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“They began to listen.”  This is how an Arab official at the World Economic Forum at the Dead Sea summarized new signals in American positions towards the issues of Palestine, Iraq and Reform. He recalled that American officials had shut off listening to Arab, and world advice for a long time. US Secretary of State Colin Powell took a corrective curve on the three dossiers; but the substance was lost in the climate of giving up on promises made by the Secretary, on whom Arab moderates had built great hopes in the past. Jordan’s King Abdullah II refused to allow boredom, anger or frustration to take over the Forum. He instead, launched forward-looking initiatives on reform and took unconventional positions on both Palestine and Iraq issues. He employed the opportunity of American willingness - or necessity - to listen and make sure that Colin Powell’s program included not only a meeting with Arab Ministers at the Dead Sea, but also a meeting with leaders of Civil Society and the Arab Business-Council. This is exactly what the American Administration is in dire need of. To meet with different sectors of Arab Society with readiness to comprehend, so that it can draw constructive policies for the United States, for the Middle East, and the Gulf Region. This is also what the Arab Region needs to do, to seize self-satisfaction with blame, frustration and anger, and take instead, initiatives and draw strategies to benefit from opportunities, even when they seem at first glance intolerable. 

What happened in the United Nations Security Council this week is an example. The United States allowed the Security Council to adopt a Resolution that demanded of Israel, “...respect its obligations under "International Humanitarian Law” and insisted that Israel must stop the demolition of homes, “contrary to that law.” The American abstention, which came in the aftermath of a series of vetoes, is an important development particularly, that the American Administration had pledged that any Security Council Resolution on the Middle East must have as a precondition, a clear condemnation of all Palestinian Organizations before touching any Israeli practices.

The American amendments on the original Arab draft resolution were incredibly arrogant, and dismissive of Arab, and International positions that held Israel responsible for violating both the International Humanitarian Law, and its legal obligations as the Occupying Power.

What contributed to the Administrations’ conclusion that it must abstain on the vote is a combination of excessive Israeli use of force, killing civilian protesters, Washington’s fear that its veto at this stage would provoke Arab reactions to the extent of losing both patience, and sanity in dealing with the United States, and the prudence of Arab Negotiators at the United Nations.

Algeria’s Representative, Ambassador Abdallah Baali, the only Arab member of the Security Council, and Palestine’s Representative Dr. Nasser Al-Kidwa, supported by other Arab Ambassadors, acted on the principle of utilizing the circumstances to persuade the United States of the benefits in allowing the Security Council to adopt the Resolution. Their conversation with the American Mission pointed out that, it is in the American interest not to allow Israel’s blanket violations of laws, including demolition of homes, and making thousands of Palestinians homeless. They were clear on the Arab intent of putting the Resolution to the vote, even if it met an American veto, but they opened the door to reasonable negotiations. They were neither haphazard, arbitrary, nor did they have as their priority boxing the United States in exercising its veto power. 
Both men found greater value in a Security Council Resolution that condemned the killing of Palestinian civilians in Rafah, demanded Israel’s respect of International Humanitarian Law, and the international communitys’ “insistence” that Israel ceases destroying homes. This example highlights the wisdom of building on prospects even when initial reactions drive against the wall.

King Abdullah’s positions, since US President George W. Bush’s embrace of schemes launched by Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon in his letter of miserable guarantees, have been characterized by astute exploration of openings. President Bush had decided that Sharon’s willingness to withdraw from Gaza is an “historic opportunity” and rewarded him the promise of prejudging the borders of a settlement, as well as the destiny of the refugees in the letter of guarantees.

King Abdullah’s postponement of his trip to Washington, together with his insistence on a Letter of Clarifications and Assurances to the Palestinians, led the American Administration to retreat from its mistakes. The Administration adheres to “realities on the ground” that would logically preclude that the final settlement would be on the 1967 borders, and that the Palestinian refuges will not have the Right of Return. But it did correct the mistake of prejudging the negotiations between the parties and clarified in a letter to Palestinian Prime Minister Ahmed Qurei, [Abu Alaa’] that the final status of the occupied territories will be decided by Palestinian-Israeli negotiations.

During his meeting with media leaders who attended the World Economic Forum at the Dead Sea, King Abdullah spoke of the necessity for the Palestinian Leadership to stop “competing with each other,” the need to either “unify” the decision and the Leadership, or “sort themselves out” because the continued “competition” on the decision and authorities is “costly on the political level.” His message was: Help yourselves so that others can help you.

