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The geo-political partitioning that is taking in the Gulf and the Middle East, at the hands of powerful countries, will not end in days or weeks, but it is more likely to take up months and years. In fact, complications have been exacerbated, and issues have, in some cases, become intertwined, even though oil remains the main driver for Russian/Chinese relations with Iran as well as the main factor for all American policies for the region. Indeed, Tehran recognizes that its oil resources constitute an important leverage in its relations with powerful countries; for this reason, it is keen to take full advantage of this leverage in order to fulfill its dream of becoming a powerful regional country that imposes its hegemony over the Arab region. On the other hand, Arabs are scared and confused, watching Iranian movements and international efforts to contain the nuclear crisis. Some of them try to influence Iran by appeasing it and offering it some favors, while others try to initiate dialogue with it, through a give-and-take approach. And there are others who completely understand Iran’s regional ambitions and how the American war in Iraq had actually benefited Iran and Arab regimes.

One of the worst side-effects of the American war in Iraq was the emergence of a mindset that sees a link between the toppling of authoritarian regimes and the outbreak of chaos, disintegration and civil war in any given country. Indeed, the failure of the so-called Iraqi model as a means to move from despotism to freedom and from dictatorship to democracy has not quashed American ambitions, but rather the dreams for change of some people in the Arab region. In fact, the American war in Iraq has become a nightmare that prevents people from waking up, exacerbating their depression and their resignation to whatever the regimes would dictate. What’s even worse is that fear of succumbing to a fate like Iraq’s has become an incentive for everyone to hold onto the current regimes, which are considered as safety valves [against chaos], irrespective of whether these regimes were corrupt, or whether they rule by oppression and disdain. Lebanon, however, is the exception to the rule, as the experience there has been totally different from the Iraqi experience at all levels, starting with the occupation.

While Lebanon has been liberated from [Syrian] occupation, it is still fighting the ramifications [of this occupation] and attempts to revive it through pro-Syrian groups, in particular the Palestinian factions that are insisting on keeping the weapons they possess outside the camps. Hizbullah is acting like a state-within-a-state, holding onto its weapons, but it is not practicing occupation because it is a Lebanese, not a foreign, group. So, the difference between the Lebanese and Iraqi experiences is that the current Iraqi crisis is the result of the American occupation of Iraq and also the Arab occupation, as represented by terrorist groups –such as followers of Zarqawi and Bin Laden –who wear ‘the mask of resistance to occupation.’ There is an Iraqi resistance to the American occupation, but there are also Arab and non-Arab terrorist groups who are using the Iraqi resistance for their own interests. As a result, all the troubles brought onto Iraq come from external not internal influences.

This does not deny the fact that toppling ousted President Saddam Hussein’s regime came as an implementation to a popular Iraqi desire to get rid of the despotic regime which only brought misery to the Iraqi people, something which would probably not have been possible without US military operations.

The main problem in Arab societies lies in their lack of self-confidence for effecting change from within. For this reason, they stay huddled-up under the rule of the regimes they hate, dreaming of a foreign intervention to save them.

The failure of the Iraqi experience has prompted other Arabs to fear a similar fate should they seek change, something which cannot be tolerated now. However, Arabs who are seeking change are missing out on the fact that Iraqinization is certainly not the only available choice, for there is the “new Lebanonization” which has proven to be a positive model that could be followed.

In the past, the word “Lebanonization” was synonymous with civil wars and arbitrary sectarian killing. It used to mean the transformation of Lebanon into a battleground for other neighboring countries which wished to settle their scores away from their land. Lebanon was, then, a laboratory for a marginal democracy that was desired by Arabs and a battleground for a war-by-proxy between Syria and Israel.

Today, Lebanonization means the outpouring of one million people onto the streets to call for change from within, with external help. Had the Lebanese people not called for the withdrawal of the Syrian troops, these would have kept their control over Lebanon and the Lebanese. Today, Lebanonization means that cooperation between the internal and external forces, as represented by the Security Council and its international resolutions, is a beneficial cooperation. In fact, President Emile Lahoud, whose term was extended by Syria, has become a president with no credibility; his international reputation has been marred because he remains in office despite the demands of the parliamentary majority for his resignation.  What will end up driving Lahoud out of the presidential palace is when popular demands and international resolutions join forces.

The same thing can be said about Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias. Indeed, despite all Syria’s efforts to empower Palestinian militias and all Iran’s efforts to finance Hizbullah’s military infrastructure, the commitment of the Security Council to the implementation of UN Resolution 1559 will force Damascus and Tehran to reconsider their positions.

It might not be an easy matter, but, rather, one made truly complicated by the crisscrossing and interrelation of issues. However, it would be super-difficult for any member of the Security Council to distance themselves from what UN Resolution 1559 is asking for, in terms of dismantling Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias. This, in turn, will push Syria’s and Tehran’s friends in the Security Council to give Damascus the advice that would work for them; otherwise these members, headed by Russia, will end up facing accusations of obstructing the implementation of resolutions adopted by the Council, according to chapter 7 of the UN Charter.

