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Over the past decade Damascus and Tehran have developed
a strong working relationship based on coopcration on issucs
| rclated to Iraq, Lebanon |, and Isracl, Looming diffcrences
over Lebanon and international terrorism, however, posc b 3

,_ascrious challenge to the rclationsm

Some articles in the Near East and South Asia Review are preliminary
views of a subject or speculative, but the conlents normally will be
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an article will represent the view of a single analyst; an item like this
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The Syrian-Iranian Entente:
Will It Last? b3

Syria and Iran have established a strang working
relatioaship based on their mutual interest in
cooperating on issues related 1o Iraq, Lebanon, and
Isracl, but there is a strong undercurrent of political
strain that threatens to stall or set back relations. The
recent decisions by Lebanese legislators on national
reconciliation in Lebanon and differing perspectives
on radical Palcstinian and Islamic activism arc
bringing Lo the surface long-dormant differences
between Damascus and Tehiran over Lckanon's
political future and international terrorism. Both
capitals will work to paper over the differences. Each
is the other’s only closc ally, and they want to avoid a
rupturc in bilatcral tics. Nevertheless, in our view,
-the relationship-wiliexiibit morc strains in the near -
term, 5;3
Reaflirming Ties
Since the cease-fire in July 1988 that endéd the
shooting war between Iran and Iraq, Damascus and
Tehran have taken steps to strengthen their ties.
Iran’s defeat and Iraq’s growing involvement in
Lcebanon scrved 1o cncourage warmer relations.
Syrian and Iranian officials cxchange visits ncarly
cvery month and digguss a widc range of diplomatic
and cconomic issucs. Damascus announccd in May

and repeated in Scptember that Syrian President
Assad would “soon” pay his first visit to Tchran.

What Each Side Wants in the Relationship

Political Cooperation, Two primary issucs drive the
Damascus-Tchran relationship. Onc — Iraq—reflects
the long-tanding animositics harbored by both
regimes toward Baghdad as well as ncwlound
concerns about Iraq’s cmergence from the war as a
major regional military and cconomic threat. Iran-
and Syria almost certainly sharc a renewed sense of
urgency ahout thwarting Iraqi President Saddam
Husayn's ambitions for regional leadership.
Morcover, Saddam is unlikely to forgive Assad's

MJQ

siding with his Persian cnemy during the war, and
B;nrhd:ld has vowed vengeance against Damascus.

Damascus and Tehran also share common interests in
Lcbanon. Both have sought to cnd the perennial
lighting there between rival Shia militias — the
Fro-Syrian Amal and pro-Iranian Hizballah, The
Syrians nced Iran’s help in pacifying Hizballah and in
providing financial and logistic support to their allics
in Lebanon, The Iranians depend on Syria for access
to Lebanon to provide support to Hizballah and
radical Palestinian and Lebanese Muslim groups, as
well as to the Iranian Revolutionary Guard conlingent
in Lebanon. Both have sought to reconcile the two
Shia factions as part of a common cffort to
consolidatc the Lebancsce Shia community.

Damascus has also acquicsced to the front of
L.cbanesc Muslim fundamentalists and radical
Palcstinian factions created by Tehran last year to
challenge PLO chicf Yasir Arafat. Both Damascus
and Tchran would like to sce the front arraycd against
Isracl and Lebanese Christian leader Michel Awn,
who has reccived support from Iraq and vows to
libcrate Lebanese territory under Syrian control. b.;

-

Syria and Iran vicw cach other as the only other

- regime in the region determined to strongly opposc

Isracl. Shia shrincs in Syria provide Tehran with a

~ convenicat location to place Iranian and pro-Iranian

Shia extremists determined to cxport the revolution
to the Arab Gulf statcs. gy %]

Both countrics act as a communication channel for-
the others~ e Syrians, for exanipl¢; Geeasionally use
their finks to Tehran to mcdiate between Iran and
Saudi Arabia.
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Syvian-Iranian Relutions: A Retrospective
The advent of Ayatollah Khomeini's ndein Jran a

decade ago reshaped Syrian-Iranian relations. The e
Nhal's monarchy and consenative, pro-Westem

Joreign policy had stood in shamp contrast 1o the lefiist,
Pan-ctrab, and pro-Soviet stance of Syrian President

Hafiz al-Assad. Like other radical Arab leaders, Assad
viewaed the Iranian revolution as a positive

development. He saw Iran's um from the United

Stutes as a boust (o Syria's struggle to nid the region of
Western political and military influence and to

strengehen the colition of regional states opposcd to

Isracl. For.the Iranians, Syria constituted a natural ally

in their bid to restrain Iraq and expand access to

Lebanon-gig,

Two mutually reinforeing trends cemented

Iranian-Syrian tics — the deterioration in relations

hetween Synia and Iraq at the tum of the decade and

the onset of Iran’s war with Iraq. Assad, in casting his

lotsith Iran and incurring the hostility of most other

Arabs, hoped an Iraqi defeat would retum Arab

attention (o the Arab-Isracli dispute and settle Syria’s

competition with Iraq for leadership of the Ba‘th -
moverient and the Arab world. Iran saw Syria as a

strategic ally against Iraq and as a wedge to divide
Arabs. Inherent differences stermming from Iran's

Islamic fundamentalism and S yria's secularism were
counterbalanced by shared religious and social

expericnces. The Shia faith of Iran's clergy and the
Alawi sect to which Syria‘s ruling elite adheres have
similarities in doctrine. Moreover, both roups were
political outcasts before scizing power. & b 3

clouds the relationship. In some arcas of coopcration
the two sides clearly are unwilling to abide by the
spirit of the alliance. “Farcxample, Iraf’s final...
shipment of free oil to Syria under. the 1988 contract
was dc]aycd,,q_c_arly_ﬁgc months. For its part, Syria
periodically holds up the transfer through Damascus
airport of supplics destined for Iran’s Revolutiona
Guaid contingent in Lebanon.,

Ailiary Support. Syria and Iran have cxpanded

contacts in the military ficld,

Economic Aid. Both countrics arc discussing
cconomic cooperation in a varicty of ficlds, such as oil
and industrial production, agricuiture, construction,

S

and transportation.

