The U.S. is Dissatisfied with Annan
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There are growing differences between the UN Secretary General and the Bush administration regarding Syria and other fronts,

says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat

[Raghida Dergham and Joyce Karam report in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat that sources in New York and Washington confirm that discussions are underway in the Security Council on a draft resolution that would impose sanctions on any state that provides Hizbollah with weapons or allows weapons to reach it. These sources have informed al-Hayat of discussions on a draft resolution to be put to the Security Council that would impose sanctions on any state that ‘supplies or allows weapons to pass to’ any group in Lebanon outside the framework of the legitimate government in Beirut, and apart from arms sent to the Lebanese army.

The idea comes as part of the debate on how best to disarm the Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias—the most prominent of which is Hizbollah—as demanded by the third clause of Security Council Resolution 1559 which is expected to come to the fore after the Lebanese parliamentary elections are over. Al-Hayat’s sources report that the proposed resolution is still at the ‘pulse-taking phase’. Other sources add that ‘senior officials in the U.S. State Department who are dealing with the Syrian and Lebanese portfolios have taken the initiative in proposing this idea and in promoting it in the French and British capitals’, and that they are now ‘waiting for the response’. Al-Hayat’s sources confirm that the ‘United States is concerned’ about the next phase and how best to deal with Hizbollah, especially after the party has secured a significant presence in the new parliament.

They indicate that the State Department is now discussing the issue of weapons and of how to deal with Hizbollah’s parliamentary bloc given that it remains on the Department’s list of terrorist organizations. This is an especially urgent task in light of the possibility that the EU and Washington will undertake ‘training sessions’ for the elected Lebanese MPs, and the possibility that the Security Council would issue a presidential statement welcoming the elections.

The sources also emphasize that Washington insists on dealing with the Lebanese issue and Hizbollah within an international framework and in cooperation with the French and British. It will therefore avoid taking any unilateral steps. It will also ‘leave the issue of disarming Hizbollah to the Lebanese state’. If the proposed resolution secures European approval, it would send an ‘international’ message to each of Syria and Iran, threatening them with sanctions as the financers and suppliers of arms to Hizbollah.] 

NO SURPRISE: “No wonder George W. Bush’s popularity ratings are slipping; the president refuses to admit to any mistakes, large or small, and allows his innate stubbornness to influence his administration’s policies—instead of pointing out failing policies to his officials and ordering them to change course,” writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.

Nor is it surprising that world public opinion—as well as most leading diplomats—is turning against UN Secretary General Kofi Annan. Annan’s personal problems have exhausted him so much that he is now finds himself at a loss at how to deal with disagreements between his senior officials. His myriad political problems meanwhile are preventing him from grappling with the many issues he has to deal with. The difference between the two men is that while Bush is in no danger of losing his job, Annan clearly is.

Interestingly, while Iraq is a common source of trouble for both Bush and Annan (albeit from different angles), the Syria-Lebanon issue presents them both with a lifeline—but a very thin one.

Unfortunately, the Bush administration is currently in an obdurate state of mind regarding Iraq, Guantanamo, and the Patriot Act; it refuses to come up with a clear strategy on Iraq in spite of increasing signs that it will soon have a Vietnam-style quagmire on its hands; it chooses to turn a deaf ear to the rising clamor calling on it to close down the prison camp in Guantanamo in spite of the damage to America’s reputation and standing the inhuman practices there are causing; it deliberately ignores the damage caused to the cause of democracy in the Arab-Islamic world by the Patriot Act, which allows the U.S. government to violate the civil rights of Arabs and Moslems in the United States.

Over and above all that, and in spite of knowing full well that its candidate for U.S. ambassador to the UN (John Bolton) has become a liability, the Bush administration chooses to plod on regardless. Partisan politics is apparently more important for the administration than the issue of appointing a suitable candidate to represent the United States at the UN at a time it (the administration) pretends that it wants to convince the international community of its good intentions and its sincerity in seeking to spread freedom and democracy.

An unfriendly and unpleasant person overall, Bolton only has love for his fellow neo-conservatives and hardline hawks. 

As the Congressional hearings into his appointment have shown, he can be totally undemocratic with his staff and with those who differ with him politically—and those who refuse to bend the facts to suit the policies he prefers.

Bolton could be useful in reforming the UN—if that means tearing the organization down and rebuilding it from scratch. This might be exactly what the decrepit UN needs, by the way. But John Bolton is not the ideal person to inspire confidence that a better UN could be built on the ruins of the current one.

For one thing, he hates the very idea of the UN; given the chance, he will build a new UN in his own image. For another, the international community is still closely watching how the neo-conservatives are ‘building’ the new Iraq—by demolishing it, through policies that are either too smart or too stupid for words.

The recently-released Downing Street memos reveal an administration so eager to invade Iraq that it overlooked all the potential problems that could arise (and have indeed arisen) as a result; an administration that went to war with no clear strategy for the post-invasion phase. The memos also revealed that the Bush administration (controlled by Pentagon hawks in cahoots with Vice-President Dick Cheney’s office) decided as far back as the summer of 2002 to invade Iraq—while continuing to pretend that it was looking for ways to avoid a conflict. The Downing Street memos prove that the Iraq war was the direct result of a deliberate Anglo-American strategy based on deception. The U.S. media largely went along with this deception, faithfully toeing the Pentagon line and mobilizing the American public behind the war.

But American public opinion is finally waking up to the fact that the country was deceived into going to war—as well as to the realities of post-war Iraq. The American people are beginning—in ever-increasing numbers—to question the wisdom of invading Iraq as a means of spreading democracy in the Arab world. But even after waking up to these facts, the great American public chooses to close its eyes again lest it is accused of being unpatriotic—something that is not easy to do, especially with American casualties in Iraq increasing by the day.

