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With the raging financial crisis paralyzing the American foreign policy, the US administration appears tied up, in need of understanding and patience. The financial crisis has also assuaged the desire for escalation among the majority of states whose leaders arrived in New York this week to attend the 63rd session of the UN General Assembly. Everyone seems lost and bewildered by the US economic crisis and its repercussions across the world. But a few, especially Russia, see in the American weakness an opportunity to flex diplomatic, political and military muscles. Others opt for security muscles and practical measures to reinforce their positions with the US perceived as helpless, tied as it is by its financial crisis, its limited options at hand, and the looming void during the presidential elections. All this leaves the world political scene in anticipation and fear, perhaps in a state of helplessness. Under such circumstances, some governmental or non-governmental parties may fearfully embark on adventures, on the assumption that provoking the US will not be costly at this stage, with the instruments of response tied down. There are also concerns that a few states may buy time in such a way that benefits their political or nuclear programs. Iran, for example, may follow this course while pretending to adopt a new behavioral approach, one that mitigates its unacceptable intentions in the eyes of the Western public opinion, as the case was with President Ahmadinejad's previous threats to wipe Israel off the map. Since George W. Bush's administration seems to be leaving amidst self-inflicted defeats, it is bidden farewell mixed with gloat and spite almost all over the world - with the exception of Iraq where George W. Bush's legacy is a divisive issue. Yet, this is not just a matter of spite for those preparing to take advantage of the American situation and the void in the global leadership. Some parties are getting ready to take actual measures to shift balances based on a strategy that aims at taking advantage of tied hands. In the meantime, all eyes are on Afghanistan and Pakistan, where filling the void is extremely expensive. As a result, many states may devise new strategies, especially if they believe that their interests require a hidden cooperation with governments that hate one another to prevent Taliban's return to Afghanistan for example. In this event, Tehran may be bound to accept the American military presence in Iraq as an indirect partner in preventing Taliban's return to Afghanistan. This is just one element in the complications of the next stage. But for now, it is the diplomacy of patience and wishful thinking that dominates the initiatives of leaderships currently in charge of sailing through the waters of international politics, including the French leadership which embraces the strategy of managing solutions and crises with wishes and hopes in the era of void and lacking options.

The French diplomacy is beating the drums of fear, warning against indifference to the Iranian file, as put by President Nicolas Sarkozy. Yet, France delegates the mission of persuading Iran to change its course to Bashar Assad, Sarkozy's new friend, on the basis that the Syrian President enjoys the trust of his Iranian counterpart with whom Sarkozy will never sit because he has spoken about destroying Israel. The makers of this policy speak with one voice, "This is our hope," as they wager on the Syrian channel to induce a change in Tehran's nuclear and regional approach. Those closely familiar with Sarkozy describe him as an active man who hates inaction. Therefore, he grabs any opportunity or channel likely to cause vibrations. The French president appreciates and practices vibration. But how would this strategy be integrated in a European policy - with France currently presiding over the EU - or in a European-American policy - as the Bush administration has delegated to Sarkozy the mission of policymaking in spots such as Iran and the Middle East? The answer will probably require a lot of deep thinking.

Perhaps the clearest example of international policies toward Iran is the practical collapse of the long-delayed collective sanctions system within the Security Council. Russia has no interest in reinforcing sanctions, as it sees no condemnation of Iran in the reports of the IAEA chief Mohammed al-Baradei. In response to the author of this article at the New York-based Council on Foreign Relations, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov suggested that his US counterpart, Condoleezza Rice, shared his view that Iran's nuclear file should be left to the next US administration. Russia agrees with the US and Europe that Iran should not be allowed to possess nuclear weapons but disagrees over the tactics. Unless the US-European diplomacy takes serious, tangible and effective decisions to strengthen the sanctions on the Iranian regime via measures applied from outside the Security Council, the current Russian strategy that protects Tehran from sanctions will probably be more successful and effective. Tehran never rules out military action and takes seriously all Israeli threats of military measures intended to prevent its possession of nuclear weapons - even when such threats are not serious.

In a response to al-Hayat during his press conference in New York, Ahmadinejad spoke about Iran's known capabilities to respond to Israel. Remarkably, he refused to answer the content of the question: Does Iran consider Hezbollah's arms in Lebanon part of its strategy in retaliation for Israeli threats? During the same press conference, Ahmadinejad deliberately corrected a question which stated that, in his speech to the General Assembly, he opposed the bilateral US-Iraqi security treaty that regulates the long-term US military presence in Iraq, when in reality he did not, but merely mentioned the disadvantages of subjecting Iraq to Chapter VII of the UN Charter. Iran is simply unclear on whether it prefers the continued presence of American troops as part of the multinational forces and as per Chapter VII, which would require a Security Council extension of these forces' term for another year, rather than the bilateral treaty with Iraq to consecrate the US military presence there.

According to senior sources in Iraq, the Iraqis will request the Security Council to extend the stay of multinational forces in the country, especially amidst the failure to reach an arrangement that keeps the financial aspect of Iraq's relationship with the UN under Chapter VII, as Iraq demands. Though the Iraqi government prefers to exit Chapter VII for sovereignty-related purposes - as it no longer wants to subject its political and security decisions to the approval of the Security Council - it does not seek at the same time a complete parting with Chapter VII for financial reasons. Chapter VII relieves Iraq of demands and liabilities worth hundreds of billions of dollars in terms of debts, contracts, and compensations. Baghdad negotiated with Washington over a bilateral security treaty that frees Iraq of Chapter VII. But the negotiations stumbled over a few points, especially the financial aspect in the absence of the aforementioned financial protection under Chapter VII. Iraqi officials feel that the bilateral security treaty will not be signed before yearend, when the Security Council resolution on the stay of multinational forces in Iraq expires. They claim that the treaty is technically ready but the political decision is still hanging in Baghdad. This is why preparations are now underway for the possibility of seeking an extension with the Security Council. This stands in sharp contrast with Baghdad's explicit statements that last year's extension was the last it sought in the hope of reaching a bilateral treaty.

Neither the Iraqis nor other Security Council members have fears about Russia obstructing the extension resolution, especially following a bilateral meeting between US Secretary Condoleezza Rice and her Russian counterpart in New York. As to what will actually happen during the negotiations over the extension decision, this will depend on the bargains and positioning strategies that will distinguish the next chapter of the American-Russian and European-Russian relations in the coming few months. What is certain is that the Security Council must pass such resolution before year end if the extension is to be adopted. This phase of American-international relations may be one of the most difficult for the US which until very recently was bound by the impression that it was militarily tied by the war in Iraq. Today, the US is financially chained by the sweeping financial crisis that almost shakes the foundations of the American economy.

The current stage is serious; not only because solutions are frozen and the US is losing its weight with other states in the absence of an effective foreign policy supported by military capability when need be. To some, the only pole in the balance of superpowers is collapsing. Such an impression leaves the scene open to any side, which thinks that it can impose security escalation anywhere. The financial crisis has coincided with the presidential elections and the anticipated state of void until a new administration takes over. This represents a scary scene for a world of void. Those interested in filling this void do not necessarily heed global security but probably bet against it. They are certainly uninterested in saving the US from the American and international quagmires of the Bush era.
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