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Created by the raging global financial crisis, the intertwined link between economics and foreign policy will certainly shape America's foreign policy. However, the personality of the would-be secretary of state will have a special impact, as the United States is expected to forge different relations with the world. Yet, the biggest challenge for whoever assumes this post will be to adapt to the new economic realities and their impact on the policies of other nations. One of the most important regions where the US has interests and bases is the Gulf region, the Arab Peninsula, Iraq, and the Middle East. It is in this region in particular that politics and economics intertwine, especially in light of the financial crisis and plummeting oil prices. This region also poses a few major challenges for the next American administration. The latter will willingly and almost approvingly inherit a bilateral agreement that regulates the presence of American troops in Iraq until the end of 2011 amidst an Iraqi struggle over federations, natural resources and power-sharing. To the position of secretary of state, many names circulate, names of candidates with completely different personalities, temperaments, identities, mentalities and approaches in dealing with others. Senator Hillary Clinton is smart and well versed in international politics. She is also firm, strong, determined and unwilling to yield or fall into the trap of dialogue and open-ended diplomacy that aims at foot-dragging and evading liabilities. At times, she pushes others away with a tough smile, setting up a protective psychological barrier that does not earn her immediate admiration. At others, she can enjoy a real challenge if she finds it sufficiently exciting. Her ambition is limitless, her policies pragmatic. Thanks to her celebrity status, she can sit with world leaders and get straight to the core of issues. In addition, picking her for the post will fend off the accusations that women were discriminated against in the last elections.

New Mexico Governor Bill Richardson's character seems to be the opposite of Hillary Clinton's. He always seeks to communicate, please, and appease. He makes use of his charming humor, smile, and loud laugh to attain his political goals, both as a diplomat and a politician. He enjoys significant expertise in oil and energy affairs as well as in foreign policy. His style is very different from Hillary's as he believes that he can resolve difficult crises through continuous dialogue and soft diplomacy. In his opinion, articulate communication is the best weapon and calm talk inside closed rooms can lead to desired outcomes. He is by all means the man of diplomacy and bargains. Like Bill Richardson, Richard Holbrooke has served as US ambassador to the United Nations but he is the stark opposite of Richardson in terms of personality, style and ideology. He is known for his arrogant pride fed by his belief - and that of others - that his sharp intelligence gives him superiority over others. He does not try nor seek to please or appease but believes that diplomatic and if necessary military firmness, challenge and confrontation constitute the means to guarantee higher American interests and to deter dangerous adventures. He condemns Vladimir Putin's policies in Russia and toward Georgia for example and does not believe in open-ended dialogues with any party that seeks to gain time.

On the other hand, if the president-elect truly wishes to hand over the Middle East file to Dennis Ross, the former peace process coordinator under Bill Clinton, he would be sending a stronger message about his intention to run the foreign policy by himself with the appointed secretary of state merely serving as a façade. Bill Clinton had once ignored the peace process in the Middle East and allowed Dennis Ross to deliberately run that process flippantly until his seventh year in office. Barack Obama may follow in Clinton's footsteps if indeed he decides to assign this mission to Ross. This way, he would be sending the message that he has no intention to fight a battle with Israel or the American right at the beginning of his term and that he is the one to decide giving up on a solution for the Middle East crisis rather than whoever he assigns to manage the file. If, on the other hand, the president-elect makes a good read into the economic and political developments and their reflection on the Arab region and the Middle East, he must immediately take advantage of the available opportunities; he must send firm messages to all concerned parties, starting with heads of states to al-Qaeda leaders scattered everywhere. The new American president has an unprecedented window of opportunity which will test his ability to read into events and lead.

