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Possible military action in Iraq has captured our national attention, but it cannot be viewed in isolation.  Following a recent trip to the Middle East, New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman wrote:  

The good news is that Saddam is no longer viewed as any kind of folk hero (among Arab states), and most people, it seems, would welcome his demise.  The bad news is that George Bush and U.S. policy are disliked even more.  What gives?  …Why is George Bush so intensely disliked?  In part, it's because people feel the president and his team have stopped talking to the world.  They only growl at it now.  But the biggest factor remains the Bush team's seeming indifference to making any serious effort to solve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict when so much killing is going on.  

In his recent State of the Union address, President Bush made only passing reference to the Middle East peace process.  He even downplayed the ongoing anti-terrorism offensive.  But he devoted some one-third of the speech to Iraq.  By my count, Saddam Hussein received 16 mentions and Osama Bin Laden none!  The President and Secretary Powell have outlined the genuine dangers posed by Iraq's weapons program and have documented Iraq's failure to cooperate with the United Nations inspections effort.  They have not made the case that a military attack is our only recourse, nor have they given an accounting of the risks and costs of a military invasion. 

I continue to believe that it is vitally important to deal with Iraq in the context of the enforcement of U.N. resolutions, to give the inspectors the time, resources, and backing they require, to work with as broad a coalition of allies as possible, and to view a military invasion as a last resort.  I recently joined over 120 colleagues in sending a letter to that effect to the President.  

It is also important to make certain that the Iraq challenge does not divert us or detract from our other military and diplomatic objectives, including antiterrorism and resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  In fact, as the Friedman quote suggests, the Administration's unwise disengagement from Middle East peace efforts has compromised our ability to deal with these other challenges.  

I traveled to the region three times last year under the auspices of the Center for Middle East Peace and Economic Cooperation, which focuses on seeking out and opening both official and informal avenues for dialogue and cooperation.  I have found these visits invaluable as a source of information and insight and as an avenue for constructive engagement.  

On our most recent trip in December, Rep. Jim Davis and I traveled to Syria, Lebanon, Egypt, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Israel, and the Palestinian territories.  We met with the heads of state in Syria, Lebanon, and Israel for extended discussions.  But many of our visits were more narrowly targeted to learn about and to encourage promising initiatives, an approach necessitated by the collapse of the peace process.  For example, we met in Cairo with Chief of Intelligence General Omar Seuliman regarding the next round of cease-fire talks to be brokered by Egypt among Hamas, Fatah, and possibly other groups, and then visited chief Palestinian Authority negotiator Abu Mazen on the day it was determined that he would personally attend this second round.  

In addition, we met with Palestinian Authority Finance Minister Salam Fayyad regarding financial and budget reform, where there has been enough progress to allow the U.S. State Department to broker the release of a first installment of Palestinian Authority revenues impounded by Israel.  We also talked with Sari Nusseibeh, head of Jerusalem Affairs for the PLO, about the back-channel, unofficial peace initiatives undertaken by him and others on both sides.

It is through discussions of this sort -- the encouragement offered, feedback given, and information exchanged in off-the-record sessions -- that one can find openings, confluences of interest, and glimmers of hope that can be acted and built upon.  Even in these difficult times, we must continue such efforts. 

On a personal note, I am saddened that my host and friend, Wayne Owens, co-founder of the Center for Middle East Peace, died immediately following this trip.  With Wayne's passing, we have lost one of our country's most determined and resourceful contributors to the cause of peace.  It is critically important for those of us who understand the value of his work to find ways to carry it forward, and I am committed to doing so.
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