The Treaty with Iraq Is the Last Concern of the US Presidential Candidates
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So remarkable is the neglect of the draft security treaty between the US and Iraq in the American media and by the US presidential candidates, at a time when this treaty has recently been a lead issue in Arab and Iranian media. This treaty organizes bilateral relations for years to come. Most notably, it consecrates the US military presence in Iraq, whether in the form of permanent bases or other temporary ones that follow the Turkish model. Since the prerogatives of the American side - as enshrined in the draft treaty - have upset Iran, Iranian and Iraqi leaders have voiced their objections to the treaty in such a way that was supposed to attract the attention of the American media, especially that a few of these leaders engaged in an open provocation against the US troops deployed in Iraq. It is the duty of the American media prior to the presidential elections to stop ignoring issues, such as the future of the security treaty and the future of US-Iraqi relations, as perceived by the American voter and as proposed by Republican candidate John McCain or Democratic candidate Barack Obama. It is time for candidates, voters and media to start examining the prerequisite tools of any strategy and their availability. The time has come for them to weigh the causes that undermined America's ability to win the trust of people, and to determine whether isolationism is a real option for the US in this current era. These, after all, are not domestic issues for entertainment, but rather, critical affairs that deserve to be taken very seriously on the American, Middle Eastern and global levels.

Two weeks ago, in a rare unprecedented move during a US presidential campaign, the three primary candidates, John McCain, Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton, issued a joint Sudan statement, whereby they condemned the atrocities against civilians in Darfur and called for an end of violence. The three candidates said in a warning tone, "It would be a huge mistake for the Khartoum regime to think that it will benefit by running out the clock on the Bush Administration. If peace and security for the people of Sudan are not in place when one of us is inaugurated as President on January 20, 2009, we pledge that the next Administration will pursue these goals with unstinting resolve." The rare statement has not stopped the atrocities, but will certainly have an impact on the thinking of the Khartoum government, the rebels and the quarreling factions, at least in the sense that they cannot perceive the US presidential race as a period of unmonitored opportunities.

No similar positions are expected over Iraq or toward Iran in the absence of an incident related to American national security. In that case, Barack Obama in particular may be put to the toughest test, since he will have to creatively adapt his positions to the traditional requirements of national security. There are those who expect a remarkable surprise from Iraq, insinuating that George W Bush may have something up his sleeve, something that will have repercussions both on Iraq and Iran. These repercussions will favor John McCain who maintains decisive positions over the issue of weapons of mass destruction, be they Iraqi or Iranian. Barack Obama, on the other hand, evidently does not favor military decisiveness with Iran or military presence in Iraq, as he sticks to his initial position against the war in Iraq. However, Barack Obama is not advancing that strategy which responds to radical and main questions, such as: What should be done with Iran if it continues to reject the package of incentives proposed by the US, Russia, China, Britain, France and Germany in accordance with Security Council resolutions in return for the mere suspension of uranium enrichment? What should be done with Iran if its strategic calculations are based on the "naïve" assumption that unconditional dialogue sabotages the consensus of the five permanent member states and undermines the Security Council resolutions issued under Chapter Seven of the UN Charter? 

John McCain, likewise, has to answer a few questions on the mind of the ruling establishment in Iran, questions that reflect the wit of centuries of training. What should be done with Iran if it reaches the strategic decision that the American forces in Iraq will be taken hostage in case the US opts for a military adventure? What should be done with Iran if it takes all regional precautions against a potential military attack and opts for retaliatory measures against all US expectations, calculations and priorities? Iraq is the primary issue in the American-Iranian relationship, followed by Lebanon and Palestine, along with the ensuing outcomes with respect to Iran's relationship with Syria and its ties to Hezbollah in Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine. The primary issue, ultimately, remains the key demand of the ruling regime in the Islamic Republic, namely American recognition of its existence and acknowledgment of its permanent endless control over Iran. If John McCain or Barack Obama is willing to fully rehabilitate and integrate the Iranian regime into the international community, what kind of relationship does the US expect to have with the Islamic Republic following this process? What are the elements of this bilateral or grand deal between these two countries with competing intellectual and strategic ideologies?

One day after making history by securing enough votes to become the first African-American Democratic presidential candidate, Barack Obama addressed the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) specialized in enhancing American-Israeli relations on all levels. He said, "I will do everything in my power to prevent Iran from obtaining a nuclear weapon - everything." He explained what he had previously said about his willingness to sit with any leader, including the Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad without any preconditions. But his explanation was obscure. He said, "Contrary to the claims of some, I have no interest in sitting down with men like Ahmadinejad just for the sake of talking. But as President of the United States, I would be willing to lead tough and principled diplomacy with the appropriate Iranian leader at a time and place of my choosing - if, and only if - it can advance the interests of the United States." The distinction that Obama has in mind between Ahmedinejad on the one hand and the Iranian regime and its other leaders on the other hand can be described as the naiveté of prevailing logic these days. There are thinkers, academics, and self-proclaimed experts on Iranian affairs who believe that the problem with Iran is Mahmoud Ahmedinejad, completely overlooking who the real ruler is and how decision making is integrated within this regime.

