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THE offer made to Iran by the US, Britain, Germany, France, Russia and China of a package of incentives to dissuade it from pursuing its present uranium enrichment policy is a potentially positive development which, on the face of it, promises to reduce the current military tensions in the region.

Whether or not Iran accepts the offer of negotiations, however, is another matter depending on how it perceives the level of sincerity in the six powers collectively, particularly with regard to the United States which has played the leading role in making this offer to Iran.

In the past, the US has been known for its unilateral tendencies and for a hard-line attitude towards Iran. It has often resorted to muscle-flexing even when while talking about entering into negotiations on disputed issues with Iran. The dangling of an olive branch, in the form of offers of negotiations, is, therefore, a necessary part of American policy in order to give credence to Washington’s pursuit of its vital interests in a global context.

Therefore, the gathering together of a group of six world powers in making a joint peace offer to Iran is good diplomacy on the part of the United States. Rather than for America to be solely seized of the issue, it is certainly a lot better to show that this point of friction is being internationalised as much as possible so that an amicable and lasting solution to the problem can be found.

But there is another perspective. The Middle East has always been an area of interest — political and economic — for the entire world community. There is the oil factor which makes the Middle East a lucrative gold mine of fortunes for oil multinationals, especially the American ones.

The current violence and hostilities in Iraq have not done the world any good. The price of a barrel of crude oil today at around $60. This is no longer affordable for most world economies. In fact, it is a price that is not affordable even for the US economy. Even though a Texas oilman himself, President George Bush has been reported as saying that it was about time that the US reduced its dependence on oil imports and looked around in the direction of seeking indigenous and alternative sources of energy.

Even so, the entire world’s economy is heavily dependent on oil as a relatively cheap and easily available source of energy for the running of industries, agriculture and almost any economic activity. Even the search for substitutes for crude oil is not going to be an easy option because of the uncertainty and cost factor involved. The process of research for finding appropriate substitutes for oil is going to be long, hard and expensive.

Even so, the worldwide oil industry at present, although they have entered the race to explore possible substitutes for petroleum, are already working on expanding oil explorations and investing in places that have been identified as having large quantities of untapped oil reserves. Whatever the progress in this regard, oil remains the cheapest and the most assured source of energy and the Middle East the principal supplier of this resource. That makes finding a viable and lasting solution to the Middle East conundrum urgent so as to ensure easier availability of oil there to all parts of the world and at cheaper prices.

Coming back to the possibility of Iran being offered an attractive package of incentives so as to persuade it to desist from its uranium enrichment programme may also be a key factor in ensuring greater production and supply of oil from the Middle East which remains the world’s largest reservoir of oil. There are also a number of political vested interests that matter in keeping the peace in this troubled region.

If Iraq can be pacified after all the bloodletting and strife it has been going through in the last three years of the US-led military occupation of that country, Iraqi oil reflowing into the world market can make a big difference to the world economy. The entire world could indeed benefit from such a development. The Muslim world has a dire need for peace and tranquillity so that it can develop its potential for progress economically, socially and even politically.

If, instead of peace prevailing in the Middle East, disorder were to spread even beyond Iraq, the likelihood is that violence and strife would grip the entire Middle East, and Israel, with its expansionist designs, would be drawn into the vortex.

Either way the writing on the Middle East wall is that Israel will end up being contained and will no longer be in a position to expand its power and influence at will wherever and whenever it feels like. In the event of Iran graduating into a regional power as a consequence of an international understanding with major world powers, the role of Israel as America’s proconsul and ally in the Middle East is likely to be substantially contained.

As a consequence of its Iraq adventure, the United States is probably beginning to understand that there are serious limitations to the expansion of the stretch of its power and hegemony there. The six-power initiative for negotiating with Iran over its uranium enrichment project thus deserves to be welcomed because it is a diplomatic initiative as against the use of force against that country.

Furthermore, the people living in Israel and the whole of Palestine also deserve to be given a sense of security. That can come about only if Israel and Palestine agree on peaceful coexistence in a peaceful Middle East that is predominantly Muslim. Israel has to make up its mind and face the stark reality of living in a predominantly Muslim region. That calls for peaceful coexistence with the Palestinians as well as with the Muslim countries in the region.

