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US President George W. Bush has called for the Americans to be prepared for 'additional sacrifices' in Iraq in 2007, pay the price of 'securing peace' and 'sustaining the war'. He also vowed that the US will not fail, will not back away, and will not be isolated. He said that the price for a US retreat would be great, 'will condemn a generation of young Americans to permanent threat from overseas', and will make radicalism and terrorism stronger than emerging democracies in the Middle East. The price the US President was talking about was not only financial, even though the financial cost in itself is astounding: more than one trillion dollars, which will be many times higher than any financial proceeds coming from Iraqi oil over the next 30 years. Therefore, from now on, the 'investment' in the Iraqi war will not be in favor of US material interests, but will be about US dignity. It will also stem from George W. Bush's insistence on winning the ongoing war over ideologies.

Now, he is sorting all military and political options, and wants to adopt a strategy for succeeding in putting together security and practical policy in the different battles in Iraq, Palestine and Lebanon. Nevertheless, Bush will face strong opposition and resistance from some Americans for adopting this method instead of withdrawing from Iraq, which would be less expensive.

Many Americans do not want to pay the price of advancing Arab democracies or defeating extremist and radical forces on behalf of the Arabs. Moreover, they do not want to bear the anxiety over the tragedies and ambitions of the Arab region. These people want their country to remain isolated, instead of paying the price of bringing regimes down. They also want the Arabs to fight their own wars and pay the cost of choosing between the ideology of hatred and destruction and the one of freedom and democracy. The region should prepare to see either the enhancement or the recoil of the US' military presence and role. The region would be left alone to face its ideological, nationalist and civil wars and pay alone the costly penalty.

If President Bush insists on enhancing and revitalizing the US role in the Middle East, he must first of all think in these terms: what options does he have regarding Iran? Which policies will strengthen the regime in Tehran at a regional level? Which one of these options is liable to weaken Tehran's determination to gain hegemony?

The military option could be the least profitable, as it could help the Islamic Republic mobilize Islamic masses in its hostile anti-American campaign, depicting itself as a victim of the US aggression. Perhaps the US administration is planning a targeted-bombing to some specific locations in order to hit nuclear reactors. However, it is not considering any invasion-like or occupation, as it has done with Iraq. Hence, it will probably not resort to the military option, unless it is compulsory.

Another option is the total and immediate withdrawal from Iraq. Such an action would make the country a very frightening neighbor for Iran; it would leave an Iranian predicament in Iraq. The invasion and occupation of Iraq represented a valuable gift from the US to Iran, especially since the US occupation authorities have dismantled the Iraqi army after toppling Saddam Hussein's regime. They have also strengthened Iran's allies inside Iraq, and have turned several Iraqi areas into safe havens for Iran to exercise its absolute influence. Nevertheless, if American forces withdrew from Iraq as quickly as possible, Iran would be left in a deadlock, while the US would free itself from the Iraqi quagmire and could regain its dignity and grandeur. The US administration could then take more strict positions regarding Tehran, without fearing any Iranian reprisal against US forces in Iraq.

The US withdrawal from Iraq would also be beneficial to the American economy. In fact, staging in the country to fight a war wanted by the US President will be very expensive for the US' budget and economy. So far, the direct cost of the war, since its beginning almost four years ago, has reached $300 billion. However, the total cost also takes into account the rehabilitation of approximately 23,000 war injured and the replacement of war and non-war equipment. These costs amount to nearly one trillion dollars, i.e. $1000 billion, according to high-profile and veteran economic expert, Hani Findakly. The figure is equivalent to the Chinese annual national income and four times the Saudi one.

If Iraqi oil was the justification for resuming this war, according to Findakly, the economic logic demonstrates that 40 years of such oil will not pay back the costs of the war so far. Staying in Iraq two or three years, at a direct cost ranging from roughly $150 to $200 billion, will increase the total cost up to $2 trillion. In other words, the US would have to sell Iraqi oil for 80 years in order to be repaid for the war bill.

Therefore, the US 'loss' of Iraq is no longer to be considered an exorbitant financial one, because the war in Iraq has been raging for a long time; its bill has mounted and has confuted the logic of investing in 'depriving' China and Russia from oil interests. Furthermore, any US administration has other means to apply the policy of 'deprivation' in oil wars, if it has to. If necessary, the US administration can block the Strait of Hormuz, bearing in mind that the US fleets and aircraft carriers are so superior that China will need 20 years to match them, according to experts. In other words, the US does not need to invade Iran. It is less costly for it to withdraw from Iraq and lay a naval blockade that would paralyze Iran and limit its regional and nuclear ambitions, if it wants to behave strictly and opt for escalation.

George W. Bush can decide to raise the Iranian issue very seriously in the equation of US bilateral relations with China and Russia; the two countries forming the de-facto alliance that protects Iran from any accountability. He can also meet with key Arab oil countries' leaders to set joint long-term economic strategies regarding China, a major oil importer. Likewise, he can use the language of the highest US interests while discussing the Iranian issue with Russian President Vladimir Putin. However, this should happen in partnership with Arab leaders, in order to discuss the details of how to compensate the economic and strategic benefits resulting from Russian-Iranian relations. This is more thorny, if not impossible.