Such talk as well as calling on Palestinian President Yasser Arafat to “look in the mirror” is normally said behind closed doors. The Jordanian King did well in moving such conversation from a whisper to public statements. It is time for the Palestinians who speak off the record of Arafat in harsher language in private meetings to address the Palestinian President in public language.

Everyone, one way or another, implies that Yasser Arafat has got to stop confiscating authorities from any Palestinian Prime Minister. Whether he resigns, or stays in power is a different matter. Some wish he would step down because his adherence to power has become a burden on Palestinians as decided by the International Community. Others want him to stay on, because whether he is sustained or disposed of is a Palestinian decision, not an International one. Perhaps new Palestinian elections, given that the elections that brought Arafat to the presidency were held over a decade ago, should clarify the Palestinian decision. Such elections may not be possible now. This is why some Palestinians are discussing the idea of “toppling” Arafat’s dominance over the Palestinian Authority through elections within “Fatah” so that he either becomes a symbolic President or chooses to give up.

The other attempt at solving the problem of Arafat’s adherence to power and hegemony over decisions is being entertained through “Hamas.” This Organization, which was a year ago completely outcast in American and European considerations, has become today an important body in the process of rehabilitation to assume responsibilities that would turn the Israeli withdrawal from Gaza into a true opportunity, rather than make it an Arena for bloodshed.

Hamas today has become a real contender, favored over Yasser Arafat’s leadership even to Americans, Israelis and the International Community, because the Israeli initiative to disengage from Gaza is in need of a Palestinian interlocutor who understands the importance of filling the vacuum. Hamas recognizes that any Israeli withdrawal as an end to occupation in that particular city or village. It may welcome Ariel Sharon’s refusal to negotiate the withdrawal with any Palestinian party because this may be suitable to it in any case. In effect, Hamas had found an opening for the exploitation of the opportunity provided in what it saw as an Israeli trap, and not a “historic opportunity.” It found an opening to undermining the style of appropriating authorities, and allocating responsibilities single-handedly adopted by the Palestinian President. It saw an opportunity to force international players, European, American and Israeli, to retreat from considering Hamas, a terrorist organization that must be dismantled. Administering Palestinian territories no longer under occupation was also viewed an opportunity; so was Sharon’s refusal to negotiate, because such rejection “liberates” Hamas from concessions that come along with negotiations. Hamas is proving prudent in the art of exploiting prospects.

The Iraqis are also trying to search for opportunities, despite all the setbacks. The Grand Ayatollah Ali Al-Sistani is much wiser than Mr. Muqtada Al-Sadr, and more astute in the art of opportunities. He contributed fundamentally in the correction of American policies and wrong assumptions in Iraq. He was not smitten by vituperation and confrontation, but he contested with prudence, and wisdom. Muqtada Al-Sadr’s resistance awakened the Americans to the necessity of rectifying their path. But mistakes made by both, led to a bloody confrontation that Iraq would have been better off without.

Now that the American Administration has begun to admit mistakes and to redress them, it is imperative that such opportunity is utilized. The Administration has put the transitional period for Iraq in the International Arena, with great dependence on the United Nations and its envoy Lakhdar Brahimi, as well as the Security Council, which began drafting a new Resolution of great importance.

The next stage is one where the State Department could retrieve the dossier of Iraq confiscated by the Pentagon. This by itself is an opportunity for the Administration to replace the Pentagon’s methods of dictation and arrogance that led to an unprecedented animosity towards the United States with the language of diplomacy, attentiveness and listening that the State Department and Colin Powell had long argued for.

The negative reaction to Powell’s speech to the World Economic Forum at the Dead Sea is understandable as an initial reaction, because the Pentagon has curtailed the Secretary of State, reduced him to the peripheries without any influence, and painted him irrelevant in many Arab and International assessments.

But it is wrong not to benefit from the opportunity provided in the State Department’s particularly Colin Powell’s, control of the Iraq file, even for a few months between now and the American elections in November.

It could be said that facilitating the job of Colin Powell and the new American Ambassador to Iraq John Negroponte who is close to him, is nothing but a transitional investment that would benefit, in the final analysis, the hawks at the Pentagon who are sure to steal back Iraq’s dossier in the aftermath of the prison’s scandal storm. This is possible, but it does not negate the wisdom of profiting from the space available to Powell and Negroponte which might bring about a new reality that paints the extremists of hawks into a corner. More important is the impact of utilizing any opening on Iraq today, and in the future.

