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No matter how much views differed on the British decision to withdraw one third of the British troops from Iraq, or the growing pressure from leaders of the Democrat Party in the US for an immediate or gradual withdrawal of US troops; US President George W. Bush stands to benefit from such policies, even if, at first glance, they seem to undermine his drive in Iraq. This is because the message from these two camps is primarily directed at the Iraqis, in general, and the Iraqi government, in particular, basically saying: 'This is your Iraq and it is your responsibility'. It is also a message to which Iran listens with extreme caution for what it gathers is that American and British troops are about to redeploy to safe areas within Iraq, and to bases and fleets in Iran's vicinity. This will allow to garner an overwhelming force and pull out these troops from the equations of retaliation, hostage and easy lame ducks waiting to be targeted. Since Iran takes these developments very seriously, it has decided, along with its allies, that the current stage should be one of taking shelter, buying time, and avoiding the confrontation, while the well-armed American troops finish off the task of eliminating Iran's foes and their allies. At the same time, the stage will not exclude mutiny and defiance in order to maintain the image of power and haughtiness and conceal indications of fear or anxiety.

This explains Iran's escalation of the nuclear file, verbally, while in parallel it sends vibes suggesting a desire for dialogue and deals, particularly with the US, based on 'mutual' interests. This also explains Iran's keenness to give the impression that it desires an in-depth regional dialogue on Iraq, Palestine and Lebanon, as well as its keenness to refrain from overbidding on the ongoing efforts aimed at reaching a Palestinian reconciliation and the activation of the Palestinian-Israeli track leading to negotiations.

The theo-political ruling establishment in Iran has fully grasped the essence of decisions coming from Britain and the US, irrespective of the contradicting banners and, has therefore, decided to take a break and breath. If Iran seeks to catch its breath and take advantage of the momentum of the battle the American troops are waging against Iran's adversaries in Iraq, then the US administration should be aware of the implications and consequences of the tactic to bow before the storm according to the Iranian way, especially since Tehran is a extremely dexterous in these tricks. If, however, Tehran does indeed opt for a regional and international partnership as part of some highly unlikely breakthrough, then it has plenty of opportunities to prove its good intentions.

It is obvious that the war in Iraq is taking a critical turn. It will either lead to Iraq's salvation from occupation and getting rid of the invasion's mistakes by transforming the savior into an intrinsic part of the problem, or it will lead to Iraq's collapse into fragmentation or slipping into division. Iraq may even become the official step from which the US slips from its status of exclusive glory and a historical record for the retreat of the US forces. Iraq may also become a salvation arena for Arabs and Muslims rescuing them from the waves of extremism and terrorism, politicization the religion and tyranny. A real emergent democracy would come out after a difficult and painful labor.

What is now becoming clear is that today the war in Iraq is not proceeding according to the pattern of matters going as usual. It is a war that was the outcome, in part, of a conviction reached by the Iraqi opposition that it was impossible to eliminate the tyrannical Saddam Hussein without resorting to US military force. It is also a war that the opposition of yesterday stands to inherit, as it is part of today's multi-alliance power, since the Americans, the Britons, along the rest of the coalition countries, are now telling the Iraqis that their sectarian wars are exclusively theirs, and that higher interests call for decisive action.

The long term US vision, following troop reinforcement and offensive operations in Baghdad, is heading toward one of two possible scenarios: either a complete withdrawal of the US forces from Iraq and a redeployment in neighboring countries and on aircraft carriers, or a redeployment within Iraq in bases located in safe areas.

There is talk about withdrawal to safe areas in Arbil, Suleimaniya and Kirkuk, which is exactly what the Kurdish leaderships hope for, as they seek to bolster their alliance with the US to act as a shield protecting Kurdistan against Turkish-Iranian-Syrian understandings that could come against the interests of the Kurds, or a fragmentation or division of Iraq that would leave Iraq's Kurdistan prey to retaliation.

The scent of divisions and fragmentation is spreading across Iraq with the rising pitch of the civil war and sectarian divisions. At the same time, the Kurdish leaderships are weighing all the different scenarios to preserve what has been accomplished in Kurdistan, to protect Iraq's Kurdistan from a neighborhood wary of an independent Kurdistan and a possible land nibbling of the independent State from Kurdish provinces in Turkey, Iran or Syria.

On the surface, Iraq's Kurds appear to be the most organized of all factions, and the Kurdish areas seem to be the most prepared for the scenario of division or fragmentation, especially if these areas are able to secure the annexation of the oil-rich Kirkuk to the 'Kurdish State' in a de facto scenario, regardless of any Turkish opposition.

Nevertheless, the Kurdish leadership harbors an implicit fear in case the US withdraws its protection of Kurdistan in the event of a total withdrawal of the US troops from Iraq, renouncing to any base in safe areas. To be realistic, it is a far fetched development, not only during the mandate of George W. Bush, but even under a Democrat leadership in two years. However, in light of the changing alliances and balance of power in the Middle East, no one is safe.

The Turkish authorities insist on reminding those who do not want to remember, that it has played a key role in the protection of Kurds in Iraq with its military partnership with the US and Britain in enforcing the no-fly zone in northern Iraq under the rule of Saddam Hussein. The Kurdish element is of critical importance to the ongoing dialogue between Turkey and Iran over the future of Iraq and the significance of the developments, should the US troops remain in the country or swiftly withdraw.

Turkey's Foreign Minister, Abdullah Gül, described these talks as ongoing, just as similar bilateral talks were ongoing with Saudi Arabia and the rest of Iraq's neighbors. In Iraq, he said: "We all want a stable and a united Iraq. We will not recognize any emerging States in the region. Iran does not want an Shiite State splitting from Iraq. Saudi Arabia does not want a divided Iraq. No one wants that."

