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KING Abdullah’s ascension to the throne of Saudi Arabia in August 2005 was marked by hope and expectation in the kingdom, but considerable concern in foreign capitals, particularly in the West.

This was understandable, given that Abdullah had gained the reputation of an ascetic Bedouin whose views were deeply influenced by his lifelong attachment to the simple harshness of the desert. Though viewed as an advocate of modernity, it was known that he would pursue it only with caution and prudence.

As crown prince, he had earned the reputation of a strong defender of Saudi interests, while remaining an articulate promoter of Arab causes. The western media projected him as an Arab/Islamist nationalist, who harboured suspicion of the West in general and the US in particular. It was against this background that the king opted to keep a low profile, avoid controversies and work assiduously to cultivate the US with which relations had been frayed in the wake of 9/11.

Abdullah, however, recognised that it was Washington alone that could ensure Saudi security, as well as influence Israel to adopt a reasonable attitude on the Palestinian issue. Resultantly, the US soon came to appreciate Saudi Arabia’s unique role in the region, abandoning any effort to promote reforms that could destabilise the kingdom.

It was, however, the dismal US failure in Iraq and resultant worries over growing Iranian influence in the region that provided the Saudis with the opportunity of claiming their rightful place not only in the Middle East but in the wider Muslim world as well.

The first sign of Riyadh’s newfound confidence was its openly expressed concern over the deteriorating situation in Iraq, with the Saudis making it clear that they were not prepared to be mere bystanders in the intensifying civil war in that country, specially if it caused irreparable damage to Sunni interests.

Senior officials even hinted at the possibility of Saudi military intervention in Iraq, if needed. In doing so, Riyadh was not only signalling its resolve to act as a defender of Sunni interests, but also as the upholder of Arab causes against any threat from enhanced Iranian influence.

Next, the Saudis took the initiative to use their financial prowess to mediate between the Hezbollah and the Fouad Siniora government in Lebanon. This was done to rescue that country from the threat of a paralysing civil war and also to strengthen Saudi credentials as a major player in the region. Of course, in the process, Iran’s influence on the Hezbollah was reduced — an added bonus for the Saudis.

Next, it took on the hazardous task of cajoling the two rival factions in Palestine — Fatah led by President Mahmoud Abbas and Hamas led by Prime Minister Ismail Haniya — to sink their differences and agree to the formation of a unity government. This was not an easy task, but Riyadh used its clout to convince the two factions to work together under the provisions of the Makkah accord.

The Bush administration, under pressure from Israel, nevertheless found fault even with this arrangement and refused to deal with the new government. The US opposition to the Makkah accord, however, helped reinforce Saudi Arabia’s credentials.Last week’s Arab summit in Riyadh, aimed primarily at resurrecting the peace process and first developed at the Beirut summit in March 2002, was, however, Abdullah’s boldest move and evidence of his monarchy coming of age. It brought together not only all the Arab leaders (Muammar Qadhafi was the sole exception) but also those of three major non-Arab Muslim countries — Turkey, Pakistan and Malaysia — to indicate support for the initiative.

The Arab leaders decided unanimously to revive the five-year-old plan for peace with Israel, thereby re-launching a diplomatic offensive, to resolve the Middle East conflict by issuing a direct call to the Israeli government as well as Israeli citizens to accept the Arab offer and “seize the opportunity to resume the process of direct and serious negotiations on all tracks.”

The summit was marked by King Abdullah’s candid and objective assessment of the ills plaguing the Arab world. It was, however, his remarks on Iraq that caused a major stir when he stated: “In beloved Iraq, blood flows between brothers in the shadow of illegitimate foreign occupation and hateful sectarianism threatening a civil war.”

When US Under-Secretary Nicholas Burns claimed being “a little surprised to see these words”, Foreign Minister Saud Al Faisal retorted that “any military intervention that is not at the request of the country concerned, is the definition of occupation.”

The king also stressed that “we will never allow any forces from outside the region to draw the future of the region and no banner will be raised in the Arab land but the banner of Arabism.”

