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Syria cannot afford to misinterpret the twists and turns in U.S.

Mideast Policy, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat.

In an era of transition, turmoil is an essential component of current U.S. Middle East policy; but that does not mean that all American policies are in a state of disarray, writes political commentator Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.

BETWEEN THE LINES: Those Arab governments that read between the lines in anticipation—or those which hide their heads in the sand in trepidation—would be making a mistake if they believe that President George W. Bush’s slipping popularity ratings will get them off the hook, or that the deteriorating situation in Iraq will deprive the American administration of options.

Already there are indications that the Bush administration is about to embark on new policies, most (although certainly not all) based on the ‘carrot and stick’ approach. These indications show that the Bush administration is prepared to adopt a new approach towards such Islamist movements as the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, the Palestinian Hamas, and the Lebanese Hizbollah, designed to persuade them to renounce militancy and take part in the political processes in their respective countries. 

As far as Syria is concerned, vibes emanating in Washington (that are readily picked up by the UN in New York) indicate that the administration is beginning to view the ruling Baath Party in much the same light as it used to view the Iraqi Baath before it was overthrown.

Attempts by senior administration officials to hand power in certain Arab countries to the Islamists (either through elections or by lifting restrictions imposed on them) have evidently failed. This does not mean that the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood is now Washington’s preferred choice over the Mubarak regime, or that the Americans see the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood as a ready alternative to the Baathist regime of Bashar Assad. 

What it means is that the time when it was possible for Washington to manipulate the Muslim Brotherhood is over.

Egyptian officials responsible for President Mubarak’s campaign for reelection (to a fifth term) insist that the only alternative to their man is utter ruination. The thrust of their message is to scare people of the alternative to Mubarak’s regime, and not to promise more freedom and openness. Their aim is not to allow the Muslim Brotherhood to become the only choice other than the current regime. ‘Even babies in their mothers’ wombs want Mubarak to continue as president,’ as one government pamphlet recently put it.

Yet it is obvious that Washington’s policies vis-à-vis Mubarak are in disarray. This was evident in the conflicting statements regarding the Egyptian regime made by President Bush and first lady Laura Bush recently (on a trip to Egypt, the first lady praised Mubarak’s ‘courage’ in taking the very limited steps he has on the road to openness).

Yet it is also obvious that administration policymakers have listened to the arguments put forth by many individuals and organizations saying that the objective of Cairo’s scaremongering is to ensure that Mubarak (and his heirs) should remain in power. 

American policymakers have apparently come to the conclusion that continuing support for the Mubarak regime undermines Bush’s commitment to spread democracy in Egypt and elsewhere in the Arab world.

President Bush sometimes appears torn between his gut conviction that the route of democracy, freedom, and elections is the right one to take to defeat terror on the one hand, and the advice he has been receiving from Arab rulers that only oppressive methods can prevent fundamentalist Islamists from seizing power on the other. That is why his policies sometimes appear confused, although in fact he might be pursuing a two-track approach designed to reassure reformists who fear continuing military rule and its replacement by extremist Islam in equal measure.

Iraq has taught the Americans valuable lessons about the depth and extent of influence exercised by religion and religious leaders in Middle Eastern countries. Had it not been for Ayatollah Sistani’s decision to help the United States, American forces would now have been in a far worse situation.

For it is a fact that it was the Iraqi Shiite religious establishment that saved the United States from catastrophe; it is also acting as a conduit for exchanging messages between Iran and the U.S. Administration.

Recent hints by the Bush administration that it might accept Hizbollah’s participation in Lebanese politics as a political party were not only the result of political realities on the ground in Lebanon; they were also related to Sistani’s efforts in ‘mediating’ between Washington and Tehran.

Like the situation in Palestine, where Washington discovered that it has to deal with Hamas in order to help the Palestinian Authority of Mahmoud Abbas, it has also come to the conclusion that it has to deal with Hizbollah as a political party (and not a terrorist organization) if it wants the Lebanese opposition to succeed, and—crucially—if it wants the Iraqi Shiite establishment to continue supporting and feeding it advice.

And since Washington knows that advice is seldom free, it has started to consider seriously pressuring Israel to withdraw from the Shebaa Farms [in South Lebanon] in order to prod Hizbollah into disarming.

After all, there is no need for resistance if there is no occupation.