Doubts and Misgivings

Despite the many coapcrative aspects of
Syrian-Iranian lics,Mlingcring distrust

the intensity of bilateral contacts carlicr
this year was attributablc in part to cach side’s
concern about the other's intentions. Several Tranian
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diplomatic nitiatives almost certsinky have

heghtened Syrian concerns about Tehran's relinbility

as a partner. These include:

e Iran's bid for a role in the Arab-Tsrachi dispute by
(rving (o archestrate a new aati- Aralat allianee of
radical Palestinians and Lebanese slamic
fundamentalists, perhaps at Syria's expense. "

e lran’s interest in expanding tics to the Lebanese .
Amal and Druzc militias.

The Syrians, {or their part, have acted in ways that
disturb the Iranians.. For cxample, Damascus -
supported a pro-lraqi resolution on resobving the
[ran-lraq conflict at the Arab League summit _
mecting in Morocco last May (o gaia support for .
i Syria's policics in Lebanon. gt LD 3 N
Divorce Over Lebanon? h

\'3_5) ﬁlhc greatest challenge to the
Syrian-Iranian relationship appears to be looming i
diffcrences oveglcbanon, which threaten to undo the
progress in bilateral relations achicved to date. As
long as prospects for pcace in that country appearcd
remotc, Damascus and Tehean could defer the issuc
of thcir contradictory political goals and concentrate
on strengthening Lebancese groups opposed to Isracl

- “and Western interests. The political breakthrough
achicved by Lebanese legislators at their mecting
undcr Arab Lcague auspices in Ta'if this fall,
however, is forcing Syri» zad Iran (o confront their
differences. Lebarza’s natianal reconciliation pact
generally suppos s Syria's longstanding objectives for
that country- modilication of the palitical system to
allow gre=ccr Muslim power and a sccular
government dedicated (o promoting a
nonconlcssional civil scrvice. Syria’s Amal allics
gencrally support these objectives but would go
further in giving majority rule to the Shia
population —the largest Lebancse scet — that Amal
represents along with Hizballah. Iran backs
Hizballah's position that the Shias have the right 1o
dominatc the country politically becausc of their
numcrical strength and desire to cstablish clerical
rule. g3 gl)

Qurtoék: No Second Honeymoon L 193

Syria and Iran will work to avoid a g
rupturc over Lebanon or other issues. Although fran
wanls to scuttle the Ta'if accord, concern about the
nced to preserve its presence in Lebanon and
-maintain pressure-afylraq will-probably cause Tchraa
to stop short of a break with the Syrians.

Syria strongly supports — and Iran just as strongly Damascus, for its
opposcs — the recanciliation pact concluded in Ta'if. part, would not want to nisk a break with Iran, given
. Neither side has criticized the other’s position the continuing threat to Syria from Iraq.’* LB
publicly, but thc agrecement has soured the .
relationship.”

Although Tchran has decided not to opposc Shia
participation in the ncw Lebancse Government,
Damascus and Tchran probably will find it




mercasingly ditlicult go mash their ditferences il
poitical reform gams momentom, Lither side could
misstep on Lebanon and inadvertently provoke o
Ctisis in the refationship:

® Tchran probably sees an apportunity 1o strengthen
. its alliance with Lebanese Muslims who are
unhappy with the Lebanese Christians and with
Syrid's acquiescence in the reform plan. Tchruan
will not openly confront Damascus over the issue
of palitical suceession in Lebanon, but it is likely 1o
cncourage Hizballah opposition and may ¢ven
SUPpor terrorsm against Lebancse leaders o
disrupt implementation of the agreement,
® Assad will tolerate Iranian and Lebanese Muslim
, criticism of the reform plan and the new Lebanese
government, but he almost certainly will no permi
Iran to sabotage them, even i he must risk s
showdown with Tchran.

&,

Overall, the Syrian-Iranian relationship probably wil

continue as little morc than a marriagc of

convenicnce, WM the (wo regimes will find it

difficult to strengthen — lot alonc maintain — the

; alliance over time. The outlook for cconomic and

: military cooperation, in particular, is dismal because
of the financial constraints facing both countrics,
Tehran probably views aid as a tangible way of

o

yeceret

conttolling-its relations with Danascus and
inliuencing policy, but tran is strapped for cash and
probably will not be able 1o offer Syria much in the
way of financial support. Moarcover, Saudi Arabig
and the smaller Gulf states can make more
Mubstantial bids for Syria's attention than Iran,
Political and intelligence cooperation will prove less
problematical, but differences between
Syria and Iran over Lebanon will heighten the
suspicons that have bedeviled the relationship during
the past decade. - e :

Implications for the United States
Syrian-Iranian cooperation poscs a threat to US

interests, especially if the two counirics decide to
sponser terrorist operations outside Isracl and
Lebanon. Joint sponsorship of radical Palestinian
cross-horder attacks against Isracl also could disrupt
the Arab-Isracli peace process

cbanon is part of a US, Saud, and even Syrian
conspiracy to root Iran out of Lebanon, Although the
Syrians would like to scc the US hostage crisis ig

Lcebanon resolved they almost certainly fear -H»
WA . o (i
With Washington would comc at Damascus’s cxpensc.




