New Players Taking Advantage of the Absence of Leadership
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There are growing complaints concerning the absence of “leadership”, especially with the US financial crisis worsening at a highly critical stage, and exposing the fundamental weaknesses of both the legislative and executive branches of government in the US. It has also exposed weaknesses in both the Republican and Democratic candidates’ personalities, as well as the weaknesses of the Wall Street stock market and the bases of US economy. Such complaints do not come from Americans alone, but also from different parts of the world which in turn are suffering from the vacuum in their regional and local leaderships. 

Perhaps such a stage in time is the most reminiscent of what “leadership” is, and of its importance in shaping the present and the future. Indeed, the need is dire not only for real, positive, constructive, daring and realistic leaderships capable of formulating strategies, but also for blocking the way of forces that are filling the vacuum and imposing themselves as de facto alternatives to absent leaderships. As the next few months in the US, especially until the presidential elections, will be a period that suggests to many world players that they can impose one status quo after another, or take full advantage of the opportunity brought about by the absence of leadership, it is essential that pivotal states do not isolate themselves while others fill the enlarged void in regions such as the Middle East and the Gulf. 

The shocking financial crisis will certainly have repercussions and consequences for Arab states and the petrodollars invested in American banks and financial institutions among others, and at a towering cost. There may be no opportunity or possibility for individual or group leadership on this level amongst Arab Gulf states. In fact, competition between these countries may be the best choice for each with respect to the balance of national demands. This does not mean that these states are excused for neglecting the leadership roles, financial leadership aside, that are necessary for them to play at the regional level, to avoid harming their image and prestige above all, in a manner that serves the interests of those seeking to fill the void, and provides ammunition to those who have been from the onset engaged in undermining the influence and effectiveness of these pivotal states which have always assumed leadership roles. 

A few days ago, Syrian Minister of Foreign Affairs Walid Al-Muallem told the Wall Street Journal that “new regional players emerged in the Middle East. When Damascus hosted the Quartet Summit - France, Qatar, Turkey, Syria - and they discussed and tackled issues in Lebanon, the Arab-Israeli conflict, Iraq, Darfur, the Iran nuclear file. This means that regional players, supported by an international player, are determined to find a solution through political means.”

Indeed, Al-Muallem aims to highlight the absence, spontaneous or forced, of the usual regional players, namely the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Egypt, and to give the impression that France is the international player that has replaced the United States. As a seasoned diplomat, one who has set the ideology of choice between the “logic of negotiation” and the “logic of resistance”, his idea is to tactically hit many birds with one stone, whereas his main strategy is based on rehabilitating Syria with the US on the basis that they, Syria and Qatar, represent the best and most trustworthy partner for Israel. 

The experience earned by Muallem, when he negotiated with Israel as a member of the official Syrian delegation, and when he represented Damascus in Washington, has led him to conclude that the best and safest way to reach any US administration and any US Congress goes through the nature of the relationship with Israel. With the arrival of French President Nicolas Sarkozy to power, it became clear to Qatari and Syrian leaderships that he too subjects his Middle Eastern policy to going through Israel. This has led them to the decision of wagering on Sarkozy as a means to avoid isolation, to the extent that it has allowed Syria’s Foreign Minister to speak very confidently of new players in the balance of power in the Middle East. 

Egypt vehemently protests, and the discussion which the author of this article had with Egypt’s Minister of Foreign Affairs Ahmed Aboul Gheit, published last Saturday, reflects the insistence of Egypt’s leadership on denying the de facto situation. Indeed, the Egyptian minister clearly highlighted the important roles played by Egypt in all Arab issues, from the Palestinian reconciliation to Darfur. He also elaborately explained how Egypt has not abandoned its position of leadership and its established regional role, and how it faces no serious risks ands continues to enjoy stability. However, the measures Egypt is taking, on both the domestic and regional levels, seem to be defensive and to stem from a weak position, and it mediation seems brittle in facing those who have the means to obstruct it, particularly with regards to the Palestinian reconciliation, where Syria holds sway over the Palestinian factions and especially Hamas. 

The President of the Palestinian Authority, Mahmoud Abbas, in his discussion with the author of this article, in last Thursday’s issue, explained that he would be willing to agree in advance to an Egyptian-Arab initiative that would be “binding” for himself and for the leadership of Hamas, as well as for other factions, in the framework of reconciliation. He seemed clear in his vision, his decisions and the choices which he has made in his capacity as the President of the Palestinian Authority, relying exclusively on the option of peaceful negotiations with Israel while his government, headed by Prime Minister Salam Fayyad, continues to establish Palestinian institutions. 

He stated quite clearly that he was against an armed uprising, because such uprisings “have destroyed us” and destroyed Palestine’s infrastructure. He frankly stated that he would not leave the fate of the Palestinians in the hands of the factions which are intent on doing away with the negotiations, as they are incapable of, and in fact not interested in, any other choice. Theirs, he claims, is the choice of mere destruction, through exploiting the banners of liberation and armed struggle at the expense of the Palestinian people under occupation, and with the encouragement of the states that host their leaderships. 

The job of any effective Arab leadership is to put all of its support behind the choices of the Palestinian Authority, as these are based on establishing Palestinian institutions that grant the Palestinian people the right to make decisions respectfully. Hence their contributions with a few millions here or there are appreciated but insufficient. Indeed, this is a phase which demands speeding up the establishment of institutions, in a manner which would firmly establish confidence in the Palestinian people and in Palestinian individuals. Such a mission should not be limited to Arab governments, but should also involve the participation of the Arab private sector far beyond its current extent of contribution. This will allow it to become a partner in forming effective leaderships, through establishing institutions in different parts of the Arab World. 

