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AMBASSADOR IMAD MOUSTAPHA: Ladies and gentlemen, good evening, and thank you very much for having me here. I would like to address the Washington Council. Actually, I have been addressing the World Affairs Councils across the United States from California to Chicago, and I am proud that finally the Washington chapter has decided to invite me. 

Three days ago, I was invited to also address a very different sort of audience. I was invited to the Marine Core Academy. I was to speak for almost 3 hours. The formula was an hour and a half, separated by a half hour for a quick lunch, and then an additional hour and a half Q and A. So I went there. That was 3 days ago. It was surprise, surprise at the war college. Imagine my situation. I am a pacifist at heart, and I had to go talk to the war college at the Marine Corps Academy. When I entered there, and I looked at the guys, all of them large, well-built, dressed in their military fatigues. For a while I felt apprehensive. I started by reminding them that I do have diplomatic immunity. And if they do not like what I say, they cannot throw me in Guantanamo Bay. But things went well. It was not that bad after all. 

As you probably know I have witnessed a very troubled phase in relations between Syria and the United States. I have personally witnessed and lived through most of the reservations and problems that took place between Syria and the United States in the past three years, three years plus. Thank you for reminding the audience that Syrian and United States relations were not that bad before. Today, if most of you would think of Syria, you would think of yet another rogue state, another member of the “Axis of Evil.” This was not the case years ago. Actually, if you remember during the second Gulf War, our troops were next to your troops in liberating Kuwait. And I will be commenting on this later, because it is a very important thing that we had to discuss with Secretary Baker while he was working on his Iraqi Study Group. And of course, after September 11th, US relations with Syria improved dramatically, because yes, we were providing the United States with intelligence and information about Al-Qeada and other extremist religious groups. Groups that we in Syria have been fighting ferociously against for the past 20 years. This information was of a nature described by the State Department as quote unquote, “actionable information,” which has, again I will quote to the letter, “helped save American lives” according to Secretary Powell in a letter addressed to Congress. So, imagine, 2001 we were this friendly with the United States and suddenly today you look at Syria, and the perception by the US administration is that we are a really, really sinister country. 

Three or four months ago, Secretary Rice made a statement in which she said that Syria is the source of all troubles in the Middle East, the source of all troubles in the Middle East. And the same day that Secretary Rice made this statement, CNN invited me to comment on the statement. So I went there, and I was with Wolf Blitzer. And CNN replayed the statement of Secretary Rice describing Syria as the source of all troubles in the Middle East. And then I was given the opportunity to respond, so I said, “Well, I really empathize with what Secretary Rice has said. I do believe that we are probably the source of all troubles in the Middle East.” Today in the Middle East, that was during the Israeli war with Lebanon, today in the Middle East there are 3 major crisis areas. One is in Palestine, one is in Iraq, and the third right now is in Lebanon, because as you remember, Lebanon was being bombarded. And I told my audience on CNN, “However if Secretary Rice would have known that it is not Syria that is the occupying party in Iraq, it is not Syria that is the occupying party in Palestine. And Syria is not right now destroying the infrastructure of Lebanon, and killing more than 1,300 Lebanese civilians. Well then maybe Secretary Rice would have changed her mind about Syria.” 

What is actually happening between Syria and the United States? How come we are right now portrayed in such a style as an enemy nation that they distaste? First, let me tell you this, that we are extremely unhappy about this. It is not in our own national interest in Syria to be regarded by the United States and the administration and the people as a hostile nation. We need the United States, and I will tell you why. Because in Syria, we believe that the only way peace can be achieved between Syrians and Israelis is through the good office of the United States. Only when the United States can broker a peace agreement between us and the Israelis, then peace can be achieved. This is why we cannot afford to have bad relations with the United States. Yet look at the situation. Almost on a daily basis, the US administration will bash Syria, or will say things that are not considered very friendly towards Syria. And this has not stopped for the past 3 years. 

Immediately after the fall of Baghdad the talk of the town here in Washington, DC became whether Syria should be next or not. If you remember, immediately in the first 3 weeks after the fall of Baghdad, the US administration was still intoxicated with its apparently easy victory in Iraq. I remember this very well. I was called by one high ranking US administration official who said to me in the face, “Go tell your government that the whole cost of the war in Iraq was only involved in moving our troops there. That’s it. Now our troops are already in Iraq, moving them to Syria will cost us almost nothing.” This is what I was told, and what I was asked to communicate to my government, which, of course, I did. Those were very difficult days for us in Syria, because you have to understand this. Regardless of what we believe will happen eventually in Iraq, the damage would have already been done if they decided also to liberate Syria and introduce democracy and prosperity to Syria as they have done to Iraq. 

