Competing with Iran Requires a Smart Arab Strategy!
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Russia and China, not the US, are the best bet to influence Iran's nuclear and regional behavior. As of today, Arab nations, now aware of Iran's plans regarding Palestine, Iraq, Lebanon and the Gulf, must collectively capitalize on their economic, oil, and strategic relations and use the language of mutual interests with both Moscow and Beijing to fend off Iranian hegemony over the future and key Arab issues.

Washington will remain important at any rate. Today a window of opportunity is available to induce President George W. Bush into re-adopting his vision of a Palestinian State alongside Israel that could momentously, effectively, and tangibly replace the occupation, enabling Bush to overcome the track and reputation he deservedly earned from the mistakes of the Iraq War and the war on terror.

There is little to fear from Bush's assent to recommendations calling for the engagement with Iran and Syria for the sake of Iraq. Moreover, there is definitely little to fear from exchanges and bargaining with Iran and Syria on the future of Lebanon in return for other US interests.

There is also little to fear from Washington's bargaining over the fate of the International Tribunal that will try those behind the terrorist assassinations. As a matter of fact, the international probe into these crimes is making progress, uncovering new leads and interrogating suspects. The Tribunal's head, Serge Brammertz, has already a list of names.

What is to be feared, however, is Arab reluctance and reliance on the will of others in preventing Iran from determining the Arab fate.

The complete opposite is what is needed, in the sense that relevant Arab nations should cease the initiative, resort to unconventional means and adopt an 'aggressive' strategy, with the rhetoric of interests to influence key players in an era governed by oil policies, dictating axes and alliances.

Iran was more cautious and wise in the past, making it hard not to acknowledge the pre-eminence of its diplomatic insight and political cunning. Today, however, the Iranian regime is instructing lessons of psychological terrorism, exploitation and blackmail. Therefore, concern over Iran's shrewdness becomes less warranted. 

Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is not the only reason for this revelation, since the Iranian regime is taking a 'Soviet' attitude in exercising its authority, its actions and appearances.

Nowadays, any Iranian delegation accompanying a senior official to New York, Istanbul or Dubai behaves more Soviet than any Soviet delegation did at the height of the balance between the two superpowers - the US and the Soviet Union - during the Cold War. It is the dictatorship of political religion in Tehran, which will not last.

What could make it last or help extending it is the Russian-Chinese oil alliance, viewing Iran as the key to thwart the US monopoly of the superpower status. Russia and China have never been in a permanent alliance with Iran, but are rather merely attending to their interests in Iran during this particular era of their history and aspirations.

Piercing this relationship is not easy, but at the same time, not impossible, since competing with Iran now requires intelligence, shrewdness, commitment and patience that must go along a brilliant and outstanding strategy.

Part of this strategy is made up of oil, investment and finance, based on mutual interests. It should be plainly advocated and negotiated with the concerned nations.

The other part must address the ideologies, the nature of the regimes, and the possible ways of dealing with the domestic issues, related to the Islamic dimension in both Russia and China.

Frankly, achieving this will require key and major Arab nations to stop burying their heads in the sand when it comes to the Islamic issue, since the provision of funds and arms is no longer useful. Accomplishing this goal does not necessarily call for striking deals that are against the interests of Muslims, whether in Chechnya or inside China, where the Muslim majority there could pass for a majority in other countries by virtue of its large population.

The challenges of today and the era we live in make it necessary to come up with new ideas, while at the same time pursuing urgent domestic reforms to export anti-Iranian model ideologies abroad.

These reforms, ideologies, foregoing the rule of dictatorships, and confronting terrorism in the name of Islam, are extremely important stances in the relationship with Russia and China. If these stances are backed by oil and other elements in mutual economic interests, Arabs will be able to compete with Iran for these key countries.

If, however, Arabs decide to resume exclusively rewarding US and European companies with arms or other kinds of deals, they will never be able to compete with Iran. Consequently, they will no longer be able to even purchase security from abroad, since Iran will dominate the Arabs and reduce them to mere vassals.

Hence, instead of mulling over the proposals of the Baker-Hamilton study, and wondering whether George W. Bush should acquiesce to these proposals by engaging Iran and its Syrian affiliate, today's requirements challenge Arab leaders to lay down a strategy and meticulously exert sustained and daily efforts to address the current files.

As for Iraq, there is a need to influence the US workshop. Naturally, such an objective in itself is not enough, since it is of paramount importance for the Arab workshop to discuss means of effective contributions to Iraq, first, for Iraq, and second, because leaving Iraq to the mercy of the US and Iran means the end of the Arab influence over the future of the region, starting from the Arabian Gulf.

It is not acceptable for the Arabs to settle for observing the situation and criticizing it out of fear of engagement. An Arab plan, based on concrete elements to save Iraq must be brought forward, and now, even if the rescue comes at the expense of, not only Arab funds, but lives and blood as well.

This is not a lifeline for the US, nor is it a price to pay for the consequences of its adventure in Iraq, but it is an important investment in Iraq, that comes after the Arabs closed their eyes to the Iraqis during the time of Saddam, as well as before and after the invasion of Iraq.

The Baker-Hamilton study underlines the importance of the Palestinian Cause and its centrality in the comprehensive framework for dealing with the US quagmire in Iraq.

The notion of emphasizing the centrality of the Palestinian Cause and the importance of the US administration's decision to assign a higher priority is sound. The mistake in the Baker-Hamilton proposals, however, is the erroneous linkage notion, in other words, subjecting the resolution of one issue to the resolution of another.

