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Many in several Arab localities are gripped by fear and terror for a number of radically different reasons and on account of scenarios, some of which are real, while some are of a more mythical nature, or are being used as munitions in the psychological warfare now ablaze in Beirut, Damascus, Baghdad and in the Palestinian ranks.

Meanwhile, nerves in Tehran are less inflamed, because the Islamic Republic is completely confident that the US will not clash with it militarily, and that Israel will not strike at its reactor, because it considers itself a winner in the outcome of the war in Iraq, whether the US troops depart in retreat, or gradually pull out, or even remain stuck in the Iraqi quagmire.

A similar situation applies to Damascus, which is highly content, not only because signals emerging from Washington imply the possibility that both the Republican and Democratic parties might need its assistance in Iraq, but, most important, because the American-Jewish lobby, as well as Israel, have made it clear that they desire that the Syrian regime remain at the helm in Damascus as the most dependable safety valve for the interest of Israel in the face of any surprises that might result from a democratic process.

Therefore, a Syrian-Israeli military confrontation may be safely ruled out for a long time to come. This does not mean, however, that the regime in Damascus is completely out of harm's way. Rather, the opposite is true. Mobilizing and streamlining the clout of Damascus and its allies toward toppling or curtailing the authority and jurisdiction of the international tribunal's trial of those implicated in terrorist assassinations in Lebanon points to deep-rooted concern within the ranks of the Syrian leadership, as well as among some of the Lebanese leadership. This will lead to an escalation of the psychological war that is shattering the nerves of those who are waging it.

In this context, those that are promoting theories and rumors suggesting the US administration has already decided to abandon Lebanon and sacrifice it in exchange for Syrian favors to the US in Iraq are jumping to conclusions, and may even be deliberately misleading.

For it is not true that George Bush is now prepared for the rehabilitation of Syria or is set to dispose of the international tribunal in a bargain to secure Syrian co-operation across the Syrian-Iraqi border and inside Iraq. Even if leading figures in the US administration had the desire to abandon the tribunal in exchange for a deal, the investigation has progressed to an extent that makes it virtually impossible for the US to risk throwing a lifeline to Syria or anyone else.

Similar deals have been on the table in the past. According to these deals, Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad would sacrifice any governmental or military Syrian figures involved in the assassination of the former head of the Lebanese government, Rafik Hariri, in exchange for immunity for the Syrian regime. These deals never materialized, and more assassinations even followed, some closely connected to that of Hariri's and his companions', suggesting that terrorist assassinations are methodical.

Furthermore, it would be very difficult for Washington or any other party to throw a lifeline to Damascus only two months away from the release of a critical report on the international probe led by Serge Brammertz into these terrorist acts.

Negotiations between the members of the UN Security Council and the General Assembly were manifested this week in meetings rich with the flavor of trade-offs. Until now, Russia has been adopting the Syrian stances toward the tribunal, the majority of which have been made clear by Syria's ally at Baabda Palace, the President of the Republic of Lebanon, Emile Lahoud. These Syrian demands are being floated, one by one, by the Russian diplomatic apparatus in a manner suggesting that Russia is working toward stalling the formation of the international tribunal and reducing it to the extent of eliminating its authority to try any Syrian official proven to be involved in the Hariri assassination, or other assassinations.

In other words, the objective of Russian diplomacy inside the UN is to secure immunity for the Syrian leadership and regime by rejecting the classification of the assassinations as 'crimes against humanity', as well as linking the 14 other assassinations with those of PM Hariri and his fellow  companions.

Nonetheless, even after Russia managed to secure compromises, striking out the reference to 'crimes against humanity' and limiting the tribunal's jurisdiction to take legal action in Hariri's assassination and other assassinations proven to be linked to it, Syria has asked Russia to float more, old and new, demands on its behalf. Syria's aim is to strip the tribunal of the international dimension that gives it jurisdiction that extends beyond the Lebanese borders.

UN circles are now teeming with remarks on the stance of Russia's Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov, that contradict Russian President Vladimir Putin's pledges to his French counterpart, Jacques Chirac.

Sources within these circles indicate that frustration with Lavrov came from Chirac himself. This might be difficult to comprehend, particularly when taking into account Russia's disposition. It suggests that Putin's pledges to Chirac may not have been as conclusive as Chirac understood, or wanted to understand, them to be.

While it is true that a varying degree of adherence to agreements does exist, and that the Russian delegation to the UN has within its ranks experts on Syrian-Lebanese affairs, some of whom are aggressive in accepting and presenting the Syrian perspectives, the Russian delegation's proposals at the UN are, nevertheless, those of the Russian government, not Sergei Lavrov's. The issue in question goes far beyond the personalities involved, and is rather concerned with the fate of an entire regime in a country that is in itself anything but marginal, and whose significance is increasing because of its alliance with Iran, a fundamental State in international calculations.

However, despite Syria's realization that it is at the center of a wrangling and polarization row between Russia and the US due to its strategic weight, whether on the Iraqi or the Iranian level, Damascus is well aware that its history and current actions in Lebanon are its 'Achille's heel'. No matter what impact the balances of exchanges between the world's major powers have on political and strategic interactions, assassination crimes have been classified by the Security Council as 'terrorist' in nature, and an international tribunal has been approved by the Security Council to try those implicated in these crimes, with the murder of PM Hariri and his fellow companions as the starting point. This deprives many of those linked to these crimes in Lebanon and Syria of sleep and pounds on their nerves like the ticking of a clock.

