A Potential Window of Opportunity
 
If Arafat’s death is to become the real window of opportunity it is being made out to be, all parties must adopt genuinely new positions; otherwise, the situation can only head towards the worst,  says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat.
The death of Yasser Arafat marked the end of an era in Palestinian history. But Arafat’s demise coincided with the reelection of President Bush, a man who wholly embraces Israel’s notion that Palestine and Iraq constitute two fronts in the war on terrorism, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.
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CRUCIAL SETTLEMENT: George W. Bush is not going to jump off the Sharon anti-terrorism bandwagon just because Arafat is dead. Yet the deteriorating situations in both Iraq and Palestine might conspire over time to convince Bush to change tack—especially if such a transition is helped by leaders such as Britain’s Tony Blair who believes that finding a settlement for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is not only crucial for improving Anglo-American ties with the Arab-Muslim world, but also for winning the war on terror.
 For their part, Arab leaders have a responsibility to help Bush articulate clear policies towards Iraq, Palestine, and the issue of reform in their own countries—instead of hiding their heads in the sand in the hope of escaping America’s wrath.
 If Arafat’s death is to become the real window of opportunity it is being made out to be, all parties—Palestinians, Israelis, Americans, Arabs, and Europeans—must adopt genuinely new positions; otherwise, the situation can only deteriorate, with more and more use being made of military force—and terrorism.
 In Iraq—in Fallujah to be precise—the American war on terror entered a new and bloodier phase this past week. Iraq is in danger of plunging into a catastrophic sectarian conflict that might well lead to the country’s disintegration. Fallujah and other restive Iraqi towns could be pacified through the use of overwhelming military force (at a horrendous cost in civilian lives and infrastructure), but such a course of action could never put an end to resistance and terrorism, simply because it is based on a defective logic in which each party believes that it has succeeded in drawing the other to the killing fields of Iraq to destroy it.
 According to the U.S. administration, the ‘foreign fighters’ holed up in Iraqi towns are terrorists who have to be destroyed there to prevent them from targeting American cities. For their part, these fighters have been coming to Iraq in their thousands seeking revenge against U.S. policies by killing American soldiers and sucking the United States into the Iraqi morass. The presence of U.S. forces in Iraq provides an easy target for the jihadists—or so they believe. Tragically for Iraq and its people, each party (the Americans and the jihadists) believes that it has succeeded in trapping the other.
 On the face of it, Arab rulers seem content to act as spectators as the tragedy of Fallujah unfolds. But in fact, the fear of what the situation in Iraq might bring has them shaking in their boots. Most of Iraq’s Sunni Arab neighbors supported Saddam Hussein in his war against Iran in the 1980s in order to defeat the perceived threat posed by militant Shiism. These countries are now worried that any weakening of Iraq’s Sunni community (and strengthening of Kurdish and Shiite influence in the country) would strengthen Iran and their own Shiite communities.
 Steps taken recently by most of Iraq’s neighbors (by arrangement with the United States and the interim Iraqi government) to tighten border controls in order to prevent foreign fighters from entering Iraq reflect these countries’ fear of provoking America’s ire on the one hand, and their fear of the possibility that these fighters might come back to haunt them on the other.
 To cut a long story short, Arab regimes are worried about their own survival first and foremost. That is why they have so far failed to adopt clear polices either with or against the United States, and why they have not so far instigated any serious reforms because of their fear that democracy would spell their own demise. It is as if by keeping silent vis-à-vis what is happening in Iraq, the West Bank, and Gaza, Arab rulers have adopted Sharon’s miserable logic that says that what is happening is all part of the battle against terrorism.
 Yet it is precisely this unfair assessment that reduces the Palestinian struggle against Israeli occupation to mere acts of terrorism—while totally ignoring the policy of state terrorism exercised by Israel against Palestinian civilians—which is increasing hostility towards the United States and weakening those Arabs who are genuinely opposed to violence and terror.
 Adopting double standards and protecting Israel from international sanctions when it violates international humanitarian law must be seen to represent a moral burden for the Bush administration; it also goes some way in explaining why Arab public opinion is so opposed to American policies. George Bush must try to understand and appreciate the justness of Arab demands—if he is the person making decisions in the White House in the first place. But is he?
 The fact of the matter is that since Bush first came to power, his Middle East policy specialists have been continuously trying to get him to abandon positions he adopted publicly. This happened after the first major speech he made about the Middle East in April 2002, which dealt fairly with all parties calling on them to do what they have to do to achieve a peaceful settlement, reform, and democracy.
