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Uniting Cyprus 

WASHINGTON The idea of a real settlement of the Cyprus conflict is an evergreen in international diplomacy. Yet practically every effort - every envoy, initiative or plan - has thus far failed. One reason is that no one has been dying on Cyprus from ethnic fighting. 

For 30 years, a militarized "green line" has kept the Greek and Turkish communities apart, effectively making ethnic violence a physical impossibility. The young generation knows nothing of the island's united history. 

But now Cyprus stands within reach of a serendipitous peace deal, and despite the absence of violence, there is every reason for Washington to put its full weight behind it. 

Why bother? 

A Cyprus settlement is risky. The island's history is bitter, and the peace plan developed by the United Nations secretary general, Kofi Annan, calls for highly intricate administrative and geographical arrangements. 

If it failed, there might be hostility between Turkey and Greece. Turks feel a strong moral obligation toward their Cypriot brethren - a feeling that led to the 1974 Turkish invasion of the northern part of the island - and the Greeks have equally strong emotional attachments to their Cypriots. 

Yet for the first time in decades, a remarkable constellation of Turkish and European politics has brought Cypriots closer than ever to a handshake. 

Much has to do with the shift in Turkish feelings toward the island. The year-old Turkish government in Ankara has linked its political fortunes to the resolution of the Cyprus dispute. Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, a reformist Islamist oriented strongly toward democratization, is committed to bringing Turkey into the European Union. He understands that the fate of Cyprus is important to that aspiration. 

With his declaration that "no solution is not a solution," Erdogan has radically altered Turkey's outlook on Cyprus, building up significant public support for a diplomatic solution. 

On May 1, the European Union will accept Cyprus as a full member, and the ticking of the clock has galvanized Cypriots and Turkey to sign on to a United Nations plan for the unification of the island. 

The original 1999 decision by the EU to admit one side of the island - the internationally recognized Greek Cypriot south - in the absence of a political settlement was irresponsible. But it is now providing a good excuse to hammer out a resolution - one with consequences far beyond the Mediterranean. 

A deal reached before Cyprus joins the European Union in May would allow Turkey to get its foot in Europe's door. If Cyprus is solved, it would be very hard for the EU to deny Turkey a date for membership when its candidacy is reviewed at the end of year. 

But here's why a settlement makes sense beyond its importance to Turkey's future in Europe. 

With no deal, the green line separating Turks and Greeks on Cyprus will become a frontier separating the Christian West from the Muslim world. An integrated Cyprus, on the other hand, would provide an opportunity for Europe to harmonize cultures and religions under its umbrella. Bringing the few hundred thousand Turkish Cypriots into the EU, would broaden the cultural definition of the Union. Europe would actually gain a seat in the Organization of Islamic Countries - the one currently reserved for the moderate-minded Turkish Cypriots. 

Over the years, Turkish Cypriots have stagnated while the Greek side of the island prospered. Not surprisingly, the majority of Turkish Cypriots voted in November for pro-EU parties calling for a resumption of talks. Ankara has heard this loud and clear. 

But will the international community hear it? 

When they met at the White House last month, Erdogan and President George W. Bush spent much of their time talking about the island. Secretary of State Colin Powell has now become involved, publicly encouraging Cypriot talks. Powell's decision to tread carefully so as not to overshadow Annan is understandable, but it's not enough. He should be prepared to spearhead Dayton-style negotiations if the sides commit themselves to holding referendums, as the Annan plan calls for. 

This is needed is to force the Cypriots to abandon their traditional blame-the-other-side attitude and to understand the May deadline for what it is: a make-or-break opportunity. 

The Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf Denktash, remains half-hearted about the Annan plan, and Ankara should not count on him as a constructive negotiator. Similarly, the Greek Cypriots are torn between unification and sharing power with Turks, whom they regard as a minority, and not an equal partner. But the Annan plan has mechanisms to address fears and grievances from both sides. 

The rewards are huge. An intense period of arbitration could provide the Bush administration with a real diplomatic victory. More important, it would open a new page for Europe. 

The writer is a fellow at the Western Policy Center in Washington and writes for the Turkish newspaper Sabah. 
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