Most Americans like to believe—as Bush wants them to—that the war in Iraq has diverted the threat of terrorism away from U.S. cities. But the majority of Americans also believe deep down that the war has been acting as a recruiting sergeant for terrorists the world over, that Iraq could yet become another Vietnam, and that the government might be forced to re-institute the draft. And these are the reasons why public support for Bush has been receding, to the horror of the Republicans.

ANNAN’S IRAQ: Kofi Annan’s Iraq is different to that of George Bush however, although for both men Iraq could pull them up or down. The UN secretary-general’s story with Iraq began when he visited Baghdad in order to avert war. He returned from that trip a hero—until he committed political suicide by shooting his mouth off. In a press conference he held soon after returning to New York from Baghdad, Annan described Saddam Hussein as ‘a person I could do business with.’

These five words destroyed all that Annan had done to foster ties with Washington. In moment of madness, Annan forgot that U.S. policy was designed to demonize Saddam, not do business with him. Annan was made to pay a very heavy price for this indiscretion.

But Kofi Annan’s biggest mistake—far more serious than a slip of the tongue—is of a strategic and fundamental nature. During his entire professional life, this secretary-general has always chosen prudence over audacity.

This was seen time after time in the way he dealt with a number of issues. Annan allowed personal stardom to take precedence over morality.

Yet this does not mean that Kofi Annan is a bad person; far from it. Basically a decent individual, his fault was that he lost his bearings upon attaining high office (not an uncommon failing, by the way). While no concrete evidence was unearthed to implicate him directly in the Iraq oil-for-food scandal, Annan is still suspected of involvement. His son Kojo was found by an investigation (led by Paul Volcker) to have received kickbacks from the program designed to feed the Iraqi people, which was enough to keep Annan under suspicion. Only last week, new developments in the oil-for-food scandal renewed speculation that the secretary-general might resign or be forced from office.

It is being whispered (whether in anger or out of spite) at UN headquarters that Annan might tender his resignation when the General Assembly convenes in September in the presence of up to 150 heads of state. It is also being said that the fact that the investigating committee decided to postpone submitting its report until August (which will quite possibly be followed by a further postponement until September) was to give Annan time enough to resign on his own volition. But it is believed that the U.S. administration is less enthusiastic to see the back of Annan now than it was in the past; a lame duck secretary-general apparently suits Washington’s purposes more at this point than an energetic and effective one would.

The Bush administration (and many other governments) is curious as to the nature of the relationship between Annan and Syrian President Bashar Assad. On more than one occasion, Annan was quick to adopt positions supportive of the young Syrian leader, thus saving him from considerable embarrassment. He was recently forced to retract under pressure from the Secretariat and the Security Council, but he nevertheless qualified his retreat by issuing comforting statements.

There are those who ascribe this behavior to conflicting advice the secretary-general received from his advisers and departmental heads (rivalry is at its height at UN headquarters these days it seems). To this must be added the tensions Annan is under, not to mention his jealousy of the influence enjoyed by some of his advisers. Annan is not a strategic thinker; he is a man who having achieved the most senior post at the UN, is afraid of the ambitions of others.

The recent withdrawal of Syrian troop and intelligence operatives from Lebanon (according to Security Council Resolution 1559, which demanded Syria’s withdrawal, the disbandment of all Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias, and respect for Lebanon’s sovereignty) was an example of how conflicting advice could affect Annan’s judgment. Having declared Syria to be in compliance by withdrawing fully, Annan was forced to retract when he learned that the investigative committee he had sent to Lebanon was not able to verify that Damascus had evacuated all its intelligence operatives from the country. He was forced to dispatch another team to investigate after he was faced with facts proving that he prematurely declared Syria to be in compliance with 1559.

In fact, it was sometimes unclear whether Annan was competing with the envoy he entrusted with monitoring Syrian compliance, or whether he was keeping a close eye on him. Annan’s advisers are puzzled why he insisted on declaring Syria to be in compliance with Resolution 1559 despite the advice he received to the contrary (Larsen aside) that he should wait until the withdrawal was verified—and that the Americans and Europeans were suspicious of his motives.

The U.S. administration is dissatisfied with Annan and with (his special envoy to the Middle East) Larsen because of last week’s meeting between the latter and Syria’s Assad. For its part, the UN refused to comment on the substance of the talks, and only expressed its ‘encouragement’ that they were ‘constructive and helpful.’

But ‘encouragement’ and ‘helpful’ are not words the Bush administration likes to hear. The Americans were particularly disturbed by references to ongoing dialogue and to Larsen’s intention to ‘continue working’ with Assad and the Syrian government in order to ensure the full implementation of Security Council Resolution 1559.

This is the essence of the disagreement between the Bush administration on the one hand and Annan’s UN on the other.

UN secretariat sources close to Larsen could not conceal their pleasure that the private talks (that took the best part of two hours) resulted in a dialogue between the two sides that promised to ‘continue in a constructive manner.’ Larsen is a veteran diplomat who is well versed in the arts of negotiation and compromise. He conveyed to Assad what the international community required of him—if he (Assad) really wanted to mend his ties with the international community, and if he wanted the UN to help him in this regard.

But the Bush administration wants more than that; it is certainly not interested in dialogue, reward, and cooperation. What the U.S. wants is for the UN to deliver a stern message to the Syrians, not talks on implementing resolutions already passed by the Security Council. In Washington’s eyes, the issue is clear, and Damascus must understand what it has to do; the UN must be decisive and force Syria to comply.

“But in the final analysis, the issue of Syria and Lebanon is only one of many international crises—albeit an important one that also had the misfortune of crossing paths with men who love to take risks,” concludes Dergham.
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