Iran seeks to create a regional axis that includes both Syria and Iraq under its leadership, in order to establish a new regional order based on a considerable economic power, to which Turkey would be invited to join in the frame of a quasi honorary membership. The purpose of creating this axis is to inform whoever may be concerned that Iran has the final say when it comes to the Middle East. These notions were expressed by the general commander of Iran's revolutionary guard, Brigadier Yahya Rahim-Safavi two days ago, when he said: "Iran has the final say in reaching security in the Middle East. The US cannot change the security structure in this region without Iran".

With or without this axis, the Islamic Republic of Iran is currently progressing along two parallel paths: the first is rejecting the demands of the UN Security Council for the suspension of uranium enrichment as a starting point toward a package of incentives to Tehran in exchange of cooperation under the pretext of dignity and vigor. This track of escalation is coupled with military maneuvers that demonstrate Iran's missile capabilities and methodically coincided with Hezbollah Secretary General Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah's declaration that his pro-Iran party has succeeded in bringing in more missiles into Lebanon. Add to that the Iranian-Syrian coordination during the visit of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad to meet with his Iranian counterpart, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, which was followed by Syrian military action implying Syrian preparations for a war with Israel, most probably through Lebanon.

The second track came in the form of messages through the media from Tehran implying its desire to engage in a dialogue with the US to discuss the 'mutual' interests of the two countries. These messages closely followed a similar campaign through various channels, including the channel of the Director General of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Dr. Mohamed El-Baradei, who assumed the responsibility of saving Iran from the corner of international pressure and conveying signals of its readiness to cooperate in exchange of guarantees.

The same applies to Turkey's foreign minister, who conveyed similar Iranian messages during his address to the Council of Foreign Affairs in New York, where he said that Tehran is seeking guarantees of the US' commitment to the incentives package and a reward in the form of turning a new leaf other than the one in which the US President placed Iran as part of the 'axis of evil'. These two parallel tracks deliberately overlap with the Iranian tactics and strategies; on the one hand reflecting political shrewdness, and on the other, the Bazaar mentality. They are mirrors of strength and weakness intertwined in the Iranian manner.

Iran is more anxious and scared than it cares to admit. However, it holds critical trump cards of high sabotage potential in Iraq and Lebanon in partnership with Syria and Hezbollah. At the moment, a decision has been made to ease the military confrontation with the US troops in Iraq, taking advantage of the retreat of Muqtada Al Sadr militias in light of his 'disappearance' at a crucial time, while Iran and its allies take a breather and reconsider the needed tactics in term of phase and strategy, especially in light of the British withdrawal from Basra and the US reinforcements in Baghdad.

Iran believes that the worse thing that could happen to it now is to appear as a leader and a spearhead of the sectarian fighting between the Sunnis and Shiites, as this would stir up the mainly Sunni Islamic nation against it, making it the subject of hostile sentiments from the Arab Maghreb to Indonesia. Therefore, Tehran sought a cooling off interlude to catch its breath and reshuffle its cards. If the Islamic Republic were sincere in its wish to stop the sectarian fighting in Iraq, Lebanon, and beyond, it possesses the tools for this, and all it has to do is to seek to start a new page in its regional and international relations in order to preserve its status.

If, however, the Iranian regime is seeking in-advance guarantees recognizing it as a neighboring saboteur, an instigator of sectarian wars, a seeker of regional hegemony, and a source of non-democratic ruling patterns, then it stands to suffer further isolation and blame for fomenting sectarian wars.

Iran is currently weighting its options, so are the Arab neighboring countries to both Iran and Iraq. Many of these nations have come to fully realize that the Shiites of Iraq are not merely a group affiliated with Iran and that Tehran fears a US withdrawal from Iraq that would leave as the sole recipient of a shattered and broken Iraq, a battleground for the militias and perhaps an arena for confrontations between the Shiites of Iraq and those of Iran.

What Iraq really needs from its Arab neighbors is not their involvement as proponents of one side or the other or financers of sectarian and civil wars on its land. Iraq needs their involvement in an indispensable dialogue requiring tough decisions from both sides.

The Arab identity of Iraq is essentially an Iraqi decision, but it is one that requires an Arab effort and a serious commitment to assist Iraq and to direct its recovery away from the deadly polarization. The great responsibility at this stage lies on the Iraqi government, for it is the one capable of making firm decisions, despite its precarious situation and the delicate situation of Iraq.

When the Iraqi government threatened to use the Syrian opposition trump card against the regime in Damascus and across the Iraqi-Syrian borders, the Syrian government rushed for partial cooperation with Baghdad. Also, when Damascus denied supporting the insurgency, despite the available intelligence evidence available to Baghdad, the Iraqi government threatened to lodge a formal complaint, not only before the Arab League, but also before the Security Council. Damascus was terrified and yielded to Baghdad's bold decision of exposing it. This proves that the Iraqi government possesses trump cards that it can use, and that it has the means to consolidate its independence and assure its neighbors in order to earn a serious mobilization in its favor.

Iraq must not become a battleground for wars of sectarian axes after it has become an open front for wars of terror. At the onset of the withdrawal of the coalition forces form Iraq, and the growing indications of an upcoming US withdrawal, perhaps the time has come for a brainstorming from the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) on the post-withdrawal scenarios to insure the independence of Iraq's Shiites from Iran.

For polarization only serves to strengthen the trump cards Iran is holding and its ability to wage wars from Arab fronts, particularly, Iraq and Lebanon. As for the smart Arab strategy, it would be the one that is able to take advantage of the fear and weakness of Iran and its allies in Damascus, and approach Iraq with what is qualitatively new to the post-withdrawal stage.

RaghidaDergham.Com
