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elations between the US and

Syria  have  deteriorated

markedly in recent months; Last

week the endorsement of the
Syria Accounizhllite Aot (AN by tha TR
Congress was oroven‘ed.only at & requos
from the C1A. The SAA s 2 duaft bill mag.
dating economic sanctions agains Syria
if it does not Suspend an alleged pro-
gramme to develop weapons of mass de-
struction, refrain from supporing anti-
US elements in Iraq and end its military
presence in Lebanon.

The debate in Congress coincided
with the killing of twn Syrian villagers hy
US army fire near the border with Trag, A
similar incident took place on June 18
when American Spectal Forces aftacked a
Syrian border post injuring several peo-
ple, This sustained pressure is intended
to remind Synia of the new political real-
ities in the region and force it to accept
the change which took place in Irag afte
the fall of Saddam Hussein,

Indeed, Syria had hoped that t
woikd not win the ws
struggling to cope wi strategic
change that resalted from it. In carly
April President Bashar Al Assad told the
Lebanese newspaper, Al Safir, that he
hoped the invaston of Irag would fall and
that “popular resistance” would prevent
the US from contralling the country,

For miany, Syria's position was, to say
the least, an uncaleulated defiance to US
hegemony, There has been an attempt to
explain this position on the grounds that
Syria, by reason of being a hotbed of
Argh nationalism, has always been para-
noid shout western designs to keep the
Arabs weak and divided. This *parancia”
foreed Syria to adopt anti-western poli-
cies during the Cold War, But Syria's pol-
icy on the Iragi crisis has nothing to do
with the legacy of the Cold War nor does
it with the bitter experience of the colo-
nial era. Syria's position can be explained
solely on pragmatic grounds and in
genpolitical terms which are directly re-
lated to its security dilernma,

After all, Syria supported the Us-led
war against Irag in 1991 and participated
in the Madrid peace conference and came
close to cut 2 peace deal with the former
lsraeli Prime Minister, Yitzhak Rabin. The
ascendance of Benjamin Netanyahu to
power in Isrzel pot an end to Syria's
hopes to regain the occopied Golan
Heights. Protracted economic crises —
as Arab financial aid dried up and oil
prices plummeted in the international

market —
nerability. As a result, the Syrian govern-
ment was forced to ook [or other options
and Irag was the only one availahle,
Syria has no love lost of the former
Iragi regime. For more than three
decades relations between the two wings

of the mling Baath party in Dasmaseus
and Baghdad were shaped by miztsis
anil antagonism. In addition. the te

countries were volved in moneros ¢
tempis and counter attefmpis 1o unses!
one anothier. Syria also supported Tan in
the cight-year war against [ran, whereas
Irag baeked the Lebanese anti-Srrian
government of General Michel Auon. One
featire was, nevertheless, common be-
tween the two regimes is that of utmost
pragmatism. "

mitnbuted to Syria’s vul- *

The US pressure seems to
succeeded in forcing
ia to change its policies
toward Lebanon, Palestine
and Iraq, but in the long run
it is very likely to bring
instability to Syria and to
the whole region

Consequently, and from 1997, Syria
and [rag came to see one another &5 pos-
sible allies. The late Syrian President
Hafez Al Assad started cautiously, but
steadily, developing relations with his life-
long enemy, Saddam Hussein, The ascen-
dance of Assad's son, Bashar, to power
hastened this process as the new presi-
dent lacked the personal enmity which
marked the relation between Saddam and
his father.

ver the past few years Syria has

been trying to develop its palitical

and economic ties with Irag bat
was careful not to provoke the 1S, The
September 11, 2001 attacks provided
Syria with a mixed fortune to proceed on
& quid pro quo policy. Damascus supplied
Washington with valuable information
about Islamic activists; in retirn Wash-
ington turned & blind eye to the smug-
gling of [ragi oil through Syria.

This tacit understanding did not las:
long as the Taliban regime crumbled
quickly and Irag became the focus of IS
poliey. Syria and the US were aiso at
pains to hide their differences concern-
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the zetivities of Hizbullah and Hamas.

Relations between the two countries
reached the point of confrontation over
the TN Security Council resolution 1441,
Tor which Syria, after long and painful
armi-iwisting, voted in favour. Syria also
played an fmportant role in aborting US
aitvmnts to seenre annther TN resnliution
ar smiorises the use of force against
Iriey Whent the 178 decided to abandon
thi TN process and go after Saddam, a
clash of interests seemed inevitable. Syria
could not inn oppose the war and its pol-
iy was based on legitimate concerns.

From a strategic perspective, Syriais
almost cortain that the war against Irag
was {ought by the US on behalf of Israel,
A perception that cannot be easily dis-
missed since the invasion was planned
and advocated by Israel's friends in
Washington.

In & region that is still very much
dominated by a realpolitik approach and
a delicate balance of power, Syria fears
that 4 Karazi-like government in Baghdad
wouild almost certainly place it in be-
tween two hostile powers: Israel and a
pro-US [rag. Svria is also concerned
about the possible disintegration of Irag
and the likelihood of it affecting its own
Kurdish minority, More importantly, per-
haps, Syria fears that it could be next on
the U8 hit-list and Washington has made
no effart 1o calmt these fears.

Economically, Syria has benefited for
vears from profitable economic relations
with Iraq. Since October 2000, Syria has
received 200,000 barrel of Iragi oil daily
at a low price. This oll allowed Syria to
increase its share in the oil market and
generate 52 billion annually. The advent
of an unfriendly regime in Irag deprived
Syria of this important economic privi-
legre al a time when it is most needed,

From a domestic perspective,
Bashar's regime is young and lacks the
strength and experience of his father. A
pro-US stand would damage his standing

and weaken his position vis-a-vis the op- |

position. In Syria, [slamists, pan-Arab na-
tionalists as well as remnants of the com-
munist parties are all united in their
oppasition to TS policies in Irag and
Palesfipe.

In conclusion, the US pressure seems
Lo have succeeded in forcing Syria to
change ils policies toward Lebanon,
Palestine and Irag. but tn the long run it
is very likely to bring instability to Syria
and to the whole region.”
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