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CALENDAR

Sunday, March 12 at 4 pm, Oleg Grabar, member of the Institute for Advanced Study and leading authority on Islamic Art will give an illustrated lecture, “The Future of the Past:  Saving the Islamic Architecture of Jerusalem” at 101 Friend Center (corner of Williams and Olden Streets on the University campus).  The lecture is co-sponsored with the International Center, the Transregional Institute, and the Near East Studies Department.

Tuesday, March 14, “Made in Palestine,” an exhibition of Contemporary Palestinian Art will open in New York at the Bridge Gallery, 521 West 26th Street (between 11th and 12th Avenues), telephone: 646-584-9098, open Tuesday to Saturday, 12-6.  This exhibit was to have been shown in Westchester County until a NY Assemblyman declared it “promoted terrorism,” and contained “anti-American, anti-Israel and anti-Jewish hatred.”  As a result, ninety North American cities declined to take the exhibit for fear of showing anything that might be perceived as “pro-Palestinian” and the exhibit was forced back to the Station Museum in Houston, and remained in storage for almost two years.  The Art vs Houston Gallery Review said “The quality is exceptional.”  To view some of it online go to http://www.stationmuseum.com /Made_In_Palestine/Made_In_Palestine.htm.

“Without Boundary:  Seventeen Ways of Looking,” works by artists from Islamic societies is on view at the Museum of Modern Art, (11 West 53rd St., New York) Wednesdays through Mondays, 10:30 to 5:30.  This exhibit is highly recommended by art historian, Oleg Grabar, who attended the opening.

ON THE DUBAI PORT DEAL

William Greider, in a posting of The Nation (www.thenation.com 2/23/06) points out that the ruckus over the Dubai port deal is “a fun flap, the kind that bring us together.  Republicans and Democrats are frothing in unison instead of in polarizing incivilities.  Although the issue is trivial, Bush’s dilemma is fundamental to his presidency, because so many of the actions and policies of his presidency were based on the promotion of fear and hysteria.

“So why,” asks Greider, “is the fearmonger-in-chief being so casual about this Dubai business?”  Because at some level of consciousness even George Bush knows the inflated fears are bogus.  So do a lot of the politicians merrily throwing spears at him.  He taught them how to play this game, invented the tactics and reorganized political competition as a demagogic dance of hysterical absurdities and endless opportunities to waste public money.  Very few dare to challenge the mindset.  Thousands have died for it.

Bush’s terrorism war has from the start been in collision with the precepts of corporate-led globalization.  Bush’s diplomats travel the world banging on governments for trade rules that defenestrate a nation’s sovereign power to run its own affairs.  The U.S. government regards itself as comfortable with this arrangement since it assumes the superpower can always get its way.  Most citizens are perhaps unaware that their rights have been given way, too.

James J. Zogby in The Baltimore Sun of February 28 states that there are three factors driving the ruckus over a Dubai company running six major American ports: an election year, public concern over national security, and the involvement of an Arab country.  Because Dubai is an Arab country, Zogby declares, members of Congress assume they won’t be called to account for a falsehood.  Smearing all things Arab remains the last acceptable form of ethnic bigotry in America.  As a result of this mindset, the UAE, one of America’s closest Mideast allies in the war on terror – a country that has sent troops to fight alongside ours in Afghanistan, complied with all of our antiterrorism initiatives and provides the largest base port for U.S. military ships – is being called a “rogue government,” an “Islamic fascist” state, and the “home of terrorists.”  In the Middle East, people are scratching their heads.  If the UAE, can be treated with such scorn, some ask, what’s the point of being a friend of America?

If Congress really wanted to have a debate about port security and the failings of the current system, it would be talking about increasing funding for hiring more customs officials, beefing up our Coast Guard presence, and providing additional equipment to screen more of the containers that enter our country. 

PALESTINIANS ARE BEING ROBBED BY ISRAEL

(From Amira Hass, Ramallah correspondent for the Israel newspaper Ha’aretz, February 21)

Palestinians import all sorts of products:  water pumps from Sweden, bulldozers and boxes of corn flakes from the United States, plastic toys from China, washing machines from France and cheese from Denmark—and virtually all of them reach their destinations only after they’ve been through Israeli port authorities and Israeli security checks.  At the ports, Palestinian importers are required to pay the Israeli authorities the value-added tax of 17%, as well as whatever custom taxes are due on goods that come in on their way to the West Bank or Gaza.  These transactions (along with direct Palestinian transactions with Israeli firms and merchants) last year yielded revenues of $711 million.  But whose revenues are they?

