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US-Iranian polarization should not push Arab countries to cower, fearing potential repercussions against them. Instead, this polarization should lead Arab countries to join the dialogue as partners, bringing with them a strategy that would safeguard their regional standing. Gulf countries, themselves, could use their oil card and their political and security connections to guarantee that they would not be left out of the Iranian file which is being dealt with by the United States, Britain, China, Russia, France and Germany. Otherwise, Gulf countries would end up facing unpleasant surprises. In any case, joining the dialogue should only constitute part of the strategy that is necessary for keeping Arab-US dialogue on par with the one between Iran and the US. The other part of the strategy requires that Arab countries participate in fashioning the destiny of the region, whether in Iraq, Palestine or Syria and Lebanon. It’s certainly not acceptable anymore to simply say that “we are helpless in Iraq.” Indeed, it is time for Arabs to examine what they could effectively offer Iraq other than sorrow and blame, taking public stances whenever terrorism masquerades as resistance, and US forces commit massacres. Moreover, Arabs should offer financial aid to the Iraqi people.

On the Palestinian front, the course that should be followed by Arabs has become very clear; it is one that was first initiated by Arab countries, such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt, but which requires some reinforcement as well as public awareness and preparation for the large amounts of forthcoming money that is independent from European aid. On the Lebanese front, the least that Arab countries should do is to publicly declare that they do not support Syria’s position with respect to the border delineation issue it has with Lebanon, since this is merely a game that Syria is playing at the expense of Lebanon’s future and stability. Meanwhile, the international community agrees on the need for delineating the borders, lest the Shebaa Farms should keep on being exploited by the resistance.

The enticements which Xavier Solana, the European Union High Representative for common foreign and security policy, brought with him to Tehran, and the Iranian government’s favorable response to these enticements, mean that a new page has been opened with regards the Iranian file.  These enticements rule out the military option and stall for time, in case things should head toward confrontation.

These enticements are important with respect to relations between the West—as represented by the United States, Britain, France and Germany—and Russia and China. Iran responded favorably to what Solana brought with him, as could be understood by what Iranian Foreign Minister Manuchehr Muttaqi has said, that Iran “prefers cooperation to confrontation,” particularly when it comes to the nuclear issue. Iran’s favorable response came after it had pushed everyone—including Russia and China—to their wits’ end, with respect to putting up with Iranian provocations. There is a limit to the extent to which superpowers are willing to battle against each other, even for economic interests. At this point, neither Russia nor China would be willing to offer Iran protection and defend it, when it chooses to keep on taking unreasonable stances that hold it accountable before the world. And then there is the summit.

Russian President Vladimir Putin wants to host a successful G-8 Summit – that is, the group of seven big industrial Western countries plus Russia, which was added to the group a few years ago. This summit will be held in St. Petersburg on July 15, when the Iranian file will be tackled, in particular from both the Western and Eastern perspectives and that of the five permanent member-states at the United Nations Security Council. This summit could effectively become the conclusive date for receiving official Iranian answers to the proposals which Solana had carried with him to Tehran, in addition to a response to US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice’s declaration regarding the US’s willingness to dialogue with Iran if it would cease its uranium enrichment activities. Since Russia is important both strategically and tactically at this point, Tehran will be careful not to disrupt Putin’s summit in St. Petersburg.

However, what led to the détente was neither the G-8 summit nor Russia, but more importantly the US. Indeed, when Tehran chose to escalate matters, it was counting on the fact that the United States would not be able to engage in another war while it was still implicated in Iraq. Iran had calculated well that the US was in a tight spot. As a result, Iran played its card skillfully and adventurously. What Iran had wanted was for the United States to recognize the ruling regime in Iran for the first time in 27 years, by engaging in dialogue with it and negotiating and even conducting barter deals with it. This would be followed by agreements, collaboration and even offers of security guarantees to Iran.

What Rice announced was a major change in US policy toward Iran. This was then followed by the bunch of enticements which served as an opening for the potential negotiations, barter deals and agreements that might be made with Iran. But this is still merely an opening, not a full entry. Until that time when deals and agreements would be reached, what is happening right now will still fall under the category of ‘stalling for time’ for all international players in the Iranian issue.

At this point, Iran’s achievements could include the enticements which Solana had bore with him, even though they included threats of potential repercussions, which were not revealed in detail, at the behest of Europe, the United States, Russia and China.

The fact that enticements were proposed to Iran means that the United States has decided to live with the Islamic Republic of Iran with its religious regime and the leadership of the revolutionary president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. In other words, George Bush has effectively given up on toppling the ruling regime in Tehran, and he has also given up on the Iranian opposition who had revealed in 2002 Iran’s nuclear program which had been kept a secret for 18 years. And that is exactly what Tehran had wanted. In return, the Iranian regime is merely being asked to appease the world that it would not build a nuclear bomb right now.