This is where the World Economic Forum was more than an opportunity to meet, or an idea to float. It provided for an interaction of ideas and stimulated brainstorming between Governmental and Public sectors. It allowed the American Secretary of State to listen carefully to several messages which will contribute positively in drawing policies and taking decisions. He heard in the conversations, frank and constructive notions regarding what would put Iraq on the path of recovery.

The de-baathification or the rebaathification of Iraq were prominent subjects in the Discussions and Workshops. Arab responsibilities, whether by providing troops, or through investments, were another leading topic. There was a lot of discussion on the role of Iraqi Army and Intelligence, and ways to provide jobs, because employment is a fundamental contribution to stability. Other important issues were: the type of relationship between American Forces and Iraq in the aftermath of the Security Council Resolution that will officially wipe out the term “occupation”; the unity of Iraq and the consequences of a Civil War, the mistakes of the past, and how to avoid them in the future.

Iraq’s Foreign Minister, Hoshyar Zibari, spoke of having had “problems with Colin Powell when he spoke of Limited Sovereignty” for Iraqis post June 30th. He insisted that sovereignty will be full, but he spoke of the realistic sovereignty when he said that “the exercise of powers will be limited.” He said that the premature departure of American Forces will “bring chaos,” and that “the best guarantor for Iraq’s unity” is that these forces remain until Iraqis can assume their responsibilities. He believes that Iraq will not fall in into Civil War, yet he acknowledged that civil wars do not happen by  “Decree” but by a “culmination of events.” Should such a war engulf Iraq, the civil wars in Lebanon, Algeria and Somalia would look like a “picnic,” he asserted.

Zibari proposed to Arab Foreign Ministers the idea of an “Arab Peacekeeping Force” in Iraq, and challenged Arab companies to be there on the ground now if Arabs are serious in contributing to the future of Iraq. He made clear that such an Arab peacekeeping force would exclude Iraq’s immediate neighbors. His idea came as a response to continued Arab complaints, and rejection of the occupation without any readiness to fill the vacuum created by the departure of foreign forces.

According to Iraqi sources, the Arab response was “we’re not ready to fill the vacuum, nor do we have the desire to play the Peacekeeper role in Iraq.” This was predicted by the Iraqis, but the purpose of the Proposal was to corner the Arabs, and challenge them to do more than complain and reject.

This pitch may be simply an attention-grabber; but it does expose the Arab deficiency and lack of any strategy towards Iraq. Iraq today is subject to American-British decisions- and to the United Nations’ temporarily, without any cohesive, effective Arab input.

Some Arab countries are offering ideas. Jordan’s view, as expressed by King Abdullah, is that de-baathification is a negative term and that the Army that was dissolved should be reemployed. Others argue that only the reemployment of Iraqi Intelligence would lead to defeating the anti new Iraq forces, whether the opponents are Iraqi or Arab.

What will the American Administration do with all the advice, and is its readiness to listen a fleeting tactic? The answer to these questions are yet to be clear. The ubiquitous American Administration will not be able to retrieve trust and confidence until tested during the transitional period in Iraq, and unless consistent in the aftermath of the exceptional Security Council Resolution on Israel.

What the World Economic Forum at the Dead Sea accomplished is significant on many fronts. Colin Powell said that reform has now an Arab “ownership” and that the upcoming G8 Summit will reach out for a partnership with the Arabs, and bring “ideas and money” to the table. King Abdullah proposed a comprehensive vision for reform within a timetable, to circumvent excuses and pretexts.

There at the Dead Sea, the United States began to listen; an important exchange of views on Iraq, Palestine, and Reform was launched. Jordan took the initiative to host this gathering last year that has become an annual event similar to that at Davos. Those who opposed Davos at the Dead Sea, have come around to understand its value. Syria did well by sending an official delegation to the conference and would do better if it makes its attendance at the highest levels a tradition.

During the Forum, the “Jordan Times” put out an issue dated 16 May 2010. The issue was inspired by Jordan’s Minister of Planning, Bassem Awadallah who is the main engine behind the World Economic Forum at the Dead Sea. The issue had headlines such as: “Celebrating the Successful Attainment of Vision 2010 Goals”, which was launched by King Abdullah this year, “Palestine readies for 5th Independence Day,” “Nissan signs $100m deal for Assembly Plant in Aqaba,”...“Red-Dead Canal 40% Completed” in reference to an Israeli-Palestinian-Jordanian joint project.    
  
Putting out this issue is not for the purpose of advancing illusions, but for advocating the right to dream and the astuteness of putting opportunities to work.
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