	 Musharraf's ME initiative

	By Mir Jamilur Rahman

President Musharraf is back from his whirlwind tour of five Arab countries. During this tour, he exchanged views with kings of Saudi Arabia and Jordan and presidents of Syria, Egypt and UAE. The Palestine issue was on top of the agenda. In fact, the discussions were mostly confined to this thorny issue.

President Musharraf has floated the idea of developing consensus on a new initiative for creating a strong, neutral and credible Muslim voice to seek solution to the Palestinian dispute and to constitute unity of the Ummah. He has suggested that if old ideas did not work then new ideas must be tried to solve the Palestinian crisis.

So far, it has only been the USA that has helped Israel and Palestine to negotiate and solve the crisis. The US has nudged them often to remove the impediments that are denying stable peace in the region. However, because of its very close association with Israel, the US has lost its credibility with the Palestinians. The US's last attempt was a roadmap to establishment of a Palestinian state which now lays shattered because of Israel's intransigence and the infighting between the Palestinians. Israel refuses to have any contact with the Palestinian Authority because the last elections brought Hamas into power. Israel considers Hamas a terrorist organisation forgetting that most founding fathers of Israel were terrorists too before the founding of the state of Israel.

For more than once, the Arab frontline states -- Egypt, Syria and Jordan -- have been to war with Israel to free Palestine but without success. In fact, every time they fought, they lost some of their own territories to Israel. Golan Heights of Syria is still under Israeli occupation. Moreover, after every Israel-Arab war, it was Palestine and its people who suffered the most. The Arab-Israel wars have proved that war is not the key to solving the Palestine problem. Nor extremism would take the Palestinians nearer to their goal. The goal is attainable but only through peaceful means.

President Musharraf has suggested on the conclusion of his tour that the objective of his consultations with the Arab countries was to seek reconciliation rather than confrontation to develop consensus and to avert the dangers confronting the Muslim world. He has pointed out some issues which have the potential of destabilising the region. He said that Palestine and disharmony among the Muslim World were the core issues and if these were addressed there would be positive impact on Lebanon, Iraq and Afghanistan.

Discussing the role of Israel regarding the Palestinian issue, President Musharraf said that the right of the Palestinians to a state of their own must be recognised for regional and global peace, while at the same time Israel's right to existence should also be recognised. This is a very bold statement considering that people of the Muslim countries have always been led to believe that Israel will be thrown into the sea. It is very much like President Musharraf -- to say the right thing without worrying about the political consequences. But there would be no backlash in Pakistan at least because the people of Pakistan are now politically mature enough to recognise what is possible and what is not.

The USA is a mighty power, militarily and financially. Other countries, especially those in the Third World, look at it in awe but give it no respect. It has lost all credibility among the Arabs because it has failed to resolve the Israel-Palestine dispute. Its invasion and occupation of Iraq has further eroded its credibility. A little further east, the US and its allies have utterly failed to bring peace to Afghanistan. They attribute their failure to Pakistan's assistance to the Taliban. President Musharraf has rightly termed such allegations as preposterous. Pakistan in its hunt of al-Qaeda has lost 600 of its troops while it has arrested over 700 terrorists including 'kingpins of Taliban'. In view of these facts the allegation is not only preposterous but ridiculous too. President Musharraf has rightly pointed out that Taliban are operating from within Afghanistan and the Kabul Government and ISAF are not doing their job well. He has also refuted the allegation that Osama bin Laden and Mullah Omar are hiding in Pakistan. He has asserted that they are in Afghanistan and would not dare to enter Pakistan for fear of arrest.

President Musharraf has started a very arduous journey, a journey which he is certainly capable of undertaking. His visit to five Arab countries was an exploratory one. He had to find out for himself if frontline Arab countries would support his efforts. President Musharraf would have to cross many bridges before he can come up with a formula for Palestine-Israel reconciliation backed by broad consensus from the Ummah. Until now, the Muslim countries are only engaged in rhetoric against Israel. No Muslim county or the OIC has yet attempted to give a serious thought to the resolution of the Palestine-Israel conflict. OIC does adopt resolutions condemning Israel but makes no practical suggestions for resolving the crisis.

President Musharraf would be doing a great service to the Ummah if he could find a way to impress on all the parties to the conflict that dialogue is the only way to permanent peace. He has to first of all convince his own people that dialogue could not be conducted fruitfully if Israel was not taken on board. Pakistan may not recognise Israel at this moment but President Musharraf would have to visit Israel to move the reconciliation efforts forward. Most important of all, Hamas and Al-Fateh have to be reconciled before talks could take place with Israel. Hamas, which now heads the Palestinian Authority, does not recognise Israel. It does not even accept Israel's right to exist.

The one important element that would enable President Musharraf to move forward is the trust that Arab countries have in him. This trust has to be cultivated with the Palestinians too, and that would be the most difficult part of Musharraf's mission. The Israelis would also be reluctant to talk to a non-Arab for the resolution of basically an Arab dispute. However, if the Palestinians did not have any objection, then Israelis too would have no reservations.

As far US and western countries are concerned, they too would be pleased if Palestinian Authority and Israel were to narrow their differences.
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