
Ten years ago, the Syrians left Lebanon

Beirut

S 

yria has always had its eye 
on Lebanon. Since both 
countries obtained inde-
pendence from France 
shortly after World War II, 

Syria refused to recognise Lebanon 
as a sovereign nation. Damascus, 
for example, never wanted to es-
tablish an embassy or even a con-
sulate in Beirut, claiming that the 
Syrian and Lebanese people were 
too close to have the need of diplo-
matic legations.

And since independence Syria 
has continuously meddled in Leba-
nese politics, vetoing certain candi-
dates.

So when the opportunity arose 
during the Lebanese civil war to 
send troops into Lebanon, at the 
request of the Lebanese Christian 
militias, no less, Syria jumped at 
the chance and stayed and stayed 
and stayed. Thirty-nine years of oc-
cupation.

Ten years ago, the Syrians left 

Lebanon but only after large num-
bers of protesters took to the streets 
and international pressure from all 
angles for Damascus to recall its 
troops.

The protests began after the as-
sassination of former prime min-
ister Rafik Hariri. Accusing fingers 
pointed to Damascus and eventu-

ally Syria withdrew its military 
forces but left behind a battalion of 
secret police and intelligence offic-
ers working for Damascus.

Syria’s role in Lebanon changed 
continuously. Initially the Syrians 
went in at the request of the Chris-
tians who felt they were losing the 
war to the Muslims and their Pales-

tinian allies in the early days of the 
civil war. The first confrontation in-
volving the Syrian “peacekeepers” 
soon took place between the Syrian 
Army and the Palestinian resist-
ance in the southern Lebanese city 
of Sidon.

However, as was expected, it was 
not long before the fragile alliance 
between the Christians and the 
Syrians changed and the Syrians 
switched sides and started bomb-
ing the very people they were to 
safeguard in the first place.

The Syrian occupation of Leba-
non was a difficult time with resi-
dential areas on both sides of the 
capital coming under artillery and 
rocket fire at various times.

By the 39th year Syria had long 
overstayed its welcome. Popular 
protests brought massive numbers 
of Lebanese to the streets in peace-
ful demonstrations demanding Syr-
ia’s withdrawal. At the same time 
pressures from the international 
community, including the United 
States and the European Union, de-
manded an immediate withdrawal 
from Lebanon, which finally took 
place on April 30, 2005.

Ironically, today if President 
Bashar Assad is able to remain in 
power it is largely thanks to the 
Lebanese Shia militia, Hezbollah, 
which sent thousands of its young 
men to fight and die to keep the 
Syrian regime in place.

One would have hoped that the 
Lebanese civil war could have 
served as a lesson to the rest of the 
region on how not to proceed but no 
one was listening, no one was look-
ing. The Lebanese conflict served 
as a dry run for what is happening 
in the rest of the region today.

Claude Salhani is the opinion 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Major reshuffle aims to cope with new challenges
Saudi succession reset
London

S 

audi King Salman began the 
shift to a third generation 
of the Arab country’s lead-
ership by installing a new 
crown prince and inserting 

one of his sons next in the line of 
succession to the throne.

Salman made his nephew Inte-
rior Minister Mohammed bin Nayef 
crown prince and his son, Defence 
Minister Mohammed bin Salman, 
deputy crown prince. The moves 
effectively set the Saudi line of suc-
cession for decades.

Almost all powers under the king 
are in the hands of the pair, who 
lead committees determining se-
curity and economic development 
issues in Saudi Arabia and led Ri-
yadh’s campaign of air strikes in 
Yemen.

In another major shift, King Sal-
man replaced veteran Foreign Min-
ister Prince Saud al-Faisal, who 
had served in the role since 1975, 
with the kingdom’s US ambassador, 
53-year-old Adel al-Jubeir, the first 
non-royal to hold the post.

The changes announced on April 
29th mark the second major govern-
ment shake-up since Salman inher-
ited power in January.

“It’s a historical shift really. It’s 
real generational change,” a West-
ern diplomatic source told Agence 
France-Presse (AFP) referring to 
Mohammed bin Nayef’s appoint-
ment.

Mohammed bin Nayef is 55 and 
Mohammed bin Salman was born 
in 1985, a great change in the age of 
Saudi leadership that saw 79-year-
old Salman succeed Abdullah, who 
was 90 when he died on January 
23rd. Mohammed bin Nayef replac-
es Prince Muqrin as first in the order 
of succession. Muqrin, 69, was re-
moved after having “expressed his 
desire to be relieved from the posi-

tion of crown prince”, a statement 
by the official Saudi Press Agency 
(SPA) said. Mohammed al-Zulfa, a 
former member of the kingdom’s 
consultative council, told The Arab 
Weekly that Mohammed bin Nayef 
“has an outlook and a vision both 
domestically and regionally con-
cerning the challenges facing the 

kingdom, so in many ways his ap-
pointment is perfect timing”.

The Yemen campaign, where 
both princes have been involved,  
is seen by analysts as reflecting a 
more assertive approach to Saudi 
Arabia’s foreign policy under Sal-
man.

Mustafa Alani, an Iraqi secu-
rity analyst with close ties to the 
kingdom’s Interior Ministry, told 
Reuters he expects a “faster deci-
sion-making and more long-term 
thinking; a leadership that won’t 
hesitate from any confrontation”.

This follows what many Saudis 
see as a decade of growing Iranian 
influence across the Middle East 
and a steady disengagement by 
Riyadh’s historical main strategic 

partner Washington. Saudi Ara-
bia also faces long-term domestic 
challenges, including entrenched 
youth unemployment, unsustain-
able state spending and tension be-
tween religious conservatives and 
more Western-oriented liberals. 

Jane Kinninmont, deputy head 
of the Middle East and North Africa 
programme at Chatham House, told 
The Arab Weekly, “The reshuffle in-
dicates the king’s determination to 
press ahead with the transition to 
the next generation of Saudi lead-
ers.”

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Arab 
Weekly Gulf section editor.
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Well-wishers greeting the new appointed Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abduaziz (C-R) and 
the new Deputy Crown Prince, Mohammed bin Salman (C-L) during   ceremony of allegiance
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