To judge by the actions of the Israeli Cabinet on Sunday, [February 19], the money belongs to Israel.  The Cabinet announced that it was going to withhold Palestinian tax and customs revenues, at least for the moment, as a response to Hamas’ electoral victory.  Until the money is released—if it is released—the Israeli treasury will earn the interest.

It’s not supposed to work this way.  According to the Oslo accords (and by any standards of common sense and basic justice), the revenues should serve the people who ultimately buy the goods.  These tax receipts are not donations of goodwill from Israel; they are not charity.  This is not like, say, Dutch foreign aid money, which is given freely by the Dutch people and can be withheld if the Dutch choose to stop giving it.  These are tax revenues that are due to the people in the territories where the goods are headed, and the Israelis have no right to hold them up.

Since 1994, these revenues, transferred each month from the Israeli Ministry of Finance, have made up a critical portion of the Palestinian Authority budget.  When Israel briefly stopped transferring the revenues in 2001, pressure from the EU and other countries—including the U.S.—forced Israel to reverse its decision.  Unfortunately, after the Hamas victory, such pressure seems unlikely.

Last year, the $711 million constituted almost two-thirds of the Palestinian Authority’s revenues.  (Only $383 million was collected in income and sales taxes within the West Bank and Gaza.)  Even with all those revenues, there was still an $800 million shortfall in the Authority’s $1.9 billion budget.  

Why are domestic tax receipts so low?  Because the economy is in constant recession and “operates well below its potential,” according to the World Bank.

What debilitates and cripples the Palestinian economy is Israel’s heavy, systematic restrictions on movement within the occupied territories—hundreds of roadblocks and military checkpoints that delay, prolong and sabotage normal economic activity and, hence, potential tax revenues.

The Palestinian Authority cannot compensate for the “lost”—or perhaps it would be more accurate to say “stolen”—tax revenues.  Its Ministry of Health, for example, has been unable to pay its contractors for hospital food, equipment or medicine for three months, and is $22 million in debt.  Now, with Israel hijacking an addition $50 million or so each month, the ministry will not be able to pay the salaries of its 13,000 employees.  The same is true with the approximately 40,000 employees of the Ministry of Education in the Palestinian territories.  35% of residents between the ages of 20 and 24 were unemployed during the third quarter of 2005.  About 43% live below the World Bank’s poverty line and 15% live in deep poverty—which means, according to the World Bank, that they are unable to meet subsistence needs.

By taking Hamas’ meager—but undoubtedly their own—revenues, Israel does not punish Hamas or persuade it to change its positions.  It simply gives the Palestinians another reason to regard Israel as an aggressive and repressive occupying power.

AIPAC CONFERENCE TO PUSH P.A. ISOLATION

(Ron Kampeas writes from Washington for the Jewish Telegraphic Agency, February 21)

A central focus of this year’s policy conference (on March 7) will be legislation that includes the toughest conditions to date for American assistance to the Palestinian Authority.  “The Palestinian Anti-Terrorism Act (HR 4681) [see Zogby, below] will ban direct aid and severely limit indirect assistance to the P.A. until the president certifies that the P.A. is not controlled by a terrorist group and until Hamas agrees to fight terrorism and recognize Israel’s right to exist.”  Similar legislation is currently being worked on in the Senate. The conference draws between 5,000 and 6,000 activists and is the annual centerpiece for the pro-Israel lobby.  The final day of the conference is reserved for lobbying on Capital Hill.

Whereas in the last years, the principal focus of lobbying was Iran’s nuclear program, passage of HR 4681 is this year’s goal.  Nevertheless the opening plenary will feature former nuclear inspector David Day and John Bolton on “How the International Community Can Stop Iran.”  As it appears that the international community now wants to stop Iran, the focus can turn to Hamas.

HR 4681, initiated by Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL) and Tom Lantos (D-CA) would stifle aid for non-governmental organizations in the Occupied Territories, as well as for the Palestinian Authority.  The only exception is humanitarian assistance.  The bill also reduces U.S. payments to the U.N. commensurate with the percentage of the U.N. budget that goes to the P.A.

