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Lebanon has become a fundamental key in regional relations with Iran and Syria alike. The consensus over establishing the international tribunal to try those implicated in the political assassinations is nearly completed, despite Damascus' efforts to obstruct its formation. Also relevant is the surveillance of the Syrian-Lebanese borders to prevent the continued violations of the embargo on arms smuggling, this surveillance is making its way to the UN Security Council. In addition, forcing Iran to stop providing weapons to Hezbollah, or any party of any kind, has also been met with consensus among the five permanent members of the Security Council. There is now a European official notification to Damascus that its path to international rehabilitation undeniably passes through Lebanon and its acquiescence to the international tribunal, the international borders and the Lebanese-Lebanese dialogue.

There has also been a regional notification sent to the leadership in Syria to the effect that avoiding the international tribunal is absolutely not an option, and that there will be no Arab cover for any attempt to prevent its establishment, whether by damaging Lebanon or by its allies, Lebanese or Palestinian. Moreover, there is an international notification at the level of new UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon that he is very serious about his insistence that everybody in the region - Iran, Syria, Israel, Hezbollah and the Palestinian factions - must all submit to international resolutions that bolster the legitimately elected Lebanese government. This includes the Islamist extremist groups that have taken the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon as a safe haven. Everyone also must abide by the embargo on arms smuggling to the militia groups in Lebanon, which also must be disarmed, as stipulated by the international resolutions.

The UN resolutions also insist on setting up the international tribunal so that more assassinations do not resume with impunity. Finally, there is a unanimous notification from the Security Council to Iran that it will continue - under Article 7 of the Charter - to bear sanctions that isolate it and harm it economically, no matter how much Tehran shows indifference. Iran and Syria have begun to feel the noose tighten around their necks by a quasi international and regional consensus. They have also begun to realize that encircling one while courting - although provisionally - could dismantle the strategic relation, via decisions taken by the ruling establishment itself in Tehran.

The Iranian leadership is also well-aware of the meaning of the consensus between China, Russia, the US, the UK, France and Germany over keeping Iran under sanctions will leave it like Sierra Leone, Sudan, al-Qaeda and the Taliban. In addition, Iran also knows, without admitting, that such sanctions, as superficial and weak as they may appear, have genuinely danmaged the Iranian economy to a great extent. It is very costly indeed for a weak economy during the era of George Bush's provocative leadership that has sent three aircraft carrier to the Hormuz Straights in preparation for imposing a blockade to prevent the export of Iranian oil, if needs be.

The ruling establishment in Iran is already taking serious steps to reigning in President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, at least at the regional level, particularly through the important talks with the Saudi Kingdom. Some attempts have been made at the level of the nuclear portfolio that is on the international agenda; knowing that the Security Council in New York is tackling the nuclear issue after Tehran refused to submit to the demands made by the Vienna-based International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

Now Iran is repeatedly trying to return the portfolio to Vienna, offering readiness and guarantees that it had not offered before. Alas, it is too late, since Iran will not be able to take the file away from New York, since it is subject to sanctions by virtue of the Security Council resolution in line with Article 7 of the Charter. This is precisely what the Iranian leadership wants to recover from and brush off, but it has thrown itself into a tight corner due to its refusal to meet the condition of suspending its uranium enrichment in exchange for suspending the sanctions.

What the major powers are heading toward now, and what the Security Council will be precisely examining soon,  is a new draft resolution that will bolster the already existing sanctions regime. This will include adding new Iranian names and institutions to the list of boycott and punishing officials  alongside the revolutionary guard. The negotiations are ongoing, but the principle of submitting Iran to additional sanctions enjoys consensus; i.e.  Russia and China's approval to the ongoing sanctions.

According to the draft resolution, there is a regional dimension meant to contain Iran's regional ambitions, not just its nuclear ones. There is an  indication that the resolution will include a mandatory ban imposed on Tehran that will prevent it from providing, selling or transporting any weapons from its territories or via its citizens, directly or indirectly. There are also signs that the draft proposal will stress the obligation of each State to provide all necessary mutual aid to guarantee the implementation of the measures stipulated by the resolution.

This means that the Security Council, when it adopts the resolution, will prohibit Iran from selling or supplying weapons to any organizations, groups, individuals or entities in Iraq, Palestine or Lebanon. This also means that all States are committed to provide mutual assistance to insure the  implementation of this clause. For instance, in the event that Iran tries to supply Hezbollah with yet more missiles and weapons, the States will have the right to help the Lebanese government insure that these arms do not reach Hezbollah. That in turn means that additional sanctions will be imposed on Tehran in the event that it tries to breach the sanctions on military exports.

This is as far Iran is concerned; containing its export of weapons to Hezbollah in Lebanon. Since these weapons will cross the Syrian-Lebanese borders and thereby violate the arms embargo to prevent smuggling weapons to any entity in Lebanon besides the government by virtue of Resolution 1701, there is a inclination in the Security Council to tighten the noose on Damascus as well to prevent it from pumping weapons into the Lebanese scene; to Hezbollah, the Palestinian factions, and the Islamist extremists  affiliated to al-Qaeda network and its likes.

This is a cause for concern for the three pronged axis made up of Tehran, Damascus and Hezbollah; not only due to regional and international attempts to contain this axis, but also due to the possibility that this containment will influence the decisions of its members. That is to say, the possibility than Iran might abandon Damascus and even take a decision to reign in and contain Hezbollah.