Within a short period of time, the US administration started realizing that Iraq did actually not have an arsenal of weapons of mass destruction. And suddenly it became embarrassing to this administration that there were no WMD’s in Iraq. And suddenly a new story started to surface and to circulate in Washington, DC which is that the reason we cannot find the WMD’s, the Iraqi WMD’s, is that Iraq has smuggled, has trafficked these WMD’s into Syria. And of course, at those times we were alarmed, because we thought that might be a pretext for yet another war and another invasion. And of course, we were saying that it was not true. Syria does not have WMD’s, and we are not interested in purchasing or acquiring WMD’s. But yet we also realized that such a reputation is irrelevant, because we live in a real world where super powers can decide what they want to do regardless of whether somebody else is protesting against or trying to convince the world that this is not the case. 

So what Syria did, is that we rushed to the United Nations Security Council. Syria did this. And we submitted a draft resolution in which we suggested the world powers of the Security Council would declare the whole Middle East as a region totally free of all weapons of mass destruction, chemical, biological, and nuclear. The whole Middle East, starting with Iraq, Turkey, Syria, Israel, Iran, Jordan, the Palestinian territories, the whole Middle East. And of course, you need to remember because you are members of the World Affairs Council that this is a declared official policy of the United States. So you see Syrian policy and American policy on major issues in the Middle East do not contradict each other. We submitted that resolution to the United Nations Security Council, and the very same day, it was vetoed by the United States. We were told when I went to the State Department to ask them about the motives behind this veto that in principle they do support the proposal. However, this is not the time for such a resolution. 

That is what we were told, and of course you exactly know why the United States vetoed this resolution. Because it happens to be that the only country in the Middle East that does have an arsenal of nuclear weapons happens to be Israel. And we do not live in a fair world. We live in a world in which double standards are applied. And the United States is adamant that it will protect and preserve Israel’s right to stockpile weapons of mass destruction while it will invade Iraq on the pretext that Iraq has a WMD arsenal. And suddenly, the talk about Syria’s WMD disappears. I remember very well. If someone has seen me on Tim Russert’s “Meet the Press.” Rumsfeld was there, and I was there on the same program. And he was saying, in the very same program, that he has got credible information that Syria has actually got WMD’s. 

After we submitted that draft resolution and after the United States vetoed it, they were not discussing our WMD’s anymore. But suddenly they changed the pattern. The pattern became that the reason there is violence in Iraq, despite the Iraqi people with the coming of the American liberators, that Syria has opened its borders to all terrorists and all criminals who can go from Syria to Iraq to help wreak havoc in Iraq, kill your soldiers, and kill innocent Iraqis. And once again, Syria, now please put yourself in our position. We are a small country. You happen to be, and I don’t mean you the audience, but you the United States, happen to be the world’s most powerful nation, on earth actually, probably the most powerful nation that the history of mankind has ever known. But power does not necessarily mean fairness. So of course we were worried again. Now suddenly there was this new story about us being the cause of all the troubles in Iraq. And I was instructed by my government to request meetings, official meetings, with top officials at the Pentagon and the State Department. I’m talking now about May 2004. “Tell them that Syria is worried and concerned about those accusations. That while on the one hand they are not true, on the other hand, Syria is more than willing to cooperate with the United States on securing these borders. Whatever it takes we are willing to do.” And I suggested, initially, the following. I suggested in meeting with two Assistant Secretaries of Defense at one meeting and with Assistant Secretary of State at a separate meeting, but within the same day, Syria is willing to exchange information regarding the borders, share intelligence, halt meetings between Syrian officers and Iraqi officers between the Syrian-Iraqi border, and most importantly organize joined, tri-lateral patrols to patrol those borders. While the State Department at the time Secretary Powell was still the Secretary of State, and Richard Armitage was still the Deputy Secretary of State while the State Department welcomed this Syrian initiative, the Pentagon absolutely and categorically refused and vetoed such a cooperation between Syria and Iraq. This has become the pattern whenever we would feel that even the situation in Iraq has become disastrous enough, tragic enough, to push towards suggesting cooperation with the United States. And when we feel the US administration might genuinely and sincerely need cooperation on securing and stabilizing the situation in Iraq, we kept on knocking on the same door. Time and time again. Persistently telling the administration that “Whenever you believe that you are willing to cooperate with us, we are willing to do so.” 