Iranian adventures in the region will destroy any stability; this, in turn, will lead to the collapse of the global economy. Therefore, the time has come to talk about the impact that this could have on both Russian and Chinese interests. The time has come to have a long discussion with Turkey, as well as Qatar, over what harmony with Iran regarding bilateral relations has achieved. The time has come to draw an effective common European policy that takes into consideration what Europe has to do with respect to Turkey's membership in the EU, if it wants to prevent Turkey from falling into Iran's fold.

Britain wants to play an active role, as Prime Minister Tony Blair recommended. This role, though, cannot be improvised and intermittent. Iran's plans are extended as far as Palestine and Lebanon, not only Iraq. Together with Syria, it is exploiting the Palestinian Cause to dictate from outside what the Palestinians, who are suffering from the occupation, have to do. Additionally, it is exploiting this role to ignite hostility toward Mahmoud Abbas, the President of the Palestinian Authority, who this week called for early presidential and legislative elections.

Britain, together with Europe, has not treated the Palestinians and their President fairly. They have protected Israel and its Prime Minister, Ehud Olmert, from pressures, and they have pretended that the entire problem lies exclusively in the Palestinian part of the equation.

If Tony Blair were serious now, he could convince European leaders and his friend in Washington, George W. Bush, that the time has come to demand Olmert to resume negotiations with Mahmoud Abbas immediately, to have a plan with him, and a genuine intent to quickly hold negotiations. It is not enough to hold a meeting and to release Palestinian tax funds. It is not enough to pay lip services while maintaining previous stances. The current stage calls on the Europeans and the Americans to firmly and insistently demand Israel to stop pretending that it had nothing to do with the creation of Arab and Islamic extremism, like when they created Hamas, as a result of their insistence on occupying Palestine and their adventurous attempt to do the same in Lebanon.

In order to support Palestinian moderates, Washington and European capitals must also boldly demand Israel to fulfill its obligations by virtue of the Road Map - which was set by the Quartet including the US, the EU, the UN and Russia - and not only demand Hamas to carry out its share of the obligations. Otherwise, in one way or another, the Quartet will have to abandon the conditions imposed on Hamas, as long as these countries are unable to implement the principle of 'reciprocity' that they claimed to have embraced.

The Quartet must empower Abbas by strengthening his position through new cards. They should be based on what Hamas' leaders said, when they claimed to be ready to accept a 20-year-long truce, if Israel approves the foundation of a Palestinian State in the 1967 borders. Israel would be foolish to refuse this, and the Quartet would be ignorant if it does not hurry up and reinforce Mahmoud Abbas now, in order for him to be able to bring Hamas back to the 'Palestinian house', instead of pushing it further and further into Iran and Syria's folds.

On the other hand, if Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh is being evasive, and if it has really vowed to form an alliance with Iran and Syria no matter what, President Mahmoud Abbas must immediately declare a state of emergency; security forces must take control of the situation on the ground to stop Palestinian inter-fighting. Also, an emergency government must be formed, and the preparation of Palestinian forces must be guaranteed in order for them to control security. This is not time for half steps, neither for Mahmoud Abbas nor for the US administration, if the latter really is determined to significantly move the Palestinian Cause forward with the objective of saving it from President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. The Iranian president has turned this issue into a slogan to incite against the US due to its unfair policies regarding the Palestinians.

Such a situation requires from George W. Bush to refuse Israel's advice that it is possible to separate Syria from Iran, to convince Damascus to disarm Hezbollah in Lebanon, and to guarantee Syria of the survival of its regime as it is, under any condition and whatever the price. The objective is to prevent the foundation of an Islamic regime in Syria that could open the front with Israel. Nevertheless, Damascus now has close relations with Tehran, and the two capitals are part of an axis that includes Hezbollah and Hamas, as well. Additionally, the relations between the Syrian leadership and Hezbollah's leaders has now become closer, due to their common rejection of the International Tribunal that should prosecute those suspected of being involved in the murder of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and his fellow companions as well as the other political assassinations in which Syria's involvement has now been proved.

What the Syrian government mainly wants is to eliminate an article from the Statute of the International Tribunal. This article stipulates that responsibility is borne by the head, not only by the subordinate that carried out the terrorist crimes. Likewise, it also wants to abolish the article catering for the methodology of the crimes, which in practice makes them qualified to be considered as crimes against humanity. The most important thing stated this week by Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah, Hezbollah's Secretary General, is that he refuses to link the assassination cases in the Tribunal to his admission that this is the reason for his ministers' resignation from the government. In the meantime, Tehran is protecting both parties from the Tribunal and the trial.

If George W. Bush is ready to wage these various wars in the Middle East, he must take into account the cost of staying in Iraq and of leaving it. What he must really settle are not the war on terrorism and extremism and the ideological battles between what he calls hatred and liberty. When initiating the strategic planning, he has to consider first the realistic scenarios of how to deal with Iran.
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