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The US administration is weaving parallel policies toward Iraq, Palestine and Lebanon at a time of growing indications of a harsh and painful air strike against vital targets in Iran, accompanied by a decisive warning to Syria that qualitatively changes the current balance of power in the region. Those who are familiar with the thinking of leading figures in the administration say that the decision has been taken to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons, at all costs, and using any means. They say that the recent Israeli raid on Syrian positions destroyed advanced weapons facilities, some of which involve banned weapons, and that the strike constituted an important juncture in Syrian-Israeli relations. There are still American and Israeli leaders who believe that this strike will help split Syria from Iran, and that this remains an achievable goal. However, there are also those who cite the depth of Syrian-Iranian relations, in the area of weapons headed for Hizbullah in Lebanon. This group says that the new information, related to the development of banned weapons with assistance from North Korea, puts Syria in the category of a strategic threat to Israel, as the relationship has moved from one of calm to a new stage. At this juncture, the administration of George W Bush is keen to re-organize the US presence in Iraq and the US-Iraqi bilateral relationship, which has been liberated from international constraints resulting from UN Security Council Resolutions under Chapter 7 of the UN Charter. The administration wants this autumn conference to launch another phase of the Israeli-Palestinian relationship, which will lead to a new chapter in Arab relations with the White House. This administration is determined to muster international and regional support to confront attempts to prevent a presidential election in Lebanon, whether these attempts involve obstructing the constitutional process or assassinations that are also killing the majority in Parliament. The US administration should be aware of the necessity of not using any of these objectives as a mere cover for what it wants to do in Iran. These are very important issues in themselves, and deserve hard work. The "autumn conference," which will focus on the establishment of a Palestinian state, will have dangerous and counter-productive results if it is a superficial or cosmetic affair, empty of content. Lebanon is on the brink of explosion via a prior Iranian decision or through preventative revenge attacks. Therefore, the country should not be used for adventurism. Iraq remains open to painful surprises for itself and American troops; therefore, the skill and experience of Iranian revenge policies should be taken into consideration.

Those who are familiar with the thinking of the American leadership say that a confrontation with Iran has become "inevitable," and that the decision is on its way toward implementation. Preparations have begun for the move, militarily, psychologically, popularly and in the media; there is no going back, according to this thinking. These observers say that time is short and a military confrontation will take place in the next few months. One of these observers talked about March as a logical date, which will give diplomacy a period of time with which to work, while the International Atomic Energy Agency, headed by Mohammed El Baradei, will also receive a chance. These observers also note the factor of elections in Iran as something that might be taken into consideration. Those who describe American officials' thinking say that they have taken the decision: Iran will definitely not be allowed to possess a nuclear military capacity. They point to the very strong relationship between Bush and French President Nicolas Sarkozy, and the agreement in their views, and the views of most European states, about the need to prevent Iran from possessing nuclear weapons. They also pointed to the three US fleets plus the build-up of forces, plus the American experts, plus the movement within Iraq to zero in on Iran and its officers and others, through accusations regarding Iran's targeting US forces. They say that this escalation in Iraq against the Iranians means that a confrontation is coming.

This confrontation will not be a land-based one, but will be, according to those in the know, a missile-based one. Not in terms of a raid here or there, but a shower of missiles on vital facilities, fuel stations, and the electricity infrastructure, in addition to specific targets related to Iran's nuclear infrastructure. One observer said that Bush, in his speech before the UN General Assembly on Tuesday, did not touch upon the Iranian nuclear issue at all. This observer, who has experience with understanding the American political psychology in the run-up to war in Iraq, described Bush's failure to mention Iranian President Ahmadinejad or the nuclear crisis as "an indication that the confrontation is at hand." When? 2008 seems to be likely. Among the other indications of the serious potential for a confrontation comes these days from the Iranians themselves. An observer familiar with Iranian thinking said: They're worried, and scared. They make a show of force with rockets or new weapons, but deep down they're very, very worried. They're scared of being unable to control the security situation, or the minorities in Iran, whether Baluchis or Arabs.

Of course, US officials are aware that Iran has various options in front of it. These range from using Hizbullah in Lebanon against Israel, or unleashing Hamas. Iran also has influence in Gulf countries, as well as the Gulf itself. Of course, Iraq is an open arena for Iran. Strategically, they are calculating the reactions, especially in Iraq, the Gulf and Lebanon.

Meanwhile, reining in Iran is the option that American strategy has adopted. This means reining Iran in by directing a destructive military strike at it: reining it in by repeating the Slobodan Milosevic model, according to one expert. Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is doing a great job of helping prepare US public opinion and convincing it to approve military action against Iranian positions. "He's a gift that never stops giving," is how US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice described him in a closed-door meeting in New York after the Iranian president's raucous visit to New York, to take part in the US General Assembly. His personality renders him a model that must be deterred, and Iran with him, from possessing nuclear weapons. He doesn't cease to offer justifications for such a policy, thanks to his clownish behavior. In the end, the decision to reject implementation of international demands and agree to "suspend" uranium enrichment, as unanimously requested by the Security Council, is not Ahmadinejad's decision alone. It is a decision by the entire Iranian regime, in its civilian and military wings.

