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Numerous are the strategies proposed to President-elect Barack Obama as a means to influence the change he has promised to bring about to the US foreign policy. The most active in this respect are former members of the Clinton administration who wish to join Obama's team. Hence, they offer advices, some of which stand in sharp contrast to the needed change in US foreign policy, especially towards the Middle East. Some stand against accountability but promote rewards as a tool to lure concerned parties into forging new strategic alliances with their eye on Iran and Syria in the first place. But when it comes to Sudan for example, they change positions; they shy away from rewards in favor of accountability. Why this change of heart? It is mainly because Israel has no direct interest in Sudan, while, on the contrary, it is deeply involved in Iran, Palestine, Syria and Lebanon. Israel needs today to buy time and seems to favor rewards over accountability. If the President-elect falls prey to the architects of the failed policies championed by the former Democratic administration, he will not only fail to honor his promise of change, but will also kick off his term in office with a big loss, the loss of the moderate forces in the Arab region and the Muslim world. The president must work hand in hand with these forces to bring about the sought after change in the form of policies that would evolve into a true partnership, one that integrates all aspirations in one strategy; different from the narrow political calculations promoted by some. 

Numerous are the mistakes of the past. Of these is the blame shifted on the Palestinians alone with total absolution granted to Israel, as was the case under Bill Clinton who got involved in the Middle East peace process after having let his team - and for seven long years - sink in the quick sands of the Palestinian, Syrian and Lebanese tracks in the absence of any presidential momentum and interest. Even more, this team has simply "managed" the peace process, as instructed by President Clinton, instead of pushing it forward. The Palestinians too have committed many mistakes. They have mounted attacks against civilians, only to be dubbed as "terrorists." They have also undermined the Palestinian Authority with their struggle for power, the conflict with Hamas and the reluctance of some Palestinian factions to endorse the two-state solution and the negotiations for a peaceful settlement. The Palestinians pay the price of their mistakes and the blame exclusively shifted to them, while the Israelis, always victimized, are neither held accountable for their ongoing occupation nor punished for their violations of international laws and human rights. All this with American protection, whose price the Americans bear without even daring to protest for fear of being accused of anti-Semitism. The time has come now to overcome fear and intimidation and start expressing opinions.

Hence comes the bet on Obama who as president can promote justice and fairness. This bet is neither arbitrary nor driven by his skin color or background as an African with Muslim roots. It is rather a bet on his personality and promise. For this reason, we cannot overlook the dimensions of any potential defeat he might suffer from. If the President-elect intends to honor his commitments over Darfur for instance, he must pore over the means likely to help him rally the largest number of Arabs, Africans and Muslims behind the principle of ending impunity - to be applied even if the offender is a president or a militia leader. If Obama intends, on the other hand, to reaffirm his commitment to justice away from double standards, then he must apply this principle everywhere and no matter what. In this sense, he must reject political bargains regardless of the nationality of the offender, be he Sudanese, Syrian, or Israeli.

In the war on terror, the president needs an Arab and Muslim partner. In the battle against oppression, he also needs to team up with moderate Arab and Muslim forces. In his fight against dualism and hypocrisy, there is but one efficient weapon: a just policy. The US alone does not practice dualism. As a matter of fact, the stances of many Arabs and Muslims smack of dualism. They deny the crimes their leaders and militias commit against their innocent people simply because the West, in double-standard measures, does not call itself to account for war crimes it committed - as in Iraq for instance - or because the Americans turn a blind eye to Israel's crimes, such as ethnic cleansing. 

The currently unfolding developments in Sudan and Lebanon must attract the attention of all concerned parties as well as the President-elect and his team. Members of the Sudanese government who have bet on time as a means to cover up war crimes, consign them to oblivion, and as such elude punishment and justice will soon find themselves in a humiliating and scary situation for which they are to be blamed. China, previously used by the Sudanese government as a shield to avoid accountability over Darfur based on the bilateral oil relations, will take no action to stop the issuance of an arrest warrant against Omar Al Bashir. The regional organizations too, such as the African Union, the Arab League and the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC), will be unable to strike political deals to obstruct justice. In turn, the attempts by some countries, such as Qatar and sometimes France under Sarkozy, to delay this process and redress mistakes are apparently doomed to fail.

