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The words of al-Qaeda's second in command, Ayman al-Zawahiri, that Lebanon will play a pivotal role in the upcoming battles with the Crusaders and Jews should be taken very seriously by the United States and the international community. Washington has previously failed to pay attention to the messages of al-Qaeda's chief, Ousama bin Laden, when he threatened to attack American symbols and interests. Hence, it woke up to the 9/11 shock when terrorism brought down the twin towers of American pride and dignity. In addition, the US has already earned a bad and dangerous reputation for being fully committed and focused on an issue it considers of utmost importance on one day, only to complain about the demands of commitments and to show severe complacence that hinders its sound judgment on another. Yet, it is not Washington alone that will pay the price of neglecting the developments on the Lebanese front. The UN itself will lose a lot and will suffer a high cost if it hesitates to take the necessary steps toward Lebanon, which has now become an international project. Since the Lebanese question is not limited to Lebanon's domestic issues, but is more fundamentally composed of a regional conflict, a political feud, and aspirations for domination by the likes of al-Qaeda, Iran, Syria and Israel, the biggest possible mistake would be to reduce the Lebanese question to a sectarian feud or a conflict between political leaders. The Lebanese front may seriously turn into a battlefield for al-Qaeda-like groups seeking to spread their destructive ideologies, for Palestinian factions that vow loyalty to Syria, for Lebanese militias with Iranian rather than Lebanese loyalties, not to mention the Israeli attacks mounted under various pretexts, while the consecutive Israeli governments continue to avoid peace and its requirements. Ultimately, there is an intersection of interests between some of these parties that claim to father the "Resistance". However, these are also vying to lead the resistance, as Syria prevents the militant groups from operating along the widest front on the Syrian-Israeli borders, thereby forcing the frustrated fighters to turn to and against Lebanon. 

Now that al-Zawahiri has declared the centrality of al-Qaeda's role in Lebanon, the United Nations, the US, the EU, Russia, and the Middle Eastern countries should immediately adopt new strategies before Lebanon turns into another Iraq, especially that terrorism has been summoned to Lebanon through the gates of the same neighbor that facilitated the path for al-Qaeda into Iraq. Al-Zawahiri did not condemn this neighbor because he needs it. As a matter of fact, the passage into Lebanon for the likes of al-Qaeda is almost confined to Syria. Yet, al-Zawahiri condemned Iran and its Lebanese ally, Hezbollah, criticizing its Manar TV station and the Iranian media. In addition, he considered Iran's objective clear, namely covering up its collusion with the US in conquering the homeland of Muslims in Afghanistan and Iraq. In effect, al-Zawahiri was calling upon the "jihadist generation" in Lebanon to obstruct the country's transformation into an Iranian base because the "Sunnis" need the Lebanese front to reach Palestine. He was also practically opening a new front against the UNIFIL in Lebanon and the Security Council which endorsed Resolution 1701 that reinforced the international forces and set the foundations for the ceasefire between Israel and Hezbollah.

The competition between al-Qaeda and Iran, just as the competition between al-Qaeda and the pro-Iranian militias in Iraq and Lebanon, comes and goes as do the coordination and role-playing which vary at the convenience of players. However, al-Zawahiri's declared entrance into the Lebanese front with such "wars" should be taken seriously. Means should be also devised to stop such entrance, while at the same time preventing Lebanon's transformation into an Iranian base.

At the outset, the Security Council, the UN General Secretariat, and the governments of the US, Russia, Europe and Arab countries must take a decision to prevent turning Lebanon into a failed state and to inform all concerned parties that this red line will not be crossed. This essentially requires taking decisive stances against the Syrian regime that diligently struggles to exhaust Lebanon and paralyze its constitutional institutions as a means to turn it into a failed state. It is this regime's dream to see the world beg it to make a military return to Lebanon and bring it under control once it has turned it into a failed state. Hence, the Syrian regime bets on American and French weakness, UN helplessness, and on time to terrorize all and force them to accept the status quo. But it will fail.

To ensure that neither Washington nor Paris will wake up to a costly surprise that ends their relaxation or boredom over the Lebanese issue, the US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and her French counterpart Bernard Kouchner must, first and foremost, issue instructions to the US ambassador to the UN Zalmay Khalilzad and his French counterpart Jean-Maurice Ripert urging them to revitalize their efforts within the international organization. As a matter of fact, both the US and the French diplomacies within the UN have slackened, which a few concerned parties may perceive as a permission to continue their violations and breaches of international resolutions without accountability or punishment. Because Lebanon is an international project and a special responsibility whose burden falls upon the UN, the UN should therefore be the focal point in this issue.

