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Legislation 

 

On Tuesday, H.RES.840, sponsored by Rep. Trent Franks (R-AZ), calling for the 

protection of human rights and restoration of rule of law in Pakistan, was introduced and 

referred to the House Committee on Foreign Affairs. 

 

On Thursday, S.2426 [text has not yet been received], sponsored by Sen. Hillary Rodham 

Clinton  (D-NY), to provide for congressional oversight of United States agreements with the 

Government of Iraq, was introduced and referred to the Senate Committee on Foreign 

Relations. 

 

 

Committee Hearings 

 

The Foreign Affairs Committee (House 12/5): held a hearing entitled “After Annapolis: 

Next Steps in the Middle East Peace Process.”  The witnesses were the Honorable Dennis 

Ross, Counselor and Ziegler Distinguished Fellow, The Washington Institute for Near East 

Policy; and David Wurmser, Ph.D., President and Founder, Delphi Global Analysis Group. 

 

The Armed Services Committee (House 12/5): Oversight and Investigations Subcommittee 

held a hearing entitled “Provincial Reconstruction Teams - Historical and Current 

Perspectives on Doctrine and Strategy.”  The witnesses were Mr. Bernard Carreau , Senior 

Research Fellow, Center for Technology and National Security Policy, National Defense 

University; General Volney F. Warner, USA (Ret.), President and Chief Executive Officer, 

V.F. Warner and Associates; Brigadier General Eric ñRickò Olson, USA (Ret.), Former 

Commander, Combined/Joint Task Force-76, Former Director, National Coordination Team; 

and Ms. Kathleen Hicks, Senior Fellow, International Security Program, Center for 

Strategic and International Studies.  Chairman Vic Snyder (D-AR) made an opening 

statement. 

 

The Foreign Relations Committee (Senate 12/6): held a hearing entitled “US Foreign 

Assistance to Pakistan.”  Witnesses were the Honorable Richard A. Boucher, Assistant 
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Secretary of State for South and Central Asian Affairs, U.S. Department of State; the 

Honorable James R. Kunder, Acting Deputy Administrator, United States Agency for 

International Development; the Honorable Teresita C. Schaffer, Director, South Asia 

Program, Center for Strategic & International Studies; Dr. Lawrence J. Korb , Senior 

Fellow, Center for American Progress; and Dr. Robert Hathaway, Asia Program Director, 

The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.  For POMED‟s notes, click here. 

 

 

In Washington 

 

Making Sense of the National Intelligence Estimate: Last week, the National Intelligence 

Estimate was released, concluding that “Iran halted its nuclear weapons program in 2003 and 

that the program remains frozen, contradicting judgment two years ago that Tehran was 

working relentlessly toward building a nuclear bomb.” Many pundits are now offering their 

insight on the report, with some positive reactions to the findings, while others criticize the 

report as “misleading and dangerous,” or argue that, “Given the poor performance of the U.S. 

Intelligence Community (IC)…we should review the IC‟s work with a skeptical eye…” 

while this skepticism was criticized as well. Additionally, some analysts argued against 

concluding that tougher sanctions on Iran are no longer urgent, “If outside pressure worked, 

there's still a need for it,” and “coercive „diplomacy‟ will continue to be the name of the 

game. One observer sees “plenty of reason to worry about the current and future state of 

Iran‟s atomic ambitions” in the report.  Others highlighted various theories as to why the NIE 

has changed its position on Iran, including speculation about an Iranian spy. Finally, in light 

of the findings, some pointed out that “It‟s been rumored for a while that someone, perhaps 

US Vice President Dick Cheney, had been holding up the publication of the National 

Intelligence Estimate…” Others took note of President Bush‟s reactions to the report. 

 

Feuding Over Federal Funding in Washington: Last week, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi 

said that “Congressional Democrats might consider new war funding for Afghanistan” before 

adjourning for the holidays, even though many Democrats say they won‟t consider any more 

war funding this year. Also, members of the House and Senate intelligence committees 

worked out differences in their respective bills authorizing 2008 spending for intelligence 

programs and “agreed to limit CIA interrogators to techniques approved by the military.” 

Moreover, in light of congressional failure to approve funding for FY 2008, one pundit said 

Democrats are “eager to embarrass President Bush and denying sufficient funding to the 

military to do the job against al Qaeda terrorists for another year is the way they‟re 

determined to embarrass him.” In addition, Senator Jon Kyl (R-AZ), the new Senate GOP 

whip elected to replace departing Senator Trent Lott, says one of the top issues in 2008 

“will be the continuing saga of the funding of the troops.” Meanwhile, some say that the 

Bush administration‟s Millennium Challenge Corporation, “a federal agency set up almost 

four years ago to reinvent foreign aid,” is “vulnerable at budget crunch time.”  Democrats are 

expected to propose an omnibus spending bill for FY 2008 this week (the latest stopgap 

resolution funds the government through Friday), while the White House threatens a veto.   

