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A momentous event took place this week when Saudi Arabia ushered in a new era, as it departed from its traditional approach of avoiding open confrontations and called for interfaith dialogue in an initiative announced by King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz himself. The decision to dispatch the Saudi ambassador at the Arab League to the Summit of kings, princes and presidents hosted by Syrian President Bashar al-Assad in Damascus tomorrow and the day after tomorrow, heralds a new totally different era away from the traditional Saudi role. The de facto issue at hand is no less than the challenge of instituting a new regional order that can confront the regional one set up by Syria and Iran. Consequently, the Saudi leadership has no other choice but to adopt a comprehensive and qualitatively creative strategy that takes into consideration divisions at the Gulf, Arab, European and American levels without exception. A leading explicit Saudi role has now become inevitable, not only to fill the void, but also to mark a creative and bold departure from traditional patterns that previously chained Saudi Arabia's role in confronting crises. Since the Arab summit will certainly trigger a conflict in the Middle East over the foundations and alliances of the new regime, it is essential for European and American political, intellectual, and media pillars to watch closely. The question is not that of leadership contests or bilateral disputes, but rather, of issues central to the East and West alike, and not just to the region. Much is at stake; the future of Iraq and the ongoing wars inside and against it; the fate of Lebanon and its repercussions on Syrian and Iranian ambitions; and the future of the Palestinian state and its consequences on Israel. Also at stake are the ambitions of Iran's leaders to export their model to the rest of the region. These are not casual issues, especially that for the first time in its history, Saudi Arabia gives up on its excessive caution and sensitivity to take on the responsibility of openness through initiatives championing interfaith dialogue among the believers in the Koran, the Bible and the Torah. All this concurs at a time when the Mullahs in Iran are attempting to export their increasingly extremist ideology.

Undoubtedly, social reform in Saudi Arabia is too slow when compared to the advancing economic reform. Moreover, occasional concerns are expressed in the West towards Saudi Arabia, especially with respect to human rights, the status of women, and civil liberties. If the Saudi leadership intends to develop the Kingdom and boost its regional and international roles, it should also spearhead social reform, provided that this reform spans all these matters of concern, and not the religious dimension only. Yet, this does not the least deny the paramount importance of securing the approval of the Saudi religious leaders to hold interfaith conferences. In the same vein, laws must be urgently reformed in such a way that puts an end to the violations of citizen rights, as such violations tarnish Saudi Arabia's international reputation. In all fairness, however, certain measures have now been passed to facilitate the movement of women, such as the women-only hotels. But this is just a start that needs to be reinforced by other significant crucial steps.

The quantum leap lies in the political stances of the Saudi leadership and the role played by King Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz in championing moderation and countering extremism and intimidation. The standoff between the Saudi and Syrian leaderships is the result of a series of provocations that followed the efforts of King Abdullah who was the first to sponsor President Bashar al-Assad when he came to power upon his late father's death. However, it was al-Assad's insistence on taking Lebanon hostage and undermining its government and constitutional institutions that represented the spark that set fire to this relationship. At one point, the investigation into the assassination of Lebanon's former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri and other political assassinations in Lebanon indicated the potential involvement of Syrian figures. The Syrian government rejects the international tribunal and vows not to give in to its demands. It also refuses to demarcate borders or establish diplomatic exchange with Lebanon. It has also refused to facilitate the election of a new President for Lebanon despite the consensus over the Arab initiative and the shuttle visits by the Arab League Secretary General Amro Moussa.

Though Lebanon was the spark, Damascus' hijacking of the Palestinian cause was equally important. Yet, the most significant intersection point of Iraqi, Lebanese, and Palestinian affairs in Syria's policy was its strategic alliance with Iran. The Syrian leadership has informed all concerned parties that its separation from Iran is impossible, that it would not give up on Lebanon as a chip in what it considers to be its strategic heartland, and that it would continue to manipulate the Palestinians by inciting the Palestinian factions against the Palestinian Authority. The novelty lies in the form of struggle between the desire of the Iranian-Syrian alliance to create a new regime and the requirements Saudi Arabia must meet in the new era in order to set up a new regional system that challenges the alliance, which endorses radicalism, intimidation, blackmail, and provocation, not to mention bargaining the futures of Palestine, Lebanon, and Iraq.