The legislation also tightens President Bush’s options for circumvention.  It omits any national security waivers related to aid, and requires a 15-day waiting period before humanitarian aid goes forward.

The administration is fighting the bill, partly because it impinges on Bush’s fierce protection of his foreign policy prerogative.  In an attempt to slow the bill, the administration got its friends in Congress to rush through a non-binding resolution that calls for a ban on direct aid to the P.A. as long as a party calling for Israel’s destruction controls more than half the legislature.

The resolution was initiated two weeks ago by Sen. John Thune (R-SD) and shepherded through the House of Representatives this week by Rep. Henry Hyde (R-IL), the chairman of the House International Relations Committee.  Hyde is close to the State Department.

Voting for the resolution could provide a degree of cover for members of Congress when AIPAC activists swarm congressional offices next month pressing the much tougher Ros-Lehtinen-Lantos bill.

In a February 15 floor speech, Hyde suggested that he would use his powers as committee chairman to slow down the other bill.  “Tying the hands of this administration is not in the interests of national security,” he said.  “Hurting the Palestinian people will reward terrorist regimes like Syria and Iran, which seek to exploit the suffering of the Palestinians for their own selfish reasons.”

Another administration worry is that the bill seems aimed less at Hamas then it is at tying the administration’s hands, no matter who runs the Palestinian Authority.

Existing law on designated terrorist groups already bans aid to any Hamas-led government.  And the Palestinian Authority has not received direct aid for years, a consequence of its pervasive corruption.  Funds are currently administered solely by U.S. A.I.D., and paid only to non-P.A. contractors.  “The administration has a whole range of problems with HR 4681, ranging from all stick, no carrot, to being a blanket lifetime ban of aid even if reforms are enacted,” said one senior congressional staffer.  The staffer for a Democratic congressman who favors the bill says:  “Things keep getting worse, which is why congressional conditions keep getting more stringent.”

U.S. DEBATE OVER HAMAS:  MAKING A BAD SITUATION WORSE

James Zogby’s Washington Watch of February 20 declares that there is an internal debate within the Administration and Congress as to how to deal with the Hamas victory in the recent Palestinian elections.

The State Department advocates a moderate and pragmatic approach.  They hope to craft a response that strengthens the position of Palestinian moderates and to develop a medium-term strategy that will give internal Palestinian politics and Arab intervention time to move Hamas toward a more moderate, inclusive, and non-violent approach to governance.

On the other hand, there are hard-liners who appear to support a position advocated by the Israeli government and its U.S. supporters.  They seek to impose international isolation on Hamas and the Palestinian Authority, starving it of funds and support.  In this way, they hope to create a backlash within the Palestinian community that will result in the collapse of the P.A. with either one of two outcomes: new elections which will bring chastened moderates back to power or a leadership vacuum in the territories which will provide Israel unimpeded ability to impose its unilateral plans.

The first position appears supported by Condoleeza Rice, the second by elements of the White House led by Vice-President  Cheney’s hawkish and pro-Likud National Security staff.

Within Congress, the moderates and hawks are also at loggerheads.

The “moderates,” in the Congressional meaning of the term, advocate passage of a Senate bill (Concurrent Resolution 79) which consists of one straightforward sentence reading “no U.S. assistance should be provided directly to the Palestinian Authority if any representative political party holding a majority of parliamentary seats within the Palestinian Authority maintains a position calling for the destruction of Israel.”

Supported by some hawks and doves alike, it allows Congress to make clear its dislike for Hamas, while doing little to tie the hands of the Administration.  It is, after all, only a “sense of Congress” resolution and, therefore, is not binding.  It does not cut U.S. aid to the Palestinian people and it does not remove the President’s authority to release aid to the P.A. if conditions warrant.

Opposed to this “toothless” effort, are a number of bills and letters circulating in the House of Representatives, one of the more prominent being House Resolution (HR) 4681, a bill whose sweeping provisions are so extensive and regressive that the P.A. and the PLO would become more tabooed in the U.S. today than they were in the 1970’s and 1980’s.

