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New and unique developments have taken place this week. What they entail in terms of meaning is worth considering, and realistic and practical decisions to build on them must be made seriously and decisively. Failing to do so will lead their importance to fade away and will turn the event into yet another missed opportunity. The fever of change which began with US presidential elections has resulted in a craving for novelty and a readiness for dialogue and understanding. A high-level conference for heads of state was hosted by the UN General Assembly, under the banner of Interfaith Dialogue and of spreading the culture of peace. The result of a Saudi initiative, it was accompanied by unprecedented momentum for change in the traditional pattern of the Saudi leadership’s practices. This in turn has resulted in international and regional acceptance and appreciation, providing an outlet for indications which will have an impact on the future of the Middle East and of its international relations. These two events coincided with the G20 summit taking place in Washington tomorrow, on Saturday, to form the nucleus of a new strategic thinking, one which certainly requires the careful analysis of events, developments and messages, and of what they entail. However, equally important is the necessity for those who have put forth initiatives to proactively promote them and to clearly and consistently show their determination to carry these initiatives to new horizons, as it will certainly be detrimental for such initiatives to adopt a slow pace. It is also necessary for those who have seized the opportunity created by Saudi Arabia’s call for an Interfaith Dialogue summit at the highest political level to show their credibility as heads of state in building on the opportunities that have been provided. 

It will not be sufficient for Israeli President Shimon Peres to announce Israel’s acceptance of the Arab peace initiative at the UN General Assembly, despite the importance of such a declaration, which has come after six years of Israel’s evasiveness and attempts to avoid the responsibilities resulting from the Saudi peace initiative, which was endorsed unanimously at the 2002 Arab League summit in Beirut. The true test is not in announcements, but in procedures and progress toward justice and coexistence. The insistence on openness inherent in Saudi Arabia’s message this week at the UN headquarters was not limited to addressing the difficulties of solving the conflict in the Middle East, but went further in fundamentally addressing the role of religion in many past conflicts. Such precedents deserve careful consideration when formulating international policies to confront intolerance, terrorism, and the misuse of religions in group strategies. 

For Saudi leadership to achieve progress towards reforms and establish new relations with other religions, it cannot move too fast, especially considering the presence of highly conservative religious circles that oppose the principles of dialogue and of respect for other religions. Hence, the realistic approach is appropriate and it is important to be understanding of the gradual measures taken, even if some seem too slow from the perspective of observers from outside of Saudi Arabia. 

The opening speech of the Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, King Abdullah Bin Abdul Aziz Al-Saud, from the platform of the UN General Assembly, was filled with important indications. He said that religions should not be a cause of “misery” for mankind; that fanaticism has led to “destructive wars”; that the denial of justice has caused world crises; that terrorism and criminality are the enemies of every religion and civilization, and that neither would have appeared were it not for the absence of the principle of tolerance. King Abdullah did not hesitate to welcome Jewish and Christian spiritual leaders and others during his stay in New York. He did not refrain from attending the dinner held by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, although he knew that Israeli President Shimon Peres would also be attending. He made it clear beforehand that he was not interested in shaking hands, and attended the dinner sitting at a table neighboring that which hosted Shimon Peres and other international and Arab leaders. 

The Saudi monarch remained seated in the hall of the General Assembly when Shimon Peres delivered his speech and did not leave in protest. He listened carefully to the words of the Israeli president, as Peres expressed appreciation for the monarch’s initiative of calling for the interfaith dialogue and declared Israel’s acceptance of the Arab peace initiative launched by King Abdullah. All of this is no sign of weakness, but rather a sign of strength and determination to create change by working to find radical solutions based on justice towards the Palestinian cause. It is a sign of political courage and of the stern determination to free Muslims, Arabs and Saudi Arabia from of the burdensome accusations of fanaticism, radicalism, terrorism and avoidance of peace and responsibility. If Israel’s leadership reacts to such a major development in Saudi Arabia’s approach to it by applying the principle of “take what you get and demand more”, it would be committing a grave mistake and misinterpreting the message of good will and new horizons. 

