullah Secretary-General Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah and Speaker of the Lebanese Parliament Nabih Berri as a representative of Amal. It also came after Bashar Assad refused to demarcate the Syrian border with Lebanon. The messages arrived to tell those concerned: “You are wrong.”


The Presidential Statement signed by China and Russia included three main messages:

1- That both countries support the demarcation of the Lebanese-Syrian border, for the statement reiterated the Lebanese government’s desire to establish full diplomatic relations and representation with Syria and demarcate the borders between the two countries, inviting the Syrian government to “cooperate” to reach this goal and other goals specified by 1559.

2- China and Russia are committed to implementing the clause on “disbanding and disarming all Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias and ensuring that the government would spread its authority all over the country.” That’s because the aim behind issuing the presidential statement was to inform Hizbullah that the support for the Lebanese government’s decision to initiate a dialogue with the party is not open-ended, but finite, and the dialogue should be quickly resolved in order to allow for the implementation of the clause about the militias.

3- China and Russia sent another message to President Emile Lahoud, by including in the presidential statement the importance of “holding free and fair presidential elections in accordance with the Lebanese Constitution and devised without any foreign intervention or influence.” The message says that the extension of his mandate was not legitimate, and that the Security Council has not let go of the need for presidential elections, but is in fact insisting on it.

In fact, China and Russia do not support Syria in its position against demarcating the borders, and, in the Security Council resolution, they had previously endorsed the Blue Line which had placed the Shebaa Farms within the Syrian, not the Lebanese, borders.

These messages are clearly found in the official Russian and Chinese positions, even though Chinese and Russian diplomacy do not make any effort to publicize these positions to everyone.

This approach of not publicizing certain positions can be equally applied to the Iranian, Syrian and Lebanese situations. In fact, the Iranian dossier is closely linked with the Syrian, Lebanese and Iraqi dossiers, and will influence them, even though this is only acknowledged within closed diplomatic circles. In any case, it is not important to announce positions as long as they are resolute and cohesive. What’s important is for China to take the initiative, since there are clear indications from Tehran that it is prepared to accept such an initiative and it is ready to deal with all files, from the Syrian one to Hizbullah to Iraq, as part of its negotiations for achieving leadership over the region and for securing its nuclear ambitions.
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