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A number of opportunities lie before Russian diplomacy in the days and weeks ahead to consolidate its role in the Middle East in line with the wishes expressed by Russian President Vladimir Putin during his historic visit this week to Saudi Arabia, followed by Qatar and Jordan. There is an Arab welcome of Moscow's positive role, as there is a US emphasis on the importance of a partnership with Russia in the diplomatic efforts directed at Iran. Hence, Russia is liable to assume a leading role in convincing Tehran that its higher and sustainable interests lie in consolidating Iran's standing exclusively within its borders, rather than extending its 'tentacles' to manipulate Iraq, Palestine and Lebanon. Moscow could play the guarantor role in understandings leading to taking Iran out of the classified hostility list or the so-called 'axis of evil' if it can guarantee that Tehran will give up regional and nuclear transgressions. If, however, this proves impossible to achieve, then Russian diplomacy could play the decisive role in explicitly informing Iran that it shall not be immune from isolation and sanction.

The same applies to Syria, where Russian diplomacy must clearly explain to Damascus that it will not be able to abort the international tribunal to try those involved in political and terrorist assassinations in Lebanon, despite its effort to prevent the collapse of the Syrian regime. In this way, Russia would set a clear outline and play a constructive role that will spare Lebanon destruction and ruin.

On the Palestinian front, the best effort President Putin can exert is to apply the utmost pressure on Israel, in coordination with the EU, the US and the UN, on the one hand, or, on the other, it can exert similar pressure on Iran and Syria to force them to cease undermining a sincere and genuine Palestinian reconciliation that would lead to the appointment of a national unity government. It is the only way to achieve a qualitative shift in the Middle East peace process by a developed partnership between the US and Russia, which Russia strives to achieve, despite the aggressive rhetoric. The main foundations of such a partnership lie within different frameworks; some are bilateral, while others are collective.

On the Iranian front, there was a broad consensus over all the UN Security Council resolution aimed at Iran and taken by the (3+3) group, including the three European nations - Britain, France and Germany - in addition to Russia, China and the US. These decisions included the last resolution issued by virtue of the compulsory Chapter 7 of the UN Charter, which subjected Iran to the system of sanctions in case of any refusal to suspend its uranium enrichment as demanded by previous resolutions. The agreement reached by these six nations over North Korea's nuclear file proves that the relationship between the US, Russia and China is not confrontational in nature, although it has reached the level of a clash during negotiations dealing with different files, especially within the UN.

The underlying message addressed to Tehran by this agreement is important; it stipulates that it should not place high hopes on an illusionary rift between these superpowers, as it should not misread the verbal escalation unleashed by Vladimir Putin during the Munich Security conference, in harshly criticizing the US. Iranian officials have been spreading messages by various mediators to give the impression that they are ready to accept the incentives and rewards package, generously offered by the six nations concerned with Iran's nuclear file in return for the mere 'suspension' of Tehran's uranium enrichment. These officials have been saying that the package appeals to them, but that they do not appreciate the dictating tone. They also say that they wish to accept the package, but need a face-saving formula that would not make them appear to be complying with the Security Council Resolution out of fear from sanction.

They are also seeking to use the good-will action, such as those made by the director of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Dr. Muhammad al-Baradei, to dismantle the binding UN resolution and reach a sole request leading to the package, i.e. the suspension of uranium enrichment. They have been telling Turkey, as well as others, that they don't trust the fulfillment of the package and ask for garantees.

US President George Bush stated in a press conference two days ago that he wanted to continue working with other countries concerned with Iran's nuclear file to let diplomacy play out its full role and to ensure that the message to Tehran is a 'unified message'. Bush did not categorically rule out direct negotiations with Iran, and hinted that there is readiness to that effect in case of any possible results and success. Thus, the Russian diplomacy could combine its efforts in Iran's nuclear file within the group of six nations with the ongoing efforts exerted by Saudi Arabia with Iran over regional issues, starting from Palestine, Lebanon, as well as Iraq. Only then, Moscow will succeed in launching an initiative with inherent historical dimensions for the region and the Russian role in it.

This initiative would require, as a prerequisite, a frank dialogue between the Russian and the Iranian leaderships regarding Hezbollah, the International Tribunal for the assassinations in Lebanon, and the measures to be taken in response to the persistent categorical rejection of the Syrian regime to the tribunal for existential reasons.

This dialogue is the most important and urgent measure of openness that Moscow must undertake with Tehran before launching any initiative, since there is no room for any initiative aiming at sidestepping the Iranian meddling in Lebanon, and the Iranian sponsorship of a defiant Hezbollah, which refuses to dismantle its militia and insists on being a State within a State. There is also no room for any initiative that would give Damascus the hint of a possible bargaining on the tribunal.

In other words, the success of the endeavor to launch an exceptional and pioneering Russian role in the Middle East calls on Moscow to break up with the Soviet era behavior with regard to relations with the region's nations, as these attitudes go back to a long gone era. Add to this the fact that the current era cannot allow Russia to be a witness to the abortion of the trial of the perpetrators of terrorist acts, according to the Security Council's classification of these assassinations. The current era does not allow Russia to encourage the defiance of Security Council Resolutions such as Resolution 1559 and 1701, which call for dismantling the Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias, respecting the sovereign of Lebanon through the Syrian consent to demarcate the borders with Lebanon, and banning the provision of arms to any groups or individuals except for the legitimately elected Lebanese government and Lebanese army.