With respect to the Arab-Israeli peace, the opportunity lies in the Arab peace initiative. Currently assessed by American Jewish leaderships as well as by the Israeli people and government, this initiative may be seriously endorsed as it offers a clear formula of peace, coexistence, and recognition of Israel in return for its ending the occupation. It may be useful for Barack Obama to truly embrace this initiative, especially since Saudi Arabia vows to mobilize huge Islamic support behind it as a form of Arab and Islamic normalization with Israel if the latter decides to make real peace by accepting the proposed initiative. Solving the Arab-Israeli conflict is extremely easy and clear; no one has to innovate to reach a final solution. All is needed at this turn is for Obama's administration to immediately jumpstart this file instead of following in the footsteps of George W Bush and Bill Clinton, i.e. neglecting the file to the last minute.

The Clinton administration left Iraq after destroying its social fabric through unprecedented collective punishment. For its part, the Bush administration left the country after waging a destructive war under the pretext of weapons of mass destruction to bring down the despotic - but secular - regime and have it replaced by sectarian government and confessional strife, as well as battles over federalism, ones that may evolve into civil war. Numerous are the reasons behind the current conflict and dispute over the Iraqi-American security agreement by virtue of which American troops would withdraw from Iraqi cities to stay in Iraq until 2011. Concerned about their security and fearful of being deprived of the country's natural resources, mostly oil, under a federal Iraq, the Sunnis believe the agreement reinforces the Shiite rule. For its part, Iran has approved of the agreement because it strengthens the Shiite rule. Tehran also benefits from the American stay at this stage to support the Iraqi government against any possible Sunni revolt. Additionally, the Islamic Republic is not ready to inherit a dismembered Iraq at its borders. Rather, it prefers a stable Iraq under the current rule at the service of the temporary American troops. Yet, it rejects permanent American bases in Iraq which seems to be out of question, at least according to the agreement.

Iran's leniency toward the security agreement comes across as a message to Obama on the one hand, and as a result of its regional ambitions on the other. The government of Mullahs is aware that in addition to time, it also needs to calm matters and avoid escalation. It sees benefit rather than harm in reinforcing the Iraqi government under al-Maliki. Since Iran perceives not only a regional but also an international Saudi role in the current economic and financial crisis, it moves away from the provocative and escalatory approach initiated by President Ahmedinejad with the support of the Supreme Guide Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Iran is calculating the outcomes of economic developments on the partnerships in the region and does not wish to be excluded from these partnerships or agreements once the new administration takes over.

The major regional player today is Saudi Arabia rather than Iran. The Kingdom was the only country from the region to attend the G20 economic summit in Washington last week. As a seasoned economist said in describing the importance of this summit, "This summit recognizes the death and end of the G7 which then became G8 with Russia's membership." There is a new economic and political reality and there are new leaders for a new world order, including Saudi Arabia. This is significant for several reasons. For instance, Saudi Arabia is home to the two holy shrines and, as such, is a state of profound importance for Muslims across the world. The other reasons include the initiatives for interfaith dialogue and peace with Israel, not to mention the evolving economic thought and its association with political influence in various parts of the world. The US-Saudi partnership will also take a new turn at this decisive phase. Consequently, it would be better for the Obama team to seize this ripe opportunity for an effective resolution of several issues. Away from sowing exclusion or divisiveness, the Saudi policy seeks benefits for Saudi Arabia and the entire region in the successful mobilization of local Arab partners to speak on a united voice behind a common strategy regardless of dispute and with no need to agree on every small and minute detail.

At this turning point, Saudi policy intends to keep a lid on the situation with an eye on reconciliations as long as this does not compromise principles. In addition to helping address the Iranian nuclear file, Saudi Arabia harnesses its influential strong ties with Iraqi tribes to prevent Iraq from turning into a civil war battlefield. In the same vein, the Kingdom, thanks to its remarkable relationship with Pakistan, has a very important role to play in Afghanistan, one that no other party can play. In parallel, committed to Lebanon's independence and sovereignty, it makes it clear to Syria and Iran that Lebanon can neither be used as a bargain chip nor as a battleground to settle scores.

RaghidaDergham.Com