Israel’s Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni came close to making that mistake during her joint press conference with Shimon Peres at the UN headquarters. She naively and maliciously called for unnecessary measures such as changing the discourse, in mosques and schools, which criticizes Israel and condemns its practices. Such criticism would become reduced were Israel to actually cease its repressive practices against the Palestinians, such as demolishing their homes, imposing an economic siege on them, surrounding them at checkpoints, building the wall of separation on their lands, and taking away their houses to build illegal and illegitimate settlements. The means to end the Arab-Israeli conflict lies in ending the Israeli occupation that has lasted since 1967. This is how Israel can live in peace and normalize relations with its Arab neighbors, according to the commitments clearly expressed in the Arab peace initiative. The time has come for Israeli leaderships to cease to constantly evade peace and its responsibilities. The arrival of a new administration in Washington, as well as the promise of change and of restoring the path of justice made by president-elect Barack Obama, should encourage the American people to realize the role they play, either in prolonging the conflict in the Middle East further or in reaching a solution to that conflict. Indeed, the solution is within reach, and everyone knows the way to reach it. The first step US and western media in general should take is to come off their high horses and read the text of the Arab peace initiative, which it can safely be assumed the overwhelming majority of American reporters have not read, not even a single time. 

Today, the opportunity has been provided for the necessary analysis of this initiative, which is open to slight, practical amendments. There is a need to note the importance of what has taken place at the General Assembly last Wednesday, in terms of exchanged Arab-Israeli messages that are of grave significance for the future of relations between countries in the region. Today, president-elect Barack Obama has the necessary tools at his disposal to make a qualitative leap in the issue of the Middle East, if he so wishes. The president-elect is certainly aware that Saudi Arabia’s role is not confined to the Palestinian-Israeli issue but extends to other issues of concern to him – most prominently those of Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan – in addition to the role Saudi Arabia can play in resolving the global financial and economic crisis. The president-elect is a lucky man, because the economic crisis, which came accompanied by oil prices declining almost down to a third, will radically influence the policies of the countries that are supposed to represent a serious challenge to him, especially Russia, Iran and Venezuela. Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, will not be influenced by declining oil prices, as it is able to sustain prices dropping to less than $50 a barrel, knowing that it had previously risen to that of almost $170. 

Perhaps this will limit ambitions and influence strategies, granting them the elements of calm and wisdom, but the opposite may also be true. However, regardless of this, other countries in the region, and particularly Saudi Arabia, will take advantage of these developments, as they are determined to make use of them to achieve their strategic objectives. Such objectives are not confrontational. On the contrary, although Saudi policy may have different shades, it is ultimately of a nature that is homogeneous to a great extent. This policy is based on the desire to avoid clashes and to build understandings. The current phase is particularly characterized by a Saudi orientation not only to make the kingdom part of the dialogue and of strategic partnerships that are not based on exclusion, but also to ensure that Saudi Arabia is not excluded from agreements and dialogues. In other words, Saudi Arabia wants to be a permanent party in any developments, especially at this transitional phase in American policy. This is not motivated by fear of what could happen were it to be excluded, but rather by the desire to express the determination not to be excluded and insist upon it. 

In other words, the content of Saudi Arabia’s message is this: We are here. In every sense of the word and at every level of regional and international developments: we are here. That is a message bearing important indications, as traditional Saudi policy had been based on the prevalent attitude of remaining above engagement. Today, however, Saudi Arabia is very serious about informing those concerned that it is ready and capable, were the circumstances to present themselves, as it is willing and able, if reasonable responses are provided. The gravity of this message lies not in its content, but in the possibility that it may be transmitted too slowly. Thus all eyes turn to Saudi Arabia today, carefully watching how it will move forward in this new and qualitative approach for the country itself and for the region as a whole, under the banner of moderation to confront the destructive forces of extremism. There are important reconciliations taking place in the Gulf, following the pattern of the Saudi-Qatari reconciliation, which seems to have reached the point where King Abdullah insisted that Qatari Prime Minister and Foreign Minister, Sheikh Hamad Bin Jassim Al-Thani, be seated at his table along with the UN’s Secretary-General, in clear violation of UN protocol at the dinner held in UN headquarters. This is no meager development, especially at a time when many policies in the Gulf region and international relations are being reformulated. 

Everyone is getting ready for the change inspired by the events in the US. All of this represents a unique opportunity, the perspectives of which may still be difficult to grasp at this early stage. Yet, the mere presence of so much momentum behind the desire and the opportunity for change creates a drive which carries a stimulating fever.
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