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Plan could extricate U.S. from Iraq

BY ROBERT WEINER AND JOHN LARMETT
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Ideas are plentiful in presidential campaigns -- some very good, many of them bad. Regardless of a candidate's philosophical bent, when one of them puts forth a solid proposal, it is time to listen. Such is the case with the suggestion of Sen. Joe Biden, D-Del., and Sen. Sam Brownback, R-Kan., to extricate the United States from Iraq without going to either of the two extremes of immediate troop withdrawal or victory by insurgent rebels. In both the Republican and Democratic presidential debates, Biden and Brownback are showing us a way out of Iraq, if only we would listen.

The Biden-Brownback plan would assist Iraq by giving each of the three ethno-religious groups -- Sunnis, Shiites and Kurds -- a substate under the overall federation to pursue their interests. In effect Biden and Brownback would create a sort of "United States of Iraq." The plan would end the oil feud by dividing revenue equitably among the three groups -- a cheap price for us to yield, given oil's estimated $15 billion annual value, versus our paying more than $100 billion a year for the war (we were wrong that oil would pay for the war).

To give teeth to this plan, Biden calls for a summit of Iraq's neighbors to endorse it -- building on the feel-good talkathons recently held. This regional security conference with the United Nations and Iraq's neighbors, including Syria and Iran, would pledge support for Iraq's power-sharing agreement and respect for Iraq's borders.

Brownback stated, "I have been endorsing and speaking often around the country about this notion of a federated system in Iraq, of the need for a three-state, one-country solution, with Baghdad as a federal city, where we have a Sunni area, a Shia area and a Kurdish region.... This sort of sectarian division of areas is allowed in the Iraqi constitution. The Kurdish area is (already) being operated by the Kurds. The oil revenues,... equally divided up around the country, are the glue to hold this system together.... I urge the (Bush) administration to push this, and even bring these leaders together in-country or outside of the country to push this form of political solution."

This concept has worked before -- in Bosnia. A decade ago, Bosnia was being torn apart by ethnic cleansing. The United States intervened decisively to keep the country intact by dividing it into ethnic federations. Muslims, Croats and Serbs were allowed to retain separate armies. With the help of the international community, Bosnians have lived the past 10 years in peace. They are in the process of strengthening their central government and disbanding their military forces.

Bush has committed hundreds of thousands of U.S. troops, spent more than half a trillion dollars (the cost continues at $2 billion each week) and exhausted the morale of the American people over the past four years in an ineffective effort to establish a strong central government in Baghdad over cultures that have fought one another for thousands of years. Switching from WMDs to democracy to security to stopping a terror haven we created, the recent rationale by the president for the war is establishing "a level of violence where people feel comfortable. Maybe we'll succeed. Maybe we'll fail." Deployment of more U.S. troops to Iraq is not the answer to this nebulous and changing mission.

Biden and Brownback have put forth a creative plan that can be combined with the positions of the other candidates. Certainly Sen. Hillary Clinton's commitment --"If this president does not end this war before he leaves office, when I am president, I will" -- is a strong, straightforward position. Where we go from here must begin with proposals that open honest, bipartisan dialogue. We may have an Iraq escape hatch that we can all legitimately call "victory."

Robert Weiner is president of Robert Weiner Associates, a Washington, D.C., think tank, where John Larmett is senior policy analyst. 
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