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I 

ranian Foreign Minister Mo-
hammad Javad Zarif used his 
visit to Lebanon to send mes-
sages to two audiences: To the 
West, he spoke of new begin-

nings and fighting terrorism; to the 
Lebanese, he praised their model 
of dialogue and resistance.

The Lebanese had been eager 
to see if Tehran’s nuclear agree-
ment with the P5+1 had produced a 
“new” Iran. Many Lebanese hoped 
Zarif’s visit August 12th would 
help unlock the country’s politi-
cal gridlock caused by Hezbollah 
and its ally General Michel Aoun, 
who have blocked the election of a 
president in Lebanon for more than 
a year.

A taxi driver in Beirut opined 
that there will be a president soon 
in Lebanon because the Iranian 
foreign minister was coming and 
he would pressure Hezbollah to al-
low an election. Newspaper com-
mentary focused on how Lebanon 
will be the beneficiary of easing 
tensions between the Iranians and 
Americans .

Zarif did not disappoint, at least 
not rhetorically. In remarks at Bei-
rut airport upon his arrival, he said, 
“There is a new beginning in the 
region.”

However, Zarif did not explain 
what “new beginning” means and 
he combined optimism with a 
warning: “This historic opportu-

nity in the region is for cooperation 
and consultation to face the chal-
lenges of extremism and the Zion-
ist enemy itself.”

Zarif met the two Lebanons that 
Iran deals with and left no doubt 
which of the two it identifies with 
more. Mustafa Fahs, a Lebanese 
political activist, noted that a re-
ception for Zarif hosted by Hezbol-
lah was different in tone from pre-
vious receptions held for Iranian 
officials. Fahs noted that the wel-
come banners that filled the streets 
of Beirut when former Iranian pres-
ident Mahmoud Ahmadinejad vis-
ited Lebanon a few years ago were 
nowhere in sight. He also pointed 
to the “very little coverage of [Za-
rif’s] visit by the pro-Hezbollah 
media”.

“For Hezbollah,” Fahs said, “Za-
rif is interested in the Americanisa-
tion of Iranian political life.”

Hezbollah’s media department 
announced that Zarif would not 
visit the grave of former Hezbollah 
military leader Imad Mughniyeh, 
who was killed in Syria seven years 
ago. Fahs wondered whether Hez-
bollah left the graveside visit off of 
Zarif’s schedule without his knowl-
edge. “Hezbollah realised they are 
in one place and Zarif is in anoth-
er,” Fahs said.

But there is another possible 
explanation making the rounds in 
Beirut: Could it be that the very 
astute Iranian foreign minister 
did not want to send the wrong 
message to the West by visiting 
Mughniyeh’s grave just as the US 
Congress was debating the nuclear 
deal? To do so would have been a 
great gift to those who oppose the 
deal. Fahs agreed that “Iranian 
diplomacy has started paying at-
tention to the requirements of its 
relationship with Washington. Not 
visiting Mughniyeh’s grave is an in-

dication of a new era.”
Zarif praised Lebanese Prime 

Minister Tammam Salam for his 
role in fighting terrorism and pro-
viding security for the country. 
Leading Lebanese daily An-Nahar 
wrote, “Iranian praise for Salam 
fortified the government” and said 
Zarif encouraged dialogue in order 
to reach an agreement on the presi-
dency. But those who were privy to 
some of his meetings said Zarif did 
not offer new initiatives and had 
more questions than answers. He 
did, however, give advice during 
media stakeouts. In the Grand Se-
rail following his meeting with the 
prime minister, Zarif said: “Today 
is not the day for competition in 
Lebanon. Competition has to be for 
building Lebanon.”

But when asked if Iran was ready 
to play a role in producing an 
agreement over a new president, 
he answered: “We in Iran do not 
interfere in the internal Lebanese 
issues and we do not believe that 
Lebanon should be a playing arena 
for other countries. This is an in-
ternal issue and it should be dealt 
with among the Lebanese and we 
expect the Saudis and other players 
to facilitate this issue and not put 
obstacles in front of it.”

Interestingly, Zarif’s pledge of 
non-interference in Lebanese af-
fairs did not preclude his meeting 
with Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah and with Pales-
tinian factions allied with Hezbol-
lah. Indeed, most Lebanese would 
agree that the most important 

meeting Zarif had was with Nas-
rallah. There is no doubt that his 
meeting with Nasrallah had greater 
consequences for Hezbollah’s role 
in Lebanon and Syria than did his 
discussions with the Lebanese for-
eign minister. However, both sides 
held details of the discussions be-
tween Zarif and Nasrallah in con-
fidence. After Beirut, Zarif headed 
for Damascus, the epicentre of a 
regional tour that took him to Paki-
stan and India as well. Turkey was 
originally included in the tour but 
the visit was postponed without 
explanation.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly. She wrote this article from 
Beirut.
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Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif upon his arrival at the Government Palace in Beirut, 
on August 11, 2015.
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“I will not be relieved un-
til I hold him in my arms, 
whether he is dead or alive,” 
said Hussein Youssef, with 
tears in his eyes. His son 

Mohamad is among 25 Lebanese 
servicemen held hostage for a year 
now by jihadists from al-Nusra 
Front, al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria, 
and the Islamic State (ISIS).

