OCCUPATION WILL END WHEN THE AMERICAN FORCES LEAVE,  AND CONTOURS OF PEACE ARE DEFINED WITH CLARITY

Raghida Dergham - Al-Hayat - 04/30/2004
Nothing is new in the Arab arena except the clear consolidation of the following realities: the era of a Regional Axis, a cooperation council and a League of States in the Arab region is now over. The illusion of the Arab Nation has collapsed but the misleading discourse survived. Most Arab officials continue to vie for acceptance and habilitation with the United States and to compete in subjugating Arab youth by repressive security measures in the name of fighting terrorism. Democracy in the Arab countries wears a costume tailored to the contours of each country’s map to avoid substantial reform. Priority remains for the survival of the regimes. The future of Iraq is important only in as far as it impacts those regimes; and Palestine is of concern only to the extent dictated by public emotions. The American Administration realizes these realities and knows fully that what matters most to the majority of Arab governments is where they stand with the United States, no matter what it takes to have such a stature. That is why the Administration does not fear the consequences of its policies. But the continued grave mistakes in Iraq could change these realities in the Arab arena and lead to an avalanche that might hurt everyone.
 
      Predictions over the future of Iraq sway between the darkest pessimism and the brightest optimism. The pessimist scenario predicts total chaos and disintegration where Iraq would become the field of civil wars and the battleground for wars of others. Iraq would remain occupied one way or another. It will become a quagmire for the Americans where the superpower sheds its might on a torn country exacerbating its disintegration. Iraq would graduate from a dictatorial oppressive state to a failed state, to a non-state, to provinces of misery out of control and provinces of oil under American control. 
     
      The optimist scenario predicts a success in transferring Iraqi sovereignty from the coalition-occupation to a technocratic transitional Iraqi government by June 30th. Immediately thereafter, a national conference would chose a national assembly that helps the transitional government in preparing for general elections. The elections would be held January 2005 leading to the transfer of real sovereignty to a real elected government. Occupation would actually end and Iraq will become a democratic state. The fever of democracy would spread in the region. And the Arab world will begin the healthy thinking of coming together along the lines of the European Union. The future of either scenario depends, to a great extent, on the handling of the American Administration of the situations in Fallujah, Najaf and Karbala in the coming few days. The United Nations’ advice is to absolutely avoid a military solution because its consequences are not only dangerous for Iraq and the region but also detrimental to the efforts of selecting a transitional government and conducting elections. The neighborhood of Iraq’s advice focuses on the necessity of rehabilitating the Iraqi armed forces as well as on highlighting the impact of Iraq’s collapse on the whole region.
 
      Saudi Foreign Minister Prince Saud Al-Faysal launched this week a media campaign in the United States to fix the American-Saudi relationship. His main message was: let’s reason together.
 
When he tackled the issue of Iraq, Prince Saud’s advice included the following:
 
 - Enabling Iraqi forces to gradually provide security in Iraq and the Iraqi army to fill the vacuum in the needs of the Coalition for forces.
 - Dissolving Iraqi militias.
 - Avoiding military confrontation whether in Fallujah, Karbala or Najaf because such confrontation would only make “martyrs.” Patience is wiser than rushing to a military solution.
 - Empowering the Iraqis with the authorities of sovereignty and to give them true responsibility, not simply a symbolic one.
 - Enabling the United Nations to play an effective role in this important period for Iraq.
 - Recognizing that if things continue as they are in Iraq there will be consequences in the whole region and more problems for the countries of the region.
 
 These are sound advices but the problem is in timing and the difficulty in implementation now that all players have painted themselves in a corner. Everyone knows now that one of the gravest mistakes made by the American Administrator in Iraq, Paul Bremmer, and by the Pentagon’s two heads, Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz, was the mistake of dissolving the Iraqi army and turning it over to unemployment and anger. Reorganizing it would require more than goodwill to fix what was spoiled by misjudgment, wrong decisions and mutual distrust.
 
      One of the keys to rehabilitate the Iraqi army is in allocating financial resources to train it and make of it an important institution for internal Iraqi security. The neighbors of Iraq, Saudi Arabia included, could provide funds for such a purpose. By doing so these countries will not be helping the occupation of Iraq but rather helping the necessary institutions for the recovery of Iraq. The neighborhood of Iraq, with the exception of Iran and Syria, provided facilities to the United States immediately before and during the Iraq war. They were practically partners in the war, openly or secretly, and it will be good for them now to lend hand in the building of Iraq’s security and civil institutions, openly, not through the back channels.
 
      Dissolving the militias is a challenge of a different kind. It could be an objective whose time has passed after the United States committed a series of mistakes that led to the current confrontation in Fallujah. If Iraq escapes a civil war, such a goal could be met after the elections. But as far as there is a resistance to occupation and a possible Sunni and Shiite uprising, the militias will not put down their weapons, not will they dissolve to join the Iraqi army. It is a battle of survival in the sea of multiple wars. Neither will Arab militias rush to dissolve themselves, nor will the Kurdish militias because they will be the last to do so whether forced or by consent.
 
