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D 

uring the commemora-
tion of Ashura, Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Has-
san Nasrallah, who prom-
ised his adherents a quick 

victory in Syria in 2012, called for an 
all-out jihad against takfiri groups 
wherever they are found. George W. 
Bush could have easily labelled the 
call a “War against Terrorism”.

Hezbollah’s gradual yet growing 
engagement in support of embat-
tled Syrian President Bashar Assad 
has signalled the increasing difficul-
ties that regime has faced holding its 
ground. But four years of financial 
and military backing by Hezbollah 
and Iran have failed to turn the tide. 
Drastic measures have been ordered 
to rescue the Damascus govern-
ment, evident in Russia’s direct mil-
itary intervention in support of the 
Syrian Army.

Nasrallah, along with the Iranian 
leadership, applauded Russian inter-
vention. Nabil Qaouk, deputy mem-
ber of the executive council of Hez-
bollah, considered that “Russia’s air 
strikes have reinforced the axis of re-
sistance against the takfiri groups”. 
Both Iran and Hezbollah have found 
in such a development a better al-
ternative to the potential collapse of 
the Assad regime.

In his Ashura speech, and to shift 
attention away from Russia’s “new 
colonialism”, Nasrallah blamed the 
United States for all Muslims’ ills. Yet 
he kept silent about joint Russian-
Israeli military exercises and the 
Russian-US memorandum of under-
standing, signed to avoid plane colli-
sions over Syria. Nasrallah made no 
effort to explain the reasons behind 

growing cooperation between US-
led forces and the pro-Iranian Shia 
militia of al-Hashed al-Shaabi in Iraq 
fighting the Islamic State (ISIS).

Despite Nasrallah’s furious rheto-
ric, realities on the ground reveal an 
unprecedented and rapidly develop-
ing harmony between the “axis of 
evil” and the “axis of resistance”. It 
appears to be reaching its climax in 
an undeclared alliance fighting ISIS 
in Syria and Iraq.

Recent talks in Vienna between 
Russia Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov, US Secretary of State John 
Kerry and the foreign ministers of 
Turkey and Saudi Arabia have been 
described by Kerry as a promising 
discussion regardless of lingering 
disagreements over Assad’s fate. 
Nonetheless, convergences of inter-
est are being clearly expressed in a 
plan for a new Middle Eastern con-
testation.

Iran is eagerly pursuing a part-
nership with Russia to expand its 
influence by claiming a protection-
ist role over the Shia community 
in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon. Russia, 
on the other hand, is finding in alli-
ance with Iran and Hezbollah criti-
cal gateways to restore lost Soviet 
prestige and strategically reposition 
itself in the Levant.

The United States and Israel, on 
the other hand, may have been 
growing increasingly convinced 
that Hezbollah and Iran are more as-
suring to regional stability than the 
fragmented Arab and Turkish Sunni 
leadership. For Israel, in particular, 
the rise of Shiaism amid a widen-
ing wedge with the Sunni world is 
sure to help undermine Palestinian 
resistance and shift the Muslim and 
Arab cause away from calls to “pro-

tect Jerusalem” and for the estab-
lishment of a Palestinian state.

Both Iran and Hezbollah recognise 
full well that the attainment of Shia 
protectionism in the Levant neces-
sitates a significant convergence 
with Israel, the United States and 
Europe over common interests. Af-
ter all, post-nuclear deal Iran must 
demonstrate, and persuade its allies 
to do likewise, a willingness to play 
a stabilising regional role, securing 
Israeli borders, suppressing Sunni 
militancy and participating in pow-
er-sharing arrangements with other 
minority and sectarian groups. This 
is crucial to maintaining economic 
cooperation and advancing normali-
sation with the West.

