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All Quiet on the Peaceful Front
Bren Carlill

Policy Analyst - Australia/Israel & Jewish Affairs Council
 


Whereas April didn’t produce too many headlines, its last few days saw Israeli-Palestinian violence increase. More and more rockets have been fired across the Israeli border. Israel has, at press time, ruled out any Gaza incursion for the time being, but if the incessant rocket fire kills an Israeli civilian, this decision might be reversed. 

Just like Hezbollah in Lebanon (see below), it appears the Palestinian terrorist groups want to bring Israel into Gaza. Why? To unite Palestinians against a common foe, which would distract them from both the internal Palestinian violence and the fact the Palestinian leadership (both Hamas and Fatah) have made a mess of Gaza, despite having a perfect opportunity to set up the beginnings of the long-desired Palestinian state since the Israeli withdrawal in 2005. 

The lack of acute crises in Israel and the wider Middle East over the past month enables one a rare moment of reflection; the time and ability to look at the ‘big picture.’

These days, that begins and ends with Iran. Iran wants nuclear weapons in order to destroy Israel, right? Well, yes, but there are other issues at stake.
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Iranians are a proud nation - and rightly so. Although Westerners might see the 1979 Islamic Revolution as drawing a thick, green line between that Iran’s history and what happens now, Iranians see it like that. For them, it’s a continuation of the thousands of years of Persian history, including centuries of domination over regional peoples.

Persian nationalism is combined and multiplied with Sunni-Shi’ite sectarianism. Delivered a decisive blow back in the 7th century, Shi’ites have long been Islam’s disenfranchised minority. This has continued in the modern era. Before 2003, Sunni Muslims dominated every Arab country, with the exception of Sunni-Christian Lebanon. All have ensured the Shi’ite underclass have remained just that. But things are changing.

Iran, the only Shi’ite state, is getting more powerful. Its long quest for nuclear weaponry is nearing completion. Rising oil prices have given Iran more cash to import sophisticated weaponry, and export its Islamic Revolution.

Iran’s biggest benefactor is undoubtedly Hezbollah. The Lebanese organisation, which was actually formed by Iranian Revolutionary Guards, is funded, armed, trained and, in part, directed by Teheran.

From the time of Hezbollah’s creation until 2000, Israel was occupying southern Lebanon. Calling itself a resistance organisation, Hezbollah framed itself as the chief defender of Lebanon against Israel. It could do this for numerous reasons. 

First, the majority of Lebanese Shi’ites lived in the areas under Israeli control. 

Second, the Lebanese army was (and is) weak and divided along sectarian lines. 

Third, and most importantly, for the entire time in question, Syria was Lebanon’s de facto ruler. It occupied large parts of the country and controlled the rest through back room deals and assassinations of unwanted figures. It was in Syria’s interests to keep Hezbollah armed and fighting Israel, so it helped Iran in ensuring that would be so.

If Syria could attack Israel by proxy from Lebanon, then the Israel-Syria frontier would be kept silent. It was the best of both worlds for Syria - seen in the Arab world as the only country attacking Israel, but not actually being made to pay for doing so.

But in 2000, Israel withdrew from every inch of Lebanon and Hezbollah lost its official raison d’être. UN Security Council resolutions calling for its dissolution as a fighting force were ignored, a stance helped immeasurably by Syria’s presence in the country.

Cue constant Hezbollah attacks against Israel. Between Israel’s withdrawal from Lebanon and July 12 last year, some 24 Israelis, including six civilians, were killed by Hezbollah in cross border attacks. Hezbollah was trying to drag Israel back into conflict to justify the former’s continued armed existence. Finally, on July 12 last year, they succeeded.

A well-orchestrated attack, using Katyusha rockets as a decoy, saw Hezbollah infiltrate Israel and attack a border patrol. Three soldiers were added to the tally above, and two were abducted. Five more soldiers were killed in the initial rescue attempts. The rest, as they say, is history.

Israel clearly didn’t lose that war. And although its soldiers weren’t returned, some significant strategic advantages were reached; the Lebanese army was deployed to the border for the first time in over three decades. Also, Hezbollah had been threatening to attack Israel with thousands of rockets for some time. The threat was carried out and, though painful, was proven survivable.

The problem is, the very fact that Hezbollah survived the war means that it won in the eyes of the Arab world. That Hezbollah wasn’t able to stop Israel destroying Lebanese infrastructure is lost on the Arab world (though not on the Lebanese). To the wider Arab world, Hezbollah stood up to Israel - something that no one but Saddam Hussein had attempted since 1973.

Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was the only country to ever attack Israel and get away with it. Back in 1991, it fired 39 Scud missiles at Israel without a single Israeli response.

Since Saddam’s overthrow in 2003, his secular, Sunni country has changed fundamentally. Shi’ites, the majority population, are now the senior partner in the governing coalition. Many Sunnis, even those not associated with the insurgents of al-Qaeda in Iraq or former Saddam flunkies, are petrified that once the Americans leave, Shi’ites will turn on the Sunnis in a way that makes the current bloodshed look like the push and shove of Rugby League.

