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It is crucial for the U.S. to resist any urge to adopt military means

in dealing with the consequences of the Mehlis report. 

says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat.


German prosecutor Detlev Mehlis finally submitted his report on the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri to the UN Security Council last Friday, thus setting in motion a protracted legal, political, and diplomatic process that will have profound implications for the future of the Arab Middle East. 

MAINTAIN THE MOMENTUM: It is important for the international community – and for Arab governments as well – to maintain the momentum created thus far by supporting Mehlis’ investigation at this juncture, and not to provide those implicated in Hariri’s assassination (whether they be individuals or governments) with protection and/or succor.

This may not be as simple as it sounds, as it involves enough political wisdom to resist being sucked into conspiracies, as well as reining in any urge by the U.S. to use Syria’s predicament in Lebanon to influence Damascus’ policies vis-à-vis Iraq. At this point, it is crucial to resist any urge to use military means, and stick to political/diplomatic/economic options in dealing with the crisis instead.

Mehlis’ report was the first of two extremely important reports on the Middle East in which Palestinian, Lebanese, and Syrian elements are intricately entwined. UN envoy Terje Roed Larsen (who is entrusted with supervising the implementation of Security Council Resolution 1559) is due to publish his report soon.

Larsen is expected to mention Syria’s efforts to arm Palestinian militias in Lebanon, as well as the cooperation between Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora and PA president Mahmoud Abbas in dealing with the issue of the Palestinian presence in the country.

Not surprisingly, Syria looms large in Mehlis’ report, not only in relation to Hariri’s assassination, but also because of Damascus’ behavior after the UN set up its investigation into the ex-prime minister’s murder.

It must be pointed out that it is an encouraging sign for both the Lebanese and Palestinian peoples to have trustworthy, wise, and practical men of the caliber of Siniora and Abbas – who enjoy regional and international credibility - at the helm at this particular point in time.

Since it received details of what went on in a Damascus meeting between President Assad and Palestinian faction leaders in early September, the PA has behaved decisively and courageously. According to reliable sources, there was talk in Damascus of abolishing the ‘red lines’ and restrictions on resuming the armed struggle against Israel. This prompted Fateh’s leadership to move fast to counteract these dangers.

The PA leadership understood the potentially destructive meaning of using the ‘Palestinian card’ in Lebanon. That was why it took the initiative to prevent such an eventuality through a series of measures. As a result, President Abbas reached an agreement with Prime Minister Siniora in Paris last week about Palestinian representation in Lebanon. Furthermore, the two leaders agreed that Palestinian arms in Lebanon could not be excluded from the provisions of UNSCR 1559, which called for all Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias to be disbanded.

It should be noted that having a single official representation for Palestinians in Lebanon confers several benefits:

-- It provides the Palestinian community with a single authority to look after their affairs instead of their having to deal with several factions, thus weakening the influence enjoyed by pro-Syrian factions. By having the PA designated as the official representative of Palestinians in Lebanon, Fateh would enjoy greater influence in the camps at the expense of more radical factions.

-- Reciprocal diplomatic recognition (between the PA and the Lebanese government) – although not in the conventional sense – would consolidate Lebanese independence from Syria by debunking the myth of Lebanese-Syrian ‘conjunction’ in dealing with the PA.

In this context, the U.S. administration would be well advised to adopt a more conciliatory policy towards the PA (and Palestinian rights in general) in order to facilitate Palestinian-Lebanese ties. Such a policy would not necessarily result in isolating Syria, but it would serve to weaken those radical Palestinian groups that have hitherto believed that they have extraordinary destructive powers.

But the Americans need to demonstrate enough courage to defy the Israeli government and thus prove their seriousness about establishing an independent and viable Palestinian state. But if Washington continues to procrastinate and protect Israel from having to pay the price for peace (by resuming peace talks), it would not only be risking deterioration on the Palestinian front, but also on the Lebanese and Iraqi fronts.