HOLDING DAMASCUS RESPONSIBLE: But until that happens, Washington will continue to hold Damascus responsible for the armed activities of Hizbollah and various Palestinian factions in Lebanon. The administration does not buy Syria’s allegation that it can do nothing to disarm Hizbollah; on the contrary, Washington says that since Damascus played a major role in creating Hizbollah in the first place, it has to undo what it was responsible for creating.

Although logically speaking responsibility for disarming Lebanese militias (called for by UN Security Council Resolution 1559) should now fall on the shoulders of the Lebanese government (since the Syrians have pulled their troops out of Lebanon), Washington and Europe believe that Beirut still cannot act independently of Syria.

There is a growing conviction that Syrian intelligence is still very much active in Lebanon in spite of the Syrian military withdrawal.

As a matter of fact, all Security Council members agree that Syria is not yet in total compliance with 1559—although several were prepared to grant Damascus a ‘certificate of good conduct’ after Secretary General Kofi Annan chose to emphasize the positive aspects of a UN report into the withdrawal of Syrian troops, and ignore those parts of the report which spoke of the inability to verify whether Syrian intelligence operatives have been pulled out as well.

But last week’s assassination of Lebanese journalist Samir Kassir caused many people to question Annan’s apparent eagerness to give Damascus a clean bill of health regarding its withdrawal from Lebanon. While Syria was not accused of direct involvement in Kassir’s death, the climate created by the Syrian presence (outlined in the Fitzgerald report into the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri) was an important contributory factor. Add to that reports saying that Syrian intelligence—and Lebanese security—were back to their old tricks in Lebanon, and it is easy to understand why Damascus is once again coming under pressure.

The posture adopted now by the United States (and supported by France) is this:

First, the UN (through a new verification team) must ensure the total withdrawal of Syrian intelligence from Lebanon.

Second, Syria must play a more proactive role in disarming Lebanese militias. This must include the closure of offices maintained by Palestinian movements in Damascus as well as those in Lebanon of which Syria has knowledge.

Third, Syria must stop interfering in Lebanese politics, and the relationship between Syrian and Lebanese intelligence must cease.

Fourth, Syria must agree to the delineation of its borders with Lebanon and open an embassy in Beirut. In short, the Syrians must prove that they no longer see Lebanon as a Syrian province—or as a strategic depth, as they have for decades.

The Syrian regime would be committing a grave error if it believes that the burden of proof should fall on the shoulders of others. That is what the former Iraqi regime discovered too late.

Syrian leaders—including reformists and moderates—believe that the onus is on the international community to prove that Damascus has not carried out its commitments vis-à-vis UN Security Council resolutions. This is wrong and dangerous to Syria’s interests. 

It would be in Syria’s interests to correct this error now and take the initiative to prove that

it is in compliance.

Last week, a senior Syrian official was quoted as saying that ‘the UN has verified Syria’s full withdrawal from Lebanon. We refute all accusations made against us and demand that those making such accusations provide proof.’ 

Sorry, but the evidence shows that the UN could not verify that Syrian intelligence operatives have indeed been withdrawn from Lebanon. This was made abundantly clear in an official report submitted to the Security Council. It is therefore meaningless for the Syrian official to assert that, ‘we have no soldiers or intelligence operatives still in Lebanon; I challenge anyone to prove otherwise.’ 

Sorry, but the burden of proof falls on Syria’s shoulders alone, not on those of the international community.

Another grave error in the thinking of the Syrian leadership was that revealed by the same official when he said: ‘The challenge facing Syria today is how to decouple Europe from the United States. This is what Syrian diplomacy is working on at the moment.’

Europe cannot be decoupled from the United States as far as Syria and Lebanon are concerned, quite simply because the train in question is not strictly American; it is an international train. It would be far better for Damascus to concern itself with how to deal with the activities of Syrian and Lebanese intelligence than with trying to split the international community.

The challenge facing Syria today is how to abandon the Baathist way of doing things, and how to embrace change and reform. The Syrian leadership must realize that Lebanon—far from being an asset—has actually become a liability; it must understand that unless it proves that Syrian intelligence has been completely withdrawn from Lebanon, Syria will continue to be accused of committing crimes (such as the assassinations of Hariri and Kassir) in that country—even though Damascus might well be innocent of involvement in such crimes.

The Syrian leadership must understand the significance of the fact that the Security Council decided to define the recent assassinations in Lebanon as ‘crimes of terrorism,’ and that its only way out is to prove that it has washed its hands completely clean of Lebanon. Only then can the Syrian leadership begin doing what it has to do on the domestic front. 

Jumping off the Baathist train to nowhere would be an ideal first step.
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