Iran will be happy to see America leave. Regardless of how Iraq turns out (such as splitting into three, a civil war ending in a Shi’ite strongman or a peaceful democracy), Iran would be delighted to turn Iraq into a client state.

Iraqis won’t like this but they may not have a choice. Despite the Shi’ite-Sunni rift in Iraq and throughout the Middle East, don’t discount the effect that Arab nationalism has. Many polls have suggested Iraqis want to see themselves as Iraqis first, followed by Shi’ite or Sunni second. For Iraqi Shi’ites, Iranians, though Shi’ite, remain non-Arab Persians - distrusted at best.

Still, if Iraq descends into chaos and the Shi’ite leadership needs help, it will be to Shi’ite Iran that it will likely turn.

Likewise Saudi Arabia. The country is staunchly Sunni, but it has a significant Shi’ite minority living in an oil rich eastern province. It wants to ensure Arab Shi’ites don’t rise too much anywhere, let alone in their own backyard. So if Western coalition forces leave Iraq precipitously, and Iran wades in, expect guns, money and Sunni fighters coming from the Saudis and other Arab countries to help put the Shi’ites back in their place.

Saudi Arabia is concerned with realpolitik, and is worried about Iran’s nuclear aspirations. Iran threatens Israel with nuclear rhetoric because it’s a great way to gain sympathy in the Muslim world. But those same warheads will hold equal sway over the Arab world.

A nuclear-tipped Iran funding Shi’ite paramilitary activity in Lebanon and Iraq could just as easily do the same in Oman, Azerbaijan and Yemen. Over a third of these countries’ populations are Shi’ite, with Kuwait, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and a few others following close behind.

A nuclear armed Iran could also actively arm, train and direct anti-Israel or anti-Western terrorist groups. A missile strike on a secluded factory, such as that carried out in Sudan by Bill Clinton after the 1993 World Trade Centre bombing isn’t an option if the response might be a nuclear suicide bomber in your CBD.

After all, Argentine authorities have issued an indictment for Iran’s former President Ali Akbar Rafsanjani. They claim Iranian diplomatic officials carried, in diplomatic pouches, the explosives that Hezbollah used to blow up a Jewish community centre in Buenos Aries in 1994.

A nuclear Iran would be a strategic disaster for the Arab world, Israel and the West. However, people are divided about what to do about it.

American troops are stretched to the limit in Iraq.

In Iran, just over 90 percent of the population is Shi’ite. And while few people like the current regime, they are passionately Iranian. A Western attack will increase, not decrease, support for the regime. 

The ongoing entanglement in Iraq and Iranian nationalism can be tacked onto a lack of will for another war amongst Western populations. All three add up to the realisation that a sustained Western attack on Iran is unlikely to happen, even if Iran seems to be on the brink of nuclear capability.

But sanctions can work. The limited sanctions already in place are making ordinary Iranians wonder if nuclear capability is worth the costs. And the Iranian elite is looking to rein in their firebrand president.

Despite considerable Australian economic ties with Iran, if the Security Council were to impose comprehensive sanctions on the Islamic Republic, there is little reason to think either a Labor or Coalition government will oppose.

But Europe, China, Japan and Russia will fight against any such imposition.

Any country, be it democratic Germany or Communist China, will agree to a sanctions regime against Iran only if it agrees to a combination of two factors - that a nuclear Iran is very much against its interests, and that a sanctioned Iran won’t hurt its economic interests too much.

For China and Japan, which need Iranian oil, this will be a tough obstacle to overcome - especially since China has veto power in the Security Council.

Russia (also with veto power) and the European Union have serious economic ties with Teheran. And while both might be concerned about a nuclear Middle East, it seems that neither is concerned enough to back full sanctions against Iran. 

Russia consistently insists the tough sanctions proposed by the UK and America are watered down, and in April resumed building a nuclear reactor in Iran, which had been put on hold in March over payment disputes. The EU, for its part, continues to provide loan guarantees to the Islamic Republic to the tune of some US$18 billion. 

These economic ties are added to the fact they know that Iran is capable of carrying out terrorist attacks in their capital cities, and might just do so in response to serious sanctions.

But the free flow of oil through the Persian Gulf is in everyone’s interests. A nuclear Iran, especially one that already has the ability to fire missiles into Europe and Russia, has the ability to set the price of oil - and prevent it from leaving the Gulf should anyone disagree.

A closed Persian Gulf would send oil prices around the world sky rocketing, as demand from Europe, Russia, America and Asia would very quickly outstrip supply from the world’s remaining sources of oil. Our costs of living would rise accordingly.

Forget Iranian military threats, this in and of itself is reason enough for ensuring Iran remains free of nuclear weapons. But politics is a funny game. Convincing the European public of this might prove impossible. Appeasement, long a European tactic in the face of naked aggression, might again be the card they play.
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