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Some active Arab governments and leaders are striving to forge a sort of consensus to adopt new, bold approaches to the issues of Palestine, Lebanon and Iraq, with the backing of major Muslim leaders and governments. Those who refuse to join this consensus will be left to bear the responsibility of their decision and settle on their affiliations. This month will bring about a new move, part of which will be an unprecedented address by Jordanian King Abdullah II to a joint session of the US Congress. The move will be crowned by the Arab Summit, which will be hosted by Saudi King Abdullah bin Abdel Aziz in Riyadh and attended by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon. A meeting of Iraq's neighbors will come ten days later to indicate that an Arab consensus was being forged about the necessity not to abandon Iraq or leave it dependent on the US-Iranian relations or on other maneuvers and understandings that Tehran wanted to exclude the Arabs from. The US administration's participation in this conference opens the door for a potential understanding, yet in a regional context, not through deals. It is not true that Washington is ready to strike a deal in which it sacrifices Lebanon or the international tribunal in return for Syria and Iran's cooperation in Iraq. The opposite is true, though.

There is an Arab consensus represented by Arab League (AL) Secretary-General Amr Moussa's signal to Damascus that a tribunal of an international character was inevitable to try those involved in political assassinations in Lebanon. He made it clear that there would not be any Arab support to evading the tribunal. The Arab message was to the effect that the only alternative for this court, the ratification of which in the Lebanese parliament is blocked by Syria's allies, would be setting up an international court under Chapter 7 of the UN Charter to which all parties adhere. Like in the case of Lebanon and Iraq, there have been indications of a consensus among key Arab and Muslim leaders and nations, including Indonesia, Pakistan and Turkey, to put forward new initiatives to free Palestine and put the relations with Israel within the frame of mutual recognitions.

What was remarkable this week was the new position adopted by US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, who expressed Washington's readiness to sit at the table of negotiations with Tehran and Damascus in Baghdad. The Iraqi government has called for a meeting of Iraq's neighbors, and invited the five permanent member states of the Security Council, the AL, the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) and the EU. What is seemingly new is that the US administration agreed to discuss Iraq with Iran and Syria although it had ignored the Baker-Hamilton report, in which the commission called for getting Tehran and Damascus involved in Iraq as they are indispensable in this regard.

What Rice has announced is indeed a new stance for the administration especially that the secretary had repeatedly reiterated over the past few weeks that the Islamic republic must suspend uranium enrichment in compliance with the Security Council's resolutions before engaging in  any talks. It will only then be possible to discuss all files with Tehran.

It can be said that the US administration has found in this conference a way out of the corner it had put itself in, along with Britain, Russia, France, China and the other members of the Security Council, when they set the suspension of uranium enrichment as a prerequisite for any talks with Iran.

It can also be said that Iran and Syria - which strived for this conference even before the Iraqi government has adopted it and sent invitations from Baghdad - found in this meeting a way out of the corner they found themselves in and a step toward a dialogue they long awaited with the US administration, each for its own reasons.

What is more important is the Arab anticipatory endorsement of the idea by effective states, particularly in the Gulf. In a session behind closed doors on the sidelines of the Davos Economic Forum, an Arab foreign minister took the initiative and called for a meeting of Arab foreign ministers in Baghdad to express the Arab support to Iraq and its Arab identity. In this session in particular, the idea of holding a conference of Iraq's neighbors in Baghdad was put into a practical framework, but provided that the initiative comes from Iraq not from the US or any other country. There, Iran and Syria indicated willingness to attend such a conference - each for its own considerations. There, views were exchanged about the means to prevent Iraq from slipping into a sectarian strife after it has paid a dear price for terrorism.

This conference offers the regional and Western powers the needed opportunity collective deliberation over the means to save Iraq and keep it out of the ongoing outbidding and polarization. These are major and radical decisions in which all players may want to be involved, because all players in Iraq are losers unless they swiftly change their approach.

In other words, the US hopes to reverse the stream and secure an exit from Iraq. But Washington not only wants to get out of Iraq undefeated, but it seeks to leave Iraq while denying the insurgency and terrorist powers a victory. Moreover, Iran has realized that an early US pullout would leave it the only heir to a hard-to-control devastated Iraq, which will become a rising monster in its backyard. Consequently, Tehran is well aware that it is about to lose the gains of the US-led war in Iraq with the US exit. The common factor between Iran and Iraq's Arab neighbors is the fear of a hasty US pullout that may push all sides to finance, kindle and provide arms to fuel a sectarian war that would lead to an extended and destructive confrontation in a no-win no-lose situation.

The Baghdad conference will not be the miracle that saves everyone, but it is liable to be a start for collective rescue efforts. This conference is by no means a resumed dialogue Tehran has started with Washington aiming at a bilateral understanding over Iraq. It is the complete opposite. It is very important to distinguish between the Iranian call for bilateral understandings that rule out the Arab neighbors and the US response to the Iraqi call for a regional-international conference in which all neighbors take part. The US consent to take part in the conference of Iraq's neighbors implies a desire for peacemaking not for bilateral deals.