In his attempt to explain his position in front of the pro-Israel AIPAC's audience, Obama tried to distance himself from his Islamic roots. His paternal grandmother was a Muslim from Kenya, while he converted to Christianity and became a devout Christian with no ties to Islam except for his middle name, Barack Hussein Obama. He is aware of the suspicions this creates and the difficulty facing many Americans in supporting him given his black color, his Muslim name, as well as his childhood and upraising in Indonesia and Hawaii rather than in American cities where the experience of black Americans has its special and remarkable dimensions. This is not to mention that he is a liberal with tendencies that the Republicans can call leftist, whereas most Americans stand to the middle of the right. What Barack Obama realized as he addressed AIPAC is that he has to win over the Jewish vote and support as a significant base if he wants to enter the White House. This is why he vowed $30 billion in assistance to Israel over the next decade to "ensure that Israel can defend itself from any threat - from Gaza to Tehran." He also said that any agreement with the Palestinian people must preserve Israel's identity as a Jewish state with Jerusalem as its undivided capital. Such talk will surprise many in the Middle East who have been betting on qualitatively different positions from Barack Obama with respect to the Palestinian question and Israel. What will comfort a few is Obama's saying that he intends to be engaged in creating Israeli-Palestinian peace from the start of his administration without waiting until the waning days of his presidency, in a criticism directed at George Bush. He also said that the Palestinians should have their "contiguous and cohesive" state. John McCain harbors the same views with respect to the Palestinian state. The differences among the presidential candidates are minimal when it comes to the attitudes they adopt towards Israel, the primary and most important ally of the US.

Hillary Clinton, who wishes to make history twice, once as the first woman to run for president, and second as the first woman to hold the vice-presidential ticket, with Obama's go-ahead, spoke about the need of the US for a new foreign policy. In her address to AIPAC, she said that the Bush administration's policies in Iraq and other areas cost the US heavily in terms of power and strategic influence. Iraq will top the priorities of the US presidential candidates as a measure of judgments and exchanged accusations between the Democrats and Republicans; between the supporters of John McCain and Barack Obama. Barack Obama will need a running vice president similar to what Dick Cheney was for George Bush in his first campaign that carried them into the White House. In other words, he needs an older, more mature and experienced partner. Many may see Hillary Clinton in the vice presidential post as the dream ticket, not only for the Democratic party, but also for the US, in reference to a black presidential candidate and a female vice presidential candidate. Such thinking falls in the category of "momentum" that accompanied the nomination of Barack Obama and which Hillary Clinton struggled to compete with. However, the next stage demands different requirements. For example, it is Bill Clinton who may be the desired model as a running vice president next to Barack Obama, as a partner who brings in expertise, awareness, experience and caution. It is insufficient to say that Obama will surround himself by the best experts, nor is it sufficient to say that John McCain will benefit much from any improvement in Iraq. Both contenders are demanded to seriously think about the future of the US in Iraq, with Iran and the entire Middle East.

The Bush administration is currently negotiating with the Iraqi government over the security treaty expected to be concluded next July. As the date draws nearer, and irrespective of whether the deadline will be honored or postponed, it is remarkable that the US media totally overlook this issue, at a time when the flames of this question are raging all over the media in the Middle East. If the presumed Democratic candidate hopes to win votes on the basis of his call for an almost immediate withdrawal from Iraq, the American media can at least raise questions over the impact of such a bilateral treaty and whether it would intersect, object, or contradict Obama's call for pulling American troops out of Iraq. An Iranian clergyman, Ayatollah Kazem Haeri, has issued an edict that prohibits any agreement regarding the presence of American forces in an attempt to hide the legal foundations of their presence once the international delegation given to these forces under Chapter Seven of the UN Charter expires. Similarly, Muqtada al-Sadr has called upon his followers to demonstrate after prayers every Friday and to move regionally to block the agreement between Washington and Baghdad. Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki will discuss this treaty in Tehran on his next week visit as he will also discuss the so-called evidence of Iranian interference in Iraqi affairs.

Perhaps it is time for a joint visit by John McCain and Barack Obama to Iraq, at least to become familiar with whatever preoccupies the entire region, while the American media doze in their deep slumber.
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