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T 

he heavy and escalating 
Hezbollah involvement 
in the Syrian war is seen 
by many, inside and out-
side Israel, as a blessing 

because it has kept the arch-enemy 
of the country preoccupied in a war 
of attrition that has been draining 
its resources and undermining its 
popular base domestically and 
regionally.

However, Israeli military and 
defence analysts have been 
watching with increasing concern 
the valuable experience Hezbol-
lah fighters are picking up in Syria, 
especially in conducting offensive 
operations.

Hezbollah has led massive as-
saults on positions of Syrian re-
bels in different parts of Syria, 
especially in the areas along the 
Syrian-Lebanese borders such as 
Qalamoun and Quneitra.

Recent battles led by Hezbollah 
reveal that it has vastly improved 
its capabilities in the following ar-
eas:

– Hezbollah formations are no 
longer confined to small squadron-
size groups. They are deployed in 
platoon- and battalion-size forma-

tions in coordinated attacks. Hez-
bollah has succeeded in structur-
ing its fighting units and rotating 
them regularly in a way that com-
batants are not left on front lines 
for more than a few months.

It is believed that Hezbollah has, 
at any given time, at least 5,000 
fighters in Syria. This number 
spiked in the Qalamoun confron-
tations to about 10,000. This in-
cludes the hard-core fighters and 
support units.

– Hezbollah has been using artil-
lery cover in a better and coordi-
nated way. The group used to use 
its arsenal of missiles to bombard 
Israeli settlements and military 
positions for defensive purposes. 
However, in Syria Hezbollah is us-
ing artillery as well as missiles to 
provide firepower to cover the ad-
vances of its attacking forces.

– Hezbollah is using drones more 
effectively in reconnaissance and 
surveillance operations to gather 
vital intelligence needed to pro-
tect the advancing forces and to 
pre-empt rebel attacks. The party 
has reportedly used drones to at-
tack enemy positions.

– Hezbollah has considerably 
improved its logistical operations 
to support big offensives. It has 
demonstrated good capability in 
maintaining a steady flow of sup-
plies and ammunition to front 
lines to keep up the momentum 
of the attacking formations. Some 
battlefronts are deep in Syrian ter-
ritories in remote and mountain-
ous areas. It has used its engineer-
ing corps to open roads and build 
bunkers.

– Hezbollah has demonstrated 
good capability in training for-
eign fighters and fighting along-
side them. This is particularly true 
with the Iranian-backed Shia mi-
litias recruited from Iraq, Yemen, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. There 
are scores of Shia militiamen in 
Syria and, according to Iranian 
sources, the Iranian Revolutionary 
Guards (IRGC) intend to have an 
army of 50,000 fighters in Syria to 
fight alongside thousands of Hez-
bollah troops to support Syrian re-
gime forces. Hezbollah is building 
good experience in handling large 
numbers of casualties — killed and 
wounded. This is essential in of-
fensive operations to keep high 
moral among troops and confi-
dence in their command. Hez-
bollah has reportedly lost nearly 
1,000 fighters in Syria with about 
7,000 wounded.

Israel has so far watched Hez-
bollah from a distance but with 
apparent two red lines: First, it 
will not tolerate the transfer of any 
advanced strategic weapons, such 

as ballistic missiles and anti-ship 
and anti-aircraft missiles, from 
Iran to the group via Syria. Israeli 
warplanes have raided convoys 
along the borders believed to be 
carrying weapons to Hezbollah.

Second, Israel will not allow 
Hezbollah and the IRGC to set up 
bases in Quneitra province along 
the Golan Heights. Israeli jets 
struck a convoy killing Hezbol-
lah and IRGC commanders a few 
months ago in Quneitra in a clear 
message to the party and Tehran 
that it was willing to use military 
force to counter their plans to link 
up the south Lebanon front with 
Golan and place Iranian missiles 
along Israeli borders.

It is not clear how long Israel will 
tolerate the situation in which not 
only is Hezbollah gaining valu-
able offensive operational experi-
ence but also building with Iran a 
large army of Shia militias along 
its borders. By early next year Ira-
nian-backed militias and Hezbol-
lah will have at least ten combat-
hardened divisions along Israel’s 

northern borders. Although it is 
widely believed that forces being 
built by Iran and Hezbollah will 
likely be used to help establish 
an Alawite state for the Syrian 
regime between the Syrian west 
coast and Damascus, these forces 
can quickly deploy to south Leba-
non via Hezbollah controlled lines 
from southern Syria and across 
Lebanon. Israel is likely to keep 
its guard high on Hezbollah’s army 
and continue to worry about its 
growing offensive military capa-
bilities despite the party’s involve-
ment in the bloody Syrian war.

The question is what additional 
redline Israel might impose on 
Hezbollah and what would be the 
trigger point that would lead to 
the breakout of a new war with 
Hezbollah that would most likely 
include IRGC units and Shia mili-
tias?
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Lebanon’s Hezbollah fighters sit on pick-up trucks mounted with weapons in the Qalamoun region.
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T 

wice refugees in a life-
time, the Palestinians of 
Syria who fled to Lebanon 
are not welcomed any-
more among their compa-

triots who live in dire conditions in 
12 Palestinian refugee camps across 
the country.