 

Debating the Best Way Forward for US-Iranian Relations: According to one 

commentator, the Bush administration‟s containment policy toward Iran “is unsound and 
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impractical, and it will probably further destabilize an already volatile region.” Yet, another 

analyst suggests that in order to “turn the tables on the Iranian regime and, at the same time, 

send a strong signal to freedom-loving Iranians that we support a moderate, secular and 

democratic Iran,” the US should “remove the Mujahedin-e-Khalq (MEK) and the National 

Council of Resistance of Iran (NCRI) from the list of Foreign Terrorist Organizations.” 

Others noted that “a range of new diplomatic opportunities are opening up” following the 

Annapolis conference and that “The pieces of the Middle East puzzle are starting to move, 

creating room for openings involving not just the Palestinians but Syria, Lebanon and 

perhaps eventually Iran.” Similarly, Former Iranian President Mohammad Khatami and 

Nobel Peace Prize-winner Shirin Ebadi  “are among several key Iranian public figures 

saying that only direct, unconditional talks with the US can ease spiraling tensions.” 

 

Is This the Time to Take a New Approach in Iraq? Recently, the United Nations “warned 

of a potential epidemic of deadly cholera in Baghdad, noting that there had been more than 

101 cases.” As such, one commentator argues that the US “should take disease more 

seriously in our planning and contingences,” and that this may be a good opportunity for the 

US “to do some of that hearts-and-minds-winning we like to talk about.” Also, one pundit 

argues that Democrats need a new course in Iraq and that “the party that forced a new 

direction in the war needs to embrace the positive developments rather than remaining stuck 

in a pre-surge funk.” Additionally, one pundit argues that President Bushôs troop surge 

“won‟t save Iraq” because while “the influx of U.S. troops brought a relative lull in 

violence,” “the failing state remains in political chaos and is headed for collapse.” 

 

Critiques of the Bush Administrationôs Pakistan Policy: One observer commented on 

recent remarks made by President Bush about Musharraf in which he said the Pakistani 

President is “somebody who believes in democracy,” arguing that “lavishing such praise on 

the general who had ruled Pakistan through military force” has “led to assumptions that the 

United States would blink at election-rigging.” Another pundit highlighted an article in a 

Pakistani newspaper that claimed President Bush said former Prime Minis ter Nawaz 

Sharifôs capability to fight in the war on terror is “doubtful” because he “has contacts with 

religious parties.” In response, the author of the article argues that “President Bush‟s act of 

expressing such views about an Islamic-minded political leader and religious parties of 

Pakistan is not only incompatible with diplomatic norms but also a flagrant interference in 

Pakistan‟s internal affairs.” Additionally, Democrats criticized a senior Bush administration 

official who said “Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf's suspension of the constitution 

and arrests of opponents were „bumps in the road‟…” 

 

Also Worth Reading 

 

Benjamin Friedman writes in the Washington Post that “for the past several years, hawkish 

right-wingers have been operating under their own version of the precautionary 

principle…that any threat to national security should be met with preventive action, 

regardless of cost or the remoteness of the risk.” Friedman argues against this logic, “It is 

prudent to prepare for dangers. But it is also prudent to consider the costs of excessive 

prudence.” Moreover, he says while there is no formula to tell us how to maximize safety, a 
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good start is skepticism “toward both what we are told to fear and the defenses we are sold to 

confront it...” 

 

Jeffrey Azarva and Samuel Tadros argue at AEI against U.S. engagement with the Muslim 

Brotherhood of Egypt, following meetings this summer between US members of Congress 

and Egyptian MP Muhammad Saad al-Katatni , head of the brotherhood-affiliated 

parliamentary bloc. Their analysis focuses on the Brotherhood‟s ambiguous platform, and the 

uncertainties raised by the movement‟s calls for the application of Islamic law. 

 

 

In the Middle East 

 

Lebanonôs Presidential Vote Delayed Again: Last week, Lebanon‟s parliamentary vote to 

elect a president was delayed for a seventh time in which, “After weeks of bitter negotiations, 

rival leaders have agreed on Army Chief General Michel Suleiman for the top job but are 

still divided on how to amend the constitution to allow his election and on the make-up of a 

new cabinet.” One critic analyzed the political crisis through the lens of Michel Aoun, 

Member of Parliament and presidential hopeful, and said Aoun is “one of those instances in 

which a major national figure needs a push in the right direction.” Moreover, one observer 

warned that “in addition to the dangerous power vacuum” caused by the presidential void, is 

“the growing sense of alienation among the once-powerful Maronite Christians.” Also, in 

light of the continuing crisis, one observer wrote about the fear of assassination among many 

Lebanese officials and said, “Assassination is, so to speak, a way of life in Lebanon…” In 

addition, Parliament Speaker and Amal Movement head, Nabih Berri, “lashed out at US 

Ambassador Jeffrey Feltman” recently and accused the ambassador of “violating the rules 

of diplomacy” for his “disgraceful interference in internal matters and his… role in sowing 

divisions among various Lebanese factions.” 