The UN Secretary General suggested that new steps be taken to the Security Council in order to insure the arms embargo that was imposed by Resolution 1701. He said, in a report to be discussed by the Security Council today, that: "In considering further steps to ensure full implementation of paragraph 15 of UN resolution 1701, including the arms embargo, the Security Council may wish to consider supporting an independent assessment mission to consider the monitoring of the border [Syrian-Lebanese]." Ban Ki-moon urges the SC to find means to monitor the Syrian-Lebanese international borders to fend off any leak of weapons and prepare the case to condemn and punish whoever breaches the embargo. 

However, the embargo will not prevent infighting in the context of a civil war if Hezbollah's leadership decides to wage it. After all, the weapons are available to Hezbollah; those received lately are not the kind it needs to fight Israel, but the kind used in internal wars.

This international encirclement is meant to contain the possibility of another unfolding war between Hezbollah and Israel, because the latter promised to destroy Lebanon and take its revenge if the Lebanese government and the international community do not take measures to prevent Hezbollah from dragging it into another war - not to mention preventing it from acquiring new arms guaranteed by Iran,  via the Lebanese-Syrian borders.

Then there is the matter of the international forces that are working in the context of the reinforced UN forces in Lebanon (UNIFIL 2). Some of the participating countries in the forces have made it clear that they will not risk their troops by placing them in such a volatile situation, the kind prevailing  in Lebanon, especially via its borders. As a result, there is a drive in the Security Council toward increasing the surveillance of the borders and tightening the noose to prevent the smuggling of arms to anyone in Lebanon, except for the legitimate government, the Lebanese army and the international forces.

In his latest report over implementing Resolution 1701, Ban Ki-moon stressed repeatedly that it was imperative that the Lebanese army and the security forces be supported; calling on the international community to provide assistance to the Lebanese armed forces and multiply the assistance that is already being given. He also dealt with the issue of arms smuggling, saying that there was key and critical information in this regard that revealed that smuggling was taking place, suggesting the formation of an 'independent military group' to look into the matter. He also said that Syria and, Iran, in particular, must be encouraged to insure the respect of the arms embargo, calling on the Syrian government to take the necessary steps to demarcate the borders between Syria and Lebanon. That is exactly what the Lebanese government itself has been requesting over and over again for more than a year now.

Moreover, Ban Ki-moon dealt with the issue of the Chabaa Farms, which Syria says are Lebanese, even though in 2000, the UN included it to the Syrian territory when it carried out its geographical survey in order to implement Resolution 425. This Resolution was meant to bring the Israeli occupation of Lebanese territory to an end. The report shows that good progress has been made in designating the location of the Chabaa Farms;  there are even 'new' documents that the original geographical experts in 2000 did not have access to. According to Ban Ki-moon, these experts will complete their survey by mid June. A schedule was set to deal with the results, as needs be. Therefore, in the event that these documents prove that the Chabaa Farms are Lebanese, the responsibility will lie on Israel to withdraw and return it to Lebanon instead of keeping them under Syrian sovereignity. This would make the return of the lands from Israel subject to Resolution 242.

Until this very moment, Syria has not responded to the requests made by the UN to provide it with the documents supporting Syria's case that the Farms are Lebanese. From now until June, it will become clear whether these Farms are Lebanese, or if Syria created the whole notion that the Farms are Lebanese to justify Hezbollah's continued resistance, instead of leaving the liberation of these lands to the Lebanese State.

The important thing is that Ban Ki-moon is pressuring, and not only Syria on this matter, but also Israel. What angered Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni is giving the Chabaa Farms this attention in the report about the implementation of Resolution 1701. Moreover, the Secretary General also blamed Israel for its violations of the Blue Line that forms, in effect, the current borders between Lebanon and Syria. He blamed Hezbollah as well for its violations of the Blue Line. He made it clear that maintaining the stability of Lebanon demands by necessity implementing the Security Council Resolution that stipulates the "disarming of all armed groups" in Lebanon. He called for the "immediate assistance" of the Lebanese army in standing up to the danger resulting from the 'Islamist extremists' infesting the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, using them as a safe hiding place to undermine Lebanon's stability.

In other words, the new Secretary General is serious in his stances with regard to the Lebanese portfolio, and in the notifications and messages of warning he has sent to Lebanon's two neighbors, Syria and Israel. The same goes for Iran. His predecessor, Kofi Annan, left his post while sending out positive signals to Tehran and Damascus due to their cooperation and 'encouraging' promises, as he put it. But they remain promises that Annan did not reveal, and that were not implemented by the Syrian and Lebanese leaderships.

Ban Ki-moon is heading to the Middle East next week in a tour that excludes Syria and Iran, in contrast to what Annan insisted on doing in his tours in the area that always included Damascus whenever he visited Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon and Israel. Ban Ki-moon's message to the Syrian leadership is very clear: 'Implement the resolutions concerning Lebanon'. His message to Iran is just as serious, and the essence of the message is that the world is keeping its eye on Tehran, not only with regard of its nuclear ambitions, but also from the perspective of its regional activities, especially Lebanon.

Lebanon has become a test for Syria and Iran by virtue of a quasi Arab, regional and international consensus. Thus, any talk of deals that would sacrifice the international tribunal is nonsense. Undoubtedly, the tribunal is upcoming, surveillance is also on its way, just as preventing more arms  smuggling is taking on a qualitative leap.
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