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T 

he Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) has of-
ficially designated the 
Lebanon-based Hezbol-
lah militia as a terrorist 

organisation, a move that comes 
less than two weeks after Saudi 
Arabia announced it was halting 
$4 billion worth of aid intended for 
the Lebanese military.

GCC Secretary-General Abdul-
latif al-Zayani, in a statement, 
stressed the council made its de-
cision as a result of the “militia’s 
practices in the council’s states and 
their terrorist and subversive acts 
being carried out in Syria, Yemen 
and Iraq contradict moral and hu-
manitarian values and principles 
and the international law and pose 
a threat to Arab national security”.

The latest tension comes as Sau-
di Arabia and fellow GCC member 
the United Arab Emirates have 
cracked down on alleged cells and 
businesses affiliated with Hezbol-
lah, increasing pressure in a man-
ner in line with the Saudis’ more 
assertive regional foreign policy.

On February 26th, the Saudi Inte-
rior Ministry blacklisted four com-
panies and three Lebanese men 
linked to Hezbollah. The Saudis 
named Fadi Hussein Sarhan, Adel 
Mohammed Sheri and Ali Hussein 
Zeater, who according to the US 
Treasury Department purchased 
unmanned aerial vehicles and ob-
tained electronics “for transport 
to Yemen for use in improvised 
explosive devices by the Houthis”.

Sarhan and Sheri were put on a 
sanctions list by the United States 
in 2015 over their support for Hez-
bollah, particularly, “for providing 

material support to enhance the 
group’s military and terrorist capa-
bilities”.

The media war between the 
kingdom and Hezbollah has also 
escalated.

Scores of Hezbollah support-
ers on February 27th protested in 
Beirut against Saudi Arabia. How-
ever, their motivation wasn’t the 
war in Syria or the cancellation of 
military aid but rather a satirical 
depiction of Hezbollah Secretary-
General Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah 
on the Saudi-owned satellite chan-
nel MBC.

Supporters of the militia closed 
roads with burning tyres over the 
programme’s lampooning of Nas-
rallah’s pro-Iranian stance and his 
minor speech impediment.

Saudi Arabia’s National Com-
mercial Bank, the largest in the 
kingdom in terms of assets, closed 
both of its branches in Beirut, in 
what local reports described as a 
precaution against money laun-
dering and terrorism funding.

According to Saudi financial 
analyst Fadl al-Boainain, this is 
not the first time such a thing has 
happened in the Lebanese bank-
ing industry. “Such was the case 
with the Canadian Lebanese Bank, 
which was involved in the opera-
tions of an international network 
for money laundering and drug 
trade,” he said.

The GCC views Iran, Hezbollah’s 
main backer, as a cause of regional 
instability, pointing to evidence 
of that in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, 
Yemen and Bahrain. Tensions 
were heightened in January when 
Riyadh severed diplomatic ties fol-
lowing the storming of its Tehran 
embassy by protesters angered at 
Saudi Arabia’s execution of a radi-
cal Shia cleric convicted of involve-

ment in killing police.
Saudi Arabia cancelled a $4 bil-

lion aid package to the Lebanese 
Army due to the Lebanese gov-
ernment’s failure to condemn the 
January attacks on the kingdom’s 
diplomatic missions in Iran. This 
was followed by travel bans by the 
kingdom, the UAE, Bahrain and 
Kuwait, a huge blow to Lebanon’s 
tourism industry.

In the last few weeks, nearly 
three dozen people have been or-
dered to stand trial in a special 
Saudi criminal court on charges of 
spying for Iran. All but two of the 
32 individuals, formally charged 
February 21st, are members of the 
kingdom’s minority Shia commu-
nity. The other defendants were of 
Iranian and Afghan descent.

The suspects, arrested in 2013, 
have been charged with establish-
ing a spy ring in collaboration with 
Iranian intelligence, providing Iran 
with highly sensitive information 
on the Saudi military, seeking to 
sabotage Saudi economic inter-
ests, inciting sectarian strife, re-
cruiting others for espionage and 
participating in anti-government 
protests, local reports said.

The United Arab Emirates also 
recently had a series of terrorism-
related trials involving defendants 
allegedly belonging to organisa-
tions, including Hezbollah.

Regarding the Hezbollah cell, 
three Lebanese men were charged 
with illegally establishing and 
managing a group linked to the 
Lebanese militia. The men were 

also accused of providing Hezbol-
lah with intelligence on UAE busi-
nesses operating in Lebanon and 
information related to UAE-Iranian 
relations. According to testimony 
during the trial, there are numer-
ous UAE-based Lebanese-owned 
businesses, mainly in the restau-
rant and food industry as well as a 
number of bookshops, which pro-
vide funds to Hezbollah.

Both cases were adjourned until 
March 14th.