The mechanisms of required action are already available, and the timeframes are provided for in the resolutions issued by the Security Council as well as in the reports prepared by the Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon at the request of the Security Council. These reports are neither shallow nor marginal, but rather, they pertain to resolutions related to the ceasefire between Israel and Hezbollah, the embargo on the flow of arms and fighters through Syrian-Lebanon borders under Chapter Seven of the UN Charter as the case is in Resolution 1701, preventing Iran from exporting its weapons to organizations and militias such as Hezbollah as in Resolution 1747, the Lebanese presidential elections blocked by Syria and its allies in Lebanon, and the right of the Lebanese government to exercise its sovereignty to safeguard Lebanon's complete independence as in Resolution 1559. In addition, these reports have to do with the disarmament of all Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias as in Resolution 1559, which prompted the terrorists to assassinate former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri after he played a pivotal role in formulating this resolution.

With respect to ending the patterns of impunity and setting up the unprecedented international tribunal to punish the culprits involved in the assassination of Hariri and his comrades as well as in other political assassinations in Lebanon, the mechanism is obvious. All what the chief investigator Daniel Bellemare needs is to show professionalism and courage in wearing the robe of the prosecutor that has been assigned to him and which permits him to pursue the investigation under all circumstances. The mechanisms of the resolutions and the tribunal should be tied to critical timelines and ultimatums. In parallel, the stakeholders must be slated to impose economic and non-economic sanctions in view of isolating those who refuse to give in to international resolutions. In other words, the American and French diplomacies should end the patterns of appeasement, compromise, softness, retreat, and toothless statements that are propagated under the pretext of seeking consensus.

It is true that such methods have successfully ensured Russian, Chinese, Libyan and South African involvement in delivering clear messages of support to the core resolutions that set the mechanisms of monitoring, accountability and punishment. However, the time has come now to adopt a stringent approach away from simply pleasing South Africa's Ambassador Dumisami Kumalo who repeatedly stands against international interference in Lebanon, totally overlooking the fact that he has assumed this post for no reason other than international interference in South Africa.

The required strategy now demands the courage to confront, coupled with the boldness to take punitive procedures even if non-backed by consensus. For instance, the largest possible number of European states may be mobilized behind resolutions against Syria if the latter fails to satisfy demands within specified time limits and through the mechanisms of international resolutions. The needed strategy also requires the courage to impose demands on Iran and even punish it for violating the resolutions banning the flow of its arms to Hezbollah in Lebanon. Tehran will not cooperate in this respect because it denies offering military aid and massive financial support to Hezbollah. Tehran will not offer any help to convince Hezbollah to give up its weapons because those weapons are linked to the aspirations of Iran's leaders who want to export the Islamic republic model to the rest of the region. 

Therefore, the Security Council and the EU are demanded to avoid sanctioning Iran solely for its defiance in the nuclear file, but rather, to punish it as a direct contributor to the conspiracy to turn Lebanon into a failed state. Russia will not support such steps in the Security Council because it acts as Iran and Syria's guardian against punishment. None of this, however, should prevent France and the US from cornering and embarrassing Russia, China and the smaller states in the Security Council and pressuring European states to impose sanctions to isolate and punish Iran, Hezbollah, Syria and every participant in the plot to turn Lebanon into a failed state.

The time has come to make the red lines clear for every concerned party in Lebanon. The next stage is dangerous and the game of playing on void and wasting time has become fertile ground for the likes of al-Qaeda, not only the Iranian-Syrian aspirations in Lebanon. There is a need now for a preemptive strategy that deactivates the tactic of creating void; a preemptive strategy that turns time in favor of the Lebanese government and state. This requires effective contribution with generous support to enable the government to carry on the responsibilities of governing and caring for citizens. Such contribution will equally reinforce the army, thus allowing it to stop encroachment by al-Qaeda and other factions and militias, which will in turn consecrate it as the sole military force in the country.

Since Israel is part of what goes on in Lebanon, it constantly flirts with the Syrian regime, which serves as its safety valve. Hence, the US, Europe and the UN should decisively and seriously ask Israel to stop occupying the village of Ghajar, to end its violations of Lebanese skies under unsound excuses, and to withdraw from the Shebaa Farms which Israel recognizes as occupied Arab territories. The Shebaa Farms should be put under UN custody, while international pressures intensify on Syria to force it to demarcate its borders with Lebanon so that the real ownership of this territory is determined, especially as it is used by Hezbollah as an excuse to justify turning Lebanon into a resistance base for the sake of its liberation.

The UN is now directly concerned with the need to adopt a coherent and decisive strategy, especially as al-Zawahiri has called for attacking its forces. It is Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon's duty to adopt a new approach that does not drown in over-diplomacy. It is his duty to raise his voice and repeatedly demand respect for Security Council requirements. It is his duty to name names and force states to bear their responsibilities. It is his duty to associate his written reports with oral demands that exert pressure on Syria, Iran, Israel and any other side that tries to turn Lebanon into a failed state.
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