The US administration's opting for peace has many reasons, including the Congress's anger at the failure and flaws of the Iraq war and the Baker-Hamilton recommendations. There is a current desire to cast off the  blame an reproach and avoid any talk about the Bush administration completely ignoring the Baker-Hamilton report while Iran and Syria want to cooperatively discuss the issue of Iraq. To some extent, this could be a policy meant to pull the rug from under the feet of those who believe Iran and Syria honest and willing to offer the US genuine cooperation in Iraq in return for dialogue and recognition of their role. It may also be a policy of testing Tehran and Damascus sincerity in cooperating with Washington in Iraq when there are no deals in return, especially in Lebanon or Palestine.

If Tehran is seeking guarantees that the Bush administration stops considering it a part of the axis of evil and stops its efforts and hopes to topple the Iranian regime, the Islamic republic must then stop exploiting the Palestinian Cause and using Hezbollah in Lebanon to serve its interests. This requires not only redirecting Hezbollah in Lebanon and giving way for national Palestinian reconciliation and unity, but it requires disposing of Syria as well.

As to Damascus, it cannot dispense with Tehran despite the fact that some may believe that Syria's keeping away from Iran would be a smart strategy. It is an annex to Tehran that may become a heavy burden if the international community and the US stick to the establishment of an international tribunal and the commitment to not sacrificing or putting Lebanon in bargains. This will continue because no one can afford retraction on the tribunal. There is nothing to be done to bar the investigation because this will mean giving green light to exploiting the assassinations as a means for political change. This will not happen.

President George Bush has assured the March 14 Forces leaders; during a visit by the Democratic Gathering leader Walid Jumblatt, Minister Marwan Hamadeh, and former President Amin Gemayel; that he would never backtrack on his commitment to Lebanon's independence. He said that Lebanon would be empowered to fend off all efforts to restore the Syrian hegemony. Bush pledged political, moral, financial and military support to enable the Lebanese army to defend the country and uphold its independence, preventing the establishment of a state within the state with Iranian money and arms that are being passed on to Hezbollah through Syria.

The US president still has the upper hand in foreign policy making. He will continue this way for another two years despite the collapse of his popularity because of the war on Iraq. He is not considering a deal with Damascus and Tehran that would sacrifice the international tribunal and Lebanon. He may not be considering plans to topple the regimes in Damascus and Tehran, either. But he will never hesitate to do so if Syria and Lebanon press on with their efforts to destabilize Lebanon. This is the reason why there has been much talk lately about strengthening the capabilities of the Syrian opposition. This opposition is not only based in European capitals, but it is also based in many of Syria's neighbors. If well prepared and trained, it is ready to carry out acts of sabotage, outstripping the scale of the Syrian leadership. There is a significant opposition in key positions in Syria seeking to save the country from a fate similar to Iraq's and sees that the only means to do so is to overthrow the government. Clearly, the Syrian regime opposes the setting up of a tribunal of an international character for existential reasons. However, it will have to surrender to an emerging Arab consensus about the tribunal - in addition to the international one. Some countries here and there oppose the tribunal under the pretext that it might be politicized. But against this few, there is a very significant and effective Arab consensus. The tribunal is not an obsession. It is not a superficial demand either. It is the only way to rescue Lebanon from foreign and domestic dominance and exploitation.

The other important side of the Arab consensus that is materializing is the Palestinian issue. It is important here for Arab moderate powers, which are preparing initiatives to challenge the US and Israel to achieve peace, co-existence and normalization in return for an end to the 1967 occupation of the Palestinian territories, to win the support of major Muslim states such as Indonesia. When the Jordanian King addresses the US Congress next week, he will be speaking on behalf of all moderate powers. He will be offering new proposals and blowing whistles of alarm. He will be speaking for the moderate Arabs and Muslims, introducing the Arab and Muslim consensus forged over the Palestinian Cause. He will focus on the Palestinian Cause as the passage to other necessary solutions in the region; whether in fending off extremism and terrorism, neutralizing Iran and curtailing the schemes of hegemony; or establishing a new partnership with the Arab street to redirect it towards moderation and fighting terrorism and extremism.

The initiatives may be launched at the forthcoming Arab Summit, which could be called a summit of consensus. If this consensus fails to come out or if some countries want to break it, let them stand and give the reason for this. But, if the situation unfolds to show a deeper understanding of the formulas, opportunities and challenges ahead, the long-awaited consensus may yield results different from what is usual at Arab Summit.

Everyone talks now about who will attend and who will not. To whom will the invitations be sent? Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora will attend the Arab Summit; this is what has been implicitly agreed upon whatever President Emile Lahoud tries to interpret the invitations differently. There is an Arab consensus to back the legitimately elected Lebanese government. There is an Arab desire not to abandon Lebanon, Palestine or Iraq. This, in itself, is a very significant and necessary challenge. It is also necessary for all the international parties to know that the forthcoming Arab consensus requires diligence in Lebanon, exploring Iraq and taking bold positions on the latest developments in Palestine…and fast.
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