At a later stage, backed by Rus-
sia, Iran and Hezbollah may need 
to diffuse Saudi-Qatari-Turkish op-
position to expanded Iranian Shia 
influence in the region. Other than 
tilting the balance of power in their 
favour on the battlefield, the “axis 
of resistance” may also need to 
demonstrate a disposition towards 

resolving other regional dilemmas 
that have arisen directly as a result 
of conflict in Syria. First, help sup-
press Kurdish secessionist drives, a 
primary concern to Turkey. Second, 
develop a partnership with the Arab 
Sunni world to rearrange spheres 
of influence in Lebanon, Syria, the 
Palestinian territories and Iraq. And 
third, cease intervention drives in 
the internal affairs of the Gulf States, 
including ending support of Yemen’s 
Houthis.

The international Quartet recently 
appeared closer to such an under-
standing within the framework of an 
anti-ISIS coalition. Lavrov has pro-
posed to open the Quartet’s mem-
bership to Iran and other stakehold-
er countries, such as Jordan, Egypt, 
Qatar and the United Arab Emirates.

For the time being, however, no 
one expects Hezbollah’s sectarian 
mobilisation to end soon. Nor it is 
likely that Nasrallah’s populist and 
fierce criticism denouncing Israel 
and the United States and claiming 
resistance against the “axis of evil” 

will at any time be watered down.
Yet, Hezbollah will continue to 

demonstrate its ability to maintain 
calm along the Israeli borders re-
gardless of the Palestinian intifada. 
The party is to support the United 
States and Western armament efforts 
of the Lebanese Army to help in the 
fight against “Islamic terrorist organ-
isations”. And finally, as expressed 
in Nasrallah’s Ashura speech, the 
party will uphold dialogue with their 
Lebanese opponents, while simulta-
neously labelling them the “slaves of 
American and Saudi petro-dollar”.

“Co-opting with the ‘axis of evil’” 
seems to best describe the party’s 
domestic strategy and Iran’s emerg-
ing regional rapprochement.
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Female supporters of Lebanon’s Shia Hezbollah movement during a rally marking Ashura,  in Beirut’s 
southern suburbs, on October 24th.

Four years of 
financial and 
military backing by 
Hezbollah and Iran 
have failed to turn 
the tide.

Realities on the 
ground reveal an 
unprecedented and 
rapidly developing 
harmony between 
the “axis of evil” and 
the “axis of 
resistance”.

News & Analysis Lebanon

Beirut

W 

ith winter at the 
doorstep, hundreds 
of thousands of Syr-
ians living in tempo-
rary refugee tents in 

Lebanon’s vast open fields are pray-
ing for less snow and rain.

The refugees dread another harsh 
winter, the fifth in exile for many, 
amid even poorer living conditions. 
At least four Syrian refugees froze to 
death when the country was hit by 
a series of snowstorms last winter.

“The conditions are very, very 
bad,” Lebanese Social Affairs Minis-
ter Rashid Derbas said. “This is why 
we are seeing the refugees risking 
their lives to escape [to Europe] by 
sea.”

Humanitarian groups agree that 
conditions have been deteriorat-
ing for Syrian refugees in Lebanon, 
as cash-strapped international aid 
agencies are forced to cut assistance.

“This year it will be much worse,” 
said Iffat Edriss, president of Cedars 
for Care, a local charity.

“Assistance from international 
organisations has declined dramati-
cally and refugee families are now 
on bread-debt. They are borrow-
ing money for bread,” added Mona 
Ayoub, project coordinator of Leba-
non for Refugees, another group 

working to ensure the refugees 
have the means to survive the harsh 
weather.

According to a recent report by the 
UN High Commission for Refugees 
(UNHCR), the vulnerabilities of Syr-
ian refugees have increased 100% in 
some areas. “UNHCR and partners 
estimate that 195,000 Syrian fami-
lies in Lebanon (975,000 people) 
will suffer from winter and will need 
assistance to keep warm and dry,” 
the report warned.

Amid this gloomy outlook, Leba-
non has seen a surge in private ini-
tiatives to help prevent a deadly sce-
nario for Syrian refugees this winter.

