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ebanon was probably in 
need for a wake-up call 
after slipping into a lam-
entable political paralysis 
that has prevented it from 

electing a president for more than 
two years. Surprisingly, the shock 
came from a traditional main sup-
porter: Saudi Arabia.

Fed up with mounting and heated 
attacks by Iran-backed Hezbollah 
against Saudi Arabia and its ruling 
Saud family and dissatisfied with 
Lebanon’s foreign policy distanc-
ing the tiny country from their Arab 
arena, the Saudis decided to sus-
pend military aid worth $4 billion to 
Lebanon.

The February 19th move, backed 
by the other Gulf countries, sent 
shock waves in all directions and 
raised multiple fears that punitive 
measures may follow.

“The situation actually is reflect-
ing a cumulative and tense climate 
that is not agreeable to both Saudi 
Arabia and Lebanon,” said Shafik 
Masri, political sciences professor 
at the American University of Bei-
rut.

It was not the first time that Hez-
bollah chief Hassan Nasrallah at-
tacked Saudi Arabia but his recent 
and most severe criticism of the rul-
ing Saudi family, which he accused 
of dragging the entire region into 
war, was hard to swallow.

However, the “explosive point”, 
as Masri explained, was the conduct 
of Lebanese Foreign Minister Ge-
bran Bassil at two meetings of Arab 
and Muslim foreign ministers, who 
strongly condemned the attacks on 

Saudi diplomatic missions in Iran 
in January. Bassil, whose Christian 
Free Patriotic Movement is an ally 
of Hezbollah, failed to join the “Arab 
consensus” condemning Iran.

The “new” Saudi Arabia simply 
did not accept that.

“Saudi Arabia today is more ag-
gressive… Probably they thought 
there is a need for a shock here 
and they did it,” said Riad Tabba-
rah, Lebanon’s former ambassador 
in Washington. “It was such a big 
shock that even Iran’s allies in Leba-
non were forced to soften their tone 
and position.”

The issue is not simply a political 
one. Between 200,000 and 300,000 
Lebanese work in Gulf countries 
and any punitive measure against 
them would undoubtedly affect the 
size of their remittances, which help 
shore up the Lebanese economy. It 
is estimated that $4 billion out of 
$7.5 billion in Lebanese remittances 
come from Gulf countries.

“The failure of renewing residen-
cy and working permits of Leba-
nese in the Gulf countries would be 
a big disaster,” Tabbarah told The 
Arab Weekly.

But Saudi Arabia, with its $1 bil-
lion deposit in Lebanon’s Central 
Bank and other investments in the 
country, “does not want Lebanon to 
collapse,” he said. “Its target is not 
to punish Lebanon.”

The Saudi “shock” put the brakes 
on the anti-Gulf drive, according to 
Tabbarah, who noted that neither 
Iran nor Saudi Arabia would like to 
reach the point of Sunni-Shia dis-
cord in Lebanon.

The Saudi cabinet has reasserted 
the decision to halt military aid to 
Lebanon, but reaffirmed the king-
dom’s “support of the Lebanese 
people, with all its sects”.

An informed source close to the 
pro-Saudi March 14 coalition in 
Lebanon dismissed the possibil-

ity of “a security explosion” in the 
country following the Saudi move, 
which “is a reflection of the mount-
ing Saudi-Iranian conflict”.

The source, however, explained 
that “political tensions and shaky 
economic conditions should be ex-
pected”.

But what are the real motives be-
hind the Saudi move, which came 
shortly after the return to Beirut of 
Sunni political leader Saad Hariri 
from self-imposed exile in Paris and 
Riyadh?

It is hard to advance a clear an-
swer. One of the scenarios is that 
Riyadh has always showed under-
standing to Lebanon’s particular 
situation because of Hezbollah’s 
military might but wants now to 

“bring back Lebanon to the Arab 
world and restore the political bal-
ance” in the troubled country.

“Arab consensus is sacred. Those 
who escalated attacks against Saudi 
Arabia went too far in counting on 
the kingdom’s understanding of 
Lebanon’s peculiar situation,” Tab-
barah noted. “Breaking Arab con-
sensus is something Saudis could 
not tolerate.”

Although Hezbollah’s allies saw 
the Saudi move as a blow to Hariri 

and a sign of abandonment by his 
long-time protégé, Tabbarah said 
Hariri’s return was meant to “re-
store the balance in Lebanon where 
there can be no winner or loser”.

The problem lies well with the 
“alliances in place in the region and 
how to manage them”, according to 
the well-informed source.

