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Legislation 

 

No legislation this week as Congress was out of session. 

 

 

Committee Hearings 

 

No committee meetings this week. 

 

 

In Washington 

 

Mixed Perspectives on Annapolis: The big news of the week was the Middle East peace 

conference in Annapolis, Maryland, seen by some as representing a victory for the Bush 

administration, particularly due to the participation of Arab League countries including Syria 

and Saudi Arabia.  One pundit noted that “All credit for this remarkable gathering goes to 

Bush. It's his baby,” while reminding Israelis and Palestinians that “the opportunity is all 

ours, an opportunity that we dare not pass up.” Another critic analyzed the “significance of 

President Bushôs opening remarks” and said “We all want to hear him take possession of the 

peace process,” but he did not do this. “Instead, he repeated the standard pabulum of the last 

7 years.” However, some say, thus far, the meeting has “comfortably cleared the low bar of 

expectations that had been set for it.” Others say that “Annapolis is just the first step” and 

that “real progress in the Middle East will come through hard work and hard choices” after 

the meeting. Also, some are urging observers to “think of this meeting as the beginning of 

something, not the end.”  

 

However, critics contend that, “The signs are not encouraging if we are to judge the players 

by their actions,” in which “Bush and Rice have spoken rhetorically of a historic American 

commitment to a Palestinian state, but have simultaneously pursued policies throughout the 

Middle East that do several things at once to discredit that goal…” Similarly, one pundit calls 

the peace meeting a “dog-and-phony show.” Yet others say “give the peace summit a 

chance,” and that “It's easy to be cynical, but Annapolis does matter.” Also, some note that 
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“The players at the Annapolis conference…represent an antiradical coalition,” and that 

“Together, they can more easily fend off anti-peace forces, such as Iran.” Others warn that if 

“the Bush administration is serious in its current efforts the US must have a Plan B in case 

the just-completed Annapolis talks fail.” Moreover, one analyst commented on the inclusion 

of Arab states in the meeting and said “The inclusion of the Arabs requires Israel to deal 

seriously with the Syrian track” and that “This is a significant Arab attempt to pull Syria out 

of the circle of „rejectionist states‟…” Also, one observer noted that Syria‟s attendance was 

encouraging and important because of its relationship with Hamas, and that “The fact that the 

Bush administration is finally coming around to the thinking that it is important to talk both 

with your friends and with your enemies is certainly a step in the right direction.”  

 

US Aid to Pakistan: According to some, “despite the current pressure from Washington, 

General Musharraf will act in line with his own interests because he believes that America 

needs him more for waging the war on terror then he needs us,” as such they suggest, rather 

than suspending military aid, President Bush “should declare that Gen. Musharraf has lost 

the confidence of the United States” and give him an ultimatum. Others suggest “We 

should…stop blindly supporting President Pervez Musharraf, his army and intelligence 

services,” and “As in Iraq, we should make financial support contingent on benchmarks.” 

Others reacted to a Pentagon proposal to sponsor and underwrite alliances between the 

Pakistani army and tribal fighters, arguing, “Before the Pentagon goes any further, Bush must 

work a lot harder to restore democracy,” which is “the best hope for holding off the chaos 

that would make Pakistan an even more hospitable host for extremists.” 

 

Opinions on Recent and Past US Initiatives in Iraq: Last week, the Bush administration 

and Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri Maliki  announced they will begin negotiating a long-term 

agreement that will set the terms of Washington‟s Iraq policy for “coming generations.” In 

response to this initiative, one observer said, “The new initiative shatters…basic 

constitutional constraints…If such guarantees don‟t require congressional consent, the 

constitutional separation of powers is at an end” because “The Constitution insists that 

Congress must get into the act before we make sweeping commitments in the name of the 

nation.” Other analysts commented that “America‟s media and pundits‟ view of Iraq has been 

too Baghdad-centric. This year, they have judged whether the US surge succeeded almost 

solely by looking at violence levels in the city.” 

 

Discussing Washingtonôs Relationship with Tehran: One observer argues that while there 

is a divergence between Tehran and Washington, “in many ways, the sparring capitals look 

more like mirror images than polar opposites” because “both Iranians and Americans tend to 

take an imperial view” and “use past resentments to reap political rewards by looking tough.” 

Others responded to calls for military strikes against Iran‟s nuclear facilities by saying, “Any 

attempt to launch a massive attack on Iran‟s nuclear facilities would embroil America in yet 

another futile Middle Eastern war,” and that the US should instead consider the “effective 

role of deterrence.”  In this context, a pundit reacts to Senator Barack Obamaôs remark that 

he would talk directly to America‟s worst enemies, considering the idea “a good one.” Also, 

in a reversal of an assessment made two years ago, a just-released National Intelligence 

Estimate has concluded that Iran halted its nuclear weapons program as early as 2003. 
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Debating the US Response to Lebanese Politics: The political crisis in Lebanon has taken 

on “another perplexing twist” says one observer, in that “the gridlocked parliament has 

agreed to choose the countryôs top general, Michel Suleiman, as its next president.” The 

observer notes that while Suleiman was “handpicked by the Syrians” and has close ties to 

Hezbollah, “the West will probably recognize Suleiman,” however, they warn the US 

“should not allow Lebanon to again become ground zero in a proxy war sponsored by Syria 

and Iran.” Meanwhile, another commentator highlights the concerns of some Lebanese who 

claim that “America would rather break Lebanon‟s fragile democracy in two than 

respect…Hezbollah” as a political party.  

