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Foreign Ministers who met in New York this week did not agree on a strategic“deal” that would have made Iran the winner, thus subjecting the United States to Tehran’s nuclear and regional ambitions. Instead, they agreed on a preliminary strategy that would place a road map before the religious leaders and revolutionaries in the Islamic Republic of Iran. This road map would guide them along toward a long-term truce, offering them some incentives while clearly reminding them of the consequences of [failing to accept] this offer. Stalling for time is an important part of this agreement, from Iran’s perspective, and that of its friends in the regional axis, namely the regime in Syria, Hizbullah in Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine. It is equally important from the perspective of Iran’s protectors in the UN Security Council, namely China and Russia. Indeed, the current round of talks has proved to be in favor of the Iran camp, because any postponement to putting Iran before its obligations would act as a godsend to Iran, which would use this time, not to clean up its own house, but to clean up the houses of its Arab neighbors—namely Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Bahrain—to serve its own interests. More specifically, it would resort to demonstrations, elections, aid, suicide bombers, militias or governments that coordinate with it, to achieve its purposes. However, this is only one round in a strategic war that is reminiscent of the Cold War era.

US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice is playing the role of captain of two ships in the US administration. A ship that represents toughness and sticks rather than carrots, and another that stands for patience and a bunch of carrots versus a stick that is waved in the remote distance. Certainly, it is wise to opt for patience, as long as it does not prove to be a premeditated plot in a well-thought out strategy that would allow Iran and its allies the chance to impose new realities on the ground that would certainly serve Iranian, Syrian, Palestinian and Lebanese interests of extremism, vacillation, sabotage and escalation.

Condoleezza Rice is walking a tightrope between the agenda set by her undersecretary, Nicholas Burns, who is entrusted with the Iran and the Middle East file, and who is calling for patience, and that of the US Ambassador to the UN, Richard Bolton, who is calling for toughness. What happened this week during the New York meeting of foreign ministers could be considered as a victory for the Burns camp, since Bolton had wanted to push for a resolution under Chapter VII of the UN Charter that would allow for the use of military force to compel Iran to comply with the International Atomic Energy Agency’s recommendations. In other words, he had wanted to shake the stick in Iran’s face, rather than show it a carrot.

But what Rice finally yielded in to, in that heated meeting – which, according to sources, had involved a heated exchange between Rice and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov—was totally opposite to what Bolton was pushing for. Indeed, Rice had agreed to offer Tehran a bunch of carrots before shaking a stick in its face, by giving it some extra time to cooperate on the kind of carrot they would agree on.

Russian diplomacy has considered this a victory for its philosophy, policies and style of dealing with Iran. The new Russian ambassador to the UN, Vitali Churkin, did not hide his pleasure at “how discussions about the Iranian file in the UN had moved away from talk of Chapter VII and threats to international peace and security to make room for calm diplomacy.” Churkin said that after the meeting, “the direction changed completely, and now there is a strategy for dealing with Iran,” which the delegates of Russia, the United States, Britain, France and China as well as Germany will be working on to present a “new bunch [of carrots]” to Tehran. Condoleezza Rice had explained that the director-generals of the ministries have been entrusted with implementing the strategy which the foreign ministers had discussed at the meeting, namely to find a way that would cause Iran to confine its nuclear program to civilian purposes and scientific advancement, without resorting to uranium enrichment. “This is not Iran receiving incentives,” Rice had said.

During the next two weeks, it would become clear whether the decision to restore unanimity among members of the Security Council would prove to be a winning strategy or whether it will prove to be a failure in the upcoming London meetings, because the five Security Council member states and Germany would have failed to come up with carrot-and-stick measures.

Rice and Burns have temporarily ruled out Bolton’s strategy which argued that unanimity at the Security Council was desirable but not necessary. It is possible that their decision to stay clear of Bolton’s agenda stems from strategic considerations that are related to US bilateral relations with Russia and China. It could also be the result of pure calculations of the number of voting members who were expected to endorse the [Bolton-backed] resolution. Once [Rice and Burns] realized that they would not be able to garner the required nine votes to adopt the resolution, as was the case in the battle for Iraq, they decided to drop this course of action.

This does not mean that the United States’ general policy has drastically changed to the extent of bowing out to Russian and Chinese policies, and going along with them in their promotion and support for Iran’s nuclear and regional ambitions. In fact, what Rice has agreed to, with Burns’ encouragement, seems to stem from the decision to lower the tone with respect to Iran, in order to rid people of the impression that the US would like to duplicate, in Iran, its experience of unilaterally attacking Iraq.

Moreover, collective collaboration would place the burden on all participants, whether they succeed, or fail to agree. As a result, the motivation behind Rice and Burns’ strategy might have been to give Russia and China another—and, possibly, a last—chance to lead Iran to reason. If they succeed, then Washington, too, would celebrate the victory of achieving truce. And if they fail, then all blame would be lifted off US diplomacy which it would have all the tools to explain its other have kept its options open.

The letter which Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad sent to US President George W. Bush at the beginning of this week alluded to Iran’s desire to open a page for dialogue and to strike a strategic deal with the US. Indeed, despite the verbose style employed in the letter and the absence of suggestions for solutions for the prevailing problems, the mere fact that Iran chose to establish such a high-level contact with the US, for the first time in 27 years, is proof that it is interested in entering into deals with the United States and take its time in negotiations.