Given these two poles of the debate within the White House and Congress, it is fair to say that the Hamas victory has made an already bad situation worse.  In its aftermath, Israel can now claim justification for their brutal unilateralism.  Meanwhile, the Administration debates moving from a policy that could do little more than offer mild disapproval of Israeli behavior (thus enabling bad behavior) to active collaboration.  And Congress, never balanced in its approach, continues to deliberate between the bad and the worst.

There is, of course, blame enough to go around, with Israel, the U.S. and the P.A. each playing a role in bringing us to this state of affairs.  But, in no way, can Hamas be absolved of responsibility.  Their exploitation of theology and the oppression of their people to justify their outrageous use of suicide bombers against innocents and their deliberate efforts to undercut the P.A.’s authority, served to give Israel the pretext it desired to intensify the occupation, nullify their peace process commitments, and delegitimize the P.A.  In a sense, Hamas and Israel’s Likud have long been partners in a tragic tango of death and repression.

Given this, what next must be done?  Certainly not the approach advocated by Israel’s foreign minister or the advocates of HR4681.  From Israel’s expulsion of Hamas leaders in 1992 until now, the policy of repression has only strengthened extremism.  Just as Israel’s right wing has absorbed each suicide bombing and become stronger, so too, Hamas has absorbed efforts to punish and isolate it and used the resultant discontent to fuel its movement.

U.S. and international aid should continue while internal Palestinian negotiations between P.A. President Abbas and Hamas continue over the shape that a new government will take.  Support for moderates will encourage moderation, while punishing the Palestinian people or their elected government will only cause extremism to grow.

Of course what is recommended here will do nothing to improve the Palestinian situation, it will only keep it from worsening.  What would make it better would be a change in U.S. policy that puts direct pressure on Israel to cease its brutal occupation policies, destructive settlement, road and wall-building activities and enter into honest negotiations with Palestinians with an eye toward implementing UN Security Council Resolution 242 and subsequent agreements signed by the two parties.  This will take the initiative away from extremists on both sides and give moderates a chance to win.  Given the nature of U.S. politics, however, such a shift is unlikely any time soon.

U.S. CONGRESSMAN PROTESTS HAMAS TALKS WITH TURKEY

Turkish Daily News of February 24 reports that Rep. Tom Lantos (D-CA) [one of the leading Zionists in Congress] has written to Prime Minister Erdogan to protest the talks Erdogan’s party held with Hamas in Ankara.  Lantos asserted that the meeting would serious damage Turkey’s national interests, its fight against terrorism and overall relations with the United States.

U.S. WILL TRADE WITH TURKISH CYPRUS 

(From the Turkish Daily News, Ankara, March 1 and February22)

Washington recently agreed to end its ban on trading with northern (Turkish) Cyprus, for the first time since 1974.  Reflecting the U.S. government’s firmness vis-à-vis eliminating the economic inequality between the two sides of the decades-long divided island of Cyprus through easing international isolation of Turkish Cypriots, U.S. State Department deputy spokesman Adam Ereli said last week that “Commercial transactions with the northern part of Cyprus are not illegal by any definition that I’m aware of.”  Nevertheless, he noted that there has been no change in U.S. policy refusing to recognize the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus.

Last summer, Washington announced the launching of a project under A.I.D. to improve the business climate in Turkish Cyprus, releasing in July one-third of an assistance package that it pledged almost a year before to reward to Turkish Cypriots for their support of a U.N. reunification plan.  The U.S. government and U.S. companies are already working with the Turkish Cypriots to bring the sanitary working conditions and business practices of potential exporters up to world standards.  The $10 million project is part of a $30.5 million Cyprus Partnership for Economic Growth assistance package designed to create a climate that will support the reunification of the island, said the U.S. State Department at the time.

The U.S. pledged to support Turkish Cypriots with the aim of ending their international isolation after they voted in favor of a U.N. plan to reunite the island in an April 22 referendum in 2005.  The plan was rejected by Greek Cypriots.  Opening ports in the north would be a de facto recognition of a Turkish Cypriot state, the Greek Cypriot ambassador in Washington was quoted as saying.