 In June 2002, Bush lowered the ceiling of demands Israel was expected to fulfill, while calling on the Palestinians to do more. In April 2003, he made a complete U-turn.
 So at the end of the day, Ariel Sharon (with the connivance of the Pentagon) succeeded in destroying all Bush’s original policies (which were drawn up by Colin Powell’s State Department). This coup was achieved behind Powell’s back; The Secretary of State was unaware that his policy was being systematically undermined until he was faced with the facts on one of Sharon’s visits to the White House.
  
 BUSH ADOPTED SHARON: The result was that Bush adopted Sharon’s policy vis-à-vis Yasser Arafat that stated that the Palestinian leader was irrelevant and that consequently Israel had no partner for peace. This was an evident Israeli ploy designed to evade carrying out the requirements of the roadmap and undermine the goal of establishing an independent Palestinian state.
 Arafat for his part provided the excuses Sharon needed to convince Bush of his views. But even if he had not done so, Arafat had already become the prime strategic target for Sharon and his supporters in the U.S. administration in order to achieve U.S.-Israeli convergence in the war on terror.
 This strategy is set to continue in the post-Arafat era; the Israelis will continue to refuse to recognize that they have a credible Palestinian peace partner. It will not be easy to overcome Israeli strategy, so long as it is defended by the United States and so long as Europe prefers not to come into conflict with Washington over Israel—especially since differences still exist between them over Iraq.
 It seems that Britain is the only party capable of influencing Bush in his second term. But Blair has to be careful to present fair ideas for a settlement to ensure that his initiative does not backfire. It is not enough for the British prime minister just to bring the issue to Bush’s attention for him to claim success.
 Success in solving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict requires an effort by the United States and Britain to understand the different mentalities of both parties; it also requires that they both have enough courage to act independently of Israeli positions. Success also requires that Arab countries adopt radical new policies that are prepared to enter into peace agreements with Israel and normalize relations with the Jewish state in exchange for a return to the borders of 1967 and the establishment of a viable Palestinian state.
 For their part, the Palestinians must unite in the face of the challenges facing them, for neither the Palestinian Authority nor the opposition factions are up to that on their own. The Oslo peace process, which marked an historical turning point in Israeli-Palestinian relations, was based on two conflicting premises: While Yasser Arafat saw it as a gradual process that would inevitably end in Israel withdrawing to the 1967 borders, the Israelis interpreted it as a process by which they could use the Tunis-based Palestinian leadership to contain Palestinian terrorism in exchange for a base in Gaza and vague promises of more land to come. But Israel never intended to return to the borders of 1967.
 Now, we see the Palestinian resistance still threatening Israel, while Sharon’s rejection of a political solution has obviously failed to bring Israel the security it so desperately craves.
 These two interpretations will continue to clash in the post-Arafat era because all the three major players (the Palestinians, Israelis, and Americans) have the power to negate each other’s decisions—and all are disunited from within.
 The latest Palestinian decision was not only derived from inter-Palestinian dialogue, but also from Israeli positions and American insinuations. Talk of ‘windows of opportunity’ opening up should not only refer to the Palestinians because of Arafat’s demise; in fact, it concerns the United States—and George Bush personally—even more. For if Bush was really sincere in his ‘vision’ of two states living side by side, this is his great opportunity to achieve a historical two-state solution between the Israelis and Palestinians.
 Arafat’s disappearance from the scene is a test for Bush, especially since he has already expressed public support for former Prime Minister Mahmoud Abbas, the man who will lead the Palestinians into elections in two months’ time.
 Meanwhile, Ariel Sharon is going to try his best to create obstacles to prevent Abbas and Prime Minister Ahmad Qurei’ from making use of this opportunity for change. Sharon will demand the destruction of the Palestinian infrastructure (which he calls terrorist) as a precondition for resuming peace talks; and this demand will be supported by the pro-Israeli establishment in the United States.
 George Bush is under the spotlight. He can either continue pushing an Israeli agenda at the expense of the American national interest; or he can take the initiative by informing Sharon and his supporters in no uncertain terms that a new era has begun in U.S.-Israeli relations.
 The window of opportunity that has opened up with Arafat’s demise must be exploited by the president of the United States by making a decision to deal with the Arab-Israeli conflict comprehensively and fairly.
 Only thus can Bush demonstrate that he has finally understood what it needs to win one of the most important battles in the war on terrorism.
 End...
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