      Others in the neighborhood of Iraq agree on the importance of habilitating the Iraqi army and police and giving it the authority to take up security tasks. But they have additional advice. Qatar’s advice to the United States is to present a clear program on the future of the American presence in Iraq and circumstances under which American forces will leave. Qatar’s Foreign Minister Sheikh Hamad Bin Jassem paid a visit to the United States this week emphasizing that Qatar stands by the USA.
 
      The problem for Arab allies, Qatar included, with the American Administration is that it neither listens to their advice nor wants to consult with friends in the Arab region. This Administration is confused and sometimes impulsive. It refuses to deal with the Arab countries that were, one way or another, its cohorts in the Iraq war as a partner. And this is exactly what Qatar and others are calling for: partnership. Partnership as well as clarifying what the United States is doing in Iraq.
 
      Both requests are difficult for this American Administration. This Administration is unilateral in Iraq despite its assertion that there is a Coalition and regardless of its consent to a transitional rescue mission by the United Nations. It is not interested in clarifying either the real reasons for the Iraq war or when will the American forces leave Iraq.
 
      If the objective of the war was to bring down the regime of Saddam Hussein, the United States could declare today that the mission is accomplished and pull out its troops rather than risk getting entangled in an Iraqi quagmire. This is exactly what a sector of the American public opinion is calling for now.
 
      But the huge investment in the Iraq war-ranging from the cost of war itself to the maintenance of forces at a billion dollar weekly-aims at harvesting more than bringing down a regime. The purpose of such investment is installing a loyal regime in Iraq which guarantees American oil and strategic interests. In absence of that, the idea is that the American forces would remain in Iraq to control its oil and to warn neighboring countries by keeping them under the American military whip so they dare not defy the American will.
 
      The American public is divided. There those who call for clear victory and guaranteeing American interests even if the American forces had to stay there for years. There are others who call for withdrawing from Iraq upon turning sovereignty over to the Iraqis in two months.
 
      The first camp thinks of the second camp as ignorant of the balance of powers and cowardly when it comes to executing strategies that preserve America’s status as the only superpower. As far as this camp thinks, oil is an essential cornerstone of might and not simply a commodity for consumption; power is important to show who is boss. Then there is always the permanent link between the Iraq war and victory in the war on terrorism in the minds of this camp. On top of that they believe that the financial investment in the Iraq war is gigantic and must yield financial returns.
 
      The response of the second camp is: the financial cost must be absorbed when the issue is American soldiers’ lives. Iraq risks becoming a quagmire similar to Vietnam which requires withdrawal before it is too late. This is a war of mercurial justifications and objectives which could lead to escalating terrorism against us rather than put an end to it.
 
      The American split is important because this is a period of elections where Iraq has become an important factor. The presumed democratic candidate, John Kerry, is hovering as usual in the Iraq issue as well as he does in other matters. He neither has an exit strategy nor a staying strategy. As long as he remains in such a state he will not win the votes of opponents to the policies of Republican President George W. Bush.
 
      Most of these votes are searching for a dissenting candidate. Some of the Democrats, Republicans and Independents, whose numbers are increasing, plan to vote for other than Bush or Kerry. They recognize that voting for Ralph Nader will not bring him to the White House. But what they want is for the elections to become a referendum on the American policy towards Iraq.
 
      The discord amongst Arabs is on several fronts: within the public opinion; between governments and public opinion; within governments; and perhaps within the Arab individual.
 
      What they all agree upon is that Iraq is rid of occupation. But when it comes to “when,” the rift is there again. There are those who fear a civil war that would dismember Iraq should the American forces pull out quickly. There are others who say that such fears are over exaggerated and that the greatest danger is in what the continued American military presence would lead to-whether as occupiers or under another name in the aftermath of turning sovereignty over to the Iraqis.    
 
      Playing on the words is wrong. Regardless of whether the American Administration or the United Nations say, the occupation will not end by June 30th. This will not terminate the occupation. Even if the United Nations Security Council adopts a resolution replacing occupation with another name, it would not end the occupation.
 
      The occupation will end when the American forces leave Iraq. It will end peacefully if there is a clear vision for its current tasks and for the timing of their completion. But the fear is that either the occupation would end in retreat after major bloodshed or that it would be further consolidated in the aftermath of battles of attrition.
 
      The issue is exclusively between the United States and Iraq in the final analysis. Neither is the United Nations able to offer more than a transitional remedy, nor are the Arab states about to present a comprehensive vision and strategy for bail out of the Iraq mess. These countries are engrossed in unilateralism of the Arab kind, preoccupied with one’s self to be desirable in American eyes or to be shielded from…democracy and responsibility.
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