Accordingly, any Russian initiative would definitely require bluntness with Iran on measures to be taken with respect to Hezbollah and the ruling regime in Syria. The Russian leadership may hold certain ideas that would assist the higher leadership in Damascus to break free from the corner it has wedged itself into. In the past, there were talks about ideas that included suggestions to uphold the interests of the nation above the regime, and the relinquishing of power with guarantees of immunity in beautiful Russian sites.

There were also past proposals in the direction of disposing of certain leadership figures, whose names appeared in the reports of the independent international investigation, and which would serve as some sort of 'cleansing of the regime' prior to the trials. There were also proposals of orchestrated coups that would prevent Syria from drifting into a fate similar to that of Iraq's. Then there was talk of the Israeli decision to attack the Syrian regime's wall of protection, as the Syrian-Israeli front has been completely closed under the rule of this regime, safeguarding against the rise of certain groups, such as the Muslim Brotherhood, to power. What is of essence at this point, however, is what the Russian leadership has in store for Syria, especially in light of the conclusion that Moscow can no longer provide a constant cover to protect Damascus.

The Russian leadership may now be prepared to insist on Damascus' and Tehran's disengagement with the Palestinian file in light of the success of the Mecca Accords under the sponsorship of King Abdullah to stop the bloodshed and pave the way for the establishment of a national unity government. This would provide the needed support for Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas to conduct negotiations with Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert on the final status of the occupied Palestinian territories.

The fact remains, however, that Russia is a member of the diplomatic Middle East Quartet, which includes the US, the UN and the EU, and which stands to witness a historic opportunity to push for an achievement and a breakthrough in the Palestinian-Israeli track that would come in the form of negotiations leading to a major Arab 'reward' to Israel in exchange for its acceptance of a Palestinian State that would replace the occupation of 1967 with a few changes here and there. This reward would come in the from of an Arab readiness to collectively recognize Israel and normalize relations with it as soon as it agrees to the establishment of a Palestinian State that would replace the occupation.

For the past few years, Russia, which, along with the US, has co-sponsored the Middle East peace process, seems to have settled for a supplementary role within the Quartet, which, in turn, had more often than not settled for taking the backseat with respect to developments. Now, however, new prospects backed by a unique and qualitatively different regional impetus exist. There are also indications of a potential and significant US undertaking to push the Palestinian-Israeli track toward a settlement.

US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice will hold a key three-pronged meeting next week with Abbas and Olmert, which is expected to launch the negotiations, after a six-year halt, on the basis of new political prospects, namely: the final status solution, the issues of borders, refugees, Jerusalem and the Palestinian State. At this particular juncture, Russia stands to play a pivotal role, provided that Moscow uses its influence over all parties to focus on the Palestinian track without inserting the Syrian or Lebanese tracks on the Palestinian-Israeli negotiations. Even if the US administration succeeds in exerting the needed pressures on Israel, there would still remain a need for similar pressure from the EU, the UN and Russia.

However, should there be a waning in the US determination on electoral grounds or due to President George Bush's religious beliefs or the positions of his deputy Dick Cheney; pressure exerted publicly by Russia and the EU would almost certainly prompt the US administration to reconsider, and even to realize the grave consequences for missing the advantageous opportunity available at this stage. It is of key importance for Russia to play a leading and positive role in the Palestinian-Israeli negotiations track by pressing both sides to coordinate with the EU, which holds economical keys crucial to both sides. This is the only way for Russia to succeed in broadening the scope of its serious engagement with the Middle East region.

This is particularly true considering the fact that the Russian role in Iraq remains limited, since Moscow is not prepared to offer any troops and does not have the urge to rush to the rescue of the US from the occupation deadlock that is the consequence of a unilateral decision to invade Iraq despite the opposition from the UN Security Council.

The Russian leadership is convinced that Iraq should be restored to the folds of the international community as soon as possible, which Russia believes would achieve a reasonable distribution of responsibilities. The Russian leadership is also convinced that Iran could assist in Iraq. Most important, Russia's main concerns remain to revolve around the escalation between the US and Iran, not because it expects US military action, but because tension would lead to the deployment of advanced US missile systems near Russian borders, which Moscow perceives as a threat to Russian security. This may be among the factors that explain Putin's address in Munich, in addition to his resentment of the NATO expansion to include East European nations and the exclusion of Russia, which sees itself as a primarily European rather than Asian nation.

Russia is also concerned about George Bush's declaration that "we will do something" against the Iranian-affiliated al-Quds Force that targets US forces in Iraq. Russia has also heard Bush's declaration that " we have a comprehensive strategy on how to deal with Iran" and has taken good notice of the movements of the US fleet near its borders and the qualitative enforcements to aircraft carriers there that exceed the enforcements of US troops in Iraq. But despite the escalating rhetoric and expressions of concern, the fundamental Russian message to the US remains: 'We seek partnership; do not exclude us from Afghanistan through a settlement led exclusively by NATO. Do not exclude us from the Middle East and the Gulf, since Russia doesn't like being excluded, but rather seeks a comprehensive settlement and the engagement of those like Syria and Iran in every field.'

The main purpose of this message, however, is that Moscow does not seek to trigger a rift in its relations with the US and that, eventually, there is not much difference between Russia and the US in interpreting the significance of key world events and objectives.

The ball is now in Moscow's court if it is genuinely seeking a leading and positive role in the region; for just as the US administration should rid itself of the 'Cold War victory' complex and start thinking outside the box, the Russian government should abandon the Cold War mentality, where it played the role of being the protective shield of loyal regimes, regardless of their ideologies and actions.

The new, great responsibility that lies before Russia is to produce a qualitative shift, but in the reverse direction, in regimes that are summoning the spirits of Sovietism; like the Iranian regime for instance.
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