Israel’s initial reaction to the Riyadh declaration was non-committal, verging on the negative, with its leaders claiming that while it contained a few interesting elements, it also suffered from major shortcomings. Soon thereafter, Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert told a major Israeli newspaper that the Jewish state could clinch peace with its enemies within five years, adding that “we are ready to hold discussions and hear from the Saudis about their approach and to tell them about ours.”

This offer, however, has to be taken with extreme caution, lest it be another propaganda ploy. In any case, the Israeli prime minister’s popularity is at an all-time low, with even his conservative supporters having lost faith in him after the Lebanese adventure.

Moreover, there is no fundamental change in the Israeli leadership’s attitude, as evident from its claim that the conservative Arab states are its natural allies and that they must get together to face the real threat to the region, which in their view is Iran. This was evident in Olmert’s remark that “a bloc of states is emerging that understands that they may have been wrong to think that Israel is the world’s greatest problem. That is a revolutionary change in outlook.” He said, “There are things that are happening which have not happened in the past which are developing and ripening.”

It was, however, wrong and mischievous of Olmert to think that by promoting an Arab-Ajam divide and by expressing his willingness to meet King Abdullah, he would be able to achieve peace in the region.

As the well-known Israeli activist Uri Avnery wrote recently: “This is an old gimmick of Israeli governments from the time of David Ben-Gurion,” which is to meet with an important Arab leader and then “claim that this amounts to normalisation with the Arab world, which is Israel’s main objective, without giving anything in return.”

Immediately afterwards, Olmert affirmed that “not a single settlement or post would be dismantled until the Palestinians fight terrorism”. Incidentally, dismantling those settlements that are illegal even in Israeli laws and which all Israeli leaders, including Ariel Sharon were committed to dismantle, is also included in the “roadmap”.

According to it, Israel was obliged to dismantle these settlements in the first phase, and simultaneously the Palestinians had to disarm their organisations.

The king is, however, far too intelligent and experienced not to have foreseen the impact of his policies on Arab capitals, as well as on Washington. The Riyadh summit, coming on the heels of Saudi initiatives to bring back Hezbollah and Hamas into national mainstreams, gave rise to understandable speculation as to whether it was indicative of a shift in the Saudi position.

Admittedly, the change is remarkable, leaving many observers to wonder whether this was on account of a genuine change of heart in the royal family, of course at the behest of King Abdullah, or whether this was a major tactical ploy by a regime that is increasingly fearful of the rising anger and dissatisfaction on the streets. If the former, it would be indicative of King Abdullah’s success in consolidating his position within the royal family. If the latter, it would indicate that Washington and Riyadh may have agreed that it was to their mutual advantage to agree on a common strategy, while agreeing to disagree on tactics.

There are others who believe that the Saudis are increasingly worried about growing Iranian influence in the region, resulting from the mess in Iraq and because of Iran’s nuclear ambitions. They may, therefore, like to bring the Arab countries under one tent, but at the same time, would not like to be perceived as promoting the US line that a resurgent Shia Iran, in cahoots with a Shia-dominated Iraq, could destabilise the conservative Arab regimes.

The Saudis also do not accept Washington’s claim that the real enemy of the Arabs is Iran, not Israel. The Saudis know that it is Israel which has had the rare distinction of invading or attacking half a dozen Arab states, at one time or another. And that without an early resolution of the Palestinian problem there can be no peace in the region, nor can the monarchies feel safe and secure.

King Abdullah has, therefore, chosen to take advantage of the US failure in Iraq, as well as the confidence derived from its unique role as “a swing producer of oil”, to play an active part in protecting Arab interests and pursuing bold but responsible policies on this and other issues as well.

This was evident from the fact that at a time when the US was pushing Riyadh to join it in ostracising Iran, Abdullah was sending Prince Bandar to Tehran to invite President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to the summit and to assure Iran that it would not lend itself to US plans against the Islamic regime. This is a welcome development that Pakistan should seek to promote.

As a country that prides itself on its historic, strategic relations with both Saudi Arabia and Iran, it should be Pakistan’s fervent hope that King Abdullah will rise above sectarian considerations and resist the temptation to succumb to American pressures or ploys and instead play a role befitting his stature in the region.
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