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Room for Error
No one trusts Bush when it comes to Iran—not Congress, and especially not the antiwar community
“Whereas nothing in this resolution shall be construed as an authorization of the use of force,” seemed pretty clear-cut when the 261 co-sponsors in the U.S. House of Representatives signed onto Rep. Gary Ackerman’s (D-Queens) nonbinding resolution calling for sanctions against Iran.
In many ways, HCR 362 is similar to a slew of resolutions issued by the House calling for the world community to act together to forestall Iran’s efforts to advance an active nuclear-weapons program. These resolutions decry the threat that a nuclear Iran would pose to the Middle East and U.S. interests in the region, and recommend strongly that the president take actions to place strict sanctions against doing business with Tehran. HR 362, however, includes language that many in the activist community fear would give the administration far too much leeway to manage Iran with hostile and precipitous action.
It’s no secret that the Bush administration views Iran as the next logical front in the president’s war on terror. According to political observers, House Resolution 362 was an attempt by Congress to meet the threat of Tehran’s nuclear ambitions, and to simultaneously tie the hands of Bush’s squirrelly administration while the legislators were away on summer recess.
However, almost immediately after the resolution was entered into official record, antiwar activists across the country raised the alarm. Near the end of Ackerman’s purportedly innocent, nonbinding document, there is a call for sanctions that appear, through careful reading, to allow—and even call for—the president to engage unilaterally in a military blockade of Iran, which is legally considered an act of war unless authorized by the United Nations.
The controversial passage reads: Congress “demands that the President initiate an international effort to immediately and dramatically increase the economic, political, and diplomatic pressure on Iran to verifiably suspend its nuclear enrichment activities by . . . prohibiting the export to Iran of all refined petroleum products; imposing stringent inspection requirements on all persons, vehicles, ships, planes, trains, and cargo entering or departing Iran; and prohibiting the international movement of all Iranian officials not involved in negotiating the suspension of Iran’s nuclear program . . .”
To actualize these prohibitions and restrictions on movement, critics have said, would necessitate military involvement. A point missed by the 261 cosponsors.
“I never read the resolution as a call for a blockade,” said Rep. Michael McNulty (D-Green Island).
The Capital Region’s Women Against War brought its members’ concerns over the resolution to the attention of McNulty, a cosponsor of the Iran Blockade Resolution (as it is popularly known), asking him to either withdraw his support of the resolution or to push for the contentious language to be removed.
OK, the congressman said. When dealing with the Bush administration, concerns over interpretation aren’t taken lightly. “We should be very careful not to pass anything that Bush could interrupt as giving him authority to use military force in dealing with Iran,” said McNulty.
McNulty also said that he urges an intense diplomacy campaign, coupled with the sanctions called for in HCR 362. And although he does not see the specific language as a call for a military blockade, he did say that he has spoken with Ackerman, who has heard similar concerns, and the congressman intends to reword the resolution.
Rachel McEneny, spokeswoman for Rep. Kirsten Gillibrand (D-Greenport), said that the freshman Congresswoman agreed with McNulty that Iran must be dealt with, but that caution must be exercised when calling for action from this administration.
No action is expected on the bill until, at the earliest, the second week of September.
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