In December, US President 
Barack Obama signed the Hez-
bollah International Financing 
Prevention Act, which aims to ex-
pand economic sanctions on the 
Lebanese militia, especially with 
regards to its global financial op-
erations.
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A Januray 2016 file picture shows Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir (R) giving a press conference 
with Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Secretary-General Abdullatif bin Rashid al-Zayani in the Saudi 
capital, Riyadh.
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Saudi move may bolster Hariri

A 

s if Lebanon didn’t 
have enough prob-
lems, friction with its 
oldest ally can be 
added to its list of 
woes. Saudi Arabia’s 

decision to halt a $4 billion arms 
grant to assist Lebanon battle the 
Islamic State (ISIS) raised many 
eyebrows in Beirut and was timed 
to coincide with what many hope 
would be the return to Lebanon of 
former prime minister Saad 
Hariri.

Hariri’s return to Lebanese 
politics was garnished by a speech 
to mark the anniversary of his 
father’s assassination, a speech 
that included a formidable attack 
on Hezbollah, assured his followers 
that Lebanon would never be part 
of an Iranian axis and that there 
was no “middle ground” between 
the Shia movement and the Leba-
nese Army.

His speech was supposed to 
mark his return to Lebanon after 
a self-imposed exile since 2011, 
which many in the Sunni-Christian 
political bloc March 14 backing 
him hope will heal rifts and had 

led some MPs to push for his 

nemesis, Michel Aoun, to become 
president.

Yet, what of the news from 
the Saudis? And is there a link to 
Hariri’s return to Lebanon?

Much has been made of the 
Saudis’ resentment of Lebanese 
Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil, 
who, aligned to Hezbollah, has not 
acknowledged the financial sup-
port from Riyadh. This is an exag-
gerated and a convenient excuse 
that hides the truth.

The Saudi news agency state-
ment said the kingdom halted the 
deals because of Lebanon’s “non-
condemnation of the blatant at-
tacks against the Saudi Embassy in 
Tehran and its Consulate-General 
in Mashhad, which are contrary to 
international law and diplomatic 
norms”. This, too, has only a kernel 
of truth to it as the real story is 
stretched over a longer period and 
represents a geopolitical shift that 
has been taking place since Russia 
entered the Syrian battlefield.

A moment of clarity has taken 
place in Riyadh since the death 
of King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud in January 2015 and in 
September when Russian President 
Vladimir Putin pulled the lever and 
sent in his military to save Syrian 
President Bashar Assad from a 
certain fall.

The Saudis had an epiphany. 
Their own defence minister, the 
youngest in the Arab world, had 
a wake-up call to exactly what 
the strength of the kingdom was, 
given crippling low oil prices and a 
domestic economy that was eating 

into cash reserves. An entirely new 
rationale was required in how the 
kingdom goes about its business, 
what it spends given the restraints 
and who gets a share of its booty. 
Saudi Arabia simply does not 
have the money it used to have to 
spend on  weak countries, such as 
Lebanon, and, given its own crisis, 
has resorted to call-centre geopoli-
tics with a simplified approach to 
friends and foes: You’re either with 
us or against us.

But that George W. Bush ap-
proach doesn’t work in Lebanon. 
The case in Beirut is complicated 
as part of the country is with the 
House of Saud. But Hezbollah 
and Iran’s strength and strategic 
positioning — both in Syria and in 
relation to Israel — have focused 
the thinking towards Lebanon. The 
warning signs were there for any 
to see as the Saudis have not been 
paying their bills in Beirut for at 
least a year.

But now they played an ace by 
halting funds pledged for the Leba-
nese Army, a move announced in 
the same week as Hariri returned 
to try to salvage a political bloc 
that doesn’t need Hezbollah to 
destroy it when in-fighting seems 
to be doing an amiable job in itself.

Hariri’s return is designed to 
repair the opposition coalition and 
to serve Riyadh in at least blocking 
Hezbollah’s latest coup de grace in 
installing Michel Aoun as presi-
dent.

The blocking of the defence 
aid is also a clear message: “We 
can still make you or break you. 

Get your act together first before 
we throw more money into your 
national military.”

It was also a message to Bassil, 
who surely will be worrying about 
the first attack on Lebanese Army 
positions by extremist groups from 
Syria and the inevitable kidnap-
ping of Lebanese soldiers — made 
easier due to a cash-strapped 
national guard.

It’s a political card that the 
Saudis no doubt will play when 
anger boils over in Lebanon and 
they can then blame Hezbollah if it 
doesn’t prevent those attacks. And 
blame Hezbollah if it does prevent 
them as the accusations of behav-
ing “like a state within a state” will 
no doubt resonate. And, of course, 
blocking the aid serves to bolster 
Hariri as the only one who can re-
store stability in Lebanon and give 
the army the requirements needed 
to fight terrorism.

From the Saudis’ perspective, 
Iran has advanced too much of 
late in Lebanon and, with Presi-
dent Bashar Assad in Syria looking 
more like a long-term incumbent, 
something had to give. Like a fuse 
jumping in an overloaded circuit, 
the Lebanon one blew. And now it 
is Hariri who appears to be the only 
one able to throw the switch and 
return power to Lebanon.

Martin Jay is the Beirut 
correspondent for the Daily 
Mail and the founding editor 
of An-Nahar English (Lebanon) 
newspaper. Follow him on Twitter: 
@MartinRJay.
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