IRAN AND TURKEY SIGN SECURITY AGREEMENT

(From Iran News Daily of February 23)

The Deputy Interior Ministers for Security Affairs of both countries signed a security agreement in Iran on February 21.  Based on the agreement, the two capitals would cooperate to fortify joint borders and prevent smuggling of goods, drugs, weapons and hallucinogenic substances through their joint border.  They also agreed to intensify security measures to prevent illegal border crossings and traffic of goods, fuel and humans.  Turkey has been pursuing a campaign against active outlawed gangs and groups on both sides of the joint border.  As per the agreement, Tehran and Ankara would launch further joint measures against terrorism.  Condemning all acts of terrorism, the Turkish minister said that Turkey has been fighting terrorism for many years and has sacrificed about 35,000 of its forces in the process.

TURKISH FILM PULLED BY GERMAN THEATERS

(From an article by Michael Levitin in Berlin, Forward, February 24)

In Europe’s latest entanglement over free speech, German officials and Jewish leaders called for a ban on a Turkish action film that demonizes Americans and Jews.  Germany’s largest theater chain was the first to respond, announcing that it was removing the film from its program immediately.

Following a smash success in Turkey earlier this month, “Kurtlar Vadisi Irak” (“Valley of Iraq”) has sold more than 200,000 tickets and climbed to fifth place in German box office sales by last week.  With its bitterly anti-American and anti-Jewish depiction of the Iraq war, the film is stoking hatred and sending the wrong—and an unacceptable—message to the Turkish population.

The film comes at a time when the integration of Turks into German society is lagging due to crime, unemployment and failures in education.  Critics say that the movie offers little dialogue.  In fact, they argue, by presenting a young movie-going audience with anti-American and anti-Semitic clichés, the film is likely to widen the cultural divide between Islam and the West leading to Germany’s discussions about Turkey entering the European Union.

In order to ban the film, German law says that authorities would have to determine that it violates Code 130 that outlaws hate speech, or Code 131, against the “exhibition or glorification of intensely violent acts.”  Given that it is no more violent than an average action film, it seems unlikely that the government would evoke Code 131.

The film starts off by retelling an actual event that happened in Sulaymaniyah, northern Iraq, when American forces arrested and held in captivity 11 Turkish soldiers, who were later released.  The film quickly turns to its fictional action hero, Turkish intelligence officer Polat Alemdar.  He sets out to free his humiliated countrymen.  In the process, American troops massacre civilians at a wedding, firebomb a mosque during evening prayer and carry out summary executions—not to mention tortures depicted at the Abu Ghaib prison.  But perhaps the film’s most evil villain is the American Jewish doctor (played by Gary Busey), who extracts Iraqi prisoners’ organs to sell to rich buyers in New York, London and Tel Aviv.

To some, the film is seen as a cinematic backlash to “Midnight Express” (a film depicting ruthless life in a Turkish prison).  Various Turkish intellectuals have criticized it as enhancing jingoistic nationalism among Turks.  That does not appear to be the view held by the Turkish Parliament speaker Bulent Arinc, president of the Turkish National Assembly, who attended the movie’s gala opener with the wife of Prime Minister Erdogan.  “It is an extraordinary film that will go down in history,” he raved.

NEW YORK THEATRE CANCELS PLAY ABOUT RACHEL CORRIE

(By Katherine Viner in The Guardian of March 1)

The flights for cast and crew had been booked; the production schedule delivered; the press announcement drafted and approved and tickets advertised on the Internet.  The Royal Court production of My Name is Rachel Corrie, the play I co-edited with Alan Rickman, was transferring next month to the New York Theatre Workshop, home of the groundbreaking music Rent, following two sell out runs in London and several awards.

Created from the journals and emails of American activist Rachel Corrie, telling of her journey from her adolescent life in Seattle, Washington, to her death under a bulldozer in Gaza at the age of 23, we considered it, in a sense, to be an American story, which would have a particular relevance for audiences in Rachel’s home country.  After all, she had made her journey to the Middle East “to meet the people who are on the receiving end of our [American] tax dollars,” and she was killed by a U.S.-made bulldozer. 

But last week the New York Theatre Workshop cancelled the production—or, in their words, “postponed it indefinitely.”  The political climate, we were told, had changed dramatically since the play was booked.  As James Nicola, the theatre’s artistic director, said yesterday:  “In our pre-production planning and our talking around and listening in our communities in New York, what we heard was that after Ariel Sharon’s illness and the election of Hamas in the recent Palestinian elections, we had a very edgy situation.”  [“We found that our plan to present a work of art would be seen as us taking a stand in a political conflict that we didn’t want to take.” quoted in the Guardian of February 28.]  Rachel was to be censored for political reasons.