The Saudi move reflects more “a 
strategic decision, a strategic policy 
related to the geopolitics of the re-
gion”, he said.

Lebanon, still without a presi-
dent, should avoid the collapse 
of its cabinet as well so as not to 
plunge the country into chaos and 
pray that Prime Minister Tammam 
Salam’s efforts to appease Saudi 
Arabia succeed.
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Sunni political leader Saad Hariri overseeing a petition drive at his residence in Beirut, on February 
22nd, to express support to Riyadh.
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Lebanon and the roots of Saudi discontent

I
t did not really come as a 
surprise to Hezbollah that 
Saudi Arabia would suspend 
aid to the Lebanese Army 
and security forces. The aid 
in question was a donation 

of $3 billion to the army to buy 
French-made weapons and a 
second donation of $1 billion to 
the security forces.

Observers of Lebanese affairs 
were not surprised, first, by 
Hezbollah not being surprised 
and, second, by the Saudi deci-
sion, which reflects a change in 
the overall Gulf mood towards 
Lebanon.

The mood change began with 
the onset of the Syrian crisis and 
with Hezbollah taking sides and 
engaging in the conflict. Hezbol-
lah used various excuses to justify 
its interference in Syrian affairs, 
the last of which being to dam the 
spread of extreme Sunni militant 
ideology and its followers.

Hezbollah also propagated ideas 
and opinions placing Saudi Arabia 
and Wahhabi ideology in the 
same bag with Israel, its number 
one enemy, and clearly favouring 
sectarian over national affiliations.

It was within this context that 
Hezbollah launched an unprece-

dented campaign against Saudi 

Arabia that culminated with the 
Lebanese foreign minister break-
ing ranks with the rest of Arab and 
Muslim countries by refusing to 
condemn Iran’s meddling in Arab 
affairs and denounce the attacks 
on the Saudi diplomatic missions 
in Iran.

The Lebanese government took a 
hesitant stand in the affair, which 
did not improve the sour mood of 
Gulf countries towards Lebanon. 
More than that, news about daily 
arrests in the Gulf countries of pro-
Hezbollah cells bent on destroy-
ing those countries’ security and 
stability have become frequent.

The Saudi decision to suspend 
aid to Lebanon is a painful blow 
to the tiny Arab country but the 

Saudi kingdom and the Gulf coun-
tries remain perfectly capable of 
taking more measures harmful to 
Lebanon and the Lebanese.

The move has stirred many 
fears in the minds of the Lebanese 
people.

First, perhaps the Saudi deci-
sion came as a result of the Saudis 
losing faith in the capacity of their 
allies in Lebanon to ensure the 
minimum balance between forces 
inside Lebanon. It is very likely 
that Hezbollah opponents inside 
Lebanon are growing weaker and 
their recent surrealist initiatives 
to nominate their worst enemies, 
Michel Aoun and Suleiman 
Frangieh, to the presidency are 
behind the Saudis growing tired of 

Lebanon and the Lebanese.
The second fear is that the Saudi 

decision will be followed by oth-
ers, which will hurt the economy 
more than Hezbollah. The Saudi 
decision indeed may play into 
Hezbollah’s hands and drive the 
country further into Iran’s sphere 
of influence.

The third fear relates to the 
doors being closed indefinitely on 
a solution in Lebanon. Partitioning 
the country is virtually impossi-
ble. Turning it into a federation is 
science fiction in light of the party 
monopolising power.

As to disarming Hezbollah, it has 
become a regional affair contin-
gent on Iran’s weight and role in 
the region after the latter’s nuclear 
agreement with the West and on 
the outcome of regional wars.

On a regional level, it is feared 
that the Saudi decision was taken 
in anticipation of developments 
in the region that bypass Lebanon 
and that concern the war in Syria, 
particularly after the latest turn of 
events on the field in the northern 
front.

As things stand, the only light 
at the end of the tunnel is to have 
an international conference to 
settle all conflicts in the region, 
beginning with the Syrian crisis, 
and returning all parties to their 
original sizes. Such a step will 
certainly have a calming effect on 
the internal affairs of countries in 
the region.

Sam Menassa is a Lebanese 
political analyst who has been 
covering Lebanon and the Middle 
East for 25 years.
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Face-off. Supporters wave the flag of Lebanon and the Shia 
movement Hezbollah alongside a poster of former Hezbollah 
leader Abbas al-Mussawi in the southern suburbs of Beirut, on 
February 16th.


