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In his initiative this week, the American president reaffirmed his question regarding the Palestinian issue in the context of the occupation and the importance of asking the question as a basis for a peaceful solution. In doing so, he shot down organized Israeli attempts to repeal the terms of the occupation and to deny its application to the Israeli-Palestinian relationship. Removing the Palestinian subject from the context of terrorism and returning it to the context of an occupation is a setback in the campaign to reduce Palestine to terrorism and a campaign to change the terms of the occupation that elements of the American Israeli lobby are putting forth. These elements are trying inevitably to fail George Bush's efforts at reviving the centrality of the Palestinian issue and driving it towards a solution based on the foundation of two states; Palestine side by side with Israel. These efforts are patient, organized and practical in placing pressure on the American administration and presenting a ladder to climb down whenever the American president tries to climb up towards ambitions which Israel is not yet ready for. This is what the Lobby did 5 years ago when Bush presented his vision for a two state solution as a basis for removing the occupation. The same will probably occur if it is decided that Israel prefers the current situation and is not ready for the implications of peace. In contrast to the Arab reactions accompanying resentment over American positions by remembering, then surrendering, this lobby has mastered the art of "talking points" which are distributed to its loyal community to become an organized campaign covered by the media and congress and think tanks and academic organizations with the goal of influencing the very policies they aim to change. It is now time for the Arab side which does not belong to the camp which blindly hates the United States to take a page from the "talking points" playbook and to adopt a strategy of influence in American policies towards Palestine and Lebanon and Iraq in a way that will serve to move these issues forward.

The American president's speech about the priority of the Palestinian issues and its centrality in the Arab-Israeli conflict and the launch of an international conference constitutes a good opportunity for creative Arab ideas and for an Arab effort together with Russia, the European Union and the United Nations, not just with the United States. George Bush's encouragement of a charge towards the implementation of the two state vision and the pressure to realize this vision is not an exercise in futility. Belittling what the American president announced is harmful to Palestine because it takes away from Palestinian hands the possibility of an American president investing himself in their cause for a year and a half. The man will remain in the White House for that time no matter how much weaker he becomes and no matter what is said about electoral restrictions. Besides, it is the president who possesses the right to create foreign policy, and not congress or any political party. George Bush will decide that rescuing his reputation for history will require not only waging wars against extremism, but also fighting xxx with moderation. The 43rd president's personality qualifies him for surprises such as giving Israeli-Palestinian peace a push, and giving it personal determination and commitment, and the opportunity in front of him is favorable to such a move.

The Palestinian leadership represented by the president of the Palestinian Authority Mahmoud Abbas and the Prime Minister of the emergency government Salam Fayad is a new kind of leadership, and it discredits any claim that there is no Palestinian partner qualified to negotiate with Israel. This leadership is determined to isolate Hamas after the movement attempted a bloody coup against the Palestinian leadership and its president, and it is ready for early elections. It is a leadership that enjoys local and international credibility, and that understands the language of institutions, how to build nations, and how to build economic and political frameworks for a nation. For the first time in Palestine, there is a government that is carrying out a government's tasks. Its prime minister is equally fluent in the languages of economics and security and politics and diplomacy. Salam Fayad is a statesman who was set apart by the disastrous recklessness of Hamas, which failed to play the role of a government and which has returned to the fold of factions and movements.

George Bush has started to realize that Mahmoud Abbas and Salam Fayyad represent a an unparalleled cornerstone for true participation in negotiations, robbing Israel of an excuse to evade them with the excuse of not having a Palestinian "partner". In other words, the Abbas-Fayyad leadership exposes Israel's charges and its shiftiness towards serious negotiations to fulfill a two-state vision. Bush has started to realize this, and has started to probe the validity of automatically placing the blame on the Palestinians.

As an veteran Arab politician said, "The current peace in the Palestinian Authority refutes the tradition of placing the blame on the Palestinians"; a blame which Israel promotes and has been successful in promoting, particularly in George Bush's era, with the aim of reducing and relegating the Palestinian issue to "terrorism". The Arab politician adds that Bush is taking his first steps in this connection, and "it is our responsibility to make it clearer. This is a chance to create an independent and lasting Palestinian state in the context of a two-state solution, and we have from now until the end of the year".

Moderate Arab states, such as Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Egypt and the UAE, understand completely the requirements of supporting the Abbas-Fayyad government with money, weapons, politics, and diplomacy, and they are acting. They know that true empowerment of the Palestinian Authority means empowering it to carry out security duties, for the PA is not an authority if it does not possess the tools to control security, regardless of whether Israel sets this as a condition or whether the United States includes it in its security-related expectations of the Palestinian Authority. Common sense states that for the Palestinian Authority to be taken seriously, it must be enabled and empowered, security-wise. So Salam Fayyad was right to classify security as a priority, not to please Israel or to respond to it, but because it is for the Palestinians' own good that it must be done. Therefore, it is up to all the countries that speak of support to the PA, whether it is an Arab country or European or the United States, to present financial and military support to the Palestinian Authority immediately and substantially.

