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Late Edition Transcript, August 6, 2006
BLITZER: Welcome back to our special "Late Edition: Crisis in the Middle East." I'm Wolf Blitzer in Washington. Is the Israeli- Hezbollah conflict exposing flaws in U.S. policy in the region? Joining us now to discuss that and more, the former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and the former Secretary of Defense William Cohen. He's now the CEO of the Cohen Group here in Washington.

Gentlemen, thanks for coming in to "Late Edition."

Dr. Kissinger, let me begin with you. And briefly give us your sense. Do you see light at the end of this Israeli/Hezbollah tunnel right now, or is this fighting going to continue open-ended?

HENRY KISSINGER, FORMER SECRETARY OF STATE: Well, if the U.N. resolution is really implemented in all of its parts, that would be considerable progress.  First, it would be progress locally in removing Hezbollah as a military force from southern Lebanon. And thereby remove the tensions between Israel and Lebanon.

And, secondly, it would be a progress in the deeper negotiations that will have to take place with radical states like Iran and, to some extent, Syria, who fueled this conflict and who hopefully could learn from it, that there are limits to adventures.

BLITZER: Secretary Cohen, are you optimistic right now as you see this draft U.N. Security Council resolution put forward or gloomy?

WILLIAM COHEN, FORMER SECRETARY OF DEFENSE: Well, I think we have to be optimistic about it, because the alternative is really unacceptable. If this fighting continues, we're likely to see a solidification of sentiment against Israel supporting Hezbollah. To see that not only the solidification, but perhaps even radicalization of the Muslim population through much of the world.

So I think that we have to say, as Secretary Rice has said, we'll see who's for peace and who is for war when we put this thing forward. It's very important

that we press that.

BLITZER: The draft resolution that the U.S. and France, Dr. Kissinger, put forward, stops short of calling for an immediate cease- fire. 

Many of the Arab leaders, including many analysts here in the United States, including Republican Senator Chuck Hagel, Republican of Nebraska, would like to see an immediate cease-fire.

Listen to what Chuck Hagel said earlier in the week.

(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP) 

SEN. CHUCK HAGEL (R-NE): The sickening slaughter on both sides, Mr. President, must end and it must end now. President Bush must call for an immediate cease-fire. This madness must stop.

(END VIDEO CLIP)

BLITZER: The resolution does not do that. What do you think? 

Should there be an immediate cease-fire as a first step and then worry about the diplomatic fallout after that?

KISSINGER: Well, the U.N. resolution has made specific proposals. It asks for an end of -- for a cease-fire from Hezbollah and an end of offensive operations by Israel. And if both sides obey this, there will be, in fact, a cease-fire.

I don't like the proposition that you can call, every time there's a conflict, you call it madness. Because there are causes of this conflict and they have to be removed. It isn't simply insanity that is producing it.

BLITZER: Who's right on this issue, Secretary Cohen, Chuck Hagel or George W. Bush? 

COHEN: Well, I think Chuck Hagel is right to raise the issue about the need to stop hostilities. Obviously, it has to be agreed to by both the Israelis and Hezbollah.

But allowing this continue without any sort of parameters being put upon it, then you're likely to see threats being made by Hezbollah against Tel Aviv, the Israelis responding. They will attack Syria.

Iran has indicated they would support Syria if that were to take place. And so then you see the potential for a much wider regional war.

And so I think the emphasis on seeing if we can't get a cessation of hostilities, if it takes that to sit down, as Shimon Peres just said a moment ago, you have to sit down with someone to start talking to them and negotiating to bring about an end to hostilities.

I think that's what has to happen. I think that's what Secretary Rice is trying to achieve right now. But Chuck Hagel, to his credit, is saying that we 're killing a lot of innocent civilians.

We talk about the casualties. We use this phrase, "collateral damage." We're seeing a lot of damage done to innocent people on both sides. And I think that anyone of any sensitivity is saying, let's see if we can't find a way to stop it and negotiate a way to a peaceful resolution and a more enduring one.

BLITZER: Dr. Kissinger, a lot of people certainly understand Israel's efforts to go after Hezbollah, Hezbollah rockets, missiles, Hezbollah fighters.

