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August 4, 2006

Time For Plan B

By THOMAS L. FRIEDMAN
It is now obvious that we are not midwifing democracy in Iraq. We are baby-sitting a civil war.

When our top commander in Iraq, Gen. John Abizaid, telis a Senate Committee, as he did yesterday, that "the
sectarian violence is probably as bad as I've seen it," it means that three years of efforts to democratize Iraq are
not working. That means "staying the course” is pointless, and it's time to start thinking about Plan B -- how we
might disengage with the least damage possible.

[t seemed 1o me over the last three years that, even with all the Bush team's missteps, we had to give our Iragi
partners a chance to produce a transitional government, then write a constitution, then hold an election and then,
finally, put together their first elected cabinet. But now they have done all of that -- and the situation has only
worsened.

The Sunni jihadists and Baathists are as dedicated as ever to making this U.S.-Iraqi democracy initiative fail.
‘That, and the runaway sectarian violence resulting from having too few U.S. troops and allowing a militia
culture to become embedded, have made Iraq a lawless mess.

Yes, I believe it was and remains hugely 1mportant to try to partner with Iraqis to create one good exampic, in the
heart of the Arab world of a decent, progressive state, where the politics of fear and tribalism do not reign -- the
politics that has produced all the pathologies of unemployment, religious intelerance and repression that make
tne Middle East so dangerous to itself and others.

But the administration now has to admit what anyone -- including myself -- who believed in the importance of
getting Iraq right has to admit: Whether for Bush reasons or Arab reasons, it is not happening, and we can't
throw more good lives after good lives.

Since the Bush team never gave us a Plan A for Iraq, it at least owes us a Plan B. It's not easy. Here are my first
thoughts about a Plan B and some of the implications.

[ think we need to try a last-ditch Bosnia-like peace conference that would bring together all of Iraq's factions
and neighbors. Just as Bosnia could be solved only by an international peace force and the Dayton conference --
involving Russia, Europe and the U.S., the powers most affected by Bosnia's implosion -- the civil war in Iraq
can be quelled only by a coalition of those most affected by Iraq's implosion: the U.S., Russia, Europe, Japan,
India, China, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Iran, Syria and Jordan. As in Bosnia, any solution will have to be
some form of federalism, a division of oil wealth and policing by an international force, where needed.
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For such a conference to come about, though, the U.S. would probably need to declare its intention to leave,
Iraqgis, other Arabs, Europeans and Chinese will get serious about helping to salvage Irag only if they believe we
are leaving and it will damage their interests.

What would be the consequences of leaving without such a last-ditch peace effort, or if it just fails? Iraq could
erupt into a much wider civil war, drawing in its neighbors. Or, Iragis might stare into this abyss and actually
come to terms with each other on their own. Our presence may be part of the problem. It's hard to know.

If Iraq opts for all-out civil war, its two million barrels a day will be off the market and oil could go above $100
a barrel. (That would, however, spur more investment in alternative fuels that could one day make us
independent of this volatile region.)

Some fear that fran will be the winner. But will it? Once we are out of Iraq, Iran will have to manage the boiling
pot next door. That will be a huge problem for Iran. The historical enmity toward Iran by Iragi Arabs - enmity
temporarily focused on us -- will re-emerge. And Iran will also have to compete with its ally Syria for influence
in Iraq.

Yes, the best way to contain Iran would have been to produce a real Shiite-led democracy in Iraq, exposing the
phony one in Tehran. But second best is leaving Iraq. Because the worst option -- the one Iran loves -- is for us
to stay in Iraq, bleeding, and in easy range to be hit by Iran if we strike its nukes,

Finally, the war in Iraq has so divided us at home and abroad that leaving, while bringing other problems, might
also make it easier to build coalitions to deal with post-U.S. Iraq, Iran, Hezbollah and Syria. All these problems
are connected. We need to deal with Iran and Syria, but from a position of strength -- and that requires a broad
coalition.

The longer we maintain a unilateral failing strategy in Iraq, the harder it will be to build such a coalition, and the
stronger the enemies of freedom will become.
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ihe Kurds and Shifles. Worsening
matters was a constituiional provi-
sion that would have barmed former
Baath Party members {rom higher
government office, potentislly ex-
cluding many powerful Sunnis from
future positions of influence,

The Shiltes” federalism demand
and the de-Baathification provision
gave the Sunni negotiaiors more than
enough reason to balk. They weraina
tough position. They had been ap-
pointed to the drafting committee in
& spirvit of concilistion despite the
Sunni population’s self-destructive
baycolt of the federal elections in
Jasuary, and most lacked the sort of
experience in negotiating that their
Kurdish and Shiite peers had gained
in successive rounds of constitational
raiks. Alter two of the Sunni partici-
pants were assassimated by extrem-
is13 last month, the rest became espe-
cially wary of looking weak.

EANWHILE, their
puletive Sunni con-
stituenis, when not
actively Sy pa-
thetic (o the insure
gency, were experi-
encing sticker shock when looking
headon at the realities of federalism.
it had taken two years for most Shiite
fragis to begin to embrace the idea of
federalism, snd i was never realistic
10 expect Sunnis 10 undergo the same
process of resigned acceptance in a4
maiter of weeks.

Yer just as the traln of Sunni re-
Bcrionism was gathering miomen-

am, American insistence on rmeeling
an arbitrary deadline was huriling in

case of wo httle too late, and in any
event contlicted with the message of
ime pressure that the Americans
nad been pushing for months. And
when the Shiites and Kurds chose to
send the constitution to the public
without reaching an agreement with
their Sunni partners, the latter had
lirtle choice bui to publicly condemn
the process and the draft.

In the end, piacing Sunnis on the
constitution committes despite the
electoral results im January, then
pressuring them 6 do a deal, was an
approach that backfired: ignoring
them when theilr views could not he
recondiled sent a strong message ©
average Sunnis that poliics is uses
less i you are in the minority.

Although things look bad today, the
game 15 not yet quite over. Should the
constitution be rejectsd an O, 15, ev-
eryvone can fead back w the negotis-
tion table and try again, In fact, the
wWorst cutcome mighi be & passage of
ihe draft despile widespread ¢
tion by Sunni volers, Whils it is ap-
parently o0 late to change the fexy,
Shiftes and Kurds can sHi reach out
o Sunni voters and (v to convince
ihem that they would Jeurish under
the congtitution, This would vequire 4
few public concessions, inciuding
Ccommitments pot w form a seuthern
mega-region thatl ieaves the impover-
ished Sunnis trapped between de fac-
o Shilte and Kardish states,

A copstitution I8 just & niece of pa-
per, no better than the underiving
consensus — or lack thereof — that it
memaoriafizes. If Ivag adopts & consti-
tution that reflects a profound and
unresolved national apht, vislence
and eventual division of e nation
wiil follow. Ordinary Iragis and
American soldiers will be the losers,
Sa wil] the ideal of constitutional gov-
ETRMERL
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