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US diplomacy in the United Nations has started moving away from the ‘confines of consensus’ which members of the Security Council had aimed for whenever they were dealing with important and controversial issues. The US’ new stance came about when it started realizing that consensus was restricting its options and helping [others] stall for time. Next week’s New York meeting of foreign ministers will be extremely important, not only because it will address the issues of Iran, Lebanon, Syria, Palestine and Israel, but also because it will be an opportunity to test bilateral relations between the US and Russia, on the one hand, and Washington and Beijing, on the other, thus allowing the foreign ministers to try each others’ diplomatic skills. This means that [the US] would be compelled to adopt a new strategy that would not involve a divorce from consensus, but rather would respect differences in priorities and interests.

The ramifications of this new strategy are still unclear, potentially causing others to become inflexible out of defiance, or to become lenient out of necessity. What is clear right now is that the stances adopted by Iran, Syria and the Hamas government will play a crucial role in terms of the kind of positions Russia and China will adopt in the face of the new British and French-backed US strategy. It’s the beginning of confrontation.

Oil, economic and strategic interests are the driving force behind Russian and Chinese policies toward Iran, but not those toward Syria. China is not dealing with the Lebanese-Syrian and Palestinian dossiers, except when absolutely necessary. However, it takes the lead in the Iranian file. Russia, too, places Iran in a totally different category than Syria. Indeed, although Russians might consider Syria their last pied-a-terre in the region, they consider Iran the more important game, both strategically and time-wise.

Despite this, one can sometimes find a Russian drive, within the Security Council, to provide some cover and protection for Syria and alleviate some of the pressures against it, when it comes to its relations with Lebanon. Nevertheless, this drive stays within limits, because neither Russia nor China are capable of exonerating Syria from accountability since UN Security Council resolutions, starting from 1559, have placed the Lebanese-Syrian relations under international scrutiny, removing them from the narrow context of bilateral relations.

Russian diplomacy tries from time to time to place some of the controversial issues – such as demarcating the borders and establishing diplomatic ties between Lebanon and Syria—within the framework of bilateral relations, on the grounds that the Security Council has no business in these issues. But sovereignty, and the need to respect it, is a concept that Moscow finds it hard to oppose. Damascus’ unwavering stances with respect to demarcating the borders and establishing diplomatic ties contradict Lebanese consensus over the issue, and defy UN Secretary General Koffi Annan’s calls in his report on the implementation of UN Resolution 1559. This weakens Russia’s position when it tries to provide some protection for Syria against international pressures. 

For this reason, it will not be easy for Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov to instruct [Russia’s representative at the UN] to use the right of veto on any draft resolution that would compel Syria to comply with the Lebanese government in order to implement what the Lebanese are asking for. He might instruct his representative to abstain from voting, something which would already embarrass Russian diplomacy, despite its best attempts to portray its decision as necessary for its bilateral relations. Indeed, Russia, and Lavrov in particular, fully understand the significance of the Syrian positions and the motivations behind them. Thus, voting against or abstaining from voting for a resolution that shows the importance of Syrian compliance with Lebanese demands would constitute the equivalent of a Russian blessing for Syria’s obstinate and rigid opposition to recognizing Lebanon’s independence and respecting its sovereignty and territorial integrity.

China will follow in Russia’s steps when it comes to the UN resolution on demarcation and diplomatic ties between Lebanon and Syria. Some of the voting member states will abstain from voting, especially if Qatar—the only Arab voting member in the Security Council—decided not to vote. And Qatar might abstain from voting simply because it is Qatar. Moreover, the decisions which emerged from the latest Arab Summit in Khartoum were not conclusive when it came to strengthening Lebanese independence.

American-French-British diplomacy has found that there is no chance to seek consensus among Security Council members regarding the Iranian matter, just as they had found earlier with the Lebanese matter. That is why, the trio did not waste any time in trying to draft a unanimous declaration with respect to Iran, preferring instead to push for a resolution that would be voted on. 

Similarly, the American-French-British trio chose not to spend much time in trying to persuade the Chinese-Russian duo of endorsing a chapter-7 draft resolution that would force Iran to comply [with demands]. In fact, the trio moved fast, following a short meeting with the Russian-Chinese duo, to propose the draft resolution before the Security Council and its 15 members, in order to bar any attempts for dilly-dallying and stalling for time, pledging instead to place Iran under Chapter 7 of the UN Charter.

But at the end of the day, the US-backed British-French draft resolution is actually giving Iran another chance and more time to meet the demands of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). This draft resolution is actually serving as a warning to Iran that its obstinacy would lead to unspecified measures, while its compliance would eliminate US and European scenarios that would force it into compliance. 

