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US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice’s admission that the US administration had committed mistakes in Iraq is very important, if it were truly honest and not just a quick response whose aim it to preempt any blame. It is an important admission if it means that George W. Bush would have finally become convinced that his administration had committed mistakes in Iraq, which would require him to devise a comprehensive strategy to correct mistakes in Iraq, and in the Middle East in general. If he does that, he is then compelled to admit to the failure of many of his policies in Iraq, so that he could redress these mistakes. Moreover, it would require him to admit to a major shortcoming in his policies toward Palestine and Israel and to come up with an initiative that would redress this problem. Bush should also pay attention to the time factor when dealing with the Lebanese-Syrian dossier, with its Iranian dimension. In any case, there are varying degrees of grave errors that have been committed in the region by groups that have nothing to do with the United States; that is why it is crucial for the US and the UN to play a role in preventing these groups from thinking that they would not be held to account for their mistakes. In order for the international community, and in particular the American and European diplomacies, to effectively influence the Iranian and Iraqi issues, they would have to act quickly and seriously on the Palestinian-Israeli front and on the Lebanese-Syrian relations front, in order for the international community not to miss a valuable opportunity for the future of the region and for themselves.

It is not enough that the Quartet composed of the US, the European Union, Russia and the United Nations, keep on insisting on the implementation of the Road Map in order to set up a Palestinian state next to an Israeli one. Since the quartet’s meetings and statements have been dragging on beyond the set deadlines and goals, it is now time for members of the quartet to think seriously and collectively on how to empower each of Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and the Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert so they could achieve success in negotiations that can overcome the results of the elections.

According to the Oslo Accords, which were the basis for the creation of the Palestinian Authority, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) is the party responsible for devising a Palestinian foreign policy. This means that Mahmoud Abbas has the legal authority to enter into negotiations with the Israeli government, given that he is the president of the PLO as well as the president of the Palestinian Authority at the same time. Ehud Olmert pledged to Israeli voters that he would implement a unilateral and separate solution, if needs be, thus whetting Israeli appetite for a complete separation from Palestinians. But he also made sure to keep the door open for negotiations during his post-election victory speech and, and he also made a point of only mentioning the United States in his speech, as though he was inviting it to back his choice.

Right now, the US administration’s first priority in its foreign policy should be to launch a new and serious initiative with Mahmoud Abbas and Olmert, in order to encourage them to negotiate as partners so they could set up a Palestinian state instead of opting for a separatist and unilateral solution. The initiative should come from the US, but Russia, the EU and the UN should also play a major role. What Mahmoud Abbas and Ehud Olmert should think about is how to move the process so that the option of a unilateral and separatist solution would cease to remain on the agenda, since such a solution is a bad choice for both Israelis and Palestinians, no matter how much some in both camps would like to pretend otherwise. What both Olmert and Abbas need, besides leadership, resoluteness and courage, is the support of the international community. They should also think of coming up with a proposal that would initiate negotiations that would call for setting up a temporary Palestinian state on 80 percent of the occupied territories, provided that simultaneous negotiations would be launched to reach a final-status agreement on the rest of the Palestinian territories which Israel occupied in 1967. In other words, they would be negotiating on the remaining 20 percent of the occupied territories and on how Quds [Jerusalem] will be divided and Palestinian refugees would be allowed to return.

Those calling for this option note that, should this scenario succeed, the Palestinian president has the authority to call for presidential and parliamentary elections which would be able to challenge those who reject negotiations and partnerships. This, in turn, would change things on the ground, as Hamas would not be able to win when negotiations succeed in bringing results and fair solutions, unless it sheds its own skin.

Why would such an option seem attractive to Israelis at a time when they are enamored with the idea of a unilateral withdrawal and separation? Because in the end, it would prove to be wiser, at this juncture, to agree on separation and negotiate on solutions, rather than carry out an arrogant and scornful separation that eats up rights and plants the seeds of revenge and rancor. Other reasons that would make such a proposal attractive have something to do with who is in power now and who was brought to power by the so-called Sharonian “revolution,” in reference to currently-comatose Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon who led Israelis to give up some settlements and to swallow the idea of withdrawal. Indeed, Ehud Olmert is in a unique position, having been bequeathed a “revolution” he was not anticipating, and he knows that he has the chance to make history for Israel, other than the one brought by he who came through the “dream” of Greater Israel. Sharon started his career with this “dream” and Olmert needs to complete it; and he needs the United States to help him accomplish that, not as a Jewish lobby there but as a governing administration.

George W. Bush’s administration needs to recognize now the window of opportunity that is coming from the Israeli arena. It also has to stop acquiescing to the demands of the Jewish lobby in the US since it is more extreme that Israeli Jews. George Bush should stop holding higher American interests hostage, by refusing to understand the impact of his relationship with Israel on his war in the Arab and Islamic arenas.

Strategically, resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict would be the most important part in the series of challenges which the US is facing in the Middle East. Indeed, others in the region are using this conflict tactically, in a strategy that has nothing to do with Palestinian rights, but rather the private interests of the regimes in power.

Iran is a prime example of those who falsely adopt the Palestinian issue, especially since Iran has held a relation of no-confrontation and understanding with Israel for decades. Syria is another example of those who blatantly use the Palestinian issue by backing factions and militias whose aim is to sabotage Palestinian leadership’s decisions and to disrupt every opportunity that might lead to an Israeli-Palestinian peace before a Syrian-Israeli one. Currently, Iran and Syria are in agreement on utilizing Lebanon as a main launching-pad for their messages to the US, and George Bush’s administration should start carefully reading these messages and do something about them. The language that is being used by Iran and Syria in Lebanon is a language that strengthens Lebanese and Palestinian militias in the name of “resistance” to Israel, despite the fact that the true resistance front is not at the Lebanese-Israeli border but at the Syrian-Israeli border.