But the director of the New York theatre told the New York Times yesterday that it wasn’t the people who actually saw the play he was concerned about.  “I don’t think we were worried about the audience,” he said.  “I think we were more worried that those who had never encountered her writing, never encounter the piece, would be used this as an opportunity to position their arguments.”  Since when did theatre come to be about those who don’t go to see it?

My Name is Rachel Corrie will now be shown at the Playhouse theatre in London’s West End from March 28.

U.S. ENGAGING THE ISLAMISTS

(Saad Eddin Ibrahim [one of Egypt’s leading intellectuals] writes in the Jordan Times on February 22)

Four years ago, Turkey’s Islamic-oriented Justice and Development Party won a plurality in parliamentary elections and formed a government.  A month later, a similarly named Islamic party in Morocco, Parti de la Justice et du Développement, finished third in legislative elections.  Last December, the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt (legally banned since 1954) scored equally impressive results, garnering 20 per cent of the popular vote and 88 seats in the parliament, making it the main opposition block to Mubarak’s ruling National Democratic Party.  Hizbollah in Lebanon and Shiite parties in Iraq have also performed well in elections.

Despite this democratic endorsement, most Western governments have been reluctant to engage with these parties or to prepare Islamists coming to power through the ballot box.  The irony is obvious:  Islamists, who seem suspicious of democracy as a Western plot, took President Bush’s promotion of democracy in the Muslim world more seriously than America’s autocratic friends—and possibly more seriously than Bush himself.

The truth is that over the last three years, some regional insiders, including me, had several lengthy discussions with Bush’s advisers on the National Security Council and in the State Department.  We urged the Bush administration to formulate a consistent policy that engages the region’s Islamists who are willing to rule by democratic principles.  Some of this debate was widely publicized.

Part of America’ reluctance to deal with Islamists reflected concern over the reaction of autocratic regimes, some of which are long-time allies.  This fear proved not only unwarranted, but also counterproductive, for it has not stopped the march of the Islamists in the Arab Middle East.

Now it is time for a fresh and bold approach towards all contending political forces in the Muslim world.  First, America and the West must stop supporting autocrats with aid, trade and arms.  Second, there must be a push to expand the public space for the Muslim world’s democrats, so free media and independent judiciaries to protect press freedom need to be boosted.  Third, an active dialogue that engages the Islamists, no matter how difficult, must begin and continue.

The West needs to establish clear and consistent rules of engagement. It is legitimate and imperative to make resumption of aid to Palestinians contingent on Hamas’ recognition of Israel’s right to exist and on its commitment to all international agreements previously signed by the PLO and the Palestinian Authority.  Likewise, Israel must reciprocate every gesture of good will from Hamas, however difficult this may be psychologically.

For Hamas as well as America, the West and Israel, it is futile to look back in anger and frustration.  Instead, they all should look forward to creating the more positive legacies of Sadat, Begin, Rabin and even Ariel Sharon.  If those leaders could disavow their own violent pasts and take practical steps toward peace in the region, why can’t Hamas?

IRAQI DEATH SQUADS

(From an article by Andrew Buncombe and Patrick Cockburn in The Independent (U.K.) on February 26)

John Pace, outgoing U.N. Human Rights chief in Iraq, who left Baghdad two weeks ago, reported that hundreds of Iraqis are being tortured to death or summarily executed every month in Baghdad alone by death squads working from the Ministry of the Interior.  Much of the statistical information provided to Mr. Pace and his team comes from the Baghdad Medico-Legal Institute, which is located next to the city’s mortuary.  He said figures show that last July the morgue alone received 1,100 bodies, about 900 of which bore evidence of torture or summary execution.  The pattern prevailed throughout the year until December, when the number dropped to 780 bodies, about 40 of which had gunshot or torture wounds.

Mr. Pace said the Ministry of the Interior was “acting as a rogue element within the government.”  It is controlled by the main Shia party, the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq.  The Interior Minister, Bayan Jabr, is a former leader of its Badr Brigade militia, which is one of the main groups accused of carrying out sectarian killings.  Another is the Mehdi Army of the young cleric Moqtada al-Sadr, who is part of the Shia coalition seeking to form a government after winning the mid-December election.