The Russian-Chinese duo, however, would object to resorting to Chapter 7 of the UN Charter to force Iran to comply. Chapter 7 would allow for all kinds of pressures—including economic and military ones—to be employed in order to force states to implement UN demands. It is true that the current draft resolution does not mention any sanctions or compel the Security Council to take any measures, but at the same time, it is not merely a resolution that is meant to enforce demands, as the trio claims, even though the draft does not use a language of threats and fear tactics.

For this reason, the battle between the duo and the trio among the five permanent members of the Security Council is very deep and important with respect to Iran. Up till now, the five permanent members, in addition to Germany, have exhausted all efforts to reach a diplomatic solution to the Iranian nuclear crisis that would persuade Iran to meet the IAEA’s demands, starting with stopping its nuclear enrichment program. Right now, the carrot approach is being accompanied by the stick approach via latent threats of repercussions, should Iran keep on defying and exercising stubbornness. However, threats are still being employed gradually, and direct measures are not yet on the agenda, as manifested by the extra chances and time Iran is being given to implement demands. But Iran will contribute to the trio’s next step. So if Iran complies, it would be helping the Chinese-Russian duo in confronting punitive measures; but if Iran insists on dismissing the IAEA’s demands, it would be actually helping the trio in embarrassing the duo and cornering it.

Iran will be actively participating in the foreign ministers’ meetings not only to discuss attempts to curb its nuclear ambitions, but also its regional ambitions. The foreign ministers might not frankly address fears of Iran taking revenge against measures against it, but they will certainly discuss Iran’s roles in Iraq, Palestine, and Lebanon.

Intellectual circles are talking about another kind of ramifications, in case the United States resorts to a military strike against Iran. Right now, Iraq is suffering from bloodshed and could potentially go into a civil war whose repercussions would be very dangerous for the entire region. Iraq is an arena for destruction and terrorism for various players, but it could be transformed into a place where Iran settles its scores with the US forces present there, in response to any military strike the US might carry out against Iran.

These circles are warning of a wave of terrorism that would be worse than the Al Qaeda phenomenon, in the case of a military strike against Iran. This type of terrorism, according to these intellectual circles, would destroy the economic infrastructure. It would also employ Iranian influence in the oil sector. Intellectuals point out that Hizbullah in Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine and Syria are not that important for Iran, who would be willing to sacrifice them.

The issue of Hamas will be on the table in next week’s meeting of the Quartet ministers.

(The Quartet consists of the United States, Russia, the United Nations and the European Union.) Hamas is now carrying a major burden as manifested by the economic crisis which it is facing as a result of its being elected. As a result, it would have to deal with some important issues before the quartet meeting next week, since the Quartet had asked Hamas to fulfill its pledges of condemning violence and recognizing Israel.

Hamas seems to be heading towards adopting the initiative that resulted from the Beirut summit which essentially recognized Israel and supported the establishment of two states, based on the 1967 borders. It also seems that Hamas has begun to realize that Iran is not an option, and that the Palestinian people would not want to ally with Iran, irrespective of the deceptive public sentiment which argues that Iran’s possession of nuclear weapons would create a power balance with Israel’s possession of similar weapons. In fact, [Hamas realizes that] should a military confrontation erupt between Iran and the United States, Arab countries would not remain on the fence, siding instead with the United States against Iran.

If Hamas manages to prove to the Quartet its desire to normalize relations with it, it would then have to switch its allegiance from Iran to Arab countries, which constitute its natural allies. In so doing, Hamas would be first helping the Palestinian people in addition to itself. But if it chose to do otherwise, it would have chosen its position in the Iran-led axis which includes Syria, Hizbullah and the Palestinian factions that are active in Lebanon and Syria.

The members of this axis will be the discussion of talks held by the foreign ministers in New York, when they will address the Lebanese/Syrian dossier and the draft resolution dealing with the implementation of UN Res. 1559. It is likely that the overlap between the two resolutions involving Lebanon and Iran would lead to some kind of link between them, when it comes to mentioning Hizbullah and Iran in the Lebanese resolution.

In fact, the latest report by the UN Secretary General had placed Iran’s role in Lebanon on the UN discussion table for the first time ever. He had held both Iran and Syria responsible for the success or failure of the Lebanese consensus. This was meant to show Iran and Syria’s continued interference in Lebanese internal affairs and their refusal to recognize Lebanese independence and respect its sovereignty. For this reason, it is most likely that the UN Security Council would insist on the need for respecting Lebanese sovereignty, starting by the demarcation of borders between Lebanon and Syria, which is acting as intermediary between Hizbullah and Iran.

All these issues will be affected by the results of next week’s foreign ministers’ meetings and discussions, which will not be merely diplomatic in nature. In fact, these meetings constitute negotiations of the Club of Big Nations which will decide who will be allowed into the Nuclear Club. They will also address the extent to which national interests might be allowed to conflict with obligations to keep international peace, as well as the limits of patience when facing provocation and clear threats of direct terrorism.
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