 

White House Hints at Trouble in Afghanistan: Last week, “A White House assessment of 

the war in Afghanistan has concluded that wide-ranging strategic goals that the Bush 

administration set for 2007 have not been met…” In response to this acknowledgment one 

pundit said he believed “it is significant the US national security community is increasingly 

honest about its failures.” 

 

 

Also Worth Reading 

 

In a Los Angeles Times article entitled “Grooming the Next Ahmad Chalabi,” Alan 

Weisman asserts that Richard Perle, “the point man for the neoconservatives‟ drive for 

regime change throughout the Middle East,” is “again propping up regime-toppling Mideast 

dissidents who lack credibility.” 

 

 

In the Middle East 

 

Will General Suleiman Fill Lebanonôs Presidential Void? Last week, the political crisis in 

Lebanon peaked when parliamentarians failed to elect a new head of state to replace 

President Emile Lahoud due to a lack of the required quorum. Consequently, some are 

deeming the crisis “a microcosm of the regional power struggle between the United States, 

Iran and Syria.” But others had a different account of the presidential vacuum, arguing that 

senior leaders of the majority coalition “won this round” because “The fact that a presidential 

election did not happen may have been precisely what the majority, or certain leaders in the 

majority, intended.” Since then, Lebanese Armed Forces Commander General Michel 

Suleiman has emerged “as a serious contender for the presidency,” though it appears that the 

Lebanese constitution will need to be amended to allow for the election of the head of the 

military to the presidency. However, one observer notes “Whichever way you cut it, the 

Maronites, and Lebanon‟s Christians in general, need to overhaul their thinking when it 

comes to their national political role” because “Each presidential election, it seems, is further 

destroying what remains of Christian influence.” 

 

Despite Musharrafôs Announcements, Turmoil Persists: After being sworn in for a 

second term as president, Pervez Musharraf announced he would lift his state of emergency 

on December 16
th

 and “Elections, God willing, will be held on January 8
th

 according to the 

Constitution…” Despite the announcement, “an umbrella movement of opposition 
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parties…led by former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, said they supported a boycott of the 

parliamentary elections in protest of the lack of democratic norms under the emergency.” 

 

The Influence of Iraqôs Religious Leaders: Recently the leading Shiite cleric in Iraq, 

Ayatollah Ali Sistani, banned the killing of Iraqis, particularly the Sunnis, and he urged 

Shiites to protect their Sunni brothers. According to one analyst, the significance of Sistani‟s 

comment is “difficult to overstate.” Moreover, another religious leader, Sheikh Ahmed 

Abdul Ghafour al -Samarraie, “has called for tens of thousands of Sunni Arab fighters, 

allied to US forces in the fight against al-Qaeda, to be integrated into the regular security 

forces” because “The fate of these 70,000 men is not defined and it must be decided soon.” 

Meanwhile, other observers note that refugees are returning to Iraq but say, “it‟s tough to 

resettle them without worsening sectarian divisions.” 

 

Saudi Arabiaôs Undemocratic Judicial System: Attention is being given to “sentences 

recently handed down by a court in the Saudi Arabian city of Qatif” where “Judicial 

authorities there ordered that a 19-year-old woman be lashed 200 times and jailed for six 

months after she was kidnapped at knife-point and raped by seven men, twice by each.” One 

pundit says “the court decision illuminates three injustices prevalent in Saudi Arabia: 

discrimination against women, discrimination against Shi‟a Muslims and other religious 

minorities, and arbitrary procedures in the Saudi legal system.” Another observer says, “The 

Qatif case is only one of many to have raised eyebrows” about the Saudi legal system. Other 

critics maintain that gender apartheid is taking place in Saudi Arabia “but the international 

community watches quietly and does nothing.” 

 

Elections in Algeria: Prior to the Algerian elections that took place last week, observers 

noted that “there has been a significant rise in public involvement over the campaign period,” 

and that “people are more motivated this time to get out and vote.” However, others disagree 

with this assertion and maintain that “Algerian voters remain disillusioned” because “the 

candidates‟ promises „ring hollow‟,” and people are “tired of hearing promises which won‟t 

last.” In the end, Algeria‟s ruling National Liberation Front (FLN) won the local elections on 

a turnout of 43 percent, which was above the record low of 35 percent of registered voters 

who took part in the parliamentary election earlier this year. Recently, Algerian Prime 

Minister Abdelaziz Belkhadem announced that President Abdelaziz Bouteflika will soon 

seek to amend the constitution to run for a third term. 

 

Tunisian Journalist Detained: Analysts commented on the detention of Tunisian freelance 

journalist, Slim Boukhdhir , known for his published criticism of President Zine El 

Abidine Ben Ali and members of the first family. Supporters of Boukhdhir say they “urge 

the Tunisian authorities to stop hounding Slim Boukhdir who has been harassed for years” 

and “has suffered financial and official pressure, physical attack, and now arrest.” 

 

 

Also Worth Reading  
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Rafiah Al-Talei, in the Daily Star, notes the especially low participation of women in 

politics in the Middle East and discusses some factors that have caused this. She also looks at 

possible solutions including quotas, international training, and a ministry of women.  

 

Sami Moubayed writing from Damascus for Post Global argues that “Democracy cannot be 

achieved by pressing a button. It has to start with a correct mindset and with education.” He 

goes on to say that “One can be free and still be conservative” and that “liberty does not 

mean wearing short skirts, drinking alcohol, or speaking a few words of English.” Instead, he 

suggests “Freedom comes from reading good books, learning new things in life, and 

watching different societies…” 
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