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Most Arab governments have decided to put their stock in George W. Bush for another term, concluding prematurely that the American presidential elections have been decided in favor of the Republican candidate. Many of these Arab governments—in Iraq, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Egypt, Morocco, Algeria, and Lebanon—are functioning on the basis that the Democratic candidate John Kerry will lose and that he is a man who neither engenders confidence nor is easy to warm up to. The deluge of conference hostings and bold initiatives for establishing mechanisms of closer intelligence sharing and cooperation constitute, practically speaking, an Arab governmental “vote” in favor of Bush in the upcoming American presidential elections. Strikingly, the other party that also desires to cast its “vote” in favor of George Bush is made up of the forces of Islamic extremism who find in Bush and his crew enough religious dogmatism and extremism to keep the religious wars raging, and this is exactly what Islamic extremism hopes for and desires. The wager on the Republican candidate, in its various manifestations, could very well prove a losing one, but it would be beneficial to scrutinize the nature of Arab “investments” in the American presidential elections campaign and the “returns” in both the Arab and American settings. Syria is a unique example that deserves to be discussed first.
All indicators suggest that the Syrian leadership prefers to go on dealing with the George W. Bush administration than to wait until John Kerry puts together a new administration if he wins. This logic is not based on the conventional wisdom that "evil known is better than good not yet encountered.” It is a result of lack of confidence in John Kerry, fear of his positions, and concern that his opposition to George W. Bush’s positions fails at times to be accompanied by clear alternatives and is at other times accompanied by policies that are even more dangerous.
Syria and the rest of the Arab states see that John Kerry’s biased positions against Arabs and Palestinians will make it impossible for them to deal with him in the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Kerry’s efforts to court Jewish voters have cast George Bush as the “moderate” candidate, for he after all was the first American president to lay out a vision that made an explicit reference to a “Palestinian state” living side by side with the state of Israel—a statement that no rival can deny him. Kerry cannot make a claim to any such statement or vision.
What is noteworthy is that suspicions of Kerry and his future visions have become stronger than the present fears of Bush and his adverse policies towards Arab governments.
Syria, for example, would welcome--one expects--any alternative to a George W. Bush administration predominated by neo-conservatives who would like nothing less than regime change in Syria, by whatever means. One also expects that Syria would be following the American elections closely and praying secretly for anyone other than the Bush crew to win, a crew that in its majority harbors deep animosity towards the Syrian leadership, both young and old.
What was decided in Damascus is the exact opposite. There are several reasons, some balanced and cautious and others daring, some heedful and others borne of a desperate search for an exit, especially after American-French diplomatic efforts placed the bilateral Syrian-Lebanese relationship under international supervision by way of UN Security Council Resolution 1559.
Syria is well aware of the importance of this resolution, which the Security Council adopted to send a message to Damascus that it had gone too far in playing its cards in Lebanon by insisting on amending the Lebanese constitution to extend Emile Lahoud’s presidency by a third term. This resolution, which calls for the withdrawal of foreign forces from Lebanon and ending foreign interference in Lebanon’s internal politics, is a warning to Syria that its long-held assumption that Lebanon is its natural, strategic extension is a thing of the past. Resolution 1559 is the first pronouncement of its kind that Lebanon is sovereign and should no longer be used as a negotiating card in the hands of Syria to regain the Golan Heights.
The US and France adopted this resolution for different reasons. France intended to focus attention on the Lebanese situation. The US wanted to use the resolution to coerce Syria into responding to the demands placed upon it in Iraq, particularly in the area of fighting terrorism through coordinating intelligence efforts, which led some to think that Lebanon’s only relevance is as a means of exerting pressure on Syria.
Damascus decided that it would be best for it to comply with Washington’s demands, the latter being more important to it than Paris. Damascus understood the demands as relating first and foremost to Iraq, then to Palestine vis-à-vis Palestinian organizations in Syria, and least importantly to Lebanon.
That is why Syria was quick to fulfill its obligations regarding border cooperation and coordinating intelligence efforts within the trilateral American-Iraqi-Syrian mechanism. Syria was quick to cooperate on a very important demand having to do with the discovery of funds in Syria belonging to individuals or organizations with links to activities in Iraq, regardless of whether those activities are termed terrorism or resistance. The American Secretary of State Colin Powell revealed that his meeting with the Syrian foreign minister Farouk Sharaa touched on specific names and funds which Damascus promised to investigate with complete transparency.
Syrian diplomatic assessments are that a “qualitative shift” in relations with the American administration opens the door to a new approach to negotiations with Israel in addition to closing the door on the campaign against it and on calls for regime change in Syria.
According to this assessment, it would be beneficial for Damascus to begin re-planting the seeds of negotiations with Israel so that its efforts might begin to bear fruit after the American presidential elections, and to do so on the presumption that the election results have already been decided in favor of the current administration. The Syrian leadership has thus hinted that it understands what actions are expected of it towards Palestinian organizations--their leaders and offices inside Syria and their active supporters inside Lebanon. Here too it appears that Damascus is seeking to prove its seriousness in resolving the issue and eliminating its potentially harmful impact on American-Syrian relations. America is carefully awaiting the results before giving its verdict.
