Golden Opportunity for the Arab League in Iraq
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The moment is ripe for a new and effective Arab League intuitive in Iraq; the challenge is to devise the right mandate, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat.


The Arab League has just been landed with what might well prove to be a golden opportunity to launch an Arab-international initiative based on a comprehensive vision and a clear strategy on Iraq that could rescue that unhappy land from the dangers of fragmentation whether due to civil war or incessant terrorism, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat

CLEAR MANDATE REQUIRED: For such an initiative to succeed however, Arab countries have to be prepared to send Arab forces to Iraq to replace - on a gradual basis - U.S. and British troops already there, and to undertake dangerous and often complex missions.

But what such an initiative needs first of all is a clear mandate that spells out clearly how such a mission is to begin and how it is supposed to end. Cast iron guarantees are needed so that the Arab League does not become merely a temporary vehicle to rescue Iraq; a vehicle that can be discarded if it was seen to obstruct regional or international designs on the country.

The idea behind it should be to transform Arab thinking such that Arab countries begin shouldering their responsibilities instead of sitting on the fence doing nothing.

After his latest tour of the Middle East, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan said that Arab leaders were scared of Syria becoming another Iraq - a sentiment that the Secretary-General said he shared, but without explaining what ‘Iraqiizing’ Syria is supposed to mean. In other words, it is still unclear whether the Arabs fear the overthrow of the Syrian regime or whether it is the possibility of a U.S. occupation of the country that scares them most.

Fears of exporting the Iraqi model to neighboring states stem from the fact that Iraq itself is in a dilemma, and is facing a dark future unless serious efforts are made to rescue it. But Iraq is not alone; the United States is also facing serious problems and needs Arab and international help to extract itself from the mess it has deliberately gotten itself into in the face of world opposition.

It is still not clear even at this late stage why President Bush and Vice President Cheney decided to invade and occupy Iraq. There are many theories though. Some believe that Bush decided to occupy Iraq because he believes he is on a divine mission to spread freedom; others believe that the war on Iraq was instigated by Washington neoconservatives to further Israel’s interests and to ensure American control of the country’s vast oil resources. Still others believe that the war was one of preemption launched to prevent Saddam Hussein from establishing ties with ‘terrorists'.

But what actually happened was the exact opposite. After the occupation, Iraq became a battlefield that drew jihadists from far and wide to fight against the United States. Perhaps the neoconservatives who persuaded the U.S. administration to launch this war thought that by luring the jihadists into a battle against 150,000 well-trained U.S. troops would spell the end of al-Qa’ida once and for all. On the other hand, they might have simply calculated that such a war would so exhaust Iraq that it would then be easy to carve the country up.

The neoconservatives initially said that the war – which they led us to believe would be a piece of cake – would turn Iraq into a beacon of democracy that would help overthrow tyrannical Arab regimes. But they had other objectives in mind; objectives that are still obscure.

These days, the neoconservatives are behaving like chameleons. They appear suddenly to declare that historical achievements are taking place in Iraq, only to disappear when criticism of the U.S. adventure becomes too loud. While it is their fault that the U.S. is in such a mess in Iraq, they have never once admitted that the situation is a mess – far less that there is a need for help to rescue America from it.

Last week, debate in Congress about the war in Iraq took an unexpected turn when pro-war Democratic Senator Jack Murtha announced that it is high time U.S. troops were withdrawn from the country. Opinions were split between those who favor an immediate pullout and those who prefer a phased scaling down of troop numbers. But in either case the question is how to go about it.

It is obvious that neither the administration, nor Congress, nor U.S. public opinion have the stomach to send even more troops to Iraq – despite the fact that doing so might be the only sure way to defeat the insurgents and terrorists. America is simply not prepared to send more troops on an undefined mission. As a matter of fact, the U.S. is far more prepared to leave Iraq without completing its vague objectives which range from defeating terrorism to installing a friendly government in Baghdad that would ensure America’s oil interests.

But the U.S. administration adamantly refuses to contemplate immediate withdrawal from Iraq, or to promise not to insist on maintaining permanent bases in the country. In its opinion, Iraq has not been a failure, and that is why it refuses to admit that it needs to be rescued from a mess of its own making. Nevertheless, the administration is looking for a realistic way out.

