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George W. Bush’s Administration was forced this week to launch a palliative campaign of its policies towards Iraq and the Palestinian Israeli issue. The barbaric torture of detainees in Abu Gharib prison scandal did not end with reprimands and punishments of a handful of soldiers. It intensified to reveal a shocking pattern, orders from the military intelligence and queries about accountability of civilian leadership in the American Administration. The mask of civility, respect of human rights and adherence to the Geneva Conventions has fallen. This lead the Administration to postpone issuing its Human Rights violation report which became its moral podium to dress down and scold other governments for their violations. The scandal’s outcome will include an amendment of American practices inside Iraq as well as larger dependents, even if temporary, on the United Nations. Also, because of the global anger at appalling American actions in Iraq, the Administration agreed to tidy its warped position on the Palestinian Israeli conflict. It did so through a statement by the Quartet- the United States, United Nations, European Union and Russia- and by consenting to replace its dearly held unilateralism on this issue with a multinational “Action Plan.” Is this simply a passing warding off to assuage feelings or is it a serious awakening to grasp what is needed to salvage the United States from its entanglement?
 
 UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, US Secretary of State Colin Powell, Russian Foreign Minster Sergey Lavrov, Irish Foreign Minister Brian Cowan representing European countries and the European Union’s envoy Javier Solana met at the United Nations this week and issued the Quartet’s position. An in depth reading of their statement reveals the following:
 
  The Quartet reached consensus to bid farewell to Palestinian President Yasser Arafat in a first official pronouncement of international lack of trust in his leadership. The final communiqué totally ignored him and focused instead on a Palestinian Authority with an empowered Prime Minister. By doing so the Quartet issued a sort of warning to President Arafat: either you become a symbolic President who does not interfere with the authorities of the Prime Minister but instead supports him in what would amount to a coup d’etat in your thinking; or the Palestinian Authority would reorganize itself through elections or other means without you.
 
 The means to pressure Yasser Arafat are both political and financial. This is the first time that the European community, Russia and the United Nations stand together with the American position which says there is no way to deal with Arafat. This is an important accomplishment for Israel and its Prime Minister Ariel Sharon who mustered the American endorsement o f his rejection of the Palestinian President as a partner. The international political message by the Quartet is: we agree. Arafat has become a burden and an obstacle in the way of peace.
 
 Financially, European funding is the weapon. This aid is the essential backing for the Palestinian Authority, and there is an implicit threat that the funds will be withdrawn if Yasser Arafat continued to adhere to power.
 
 The priority, as perceived by the Europeans Russia and the UN, should now be the Palestinian Authority and not its President. What’s important, as far as their concerned, is to help Palestinians in getting rid of occupation and not to get caught in the cycle of American-Israeli refusal to deal with Arafat.
 
 Some Arab countries and Palestinian parties agree with this position even though they believe that Sharon made of Arafat a pretext to evade negotiations. They believe there is no going back on American and Israeli rejection of Arafat, that the Palestinian President embellished channeling Palestinian destiny in his persona, committed grave mistakes, played the double tracks of negotiations and Intifadah, and exaggerated in holding back authorities from any Prime Minister. That is why it’s time to bid him farewell.
 
 The Quartet, in its statement, corrected the American positions expressed by President George Bush in his letter of assurances to Ariel Sharon as well as during a press conference at the White House last month. The American Administration agreed through Colin Powell to the roll back because it realized it made a mistake when Bush abolished the Palestinians’ “right of return” and determined that the borders between the two states will not be the Armistice Line of 1967.
 
 Colin Powell considered the Quartet statement a sort of assurances to International-American assurances to Arabs and Palestinians. He was not clear whether Jordan’s King Abdullah would get the letter of assurances and clarifications he requested. He however spoke of “language” under consideration and emphasized that American assurances to Sharon are an American “statement” not a prejudgment. 
 
 The Quartet’s communiqué revived Bush’s call on June 24, 2002 for “an end to the Israeli occupation that began in 1967 through a settlement negotiated between the two parties.” It also asserted that “any final settlement on issues such as borders and refugees must be mutually agreed to by Israelis and Palestinians based on Security council resolutions 242, 338, 1397,1515, the terms of reference of the Madrid peace process, the principle of land for peace, previous agreements, and the initiative Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah endorsed by the Beirut Arab League Summit; and be consistent with the Roadmap.”
 
 The communiqué reaffirmed the Quartet’s commitment to the vision of two states, Israel and Palestine, “democratic, sovereign and contiguous.”
 
 The negatives in the Quartet’s communiqué include the following:
 
 (a) There was a retreat in the international position on Israeli settlements by calling for “dismantling of outposts erected since March 2001” and for “progress toward a freeze on settlement activity.” This is a major back off from previous international positions which considered settlements illegal and against international law. The new position of the Quartet reveals a sort of implicit consent to Israel retaining the settlements it erected before 2001. 
 
 (b) The reference to the Wall of Separation had an “American accent” in hoping that the Barrier should be “security rather than political barrier,” and “temporary rather than permanent.” The Quartet was satisfied with continuing “to note with great concern the actual and proposed route of the Barrier, particularly as it results in the confiscation of Palestinian land, cuts off the movement of people and goods,” and “appears to prejudge final borders of a future Palestinian State.” This position is a major retreat from considering the Wall a violation of international law because it eats up Palestinian land. It is far less than demanding, internationally that Israel must not build the Wall.
 
