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IT had all the spectacle and outward trappings of a major international gathering, enough to have the world news media spotlight focused on it. However, the much-touted conference on Iraq, which brought nearly 60 interested and not-so-interested neighbours and off-shore well-wishers of Iraq to the idyllic Egyptian resort of Sharm El-Sheikh, on the tip of the Sinai Peninsula, never, really, lifted itself up from the white sand of Sharm to become afloat.

In its two days of televised meetings, on May 3 and 4, the conference couldn’t insulate itself from the bog that Iraq has long been mired and stranded in. It seemed that other than the Iraqi Prime Minister, Nuri Al-Maliki, star of the grand spectacle, nobody else had their heart in the proceedings. And it was too much to expect one man, no matter how keen or desperate to see it home on a successful note, to carry the whole burden of the conference on his shoulders.

Nuri Al Maliki’s keenness for the conclave at Sharm was understandable. In his one year in office, the beleaguered prime minister has little to show on the plus side of the ledger. The coalition government he leads is hamstrung, torn by rivalries and jealousies between the majority Shias and the minority Sunnis, with the Kurds, the third component in it, being there only to guard their turf, jealously. On top of it, its writ does not run much beyond the perimeters of Baghdad’s Green Zone.Iraq, even to the most charitable observer of the scene, is in a mess and dangerously lurching like a rudderless ship at the mercy of choppy waters and hostile winds. Maliki controls neither the domestic levers of power nor has he any leeway with the Americans, whose agenda of occupation has little in common with what he would like to do with the nominal power he has, largely for the sake of form and to lend him some trappings of power.

He is hostage to George W. Bush’s last-ditch ‘surge’ plan that’s typically relying on muscle power to attain the goal Bush is so desperate to have under his belt in the twilight of his presidency. Bush’s agenda is single track: pump in as much military muscle into Baghdad as a Democrats-controlled Congress, already at loggerheads with him, would permit him to have. His end-game is single track, too: leave the White House on a note of ‘victory’ in Iraq. It doesn’t matter to him that victory in Iraq, in the classical or traditional sense, is impossible; he’s an orthodox leader who doesn’t stand much on convention.

The spiralling and escalating American military operation in Baghdad has already injected 35,000 additional soldiers into the ‘Battle of Baghdad.’ If Bush could have his way, the increment would have been much more than that. He has already vetoed one congressional bill demanding a pullout timetable and is threatening to veto more such bills. The ‘surge,’ initially intended to last 6 months is highly unlikely to be rolled back at that time limit. In fact, no American troops would be pulled out of Iraq on George W. Bush’s watch in the White House.

Because Maliki has no control over the Bush security thrust, he hasn’t been able to make any headway on his national conciliation plan. There has been absolutely no progress on that track since the first, and last, national conciliation meeting in Baghdad, last December. The net impact of this Maliki initiative, on which he had so much riding, having run aground is that the national track of the Maliki government is in total shambles.

All this national paralysis was not lost on the key players of the Sharm El-Sheikh conference. As such, they came to the conference to pursue their own individual agendas, which didn’t necessarily have any room in it for what Maliki came to seek from it.

The most important player, the US, does not feel any compulsion, as of now, to subordinate its ‘victory-centric’ single item agenda to Maliki’s supposedly broad-based agenda of seeking national conciliation at home while getting cooperation from regional and international players on security and reconstruction of Iraq.

Washington’s primordial interest at Sharm was to seek out both Iran and Syria — in niggardly implementation of a major recommendation of the Baker-Hamilton report — to get a feel of how these two important neighbours of Iraq could help check the alleged influx of insurgents and instruments of terror from their side of the border with Iraq.

Condoleezza Rice met but only with partial success in her quest to engage both Iran and Syria in a dialogue. The Syrian Foreign Minister, Waleed Al Moallim, had no hesitation in obliging her. His government had, earlier in the week, received Nancy Pelossi, the House Speaker and Rice’s Congressional nemesis, with great warmth, putting Rice under psychological pressure to engage him at Sharm. The Syrians are on a roll and Moallim had everything to gain by his meeting with Rice in a full media blitz.

However, the Iranian Foreign Minister Manochehr Motaqqi, cleverly wriggled out of any formal encounter with her. The Iranians could be said to have their own, good, reasons for not meeting Rice. For one, the Americans are still attaching, publicly, conditions of ‘good behaviour’ by the Iranians, which is not how equals should be meeting face to face. But a more convincing reason for the Iranian reluctance to engage Rice at this juncture could be their sense of winning the psyche war with Washington. Tehran feels it has the upper hand in the battle of nerves with Bush and sees no reason to bring the aces up its sleeve into play, at least not yet.

The fourth key player, Saudi Arabia, perhaps played a leading role in wrecking the conference and rendering it no chance to eke any modicum of ‘success’ from the jaws of failure.

The Saudi perspective on Iraq has long been tainted by the Saudi-Wahabi orthodoxy’s obsession with the Shia Iran making heavy inroads into Iraq and tilting the balance of power in the region in its favour.