But what a lot of people around the world don't understand is Israel's destruction of so much of Lebanon's infrastructure, whether bridges or roads or airport runways.

Do you understand why Israel is doing this?

KISSINGER: I have not understood the Israeli strategy as well as I've understood it in previous wars. Because it seems, to me, strategy always has to be tied to clear-cut diplomatic objectives.

But I would also say, at this moment, the issue is not saving lives, because, of course, we have to save lives.

There is a specific proposal put forward by Secretary Rice and the French government that provides for a specific end to hostilities. And this would be the most rapid way of bringing this war to a conclusion, after which a negotiation can take place about some of the other issues that were also raised by the U.N. resolution.

BLITZER: Secretary Cohen, do you understand Israel's military strategy?

They argue that, by destroying these bridges, these roads, they're stopping the re-arming of Hezbollah additional rockets, weapons, coming into Lebanon from Syria. 

COHEN: I think there have been miscalculations on both sides. I think that the Israelis have miscalculated in terms of being able to destroy Hezbollah militarily and its military capability. I think Hezbollah has miscalculated by thinking the Israelis wouldn't respond this aggressively. But in terms of what is taking place today, the perception is that Goliath, Israel, is really exceeding its authority or responsibility here by pounding Beirut and parts of Beirut so hard that the Hezbollah is becoming the David.

And I think it's a complete role reversal and one that's not in Israel's interests. And so saving lives is only part of the issue, to be sure, as Secretary Kissinger has said. But there have to be other issues involved. And that is going to the source.

President Bush has talked about the source being Iran and Syria. And that's very important that we hold Iran responsible and Syria responsible for undermining Resolution 1559.

But in addition to that, we have to get back to the other root causes. And I 've said this on many occasions. And that is dealing with the road map and the peace process. Because they are all interconnected.

We have to go to the U.N. to say to the Iranians, you have been undermining 1559 by supplying arms and weapons to the Hezbollah. That has got to stop, not only that, but your pursuit of nuclear weapons.

There is an approach that has to be made that's comprehensive in nature. It also has to take into account the West Bank and Gaza. 

BLITZER: Dr. Kissinger, the president, earlier in the week, suggested that said what Israel is facing against Hezbollah is part of a much bigger problem that the United States, the West has faced, that was underlined on 9/11. Listen to what the president said.

   (BEGIN VIDEO CLIP)

GEORGE W. BUSH, PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES: For decades, the status quo in the Middle East permitted tyranny and terror to thrive. And as we saw on September 11, the status quo in the Middle East led to death and destruction in the United States. And it had to change.

   (END VIDEO CLIP)

BLITZER: Is Israel's war against Hezbollah right now part of the same U.S. war against Al Qaida?

KISSINGER: On some levels, it is. Hezbollah is an organization that is implanted on Lebanese territory. It's a military force without the approval of the Lebanese government, in violation of U.N. resolutions.

And, therefore, it is a part of this non-state threat that many countries have faced. It also has local origins. The local origins have attempted to be addressed by this U.N. resolution. The fundamental origin is the relation of Iran to its region and to the rest of the world. This is symbolized by the nuclear program of Iran. And so these issues have to be looked at together, and hopefully can be resolved by re-integrating Iran, in some manner, into the international community, but not unless they're willing to give up support of organizations like Hezbollah.

BLITZER: Do you want to weigh in, Secretary Cohen, on that?

COHEN: I agree with what Secretary Kissinger just said. We have to also be conscious of the fact that, as a result of this conflict that continues to go on without abatement, that we're seeing Christians, Druze and others in Lebanon who are uniting, or supporting Hezbollah.

That is the danger that we're seeing at this particular point. And that's why it's important, as Secretary Rice has said, we've got to see a cessation of hostilities because, if this dynamic continues to unfold in this fashion, you're going to see Hezbollah come out as a much stronger political force, one that currently has arms that need to disarmed, but that will be a much stronger force throughout not only Lebanon but the greater Gulf area, throughout Arab worlds.

BLITZER: Secretary Cohen and Secretary Kissinger, thanks to both of you for coming in to "Late Edition." I appreciate it very much. And coming up next, the human toll of the war. We'll get perspective on how civilians in Beirut are coping. Stay with us. Our special "Late Edition: Crisis in the Middle East," will be right back.