This week, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov discussed with his Syrian counterpart, Walid Moallem, the issue of Syrian cooperation with UN resolutions, and he talked with him about the Shebaa Farms, which fall within Syrian territory, according to the Blue Line [a UN-drawn withdrawal line verifying the Israel pull-out from Lebanon], which Russia had endorsed in the Security Council. Damascus considers these farms as Lebanese, in support of what it calls the “logic of the resistance” which would justify, in its own eyes, Hizbullah’s insistence on holding on to its weapons to fight Israeli occupation of the Shebaa Farms. The United Nations considers these farms Syrian, based on the maps it possesses.

Terje Roed-Larsen, the UN Secretary-General’s special envoy for the implementation of UN Resolution 1559, was previously tasked by the Secretary-General to negotiate over the implementation of UN Resolution 425 which called for the withdrawal of Israel from Lebanese lands. Israel accepted the implementation of the resolution, after having objected to it for several years, because the Lebanese resistance had managed to cause Israel to incur some valuable losses due to its continued occupation of south Lebanon. Terje Roed-Larsen is the architect of the Blue Line, which was sometimes dubbed the “Larsen Line,” which was agreed on following on-the-ground verification by a team of experts, using more than 80 detailed maps which proved that the Shebaa Farms were Syrian, with the exception of one map which was later deemed a forgery.

Terje Roed-Larsen met with Walid Moallem in Moscow, in a meeting that was shrouded in secrecy. Some sources described the meeting as “positive,” while other sources said that the meeting did not gain ground in the issues of the Shebaa Farms and the weapons outside the Palestinian camps.

Roed-Larsen will head over to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Egypt, and Jordan, before visiting Lebanon for a few days. These stops in Arab nations are very important, particularly since there is, increasingly, talk of  “deals” and “trade-offs” in exchange for protecting the stability of the regimes; avoiding the “Iraqinization” of Syria; and keeping Lebanon calm. Some Arab nations are making an effort to mediate between Lebanon and Syria, and others are intervening to protect the Syrian regime from being held to account for any implication in the assassination of the former Lebanese prime minister, Rafic Hariri, along with the 21 people who died with him, in addition to the 14 other assassination attempts, some of which led to the murder of leaders in parliament and the media, all of which are somehow tied together.

Interestingly, when Arab mediators try to explain why there is an insistence on keeping the Syrian regime as is, they note that Israel does not want to change the regime in Damascus and that most pro-Israeli Jewish-American organizations are currently leading those opposing any change in regime in Damascus, on the grounds that Syria does not pose any threat to Israel and has never entered in a confrontation with it. Moreover, they consider that any alternative to this regime would bring unwelcome surprises. Thus, we find common grounds between those among Arabs –both people and governments—that fear changing the regime and those that do not want change, as it would constitute a threat to Israel.

Things get even more complicated when Iran enters into the equation. While the United States might be in some kind of disagreement with Israel with respect to the regime in Damascus, the points of intersection and divergence between the US and Israel when it comes to Iran are even more striking for several reasons, among which are the conflicting messages coming from Iran. That’s why there is talk of deals being made between Israel and the US, on one side, and Iran, on the other. However, such talk is countered with the same vigor by claims that the US and Israel are adamant about “clipping Iran’s claws” militarily, because they both categorically refuse to allow Iran to own nuclear weapons. Both camps—those that anticipate a military attack and those that rule one out—are getting more and more confused as a result of the conflicting messages coming from Iran. However, the common factor is that they both take Iran really seriously.

During this period, the Security Council is all focused on preventing the proliferation of nuclear weapons, and the disagreement between the US, Britain, and France, on one side, and Russia and China on the other, is focused on deciding on the right place for discussing the Iranian file. While Russia and China would like to bring back the Iranian file to Vienna, the three Western members would not give up on keeping it in New York, where the Security Council is located, as well as all the tools for sanctions and diplomatic isolation, and where it is possible to address bilateral deals, collectively.

Moreover, deals made in the Security Council, where multi-national diplomacy is made, are different from the ones that take place in the region.  The Security Council issued binding resolutions relating to Lebanon, that have direct Iranian and Syrian dimensions, as well as another dimension that is related to long-term regional ambitions. Some of these resolutions go beyond any strategies that are drawn on the planning table. The most notable example is the resolution that is related to the investigation into the terrorist act that killed Rafic Hariri—an investigation that is being led by Belgian Serge Brammertz who replaced German Judge Detlev Mehlis.

So if Brammertz manages, by the end of his investigation, to prepare a prosecution file that would prove Syria’s implication in the assassination of Hariri and others, neither Russia nor China nor Iran nor any other country would be able to provide Damascus with any protection, nor would it be able to make deals at the expense of the investigation.

Serge Brammertz might seem boring because of his reserved style and his categorical rejection of revealing any names or presenting a report with sensational headlines. But a careful and in-depth reading of Brammertz’ first interim report, which he presented this week to the Security Council, reveals that this man is acting like a public prosecutor who is preparing his case so that it would be ready for presentation before a court of an international character, not the Security Council. Brammertz is building on what Mehlis found, and he in turn knows the truth and is getting ready to reveal it, not in the Security Council which can do no more than denounce the crime, but before the courts whose denunciation has teeth. Brammertz is more dangerous.

Lebanon may be the weaker link in the geopolitical partitioning of the region, but it is eligible to becoming the strongest link if it turns out to be the model that is needed for the region. We are seeing a renovated, internationalized “Lebanonization,” which is unique. That is why, succumbing to the pessimism of Iraqinization would be wrong, because the Lebanonization that is coming will bring with it pleasant surprises. 
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