Middle East – Wednesday 17 February 2010 
Obama nominates first US ambassador to Syria since 2005 (BBC) 
President Barack Obama has formally nominated career diplomat Robert Ford, a former ambassador to Algeria and most recently a deputy ambassador to Iraq, as the first American ambassador to Syria in five years. There has been no US envoy in Syria since Damascus was implicated in the murder of ex-Lebanon PM Rafik Hariri. The White House announcement came on the eve of a visit to Syria by William Burns, a top state department official. Analysts say the US now wants to renew dialogue with Syria as part of a wider push for Middle East peace. Mr Burns is due to meet Syria's President Bashar al-Assad in the capital Damascus as a part of a regional tour. 

Al Maliki's image takes a beating (Gulf News) 
Iraq’s Prime Minister Nouri Al Maliki came out as Iraq's dominant leader of local polls last year, but a string of bombings and alliances among rivals have weakened him ahead of a March national vote. A Shiite sentenced to death under Saddam Hussain, Al Maliki is likely aware of his dented popularity as he has reverted to proven vote-winning methods, like stirring up Shiite fears of a return of Saddam's Baath party, to win the ballot, analysts say. 

The Supreme Islamic Iraqi Council (ISCI), a major Shiite party, and followers of cleric Moqtada Al Sadr once supported Al Maliki in parliament's largest Shiite bloc, but analysts say they have become alarmed at his growing assertiveness. ISCI and the Sadrists, who were enemies in the past, have banded together to form an election alliance to do away with Al Maliki while having little common ground, leaving Al Maliki running alone at the head of his own coalition. 

Iran 'still open to nuclear deal' (Aljazeera/BBC) 
On Tuesday Mahmoud Ahmadinejad Iran's president has said that a UN-drafted uranium exchange deal remains a possibility with talks on the proposal "not yet closed" after Iran had begun the process of further enriching uranium to 20 per cent. "We have already announced that we are ready for a fuel exchange within a fair framework," Ahmadinejad said during the televised news conference. "We are still ready for an exchange, even with America," he said. 

Ahmadinejad said Iran had not planned to produce the further enriched uranium domestically, because it had a low amount of uranium stocks that it wanted to enrich and the move was not economical, but was forced to do so. He also added that "If anyone does anything against Iran, then our response won't be the same as in the past. No, we will definitely react and make them regretful." 

