The Solution to the Palestinian Issue Should Remain a Priority for Obama
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Perhaps it comes late and may seem like a farewell present from George Bush's administration, but the US initiative - in partnership with Russia - to have the Security Council issue Resolution 1850 has not come too late. Indeed, by focusing on the Palestinian track of the peace process, such a resolution would correct the distortions inherent in the calls that have been pouring down on the administration of President-Elect Barack Obama to give priority to the negotiations with Syria. Most importantly, issued at the end of Bush's term in office, this Resolution gives Obama's term a momentum to build upon, instead of fearing that Benjamin Netanyahu becomes Prime Minister of Israel and blows away the entire peace process. What may have come late is the initiative by some Arab countries to inform the five permanent members of the Security Council, in addition to Germany, of their opposition to any compromises that would reinforce Iran's regional role as a reward for the Islamic Republic suspending its uranium enrichment program and restraining its nuclear ambitions. Nevertheless, its timing is not useless. Indeed, Barack Obama's administration will make every effort to forge security partnerships in the Gulf and the Middle East. It will be highly interested in pleasing Iran, with which it may engage in dialogue at the highest level. Thus it would be very useful for major Arab states to inform the coming US administration that they insist on attending any negotiations over regional security and refuse to sanction Iran's regional hegemony as a reward for Iranian compromises on the nuclear issue. Such a notable move by Arab states conveys an important message to Washington, one that could be summed up by an insistence on "we are here" - in the issue of the Arab-Israeli conflict through the Arab peace initiative and in the issue of regional security through a mechanism of meetings that guarantee Arab presence. In this case, the regional security will not be solely shaped by the five permanent Security Council member states and Iran in the package of political rewards in exchange for Iranian compromises on the nuclear issue.

Considered to be the bridge between the two administrations, the US Secretary of Defense Robert Gates effectively participates in designing the conception of security in the Gulf and the Middle East. When he took part last week in the Manama regional security dialogue, Gates said, "Partnerships and cooperation should not be an exclusive club. It ought to reach very broadly and include many countries." Replying to the author of this article, he added, "I do not think that Iran is dominant. I think that the US and our friends and allies here in this region represent a significant deterrent to Iranian activities." Gates speaks the language of curbing Iranian expansion and interference and puts forth such questions as: "Why does Hezbollah have more missiles and rockets than most countries in the region?" By this he points to Iran supplying Hezbollah with such missiles. Then he wonders: "Iran's efforts to destabilize the Government of Iraq; its efforts to try to defeat the Status of Forces Agreement; its interference in Western Afghanistan: what are all these activities about? What are Iran's goals?" He also includes "missile and nuclear programs" among Iran's most worrying activities.

The questions Gates is asking are of paramount importance. As he told the author of this article, "Nobody is after a regime change in Iran. What we are after is a change in policies and a change in behavior so that Iran becomes a good neighbor of people in the region rather than a source of instability and violence." He does not seek to place the military solution on top of the list of options; he rather wants to place collective action "through economic and diplomatic pressure" at the forefront of efforts while keeping the military option on the table. He wants countries in the region to think fully and profoundly about the significance of regional security and its requirements, whether with regard to Iraq or to Iran. As such, the ideas which Gates spoke of seem to correlate with those teeming in the minds of a few Arab leaders, including some in the Gulf region. However, there is a need for more give and take in the framework of shaping cooperation and designing partnerships in a new regional security order. For instance, there is a need for wider, deeper and more cohesive Arab roles in Iraq, so that the Iraqi scene would not be exclusively exposed to Iranian influence. It is true that there are Arab states that are taking more steps towards Iraq than in the past, diplomatically, politically and through various kinds of support and aid. Nevertheless, today, with the start of the Barack Obama era, major Arab states, such as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, should have laid out a coherent and detailed strategy about what they consider to be in the interest of Arab relations with Iraq and in the interest of Iraq on the Arab level. This strategy must also cover the nature of the US-Arab dialogue over Iraq. Indeed, the security of Iraq is an essential element of regional security, and of dealing with Iran's regional ambitions.

The meeting which was held at the UN headquarters this week and included Foreign Ministers and representatives from the US, Russia, China, the UK, France and Germany (5+1), taking up Iran's nuclear issue with Foreign Ministers and representatives from four GCC member states (Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Kuwait), as well as Foreign Ministers and representatives from Iraq, Egypt and Jordan (6+3), may form the nucleus of a mechanism to maintain the dialogue between the two groups over Iran, more particularly its nuclear ambitions and regional aspirations. Oman and Qatar boycotted the previous meeting in a show of objection to excluding Iran from the regional security talks. Indeed, as it is one of the countries concerned, it should be present at these talks, as Oman's Foreign Minister Yousuf Bin Alawi told Al-Hayat in Manama. Of course Iran has a role to play in international talks over regional security, as do Turkey and Israel, and as does Pakistan, if the discussions cover the Greater Middle East. But the New York meeting was not about that; perhaps its boycott by Oman and Qatar was not the right choice.

