Pulling the Palestinian Cause Out of the Iranian Maneuvers and Syrian Guardianship Arena
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 It is of a decisive importance for US President George W. Bush to grasp the extent to which his convictions influence the fate of the entire Middle East and the future of his country to immediately act and carry out what is expected from him. The breakthrough proposals by key and influential States, as well as some previous proposals are expected to radically contribute to bail out the region from a looming disaster and save the US and its reputation that has been stained by the war in Iraq. The leaderships of these States are working at the highest levels to come up with unprecedented initiatives aimed at pulling the Arab-Israeli conflict from the rock bottom it has reached, and setting the scene for the launch of a new process toward peace in the Middle East. The main motive for these States' endeavor is concerns about the Iranian hegemony over the Arab region, as well as fears over reprisals against Iraq's Sunnis, the eruption of a sectarian war between the Sunnis and Shiites liable to spread further into the broader Islamic arena. The goal of these States' endeavor is to fend off a Palestinian civil war, and attempt to reach a radical solution for the conflict with Israel, with the Palestinian track as a starting point, followed by the Lebanese and then the Iraqi issues. The main obstacles these States are about to face will likely arise from the traditional ranks of extremism, led by Syria, whose rage over undermining and reducing its role in the peace process is expected.

The biggest bet, however, would be the one on the US president, who may come up with some historical surprises, as he finds himself unable to make history and to realize his vision of a Palestinian State living side by side with Israel, due to his religious beliefs. Should the ideology prevail over the vision, the costly penalty would be paid by the Americans as well, not just the Arabs of the Middle East. The details of such ideas, the way to implement them and at what time, as well as their inter-connected links are all matters shrouded in the utmost secrecy, and may only be known to a handful of top leaders.

The main rationale for what is taking place, however, is the following: the bold and public scrutiny of the Arab stances with respect to Israel, and the corresponding Israeli stances with respect to Palestine are being negotiated between the Palestinian and Israeli leaderships. The outcome of such scrutiny is not expected to take the form of the usual shaking of hands during summits and conferences, but will rather be in the form of carefully and meticulously prepared and executed scenarios that will come to crown radical understandings, as well as treaties signed as outlines but without losing any element of surprise. In other words, the objective of the efforts will be to produce a quality leap in the Middle East peace process.

This quality leap represents a declaration to all Arab States stating that whoever is not with the new Arab initiative has chosen to side with Iran. This announcement is mainly aimed at a number of Arab States, led by Syria and Qatar. While Syria is already in alliance with Iran, Qatar is hostile to the Saudi initiative, which was adopted by the rest of the Arabs following the Beirut Summit in March 2002. Today, Saudi Arabia is a forerunner of the new bold initiatives, as it is working at various levels and files, along with Egypt, Jordan and other Arabian Gulf and Maghreb States.

Within the framework of the Davos forum, during in one of the public sessions, Jordanian King Abdullah II was clear in focusing on the Arab initiative describing it as a 'historic juncture' that needs to be developed and benefited from in parallel with the current window of opportunity.

He said that 'peace structures' are built one block at a time and that 'this is really the last chance' to deal with the Palestinian issue. He also warned that unless the foundations of a Palestinian State were laid during the next six months, the 'price of missing this opportunity will be extremely costly'. He also underlined the US president's 'strong commitment' to the two-State solution and to reviving the US efforts, as well as the efforts exerted by the Quartet, currently in session in Washington, including the US, the UN, the EU and Russia.

King Abdullah stated that the current situation, based on the stances and alliances of the concerned States, makes it of paramount importance to deal with the region's hot spots, namely, Palestine, Lebanon and Iraq, in that order. He added that Iran is imposing itself on the table of negotiation, or, rather, the table of non-negotiation through Hamas, therefore, resolving the Palestinian-Israeli conflict would imply weakening ran and its trump cards.

Also, in Davos, Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas spoke in a closed session and agreed to be quoted. He was unequivocal in saying that talks were underway between US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert.

For her part, Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni delivered a speech in Davos that implied that she is either out of the decision-making process, which she sought to impede on the undergoing efforts, or that she is simply preparing for elections in which she seeks to be nominated for the post of prime minister, or that finally, she is publicly saying what would take the impact of what she is secretly aiming for.

Abbas said: 'We discussed with Rice the political process that must be tackled in the final status of the Palestinian territories', adding that 'we must conclude talks on the final status, then lay down step-by-step plans for their implementation', which entails the creation of some sort of a framework that sets the objectives of final status negotiations, as well as plans for well defined, time-bound milestones toward the realization of this objective. He added that he will be ready for back-channel talks with Israel and the Middle East Quartet after completing the framework, so that talks would not be public and embarrassing.

The head of the Palestinian Authority was very clear in stressing that announcing his determination to call for early presidential and legislative elections was not a tactical maneuver or a mere fiction. He said that the elections 'were not meant to pressure Hamas, but it would be an option should the talks on the national unity government fail', adding that 'we will definitely announce a special decree on the elections, when we reach such a stalemate or dead end'.