This sectarian tinted Saudi policy is not of recent origin. It was born the day after the Islamic revolution in Iran, in 1979, which the Saudis saw as a direct challenge to their sectarian dominance, not just in the Arab world but also in the wider Islamic world. Dogged by the fear of Iran poaching on their turf in the Gulf region, in particular, the Saudis had no compunction in joining forces with the hated Saddam — against whom they’d cobbled together the Gulf Cooperation Council, or GCC —when he unleashed an unprovoked aggression against Iran still in the infancy of its revolution.

The Saudis gulped Saddam’s shibboleth that he was fighting the battle of all Arabs (he cleverly duped their sense of history by drumming it as Qadsiyya II to invoke the memory of that seminal victory of the Arabs in the early years of Islam that broke the back of the Sassanid Empire of Persia in the 7th century) and generously doled out billions of dollars in aid and loans to Saddam, hailing him as a hero (Batl-al-Arab was the title given to him) fighting for the Arab ‘cause.’

Now the Saudis are reluctant to write off the 15 to 17 billion dollars Iraq owes them from that period. It was their reluctance to be munificent, and forgive Iraq their part of an unbearable burden of nearly 60 billion dollars in foreign debt, which sunk the prospect of Iraq being given a slate clean off its burgeoning debt obligations. The Saudi foot-dragging on what’s clearly a humanitarian issue for a haemorrhaging Iraq proved to be contagious; other participants dilly-dallied, too, on a matter of such sterling significance to a beleaguered Maliki government. It also torpedoed all hope of Iraq getting the world behind its reconstruction plans.

The Saudi unhappiness with Maliki manifested itself in other ways, too. King Abdullah refused to receive him in Riyadh—on which Maliki was so keen—prior to the conference at Sharm. The Saudi petty-mindedness was not only deplorable but also undermined other participants’ feeble and half-hearted attempts to get some bonus points for Maliki, just for face-saving.

To Maliki’s chagrin, the participants couldn’t even agree on a joint declaration to sum up the proceedings, much less record any achievement, or chalk up any ‘bench-marks,’ a chimera so dear to Washington.

The grand spectacle at Sharm turned out to be a damp squib for Iraq’s future and, in the shorter time span, for Maliki’s future at the head of the moribund Iraqi government. The only silver lining for him, if one could describe it as such, on a very dark cloud has come belatedly, more than a week after the conference. The cryptic announcement from Baghdad’s American sources of an impending, face-to-face, meeting between the new American ambassador to Iraq, Ryan Crocker, and a senior Iranian official should give some hope to Maliki’s security agenda getting off the ground.

In terms of diplomatic progress, this small step by both the Americans and the Iranians to narrow the huge chasm separating their stances on the prime question of Iraqi security, may not amount to much. At the same time, the temptation to read too much into this belated move, long overdue, would be amateurish.

However, it’s still commendable that there’s, now, an awareness in Washington that a dialogue with Tehran, without intermediaries, is the best of the limited options available. It’s a victory for Condoleezza Rice’s quiet efforts, from her State Department perch, to move the policy centre on Iraq to her department, and away from the Pentagon hawks.

But the hawks and their neocon comrades aren’t going to give ground that easily. Sensing that the centre was slipping from under his thrall, a pugnacious and irascible Dick Cheney rushed to the region to show his gruff face and assure the likes of the Saudi ruling clan that they could always count on him—and the menagerie of war-mongers serving him—to wield the short-end of the stick. His acerbic comments against Iran, on board an aircraft carrier in the Gulf, was meant to assuage his rich Arab friends that Washington was still at their service, if only they would agree to stand up to Iran.

But Cheney has his nemesis in Iran’s maverick President Ahmedinejad, who followed him to the UAE, without wasting a minute. The Iranians are proving up to the task, in their own immutable style, in the diplomatic sparring Cheney has triggered.The carrot-and-stick, wielded respectively by Rice and Cheney, is reflective of total disarray in Washington on policy options, in regard to Iraq and Iran. It’s a classical case of tussle of nerves and wits between a cool Congress and a panicky White House. Panic there is in equal measure in the Maliki camp in Baghdad. But there’s no trace of it in Moqtada Al Sadr’s hideout.

Sadr has everything to gain by just sitting out this period of flux in Baghdad and Washington. He’s conserving his militia, Al Mehdi Army’s strength by not engaging the Americans in combat. His preferred option is to give Bush’s surge the long rope till it hangs itself on its own petard. Sadr City, his bastion of fawning followers in the heart of Baghdad, is like an island of calm in a turbulent sea.

Like an adept poker player, Sadr is also not rushing in to use up his aces, all at once. His latest call for a summit of insurgent leaders and amnesty for clean civil and military officials of the defunct Baath Party, is clearly directed at broadening his power base. Maliki has little to match Sadr’s wits and tactical thrusts. Sadr is biding his time, till the Americans run out of all steam and Maliki is exhausted of options. Sadr seems determined to make his finest moment chime in with the American debacle, a.k.a. Bush’s elusive chimera of ‘victory.’ Time is on Sadr’s side.
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