By doing so, the former Secretary of State has acted as if he chose to freeze himself in the early 1990s, when he was the star of US foreign policy and succeeded in holding the Madrid Peace Conference.

The former Secretary of State acted as though he were deliberately absent or inadvertently in the dark of the recent developments in the Palestinian, Lebanese, and Syrian arenas.

Baker and his team have turned a blind eye to the Iranian meddling in Palestine, particularly the systematic undermining of the Palestinian Authority and the presidency of Mahmoud Abbas. Baker also overlooked Iran's financial and political backing of the Hamas movement, and the invitations extended to Hamas' leaders and their rewarding with hundreds of millions of dollars.

The Baker committee also spoke in its recommendations of elements needed to implement the two-State Solution vision, namely the US' serious involvement in pushing toward a settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

This is a welcomed step indeed, since it restored to the US consciousness the need to address the Palestinian Cause as a basis and an urgent requisite for the US policy in the Middle East.

For his part, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, although late, revealed the elements of the international role needed to push the Palestinian issue forward. Proposals by Annan and Baker on the Palestinian issue, the Spanish-French-Italian initiative to hold an international conference, British Prime Minister Tony Blair's visit to the region, and Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert's reference to the Arab initiative launched by the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and adopted by the Arab Summit in Beirut, should all form a solid foundation for the Arabs and the Palestinians to build on.

Palestine's envoy to the UN, Riad Mansour, seizing the opportunity during a luncheon banquet attended by the envoys of the five permanent UN Security Council members, Kofi Annan and his team, used Annan's report as a platform to put forth a proposal including an international conference, international observers, and a peacekeeping mechanism, to benefit from the Annan and Baker reports, the European efforts, and the possible window of opportunity for the US.

Arab leaders are now required to endorse any benefits from this window of opportunity, particularly in the event of early elections called for by Mahmoud Abbas to resolve the standoff with Hamas. Especially now that George W. Bush is possibly in the direst need to save his historic reputation from the failure in Iraq; a breakthrough in the Palestinian Cause might help him bring about a change in the Arab public opinion with regards to Iraq and the war on terror.

There is also a strong need for a strategic Arab workshop seeking to capitalize on the current developments in the Palestinian issue, embodied in Bush's aspiration for a 'historical reputation' and Israel's need to be rescued from the predicament caused by both Israel's and the US' botched policies.

As for the linkage of Arab peace tracks with Israel, as proposed by the Baker-Hamilton report, it is not only senseless but rather dreadful talk.

Baker and members of his panel committed a grave mistake by proclaiming that the purpose of the meetings called for by the US or the Quartet (US, UN, EU and Russia) was to negotiate peace, "similar to what happened in the 1991 Madrid Conference, and along two separate paths (one of them); the Syrian-Lebanese track, and the the Palestinian track."

James Baker seems to have been in a deep slumber for the past two years, since he has not realized that what happened in Lebanon mounts to a Lebanese independence from Syria, despite the Syrian rejection of the Lebanese decision and its refusal to acknowledge or approve such independence.

However, if Baker is indeed aware of these developments and fully understands their significance, then his report is worse than what was initially thought.

Accordingly, Backer must immediately set things straight and finally refrain from viewing Lebanon as a Syrian annex, insisting on the intertwined Lebanese and Syrian tracks in the peace negotiations with Israel, which is tantamount to subjecting Lebanon to Syrian considerations.

James Baker made a mistake by imposing Syria as a savior for Iraq, while admitting that Syria was part of the deteriorating Iraqi problem. He was also wrong in overlooking the last two years of the Lebanese-Syrian relationship.

Concerning Syria, the 15th recommendation in the Baker report sets some elements of the negotiated peace:

• Syria's full adherence to UN Security Council Resolution 1701 of August 2006, which provides the framework for Lebanon to regain sovereign control over its territory.

• Syria's full cooperation with all investigations into political assassinations in Lebanon, especially those of Rafik Hariri and Pierre Gemayel.

• A verifiable cessation of Syrian aid to Hezbollah and the use of Syrian territory for transshipment of Iranian weapons and aid to Hezbollah. (This step would do much to solve Israel's problem with Hezbollah.)

• Syria's use of its influence with Hamas and Hezbollah for the release of the captured Israeli Defense Force soldiers.

• A verifiable cessation of Syrian efforts to undermine the democratically elected government of Lebanon. A verifiable cessation of arms shipments from or transiting through Syria for Hamas and other radical Palestinian groups.

• A Syrian commitment to help obtain from Hamas an acknowledgment

of Israel's right to exist.

• Greater Syrian efforts to seal its border with Iraq."

What the Baker team had better do now is immediately come forward with additional recommendations on what Washington should do in the event of a Syrian rejection of the above conditions.

In other words, Arabs should demand Baker to wake up to the importance of what is taking place in Lebanon and to the Iranian role in it. He should listen carefully to the message of Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, who said in an interview with the 'Agence France-Press' that "the future of Lebanon is not an issue for negotiation with anybody." Secretary Rice added, "in no way is the US going to get into a situation where it is even a conceivable notion on the part of Syria or Iran that the future of Lebanon would somehow be compromised for other interests of the US." Speaking about the International Tribunal, she stressed that it was absolutely ruled out for the US or the international community to approve the return of the Syrian hegemony over Lebanon.

The Baker report was undoubtedly important, even after being blasted by many Iraqi parties and played down by the US administration. The more important report, in terms of Lebanon, is the report by Brammertz, who said he has all the international nails to be hammered in the coffin of those who thought political assassinations would once again go unpunished. Let them prepare for their upcoming options.
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