The Political Cycle in the Region and the Iranian Rhythm

Raghida Dergham - New York - 04/21/2006

Translated by Maha Al-Azar
Arabs have become increasingly aware about the dangers of Iran’s roles and positions vis-à-vis the Gulf region, Syria and Lebanon; but this awareness has not yet been translated into a well thought-out strategy that would protect the Arab region against Iran’s ambitions. What’s important at this juncture is that some of the leading Arab countries have begun re-examining their policies, starting to broaden their traditional vision in terms of the prevailing powers and considerations in the region. What is potentially harmful is the current reluctance to translate such thoughts into a cohesive policy that would be conveyed to all the capitals of the world, alongside a public awareness campaign. Indeed, Arab public opinion needs to disengage its own hatred for US positions vis-à-vis Palestine and Iraq from its own illusions that Iran will avenge Arabs against the US, whereas Iran is really looking to become a regional giant that would subdue Arabs. This is not meant to incite Arabs against Iran, nor should it be construed as a blessing for a military strike against Iran’s escalations and confrontations. This should be considered as an invitation for a frank and necessary discussion within the Arab milieu to pinpoint who is serving Tehran at the expense of Arabs. As a result, measures will be taken against those serving Tehran at the expense of Arab interests in order to show Iran that its exploitation of Iraq, Syria and Lebanon is rejected by Arabs and will not go unpunished.

Iran's standoff with the international community on the nuclear issue is a well thought-out policy devised by the ruling religious establishment in Tehran. It is not a random consequence of President Ahmadinejad’s provocative character. In fact, entrusting Hashemi Rafsanjani, the chairman of the Expediency Discernment Council, to declare that Iran will not abandon its right to uranium enrichment sends a clear message that the country's nuclear policy is backed by a united and cohesive regime, not a divided one.

Rafsanjani had toured some Arab states in what could be described as visits with a dual purpose. The first purpose is to show a pleasing and mild front by asserting that his country is "aware that the Gulf States will not assist the US in launching an attack on it (Iran)". But he also showed another front, threatening and warning those states against offering any facilitations or blessings to future military actions against his country. For instance, Dubai, which is considered as a representation of the West within the heart of the Arab Gulf region, could see the same fate as the New York Twin Towers which were turned into rubble in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks. Kuwait, meanwhile, is a tiny emirate that totally depends on the US for security. These are only some examples of what the Iranian leadership could think of as first steps for revenge. There are prospects for wider-scale revenge however.

An official in the Iranian Revolutionary Guard was quoted as saying that Tehran had trained 55,000 suicide bombers, who are prepared to hit British and US targets in Iraq, in case its nuclear facilities were attacked. Iranian revenge against a US attack on its territory is justified logically; but the prior training of suicide bombers to operate in Iraq as part Iran’s nuclear policy shows Tehran’s readiness to exploit any Arab territory, cause or suffering to serve its own interests.

Lebanon is seen as another arena for Iran’s exploitations through its deep ties with the Shiite Hizbullah—a relationship which has been transformed to serve Iran’s interests instead of Lebanon’s. Had Tehran been concerned about the Shiites of Lebanon, it would have supported Beirut's drive towards complete independence, sovereignty and prosperity. Instead, Iran insists on provocation, providing arms to the militias in order to keep Lebanon a battlefield, not caring for the Shiites who are victimized by instability and war.

Palestinians, too, are victims of the race between Arabs and Iran to lead the Palestinian cause. In fact, like the US, Iran has retained a peaceful relation with Israel. Tehran backs Palestinian factions, and never respected Palestinian decisions except when they were in its interest. For this reason, Iran is now insinuating that it wishes to adopt and embrace the Hamas government which is suffering from US and European boycotts. But Tehran will not go as far as to harm its own interests through its support of Hamas. Iran will only exploit the Hamas government even if this proved harmful for Palestinians and their cause.

As for Syria, Iran has “strategic” relations with it when it finds that necessary. Tehran had previously objected to describing the relation with Damascus as 'strategic' when it was against its interests. It is a relation much similar to the relation between the Axis Nations. Tehran is now keen to revive the axis with Damascus to serve its aims. Syria actually received this, albeit temporary, revival of relations with open arms as it considers it the road to salvation. The current regime in Syria is seeking to use Iran's weight in its relations with the Arab Gulf states just as it had used it back in the 1980s.

But Arab countries that are considered regional heavyweights have realized the danger of succumbing to the Iranian regional policy, while remaining silent about Arab contributions to Iranian policy that serves Tehran’s interests. They have started reconsidering the options available in light of the dilemma that has resulted from isolating Hamas, offering it up to Iran, in addition to the repercussions of Tehran's interference with Lebanese affairs, and its use of Iraq as a battlefield for its war against the US.

On the Palestinian front, talk of refusing to punish the Palestinian people because they have used their democratic right to vote Hamas into power is only for local consumption. Hamas' support for suicide operations claimed by other Palestinian factions practically contradicts the authority of the elected Palestinian Authority. Hamas is still acting as a movement not as a government. Arab countries are unable to protect it from international obligations under the pretext of respecting the democratic election process. 