Certainly, there are those betting on bullying, intimidation, overstatement and misleading. Toward these ends, they breathe life into rumors suggesting that the US administration has decided that Lebanon may be disposed of and handed back to Syria by completely absolving it from any trials or accountability. In a nutshell, this is nonsense.

There may be trade-offs in strategic deals, and even acceptance of 'de facto' situations that dictate turning a blind eye on violations and ambitions. But neither the US administration, nor the Republican Party (hungry for another term at the helm), nor the Democratic Party (which is aspiring to power) can afford to sidestep the conclusions of the international tribunal or prevent the trial of those implicated in the assassinations.

Some disagree, convinced that the US is returning to an era of placing 'stability' at the top of its priorities in a way that puts an end to illusions of democratization and making anything disposable or capable of being covered. The advocates of this view perceive Lebanon as the least complex of all complexes and the least valuable of strategic possessions, particularly in light of the ongoing lull between Israel and Syria on one hand, and Iran and the US, on the other.

According to this point of view, Iraq will be the US' first and last obsession, and as long there is a need for Iran and Syria in the Iraqi issue, then both countries can obtain whatever they want, including a country here or hegemony there. Those advocating this point of view stress that the sole drive behind the policies of the US and both the Republican and Democratic parties at this particular juncture is finding an exit strategy out of Iraq and identifying those that could facilitate such an exit, so that it would not look like an escape.

The other opinion points to a lack of knowledge of the character of George W. Bush, and an unjustified jumping to conclusions concerning the findings and proposals to be presented by former Secretary of State, James Baker, who heads the 'Iraq Study Team'.

Those who hold this point of view warn against yielding to the influence of overreacting and all its consequences. They say that what was leaked from Baker's conclusions does not have any relation to what is being made public, or to the debate on the essence of these conclusions.

The call for talks and dialogue with Iran and Syria will probably be among the basics of Baker's recommendations, in the same way as they are in the proposals of the Democratic leadership, including Senator Hillary Clinton, who turned her address before the Council of Foreign Relations this week into a plea for dialogue. However, she did not specify the nature of the dialogue with Iran and Syria on Iraq, and nor did she mention its goal. And she did not explain the basis of the dialogue or the limits of any consequent deal.

Some in the American political circles believe that Iran only wants the US to hold dialogue with it, as if this is the 'gift', 'reward' or 'return' within the context of a strategic give-and-take game with regard to Iraq and beyond. This, in fact, is nonsense. Iran is not in need of American recognition through dialogue. Its demands are greater, and its strategic relations with Russia and China are more valuable than mere dialogue with the US. Syria is different in terms of importance, but it has an important dimension in the give-and-take game, because of the importance of Iran to it. Both are important due to their role in Iraq, according the indicators of US policy, which are being prepared by the Bush administration and the Republican and Democratic parties. But there are differences in the evaluation. There are personal factors. At the current stage, George W. Bush's personality is still very influential in the US relations with Iraq, Iran and Syria.

Bush's intransigence is an important element that should be taken into account. The US President looks at Iran and Syria as two neighbors of Iraq that used their borders to leak fighters, weapons and equipment to be used against the US forces there. He is of the view that the two countries have played a key role in strengthening the 'enemy' in the war on terror that makes the Iraqi scene today the most important. Because Bush is oriented by this war, he refuses to admit defeat. He is also opposed to any formula or equation to get him out in return for defeatist deals. Bush considers proposals for rehabilitating Iran and Syria to be friends for helping the US to get out of Iraq as a reward for blackmail, support of terrorism, and using it as a means to subjugate the US. This is why he rejects recommendations for embracing Iran and Syria and concluding deals with them to get out of Iraq. He is completely unconvinced of this advice.

Electoral pressure and the bad conditions in Iraq have started to push Bush to retreat from making headway and approve of other options. The traditional Republicans in the ruling party, and the Democrats, who are after power, agree that there is a need for an exit strategy from Iraq. Both are speaking a 'realistic' language, stressing the need to abandon the illusion of 'democracy' in the Arab region, and to return to the traditional requirements of 'stability', including supporting the regimes that serve US interests, rather than taking adventures that caused chaos and wars to create a different regional system. In this regard, both have deep hatred toward the neo-conservatives, considering them advocates of freedom and democracy in the Arab region, and not an extremist gang that deliberately involved the region in the Iraq war in favor of Israel and Iran. This is also a discourse for an election period, including speculations, not necessarily a political program for the US strategic relationship with the Middle East and the Gulf.

The common denominator in the talk of these camps, the Republicans and the Democrats, implies some racism against Arabs. Both argue openly and realistically that the Arab peoples are not eligible for democracy. Both want a new policy toward the region, but none is willing to take necessary decisions to reform the US-Arab deteriorating relations, just as the treatment of the Palestinian Cause, because Israel is an issue that is taken into consideration in US elections. Both talk about a phased withdrawal from Iraq in the name of realism. In fact, US interests require either immediate withdrawal from Iraq and redeployment on board ships and aircraft carriers in nearby bases to restore the US' ability to exercise power, instead of seeking help from Iran or others, or, doubling the number of the US forces to win the war in Iraq. This necessitates a clear and sincere call for compulsory conscription and raising taxes in the US.

In the effervescence of the election campaign,  promises and ambitions stir up. Deception is disguised in unrest, not only within the US, but in many capitals around the world. Some time is needed before jumping to conclusions. The great powers are in the midst of exchange on many files. Yet, this does not automatically mean that the transactions are ready for signature, quite the contrary. This is the outcome that damages the sinews of those who fight to conclude deals capable of sparing them forthcoming commitments.
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