For Obama not to Inherit the Mistakes of the Clinton Administration

Raghida Dergham New York – 11/28/2008

The team US President-elect Barack Obama is putting together for foreign affairs, national security, trade and economy is one that is well-informed on issues of the Gulf and Middle East from the perspectives of security, politics and oil, and one that understands its complications and requirements. What Obama needs to do, in order to outline a roadmap for his team, is insist on implementing his commitments and honoring his promise of change. He also needs to prevent prominent figures from establishment of the Democratic Party under former President Bill Clinton to remain confined to the mindset that prevailed nearly a decade ago, with all that this entails in terms of residue and leftover decaying baggage. The promise of change made by Barack Obama to the younger generation is what carried him to the White House, concurrently with changes in the global political-economic map, and with the desire to see the virus of change spread to the Gulf region and the Middle East. The President-elect, his Vice President Joe Biden and his team, which is supposed to include Hillary Clinton as Secretary of State, retired General and former NATO Supreme Allied Commander Jim Jones, who had been appointed Special Envoy for Middle East Security, as National Security Advisor, as well as former ambassador to the UN and Governor of New Mexico Bill Richardson as Secretary of Commerce, constitute a group of powerful figures with significant experience in foreign affairs. Yet what the President-elect and his team need to do now is carefully analyze what has happened and what is happening, in the framework of dynamics that differ from those which prevailed when the Democratic Party was last in power. They need to pay heed to such dynamics so as not to be outrun by developments. Indeed, the worst thing the coming administration could face is to be forced to catch up with events rather than direct them. The challenges coming from that region include a sufficient share of old ones, such as the peace process between the Arabs and Israel, as well as some new ones, such as Iran’s rise to a new position of power since the Iraq war. They include old problems, such as the known brand of terrorism, and new ones, such as the new terrorism of piracy. They include the old discontent and the new promise of change. Balancing the old with the new is not a regional matter; it is a global one. 

There is nothing new, for example, in the invectives of Venezuela’s President Hugo Chavez, who is trying to divert attention away from his declining situation and reputation with his people by his incessant escalating acts of defiance, especially with respect to his relations with Iran. Today he attacks Barack Obama and criticizes him for saying that it is “not acceptable” for Iran to develop nuclear weapons. He is also preparing to visit Iran soon because, as he said, “I have a debt to repay to the brother President Ahmadinejad”. What is new is the event, unprecedented since the Cold War between the US and the Soviet Union, represented by the arrival this week of a group of Russian warships to the harbor of La Guaira in Northern Venezuela, to engage in maneuvers with the Venezuelan navy. This group of ships includes the nuclear-powered cruiser Peter the Great and the destroyer RFN Admiral Chabenenko. The joint maneuvers coincide with Russian President Dimitri Medvedev’s visit to Venezuela, which is bound to attract the attention of the President-elect’s team, and not just that of the incumbent administration. Indeed, the semi-strategic and oil ties between Russia, Venezuela and Iran are old, but the joint military maneuvers have a new dimension to them. 

At the same time, Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin has escalated his discourse towards Barack Obama, and has called on him to give up the missile shield in Eastern Europe, warning of an “appropriate response” by Moscow. He tried to anticipate the new administration’s response through intimidation, saying “We hope that the new US leadership will be more constructive, responsible and farsighted” than the previous administration, with whom relations entered a state of crisis over the armed conflict between Russia and Georgia, as well as over the issue of the missile shield. At the same time, Putin left his President Medvedev and Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov to calm things down a little by insinuating that Moscow was willing to reciprocate by renouncing to install missiles in Kaliningrad, which is located between Poland and Lithuania, in response to the US missile shield project, with the aim of avoiding confrontation with the US following the deterioration in relations. These multiple messages from Russia and Venezuela come at a time of economic crisis and collapsing oil prices, a state of affairs which is detrimental to the Russian, Venezuelan and Iranian economies, each to a different degree.

The main compass in setting directions and defining relationships at this phase is the economic one, which will take governments by storm and toss them into winds that they did not expect, as in the case of Iran, while placing others at the forefront of regional and international leadership, as in that of Saudi Arabia, which has set its budget on the basis of $40 per barrel of oil. Declining oil prices and the implications of such a decline on Iran’s budget has to some extent resolved the Iranian crisis resulting from its nuclear aspirations and ambitions of regional hegemony, as well as its desire to impose its model of government in several Arab states. As a result of Iran’s declining financial resources, Obama may be holding stronger assets in dealing with Iran by virtue of economic serendipity, and not because of any change in Iranian mentality or policy. 

