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The accomplishments of the Arab Initiative Summit, held in Riyadh this week, snatched the reins of the Initiative from the masters of wrangling and bidding, and put the nay-sayers on both the defensive and the offensive side.

The Riyadh Summit shifted Arab reality to a level that puts the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, in its capacity as the head of the summit for the next year, before tough and inevitable challenges bearing critical opportunities for the entire Middle East.

The Arab Summit thrust the Palestinian issue into the international agenda, after it nearly waned from the international memory. At the same time, the Summit sounded a wake-up call for the leaderships and the public bases in both Palestine and Israel raising awareness with regard to the ramifications of their ongoing, joint and common lack of readiness for peace and agreement on the two-State solution.

The Summit conveyed to the US and Europe the collective Arab readiness for a qualitative shift in relations with Israel, provided that both the US and Europe succeed in convincing Israel of peacefully implementing the two-State solution. Furthermore, it hinted at a possible collective reluctance to support the two-State solution and the peace option in the Arab and Islamic spheres, making way for the battle to unfold into a war between Israeli and Arab-Islamic radicalisms without a buffer zone of Arab moderation.

The Summit offered Palestine up front and strived to protect Lebanon from a humiliating embarrassment without budging a hairbreadth from the main principals safeguarding its future, such as the establishment of the international tribunal to try those behind the politically motivated assassinations in Lebanon.

Also among the remarkable aspects of the Riyadh Summit was the new, unusual approach with respect to Darfur, reflected in the courageous way this issue was raised, instead of the conventional concealment backstage and on the sidelines of Arab summits that have grown accustomed to burying their heads in the sand.

The Riyadh Summit dealt with the old and embarked on the new, as well as launching uncommon mechanisms. It acknowledged the fact that it is responsible for assuming a role in Iraq and will seek to set things right.

The Summit also indicated that its role with respect to Iran comes in line with the growing international consensus regarding Tehran.

As far as women are concerned, the unprecedented address by a woman, Sheikha Haya Bint Rashid Al Khalifa, to the Arab Summit was by no means a coincidence.

The Riyadh Summit also set another precedent by inviting the presidency of the UN General Assembly to participate in an Arab Summit, which was yet another significant message sent by the Summit.

These accomplishments may only be considered as such if they are seen as starting points rather than ends. Therefore, the biggest responsibility on the presidency of a summit lies in the post-summit phase, the success of which took sizeable efforts.

The responsibility of managing the files throughout the coming year does not lie exclusively in the summit's presidency, since the concerned parties and conflicting sides are those primarily required to bravely deal with these issues and conflicts.

Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia's presidency during the coming year, marred with complexities and unconventional opportunities, calls for an unconventional leadership from Riyadh to break specific taboos, and lay down new foundations and frameworks for the regional stability.

The accomplishments of the Arab Summit, reached through the joint efforts of moderate leaderships with respect to the Palestinian file, are appreciated   as activating the Arab Peace Initiative did not come by merely reviving an old initiative that was sanctioned by the Beirut Summit in 2002. It was rather revived by coupling it to the mechanism of implementation and to the  establishment of a committee tasked with conducting the necessary contacts in the UN and the Middle East Quartet - consisting of the US, the UN, the EU and Russia - in order to rally support for the Arab Peace Initiative and launch serious negotiations based on the agreed upon references.

The outcome of the Riyadh Summit was essentially entrusting Saudi Arabia with playing a leading role that will push the Arab Peace Initiative to a new threshold.

The Arab consensus to uphold and activate the Initiative encompassed the Palestinian national unity government's sanctioning of the Initiative, which now makes Hamas a party to the official Arab consensus to recognize Israel and normalize relations with the Hebrew state, in return for its willingness to withdraw from the territories it occupied in 1967, i.e. the victory and defeat line of the 1967 War.

This Summit regained the reins of the Initiative and momentum from the ranks of radicalism that only offers rejection and the everlasting nay-saying. The Summit's presidency granted a quasi mandate to an innovative, new  and flexible role to stir up the Palestinian-Israeli file to re-launch the Peace Process in a way to use the achievement on the Palestinian-Israeli track an incentive for an Arab-Islamic peace with Israel.

Saudi's weight, coupled with an Arab mandate, has come at a time  witnessing a serious drive by the US administration and a clear willingness for a US engagement in pushing forward the Palestinian-Israeli negotiations.

George W. Bush's administration is gradually returning to the right aspects of the vision it launched at the onset of the US president's presidency in April 2002, which encompassed the creation of a Palestinian State to replace the 1967 Israeli occupation.

US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, relying on the US president's serious commitment to revive the US efforts, is working to revive the Palestinian-Israeli negotiations. She deals with Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas as a US partner, and does not boycott a Palestinian national unity government that includes Hamas.

She has been talking about the political outlooks of the negotiation process, rather than a mere permanent negotiations process. However, the difficulties Rice faces with the Israeli government might lead the US president - known for having an inclination for obstinacy before those who oppose him - to pressure Israel by unconventional stances.

It is untrue that the last 20 months of Bush's presidency have been a 'lame duck' period, as he still controls the keys to the US' foreign policies, and  seeks to earn an achievement to mark the end of his presidency.

Former US President Bill Clinton turned to the Middle East Peace Process in the seventh year of his presidency; holding the Camp David talks and putting forth the Clinton principles for a solution, known as the 'parameters', which were proposed to be implemented at the time, and not to be passed along to the next administration.

