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ebanon is going through 
one of the most stagnant 
phases of its political his-
tory. The dynamics that 
dominated the political 

and security situation in the coun-
try in 2015 are expected to continue 
in the new year. Those can be sum-
marised as a sterile political life 
that is leading to a precarious secu-
rity environment.

Stagnation is partly the result of 
the political vacuum in Lebanon 

due to the indefinite freezing of 
parliamentary and presidential 

elections. The main reason 

behind the absence of elections 
is Hezbollah’s intervention in the 
Syrian conflict in aid of the Bashar 
Assad regime. It is more in Hezbol-
lah’s interest for there to be a vacu-
um rather than a government or a 
president who might question its 
actions. As such, the fate of the po-
litical process in Lebanon is tightly 
linked to what happens in Syria.

Even though the Syrian crisis is 
beginning to give glimpses of hope, 
from the Vienna talks to the Riyadh 
conference, it will certainly take 
more than a year for those devel-
opments to produce concrete out-
comes. This leaves Lebanon in a 
state of waiting in the year to come. 
With its political rivals too weak to 
challenge it, Hezbollah will remain 
at the steering wheel in 2016. Even 
if a president is elected in Leba-
non soon, he can only be someone 
aligned with Hezbollah.

Hezbollah’s prominence is not 
just due to its intimidation of rivals 
(the possession of weapons is a pil-
lar of its political power) but also to 
the enabling environment that is 
Lebanon’s political system, which 

is based on mutual interests for ri-
val political actors. Hezbollah has 
manipulated the system to cause 
the government to fall through 
withdrawing its members and al-
lies from the cabinet. This system is 
therefore the broader cause of stag-
nation but the ruling classes cling 
to it because they all benefit from it.

The popular pro-reform protest 
movement that took place in Leba-
non in 2015 saw modest attempts 
at challenging the system but, al-
though the movement did achieve 
small gains on the societal front — 
this was the first time that Lebanon 
witnessed a genuine grass-roots 
reform movement cutting across 

sectarian and class divisions — it 
has not been able to challenge the 
political status quo. Lebanon thus 
enters 2016 with its dysfunctional 
political system intact.

Although Hezbollah did not play 
a hands-on role in crushing the 
protest movement, it still wanted 
it to fail. Hezbollah gave its indirect 
blessing to the use of thugs by its 
ally the Amal Movement to intimi-
date protesters. In being against 
the movement, Hezbollah’s posi-
tion was ultimately aligned with 
that of many of its political op-
ponents from the March 14 camp, 
who also regarded the movement 
as a nuisance because it threatened 
to disturb the status quo.

But the status quo also leaves 
the door wide open for Hezbollah 
to exert indirect control over the 
country. State institutions have be-
come ceremonial as Lebanese citi-
zens have learnt to generate their 
own electricity, buy household 
water from private suppliers 
and even take the rule of the 
law into their own hands. 

This serves Hezbollah’s 
interests because 

weak state in-

stitutions provide justification for 
its own state-within-a-state.

However, despite Hezbollah’s 
might, it has not been able to stave 
off the threat of terrorism, as wit-
nessed by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
attack in Beirut in November. Ulti-
mately, it is strong state armies and 
institutionalised and coordinated 
security apparatuses that can stand 
up to terrorism on a national scale.

As long as the mutual interests-
based status quo continues in Leba-
non, the country will remain vul-
nerable, not only to terrorism, but 
to Hezbollah’s political control and 
manipulation.
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ebanon, once the most 
turbulent spot in the Arab 
world, has surprisingly 
remained relatively stable 
while war in neighbouring 

Syria rages on unabated and grows 
ever more complex.

Security and political “cover” 
from international and regional 
powers, coupled with a level of un-
derstanding among rival Lebanese 
parties, has prevented Syria’s war 
from engulfing Lebanon. That is 
expected to continue in 2016, while 
leaving Lebanon in the “intensive 
care unit” until there is an overall 
settlement in the region.

Lebanon has been function-
ing without a president since May 
2014, a government that proved 
incapable of running the country’s 
affairs, an almost paralysed parlia-
ment and deteriorating economic 
and social conditions. Hosting 
more than 1.5 million Syrian refu-
gees has exhausted its limited re-
sources in the absence of proper 
international assistance.