And we actually had at one very short term of time between August 2004 and January 2005, Richard Armitage came to Damascus and admitted that despite that there was very strong opposition against engagement with Syria, he said that he believes that if engagement with Syria can deliver results this will silence his critics on the other side of the political spectrum and the US administration. So this actually happened, and from August 2004 until January 2005 Syria resumed intelligence and security cooperation with the United States. This time not only on Al-Qaeda alone, but also on Iraq. We in return did not ask for military aid or economic assistance. The only thing we asked the US administration for was on one hand to stop the daily bashing routine, the bashing rhetoric against Syria. And on the other hand, to publicly acknowledge that Syria is actually helping stabilize the situation in Iraq. Stop this daily, daily story that was being circulated by this administration about us causing the death of young US soldiers. This is so damaging to us. 

You need to remember that this administration will not last forever. At one time, it will leave, and another administration will replace it. However, we in Syria, this is our perception. If the US public goes to regard Syria as an enemy, as an evil country, this will be very, very difficult to change in the future. And we do not understand why this administration is so adamant presenting us in such a style of terms. In January 2005, and without delving into details that might bore you, we actually also provided the United States with invaluable information about things that were going on in Iraq. And we actually handed over to the United States some key figures that were wanted by the United States from Iraq. And the only thing we expected in return, was not even the public acknowledgment that we have done this, but calming down the rhetoric against Syria and enhancing the level of political engagement with Syria. 

So on the one hand, we hand intelligence and security cooperation with the United States, and on the other hand there was this fierce political campaign against Syria. When this failed to happen, I was Instructed in March 2005 by my government to publicly announce and declare that Syria was severing all security and intelligence cooperation with the United States on all issues. I was instructed to inform the administration that if they want engagement again on security and intelligence aspects, we want engagement on political aspects. It’s a two-way channel. It is not a charity. We cannot continue on giving, giving, and giving, and only getting back in return the sort of treatment we are getting. That was the very last time the Syrian government has had any formal interaction with the US administration. However, relations between Syria and many US institutions continue, like the Congress, like the NGO’s, the Civil Society, councils. We kept on hammering the same message: Syria is not an enemy to the United States. Don’t believe what you hear about us. Do remember the stories you used to hear about Iraq prior to the war on Iraq. Be careful about this propaganda that is being launched against Syria here in the United States. 

Things came to a standstill until the Iraqi Study Group was formed. When the Iraqi Study Group was formed, they invited me as the Ambassador of Syria, to meet with them twice, at least. We had a lengthy, in-depth discussion about the situation in Iraq, and how we regard the situation in Syria. And how we can help stabilize the situation. And when we were asked by that group, we were willing, despite all past difficulties we have had with the US administration, to reengage with the United States. We were very clear in saying, “Yes, we are willing to do this.” And when we were asked about the motives behind our motives to reengage with the United States, we were very candid and clear about the motives. We said to the Baker-Hamilton Commission the following: “The situation in Iraq has exceeded our worst expectations. The situation there is disastrous.” Please do remember that the Iraqis happen to be our brothers and sisters. Iraq is our neighbor. We have been together in that area for the past three or four thousand years. We have the same cultural heritage, the same language, and the same history. If you are troubled by what is happening to the Iraqi civilians, because you are decent human beings, imagine how we are feeling about this. 

So we thought the situation was disastrous in Iraq, and we were willing to do whatever it takes from our side towards stabilizing the situation in Iraq. This is on one hand. On the other hand, forget about altruistic reasons. Let’s think about our own self-interest. If this situation in Iraq continues to spiral down towards civil war, the repercussions would be terrible in the whole Middle East, including my own country, Syria. So however you look at it, in a pragmatic way, in realistic a way, Syria was more than willing to help stabilize the situation in Iraq. This is what we told Secretary Baker during the two meetings that I had with the commission. At a later stage in September 2006, the commission me to asked me to arrange for them to meet with the Syrian Foreign Minister, who happened to be in New York at the time attending the United Nations General Assembly. So I went with the commission to New York and we had a joint meeting there. Now the difference is this time is probably, the guys, having had two meetings with me, among them at the time was a gentleman who I never expected would become the Secretary of Defense a couple of months later, Mr. Gates. But this is not the story. The story is the following: During that interim between the two meetings with me and then the meeting with our Foreign Minister, probably somebody in the US administration told them, “No, we are not going to make a deal with Syria, because they are going to ask for a price in return for this deal, which would be that they want to regain their hegemony on Lebanon.” So, Mr. Baker and Mr. Hamilton came to us with a very straight forward, candid question. “You’re offer on cooperation with Iraq, does it have any kickback? Are you asking us in return to allow you to have your influence back in Lebanon?” And of course we were very clear in telling them we are not looking for any deal in Lebanon, or any deal whatsoever with the United States. 