Buying time could serve both sides for different reasons, but in the end, it would serve Iran and its allies more. Indeed, Iran’s strategy is to develop Iran to become a regional power and so it could be part of the exclusive Nuclear Club of Nations.

In order to achieve its regional supremacy, Iran has been implementing the same strategy in the Gulf and the Middle East—that of planting the seeds of instability and causing regime change on the basis of sectarian polarization and religious extremism. Iran’s political and religious leaders and revolutionaries use different tools to achieve their goals, managing to break through democratic processes through their financing of militias in Arab countries. They use all their political skills to weave destruction and terror for their neighbors, in order for them to gain some time and impose themselves as permanent leaders in the region.

Up till now, none of the leaders of Iran’s neighboring countries, especially those in the Gulf, has sat down to devise a well-defined and reasonable strategy to deal with the Iranian nuclear and regional strategies. They only started to think of the matter behind closed doors, and in some of the public declarations which were made during the extraordinary summit that took place in Riyadh last week. Arab leader should be careful not to move too slowly about finding a serious strategy with respect to Iran’s ambitions; otherwise it might be too late.

Similarly, it would be a big and costly mistake for the region to look at the Iranian file as merely a crisis between Tehran and the West. Indeed, Arab and Gulf countries have all the means to weaken the foundations on which Iran is building its plans for hegemony over the Arab region. In particular, Arab and Gulf countries can start out by working to weaken the investments Iran is making in Syria and Lebanon. In fact, if Arab countries keep on watching from afar what is happening in the relations Iran is forging in these two countries, they would be hurting themselves first and also the Syrian and Lebanese peoples.

Arabs are now merely watching Iraq’s destruction and possibly its drive towards division, because they feel completely helpless. In fact, it is no longer possible for Arabs to merely blame the US occupation on what’s happening in Iraq, in order for them to flee from responsibility. Indeed, the savagery with which bodies are being cut up is a phenomenon that is both local and imported from an Islamic and Arab environment, and it is also on par with the savagery committed by the American invasion into Iraq. They are all equal when it comes to savagery in the era of borrowed wars on Iraqi territory. At this point, we can say that Arab leaders are incapable of involving themselves in these wars.

On the other hand, these Arab leaders are capable of preventing Lebanon from being turned into a war zone which Iran could take advantage of, through Syria. This would require Arab leaders to devise a new strategy in their relations with the Syrian regime, instead of offering their blessings to what Syria is offering Iran at the expense of Arabs. These leaders know fully well that Syria has devised a strategy to regain its control over Lebanon, to transform it into a tool that would allow Syria to gain influence in the region through any means possible, whether by producing local terrorism or exporting new types of terrorism. They also know that Syria is providing Iran with the link through which Tehran could pretend that it is a defender of the Palestinian cause, at a time when Arab heroism has been dwindling.

Iran is pumping huge amounts of money in Lebanon, not for the benefit of the country or its people, but in order to use Hizbullah as a tool in imposing its regional influence and as a bargaining chip in its deals with the US and Israel. The fact that Arab countries are merely watching what Iran is doing in Lebanon and Syria is proof of their short-sighted vision. [What Syria and Iran are doing] is not a matter of Arabism, brotherly solidarity, and safeguarding stability, but the complete opposite. It is a matter that is against Arabism and that comes at the expense of the Lebanese “brother,” and it is a major investment for destabilization.

The same could be said about the Palestinian “brother.” Indeed, Arab leaders did not examine the significance and repercussions of having Hamas reach power; otherwise, they would have devised a comprehensive political and economic strategy that would have showed an honest-to-God Arab interest in the Palestinian people who was forced to choose between Fatah’s corruption and Hamas’ extremism. Indeed, poverty in Palestine had strengthened Hamas’s popularity, just as poverty in Lebanon had reinforced Hizbullah’s influence and control.

It is good that the Quartet committee which met this week in New York has endorsed the principle of finding a mechanism for offering aid to the Palestinian people; but this would be temporary and transitional aid. The danger in this mechanism is that it would be rationing aid directly to the Palestinian people, thus bypassing the Palestinian Authority and transforming the Palestinian people into a huge refugee camp that receives aid.

What Arab leaders should do, without fear or hesitation, is to join those who are trying to persuade the US administration of rationing aid through the Palestinian presidency, as represented by Mahmoud Abbas. This would be the solution that would also bypass Hamas. Indeed, if Arab leaders stand by the Palestinian presidency they would not be betraying the Palestinian people, especially if this stance was accompanied by an influx of Arab money to implement the mechanism that was endorsed by the Quartet.

Arab leaders should think of all the influence they possess at the popular and governmental levels, both regionally and internationally. Indeed, the Security Council negotiations over Iran are not confined to the five member states because they are guided by strategic interests and economic considerations. Iran is not in sole possession of the keys to oil and strategic interests in the region, and the big Arab countries should not behave as though they are scared of Iran. Instead, Arab countries should refrain from establishing bilateral economic relations with countries such as Russia and China, in order to prove to such countries that their bias for Iran comes at the expense of their Arab relations.

This is not the time to hide in the forest, but to stand on the treetops to explain one’s positions and mobilize the required support for them. This is exactly what Iran is doing under the glare of the sun, which is bringing it all the attention it needs. In order to blow away the clouds of international isolation, Arabs should do the same, instead of merely basking in Iran’s shadow.
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