“For the past 376 days we have 
been counting every minute, every 
second, every day with the hope of 
meeting our sons again,” Youssef 
said.

He and relatives of other hostag-
es have been maintaining a sit-in 
camp outside a government build-
ing in Beirut for ten months to press 
it to meet the kidnappers’ demands 
for releasing the captives.

“More than a year has passed 
and the state has not been able to 
give us any positive sign about a 
possible solution for this tragedy. 
This makes us feel that we are ne-
glected, and no one cares about our 
suffering,” Youssef told The Arab 
Weekly.

The servicemen, including army 
troops and police, were seized in 
August 2014, when al-Nusra Front 
and ISIS fighters overran the town 
of Arsal on Lebanon’s eastern bor-
der with Syria. The militants re-
treated to the rugged mountainous 
border area after five days of clash-
es, taking more than 30 hostages.

The captors have since executed 
four prisoners and released six oth-
ers.

Youssef said there has been no 
news for almost nine months about 
his son and eight other captives 
held by ISIS. “Not a message or a 
voicemail or even a photo. All our 
attempts to have some information 

about them have failed. We know 
nothing, not even if they still exist,” 
he said.

Youssef visited his son a few 
months after his abduction but 
since then ISIS has ignored the fam-
ilies’ pleas to see their sons or have 
news about them.

Al-Nusra Front has been more 
flexible in that regard. Families of 
the 16 servicemen it is holding were 
allowed to visit them in mid-July 
on the occasion of the Eid al-Fitr, 
which marked the end of the Mus-
lim fasting month of Ramadan.

Zahra Msheik took her three chil-
dren to visit their father, Abbas, in 
the “no-man’s land” on the border 
where militants are holed up with 
their captives. “When I saw him, he 
looked totally broken. He has lost 
any hope of recovering his freedom 
after such a long time in captivity,” 
she said.

“He told our 6-year-old boy, ‘Take 
good care of your mother, sister and 

brother in case I don’t return.’ The 
boy broke down in tears and Abbas 
was crying, too,” Msheik said.

Msheik was two months preg-
nant when her husband was ab-
ducted. Her youngest son, now 
9 months old, has never met his 
father. “My eldest children keep 
asking me: ‘When is daddy com-
ing back? Why he has not returned 
home yet?’” she said. “They think 
there is something wrong but don’t 
understand why their father is be-
ing kept away from them.”

Marie Khoury, whose brother, 
Sergeant George Khoury, 30, is held 
by al-Nusra Front said she has visit-
ed him three times in the past year. 
“We are luckier than the families 
who have their children detained 
by ISIS. At least we can visit them.”

She said families are informed by 
telephone about the permission to 
visit. “The Nusra Front contacts us 
and sets a date for the visits. They 
fix the hour, identify the names of 
the families and even the things 
that we can bring with us.”

The families inform the authori-
ties and, on the set date, they are 
allowed to cross the army check-
point at the border and enter the 
“no man’s land” where they meet 
the kidnappers.

“You live in constant fear and 
ask yourself where are we heading, 
what’s next?” Khoury said. “We are 
totally lost, like someone who does 
not know how to swim and is pro-
pelled in the middle of the sea.

“One day we feel negotiations 
are moving a step forward. Another 
day it is ten steps backward. Some 
periods there is nothing, no news, 
no hint. It is a continuous struggle 
to keep going,” she added.

While there are barely any nego-
tiations between the state and the 
captors to release the servicemen, 
officials over the past year have 
repeatedly said that talks were on 
track and on some occasions indi-
cated that their release was immi-
nent.

But nothing has materialised and 
the families complain that they 
are being kept in the dark over the 
case’s progress. At one point, the 
government sought the mediation 
of Qatar, which had succeeded in 
liberating Syrian nuns abducted in 
2014 by al-Nusra Front near Damas-
cus.

Al-Nusra Front has previously 
offered to trade three captives in 
exchange for women held in Leba-
nese prisons. These include Saja al-
Dulaimi, the ex-wife of ISIS leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi; and Jou-
manna Hmayed, who was arrested 
near Arsal in 2014 driving a car 
loaded with explosives.

Tired of waiting and full of bit-
terness, relatives of the captives 
take turns denouncing the govern-
ment’s failure to secure their re-
lease.

 “Our sons are paying the price of 
the failed policies of the state. They 
are victims,” said Fadi Mzahem, 
uncle of Sergeant Lameh Mzahem, 
held by al-Nusra Front.

“These servicemen joined Leba-
non’s security forces to serve their 
country but instead are being used 
as bargaining chips by the govern-
ment,” Youssef complained.

He said relatives of the hostages 
held by ISIS plan to go to Arsal to try 
to reach the captives. “We want to 
have news about our sons, regard-
less of the risks, even if they will 
shoot us and kill us,” he said.

“Waiting is like cancer that eats 
you up. But what keeps us going is 
our hope to see our sons safe and 
free.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section 
editor.
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Relatives of Lebanese servicemen held hostage by ISIS and al-Nusra Front at their sit-in camp outside 
the government seat in Beirut downtown.

The captors have 
since executed four 
prisoners and 
released six others