Therefore, it's not certain that a military confrontation is inevitable, if the ruling establishment in Iran decides to abandon Ahmadinejad, who has "given away" what is in their minds. The Iranian president has done away with the tactic of using a smile and pretending to be innocent to remove the justifications (for punishing Iran). He is the true face of the regime and the regime might decide that getting rid of Ahmadinejad is necessary if it concludes that the White House is serious about militarily halting Iran's nuclear ambitions. The fundamental relationship between Washington and Tehran, despite the tension, is not one of hostility. Meanwhile, the relationship between Iran and Israel has been characterized, at its core, by tranquility. The "wise men" of the Iranian regime or their "experienced" politicians might decide to drop this face, which smiles with mockery and challenge, from the clerics' regime, which is proud to hide its true colors behind abayas, and implement the Iranian saying that "you can make a deep cut with a white piece of cotton" (i.e. one can be dangerous despite one's outward aspect). If Ahmadinejad continues in his path and Iran is not reined in, then he will head toward taking the place of former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein, as an image, a target, and a future. He has become qualified to strike fear in world public opinion with his personality and his leading Iran toward possessing nuclear weapons, as he ignores international demands. Today he is the poster boy who is readily usable to justify a military confrontation.

Leading figures in the US administration who insist on the military option also find it an important message to Damascus. They want the strike against Iran to constitute pressure on Syria to split from Tehran or force it to change course and understanding the warning as a message saying it is not above being held accountable. Some of them are still convinced of the idea of forcing a split, and others say that Syria will be scared, very scared, and will be deterred. There are those who are anticipating which type of revenge will be taken and have begun preparing accordingly.

Syrian President Bashar al-Assad told a leading political figure who visited him recently about the Qatari-Israeli relationship, which is not hidden by Qatar; rather, its leadership displays this relationship prominently in closed international forums, and considers this relationship the only such arrangement with any Arab state. The Syrian president asked this person about commercial and political ties between Qatar and Israel, to receive reassurances and hint that he desired something similar. Qatar played a role in establishing a back channel of contact between Syria and Israel, and continues to be active here. It considers itself "skilled" in playing on alliances between it and Israel and the US, on the one side, and between the Syria-Iran-Hizbullah-Hamas axis on the other. It gives advice to the Syrian leadership and relays impressions and messages from Israel and leading US figures. Many Syrian decisions take their headings from the Qatari compass.

On a number of occasions, the calculations are out of the hands of the Qataris and the Israelis as well, particularly regarding Lebanon. This week, for example, important Arab states have moved toward an Arab-international cooperative effort to send messages to anyone involved in the political murders that are designed to kill the parliamentary majority to prevent a presidential election in Lebanon. Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan and key Gulf countries have taken strong and open positions that read: Enough is enough - there will be no Arab cover for any states or parties that believe assassinations can take place without being held accountable in the Arab world. The advice that Syria is receiving from Qatar is that Damascus should stay away from the fall conference that Bush has called for to focus on the Palestinian-Israeli track of the conflict. The White House will send invitations to Syria and Qatar, as members of the follow-up committee for the Arab Peace Initiative.

Qatar has sent a prior funeral notice regarding the conference, saying at the highest levels that its bilateral relationship with Israel puts it in a privileged position and that it has no need to attend an Arab gathering to push forward on Palestinian-Israeli peace. It says that Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas should approach Hamas in order to bring about a reconciliation as a prior condition, since Qatar believes that the problem is not between Israelis and Palestinians, but rather involves internecine conflicts between the Palestinians themselves. Through these positions, Qatar is trying to "scale down" the Palestinian issue and the Israeli component of this issue. It supports Hamas and downplays the importance and prerogatives of the Palestinian president because he doesn't want to "meet" Qatar's request to talk with Hamas now, as a precondition for talks with Israel to agree on the foundations of a solution to the conflict through negotiation. This is how the ally of the US administration, which hosts the biggest US military base in the region, is waylaying the US president, who has called for this conference. Through these positions, Qatar is offering a huge gift to Israel, by saving it from any American pressure to move forward with essential commitments and a timetable regarding the form, make-up and conditions for ending the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. This meeting, conference, or gathering, which is being prepared by US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice in the hope that it will convene in the last week of November, is a conference that aims at avoiding a complete collapse among the Palestinians.

There should be no objection - in fact it is quite necessary - to insist that Bush and Rice not allow the conference to become one of "expectations management" and a pseudo-wedding for the Palestinian bride and the Israeli groom, while they are enemies. The Arab parties must continue to insist on a time-table for Israeli commitments to taking steps toward the establishment of a Palestinian state. But when an Arab country insists on a dialogue beforehand, between the Palestinian Authority and Hamas, which has led a coup d'etat against the PA, it helps Israel avoid the requirements of this meeting, which the US president has called for. It also means pretexts provided to Israel ahead of time, at the expense of all Palestinians. Qatar, Syria, Hamas, Israel and everyone else are aware of the impossibility of the two-state option if Hamas is a part of the negotiations. Hamas, in terms of its politics, ideology and decision-making, stands against this option. If Israel truly and honestly supports the two-state solution, it should stick to time-tables and the Bush administration must guarantee this commitment before the meeting in the fall. If not, it would be better to not see such a conference.

Seeing the conference fail will involve the killing of the PA and destruction of the two-state option. In this meeting, we won't see agreements that clarify the nature of the Palestinian state, but it can serve as a serious beginning of a true accomplishment, which deals with the central issue - ending the Israeli occupation - in an official document, and provides a countdown for the implementation of commitments. The meeting in the fall might lead to a conference in the spring that assesses what has been accomplished by bilateral Palestinian-Israeli negotiations, in the hope of these being crowned by agreements.

If the US administration gambles on a failed meeting about a central issue, namely Palestine, as it prepares for a strike against Iran, it will be taking the chance of sparking resentment against America in the Islamic world. However, if it is careful to inform everyone concerned, and particularly its ally Israel and friend Qatar, and through it Syria, that the US national interest requires qualitative solutions in dealing with Palestine, it will have avoided repeating one of the huge mistakes it made in the war against Iraq.
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