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During the bilateral meetings of the presidents and the foreign ministers of Member States in the UN General Assembly, the Iranian issue was comparable to a huge 'gorilla' in the room that everyone pretends not to see because no one knows what to do about it. Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad launched a campaign to promote his relations with American intellectual institutions. He sent a letter via the rostrum of the General Assembly to the entire world practically indicating that he will neither escalate the situation nor surrender. With the usual Iranian wisdom, Nejad said that he will, rather, keep an equilibrium between not confronting and not surrendering, in order for Iran to gain some points. The targets of Ahmadinejad's campaigns have expressed their admiration for his intelligence and wisdom and avoided cornering him. Meanwhile, Nejad has been deliberately emphasizing vital issues in his relationship with Hezbollah and his view of Lebanon's role in the map of Iran's regional and international influence. Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf and Afghani President Hamid Karzai publicly argued about who is to be entitled, through his policies, to supply Taliban in order for it to regain its strength. Then they both headed to their ally in the White House for dinner with President George W. Bush, either to reach an agreement or to complain. On the contrary, the Iranian President mocked them because his relationship with his allies differs in nature and weight. 

Iran's agenda depends on its weight in the oil alliance, which includes China, Russia, Iran, and Venezuela. Tehran employs its international active allies in what is beyond the nuclear file. It wants them to provide permanent protection for its regional allies against any claims, particularly in the context of the investigation into the assassinations in Lebanon and the establishment of an international court for accountability before justice.

With regard to Hezbollah, those who met Ahmadinejad understood that he views the war in Lebanon as one in favor of Iran and Lebanon, because it weighed down the legend of Israeli superiority. In his opinion, this is an equation that must be preserved by all means. Lebanon now is a major source of the idea over the possibility of defeating Israel by wearing down its legend; thus, Lebanon must be supported.

During his press conference, Ahmadinejad was very clear in refusing to abide by Resolution 1701, particularly paragraph 15 which requires States to respect the ban on the export of weapons to any entity, organization or individual in Lebanon with the exception of the legitimate Lebanese government. He was asked about this three times and deliberately, yet indirectly, evaded the questions and described Iranian support for the parties in Lebanon as exclusively "moral". What was really remarkable was his talk about "our role in the international arena" as a means of achieving goals and that "we are talking on an international level and we would like to solve the problems on an international level".

What is happening at the international level does not only involve the issue of Hezbollah's arms. Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah has announced his intention to retain his arms and stressed that he possesses about 20,000 missiles in defiance of the Security Council resolutions restricting weapons to the army and sole authority to the State. Nowadays, the international talk is not confined to the necessary actions to prevent the recurrence of war. This week, in particular, is the week to talk about the investigation and the Court. Iran makes a notable presence in these talks, through some of its most key allies.  

Russia is leading the files of Iran, Lebanon and Syria in the UN Security Council, while China is leading the Sudan file, taking into consideration that the two countries are political partners and oil allies at this stage of their history.  

In the sensitive and important negotiations taking place behind the scenes, Russia expresses its refusal to any mention of the term 'crimes against humanity' in the draft law of the international court, which will prosecute those found involved in the assassination of the late Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and his colleagues.  

This expression was publicly announced by French President Jacques Chirac when asked by the writer of this article whether another kind of trial is to be expected in case the Lebanese government was toppled, bearing in mind that the court, currently perceived and prepared by the Legal Service of the UN, certainly requires the unanimous approval of the Lebanese government and Parliament. President Chirac said that the assassination of Hariri and his fellow companions, the other assassinations and assassination attempts, now amounting to 14 cases, altogether constitute "crimes against humanity".  

This classification opens the door to a court different from the one being currently established, in case the efforts of toppling the government or assassinating Prime Minister Fouad Siniora are successful, as many fear. The court prosecuting 'crimes against humanity' is not subject to the unanimous approval of the government and the Parliament. It may be a Plan B, in case the Lebanese government is 'assassinated' in order to 'assassinate' the court.  

Russia refuses the term 'crimes against humanity', thus, it represents China in the Security Council and speaks on behalf of Iran, Syria and Hezbollah outside the Council. This tripartite axis does not want any form of international court and is using all means to prevent it. According to informed sources, Russian diplomacy is active in the attempt to thwart any mention of 'crimes against humanity' in any document related to assassinations in Lebanon.

The other extremely important issue to Russia and China is the question of the authority of the international court. Russia is leading the efforts of establishing a court with limited and specified authority, so that its tasks are exclusively confined to the assassination of PM Rafik Hariri and will not include the other 14 cases of assassinations and assassination attempts.

Russia's justification here is that there is no need for a judicial process open to the various assassinations that will be difficult to close. Russia believes that there is a court in Lebanon capable of conducting the trials connected to the 14 other cases, and therefore the tasks of the international court must be limited to the assassination of PM Hariri.  

