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Collapse ofMideast water summit dampens peace talk hopes
By JAMES DAVID BESSER

WASHINGTON—The madden

ing tiling about the Middle East is
ihe way even pure intentions and
sound logic tend to succumb to the
virulent passions of the region.

That is a lesson Secretary of State
James Baker may be in the process
of learning as the U.S.-sponsored
Middle East peace conference ap
proaches. It is a lesson Joyce Starr
lias already learned in a particularly
painful way.

Starr, a well-known Middle East
expert and former adviser to Presi
dent Jimmy Carter, had u vision: If
all the countries in the region could
get together to work on a common

and urgent problem, it might, be a scarcity they bpth face. There can be
lust step in transcending uVpohti- ^oyaM political settlements until
cal enmit.es that keep Arab fyyions t c^unIr|cs begin to comc to terms
and Israel on the brink of war,.-- h,^g watef problem. jthas t0 ^

For Starr, the common problem f thfi firsnhi |he agenda.n,..
was obvious: water, '^frji1 •' -;: "<. "• '

Arabs'and Jews alike wiU;;fwlu)-'Her:gToup,'GlobalW^ter Summit
critical water shortages ir^h^near'J" Initiative, worked energetically to
future —aproblem thijt'rn^kes the lpull together a meeting in Turkey,
ideological differences between the scheduled for this fall. Turkey's
countries pall by comparison.-:>*••,: president Turgut Qzal was a vital

9:..•':;.•'. .&?#i|2\*j $--"<; •,.1 • : ':'.

Inthepast, Middle Eastwars have
been fought over water; the next
war, she said, could well break out
over the accelerating problem of
water scarcity.

• Only swift, direct action on a re
gional basis offers any hope for
averting this kind of disaster.

Starr's response was to set up a
mechanism for a regional water
summit—an effort to move beyond
the endless debates over territory
and tribal hatreds, and deal with a
real-world problem that all coun
tries in the region share.

."The water question is life and
- death for the Israelis," she said in an

interview last year. "There can be
no solution with the Palestinians un
less there's a resolution of the water
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part of the planning process. Ozal
used his prestige in the area to bring
together political leaders andan im
pressive arrayof waterexperts.

The''goal, Starr said, was to de
velop the framework for a long-
term, multi-national approach to the
area's witter crisis. And that frame
work could provide an important
boost for"the slow-moving peace
process.

But Middle East politics — and
apparent American indifference to
the concept -— have threatened to
scuttle the water summit.

Despite the decision by Syria's
President Hafez al-Assad to partici
pate in a Middle East peace confer
ence under joint American and So
viet sponsorship, Syria recently
demanded that Israel not be in
cluded in the upcoming summit in
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Turkey.
The Syrian position will appar

ently be supported by other Arab
states scheduled to participate in the
conference.

The Bush administration has sig
naled that itwill pull out of the meet
ings unless Israel is included, some
thing that would severely damage
the international standing of the
summit.

And a water summit that fails to
bring together all the major coun
tries of the region, observers here
agree, would render the exercise
meaningless. Solutions to the water
problem have to be regional in
scope; any effort to solve the water
problem that excludes some coun
tries for political reasons is doomed
to failure.

So Slarr's plan for a Middle East
water summit has run afoul of a

more traditional kind of Middle East
thinking. And the Bush administra
tion, with its pinpoint focus on the
upcoming Middle East peace con
ference, has contributed to the plan's
troubles.

Despite the American announce
ment that it would not participate in
a water summit without Israel, offi
cials here have decided not to lean

on the Syrians because of their fears
that any new pressure on the Assad
government might disrupt the deli
cate arrangements for the upcoming
peace conference.

But even before the recent Syrian
action, Washington showed only
lukewarm interest in Starr's plan
and little awareness of the critical
nature of the Middle East water

problem.
Spine observers here suggest that

the Syrians would not have raised
objections to Israeli participation in
the first place if the administration
had indicated any kind of firm com-

And any meeting arranged by the
Slate Depainnenl would likely in
elude a much mure limited range
Middle Eastern nations.

There are a luimbei ol disluibin
messages in all this.

The most obvious is that Arab n.i

tions, despile their willingness t<<
participate in the American led
peace process, seem unableIn akm
don their traditional hatred ol Im.k I
even when Arab and Israeli illicit i
coincide.

Even Hale/. al-Assad is aw.ne

that water is potentially die legNm •
most explosive problem and !<•••<
Middle Eastern nations must find ,i
way to cooperate to solve the Main
crisis, or face disaster.

But Assad was seemingly unabi.'
to move beyond traditional iimhIcs
of thinking in the Arab world
something that augers poorly lot
Baker's peace plan.

The administration's ambivalent

response to the water summit al'.o
suggests lhat foreign policy plan
ners here are taking the narrow i i
possible view of the Middle Ea-a',
deep and dangerous problems.

Tremendous energy has been e .
pended lo gel Israel anil sevei.il
Arab neighbors togetheral Ihepc.i.
table. But the administration seem

lo have very little idea ol when il>
peace process is likely to go aii .
that, or of how the various [Kiltie . i >
these negotiations are likely to n\i. i
if the October conference tlocs «i i
produce immediate results.

The administration\s lack oi m

terest in the water summit, and -
unwillingness to use even a fraction
of ihe international clout a i......
get Syria to the peace table in h<
together Starr's conference, is a,
turbing indication of the shallo
ness of its Middle East focus.

Starr ami her associates aie pi
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, viet sponsorship, ayna recently
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nature of the Middle East water
problem.

Some observers here suggest that
the Syrians would not have raised
objections to Israeli participation in
the first place if the administration
had indicated any kind of linn com
mitment to the water summit pro
cess.

The administration apparently
wants the water summit postponed
until it can hold its own meeting on
water as a kind of appendix to (he
peace process.

But officials here have not indi
cated any agenda for such ameeting.

SEVENTH

unwillingness to use even a fraction 'folic
of the international clout it u..cd i"
get Syria lo the peace table lo hold
together Starr's conference, is adis
turbing indication of ihe shallo;.,,,, i0<ev'
ness of its Middle Easl focus. JlliSL.|| •-

Stair and her associates are pr^ nu„y
ing ahead wilh their water suit
plans. But unless the Syrians clu.,,, S|K.
their tune — and unless the adir j„ oul
istration decides to take a inoievns ••
tive role — those plans will join nec ,„
ranks ofdozens ofother schemes^ js|,
Arab-Israeli cooperation thai v. ,0 u|j
consumed by the region's iiiuikicb ^
passions. ^ relu-
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