 (c) The Quartet reduced the Palestinian national rights, endorsed by the United Nations for decades, to a mere “respect of dignity” and “improvement of the quality of life.” It consolidated pigeonholing the Palestinians in the category of “terrorism” and a total elimination of the principle of the right to resist occupation. It gave Israel, the occupying power that is violating the Geneva Conventions, the gift of recognizing “its legitimate right to self-defense in the face of terrorist attacks against its citizens,” while confiscating from the Palestinians their legitimate status as the victim of occupation.
 
 It reminded the Government of Israel that, under the Roadmap, it “should take no actions undermining trust, including deportations; attacks on civilians; confiscation and/or demolition of Palestinian homes and property,” and “the destruction of Palestinian institution and infrastructure.” But it was content with simply calling on the Government of Israel; “to take all possible steps now, consistent with Israel’s legitimate security needs, to ease the humanitarian and economic plight of the Palestinian people. “
 
  The Quartet endorsed, encouraged, welcomed and expressed readiness to help Ariel Sharon in implementing his plan of withdrawal from Gaza and parts of the West Bank. It affirmed that the initiative must “bring about a full Israeli withdrawal and complete end of occupation in Gaza,” as “a step towards achieving the two-state vision; and has the possibility of restarting progress on the Roadmap.”
 
 Sharon’s initiative focused on withdrawal from Gaza. The Quartet’s communiqué also focused on Gaza as if withdrawal from Gaza constitutes an end to Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands.
 
 Moreover, the Quartet is prepared to work with the Palestinians to “ensure security and stability in Gaza and the West Bank from which Israel withdraws, prevent all acts of terrorism, and ensure the dismantlement of armed terrorist groups.”
 
 All the Quartet demanded is that the Israeli withdrawal should be consistent with the Roadmap. It did not offer any guarantees that Israel is obliged not to halt withdrawal from Palestinian lands beyond Gaza. However, it is offering its assistance to facilitate the withdrawal from Gaza as well as guarantees of security and stability in the areas from which Israel withdraws.
 
 Furthermore, the Quartet, in a boost of confidence and self-congratulation for that important accomplishment in its “historical” communiqué, offers “monitoring mechanism” to oversee performance by both sides. It emphasizes that “security arrangements continue to be critical to any possibility of progress.” Its precondition is to reconstruct and retrain Palestinian security services to “to end terror attacks against Israel and Israelis,” as a starting point.
 
 Sources in the Quartet say it is ready to push for a Security Council resolution that would declare the “end of occupation” in Gaza should the Israeli withdrawal from Gaza be complete.
 
 Such an action would chop up the declaration of an end of occupation in dangerous gradualism because the Quartet does not have the tools to guarantee that declaring the end of Israeli occupation of Gaza will not become a declaration of the end of Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands.
 
 If the Quartet wishes to market the Israeli withdrawal from Gaza as an “opportunity” or “precedent” to dismantle settlements, it has the right to do so.
 
 But if it falls into or sets up the trap of legitimizing the gradual withdrawal as an “end” of occupation, it would do injustice to Palestinians and it would endorse Israeli objectives that circumvent international resolutions. The fact is that the Quartet is pretending to have influence it does not possess. It proposed the idea of a “mechanism” and claimed to have an “action plan” to fill the vacuum where Israel withdraws from Gaza. The question is, where does such capability drawn from? The Quartet does not have the power to “dissolve” the Palestinian Authority and turn it into the “partner government” as it wishes. It will find difficulty in dispatching an international force to Gaza that would control the situation. It will not venture as a party in a Palestinian power struggle either to overthrow Yasser Arafat or to disband Palestinian factions. Therefore, this is simply lip service.
 
 The American shift from unilateralism to multilateralism through the Quartet on the Palestinian Israeli question is a sedative attempt in the era of outrage at American policies towards the Middle East and humiliating practices in Iraq.
 
 The charm offensive lead by the American President and his Administration in the Arab and American media highlighted the Administration’s fear from the consequences of the atrocities by American soldiers and their impact on America’s reputation and claims of civility and democracy.
 
 It is an attempt to contain the deep damage inflicted by the scandal on the American military establishment and the Administration in power.
 
 But the question remains, is the fundamental problem in the training of American forces or is the problem fundamentally the type of training of American forces, indoctrinating loath, revenge and brutality? Or is it an exception to the rule at the hands of a few soldiers who deviated from international norms? The question remains, did this handful act impulsively or was it executing the orders of the military intelligence and the civilian leadership hungry to obtain information that would justify its war in Iraq through forced confessions?
 
 Containing the scandal is one thing; redressing indoctrinating the Marines to turn them into non-human creatures is another.
 
 So far, the scandals and the desires to address the ills are superficial; they do not reflect a profound thinking in what went wrong with the policies. As long as the campaigns to palliate scandals or promises are cosmetic, they will impact neither the international public opinion nor the necessary long-tern policies.
 
 This sole superpower is shattered today in a mess of its own doing. The world is watching with anger, gloat and a pledge to revenge from arrogance, double standards and violations of international laws. If admitting what went wrong stops at mollifying and a passing correction, the worst is to come. But if it is, a genuine sincere review of policies, there is hope for a new page between American and the world.
 
 This is an “opportunity,” ugly as it may be, to put an end to the downfall of American supremacy at the hands of a handful of men and women in the military institution as well as amongst seniors in the American Administration.
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