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Dennis Ross: No quick end in sight to region’s turmoil

Conservative 
British MPs work to 
correct Middle East 
image problem

London

D ennis Ross has 
been involved in 
US foreign policy 
for four decades, 
serving under 
every US presi-
dent, except for 
George W. Bush, 

since Jimmy Carter. Although 
trained as a Soviet specialist, he 
worked with former US secretary 
of State James Baker to organise 
the 1991 Middle East peace confer-
ence in Madrid. Under president 
Bill Clinton, Ross was elevated to 
principal US Middle East envoy 
and played a prominent role in the 
Camp David summit in 2000.

When Hillary Clinton became 
secretary of State in 2009, she 
named Ross her special adviser 
for the Arab Gulf and South-west 
Asia but he soon moved to the 
White House to advise President 
Barack Obama on the Middle East 
and, some analysts say, to ensure 
that Obama did not put too much 
pressure on Israel during Israeli-
Palestinian peace talks. He left the 
administration in 2011.

In a recent conversation with 
The Arab Weekly, Ross addressed 
a wide range of topics related to 
developments in the broader Mid-
dle East.

He denied what many Arabs fear 
— that the United States was be-
coming closer to Iran. “Even if we 
wanted to do so, Ali Khamenei, the 
supreme leader, is clearly against 
any real reconciliation with the 
US,” Ross said.

He noted that negotiations with 
Iran were limited to the nu-
clear issue and Western sanctions 
specifically tied to Iran’s nuclear 
programme.

“The US is retaining its sanctions 
against Iran for reasons of [spon-
soring] terrorism and [abusing] 
human rights,” Ross said. “That 
is one of the reasons the Iranians 
are now complaining that they are 
not getting what they expected in 
terms of access to the international 
financial system because US banks 
cannot do business with Iranian 
counterparts and, unless other 
countries have large amounts of 
dollars on hand, they cannot do 
business in dollars, which also 
greatly restricts what is possible.”

Although the Shia-led govern-
ment in Iraq is regarded by suspi-
cion among many in Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) countries, Ross 
argued that backing Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi was an 
important objective.

“The government led by Prime 
Minister Abadi is trying to be 

London

A
t a time when the 
Middle East is 
more important 
and complex 
than ever, the 
Conservative 
Middle East 
Council (CMEC) is 

working to ensure that British con-
servative members of parliament 
and peers can make informed 
decisions.

CMEC’s mission statement says 
the group “promotes the discus-
sion of UK foreign policy in the 
Middle East and seeks to ensure 
that this policy is grounded in a 
deep understanding of the com-
plexities of the region”. In practi-
cal terms, that means arranging 
parliamentary visits to the Middle 
East so MPs can experience the 
region first-hand.

“It’s only by first-hand experi-
ence that you can really under-
stand all the complexities of 
the region,” CMEC Director Leo 
Docherty said. “It’s also by having 
that intensity of exposure that MPs 
gain a proper understanding.

“Reading gets you a certain way 
there but until you’ve actually 
met people face-to-face and had 
proper discussions and seen what 
is happening there with your own 
eyes, that’s when you get a proper 
understanding.”

This is a sentiment shared by 
the CMEC vice-chairman, Phil-
lip Lee, an MP who represents 
Bracknell and who has partici-
pated in a number of visits to the 
Middle East. He recently travelled 

to Jordan where he visited the 
Zaatari Syrian refugee camp. He is 
chairman of All-Party Parliament 
Groups on Kuwait and Qatar.

“You can read about things as 
much as you like but until you go 
there, see it, smell it, touch it — 
that’s how you get to know a place 
and you get a sense of how people 
are and what their perspective on 
the world is,” Lee said. “We have 
quite an Anglocentric view of the 
world… but the way we view the 
world is not necessarily the same 
view on the street in Amman.

“I think it is important to try and 
understand different perspectives 
and what better way to do it than 
first-hand?”

Lee joined CMEC in 2010, not 
long after entering parliament. His 
interest in the Middle East dates to 
his youth and a trip backpacking 
across Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and 
Israel as a medical student in 1998.

