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It seems that UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon is seeking to play the role of an international mediator, particularly, in the Middle East, a region he visited thrice since he assumed his post at the beginning of the year. However, the rough path of the Arab-Israeli conflict, the complexities of the Lebanese-Syrian file, and the tremendousness of both the regional and international dimensions of the Iranian issue are things Ban Ki-moon should thoroughly consider before embarking on adventures that might burn him. They might even steer the UN right into deep waters, especially if these adventures were embarked on without a proper deliberation or an in-depth reading into these files and their key players. 

However, there is a strategic and leading role waiting for the Secretary-General to assume, in addition to his role as an international mediator. He is expected to carry out this role with respect to the various regional issues, and particularly those of a pressing nature. Before him lies the opportunity of reuniting the world with regards to Iraq in a way that prepares the international community to work together to ensure Iraq's recovery. This could be done in a manner that would guarantee reaching a common understanding behind closed doors on the concept of sharing resources, benefits and responsibilities.

If Ban Ki-moon manages to thrust this concept to replace the current bitterness stemming from what was seen by some in the international arena, as a war of excluding others from the Iraqi 'cake' in order to single-handedly enjoy it; if this concept replaces the gloating over the US arrogance and the refusal to extend any real lifelines to its rescue from the quagmire of Iraq, then the new Secretary-General would have really embarked on a new phase in international relations, through long-term strategic planning. Iraq would not be the sole beneficiary in introducing such a qualitative transformation through an initiative from Ban Ki-moon's part, but also the global and regional systems that are heading toward a new, frightening unknown.

Also, if the Secretary-General was able to conduct these major talks with the world's senior leaders, he would certainly be able to touch upon other issues of concern. Addressing such issues must be through a different sort of influence that cannot be exerted by someone who merely plays the role of a regional or international mediator.

The post of United Nations Secretary-General is perhaps one of the toughest positions, as it requires skilful diplomacy and a balance between boldness and conventional limitations. It is a position that raises the banner of the international legitimacy, law and resolutions, and not the position of a mediator. It is a position of moral leadership; not for running to the forefront in an escape from the commitment of confronting those relying on evasive skills, whether in whether in Darfur, Israel, Iran, Syria or Lebanon. Ban Ki-moon appears relaxed and at ease in his new post. He has a pleasant character when receiving his visitors. So far, he seems to be enjoying his position, whether in the lobbies of the United Nations, aboard an aircraft, or in conferences away from his headquarters. He laughs and makes humorous remarks, and takes the time to stop and attentively exchange niceties with those who greet him.

While accompanying him aboard a private jet from Sharm el-Sheikh to New York, he drew everyone's attention by greeting his aides one by one, expressing his appreciation for their efforts during the conference as he boarded a plane, and by doing the same upon deplaning.

In an interview with al-Hayat aboard, Ban Ki-moon appeared relaxed as he single-handedly responded to questions, but started to get a tad fidgety upon feeling that he was being surrounded by questions. Nevertheless, he did not terminate the conversation despite the provocative nature of the questions, and did not appear angry though he was bothered.

He is a good natured man and a veteran diplomat in previous positions including the post of the Minister of Foreign Affairs of South Korea. His current position, however, is far more complex, and comes with tougher challenges. He refused to criticize the Israeli settlements and the separation barrier, even though he is expected to be prime spokesman on behalf of international legitimacy. His rationale was that he wanted to be able to assume a role, and did not want to disclose the content of the private talks he had with the Israeli officials. These pretexts and justifications, however, are unacceptable since it is among the core responsibilities of the UN Secretary-General to take public and declared stances against illegitimate acts and violations of international law. He assumed the same stance with respect to the International Tribunal to try those behind the politically motivated terrorist assassinations in Lebanon, including that of Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik al-Hariri and his colleagues. It also appeared as if he was trying to undermine the work of his deputy for legal affairs, Nicolas Michel, one of the most important pillars of confidence in the UN, by stating that Michel's report to the UN Security Council was not the Secretary-General's report.

For one reason or another, Ban Ki-moon decided to play the role of mediator to achieve a consensus on the tribunal even though his senior expert on that issue had informed him that passing the tribunal through a constitutional process has reached a dead end. His stance has raised questions, especially since he has not been able to fully explain what alternatives or strategy of persuasion he has, or how much time he needs to work on mobilizing the Lebanese consensus on the issue of the tribunal.

