Syria’'s President Bashar a-Asad.

Notwithstanding the unceasing efforts
of his late father Hafiz to make Syria a politi-
cdly stable regiona power, Syria has usualy
found itsdf in a distinct minority in regiona
and international affairs, and often politically
isolated.

This became even more the case during
Bashar's first years in office, pesking with
Syrids forced, precipitous withdrawa from
Lebanon after a 30-year presence, and the
harsh criticism leveled by the US administra-
tion, under George W. Bush, which included
Syriaas amember of the “axis of evil.”

Now, however, it seems that Syria has
numerous friends and can wield influence, a
Situation which also improves its strategic and
diplomatic posture vis-avis Isradl.

The recent vist to Damascus by Russian
President Dimitry Medvedev, the first ever by
aRussian heed of state, marked a degpening of
the two countries' longstanding bilaterd ties
and a newly assertive Russian posture in the
Middle Eadt, thus strengthening Syrid's posi-
tion on Arab-lsradli issues. It aso served to
counter the decision by US President Barack
Obama's Adminigtration to keep Syria on its
short list of states, which sponsor terrorist
organizations.

While in Damascus, Medvedev aso met
Hameas leader Khaled Mashad, to Isradl’s dis-
may and to Assad's satisfaction. Just afew days
earlier, Bashar had met in Istanbul with
Turkey’s Prime Minister Erdogan and Qatar’s
ruling Emir Hamid Al-Thani, the former now a
significant dly, as well as Syria's mediator of
choice in Syrian-lsradli diplomacy; the latter,
the head of a wedthy principality who takes
pride in being a regiona gadfly, to frequent
Saudi displeasure.

As for the Lebanese arena, nothing epito-
mizes the restoration of Syria’s preeminence
there more than the kowtowing to Assad by
Lebanese Prime Minister Sead Hariri and
Druze leader Walid Jumblatt, both of whom
had been key playersin the anti-Syrian “March
14" codlitionin recent years, and whose fathers
had been assassinated by Syrian agents.

T HESE ARE HEADY TIMES FOR
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Of course, Syria's primary regiond aly for
more than three decades has been the Idamic
Republic of Iran, which has provided important
drategic depth vis-avis Isradl, and Saddam
Hussein's Irag, which provided economic aid
and support for Syrian hegemony in Lebanon.
Indeed, the intimacy between Iranian President
Mahmoud Ahmadingad and Asad has reached
a point where many andysts have wondered
whether Syria has become so entangled with
Tehran and its Hizbalah dly that it has logt its
freedom to act independently.

This of course would be anathemato Sunni
Arab monarchies of Saudi Arabia and Jordan,
both of which had been extremely angered by
Hizballah's provoking of the 2006 Lebanon
war and remain extremely worried over Iran’s
nuclear program and power projection into the
Arab world, beginning with Irag. In response,
both Riyadh and Amman have chosen to pub-
licly mend fences with Damascus, undoubted-
ly hoping to offer Asad other options besides
exclusive reliance on Iran.

When it comes to Irag, at least, Syria has
never been comfortable with the idea of ether
a pro-American regime or an Iranian-
dominated one. Damascus, Saudi Arabia and
Jordan are al currently watching Iragi devel-
opments closdly, in the aftermath of generd
elections and political maneuvering, which has
yet to produce anew government and holds out
the specter of an Iranian-influenced Shi'ite
governing codlition, to the exclusion of the
Sunni Arab minority, aigned with former
prime minister Ayad Allawi, asecular Shi’ite.

Syria has taken an active role in Iragi poli-
ticsin recent years, and like the Saudis and the
Jordanians, would clearly prefer the creation of
aunitary state with guarantees for Sunni influ-
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ence, to a Shi’'ite-dominated federative struc-
turewhichislikely to be heavily influenced by
Iran.

The disappearance of a Sunni-led Iragi
date, long deemed the “eastern flank of the
Arabworld,” has severely upset the former bal-
ance of power between the mainly Sunni Arab
world and Shi’ite Persian Iran. A recent indica
tion of Syria's thinking was the publicizing of
a gathering in Damascus of a bloc of Iraqgi
political parties and organizations, including
one of the wings of the Iragi Ba ath party, the
first such publicized gathering since the over-
throw of Saddam seven years ago. The agenda
was two-fold: supporting the “resistance” to
foreign occupation, while opposing the
“spilling of sacred Iragi blood,” and rejecting
participation in the politica process, overseen
by Iranian-leaning Prime Minister Nuri d-
Maliki.

Meanwhile, the one-year anniversary of the
Iranian mass protests againgt the rigging of
presidentiad elections is nearly upon us. The
regime seems to have wesathered the storm for
now. As for the nuclear issue, even as
Ahmadingjad thumbs his nose &t the prospect
of more international pressure, Iran may be
looking to demondtrate flexibility on the issue
of uranium enrichment in order to inhibit the
UN Security Council from adopting tough new
sanctions next month. Assad, for his part, will
surely be watching the next round of Iranian-
Western diplomatic wrangling closely. So will
Isradl.

The recent panic in Lebanon over fears of
an lsadi atack, whether judtified or not,
demongtrated how jittery much of the region
is as the summer approaches. However,
given the low expectations for the upcoming
Israeli-Palestinian proximity talks, Syria's
improved regional standing, and thedesireto
provide an aternative to Iran’s regiona agen-
da, the attractiveness of the Syrian-lsradli
diplomatic track has increased, at least for
some.

Whether this is true for Asad and Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and, if so,
whether they are capable of acting on i,
remains to be seen. °
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