Indeed, the aim of the New York meeting was simply to tell the five permanent members at the Security Council, in addition to Germany, that granting Iran a regional role within the offered nuclear package "is not a negotiable element" for Arab states that object to the compromises made by the five states and Germany towards Iran in the form of a regional role for the latter in the Gulf. The five states have been notified that the Gulf States apprehend Iran's hegemony in the region. Thus such a meeting is useful and must be followed up on. If Iran wishes to be a party to regional/international talks about the region's security, then Arab and Gulf states welcome it, and even seek it. As a reminder, the five permanent members of the Security Council are willing to talk to Iran, both as a group and individually, as soon as it agrees to implementing the Security Council resolution that calls for the mere "suspension" of uranium enrichment, and nothing more.

Even if Iran only wishes to discuss the Gulf's security bilaterally with the US (as it would seem), it would be useful for Arab countries to carry on the strategy of "we are here" and "we have a say" in the issue of regional security. As Bahrain's Foreign Minister Sheikh Khalid Bin Ahmed Al Khalifa said, Iran's insistence on exacting international recognition of its regional role is strange; it is necessary for Arab countries to remain in a state of mental, political, diplomatic and economic readiness to face the requirements of establishing balance or of deterring Iran's ambitions of regional hegemony by harnessing opportune economic situations to form new balances of power in the region. There are indications that major states have devoted themselves to defining such directions, and it would be useful for Obama's Washington to listen very carefully. These states realize how important it is to highlight the relation between the security of the Middle East and that of the Gulf, and particularly between the repercussions of the collapse of the Palestinian Authority and of the peace process on the forces of moderation and on the security of the Gulf region as a whole. That is a message Obama's administration should pay careful attention to. The collapse of the Palestinian Authority threatens the security of the whole region, and Hezbollah's victory in Lebanon would change the security balance and provide Iran with a strong base, a military one in any case. All this silly talk about enticing Syria into breaking ties with Iran and destroying Hezbollah in Lebanon as a means to bring back Syrian hegemony over Lebanon, is merely talk inspired by Israel and picked up by naïve people everywhere. This is why they get excited about pleasing Damascus in any means possible, including by convincing the Obama Administration of the priority and ease of negotiations with Syria. There are also promises of overstepping justice, as represented by the Special Tribunal for Lebanon to try those involved in terrorist political assassinations, most prominently the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafic Hariri.

The fact of the matter is that there is no solution in the Middle East other than that based on giving priority to the Palestinian track. This is what has been confirmed by Resolution 1850, which was adopted by the Security Council this week in a public session attended by US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov. Focusing first and foremost on Palestine, this resolution has supported the Arab peace initiative which involves Arab recognition of Israel in return for it ending its occupation. Thus the two-state solution would become the solution for twenty-three states. In addition, the resolution has stressed on supporting the Palestinian Authority and called for a halt to all measures that anticipate the results of the negotiations. Most importantly, this resolution has placed the Palestinian issue and the peace process at the heart of the Security Council, unlike previous US stances which insisted on keeping the issue away from the Council in order to protect Israel from international pressures.

Perhaps all of this came too late in George Bush's term in office, as if it was the apology resolution, knowing that the decision to establish the State of Palestine alongside the State of Israel had also come from a US initiative under Bush, the man with the vision of two states. Nevertheless, it is not George Bush alone who has rushed to leave a legacy for the next administration in the last days of his own. Bill Clinton did the same when he awoke in the seventh year of his term in office and thirsted after a political legacy in the Middle East. And after Bush received the bases of the solution from Clinton, he quickly moved to the vision of the two states. However, he was immediately faced with those invisible forces which shape US policy and which forced him to turn back gradually on his famous speech, in which he asked Israel to end the occupation, then convinced him that he could wage the Iraq war without resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict.

This is what these same invisible forces will do with Barack Obama, as they will place their multiple strategies to prevent him from thinking that there is a pressing need to resolve this conflict, and that the best thing he can do is manage the peace process until further notice. This may be what Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni did when she spoke the truth of what Israeli leaderships were thinking, the truth of the determination to collectively expel Israel's Palestinians as a price for establishing a Palestinian state in place of the occupation. That is the greater challenge. Barack Obama and the American people must be wary of its gravity, as collective expulsion is nothing less than ethnic cleansing. All those who say that such a thing would be impossible nowadays should remember that ethnic cleansing did take place in the past decade, in the heart of Europe in the former Yugoslavia. Thus Livni's statements should not go unnoticed, but rather policies should be carefully crafted to prevent Israel from committing such a crime with impunity.

As for the Arab states, it is not enough for them to promote the Arab peace initiative today when they should have promoted it six years ago. They must design a strategy that would accompany the peace strategy, one based on preventing Israel from solving its demographic problem by collectively expelling the Palestinians, or by illegitimately exploiting the internationally sponsored two-state solution.
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