U.N. Talks Focus on Terms of Cease-Fire
Lebanon Sees No Solution to the Conflict Without a Role for Syria and Iran
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UNITED NATIONS, Aug. 2 -- Lebanon's acting foreign minister, Tarek Mitri, said Wednesday he doubts that his government would agree to invite a European-led intervention force into southern Lebanon, citing fierce opposition from Hezbollah and its key foreign backers, Syria and Iran.

Mitri said Hezbollah's political standing in Lebanon has been greatly enhanced during its three-week battle with Israel, and that its views on the size and mandate of an international force will have to be taken into account. He also said that "no solution" to the current violence in Lebanon can be found without the participation of Syria and Iran in the search for a political settlement.

"Hezbollah's resisting so forcefully to Israel has raised their popularity," Mitri said in an interview in New York, where he lobbied the United States and other countries to support an immediate cease-fire in Lebanon. "No one has exact information on what impact it has had on their military strength. But I can assure you Hezbollah has gained more popular support because of what Israel did than it had before the war. The Lebanese are united in opposition to this onslaught."

While U.S. and French officials reported progress in discussions on a U.N. resolution, diplomats said some key differences remained, including whether to call for an immediate end to the hostilities, as the French prefer, or only an end to offensive military operations, which the U.S. side advocates to allow Israel to defend itself. British diplomats appear to lean more toward the French phrasing.

Under the emerging approach favored by the Americans, a full cease-fire might not take place until a second resolution is approved by the Security Council. "The idea is you stop the fighting first, put in place the political principle and then you would go to a second resolution with a complete cease-fire and authorize . . . force," one senior administration official said, speaking on the condition of anonymity.

Diplomats said the French and United States largely agree on a set of principles, outlined in the resolution, that would attempt to reach a lasting solution, including clearing the area between Israel's border and the Litani River of all armed personnel and weapons other than the Lebanese military and a U.N.-mandated force.

Diplomats expect that the second resolution would authorize the deployment of a U.N.-mandated international force, but the French and Americans have not agreed on the precise language. Both sides agree U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan should try to present a plan within 30 days to delineate the international borders of Lebanon, including the disputed Shebaa Farms area.

Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice said earlier this week that she anticipated reaching an agreement this week, but diplomats said Wednesday it was unlikely that would occur until next week. Rice plans to consult with President Bush at his ranch in Crawford, Tex., over the weekend.

France had advocated a plan for an immediate halt to the fighting and a political agreement before an international force is deployed. The United States has taken the position that a cease-fire will succeed only if it is part of a broader political settlement that would help the Lebanese government extend its authority through southern areas now controlled by Hezbollah.

Another senior U.S. official, echoing others, said be believes the two sides are close to an agreement that would "bridge" their differences. "I think that we and the French agree on that framework," the official said. "There's always issues of timing and sequence, and that's what a lot of these things come down to."

But in another sign of Hezbollah's growing political clout, U.N. Deputy Secretary General Mark Malloch Brown contested characterizations of the Lebanese militia as a terrorist organization in the mold of al-Qaeda and challenged the U.S. diplomatic approach to the crisis. In remarks published Wednesday, he told the Financial Times: "It's not helpful to couch this war in the language of international terrorism."

He said that while Hezbollah "employs terrorist tactics," it is "an organization whose roots historically are completely separate and different from al-Qaeda."

Malloch Brown also highlighted a need to include Syria and Iran in any diplomatic settlement to the crisis and appealed to the United States and Britain to pursue a more discreet diplomatic strategy. France, Spain and other foreign powers have been meeting with Syrian and Iranian officials this week to secure their support for a multinational force that would initially focus on humanitarian relief and ensure the return of displaced Lebanese civilians to their homes.

Malloch Brown's remarks were directed at President Bush and British Prime Minister Tony Blair, who have angered France by publicly taking the lead in promoting the need for an international force in southern Lebanon while declining to participate.

"What is troubling to me is the U.S. and U.K. now carry with them a particular set of baggage in the Middle East," Malloch Brown said. "The challenge for them is to recognize that ultimately they have to allow others to share the lead in this effort diplomatically."

State Department spokesman Sean McCormack called Malloch Brown's comments "misguided and misplaced" and cited a "troubling pattern" by the senior U.N. official of "making it his business to criticize member states."

Mitri voiced frustration with the Bush administration's diplomatic strategy, criticizing what he characterized as an American belief that the intervention of a robust multinational force "will fix it all." Mitri said, "But when you get into the details of what that means, it means securing the border of Israel and putting everything else in peril."

His remarks reflected mounting concern among Lebanese officials and some U.N. diplomats that opposition by Hezbollah and its allies could spoil a deal that challenges its power in southern Lebanon. "It's no secret that Iran and Syria exercise indeed undeniable influence over Hezbollah," he said.

Mitri said that the Lebanese government, which includes two Hezbollah ministers, has endorsed a proposal by Lebanon's prime minister, Fouad Siniora, to permit the enlargement of the 2,000-member U.N. Interim Force in Lebanon.

He said the U.N. force would facilitate the delivery of humanitarian assistance, help displaced civilians return to their homes, and aid the Lebanese army in exerting control over southern Lebanon. He said any decision to disarm Hezbollah would be achieved through negotiations within the Lebanese government, not through the use of force.

The proposal to expand the U.N. role is opposed by Israel, which has faulted the U.N. force for failing to restrain Hezbollah's attacks against Israel for more than two decades. The head of the U.N. peacekeeping department, Jean-Marie Guéhenno, told the French newspaper Le Monde that in the best case "it will take months" to send a large peacekeeping mission.

Kessler reported from Washington. Staff writer Michael Abramowitz in Washington contributed to this report.