Events likely to take place on all these fronts from now on (especially after the publication of the Mehlis report) can only be described as a clash of strategies. The U.S. administration must therefore behave wisely and cautiously.

First of all, Washington must resist the temptation of delivering a military strike against Syria in the hope of modifying Syrian behavior vis-à-vis Iraq or indeed Lebanon. Armed intervention will undermine all the achievements to date; in particular, it would unravel Arab support for the UN investigation into Hariri’s assassination as well as for the diplomatic efforts of the Security Council regarding Syria.

Precipitate U.S. military action against Damascus might well destroy the hard won consensus in the Security Council, and would certainly make it infinitely harder for the Arab world to continue withholding its support for Syria and backing international legitimacy.

The U.S. administration must also make a clear distinction between the issues of Lebanon and Iraq as far as Syria is concerned. It would be a mistake to use the Lebanese question to serve American policy in Iraq. There are several reasons for this, the most important of which is that the two are totally different.

The Iraq war stemmed from a unilateral U.S./British decision (in conjunction with exiled Iraqis) to effect regime change in Baghdad under any pretense.

What happened in Lebanon by contrast was the result of an American/French/European initiative at the Security Council in conjunction with a domestic Lebanese opposition movement whose goal was to achieve independence from Syrian domination – as well, of course, as to find out the truth about Hariri’s assassination.

Confusing the two issues will inevitably harm Lebanon. It follows that if Washington is genuinely interested in protecting one of its rare policy successes, it should be keen to keep a distance between Lebanon and Iraq. More specifically, the Americans must stop talking of toppling Syrian President Assad; if the Syrian regime were to fall, this must be by Syrian hands rather than by American action. It is sometimes most useful not to claim credit where it is not due; in fact, it is actually counterproductive to do so.

Another thing the U.S. administration must avoid is transforming the issue into a confrontation between Washington and Damascus – instead of allowing the current crisis to take its course towards a collision between Syria and the Security Council. It is therefore crucial for the United States to secure the support of such countries as Russia, China, Algeria, and others Security Council members before tabling any new drafts regarding Syria. The U.S. – and France – must also avoid giving the impression that they are undermining each other’s policies.

Proposals about to be tabled at the Security Council require a coherent strategy built on simplified precepts; they also require continued cooperation between Europe and the United States. Since the Mehlis and Larsen reports are merely the starting points for a complex and far-reaching process, it is crucial that mistakes are avoided at this stage.

For their part, the French must take seriously the possibility that their strategy vis-à-vis the Syrian/Lebanese file might come unstuck – if they choose to follow misguided U.S. zeal, or if they lose vital U.S. support.

It would be wrong to deny that the United States and France did Lebanon a favor; had it not been for their determination to carry through UNSCRs 1559 and 1595, Lebanon would never have been able to shake off the yoke of foreign occupation nor to find out who was behind the assassination of one of its most prominent politicians (who, incidentally, was killed because of the role he played in passing resolution 1559).

China, Russia, Algeria, and other Security Council members have a special responsibility in these exceptional times which have seen the council take the unprecedented step of launching the Mehlis investigation and granting it wide-ranging powers. Since Mehlis’ investigation was the brainchild of the Security Council, the council now has to take actions appropriate with Mehlis’ findings.

For its part, the Lebanese government favors extending Mehlis’ mission in order to complete all aspects of the investigation and to help the Lebanese judiciary prepare cases against the accused (although the trials will be held outside Lebanon).

As a matter of fact, the Lebanese government needs the help of the UN and the international community in several fields, ranging from producing a new election law to enabling the Lebanese army to exert control over all Lebanese territory. Although the coming days are likely to prove difficult and complicated if not outright dangerous, the Siniora government has shown itself capable of garnering international support for whatever measures it might see fit to introduce in the future.

We are still only at the beginning of a long process. The next step will involve trials and sanctions; but as I mentioned before, the emphasis at this stage must always be on peaceful rather than military means.
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