This Russian stance is of paramount importance because of its political significances and what may be considered, at this juncture, as an attempt to contain the investigations of "the independent international commission to investigate the terrorist act", which killed PM Rafik Hariri and his companions. It is chaired by the Belgian Serge Brammertz.  

In his latest report submitted earlier this week and put forth on Friday before the Security Council, Brammertz said the investigation had reached "new leads" that prompted the commission to declare "strategic objectives" for the coming period that include about 50 linkage-related and "links, notably in identifying potential conjoining motives." He spoke about "horizontal and vertical linkages between all the 14 cases" and about "tangible progress both in individual cases and in their potential linkage to each other." He said that "The  Commission's work in relation to the 14 other cases helps place the attacks into the prevailing context at the time, and is beginning to produce links, notably in identifying potential conjoining motives. Establishing the depth, breadth and nature of those links to an evidential standard is an investigation priority over the next months ." The Commission has devoted considerable resources to the analysis and investigation of the communications traffic aspects of the case. "This topic has yielded important results, and enables the Commission to establish links that otherwise would not be evident."

Brammertz's emphasis in his report on inter-connectivity and linkages puts Russia and the parties it represents under new spotlights. The attempts to restrict the role of the court to the assassination of PM Hariri will seem to be an indirect intervention in the investigation by "isolating" the inter-connectivity and disabling it before the court. This is also the case when it comes to the proposition concerned with 'crimes against humanity', as this expression basically stems from the inter-connectivity between the various assassinations. Therefore, some diplomats believe that only a political deal may allow these attitudes to lead to results. Concern about these issues is not a minor diplomatic maneuver, but it is a major issue because it involves regimes, and perhaps officials at the highest levels in more than one State.

The question Serge Brammertz refuses to answer regardless of who poses it: what are the highest ranks of those involved, according to his investigations? There are too many assumptions in this respect. The bargaining rhetoric is well-known inside the UN. Accordingly, questions revolve around bargaining and there are talks suggesting that it is not in the political interest of any of the key players to drag senior officials to trial. But others talk about the growing and irrevocable evidence, particularly in the file of one senior Lebanese, and that a senior Syrian might have to give up some of his officials, in order to avoid trial. The negotiations about the international court mostly involve the question whether Serge Brammertz currently has enough tangible evidence to initiate prosecution in court.

Those who have known and met Brammertz say he is fully convinced that he will be able to prepare a case for the prosecution with indisputable evidence. But he does not feel ready right now. He might be ready to designate the perpetrators of the crimes by the end of the year or maybe even later. Serge Brammertz does not exactly know the answer to this question, or, he is pretending not to know it, because he is still in the midst of gathering more evidence so that the prosecution will have utmost confidence for the trial to be conducted.

The debate among members of the Security Council on the relationship between the investigation and the court deals with the following equation: Should the court be established and wait until the end of the investigation and the readiness of the prosecution? Or should they deliberate about establishing such a costly court and suffice with preparing the prosecution, and then wait until the establishment of the court?

The majority at the Security Council believes that it is necessary to unanimously approve and ratify the Court so that it will be ready as soon as the investigations are completed in order to refer the tasks to the court. There is one scenario suggesting that the establishment of the court now is a necessary political decision in order to disrupt the efforts to abort it before its establishment and that being ready does not mean that the court can start processing.

Many in the UN also talk about Serge Brammertz's decision to establish a tribunal of an international character by the end of the year, since he will be leaving office on that date, as he already stated. If he completes the investigations and is able to submit a report in December in which he names those involved in the crimes, the question is: Will Brammertz perform the prosecution, which requires him to leave his post at the International Criminal Tribunal for a prolonged period? If the investigation is not yet completed by the end of the year, what the international community is concerned with is the significance of Serge Brammertz's decision if he leaves office by the end of the year without closing the investigation, or if he extends it until June, the expiry date of the current jurisdiction of the Commission.

Brammertz stated in his report that the war between Hezbollah and Israel in Lebanon this summer hindered the investigation as a result of logistic difficulties in reaching witnesses. According to Brammertz, however, "progress has been made in all main areas of the investigation." During the war, significant criminal evidence and other evidence for the investigations were taken to Cyprus - where the Court may be established - for their maintenance and protection. The breaking out of another war might not necessarily adversely affect the investigation and delay its completion. The coming stage is one for interrogations and interviews that Brammertz wishes to become a series. He wants many of these interviews to be held in Lebanon, while he wishes to hold others in Syria, which he describes as "generally satisfactory."

What would happen if Brammertz had to surprise the international community with something other than his usual style? Brammertz, first and foremost, has the answer to that question. But the 'gorilla' in the room, which everyone pretends not to see, also has the answer. It is the younger sister of the huge 'gorilla' with important allies in more than one place.
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