Thousands of families from the 
war-battered refugee camp of Yar-
mouk near Damascus have been 
sharing limited space in Lebanon’s 
overcrowded camps and competing 
over reduced assistance provided 
by the UN Relief and Works Agency 
for Palestinian Refugees in the Near 
East (UNRWA), some for more than 
four years. Their overstay resulted 
in stirring recriminations by local 
refugees and tensions with the new-
comers.

Shatila camp, whose name is as-
sociated with the 1982 massacre 
of Palestinian refugees by Israeli-
backed Christian militias at the 
height of the Lebanese civil war, is 
an example of the growing intoler-
ance of the “hosts” towards their 
overstaying “guests”.

Originally built as a temporary 
shelter to house up to 3,000 people 
in a southern suburb of Beirut, the 
camp is now believed to be home to 
as many as 23,000, including 9,800 
refugees from Syria who have regis-
tered with UNRWA.

Mahmoud Abbas, long-time Sha-
tila resident and founder of the 
Children’s Youth Centre, explains 
how this animosity was brought to 
life and the effects it is having on 
residents of the camp.

“Of course pressure is there, due 

to the fact that approximately 800 
to 900 families are added to the 
population of Shatila, which is al-
ready an overcrowded camp,” Ab-
bas said.

“If we consider that the average 
size of a family is five persons, we 
are talking about thousands of peo-
ple. You can imagine the demands 
and burden it has on an exhausted 
infrastructure and limited accom-
modation capacities.”

Since the start of the Syrian crisis 
in 2011, a large number of Palestin-
ians sought refuge in Lebanon and 
settled in existing refugee camps. 
While the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) has provided 
massive support for Syrian refu-
gees, the task of providing aid to 
Palestinian refugees from Syria lies 
almost solely on UNRWA.

UNRWA’s mounting deficit and 
chronic underfunding have created 
gaps in the assistance and native 
camp residents often blame the in-
flux of refugees from Syria for ex-
asperating already poor conditions. 
Consequently, a culture of “us ver-
sus them” has surfaced in some of 
the camps.

Initially, new refugees were host-
ed graciously despite tiny living 
quarters and electricity and water 
shortages. However, it soon became 
apparent that they would not be re-
turning to their homes in the near 
future, Abbas said, adding, “This 
quickly changed the dynamic from 
one of friendship to one of competi-
tion.”

Omar Shahine, who fled violence 
in Yarmouk in late 2013, acknowl-
edges the growing animosity and 
tension among Shatila’s old and 
new residents.

“When we first came here, we 
were supported by all because no 

one knew that we would be stay-
ing that long. Now we are making 
things worse for each other,” Shahi-
ne said. “They stopped caring for us 
and are not even concerned that we 
have nowhere to go. They just want 
us to get out.”

The father of six said both the 
Lebanese and Palestinians of Leba-
non were angry because the Syrian 
refugees are cheaper labour. “We 
work for less because we need the 
money more,” he said.

UNRWA was initially able to pro-
vide cash assistance to Palestinian 

refugees of Syria in the form of food 
allowances valued at $30 per per-
son and housing allowances of $100 
per family, both distributed on a 
monthly basis. However, the agency 
has since been forced to make cuts 
in the programme and now distrib-
utes $27 per person for food allow-
ance.

With difficultly finding work or 
other sustainable ways of generat-
ing income, residents of the camp, 
both old and new, are left scram-
bling for whatever assistance and 
services UNRWA can hand out.

A senior official at UNRWA, speak-
ing on the condition of anonymity, 
said: “The agency is facing one of 
the most frightening deficits of its 
history, hundreds of millions deep.”

“The fluctuating exchange rate of 
the euro alone made us lose millions 
of US dollars, as most of the dona-
tions are received in euro, added to 

the fact that donors have a number 
of other urgent humanitarian cri-
ses to deal with such as the recent 
earthquake in Nepal and, of course, 
the Syrian civil war,” the UN official 
said. “We are struggling and the ref-
ugees are struggling even more and 
they are getting angry.”

The Palestinian refugees of Leba-
non are becoming increasingly vocal 
against UNRWA, accusing it of shift-
ing funds to Palestinian refugees 
from Syria and aiding them at their 
expense. For instance, the residents 
of the Nahr al-Bared camp in north-
ern Lebanon blame the refugees of 
Syria for delays in reconstruction of 
homes destroyed during the 2007 
war between the Lebanese Army 
and Palestinian militants.

Anger is seeping into the camp 
communities and, as Abbas ex-
plains, is prevalent among children 
attending after-school activities 
at his youth centres in Shatila and 
Nahr al-Bared.

“Children are the reflection of 
adults but without the added ‘sugar 
coating’ that comes along with age,” 
Abbas noted.

He said the centre conducted a 
survey of children aged 13-18 on 
what they think of life in the camp. 
“We received several answers but 
one which many agreed on is this: 
The camp was a better place before 
the refugees from Syria came in,” he 
said.

With little hope of alleviating 
such consequential strains in the 
near future, Abbas said he fears the 
rift is bound to grow in an already 
volatile society
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Palestinian militants at the refugee camp of Ain Al-Helweh, near 
the southern Lebanese city of Sidon.
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