Dafa (Arabic for “Warmth”), a 
campaign by a group of media ce-
lebrities, was launched at a public 
event in Beirut’s Martyrs’ Square, 
where hundreds donated food and 
new and second-hand clothes and 
food.

The organisers, who did not limit 

their beneficiaries to Syrian refuges, 
have chosen not to accept financial 
donations.

“We decided to restrict it to in-
kind donations and not deal with 
money for transparency and sim-
plicity,” Tarek Abou Saleh, co-
founder of the campaign, said.

Sawa (“Together”) for Develop-
ment and Aid, a non-government 
organisation that started as a youth 
initiative in 2001, is organising a 
November 16th event to collect do-
nations, for which a social media 
campaign with the slogan #Before-
TheStorm has been ongoing for 
weeks.

Despite the efforts, the general 
public feeling towards the matter 
is less than encouraging. “Sympa-
thy still exists and donations never 
stopped but many Lebanese have 
now become tired,” with the Syrian 
crisis more than four years old and 
with no solution in sight, Edriss said.

“The situation has become worse 
as the socio-economic conditions 
of the Lebanese people deteriorat-
ed, prompting many donors to chip 
in on condition that their aid would 
reach Lebanese beneficiaries only,” 
she added.

“We’ve had a number of incidents 
in which a family comes in and ask 
to have some of the items but we 
had to reject their request because 
the items were meant for people 
from another nationality.”

The small-scale private initiatives 
can hardly fill the needs amid the 
Lebanese government’s incapacity 
to help the refugees. Disagreement 
over aid policies between Leba-
non and international donors has 
prevented international assistance 
from flowing in.

The international community has 
been critical of the government’s 
decision to close the border to Syr-
ian refugees more than a year ago 
and prevent the UNHCR from reg-
istering newcomers. That measure 
was paralleled with a ban on work 
for refugees or else they would lose 
their refugee status and assistance 
stipends.

As Lebanon’s already weak infra-
structure crumbled under the pres-
sure of the refugee influx, interna-
tional organisations have refused 
to invest in development projects 
related to the humanitarian crisis 
caused by the refugees unless Syr-
ians are among the direct benefi-
ciaries.

Drowned in the swamp of inac-
tion left by this gridlock, Syrians are 
left with little choice but to bypass 
the law and seek work in the infor-
mal sector.

“Last year, 40% of Syrian refu-

gees worked in informal sectors. 
This year, the already high rate is 
expected to skyrocket amid the 
government’s non-existent refugee 
strategy,” said an economic expert 
who requested anonymity.

“The government’s policy has 
thus backfired as the informal sec-
tor is neither taxable nor moni-
tored.” 

Unlike Jordan and other neigh-
bouring countries harbouring Syr-
ian refugees, Lebanon has refused 
to officially establish temporary 
refugee camps, fearing they would 
encourage Syrians to stay and be-
come permanent refugees like Pal-
estinians. About 425,000 Palestin-
ian refugees are registered with the 
UNHCR, most of whom live in 12 
official refugee camps across Leba-
non.

Such a decision proved to be det-
rimental for the Syrian refugees, es-
pecially those staying in mountain-
ous areas, because formal camps 
would have had portacabins, ready-
made homes often used in humani-
tarian housing projects, instead of 
the often-leaky tents that are cur-
rently in use. 

“If you allocate space for the 
temporary camps, the internation-
al community is willing to help,” 
Edriss said. “Because the whole 
process would then be organised 
and humanitarian agencies would 
know where their money is going.

“But if you leave families scat-
tered across Lebanon, it is impossi-
ble to systemise the aid in an effec-
tive manner.”
 
Nizar Hassan is a Beirut-based 
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article to The Arab Weekly.
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A Syrian child stands in the snow in a refugee camp in the town of 
Arsal in the Lebanese Bekaa valley, in December 2013.

The refugees dread 
another harsh 
winter, the fifth in 
exile for many.