There are some indications that this might happen within the coming few weeks, as talks with Hamas do not seem to bear any fruit, and as Mahmoud Abbas' visit to Damascus and his meeting with Hamas politburo chief Khaled Mashal did not instigate any confidence in the Syrian intentions. Abbas also said that 'we are close to saying "yes" or "no"; it is a matter of no more than two or three weeks. If we do not arrive at anything, we will issue a decree for the legislative elections'.

The government in office, be it Hamas or any other national government, does not affect the negotiations with Israel, since, as stipulated by the Constitution, negotiations are the prerogative of the head of the Palestinian Liberation Organization and the head of the Palestinian Authority, not the Palestinian government, whether old or new. Therefore, the time frame for the negotiations does not depend on the formation of a new government.

Part of the basic concept held by the Palestinian side to launch a new peace process is according to the Palestinian president, based on 'immediately starting to discuss the final status stage, and when it is time for implementation, it will proceed one issue at a time until the end'.

These issues are the same ones being addressed in the Road Map, leading  to a Palestinian State living side by side with the State of Israel, including George Bush's vision of a two-state solution. Hence, the guidelines are the Road Map, Bush's vision, the 2002 Arab initiative, and the related international resolutions, dealing with the final status of the Palestinian State, the issue of refugees, Jerusalem, and security agreements.

The feeling of the Palestinian president is that 'the Americans are serious this time in working on the Palestinian-Israeli track', and that Condoleezza Rice has reached an understanding and has agreed to rule out the concept of an 'interim Palestinian State', favoring the methodology based on starting from the final status plan. This is provided the implementation is undertaken following "stages" bound by a time frame. In case this leads to an outcome, 'then we seek a national referendum, which, if ratified by the people, will lead to a treaty on the final status'.

One of the most important elements of these new approaches is removing the Palestinian Cause from the Iranian maneuvers and Syrian guardianship, and putting the Cause before the Palestinian people, instead of keeping it as a slogan and pretext to stir up conflicts and extremism.  This a major and key requirement, the importance of which must be grasped by the US administration and the Israeli government, who must also play an active role. Otherwise, they will deliberately or inadvertently become accomplices to extremism, incitement, the Iranian maneuvering and Syrian sponsorship of Palestinian factions principally opposed to the negotiated solutions.

The package being prepared by key Arab leaders, which, according to statements by one of those leaders, seeks to provide a win-win situation for everyone, involving an 'unprecedented offer to Israel', crowned by a 'revised Western initiative'. It would be logical to assume that Israel is about to be offered Arab and international guarantees for its recognition, peaceful coexistence, and forging a partnership with it once it really commit to the creation of a Palestinian State within the slightly modified lines of the 1967 borders. It will also be offered the chance to achieve these objectives over a number of stages and according to a set timeframe.

According to one of the key leaders, 'unless foiled by stupidity', everything is ready and set for ratification before next May.

According to these proposals, the Palestinian issue will be the starting point that will be followed by the Lebanese-Israeli track, which will require Israeli flexibility and a breakthrough concerning the Shebaa Farms that falls within the operation zone of the UN Disengagement Observers Force, deployed along the Syrian-Israeli borders, but Damascus claims they are Lebanese farms.

These farms serve as a pretext for Hezbollah to retain its militia and continue receiving arms and funding from Iran under the pretext that Hezbollah, not the Lebanese army, is tasked with resisting the Israeli occupation of the Lebanese territory. Therefore, the proposals include an Israeli withdrawal of the Shebaa Farms, followed by these Farms being placed under international guardianship, until their clear Lebanese or Syrian identity is resolved.

This deliberately, and for strategic and tactical considerations, places the Syrian track at the bottom of the priority list. It also sends a clear message to Damascus that says: 'There will be no return for the era in which Syria possessed the keys to both the Palestinian and Lebanese tracks so that these tracks could be put on the back burner of the Syrian-Israeli negotiations.' This is because including the Syrian track in the new process now would only disrupt its progress, whereas achieving a successful breakthrough on the Palestinian and Lebanese tracks would force the Syrian leadership to reconsider its belief that it is holding the Palestinian and Lebanese trump cards.

Naturally, there is an awareness of the capacity to sabotage  the new Middle East peace process, by States like Syria and Iran, or movements and organizations like Hamas and Hezbollah. The prevailing feeling of many, however, is that this camp is now much weaker, despite claims of power and victory.

According to informed sources, Syria is not inclined to agree to this new initiative, and is rather seeking to be involved in a war of axes, based on the "Tripartite Axis" that includes Iran, Syria and Iraq, to 'establish a new order in an economic zone'. This is actually the reason behind the Syrian approaches in Iraq, in order to open a new chapter of relations and cooperation. There are those within the Iraqi government who are sounding the alarms against the possible creation of this axis, saying: 'Do not push us in that direction'.

The truth of the matter, however, is that Iran is scared and Syria is very worried. Iran's biggest fear is a US withdrawal from Iraq that would leave it as the sole heir of the sectarian strife in Iraq and in an open confrontation with the militias.

Hence, the pressures of the by the US Democrat party for a clear and imminent withdrawal of the US forces from Iraq are very beneficial; they send a clear message to Iran stipulating that the US troops in Iraq will not fight on its behalf, but will rather leave the country, broken as it is, to the Iranian care, if it does not re-examine and radically change its policies.
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