To illustrate, the tone with which the mullahs of Tehran and its President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad addressed their guest, Lebanese President Michel Suleiman, this week reveals their decision to refuse to recognize this country’s independence as well as its right to have a sovereign state that is capable of enforcing its authority across the country on its own. Iran’s leaders have reduced Lebanon to the word “resistance”, effectively removing the word “sovereignty”, as they continue to supply weapons to Hezbollah, of which international resolutions demand the disarmament while demanding that Iran cease to violate the weapons embargo imposed on it. Had its goal of ending Israeli occupation of Arab lands been an honest one, Iran would have turned to its ally, Syria, which has land under Israeli occupation and through the borders of which resistance can be launched. If Barack Obama’s team is indeed prepared for a new mindset regarding the means of dealing with Iran, then it has a duty to look at Iran from the perspective of its regional roles and not just from that of its nuclear ambitions. Anyone who is disdainfully neglecting to address the Lebanese issue as, according to the traditional mindset of the Democratic Party, it is not as significant as those of countries of greater strategic importance, such as Syria or Iran, is either truly ignorant or is simply refusing to come out of the old mindset. 

The statements made this week by Israeli Defense Minister Ehud Barak, in which he has threatened to destroy the Lebanese interior in response to Hezbollah’s possession of such a massive arsenal, are only a call for yet another war between Israel and Hezbollah, at the expense of Lebanon and of its people and infrastructure. His words, which fall within the category of attempts to create a rift between Syria and Iran, or between Syria and Hezbollah, in fact reflect the combination of hypocrisy and double standards. On the one hand, his view is that Lebanon should be sacrificed and returned to Syria, and that the international tribunal to try those implicated in political assassinations should be dropped, under the pretext of separating Syria from Iran for strategic purposes. At the same time, he is effectively doing what he really wants, which is to waste time discussing Syrian-Israeli negotiations in order to prevent any progress in Palestinian-Israeli peace talks. 

It became common among the circle of people who surrounded presidential candidate Barack Obama to “buy” the idea of giving priority to Syrian-Israeli negotiations through Turkey at any cost. These people should give up this dangerous idea, because there is no leaping over the Palestinian issue and no rift between Syria and Iran, and because negotiations between Syria and Israel should not be used to end the isolation imposed on Damascus. If Syria is truly honest about turning over a new leaf with Lebanon, one in which it would respect the country’s independence and sovereignty and would cease using it as a battlefield for the armed Palestinian factions that take their instructions from Damascus, then such a development would be welcome. However, Syria’s history with Lebanon does not portend such a qualitative shift, as Damascus is fully convinced that Lebanon remains its strategic depth. If, on the other hand, it has changed its mindset and its methods as a result of ongoing developments, then the coming Obama administration should be given clear guarantees in that respect. Until then, Lebanon, rather than the ghost of indirect negotiations between Syria and Israel, remains the way for Syria to end its international isolation. Indeed, the real target of international resolutions concerned with Lebanon is Syria, as these resolutions have demanded that Damascus stop interfering in Lebanon’s affairs, stop the flow of weapons to militias in Lebanon that are opposed to the army and to the state, stop refusing to demarcate its borders with Lebanon, and stop trying to freeze the international tribunal. If Syria’s intentions with Lebanon are dishonest, then Syria will remain under observation, regardless of how much it and others believe that it has overcome pressures and reached safety by the mere fact that Obama was elected. 

The case is similar with Iran, for which Lebanon, and not just Iraq, where the ground rules are completely different, constitutes a testing ground. Hezbollah may become a burden for Iran, especially if it turns over a new leaf with Barack Obama’s administration, or if another war takes place between Hezbollah and Israel. Indeed, in the first case it would become a hindrance, and in the second an expensive liability in times when belts are being tightened. Hence, once negotiations begin between Barack Obama’s administration and the government in Tehran, the opportunity will be very ripe for Obama’s team to offer Tehran the ladder to grab Hezbollah’s hands as it climbs downwards. Indeed, the only way to resolve the issue of what Hezbollah has become today is for it to take the initiative and declare its intention to turn itself from a paramilitary organization into an integral part of the army and the state, one that enjoys a prominent position as a political party that has rights and a recognized status in Lebanon’s political system. 

What is needed is for the strategy of Obama’s team to be all-encompassing, so as not to think of Iran regardless of Iraq, or of Syria regardless of Lebanon, or of Israel regardless of Palestine, and so forth. There are many open windows of opportunity for new policies, including that of the economy and that of creating peace between the Arabs and Israel, which would be very helpful in preventing anyone from using the Palestinian cause as a pretext to launch terrorist and extremist attacks against the US and against the forces of moderation. 

Obama’s team is capable of formulating a comprehensive policy that can lead to change. What it needs is the courage to break away from the patterns of the traditional policies that accompanied the previous Democratic administration under Clinton.
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