The Nuclear Crisis with Korea and Iran: A Test for Washington's Relations with Moscow and Beijing

Raghida Dergham - New York - 10/13/2006

The North Korean and Iranian files overlap in the Chinese-Russian-US-British-French negotiations. The US administration hopes collective work will prove fruitful in confronting the two members of the 'axis of evil', since it has been crippled by its unilateral action in Iraq, making it contingent to the Chinese-Russian influence over Tehran and Pyongyang.

Currently, the US is satisfied with the embarrassment North Korea caused to China, which led the latter to agree in principle to discuss sanctions, but without further details. 

The US administration now seeks to work with China and Russia to define the nature of sanctions on Iran, after the latter rejected the incentives package, and in implementation of a Chinese-Russian pledge to back the sanctions option if the incentive package failed.

Stick or carrot, punitive and collective isolation measures come in direct conflict with the agendas of nations targeted by these measures. These nations calculate to buy time, during which they could evade accountability and keep the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) off its nuclear facilities. This seems to be the case with North Korea and Iran, currently manipulating and playing 'catch me who can' with the international community. In this, they enjoy a degree of Chinese-Russian protection against serious and harmful punitive measures by the UN Security Council.

The opportunity to manipulate, however, is further narrowing as the Chinese and Russian disapprove Tehran and Pyongyang's behavior of taking their protection for granted and unconditional under any circumstances. 

Therefore, the coming stage of strategic debate among the five permanent members of the Security Council deserves close monitoring and might either lead to a confrontation or new understandings among members.

Meanwhile, George W. Bush's administration is divided over  method and content; with one side calling for a diplomatic and political showdown with China and Russia on the Iranian and North Korean issues, and the other seeking to bolster collective work, albeit, gradually and slowly.

The US ambassador to the UN, John Bolton, belongs to the 'confrontation' camp. He was responsible for turning a political speech last week into a media debate on North Korea's 'protectors' in the Security Council. He was referring to Russia and China. This made his Chinese counterpart, Wang Guangya, look rather angry. The Chinese ambassador objected to the use of 'protectors' to describe North Korea's encouraged act of defiance.

That was last week, before North Korea declared it had conducted a nuclear test, which came as a slap in the face of China.

Following the Security Council's emergency session, held upon a US request, Bolton came out of the meeting to announce before the press that he did not see any protector in the room that day. 

Furthermore, Bolton saw the defiance of North Korea's dictator, Kim Jong Il, as almost a gift. It confirmed the necessity of the US ambassador's approach in taking a firm stance by applying sanctions, using the 'stick' and doing away with the 'carrot' and incentives package. He also found in this defiance a catalyst for exploiting the North Korean adventure by moving the Iranian file forward toward sanctions.

For his part, Under Secretary of State Nicholas Burns does not see eye to eye with John Bolton. Burns prefers the strategy of collective work with China and Russia, to influence, although gradually, North Korea and Iran.

Burns' reasoning is that the North Korean developments are an opportunity for the US to step back, take a bird's eye view of its policies in Northeast Asia, and to work with Moscow and Beijing. He insists that George W. Bush is committed to diplomacy and the resumption of the six-party negotiations by the UN, the US, Russia, Japan, and South and North Korea. However, he calls for addressing the issue of the punitive stage first.

As for Iran, Burns declares that the incentives package will remain on the table, but that the US now has to move in the direction of imposing sanctions in response to Iran's rejection of the package, which made the movement toward outlining a draft resolution on sanctions necessary.

These statements seem to suggest that Burns is counting on Russia and China's commitments, secured by the US during the latest rounds of talks, to back a sanctions resolution in accordance with Chapter 7 of the UN Charter.

According to Burns, however, the commitment does not address the nature, depth or breadth of sanctions, but only the principle.

The US administration is convinced that the North Korean developments will assist in shoring up unity among the five Security Council members. The US is adopting the strategy of calling for moving the two files forward, first the North Korean, and then the Iranian. Burns' argument for that strategy suggests that the "diplomatic shrewdness" attributed to Iran is a myth, considering the fact that it failed to sow division between Russia and the Europeans.

It is important to note, however, that the US administration appears to be willing to admit the shortcomings that were the reason for launching a media station in Dubai in order to better understand Iran.  According to Burns, this station will serve ass a  direct, albeit, unofficial communication channel to expand the scope of communication, listen to the Iranians and learn the Persian language and discourse.

This comes amid a quasi awakening since a quarter of a century ago, when US-Iranian relations were severed, and since a US diplomat or expert serving in Teheran was able to proclaim: 'I know Iran well'.