The private sector is not an alternative to the necessary governmental leaderships, especially in pivotal states such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia. When Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Minister, Prince Saud Al-Faisal, became determined to request holding a ministerial session at the Security Council regarding Israeli settlements, he forced, in practice, US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, as well as her British and French counterparts, to attend the session despite their objections. It is true that the three ministers used the session to divert attention away from the issue of settlement, and focused it instead on Iran’s President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, whom Rice, in a closed session, described as “the gift that keeps on giving”. Nevertheless, they were forced to attend the session. They attended it because they had to, as a result of Saudi Arabia’s insistence, and of its putting all of its weight behind such insistence. 

It is no secret that Israel has waged campaigns against the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia aimed at undermining its role, as it is the only Arab state capable of making its leadership an Arab leadership with the kind of weight and influence which Israel seeks to avoid. The campaign has recently been renewed and it is noticeable in American intellectual circles, as well as institutions and organizations sympathetic and loyal to Israel. In part, the aim of these campaigns is to build on the impression that Saudi Arabia has no interest in exercising regional leadership. Their other objective is to target all those who have wagered on Saudi Arabia’s leadership, as it leads the forces of moderation, because Arab moderation is not the appropriate partner for Israeli leaderships. Accordingly, the challenges of the current phase require activating the role of Saudi Arabia and setting a new and modern media strategy aligned with strategic and tactical policies.  

Lebanon was and remains the ground for testing and formulating regional leadership. So are Iraq and Palestine, although in varying degrees and on different bases. The American administration has lost its ability to influence the issues of Lebanon and Palestine, partly because of its involvement and obsession with Iraq. The US Secretary of State seemed in a state of denial when, in her interview with Al-Hayat last Friday, she listed her administration’s accomplishments in Palestine and Lebanon, at a time when Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, who had just resigned, was talking about Israel’s failure to reach the notion and requirements of peace, and at a time when the attention turned in panic towards North Lebanon, as Syrian troops gathered at the northern Lebanese border, accompanied by statements from President Bashar Assad in which he considered North Lebanon to be a center of fundamentalist terrorism, representing a threat for Syria. 

While Rice was enumerating her administration’s accomplishments on the Palestinian level, Olmert was speaking with unprecedented frankness, and an audacity which only came after it was too late. He spoke of the need to “make the decision” that would be in “contradiction” with “the collective memory and prayers of the Jewish people over two millennia”. He was referring to the decision to fully withdraw from the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, in order to reach peace with the Palestinians. As Olmert put it, George W. Bush and Condoleezza Rice should not have pressured him to such an extent when they promised the establishment of a Palestinian state by the end of 2008. 

Instead, the US administration fell for an old trick, which consists of highlighting Syrian-Israeli negotiations every time negotiations with the Palestinians would reach the point of making necessary decisions. This time the trick came through Turkey, which acted as a mediator between Syria and Israel, putting Palestine second and postponing dealing with it to a later date. Had the objective been to rapidly reach a Syrian-Israeli agreement over Israeli withdrawal from the Golan Heights, the matter would have been different and good intentions would have been evident. However, if the goal is to buy time at the expense of the Palestinians’ plight, then the matter is suspicious and doubtful. This is not to mention the clarity of the goals of the quadripartite cooperation taking place between the participants of the summit hosted by Damascus, which it considers to represent the new regional leadership. 

France’s policy, according to one of its architects, is based first on supporting Turkey’s mediation of Syrian-Israeli negotiations, second on Damascus taking gradual, even if “timid”, steps toward the Lebanese issue, and third on the idea of gradually separating Damascus from Tehran strategically. However, with growing fears of a possible return of the Syrian Army to Lebanon from the north, as a result of what France has done in terms of ending the isolation imposed on Damascus and rehabilitating its relations with the EU and even the US, the French leadership now seems to be justifying and defending its positions by claiming that there is no French sanction for renewed Syrian intervention in Lebanon. 

Similarly, the US Department of State rushed to justify and defend its reaching out to Damascus with two consecutive meetings, between Muallem and Rice in New York, and between Muallem and Rice’s Assistant Secretary David Welsh. An official at the Department of State said that the international community would not allow Syria to use the situation in North Lebanon and the terrorist attacks in Damascus as a pretext to send its troops back into Lebanon and return to intervening in Lebanon’s affairs. 

The statements of anonymous officials at the French Presidency, the US State Department and the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, are not reassuring. Indeed actions speak louder than words, especially in a phase where new players are wagering on the absence of traditional leaderships, and most particularly on the vacuum in US leadership. 

Additionally, the countdown has begun in regards to other deadlines, of the utmost importance in the calculations of some of those players, most particularly the final report which will be presented by the end of this year by Daniel Bellemare, the head of the UN International Independent Investigation Commission into political assassinations in Lebanon, who is preparing to make prosecutorial charges once he becomes the General Prosecutor of the Special Tribunal for Lebanon. All indications suggest that the conclusions of Bellemare’s report will not differ much from those of investigators Peter FitzGerald and Detlev Mehlis, which pointed the finger at Syrian officials being implicated in the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafic Hariri and his companions. 

Consequently, it is necessary to remain attentive to the race between the report and developments on the ground, between the diplomatic bargains which have been claimed to include freezing the international tribunal and the independent investigation that cannot be subjected to bargaining. It is extremely important to protect Bellemare and his team, because the time of assassinations and terrorist attacks in the West seems to be returning with newfound momentum during this phase of absence in leaderships.
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