Obviously there are urgent economic needs that require immediate funds so that the Palestinian people do not pay another toll while waiting for solutions. Saudi Arabia is at the forefront of the countries that are presenting such aid, in addition to the UAE and other countries. Salam Fayyad must set up a program which will dictate to these donor nations, Arab or foreign, where to direct their donations. However, what is needed from the moderate Arab nations is not just money and weapons, but a united vision as well. A united Arab vision towards Palestine is currently missing, particularly as Syria objects to an international conference on the Palestinian issue. Damascus wants to be at the forefront of peace with Israel and prefers to relegate Palestine to second place. For that reason, it is expected that the Syrian government will work to disrupt the American initiative to hold an international conference regarding Palestine, and Lebanon is the preferred arena for sabotage emanating from Damascus. Because Damascus feels that it is simultaneously isolated and encircled, it will strive to appear as though it holds all the cards in the game with Israel, when all the Syrian government wants with Israel is the continuation of the existing status quo. Damascus sees its success in the continuation of the status quo which is based on escaping forward, and the dream of removing the nightmare that is the international tribunal which will prosecute those involved in the political assassinations in Lebanon. The final report from the head of the international tribunal regarding these assassinations, Serge Brammeretz, increased the feeling of panic in Damascus and caused Brammeretz to double the number of security guards with him based on information that he is at the top of a list of supposed targets for assassination. His predecessor Detlev Mehlis told Al Hayat after the Brammeretz report came out: People will read once again our reports. These reports displayed what happened, and who was involved in the assassination of the former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and his companions. Names of high level Syrian officials were revealed, among them the Syrian President's brother in law Assef Shawkat. This is in addition to the evidence revealed by the investigation, which implicates four high level security men who are close to the Lebanese president Emile Lahoud in this terrorist crime.

What terrifies Damascus is the following: That the investigation will uncover evidence and names ready for presentation to the international tribunal, and proceed with arrangements for the establishment of a court which will most likely be based in The Hague and the search for a prosecutor and judges, and strengthening the United Nations' files which record Syrian violations of the arms embargo that was placed on it by the UN Security council according to Chapter 7 of their charter and forbidding countries from smuggling weapons across their borders with Lebanon. What terrifies Syria is the United Nations accusing them of refusing to cooperate in the issue of the Shebaa farms and the refusal to hand over documents relating to the ownership of these farms and their sovereignty. Another worry is the direction the United Nations is taking towards the demarcation of the farms after Syria refused to demarcate its borders with Lebanon so that the Shebaa farms would remain suspended and remain as ammunition in the resistance that Syria operated from Lebanon through its allies, the militias of Hezbollah and the Palestinian factions fighting the Lebanese Army. Then came the bilateral talks between France and Iran regarding Lebanon, as well as the talks between Saudi Arabia and Iran, which served to aggravate the feelings of fear and isolation and inferiority, in addition to the nervousness regarding an international conference called for by the American president, headed by Secretary of States Condoleeza Rice, which neglects Syria. The appointment of former British Prime Minister Tony Blair as the new envoy for the Quartet which includes the United States, the United Nations, the European Union, and Russia, is one of the elements of his friend George Bush's acceptance of the importance of the Palestinian issue by putting the issue on the table.

What George Bush said during the announcement of his initiative this week indicated that the American president listened carefully to the message of the moderate Arab nations that Jordan's King Abdullah carried to him on behalf of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the UAE and other moderate Arab and Muslim countries. The point of the message was that Iraq is obviously important, but the Palestinian issue is the "central issue" for Arab and Muslim nations. Bush said in his announcement that discussions in American circles focuses on Iraq, but that "Iraq is not the only central issue in the Middle East", after which he proceeded to talk about Palestine. It has been nine months that the Jordanian ruler has been gradually trying to convince the American president of the centrality of the Palestinian issue and of the importance of working towards solving it in a swift manner instead of focusing exclusively on Iraq. In May, the Jordanian king carried his message to the American people and the American congress to say that Palestine is the essence and that the window of opportunity for the two state solution has begun to close. King Abdullah carried with him promises and reassurances from moderate nations, at the head of which was Saudi Arabia.

The American opposition to the revival of the Palestinian issue tried its best to hamper the efforts of the Jordanian king, but they failed and at last the president was convinced that an active American role in the Palestinian issue will be helpful to the interests of the moderates in the region. For that reason, it is important that the American president commits himself officially and publicly to a political process and a plan, to driving bilateral talks between Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert and Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas forward, and to an international conference in the fall. From now until that time, the European nations, with France and Germany at their forefront, have a vital role in preparing for the conference by pressuring Olmert to stop resisting efforts towards serious talks regarding the final situation of the occupied Palestinian territories.

If Russia really wanted to play a role for the benefit of the Palestinian people, here is another chance in front of it, particularly since it has participated in the Quartet for years with little attention and without any meaningful initiatives. It now has the opportunity to clarify its real concern for the Palestinian issue and its refusal to slip into the nonsensical Syrian efforts to compete over which track the negotiations will take.

This is a chance for the Palestinian people. All who claim to be concerned about these people are required to show their concern by helping to end this occupation and create an independent Palestinian state. As for manipulating the predicament of Palestinian camps' unity, or using this as a chance to rebuff the American initiative, these are games we have seen before during the Soviet era, and it is time to get rid of them.
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