The same applies to George Bush Sr., who held the Madrid Peace Conference in 1991 at the final stages of his presidency, following nine months of shuttle diplomacy by the then US Secretary of State, James Baker, during which he was met with major difficulties posed by Israel, just as in the case with Rice now.

Rice also faces other difficulties arising from the opposition of key US administration figures to her efforts; among them is Vice President Dick Cheney.

Arab and Israeli responses, however, will be decisive in shaping George Bush's stances with respect to the two camps within his administration; thus comes the importance of the coming steps in the march to activate the Arab Initiative through their focus on the Palestinian Cause within timeframes that would accelerate the progress toward the aim of the crucial negotiations, dealing with the final status of the occupied Palestinian territories, the issue of the borders, security, Jerusalem and the refugees.

An Arab initiative encompassing a mechanism for its implementation and promotion is now on the table. Also on the table is a clear international vision of the elements and requirements for peacemaking within a Roadmap leading to the establishment of a Palestinian State along side with Israel.

There is also the US president's vision and his determination to revive and retrieve it from the cage of the hawks and extremists within the US administration, who have managed to lock it up using terrorism as a pretext.

Now, the Palestinian Cause has been removed from the cage of terrorism, in which it was forced into as decided by the US and Israeli hawks and extremists, and by the contribution of their Palestinian counterparts.

Today, an official Palestinian consensus is established, accepting the Arab Initiative, which entails the element of recognizing Israel and the two-State solution. What is absent from the table, however, is an Israeli peace initiative or proposals of any kind, proving Israel's genuine willingness to uphold the two-State solution.

The necessary Arab strategies at this particular juncture call for forcing Israel into the corner of 'choice' to strip it of the claims of seeking peace and the two-State solution, while at the same time providing evidence of its continual evasion of such peace and the two-State solution.

Arab strategies also call for conveying to Israel, as well as the US, that Arab moderation will not assume the role of a buffer zone between the Israeli and American extremism and the Arab and Islamic extremism.

Arab strategies also call for an unequivocal declaration that the collapse of the two-State solution would entail the collapse of the negotiation for a peace option, opening the way for the resistance option to remove the occupation.

Arab strategies call for announcing: 'So be it'. But not before launching a strategic campaign confirming the Arab seriousness when it comes to peace, and rallying the international public opinion as a partner in pressuring Israel, and shifting the US-Israeli relation into the sphere of dealing with Israel's unrelenting rejection of peace for a myriad of pretexts.

Such strategy calls for unconventional ideas and measures by the presidency of the Arab summit, including a meeting by the international Quartet and the Arab Quartet - which consists of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan and the UAE - to pressure the Israeli and Palestinian sides into implementing the two-State solution through a series of meetings by both sides.

Those who brand this as premature normalization are overlooking the fact that the Madrid Peace Summit in 1991 brought together Saudi, Syrian and Israeli officials and that negotiations along the Syrian-Israeli track placed Syria's current Foreign Minister, Walid Muallem, on the same negotiations table with Israeli officials on more than one occasion.

Sitting with the Israelis to implement the Arab Initiative in line with a mechanism sanctioned by the Arab Summit is natural, logical and necessary to pressure Israel into proving that it takes negotiations seriously in return for the same from the Arabs. The move does not imply recognition of Israel in advance and does not necessitate discussing such recognition.

Activating the Arab Initiative, offering peace to Israel, through negotiations in which the presidency of the Arab summit participates within an Arab Quartet and in partnership with the international Quartet is a key demand of the presidency. Recognition will come at a later stage, not now.

Unlike the Khartoum Summit, which declared the three nays: nay to recognition, nay to negotiations, and nay to peace; and which, for 30 years, was translated in more tragedies to the Arab nations and the Palestinian people, in particular; the Riyadh Summit is not a summit of nays. It is a summit of bravery propelled by a new momentum that intensifies the isolation of radicals and extremists who are getting louder as they pile up in the corner of containment. The Riyadh Summit took back the reins of the Initiative from radicalism. The presidency of this summit is now responsible for the success of moderation and the fulfillment of its victory by explicitly defeating radicalism and extremism stretching  from Sudan to Lebanon, via Palestine and Iraq, by a direct Iranian investment.

Iran was cut down to size at the UN Security Council last week, through sanctions and two slaps on the face brought by a consensus that included Russia and China, and even South Africa and Qatar.

The Iranian propaganda associated with the standoff over the British marines was reminiscent of Former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, who opted for the tactic of escalation until the last breath before ascending to his downfall, forced rather than willingly.

The Islamic Republic is chattering loudly because it has come to realize that it failed in exporting a pattern and was besieged by international resolutions. Its fate is doomed to oblivion, turning Iran back to the international arena as a normal State.

The Summit's presidency decision to raise the issue of Darfur on the Arab negotiating table at long last deserves to be applauded, since this decision greatly undermined the tradition of silence in face of Arab violations with impunity.

Another decision deserving applaud is the presidency's insistence on holding those behind the politically motivated assassinations in Lebanon accountable through an international tribunal, cutting down to size those who seek to abort the tribunal, some of which were present at the Riyadh Summit.

The consternation of Lebanese President Emile Lahoud over UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon's address to the Summit, in which he called for supporting the legitimately elected Lebanese government headed by Prime Minister Fouad Siniora was visible on his face. What contributed in cutting Lahoud down to size, however, was his running to his Syrian ally seeking help, and the one-on-one half -hour meeting with Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, only to be told in essence: enough for this summit, for Damascus is in a trifling position from where it can barely find a way out. 
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