Many of the 110,000 policemen and police commanders under the ministry’s control are suspected of being former members of the Badr Brigade.  Not only counter-insurgency units such as the Wolf Brigade, the Scorpions and the Tigers, but the commandos and even the highway patrol have been accused of acting as death squads.

The paramilitary commandos, dressed in garish camouflage uniforms and driving around in pick-up trucks, are dreaded in Sunni neighborhoods.

Mr. Pace, a Maltese-Australian who has now retired from his U.N. post to his home in Sydney, says the constant violence and utter lack of security in Iraq are creating a vicious circle in which ordinary citizens are turning to extremist sectarian groups for protection.  Fear of anybody in official uniform inevitably strengthens the militias and the insurgents.  In Sunni areas people will look to their own defenses and not to the regular army and police.

But ordinary Sunnis are caught between the death squads and the desire of some of the insurgents on their own side to start a civil war.  Sunni fundamentalists want not only to eject the Americans, but also to build a pure Islamic state.  They see Iraqi Shias, even though they are 60 percent of the population, as heretics allied to the U.S. who should be slaughtered.

Already an exchange of populations, similar to that in Lebanon’s civil war, is taking place in Baghdad as members of each community move to districts in which they are in the majority.

The ability of the U.S. occupiers to influence the situation is not only limited, but also some of their actions are seen as making things worse.  The Americans have been trying to dislodge Mr. Jabr as Interior Minister, accusing him of turning his ministry into a Shia bastion.  But the Shia believe that the U.S. and its allies, the Kurds, simply want to prevent the majority community from gaining full power over security despite winning two parliamentary elections in 2005.

Over the past few days, it is clearly becoming very difficult to use American or British troops to keep the peace, undermining the argument that they are the only bulwark against civil war.  The occupation forces lack the legitimacy to play the role of UN peacekeepers; it is almost impossible to have U.S. soldiers defend a Sunni mosque against a Shia crowd, because if they open fire they will be seen as having joined one side in a sectarian struggle.

In Mr. Pace’s view, the violence in Iraq is being made worse by the seizing of young Iraqi men by U.S. troops as they move from city to city carrying out raids.  “The vast majority are innocent,” he said, “but they very often don’t get released for months.  You don’t eliminate terrorism by what they’re doing now.  Military intervention causes serious human rights and humanitarian problems to large numbers of innocent civilians.  The result is that such individuals turn into terrorists at the end of their detention.

In such circumstances, family members often contacted U.N. officials asking for help in getting a young man outside of the country.  They were among many Iraqi citizens fleeing the country as a result of the violence.  “Those with money go to Jordan.  The poor go to Syria,” he said.

Pace said the situation in Iraq had “definitely” gotten worse over the two years in which he headed the U.N. human rights team.  The interim government and the international community were trying to restart the country’s crippled economy, but he said they would not succeed “until people are secure.”

ISRAEL IS DEFINING ITS BORDERS UNILATERALLY

(From an opinion piece by Ebrahim al-Abed in Gulf News (UAE) of February 10)

Israeli Defense Minister Shaul Mofaz made a surprisingly public announcement that immediately after Israeli elections in March, the Israeli government will decide on Israel’s permanent borders and “will act vigorously to implement them.”  He made clear that the new borders would include Occupied Jerusalem, Maale Adumim, the Etzion Bloc, Ariel, Reihan Shaked, Ofarim and the Jordan Valley.  A few days before, acting Prime Minister Ehud Olmert had said that these colonies would remain within the “security” fence and were an inseparable part of Israel.  Olmert also said he intends to hold on to all of Israel’s colonies along the border with Jordan.  His statement is taken to mean that there will be once again a unilateral withdrawal like that from Gaza, with no negotiations or no compliance with any international agreements.

Israel is working very hard to finish the separation wall. Danny Tirza, in charge of the wall, explained the present status of the wall and the future plans, which seem to prove that Israel does not want a settlement based on negotiations with the Palestinians.  He expects the main perimeter wall to be finished within two months.

The route of the wall around Occupied Jerusalem will sever the western parts of the city from areas where some 70,000 Palestinians with Jerusalem residence cards live.  At least 90,000 Palestinian Jerusalemites will remain on the Israeli side.  The wall will include 11 checkpoints in the city. 

