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A unique opportunity is available to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and other members of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) to formulate a pivotal role for themselves in the new US-Russian relationship, which is currently being formulated. Such a relationship would include cooperating in Afghanistan, warding off the spread of Islamic extremism in the five states of Central Asia, seeking ways to prevent Iran from possessing nuclear weapons, and working together in partnerships such as the G-20 to find collective solutions to the global financial crisis and in strategic investments. It is not true that Iran alone is qualified to become party to the US-Russian partnership in Afghanistan. In fact, one could say that the perspectives of Iran's role are quite limited in this respect, and that a much more important role is that of Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states, beginning with doubling governmental efforts to prevent the funding of extremism in Afghanistan and the republics of Central Asia, in a solid partnership with the United States and Russia. Such a tripartite partnership will not stop there, if one were to think about it in depth. For instance, the three share the desire to stop Iran's efforts to obtain nuclear weapons, and in this respect there are ideas being examined by US and Gulf circles behind the scenes. These include the possibility of the US placing the Arab Gulf states under its nuclear umbrella, as an element of deterrence against Iran, to stop it from moving forward in its nuclear ambitions, or to deter it from using nuclear weapons if it obtains them without effective international resistance. The three also share the desire to work towards seriously resolving the Palestinian issue by way of the two-state solution and of formulating a common understanding of the steps necessary to realistically impose such a solution. Indeed, the language spoken by the US administration and the Russian government at this juncture is that of acknowledging the end of the Cold War and of formulating a qualitative partnership, one that would leave behind US-Russian relations under the George Bush administration to replace them with partnerships such as the "Grand Deal," which would lay all of the issues on the table for negotiations and compromises. Thus it is necessary for Arab states that enjoy economic and political influence to closely examine available opportunities to create a role for themselves in the US-Russian partnership, and perhaps to form parallel partnerships with each of Washington and Moscow at a time when they are in agreement, in the new post-Cold War era.

Advice to US President Barack Obama is contradictory and conflicting when it comes to the US's role in Afghanistan. There are those who call for withdrawing from Afghanistan because it is a difficult terrain where victory is unlikely, and because the absolute priority must go to the economy instead of entering a military quagmire in what has begun to be known as "Obama's war in Afghanistan." However, there are also those who warn of rushing to withdraw from Afghanistan and assert the urgent need for the US to show that it does not retreat before the makers of extremism, drug dealers and those who harbor terrorism in all its forms. It must hence build up the military in Afghanistan for a determined period of time and not with the aim of remaining there permanently. Such a task bears the slogan of "training and aiding local forces to oppose extremism and prevent the spread of global radicalism and of Al-Qaeda's brand of terrorism" and involves, both implicitly and practically, an exit strategy, as this should not be Obama's quagmire. The reasons behind showing strategic determination in Afghanistan are not related to Al-Qaeda or the Taliban, or to insistence on defeating them, but rather include Islamic movements in the countries of Central Asia: Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan - i.e. Russia's backyard. This is one of the main reasons behind the Russian-American partnership being formed in Afghanistan, where the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU), for example, has taken its place alongside the Taliban and Al-Qaeda in hopes that victory in Afghanistan will lead to further victories in the former Soviet republics. This of course poses a direct and dangerous threat to Russia. It is on such a basis that US-Russian partnership in Afghanistan is not ideological but rather pragmatic, as failure to defeat Islamic extremism would prove costly to both parties. And then there are also vital and considerable economic interests in Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan, particularly in the oil and gas sector. Additionally, there are the drugs exported by Afghanistan which have come to represent an impending danger for Russia. However, what is more important, according to those who closely analyze the dangers of the spread of Islamic extremism in the republics of Central Asia, is a blow to stability in these republics and the spread of instability to Russia and also China. This would lead to the big "disaster" which must be averted, and the key is Afghanistan.

The role that is hoped for from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and other GCC countries is that of taking stern decisions that would prevent their citizens from funding Islamic extremism in Central Asia. This is what those countries did in Iraq and it must be repeated in Afghanistan, as well as in the five republics, where Muslims enjoy freedom of religion, where women have standing and rights, and where political secularism is practiced. Stopping the funding of the ideology of extremism in Central Asia, Pakistan and Afghanistan has become an urgent necessity, as well as a keystone for a successful US-Russian partnership in this region. Such a necessary contribution is the key to lucid and enlightened Islamic partnership with the United States and Russia, and also China. Iran will not be able to play such a role, and, as one expert on the challenges represented by the situation in Afghanistan for the US said: "We do not need Iran to win in Afghanistan." The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the GCC states are those who are able to be a strategic partner for the US and Russia in Afghanistan and Central Asia. These republics have recently agreed to allow the US to transport equipment and supplies through their territories to NATO forces in Afghanistan, and this is extremely important. Similarly, Russia is willing to develop its role as a bridge to transport what NATO forces require in Afghanistan, because it finds partnership there essential.