His first trip to the Middle East 
with CMEC was to Syria in 2011 
when many of the places he vis-
ited as a student — Hama, Palmyra, 
Deraa, Damascus — would not 
have changed much following his 
return as a parliamentarian. How-
ever, after five years of war and the 
rise of the Islamic State (ISIS), the 
same cannot be said today.

“We were in Syria in Febru-
ary 2011, three weeks before the 
civil war started,” Lee said. “Being 
entertained by the Assad regime is 
like being entertained by the ma-
fia, being driven around in black 
cars and so on.

“The lack of regard for the 
[Assad] government was really 
etched on the faces of the Syr-
ian people. You could detect that 
anti-establishment mood that was 
sweeping across North Africa at 

inclusive,” he said. “He is con-
strained by the Shia militias and 
the Iranians but the US is trying to 
support an approach that includes 
the Sunnis and also provides secu-
rity and arms for them.

“Excluding the Sunnis will only 
ensure that even if [the Islamic 
State] ISIS were to be defeated, 
it would be replaced by a radical 
successor. Mosul must be liberated 
but [Shia] militias like Asai’b Ahl 
al-Haq cannot play a part in the 
liberation.”

As for Syria, Ross said the United 
States hopes that the Vienna 
principles will produce a peace-
ful outcome to the Syria conflict. 
He added, however, that “the 
administration is not prepared 
to exercise any leverage in the 
pursuit of those principles because 
it sees the use of force as futile in 
Syria. The Russians do not, believ-
ing they have used force to change 
the balance of power and secure 
Assad in power.”

Ross was not optimistic about a 
quick end to the region’s civil wars 
and uprisings.

“There is a struggle over identity 
and who is going to shape it,” he 
said. “There are proxy wars in 
Syria and Yemen. There is a Sunni-
Shia divide and none of this will be 
settled soon.

“The question is: Will Iran agree 
not to try to dominate the region? 
I suspect that the more pragmatic 
forces in Iran can only succeed 
when it becomes clear that the 
policies of the IRGC [Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps] are 
too costly.”

Ahmed Abo Douh is is an Egyptian 
writer.

the time and was about to arrive 
in Syria, although I wouldn’t have 
predicted it would have erupted so 
quickly.”

The West’s response to the “Arab 
spring” protests that swept the 
Middle East from 2011 was prema-
ture, he said.

“History teaches us that changes 
to society like this take time and 
I think that there was a hope, and 
perhaps a naive expectation, that 
these countries would then go on 
to be broadly democratic and secu-
lar overnight and everybody would 
live happily ever after. I think that 
was rather naive,” Lee said.

It is this kind of naivety that 
CMEC is trying to eradicate, seek-
ing to inform and educate MPs 
and peers about the realities of the 
region, in all its complexities.

“The biggest misconception 
that people have is that the Middle 
East is similar to the UK or the 
West in political terms,” Docherty 
said. “People have a real difficulty 
understanding the importance of 
religious and sectarian factors. 
There is a lack of awareness about 
the fact that the Middle East is 
profoundly different.

“When we consider the Middle 

East in terms of policy, we’ve got 
to recognise the reality. We have to 
deal with the Middle East as it is, 
rather than how we want it to be.”

Lee said that the Middle East has 
an image problem and one that 
CMEC — with its policy papers and 
visits to the region — is trying to 
correct.

“The problem with the Middle 
East is that any time it’s in the 
news it usually involves vio-
lence. When did you last hear a 
story from the Middle East about 
a scientific discovery or an artistic 
display?” Lee asked.

“The problem is that in the eyes 
of the average man on the street, 
‘Brand Middle East’ is violence. 
That’s clearly not an accurate 
reflection of the Middle East and 
so for those of us who have an in-
terest, and like the Middle East, it’s 
an uphill battle to persuade people 
about how things really are and 
why we should have an interest in 
helping and making things better 
there. That’s the problem with the 
Middle East; the news is always 
bad news.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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