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Opinion

N
ews that you 
couldn’t make up 
has just occurred in 
Lebanon. A former 
minister, aligned 
with the Hezbollah 

bloc — and therefore an ally to 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
— has been released from jail 
after being caught red-handed 
transporting explosives and 
believed to have been planning 
attacks and assassinations in 
Lebanon.

Michel Samaha was convicted 
on terrorism charges in May 2015 
for smuggling explosives into 
Lebanon and planning attacks 
on political and religious leaders. 
Many at the time commented 
that Samaha would not serve a 
proper sentence in prison due to 
his loyalty to Hezbollah and its 
proxies.

In a country that has a top-
security prison bursting with 
religious fanatics serving life 
sentences for similar crimes, it 
beggars belief that Samaha, a 
former information minister, has 
been effectively freed after a mere 
three-and-a-half years in jail.

The move naturally angered the 
Sunni-led opposition bloc, March 
14, which campaigned hard for a 
tougher sentence.

The problem is that Samaha’s 
legal process is terribly 
complicated. He was originally 
sentenced to four-and-a-half years 

in prison but, following an 
outcry over the leniency of 
his sentence, the verdict 
— his jail sentence — was 
annulled and a retrial 
ordered.

The infelicitous timing 
of Samaha’s bail was also 
extraordinary. Just when 

the March 14 bloc was having 
its own soap opera, complete 
with bad lip-synching and 1980s 
hair styles — the disgruntled 
Samir Geagea is supporting his 
nemesis presidential candidate 
who is aligned to Hezbollah — the 

Samaha case was thrown into 
script.

A military tribunal decided to 
release Samaha on bail despite the 
pending conclusion to his retrial. 
The decision enraged the March 
14 bloc, which has backed Justice 
Minister Ashraf Rifi’s request that 
the cabinet orders the retrial of 
Samaha moved to the Judicial 
Council rather than the military 

tribunal.
Some in Lebanon say that 

military courts fall under the 
auspices of Hezbollah more than 
other groups. Others say the 
procedures of civilian courts are 
more in line with the legal systems 
of democratic countries. It’s more 
likely that Lebanon’s Justice 
minister is trying to avoid a pro-
Hezbollah judge presiding over the 

military tribunal.
Samaha’s trial has become a 

political football. The trial was 
postponed many times because 
of the absence of Ali Mamluk, 
the head of the Syrian security 
services, who remains in Syria. 
After a judge separated the cases 
against the two accused men, 
Samaha’s trial began in April 2015.

His sentence at the time shocked 
many as being too lenient, given 
that there were videos clearly 
showing him giving explosives 
to an accomplice along with 
instructions.

That leniency is going to create 
a storm in Lebanon as it sets a 
precedent for “terrorism”.

Samaha’s acts were apparently 
designed to be against Sunni 
religious figures and, given 
his powerful masters, will be 
considered with less concern 
than say a Sunni “terrorist” such 
as Sheikh Ahmad al-Assir, who 
planned attacks against the army 
and is expected to spend the rest 
of his life in jail.

The Samaha case is also going 
to have an effect on the security 
services, which, some argue, will 
not go the extra lengths required 
to capture those smuggling arms. 
Even regular soldiers at border 
posts might be demoralised 
by the sentencing, which will 
undoubtedly encourage others 
to start smuggling given that the 
clear message that those caught 
doing acts of “terrorism” on behalf 
of Syria will be handed light 
sentences.

Perhaps it’s time that a single 
definition of the word “terrorism” 
is agreed upon and a special 
tribunal made up of a cadre of 
judges from all religious groups is 
created.
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F
irst the good news: US 
President Barack 
Obama is right to 
sound the alarm about 
the threat of an 
Islamic State (ISIS) 

takeover in Libya. The chaos in 
that unhappy country is too 
dangerous to be allowed to 
continue.

The bad news, of course, is that 
Obama, energetically pushed to 
it by his first secretary of state, 
Hillary Clinton, is at least 
partially responsible for the 
catastrophe in Libya in the first 
place.

For it was Obama, at the urging 
of the endlessly energetic 
Clinton, who approved the 
fateful NATO bombing campaign 
in 2011 that led to the toppling 
and killing of Libya’s long-time 
dictator Muammar Qaddafi.

The campaign at the time was 
hailed as a triumph in the United 

States, Britain, France 
and Italy. None of the 
NATO allies had to put 
troops on the ground 
and the United States 
did not have to deploy 
its lethally efficient but 
endlessly overstretched 
air force. Britain and 
France were able to 
carry out all the air 
power heavy lifting that 
was needed.

However, it all went sour very 
soon. The lack of any exit 
strategy from Libya created an 

endless blowback in the region 
as Qaddafi’s unsecured weapons 
ended up destabilising Mali and 
fomenting trouble in Libya’s 
immediate neighbourhood.

The “political strategy” such 
as it was that Clinton and her 
advisers cobbled together for 
Libya was ill-thought-out and 
naïve. The enormous batches of 
email messages relating to the 
killing on September 11, 2012, of 
US Ambassador to Libya Christo-
pher Stevens in Benghazi reveals 
clearly why.

Clinton gave enormous 
credence to the delusional 
fantasies of her long-time friend 
Sidney Blumenthal, who imag-
ined he could make himself an 
instant expert on Libya. Yet 
Blumenthal spoke no Arabic, had 
never visited the country and 
probably knew little beforehand 
of its culture, history and 
socio-economic structure. He 
remains a powerful presence at 
Clinton’s shoulder.

Once again the unholy Ameri-
can trinity of arrogance, igno-
rance and sheer stupidity 
worked its lethal wonders and 
the people of Libya have been 
suffering ever since.

Now the Americans and 
Europeans are belatedly waking 
up to the fact that the dragons’ 
teeth they sowed so abundantly 
and recklessly in Iraq, Afghani-
stan and Syria are creating new 
monsters in the deserts of Libya, 
too.

ISIS already has several 
thousand well-organised active 
troops operating in Libya and is 
putting down deep roots in parts 
of the country. If unchecked, it 
could provide a serious security 
threat to Europe as well as 
threatening terror and destabili-
sation in neighbouring Tunisia 
and Egypt.

US Marine General Joseph F. 
Dunford, the chairman of the US 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, has warned 
that France, Italy and Britain as 
well as the US government are 
looking at developments in Libya 
with increasing alarm. He also 
fears that a secure ISIS presence 
in Libya could lead it to rapidly 
link up with Boko Haram in 
Nigeria and metastasise through 
sub-Saharan Africa.

The key point, as Jennifer 
Rubin noted in the Washington 
Post on January 25th, was that 
the Obama administration, with 
its usual fecklessness “lost 

interest and put forth no effort to 
stabilise the central government 
and ward off the influx of 
jihadis”.

Things got no better when 
John Kerry replaced Clinton as 
secretary of state. Increasingly 
obsessed with Syria, Obama and 
Kerry were taken by surprise 
when ISIS forces erupted in Iraq 
in 2014, seized Ramadi and 
routed the Iraqi Army that US 
forces had “trained” at such 
extortionate cost.

Over the next 18 months, they 
struggled to put together a 
coalition to block and then roll 
back ISIS in Iraq and Syria. 
Needless to say no one on “the 
team” in Washington bothered 
paying any attention to the 
chaos and suffering they and 
their allies had unleashed in 
Libya.

The United States certainly has 
the firepower to target and take 
out ISIS fighters in Libya: it is 
good at that.

But when it comes to creating a 
stable political and social 
structure in Libya to replace the 
one it so wantonly slashed, no 
one should bet on the country.
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