The partnership hoped for between the US and Russia is neither confined to Afghanistan nor to confronting the spread of radical Islamic movements, but also includes Iran. However, over this issue, it seems that the two nuclear states are unable to formulate a common stance that would prevent Iran from possessing nuclear weapons. They both seem as if ready to submit to the de facto situation, because they do not want the military option. The official common stance of the United States and Russia is that of opposing Iran's possession of nuclear weapons, and there are ideas revolving around pulling the rug from under Iran's feet without resorting to the military solution. Moscow seeks to be the sponsor of the new US-Iranian relationship, which will take its first steps when the US delegate sits with the representatives of the other four permanent members of the Security Council and Germany together with the Iranian delegate to discuss a package that would motivate Iran to suspend uranium enrichment - which it has so far absolutely refused to do. The US administration and the Russian government may reach a conclusion that agrees with the opinion of a certain elite that speaks the language of coexistence with a nuclear Iran, and they may awaken from this illusion and realize what the disaster of a nuclear arms race in the Gulf region, home to the largest reserve of oil and second largest reserve of natural gas, would really involve. Those who believe that the reaction of Arab countries - and also of Turkey - to a nuclear Iran will be one of silently submitting to the de facto situation are merely dreaming and exporting a terrifying nightmare to the region. Indeed, the possession of nuclear weapons by the mullahs of Tehran is no nuclear deterrent, but rather the fuse of sectarian strife.

There is talk among certain circles, far away from the spotlight, that revolves around Washington making a diplomatic announcement similar to that which it made towards Western Europe during the Cold War to ensure that it will not be exposed to a nuclear strike - this by placing GCC states under the protection of the US nuclear umbrella. Those who know of such talk say that the Gulf region supplies the US with 40 percent of its energy, and that its protection is thus a vital matter for US interests. Indeed, if these states are placed under the US nuclear umbrella, this could alert Iran to the dangers of possessing nuclear weapons and to the excessive cost of possessing such weapons, both economically and practically.

In any case, there is common thinking and there are many workshops and studies that call on the Obama administration to think seriously of the bases of the necessary partnership with the Russian government to repair US-Russian relations, which were disrupted by the Bush administration according to some. One of the latest studies is entitled "The Right Direction for US Policy toward Russia", in a report by a top-notch commission headed by Senator and former presidential candidate Gary Hart and Senator Chuck Hagel, with the participation of foremost experts, such as Dimitri Simes, Paul Saunders, Rexon Ryu, Graham Allison, Robert Blackwill, Susan Eisenhower, Maurice Greenberg, Lee Hamilton, Carla Hills, Sam Nunn, Thomas Pickering and others.

The 19 recommendations made in the commission's report were concerned with controlling weapons and reducing the nuclear arsenal, as well as working on areas of common interests such as Iran, Afghanistan, North Korea and energy, in addition to overpowering terrorism. The basic arguments are that in-depth cooperation with Russia is essential and vital to protect US interests, that there is no need to fool around with what takes place within Russia or towards Georgia, that there is an opportunity to play a constructive role in the relationship with Russia in particular because Russia is in a state of economic fatigue and will soon be a country in need of loans, that the time has come to lift the restrictions on it joining the World Trade Organization (WTO), and that the US-Russian relationship must be based on respect, not dictates and accountability.

Some of the stances taken in the report raise questions, especially when it comes to overlooking violations committed by the Russian government domestically or towards its neighbors. However, the importance of this study lies in the fact that it came as a result of visits to meet senior officials in Moscow, among them President Medvedev and Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, this in order to convey the perspectives of Russian willingness to start a new chapter with the Obama administration. It is clear that the fundamental Russian message is this: treat us with respect and we will respond positively. However, what is taking place on the field in Afghanistan proves that Moscow does not subject its interests to expressions of respect as a precondition, but rather knows very well what lies in its interest, especially in its partnership with the US in Afghanistan and Central Asia as a gateway and a main step in a developing partnership.

This is an opportunity that must not be missed by countries like Saudi Arabia, because holding the elements of such a strategic partnership is not available to just anyone and is not a permanent opportunity. Indeed, influence within a strategic partnership such as this will yield returns in the opposite direction, as it is lucid investment in everyone's future.
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