While his good intentions and genuine desire to achieve this consensus may have been the motive for his persistent efforts - despite his legal advisor's deeming such a consensus impossible - what Ban Ki-moon seems to have overlooked, however, is the time factor. He failed to see the possibility that he, as well as the Security Council, might fall into the trap of the crucible of killing time, a dominant strategy with Hezbollah and Syria. It seems highly unlikely that Ban Ki-moon has taken the decision to grant Syria or Hezbollah any favors. However, by impeding a Security Council resolution that would establish the tribunal under Chapter 7 of the UN Charter, even if inadvertently, reflects the UN Secretary-General's ignorance of the merits and details of this complex issue despite its crucial importance.

It is unacceptable for Ban Ki-moon to appear as though he might be willing to compromise on an issue as important as establishing a tribunal ratified by the United Nations and the legitimately elected Lebanese government to prosecute terrorist crimes and uphold the Security Council's pledges that the era of non-accountability has come to an end.

It is unacceptable for Ban to appear as though he has failed to comprehend the significance of the Syrian element in the Lebanese equation by stating that he seeks to influence Syria so that it could play a role in Lebanon.

It is unacceptable for him to present the content of the report of his Special Envoy for the Implementation of Resolution 1559 in a manner conforming to his desire to entice the Syrian leadership into cooperating with him. Instead, he should have highlighted the content that indicates Syria's failure to uphold pledges made to the former Secretary-General Kofi Annan, as well as, to Ban Ki-moon himself, in addition to its failure to implement international resolutions. As a matter of fact, the UN Secretary-General would be much better off to refrain from meddling in roles his advisers, deputies and envoys are more capable of assuming in order to preserve the weight of his distinct role when the need arises.

Even his role as a mediator, should not be carried out in the same manner of the mediations carried out by envoys. For the UN Secretary-General's mediation role should be limited to exceptional and rare instances that are guaranteed success in advance or to those that call for taking the risk of failure when there is absolutely no other alternative.

As far as the Middle East peace process is concerned, Ban Ki-moon's desire to exert efforts to facilitate it is not sufficient to allow him to play a distinct role or become an international mediator. As a matter of fact, Ban Ki-moon, would be making a mistake by believing that his responsibilities as a mediator or facilitator are an excuse for not taking necessary public declared stances that comply with international legitimacy.

Ban Ki-moon's first mistake was his declaration that it would be better to leave this issue for the Arabs and Palestinians at this juncture, since it is the other way around. For the international community, and the Secretary-General of the United Nations in particular, are the ones who should push both the Arab and Israeli sides toward peacemaking with the highest degree of urgency. Therefore, if the UN Secretary-General is seeking the role of the Special Envoy for the Peace Process, then, he would actually be undercutting the status he and his post deserve. If, however, he is seeking to play a role that produces a qualitative shift in the peace process and the Arab-Israeli relationship, then he should start thinking in terms of an integrated strategy that rises to the level of the challenges and obstacles. This strategy should not stem from leaving things to the Arabs and Israelis, but from wholeheartedly pushing the international parties to seize the reigns of the initiative and leadership.

Some Arab countries, including Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and UAE, have embarked on what could be seen as a campaign to create an international awareness of the perils of neglecting the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The main concept behind this campaign is that dealing with the Palestinian issue will radically help in warding off numerous regional and global wars and confrontations. These countries advocate a point of view that resolving the Palestinian issue will prove beneficial even in Iraq, through mobilizing the public opinion against extremism in all its forms and wherever it exists, and also by serving to neutralize some of the reasons fueling resentment towards the US administration and its military adventures there.

In any case, the UN should carefully examine what it can do in response to any possible developments in Iraq. No one expects the UN to send its blue berets to Iraq now on peacekeeping missions, nor is anyone contemplating that these missions replace the US and coalition forces there. Nevertheless, there is a need for a party that can act as a channel that facilitates re-establishing the essential, in-depth dialogue between States on what should be done in Iraq in light of all the various possible scenarios. Ban Ki-moon could be this channel, which would facilitate, foster and boost the needed in-depth dialogue between the major powers within the Security Council and the key regional States.

Such a dialogue is not an alternative to conferences and meetings that bring together Iraq, its neighboring countries, and the five permanent members of the Security Council. These are always important and beneficial, even if they turn into venues for bilateral meetings between representatives from the US on one hand, and Iran and Syria on the other. This other channel, however, should not preoccupy itself with playing the role of the sponsor of these bilateral encounters, nor should it place Iran and Syria at the forefront as the case with the channel that brings together Iraq's neighboring countries and the five permanent members of the Security Council. It should be the channel of serious talks, conducted behind closed doors, and which should begin with a candidness that has never been achieved between the five permanent members. For neither the US has demonstrated any willingness to acknowledge its mistakes in Iraq, nor do other governments seem to be keen on rescuing the US from the predicament of the occupation of Iraq, or the deep waters of its embroilment in a sectarian war there.

It is high time now for a dialogue that does away with pretension and resentment.
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