The Saudi leadership must, first and foremost, end the impression that it refuses to fight battles. The challenge now comes from several players that rely on trickery and deception and boast of mastering manipulation and polarization. These players are aware that Saudi Arabia has a history of evading confrontations and avoiding trickery and deception. It is time to engage in the tug-of-war and start fighting battles. Since the damage has already been done, standing up to the flood has become inevitable. This does not only apply to the Syrian-Iranian alliance with Hezbollah in Lebanon, and Hamas and the other Palestinian factions both inside and outside Palestine. It also applies to several Arab and Gulf leaderships, and this is where the other challenge lies.

The new major challenge for Saudi Arabia comes from the policies of the Gulf States, a matter that has become evident with the divergent decisions as to the attendance and level of representation at the Damascus Summit - even though Damascus has turned its back to the Arab initiative. A few leaders are participating for the sake of appeasement, while others are participating for fear of punishment and revenge. As Kuwait announced, it will be represented by its Prince, Sheikh Sabbah Al Ahmad Al Sabbah. This decision comes in light of the internal crisis that followed the assassination of Hezbollah's military commander Imad Mughniyyeh. On the other hand, Qatari ruler, Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al-Thani, attends the Summit after having mobilized his personal efforts to ensure the highest levels of representation and participation. However, the motivation behind the decision of UAE President Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al-Nahyan to attend the summit remains unclear when he evidently was aware that the Saudi monarch would stay away. Consequently, the once prevailing system of relations among the Gulf States seems to be breaking down as seen at the Damascus Summit. This represents a challenge that should lead to a coherent and comprehensive Saudi strategy if Saudi Arabia indeed wishes to assume a leading role in forging the new regional order.

Egypt has repeatedly expressed its anger at the Syrian leadership, and like Saudi Arabia, Egypt will have a low level of representation at the summit. Moreover, Jordan's monarch King Abdullah II has announced that he will not be participating either. The Saudi-Egyptian-Jordanian relationship is central in forging moderation in the region, but it is Saudi Arabia which is demanded to lead the new order.

Lebanon will boycott the summit, but its flag will be flapping in Damascus. Moreover, by sending PM Fouad Siniora an official invitation to attend the summit even if in a humiliating manner, the Syrian leadership has reluctantly admitted his government's legitimacy. Lebanon's boycott of the summit was necessary to protest Syria's violations against Lebanon at all levels. However, Lebanon will need massive fresh support, especially from Saudi Arabia, the cornerstone of the needed strategy. The needed support must not be similar to the Iranian funds flowing to Hezbollah to win over new followers. The type of support needed is similar to the $1 billion Saudi deposit at the central bank to guarantee the stability of the Lebanese currency. In this phase, support for Lebanon and its institutions must be doubled, because Lebanon's collapse to Syria and Iran will certainly sound the death knell of the strategy necessary to save the Arab regime from falling into Iran's lap along with all the regional and international implications and consequences that will accompany this failure. It is critical that Saudi Arabia does all this explicitly after giving up the tradition of avoiding confrontation when necessary. Necessity now demands such a measure. There are indicators that states, such as Russia, are not willing to evade the obligations of international resolutions, especially as Moscow has announced its willingness to contribute to financing the international tribunal.

In addition, the new strategy must have dimensions that deal with the Palestinian and Iraqi issues. After all, not all of Syria's actions on the Palestinian front are acceptable to its friends, such as Russia. What Russia wants is a constructive international conference for Palestine. It has no desire to endorse the Syrian sponsorship of Palestinian factions and groups opposing the Palestinian Authority. The Russian position also applies to Hamas, which must recognize Israel as a precondition set by Russia itself. The Arab Peace Initiative is in effect a Saudi initiative, and it now needs a serious marketing strategy, especially that any threat to discard it remains nonsense if uncoupled with a practical and effective alternative.

In Iraq, on the other hand, the strategy demands redefining relations with the different domestic players there and seizing the available opportunities with the different sectarian and ethnic leaders. Opening up to other religions essentially demands opening up to all Muslim communities, which would in turn allow Saudi Arabia to communicate new messages and to gain significant ground in Iraq in the process of building a regional system that is free of Iran's hegemony and radical ideology. All these challenges are evident for Saudi Arabia which has no other choice but to confront them with an innovative strategy that will be radically different in the eyes of those accustomed to the traditional Saudi approach of avoiding confrontations.
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