The ICC Public Prosecutor Luis Moreno-Ocampo has urged the Security Council this week to gear up "sooner rather than later" for the decision of the Judges on the issuance of an arrest warrant against President Omar Al Bashir. Ocampo was quoted as saying, "Massive crimes are being committed in Darfur now; they are taking place because President Bashir wills them to take place." As a matter of fact, the International Criminal Court (ICC) is a permanent independent investigative court that tries persons accused of the most serious crimes of international concern. This court cannot act if the case is investigated and prosecuted by the national judicial system as per the enforced civil laws. In addition, the court cannot intervene in any state that has not signed the ICC Rome Statute - unless requested by the Security Council, as the case was in Darfur, where it stepped in even though Sudan is not a signatory to the Rome Statute. The Security Council, acting under the binding Chapter VII, has referred the case of Sudan to the ICC and tasked it with investigating violations committed there. In his capacity of Public Prosecutor, Ocampo issued an indictment against the Sudanese President though the final decision is up to the judges.

The attempts to suspend or postpone the implementation of the indictment and the issuance of an arrest warrant have bumped across the arrogance of the Sudanese government and its reluctance to adopt local measures. Sudan could have for instance tried the persons convicted by the ICC of committing massacres. It could have at least implicitly admitted that rape must no longer be used as an instrument of war, recognizing the charges to the effect that more than 135 victims have been killed and some 3 million displaced. Next February at most, The Hague judges are due to endorse Ocampo's indictment, especially that the Public Prosecutor is sure of the collected evidence and publicly states that he has not lost so far any case. Consequently, an unprecedented arrest warrant will be issued against a president who is still in power, and states will have to implement the ICC orders.

For their part, many Arab states act as if they have nothing to do with this Court's rulings. Arab countries - except for Jordan, Mauritania, and Djibouti - are not signatories to the Rome Statute and, as such, are not bound by the Court's rulings; but law experts disagree. In their opinion, irrespective of whether the countries have signed the 108-member Rome Statute or not - knowing that the US itself refuses to join it - they will be bound by the ICC verdicts, especially that the Security Council has referred the Darfur case to the said Court under Chapter VII. In short, the Sudanese president will inevitably bear the consequences of his actions now that it is too late to strike deals. He may stay at large for one or many years; he may be confined to Sudan unable to travel. In retaliation, he may adopt further measures in Darfur and against the Joint African-International peacekeeping force. Unfortunately, it is the Sudanese people who will pay the price. For this reason, it is high time for the Arab public opinion to have a comprehensive look at the picture instead of hiding behind details.

In the case of Lebanon too, the anti-impunity principle will be applied. Some have wagered on political bargains to abort the special international tribunal for Lebanon, which is designed to try those involved in political assassinations in the country. Yet, the tribunal is due to start functioning in March. In this respect, the UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon said in an interview with Al-Hayat last Saturday, "There is no going back on ending impunity." He described the special tribunal as a "historic development in the Middle East," ascertaining that all perpetrators of terrorist crimes will be brought to justice regardless of their identity and irrespective of time and place.

In parallel, President-elect Barack Obama must address the root causes behind the Arab anger at Israel's constant impunity if he truly seeks to promote justice and end impunity. As for those who shower him with strategies, they must cease this harmful duality that spares Israel accountability and helps it elude punishment. The new president must end the American double standards - equally harmful to the interests of the US - if he is to win over the Arab and Muslim partner in his endeavor to eradicate impunity. As for the Arabs who turn a blind eye to the crimes their leaders commit, simply because Israel is not called to account, they must square their shoulders and join this decisive battle to promote accountability and end impunity.
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