The Quartet—made up of the US, Russia, the EU and the UN—has clear demands of the Hamas government. The quartet has taken some Arab countries such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Jordan as partners in promoting the Middle East peace process. Iran does not care about the peace process. It would rather foil it. The concerned Arab parties are unable to replace Iran as sponsors of Hamas because the latter is trying to avoid international obligations pledged by the former Palestinian government, while simultaneously asking for international funding.

Despite all this, there is a persistent need for an Arab action in order to provide aid to the Palestinians so that they are not punished for choosing Hamas, and in order not to give Iran the chance to benefit from any Arab reluctance in helping the Palestinians. Hamas should by no means turn into an Arab militia that pledges loyalty to Tehran.

As far as Lebanon is concerned, Arab countries and the Arab League have to acknowledge their responsibility toward Lebanon, not only by offering it financial aid, but also by trying not to sacrifice it in the name of Arabism, resistance and virtual brotherhood. There are international resolutions that must be honored regarding Lebanon's sovereignty and the international investigation into the terrorist act that claimed the life of former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri.

The recent visit made by MP Walid Jumblatt, president of the Democratic Gathering, to Saudi Arabia was very important for several fundamental reasons. Not only did it mend fences between Riyadh and Jumblatt over the Saudi initiative offered two months ago, but it also conveyed an important message to Damascus that had issued an arrest warrant for Jumblatt and Marwan Hamade, who accompanied him to Riyadh. In their statements to the director of the Al-Hayat-Damascus Office, the Syrian authorities had intentionally underscored the Saudi role, considering it an amendment to MP Saad Hariri's stance; moreover, they considered Jumblatt 'isolated and alone’ in criticizing Syrian policies. The statements were published in Monday's issue of the newspaper, and on the next day Jumblatt flew to Riyadh aboard a private aircraft, and he held successful talks there.

The success of these talks was reflected, first and foremost, by the warm welcome given by King Abdullah bin Abdel Aziz, the servant of the two holy mosques. There are indications that efforts are being exerted to re-propose the Saudi initiative which included a demarcation of the Lebanese-Syrian border; the restoration of official diplomatic relations [between Lebanon and Syria]; and the exchange of ambassadors. The Saudi initiative might be developed such that it will be adopted by the Arab League.

Saad Hariri has fulfilled demands to separate the issue of Lebanese-Syrian relations from the investigation into the killing of Rafik Hariri. Jumblatt, who also agreed to the demand after his Saudi visit, considered it a ‘sacrifice.’ But it seems that the purpose of separating the two issue is to contain the unrest and escalation in Lebanese-Syrian relations. What is most important, however, is to normalize the relations between the two neighbors until the international investigation is completed.

Consequently, there is an obvious common denominator among the Arab League-backed Saudi position and the Lebanese consensus position, and the international position that was announced by the latest report of the UN Secretary General Kofi Annan on the enforcement of Security Council resolution 1559. This common denominator is represented in the need for the central government in Syria to agree to demarcate borders with Lebanon and establish reciprocal diplomatic relations through which ambassadors, not officers, will act as channels of communication.

Annan's report to the Security Council, which was prepared by his envoy who was entrusted with monitoring the implementation of UN Resolution 1559, is very important.

For the first time in such a report, the secretary general of the international organization has linked the government of Iran to the enforcement of the international resolution. He frankly tackled the influential relation between Iran and Hizbullah. Annan, also for the first time, held Syria and Iran responsible for the success or failure of the Lebanese national dialogue.

The most outstanding measures that Damascus has been demanding are establishing embassies and demarcating the Lebanese-Syrian border. It considers them two major considerations towards achieving sovereignty and territorial safety and political independence for any country. They are also crucial for preventing illegal arms trade across the border and for empowering the Lebanese government to practice its territorial sovereignty.

The key to normalizing relations is in the hands of the Syrian leadership. The Arab side, however, should prevent Syria from playing tricks and imposing conditions in the demarcation issue, starting from Damascus’ insistence to begin demarcation from the north so that the Shebaa Farms would remain hostage to Damascus’ games, and Lebanon would remain a battleground for Syrian and other militias.

Indeed, this is not just a Lebanese matter, but it also involves the Syrian crossing that is located between Lebanon and Iran on one side and Iran and the Arab Gulf states on the other. Since this is a really serious matter, it is high time for a well-defined and thorough Arab strategy towards Syria, Iran and their reciprocal relation.

If Syria maintains good faith and if it really gives Arab interests its top priority, it must be given the chance to prove it in Lebanon and throughout its relation with Iran. 

But should Damascus refuse to demarcate the border with Lebanon and install diplomatic relations in defiance of the Lebanese, regional, and international consensus, Arab countries must not allow it to use time for its own interests in order to plague Lebanon with militia wars. A lenient Arab stance towards this issue will mean the deliberate destruction of Lebanon.

Likewise, if the Arab states which still give Damascus support and recognize its status, find out that Syria wants to employ its relations with Iran to harm Arabs; they must act according to their own interests.

It is now time to overcome all fear, because succumbing to it will be more costly than being proactive and proposing initiatives and declarations that times have changed.
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