Another Middle East war?
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THE calls by Israel’s belligerent prime minister for launching an attack on Iran to prevent the latter from acquiring nuclear-weapons capability has been a source of alarm for all thinking people.
The announcement by Catherine Ashton, the EU’s foreign policy chief, on behalf of the US, Russia, China, France, Britain and Germany, that “I have offered to resume talks with Iran on the nuclear issue” is a welcome relief.

This announcement came more than a month after the Iranians offered talks specifically on nuclear matters. That month was spent in working out differences among the six powers involved — differences that flowed largely from doubts and misgivings about Iran’s real intentions. Was this a genuine attempt at arriving at a solution or was it an effort to win time to shift Iran’s uranium-enrichment facilities to better-protected areas?

Ms Ashton’s response made it clear that the “dialogue will have to focus on this key issue” of the nuclear programme and the dialogue can resume “as soon as possible” since this is what the Iranians pledged.

It is now likely that there will be some preparatory meetings between aides to Mr Jalali, the Iranian negotiator, and his EU counterparts over the next couple of weeks, and formal talks will commence some time after the Iranian Nowruz holiday in April. No quick results are expected and no stalemate is likely to be reached until the end of the year.

Clearly, it has been the Obama administration’s strong push for the resumption of negotiations that has prompted the positive response from the six powers to the Iranian offer.

His own instincts apart, Obama knows that the American people, reeling from the impact of two largely unsuccessful but horrendously expensive wars, are in no mood, despite the pressure of the Israeli lobby, to undertake another adventure in the Middle East. They will happily buy the thesis, despite the extreme rhetoric of the Republican candidates, that the expanded sanctions against Iran are working and may allow an acceptable solution to emerge.

In this election year, President Obama wants to ensure that strong rhetoric is also avoided since beating the drums of war — even if there is no war — would push up the price of oil and jeopardise the slow recovery of the American economy that appears to be under way and which more than anything else may determine the outcome of the elections.

The strength of the Israeli lobby in the US is formidable at any time. It is even more so during an election year.

The parade of American politicians at the recent AIPAC (American-Israel Political Action Committee) meeting and the almost sickening pandering to Israeli sentiment at this meeting and in the subsequent reception accorded by Congressmen of all stripes to AIPAC delegates was telling. It established that even though military leaders like Gen Dempsey have pointed out after a visit to Israel that “evidence has been growing that US and Israeli interests are not identical” the Israelis have the ear of every politician in the US.

But President Obama is well aware that in Israel itself only one in five favour a unilateral strike on Iran. He is also aware that his Republican opponents have yet to get their act together. After a slew of Republican primaries no clear winner has emerged and the battle for the nomination will probably not be settled until August or even later giving him greater room for manoeuvre
He could, therefore, afford to make it clear after newspaper reports suggested that he had recognised in his meeting with Netanyahu Israel’s right to make its own decisions on safeguarding Israeli security that this should not be interpreted to mean that he was giving Israel any kind of go-ahead for a pre-emptive strike on Iran.

President Obama has also explicitly rejected the Netanyahu thesis that military action should be taken to prevent Iran from acquiring the capability to manufacture nuclear weapons. Instead, in an interview with the Atlantic Monthly he made it clear that the red line for the United States would be Iranian possession of a nuclear weapon, and only this would lead to the exercise of the military option.

He also used this interview to remind the Iranians that over the past month or so the Iranian supreme leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, and foreign minister have made statements that “nuclear weapons are sinful and un-Islamic”. He suggested that proving to the international community that their intentions are peaceful would therefore not require them to “knuckle under to us” but merely show consistency between their statements and actions.

The danger of war, if it ever existed, has receded. What else is likely to happen between now and the November election date to mitigate the destabilisation of the oil market? Such EU members as get a substantial part of their oil requirements from Iran will look for positive developments in the talks with Iran and propose calling off the imposition of sanctions on imports of oil from Iran that are otherwise scheduled to come into force in July.

Elsewhere the Americans will accept with a wink and a nod that both India and China, large consumers of Iranian oil, may continue to import such oil perhaps at the reduced prices that Iran is being forced to offer. There will be no effort, and this is important to us to impose sanctions on the gas pipelines from and to Iran be it the existing Turkish, Armenian and Turkmen ones or the one being built with Pakistan.
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