This shortcoming prompted the State Department, under Condoleezza Rice, to decide to simultaneously communicate with the official Iran as well as the Iranian opposition. This approach has convinced many form the Iranian opposition that they are dispensable as soon as the "communication" with the Iranian government is reached and the ties are established and an understanding is reached over all the issues.

As for the question of "isolation", the opinion of the US administration suggests duality and many contradictions. Iran rejects even the mere 'suspension' of uranium enrichment activities in exchange for an incentives package offered by the US and the rest of the Security Council permanent members and Germany.

At the same time, and according to the US administration, Iran is the leader of the 'axis of evil' which includes Syria and the terrorist organizations, which  are financed by Iran. If the trail of the terrorists' financing leads to Iran's door step, why did Washington offer it a package to encourage it to simply suspend enrichment in exchange for a reward, while the US unequivocally claims it is not fostering any relations with those involved in terrorism?

According to the Department of State, Iran is actively involved in undermining stability in the region with the aim of destabilizing the regional and international balance of power in the area, thereby threatening US interests.

Iran, however, is suffering from serious isolation, not only from neighboring Arab countries, but also India and Brazil, as well as in the IAEA and in the Security Council, from China and Russia. Therefore, according to the US Department of State's understanding of the situation, Iran, dependent on neighboring and remote countries, maintains a strategy based on communication, rather than isolation.

Nevertheless, there was no response from Iran to Condoleezza Rice's offer - along with the five members of the Security Council and Germany - to sit and talk with the Iranian leadership. Washington interpreted the situation as a sign of an internal split.

Nicholas Burns repeatedly said before the Council of Foreign Affairs in New York that Rice offered to personally sit at the negotiating table along with others to talk with Iran. He spoke as if this was Washington's most precious gift or bonus in the incentives package.

Why, then, does Washington reject the idea of holding direct bilateral talks with the Iranian and North Korean leaderships, giving them the trump cards they need to hold the US responsible for foiling the chances for a more rational way to resolve conflicts?

The answer may be that the Bush administration seeks a price for bilateral talks before they begin, that it views the talks as the most valuable trump card, and that it is not willing to waste them in political wrangling. The US is willing to resort to this card only in exchange for guaranteed dividends, and not as a mere incentive.

This gives rise to a question: do the Iranian and North Korean leaderships consider the bilateral talks with the US administration as being as important as a trump card? Or do they demand bilateral talks as a means of distraction?

A second question follows: What are the bases for the assumption that China and Russia are willing to facilitate holding these talks if they possess the important keys?

There is a certain degree of absurdity in how the US views bilateral dialogue with Tehran and Pyongyang. George W. Bush is expected to seek face-to-face talks without mediation, and unprotected and free from the influence of China and Russia, which favor Iran and North Korea.

He is expected to seek bilateral talks and straight discussions, and even bargaining in regional issues in which Iran's influence extends from the Arabian Gulf to Lebanon, and from oil to terrorism.

The US president is expected to want his administration to determine the source and know the actual aims of North Korea and Iran right out of the horse's mouth.

What holds Bush back from treading this path, however, is his fascination with the concept of the 'axis of evil', which struck him in a fleeting moment, even if that moment coincided with an idea and an expression that expressed his true sentiments at the time.

Bush, nonetheless, shows no regret for, or reconsideration of, his mistakes, nor has he publicly acknowledged them. Therefore, his administration confines itself to trying to patch something here and clean something there, rather than uphold a strategy based on the acknowledgment of the error of branding Baghdad, Tehran and Pyongyang as members of an 'axis of evil'.

What is more important is that there are no signs of a US strategy capable of seriously dealing with Russian and Chinese policies moving in the direction of placing their special relationship with Iran and North Korea above their ties with the US. This is true, even if that strategy was a tactical transitional phase of an operation to redefine the strategic positions of major powers competing for greatness.

Washington may eventually be aware of the fact that its optimism is an illusion. Its reliance on its relations with Russia and China is based on the unanimous agreement over the Iranian and North Korean files, an agreement that may lead to changing the paths of these two States and to curbing their dangerous nuclear ambitions.

But the US may also take a risk, based on its assumption that Tehran's and Pyongyang's embarrassment of Moscow and Beijing would lead to a qualitative shift in strategic relations.

The next two weeks are extremely important. They will give some indication whether understanding and bargaining among the world's powers is to be expected, or if wrangling over strategic positions and oil sources will shape relations, especially US-Chinese-Russian ties.
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