Including other settlements will require complicated segments of the wall.  Tirza says he will build some Palestinian roads through and under Israeli areas protected by the fence—with further checkpoints. 

ARAB AMERICAN AND HUMANITARIAN GROUPS MEET OVER PALESTINIAN AID

On February 17, the American Task Force on Palestine and the Arab American Institute co-chaired a daylong summit of Arab American leaders and organizations in Washington to discuss the consequences of suspending U.S. aid to the Palestinians and what can be done to inform the U.S. government about this issue.

Participants included over 50 community leaders representing more than a dozen prominent Arab American and Palestinian American groups from ten states.  The summit kicked off with a strategic session, which included American Near East Refugee Aid (ANERA), AMIDEAST, and Mercy Corps.  The Senate Foreign Relations Committee’s John E. Sununu (R-NH) and the House International Relations Committee’s Darrell Issa (R-CA), briefed community leaders on the status of current legislation affecting Palestinian aid and other concerns regarding the relationship between the U.S. and Palestinians.

Later, Assistant Secretary of State for Near East Affairs, David Welch, and the National Security Council’s Senior Director for Near East and North African Affairs, Michael Doran [formerly at Princeton’s Near East Program], met the delegation and answered questions about the U.S. position on aid to the Palestinians.

Both Welch and Doran said that U.S. policy was still being formulated on the issue and that their meeting was just meant to seek the input of the Arab-American and humanitarian aid community.  Welch agreed to the formation of a working group to foster continued dialogue between community leaders and State Department officials.  They also emphasized that humanitarian aid to the Palestinians would not be      affected.  Welch was presented with a letter, addressed to Secretary Condoleeza Rice and signed by 24 organizations urging the U.S. not to suspend its foreign assistance program to the Palestinians. 

THE POLITICAL USES OF FREE SPEECH

(From an opinion piece submitted to Portside moderator@portside.org by Mahmood Mamdani, Herbert Lehman Professor of Government, Columbia University, February 13)

There is more to the demonstrations about the Danish cartoons depicting Muhammad than just a vote for or against terrorism.  I wish to draw attention to two different contexts:  Muslim-majority countries and Europe.  In both cases, the protests have an overwhelming local significance.

The demonstrations in Muslim-majority countries include a variety of contradictory forces.  For one, in this period ushered in by Hamas’ astonishing electoral victory, pro-American governments are anxious about Islamist mobilization and eager to preempt it.  Rather than curb them, they would wish to claim ownership of the demonstrations.

At the same time, those shut out of public life, extremist or not, realize they have found an issue on which they can call their governments to account without fear of facing direct repression; so they press home their point that the war on terror their governments have joined unreservedly is at its core a war against Islam and Muslims.  Here, then, is an issue that allows local civil society an opportunity to exercise freedom of speech to confront their own governments, alongside those of Europe.

In Europe, too, there is a local and an equally complex dimension to the protests.  The official American-British dissent from the governmental chorus in Europe neatly echoes the divine on the question of Turkey’s admission into Europe.  One is struck about how quickly the issue of free speech has folded into that of civilization versus darkness.  The shift has enormous significance for the European debate.  If the issue is one of free speech, there is no necessary reason why Christian Europe should be seen to be a principled defender of free speech and Muslim Europe as disagreeing in principle.  But if the issue is recast as one of enlightenment versus barbarism by Europeans, then surely there is hardly a Muslim who would be in doubt as to which side of the contest he or she is supposed to represent.

The group best placed to sense the gravity of this moment is that of European Muslims.  More than anyone else, they must be acutely aware that the depiction of Prophet Muhammad as a terrorist and sexist goes beyond a general demonization of Muslims to a direct assault on Muslims in Europe.  Surely, even the most assimilated must realize that the demand that they accept not just the principle of free speech but unconditionally support its very use as the price of political and social acceptance in Europe is a thinly disguised demand that European Muslims renounce their own freedoms and capitulate.

It is difficult to ignore the emerging European consensus that it is not just freedom of speech, but Europe’s secular civilization, that is at stake.

Every morning I anxiously look for significant European voices—not from government but from the world of the intellect and the arts—that would distance themselves from this particular attempt to promote Islamophobia as an exercise in free speech.
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