The only thing that we are focusing on is how can we help the situation in Iraq, because as I have told you it is really catastrophic. The commission was satisfied with this answer and they did actually understand why the stakes were very high with Syria about the situation in Iraq. Of course, we had to remind Secretary Baker of one thing, because in politics, you really need to discuss everything. We told Secretary Baker that we are hopeful that in the future if the situation improves in Iraq, the United States will stop regarding Syria in such hostile terms. Then Probably the United States will resume the historic role it used to play in the past. 

And here, I will quickly hint about the Syrian-Israeli peace process. And then I will have to stop because of the time limit, but I think we can discuss it in the Q and A session. I will stop now about Iraq and go back a little bit in history to remind you that in the past 15 years Syria and Israel were twice on the verge of signing a peace agreement. Once was when the late Prime Minister of Israel Yitzhak Rabin, publicly accepted for the first time every the principle of land for peace. Israel will give us back our occupied territories, the Syrian Golan, in return for peace. Rabin put this in writing and deposited it in a document with President Clinton that has become famously known as the Rabin Deposit. 

Well, Rabin got assassinated, and the peace process collapsed. I am not going to discuss this in detail right now, but Barak became Prime Minister of Israel, four years later or 3 and a half years later. And he sent us a statement telling us he was interested in resuming peace talks, so we started the second round of peace talks. Both rounds were sponsored and brokered by the United States with intensive effort. Mediation for the US administration was helping us reach peace with the Israelis. And for the second time, peace was almost attained. The draft peace treaty was formulated. The issues were mostly addressed, but then, according to Dennis Ross in his book, and the book is available of course if you want to read it. Dennis Ross was the Special Envoy to the Middle East at the time. Barak started getting negative polls and the Israeli public opinion surveys. And he worried that this might affect his election prospect, so he told Dennis Ross, “I might lose the peace with Syria, but I don’t want to lose the forthcoming elections in Israel.” So Barak froze the peace talks with Syria, and he went into the elections. He lost the elections, and as Dennis Ross said in his book, Barak ended up losing both the peace with Syria and the elections. The day Ariel Sharon become Prime Minister of Israel, and he said at the parliament there, he said quote, unquote, “I am not interested in resuming peace talks with Syria. I know the price Syria wants for this peace with us. They want back the Golan. I’m not willing to give Syria back the Golan.” Tat was the very end of any peace negotiations between Syria and Israel. Now let us come back to the US administration position. The US administration position has moved dramatically from the position in which it was pressurizing both sides, the Syrians and the Israelis to sit together and make peace. Now to the position adopted in the first year by President Bush in which he was saying, “I’m not going to exert any effort or consume any of my time or my administration’s time on the Arab-Israeli peace process. To the present situation, which is a surprising situation. Let me tell you about this and I will stop immediately. 

Today, even when the Israelis contemplate resuming peace talks with Syria, it’s the Bush administration that strongly, ferociously opposes such a revitalization of the peace process. This might be a pretext by the Israeli government. It might be the truth. We don’t know. But what we know is the following: In the past three years, Syria repeatedly invited Israel to reengage in the peace process. The first two years, Israel was saying, “We’re not interested. We’re not interested.” The last six months, particularly after the war in Lebanon and because of the internal debate in Israel itself, because more and more Israelis are saying Israel should stop rejecting the peace talk invitations from Syria and should engage in these talks with Syria. The Israeli government is saying, “Even if we wanted to do this, the US administration is totally against such resumption of peace talks with Syria.” 

So back to the Baker Report, this is what I was telling you we thought at the time. Eventually, eventually, the situation in Iraq would be improved, then a new context, a new paradigm in the Middle East would come to be, and the United States will resume its historic role. A role of brokering for peace, not launching one war after another. I will stop here. I know I didn’t cover all the things I should have covered. I could have talked for hours and hours, but I have to respect the time limitations imposed upon me. Thank you very much. 