It was not easy to deal with the 
implications of Hezbollah’s mili-
tary involvement in Syria to sup-
port President Bashar Assad’s 
regime and the subsequent ter-
ror attacks and suicide bombings 
claimed by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and other jihadist groups, such as 
the Abdullah Azzam Brigades, a lo-
cal al-Qaeda affiliate; and Jabhat al-
Nusra, the Syrian wing of al-Qaeda.

But Lebanon showed great resil-
ience.

“Presently and for the past three 
or four years, we have been under 
a security and political cover by 
regional and international states 
for their own interests,” said Riad 
Tabbarah, a former Lebanese am-
bassador to the United States. “No 
one has an interest in the situation 
in Lebanon getting out of control, 
neither Iran, nor the US nor Saudi 
Arabia or any other effective pow-
ers. Their main concern is to have 
stability in Lebanon.”

It is perhaps fortunate then that 
nothing is likely to change in 2016, 
despite progress in bringing Syria’s 
rival parties to the negotiating ta-
ble.

To Yezid Sayigh, a senior asso-
ciate at the Carnegie Middle East 
Centre in Beirut, the balance of 
power inside Syria is not poised to 
“change dramatically neither for 
this or that side/party” and the 
Lebanese rival forces, divided over 
the Syrian conflict, are to maintain 
a minimum level of understanding 
to spare their country from reach-
ing “the point of explosion”.

“Truly, I cannot see anything 
that would change this equation,” 
Sayigh said. “Of course, there is the 
socio-economic crisis, the problem 
of the weak institutions. All that 
is not encouraging and could pave 
the way for problems in the future.”

A glimpse of hope to end the 
country’s political paralysis came 
from Hezbollah Secretary-Gener-
al Hassan Nasrallah, who called 
for “a basket deal” to elect a new 
president, form a new government 
and reactivate the parliament — all 
based on the 1989 Taif accord that 
ended the country’s 1975-90 civil 
war.

Nasrallah practically dismissed 
— or at least shelved — a previous 
hint for revising the Taif sectarian 
power division in such a way that 
the Shias could have a bigger in-
fluence. He probably reached the 
conclusion that the Syrian crisis 

would take longer to solve and thus 
the importance of consolidating 
Lebanon’s internal dynamic had 
increased.

Saad Hariri, a former prime min-
ister and leader of the Sunni Future 
Movement, was quick to respond to 
Nasrallah’s call by surprisingly pro-
posing to elect Suleiman Frangieh 
— a close Hezbollah ally — as presi-
dent but the effort hit a snag.

“If the international commu-
nity, which often intervenes when 
stability in Lebanon is seriously 
threatened, pursues its efforts, I 
can expect the election of a presi-
dent during the first quarter of next 
year,” Tabbarah said. “All want Leb-
anon to be on low fire while waiting 
for a comprehensive settlement in 
the region.”

Attention, however, remains fo-

cused on Hezbollah and whether it 
will start withdrawing its fighters 
from Syria.

“I can’t see that Hezbollah’s plan 
is [to achieve] a complete victory in 
Syria but rather to maintain its po-
sition in Lebanon and its relation 
with Iran,” Sayigh said. “It has been 
clear for a long time that the party 
is trying to limit its intervention [in 
Syria]. It wishes if there is a way out 
but this is not in its hands only. It 
depends on Assad and if he is ready 
for serious negotiations [to end the 
war]. It is clear he is not.”

Hezbollah is trying to “preserve 
the military balance” in the Syria 
war and thus “cannot withdraw 
and leave things as they are”, add-
ed Sayigh.

Being busy with the Syria war, 
Hezbollah has no interest in “open-

ing a new front” with Israel.
“Hezbollah was in fact playing 

the role of strategic deterrence for 
Iran in Lebanon,” explained Say-
igh. “After the [US-Iran] nuclear 
deal, this is no more a priority.”

With a strong currency and bank-
ing system as well as some $8 bil-
lion in remittances every year, 
Lebanon’s economy is not likely to 
collapse despite its numerous defi-
ciencies, according to Tabbarah.

If things take a turn for the 
worst, Lebanon can always count 
on the world’s help to come to its 
rescue.
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fortunate then that 
nothing is likely to 
change in 2016.
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