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The messages Russia and Syria addressed to the coming American administration should be thoroughly considered, namely Moscow's initiative to provide Lebanon with 10 MiG fighter jets, and sell Iran advanced S-300 surface-to-air missile systems. For his part, Bashar Al-Assad made a surprising announcement about the likelihood of moving on to direct talks with Israel and proposed to President-elect Barack Obama's administration to work together to stabilize Iraq as American troops begin to leave in the framework of a "process" and "political vision" for the future.

Al-Assad's remarks to David Ignatius published in The Washington Post, come in the context of the concern given to Al-Assad's surprising statement which he made during a press conference that was (held two days before The Washington Post published the remarks). In his press conference, Al-Assad said that "it is natural to move to direct talks" because "peace cannot be achieved through indirect talks only." In his remarks to The Washington Post, Al-Assad hoped the administration of President-elect Barack Obama will stop the doctrine of preemptive wars and play a direct role in the peace process instead, namely backing the direct Syrian-Israeli talks and work with Syria to stabilize Iraq.

Ignatius said Al-Assad was relaxed and informal, breaking several times into laughter, seeing that the attempts to isolate Syria have failed since the involvement of Obama's administration in talks with Syria is "a train that has already left the station", Al-Assad laughed.

On the crucial question of Syria's future relations with Iran, Al-Assad was noncommittal. He said that Syria's interests govern its relations with any state in the region, "it is about who plays a key role in the region, who supports my rights… it is not that complicated", Al-Assad said. He promoted the idea of negotiations between Israel and Palestine, which would draw in, at least indirectly, Hezbollah and Hamas. He added that restraining Hezbollah is a matter the Israelis should sort out in separate negotiations with the Lebanese.

These developments were accompanied by an increasing talk of dangerous escalation in Gaza that might lead to a radical change in the Palestinian situation in general. The failure of the truce between Israel and Hamas will not only affect the Gazans, but the people of the West Bank and those in Israel as well. Therefore, if Israel and Hamas were not swiftly curbed, Barack Obama might be facing an unexpected situation.

It is also said that a military confrontation between Israel and Hezbollah in Lebanon is inevitable, in a bid to stop the party from expanding its military arsenal. Israeli experts and officials use the word "inevitable" when talking about a war with Lebanon, the price of which will not only be paid by Hezbollah, but Lebanon in general.

Information revealed by various sides said that Syria intend to use its forces massed along its border with Lebanon to invade Lebanon from the north, under the guise of pursuing terrorist elements. Knowledgeable sources said that Syria is facing an internal terrorism crisis, as it had eased the flow of terrorists into Iraq to fight the US forces, and then it rescinded this policy. Thus, Syria inherited the chaos it provoked in Iraq, and this legacy has become very heavy and worrying, and it is now looking for means to export it elsewhere.

The peace talks between the Syrian president and the temporary Israeli prime minister through the Turkish channel are coupled by talks on the eruption of small and big wars in many regions, namely Palestine and Lebanon. If intentions are true, swap deals are stopped, hegemonic aspirations are curbed, and the outdated illusions of deals are restricted, then the hoped-for Syrian-Israeli peace will be the easiest track. Everyone knows that Syria is ready to sign a peace treaty with Israel in return for Israel's withdrawal from the Golan Heights occupied in 1967.  Syria has drafted a document defining the boundaries of the Golan Heights this month and it is not known whether this document addresses the point discussed in the last round of negotiations, the Tiberias Lake. This lake might have dried up, so an Israeli-Syrian agreement can be signed when Israel expresses true intentions. The issue is not complicated and the indirect talks are only conducted to secure that an agreement will be the signed in the direct talks.

The debates and conflicts and divisions in Israel over the nature of the swap deal with Syria in return to withdrawing from the Golan Heights is actually granting Syria additional cards, namely the Lebanese card.

A prominent architect of the Israeli policy said at a recent conference in Washington that the only way to convince Syria to separate from Iran is by granting it hegemony over Lebanon as a reward. He added that Israel's interest requires splitting Syria from Iran at any price.

In fact, certain voices in Israel would like to see Syria in Lebanon once again, and others are working behind the scenes to impede the Special Tribunal for Lebanon and hinder its progress so as not to level accusations at any Syrian official. These Israeli sides make baseless promises, regardless of their ability to control the pace of the trials. They are able to influence Washington and protect Damascus from American and European pressures, but they are unable to fulfill Damascus' demand and immobilize the tribunal and restore its hegemony over Lebanon.

Others imply to Syria that the only mean to regain its hegemony over Lebanon is by getting rid of Hezbollah which is a hindrance to the hoped-for hegemony. They say that Israel can achieve a sweeping victory against Hezbollah and weaken the party if Syria cuts Hezbollah's weapons supply. If Syria carries out such a role, Israel will be ready to withdraw from the Golan Heights and resolve the Shebaa Farms issue; a land occupied by Israel and is acknowledge as Lebanese by Syria. As such, the resistance that is independent from Damascus will lose its raison d'etre, allowing Syria to lead the logic of negotiations and control the logic of resistance.

These scenarios kill two birds with one stone: creating a chasm between Syria and Hezbollah in Lebanon on the one hand, and between Syria and Iran on the other hand, in return for regaining the Golan Heights and its hegemony in Lebanon. According to the grapevine, this is an excellent offer which Damascus will likely accept. But in reality, Damascus cannot separate from Tehran, and the Syrian administration is not ready to risk losing an ally who is in the bag in return for baseless promises that involve serious adventures. Damascus would like these talks and illusions to increase because more concern in Syria and its role serves Damascus.

For all these reasons, the Lebanese arena should be a priority to the administration of Barack Obama, though some experts on the Middle East believe Lebanon is less important than other key strategic issues in the region, namely Iran and Syria. The Lebanese arena is a center for the overlapping and intersecting strategies for countries like Iran, Syria, Israel and even Russia. Thus, Obama's team would better thoroughly address this dossier.

The unprecedented advanced fighter jets donated by Russia to Lebanon reflect Russia's vision of Lebanon as a station and a symbolic and practical starting point. Practically, these aircrafts might be useless, as the possession of 10 aircrafts would never be enough to face the two neighbors, Israel and Syria. Besides, these aircrafts cannot be used to defuse civil wars, disarm Hezbollah, fight terrorism, or contain the armed Palestinian factions in Lebanon.

Through these aircrafts, Russia intends to convey a symbolic and political message to the countries of the region. It wants to inform them that it maintains a foothold that is independent from its friends in Damascus or Tehran, regardless of its good relations with these two countries. In other words, Russia's foothold is in the heart of what France has historically considered its own, and what the United States has regarded as its stronghold. Also, Moscow intends to play a serious and strategic role in the Arab-Israeli conflict, with the assumption that Lebanon is an appropriate ground for these aspirations, for reasons that pertain to Lebanon, Palestine, Syria, and Israel.

By providing the Lebanese Army with the MiG-29 aircrafts, Russia is actually filling a gap left by the US abstention from supporting the Lebanese Army, fearing that the weapons will reach Hezbollah at some point. To be more precise, the United States is supporting the Lebanese army, but inadequately.

The very important Russian-Saudi relationship might have influenced Moscow's decision to support the Lebanese Army. Also, the Russian decision to further expand its influence and power in the international arena in the post-Georgian period, might have also affected the Russian decision [to support Lebanon], seeing that these aircrafts require a Russian semi-military presence in Lebanon to train cadres and provide maintenance for these aircrafts. What matters is that this is not a minor development and must attract the attention of the next American Administration.
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