Iran and Syria would like to see Lebanon turn into a battleground run by the militias that are speaking the language of “resistance,” and who would run this war on behalf of those two countries. They are holding Lebanon hostage because the keys to the Lebanese militias are in Tehran’s hands, while those to the Palestinian militias are in Damascus’ hands. At this point, they are even summoning Al Qaeda to help in causing problems in Lebanon, and turn it into another Iraq. Syria’s renewed self-confidence recently, goes back to its reliance on its alliance with Iran which is defying the world at this point, as it feels powerful through its oil resources and its strategic importance for China and Russia. The other reason for Syria’s renewed confidence lies in Damascus’ belief that no one among the world powers really cares about the minutiae in the Lebanese arena. For instance, when it sent Ahmed Jibril, the secretary-general of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestinian’s General Leadership, to Beirut to cause confusion on several fronts, no one paid any heed. However, this act showed Syrian astuteness and its attitude of scorn toward Lebanese and Palestinians.

The Syrian regime is working to sabotage Lebanese unity and international unity over Lebanon; that is why Syria refuses to demarcate the Lebanese-Syrian border, and evades setting up diplomatic relations with Lebanon. At the same time, the Syrian regime is working to fabricate a Palestinian-Lebanese crisis, while undermining the Palestinian Authority by activating Palestinian factions that are under its control, such as Ahmed Jibril’s militias. The Syrian regime does this in order to buy some time, since it believes that time is on its side. The regime also finds a breather in the style used by Serge Brammertz who has relieved Syria of some of the daily pressure that was applied to it by his predecessor Detlev Mehlis who had placed Syria under scrutiny when he was heading the UN International Investigative Commission into the assassination of former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri.

The son of late Prime Minister Rafic Hariri, MP Saad Hariri, made a big mistake by meeting with Ahmed Jibril, because the latter’s aim was to challenge and sabotage UN Resolution 1559—a resolution, as a result of which Saad Hariri’s father was killed and whose aim is to disarm Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias. Similarly, Prime Minister Siniora was mistaken in thinking that Ahmed Jibril’s visit to Beirut came under the framework of reaching an understanding over Siniora’s plans to visit Damascus in order to discuss border demarcation and diplomatic ties with Syria. Damascus will never do that, and Siniora should have anticipated such deception, and he should not have fallen into such a trap which seems to be really an attempt to negotiate over keeping Jibril’s militias active in Lebanon at the expense of UN Res 1559. Hariri and Siniora might prove to be victims of so-called Arab desires to keep the Lebanese-Syrian front quiet, especially since some Arab countries believe that Syria is important to them now, given its special relations with Iran. Arabs might be well-intentioned, but their actions are really bad and selfish, if they don’t realize that they are inherently giving their blessings to a plan to destroy Lebanon or at least, tame it, in revenge of it having dared to challenge Syrian hegemony over it.

Palestinians are busy with their own problems, but that would not absolve them of a moral responsibility toward the country that offered them a lot of services. Just as Arab peoples, including the Lebanese, have been standing in support of the Palestinian issue, it is up to the Palestinian people to declare a clear position with respect to who is representing them in Lebanon: the pro-Syrian Ahmed Jibril’s militias, or the Palestinian Authority which is represented by President Mahmoud Abbas?

Arab peoples too are requested to stop mixing up between resisting Israel and its occupation of Syrian lands, and between using Lebanon as a battleground for pro-Syrian and pro-Iranian militias. These peoples should give in to their conscience, refusing to act as allies to governments that wish to destroy the Lebanese model for fear that their own popular masses would rise up against the hegemony and authoritarianism present in their own countries, attempting to topple them. It is time for Arabs to subject themselves to a self-evaluation, instead of merely relishing in others’ admissions of mistakes. Indeed, American mistakes in Iraq are so grave that they should prompt George Bush—if he was being honest about his admissions of mistakes in Iraq—to fire his defense secretary, Donald Rumsfeld, and get rid of his vice-president Dick Cheney. However, electoral constraints might prevent Bush from taking such measures, but he should honestly think of what the next phase would require in terms of new policies for the region, in order to correct the mistakes made in Iraq.

Admitting to mistakes is a first step toward redressing the mistake. This equally applies to the United State’s policy in Iraq just as it applies to Syria’s policy in Lebanon. Indeed, Syrian mistakes in Lebanon are immense, costly, destructive and ongoing, and so are American mistakes in Iraq. Both of these mistakes are the result of an abnormal situation, called occupation. Denying a mistake is equivalent to a plan to keep on committing it. Damascus does not admit to its mistakes in Lebanon, and it insists on sticking to its well-known style in Lebanon, which is based on its refusal to allow Lebanon to achieve its complete independence and sovereignty over its territories.

It is important that international measures be taken, namely by the US and Europe, in order to strengthen the independence of the Lebanese and Palestinian decision-making against Syrian hegemony and dictates. This would be possible by strengthening the option of negotiations and partnerships between Palestinians and Israelis, while ignoring the option of a unilateral withdrawal and placing an innovative plan for peace and the creation of a Palestinian state. Strengthening the independence of Lebanese decision-making would also be possible through the insistence of the international community on the clause in UN Res 1559 relating to the disbanding of militias. Indeed, the fight right now is between those who insist on preventing the return of Syrian hegemony over the Palestinian and Lebanese files, and those who are handing Syria the ability to destroy Lebanon and dismantle Palestinian unity, by activating Palestinian and Lebanese militias for its own interests and those of Iran.
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