 

Analyzing Ahmadinejad: According to one observer, “The Saudis do not seem eager” to 

cooperate with “Ahmadinejad‟s calls for Iran and Saudi Arabia to cooperate in filling the 

regional power vacuum,” noting that the Saudis “have incisively criticized Iran‟s new role in 

the region.” Another analyst not “the surprising and controversial performance of Iranian 

President Ahmadinejad at the GCC Summit meeting in Doha,” in which Ahmadinejad 

offered “a 12 point plan for an ambitious new regional security alliance…” In addition, while 

Ahmadinejad has concluded that the NIE report is an “announcement of Iranian people‟s 

victory on the nuclear issue,” one pundit argued that the report “seems to be feeding into the 

on going domestic debates about the Ahmadinejad administration‟s handling of the nuclear 

file as well as regular political jockeying that is integral to the Iranian political landscape.” 

 

A Grim Future for Iraq?  Despite the reduction of violence in Iraq, one pundit suggested 

that time may be running out for the relative calm and argued, “The military solution has 

gained enough peace to last through the U.S. election, but we have a situation that is 

extremely fragile. None of the violent actors have either been defeated or prevailed, and the 

political roots of the conflict have not been addressed, much less resolved.” Moreover, 

another observer commented about “nonstop theft and bribery” in Iraq, “as Iraqis and 

American officials assess the effects of this year‟s American troop increase, there is a 
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growing sense that, even as security has improved, Iraq has slipped to new depths of 

lawlessness.” Still others focused on the needs of the Iraqi security forces and said “Iraqis 

don‟t necessarily need more training, better training or the relocation of training to some 

exotic locale…the training process itself will not solve the problem of creating an effective 

fighting force motivated to defend the nation of Iraq.” Instead, “The problem is, and always 

has been, one of motivation and allegiance.” 

 

Attempts to Reconcile Pakistanôs Political Crisis: Last week, Pakistanôs leading 

opposition leaders and former prime ministers, Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif, tried 

to “forge a common front to put pressure on Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf to level 

the playing field before the Jan. 8 election.” Bhutto and Sharif have said that “they would 

issue a list of demands that the government must fulfill to dissuade them from boycotting 

Pakistan‟s elections.” Other analysts focused on the source of Pakistan‟s domestic chaos and 

suggested that Pakistan‟s “youth bulge” may explain the high levels of crime, violence, and 

radical activity threatening Pakistan today. Still others suggested that the only thing that 

unites the “deeply fractured and bitterly divided society, beset with enormous political and 

security problems” is “Pakistanis‟ wish to see an immediate a-politicization of the army and 

its return to the barracks.”  

 

Mid -East Peace: One analyst explored “the demand by several senior Israelis…that the 

Palestinians recognize Israel as a Jewish state as a precondition for the start of talks” and 

argued, “Israelis cannot realistically expect the Arabs to recognize the Jewish nature of Israel 

in a void…without some reciprocal signals or firm gestures on the three issues that are of the 

same magnitude and importance for the Palestinians…” Also, some say that in the case of 

Palestinian institution-building, the international community has “inconsistencies in its 

engagement,” and that “The international community‟s fluctuating positions 

on…institutional reform issues are primarily driven by short-term thinking and regional 

political calculations.” Moreover, in light of Syria‟s attendance at the Annapolis meeting, one 

pundit explained that Arab and other nations lobbied hard for Syria‟s attendance at the 

meeting because “Syria is key to the peace process. If you keep the door closed on Syria, 

many people believe the peace process can go nowhere.”  

 

Islam, Democracy, and Moderates: POMEDôs Director of Research, Shadi Hamid 
writes about “„moderate Muslims‟ and the broader issue of whether there is or will be a 

„Muslim reformation,‟” and says, “Even if you think the U.S. should be aiding „moderate‟ 

secularists in the Middle East…you‟re likely to be disappointed” because “Secularism is 

more or less dead in the Middle East.” Another pundit addressed the question of an Islamic 

reformation and said “The answer is that the roots of Islamic reform, dissent, criticism, and 

re-evaluation of the orthodoxy have been going on for a long time…While there has been 

some attempt by Muslim clerics to reassert their control by way of an Islamic counter-

reformation, it is a case of too little too late.” Another addressed the “idea that Islam is 

incompatible with democracy,” warning that “the proposition of Islamic incompatibility with 

democracy can motivate the most moderate and courteous Muslim to abandon his cool 

demeanor and mount a defense of his religion and culture…”  

 

Also Worth Reading  
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Democratiya has published its winter 2008 issue, including book reviews on contested 

depictions of Afghan women, political inclusion of insurgents, civil society in Palestine, and 

America in the Middle East.  

 

The BBC wrote that a commission in London has ruled against the British government‟s 

listing of the Mujahadeen-e-Khalq (MEK) as a terrorist organization, though the British 

Home Office has said it will appeal the ruling. The U.S., Iran, Iraq, the EU, and (for the 

moment) Britain, list the anti-government Iranian group as a banned terrorist organization. 

The Council of Foreign Relations provides a backgrounder on the MEK, its unique brand of 

Marxist-Islamic ideology, past attacks on the U.S. and Iran, and its dwindling activity and 

membership. 
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