The issue of Lebanon remains. Indicators suggest that Lebanon is not an American priority, especially in light of the American administration’s desire to maximize its gains from Syria vis-à-vis the trilateral cooperation mechanism, not only in terms of controlling Syrian-Iraqi borders but also in terms of coordinating intelligence efforts in ways that go beyond freezing terrorist finances.
But Syrian diplomacy would be making a mistake if it interprets this as a total exoneration from accountability in Lebanon or as a diversion that might turn international scrutiny away from Syrian-Lebanese relations. The Secretary General’s report to the UN concerning the implementation of Resolution 1559, which will be submitted today to the members of the Security Council, will be the first of a series of such reports. The report will take up the present state of Syrian-Lebanese relations as evidenced on the ground in its various military aspects and in terms of political influence. It is not unlikely that the report might touch on the Hizbollah issue in both the Lebanese and Syrian contexts in light of the fact that Hizbollah is an American priority with respect to Iraq and particularly with respect to its relationship to Iran.
Therefore, while the report might on the surface appear as a mere recounting of facts, it will actually be a record of progress on the ground of the Syrian relationship to Lebanon at both the governmental and organizational levels, including the special relationship with Hizbollah. There is a paragraph in Resolution 1559 that calls on the Security Council to ensure “the disbanding and disarmament of all Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias.” Hizbollah tops the list of American priorities in Lebanon.
The report will make note of the Lebanese government’s position that the Security Council’s call for the withdrawal of all foreign forces remaining in Lebanon should include a demand for Israeli withdrawal from the Shebaa Farms. But the weakness of this demand resides in the official position of the UN, which considers the Shebaa Farms as land occupied by Israel in 1967 and thus comes under supervision of the United Nations observer force charged with disengaging Syrian and Israeli forces, i.e., the United Nations Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF). In other words, the Security Council will side with the opinion of the UN Secretariat, with all its respect and appreciation for the opinion of the Lebanese government! The only way to reverse this is for the Syrian government to agree to dissolving and renegotiating the disengagement agreement with Israel in order to remove the Shebaa Farms from under the supervision of UNDOF and returning it officially to Lebanon. This is a remote possibility and is not even on the table, in either the Syrian or Lebanese contexts.
The Secretary General’s report will make note of the redeployment of Syrian forces and their withdrawal from southern Beirut, but it will also include details about the Syrian forces that remain in Lebanon, whose numbers according to Syrian sources are around 17,000. It will also touch on the issue of the Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias, noting which of these militias complied with the demand to disarm and disband. It will discuss the amendments that were made to the Lebanese constitution and the presidential elections that took place in a manner contrary to the decision of the Security Council. In other words, the Secretary General will not be able to show evidence of implementation of Resolution 1559 in his report. Thus the Security Council will keep the issue “under its effective scrutiny” and reserve the right to continue holding the concerned parties accountable.
Resolution 1559 is one of the most dangerous for Syria. Damascus is aware of that and knows that this resolution is the means by which it will be held accountable for its actions in Lebanon and beyond and will be the key to imposing international sanctions upon it in the future. Thus the desire by Damascus to bring about this qualitative change in relations with the American administration ... and with the Bush administration in particular.
Other governments have an interest in appeasing the administration of George W. Bush on the presumption that he will stay in the White House for a second term. The Saudi Arabian government cannot be held in judgment for preferring Bush to Kerry, especially in light of Kerry’s campaign against the Saudi ruling family, which he has made part of the fierce presidential elections battle. The Iraqi government found itself in debt to the George Bush administration, and so its prime minister Iyad Allawi did not hesitate to effectively intervene in the American elections by allowing himself to be used by the Republicans against the Democratic candidate, painting a picture of Iraq as a successful experiment--as the main front in fighting the war on terror and keeping it away from American cities.
It appears also that Egypt has concluded that Bush is staying and has thus granted the American administration its request for hosting a conference on Iraq spearheaded by the Republican administration as part of a campaign to gather regional and international cooperation.
Saudi Arabia took the initiative to host a conference on the topic of fighting terrorism with practical measures--by promoting education and intelligence. Morocco agreed to host the “Forum for the Future” for the promotion of democracy and reform, further strengthening the American administration’s claim that it is effecting change in the Middle East region and guiding it towards democracy by means of the Iraq war.
Arab governmental wagers on a second term for George W. Bush come amidst popular resentment of the American president and his policies towards the region, from the Iraq war to his support of Israel at the expense of the Palestinians. But these governments have concluded that it is better for them to “help” Bush in the elections, hoping that he might exempt them from the sweeping campaign of regime change that he wants for the region. The high seat of power is indeed a valuable one--valuable wherever it may be, in America or the Arab World.
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