The US administration sees things differently. For instance, Condoleezza Rice, who is among those credited with the Bush administration’s change of policy toward Iran, thinks that all these enticements do not serve to prepare Iran [for cooperation]. She says that the road is very complicated in order to reach the stage of rehabilitating the Iranian regime or recognizing it. Rice had deliberately mentioned several regional issues and Iran’s relation to them, addressing the issues of Iraq, Lebanon and Syria, at a time when she declared US willingness to engage in dialogue [with Iran] on condition it would not be confined to the nuclear issue.

Iran is not Iraq. This is something that Arabs understand very well, especially after Solana came with his bunch of enticements, with ‘carrots’ spilling over from his shoulders, while he left the ‘stick’ in the European continent before he headed to Tehran. This would never have happened in Iraq, even if the sky had fallen. Indeed, Iran had hurt the US much more than Iraq had. Iranians had held Americans hostage at a time when Saddam Hussein was a partner to the US, when the latter had wanted to stop the Iranian Revolution from spreading to the Gulf. Despite this, neither the US nor Europe had offered any enticements to Saddam Hussein like the ones offered to Ahmadinejad. Iraq is not Iran from both the European and the American perspectives, regardless of who is ruling either country. Iraq, the Arab country, can be easily reckoned with just as it would have been easy to get rid of its despotic president without destroying the infrastructure. As for Iran, it is a land of the Persians which imposes on the world how it should be dealt with and how it should be taken into consideration, even if those ruling it speak a language that is not acceptable by the international community.

It is now up to Condoleezza Rice to show what she meant exactly by her words. She faces an opportunity for making barter deals with Iran or entering into confrontation with it, in all regional issues. Iraq is a clear matter in the equation, since the US is in dire need of Iran’s cooperation in Iraq, while Tehran, in reality, is in dire need of keeping US forces in Iraq. Whatever is said other than that is not accurate. In fact, it is not true. Tehran holds several keys in Iraq—those affecting the regime, militias and the Iranian ‘street.’ But Iran would end up becoming implicated in things against its wishes should the US stop securing certain positions or confronting certain situations. In other words, the presence of US forces in Iraq still benefits Iran greatly. Tehran fears US withdrawal from Iraq and does not want it to happen right now.

Thus, Iraq is eligible for being at the center of barter deals between Tehran and Washington. This is something that Arabs should pay attention to, not just because deals that alienate them would actually be at their expense, but also because the Iraqi people would not forgive Arabs if they remain on the sidelines, watching the crisis and the barter deals without any contribution or pre-emption. Arabs, both leaders and governments, elites and public opinion, should not stay far from the Iraqi file anymore. Arabs, like the United States and Iran, are part of the problem in Iraq. At this stage, at the start of dialogue, and possibly the start of US-Iranian barter deals with respect to Iraq, Arabs should start to seriously think of what should be done for Iraq. Iran used its intervention in Iraq as a card in its bilateral relation with the United States. This is exactly what Syria would like to do, after it activated the Syrian-Iraqi border issue in order to be taken into consideration, hoping to win the US over, in the Iranian style, despite the lack of similarities between the Iranian and Syrian situations.

It might be difficult for Arab countries to warn Iran against the repercussions that might result out of its games in Iraq. But these countries should make Syria understand that the time of playing the Iranian card in the Gulf is long gone. Indeed, Syria is stalling for time for reasons that are different from those used by players involved in the Iranian nuclear file. Syria’s calculations are based on the bombshell which it fears most—that of the international investigation into assassinations of political, intellectual and media leaders in Lebanon, starting from the assassination of Former Prime Minister Rafic Hariri. Condoleezza Rice is capable of proposing the Lebanese and Syrian issue resolutely, during its negotiations with Iran. And she will. However, Iran is fully aware of the requirements of dialogue with the United States, France, Britain and Germany. Iran realizes that this dialogue is an opportunity of great importance for its bilateral relations with these countries, strategically, commercially, politically and diplomatically. For this reason, Iran would not waste such an opportunity randomly, not for regional issues, such as the Syrian file or Hizbullah, which the Iranian leadership would gladly control if the price is right.

As for Palestine, neither Iran nor Syria is being faithful to the issue. In fact, the Iranian government’s exploitation of the Palestinian issue has caused Iranian public opinion to hate the Palestinian cause, specifically because Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has turned the Palestinian cause into an Iranian priority. For this reason, Arabs have a chance to retrieve the Palestinian file from Ahmadinejad’s shenanigans and Syrian exploitation. Otherwise, Arabs would be allowing Palestinians to be abused and insulted, and prevented from deciding their fate. This would constitute an excessive exploitation of the Palestinian cause.

The challenges which Arabs face are many. They are both ethical as well as strategic, and they will define their destiny. The first test has started from the Iranian platform.
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