RECONCILIATION CONFERENCE: The recent reconciliation conference hosted by the Arab League in Cairo to bring the different Iraqi factions together was an important and successful step in laying down the foundations for an Arab role in Iraq. Arab League Secretary-General Amr Musa played a constructive role (that can be built upon) in reconciling the quarrelling Iraqi factions with each other. Musa succeeded in persuading Iraqi Prime Minister Ibrahim Ja’fari to meet with the Sunni Muslim Scholars Association leader Harith al-Dari who had hitherto questioned the legitimacy of the Iraqi government. It was thanks to Musa’s efforts that the parties agreed on certain vital issues.

The reconciliation conference provided a way out for the Americans from Iraq. Participants condemned terrorism and considered resistance to be a ‘legitimate right.’ In a clear reference to Jordanian terrorist Abu Mus’ab al-Zarqawi, they condemned the jihadist tendency to consider all Iraqis apostates. In its final communiqué, the conference stressed the need for a timetable for the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq and for building a strong Iraqi army. Participants agreed to convene a reconciliation conference in Baghdad in late February or early March 2006.

The communiqué contained a very interesting clause (Clause 4), which states that ‘resistance (to occupation) is an inalienable right for all peoples; terrorism however does not represent legitimate resistance. We therefore condemn terrorism and all acts of violence, intimidation, murder and kidnapping directed against the Iraqi people, humanitarian and civil institutions, the Iraqi government, the country’s natural resources, and houses of worship, and demand that such acts be confronted forthwith.’

The significance of this clause lies in the fact that it classifies all acts that fall outside the realm of resistance – i.e. practically all acts of violence taking place in Iraq – as terrorism so long as such acts target Iraqis. As for considering resistance to occupation to be an ‘inalienable right for all peoples,’ that part of the clause was kept deliberately vague – despite its obvious conflict with the recent request made by the Iraqi government to maintain the US military presence in the country. It is simply not logical to recognize the sovereignty of the government and the legitimacy of resistance at the same time. This is a universal fact that applies to Iraq as well as everywhere else.

The blurred lines separating occupation, resistance, and terrorism is one of the major problems Iraq is facing today. The Cairo conference succeeded in taking the first steps towards making these lines of division clearer and more obvious.

It is the next step that the Arab League and its secretary-general have to take that will pose a real challenge to the Arab world – if the Arabs are to play an effective role in – and for the sake of – Iraq. The new Iraqi government that will be formed after the elections of December 15 will be in a position to put in an official request to the League for an Arab force to help it train Iraqi forces to enable them to replace coalition troops when they finally leave the country, and to fight terrorism.

In other words, Iraq needs to be able to make a clear distinction between sovereignty, resistance, terrorism, and occupation. But the Iraqis cannot do this on their own; they need substantial Arab support. There is no other way to rescue Iraq from falling prey to the dangers of division and disintegration than an Arab involvement on a scale hitherto unseen in the history of inter-Arab relations.

It does not matter whether such an involvement is seen as helping the U.S. out of its dilemma, nor will it matter if it is seen as rescuing – rather than punishing – the neoconservative camp. What matters is rescuing Iraq.

I do not pretend that it will be easy for Arab governments to send troops to Iraq to fight against essentially Arab and Muslim terrorists; it will not. But the Arabs have no other choice – so long as such an intervention is carried out on the understanding that the US occupation of Iraq should be brought to an end. That is why it is essential that the strategy behind any Arab initiative should be considered very carefully, taking into account all players and all potential pitfalls.

Iran is currently one of the most powerful regional players in Iraq. The Arabs therefore have to come up with a coherent strategy to deal with the Iranians concerning Iraq. This is particularly important with the absence of any formal channels of communication between Washington and Tehran.

Other important partners – in addition to Iraq of course – are Europe, the United States, the UN, Russia, and China. It goes without saying that for an Arab initiative in Iraq to succeed, it must learn the lessons of the failed US involvement in the country.

For a new Arab strategy to succeed, it needs to exploit the opportunity that now presents itself to take the Iraqi problem out of the clutches of isolationism and unilateralism, and endow it with a halo of ‘rejuvenated internationalization’- through an Arab decision
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