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T 

he return to Beirut of 
Saad Hariri raises the 
possibility of the former 
prime minister taking a 
major role in government 

at a time when Lebanon remains 
embroiled in crisis.

Hariri, a leading Sunni politician, 
returned after he surprisingly en-
dorsed Christian politician Sulei-
man Frangieh for president, a post 
that has been vacant for more than 
a year and which, according to Leb-
anon’s constitution, must be occu-
pied by a Maronite Christian.

Frangieh is one of the hawks of 
the March 8 bloc traditionally op-
posed to Hariri’s March 14 alliance. 
Frangieh, who heads the mainly 
Christian Marada Movement, was 
an adversary of Hariri’s father, for-
mer prime minister Rafik Hariri, 
during the Syrian intervention in 
Lebanon from 1976 to 2005.

Saad Hariri’s decision to endorse 
Frangieh sheds light on the political 
realignment taking place in Leba-
non and confirms his position as a 
major player in Lebanese politics 
despite a five-year absence abroad.

Explaining his decision to en-
dorse Frangieh, a long-term ally 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
Hariri said it was for the good of 
Lebanon. Hariri said he visited Da-
mascus and met Assad to defend 
Frangieh’s refusal to attend repeat-
ed parliamentary debates to elect a 
new president while the Shia group 
Hezbollah boycotts the sessions.

Lebanon’s parliament has met 37 

times to replace former president 
Michel Suleiman, who left office 
on May 25, 2014, but has been un-
able to reach a quorum with Hez-
bollah and its allies boycotting the 
debates.

Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri 
shares Hariri’s optimism that the 
presidential crisis may soon be 
over, hinting that the March 8 al-
liance — including Hezbollah — 
could be prepared to endorse “ally” 
Frangieh for the presidency. Until 
now, the March 8 alliance has been 
committed to a Michel Aoun presi-
dency, whatever the cost.

Hariri is well aware that the key 
to resolving the presidential crisis 
lies with Tehran and that Iran will 
not allow the election of a new 
president as long as the interna-
tional community fails to recognise 
its regional influence.

Even before he returned to Bei-
rut, Hariri had known he must wait 
for all Lebanese, including Hezbol-
lah, to produce a president “made 
in Lebanon” rather than one ap-
pointed from abroad.

What has been revealed is a crisis 
of political alignment between the 
country’s political camps, whether 
regarding resentment towards the 
nomination of candidates from the 
March 8 alliance or the open indif-
ference the latter has exhibited 
towards the March 14 bloc and at-
tempts to reach a parliamentary 
quorum.

Even other intra-Lebanese alli-
ances are not rock solid. Despite 
this, Hariri and others are trying, 
as much as possible, to promote 
the idea that it is acceptable to have 
differing opinions but not for this 
to reach a level of confrontation 

threatening a political crisis.
When Hezbollah was designated 

a terrorist group by a number of 
countries, Hariri was open to dia-
logue with the party. When Arab 
Interior ministers confirmed Hez-
bollah’s terrorist status in March, 
Lebanon’s Nouhad Machnouk — a 
member of Hariri’s Future Move-
ment and March 14 alliance — ex-
pressed caution. This was at odds 
with the regional situation and the 
alliance between Riyadh and the 
Future Movement, as well as Hez-
bollah’s dependency on Iran.

At the same time, Hariri was care-
ful to take into account the chang-
ing mood among the Gulf Arab 
states and the international com-

munity towards Hezbollah, as well 
as what is happening in neighbour-
ing Syria, where Hezbollah forces 
are still engaged.

Hariri, understanding Russia’s 
position, is knocking on Moscow’s 
door by praising its “great role” 
in the region and the doors of the 
Kremlin are open to him, reflect-
ing Moscow’s interest in Hariri and 
Lebanon.

Hariri has met Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and could meet 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud within a matter of weeks. 
Such a visit would only come after 
the Russians and Americans reach a 
settlement over Syria, which would 
facilitate the election of a president 

in Lebanon.
Hariri has endorsed Frangieh for 

president saying he is the Lebanese 
option. His meetings with world 
leaders, from French President 
François Hollande to Putin, aim to 
promote this idea of an authentic 
“made in Lebanon” president. He 
has said he is prepared to meet Hez-
bollah chief Hassan Nasrallah to 
reach a political settlement leading 
to the election of a new president, 
but is this possible at a time when 
tensions are escalating between 
the backers of Lebanon’s two rival 
blocs, Saudi Arabia and Iran?
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writer.
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Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) with former Lebanese prime minister Saad Hariri during a 
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Will Lebanon finally get a new president?

F
ormer Lebanese prime 
minister Saad Hariri 
has voiced optimism 
that the country’s head 
of state would be 
elected in April.

Hariri also said he was ready to 
maintain domestic dialogue with 
Hezbollah after the oil-rich Gulf 
Cooperation Council countries 
marked the group as a “terrorist” 
organisation. He added that he 
would continue talks with Hezbol-
lah to “avoid sedition” in Lebanon.

And it is Hezbollah that is key to 
achieving a breakthrough in the 
deal. So, has the Hariri camp struck 
a deal with its Shia adversaries, 
who, until now, have stuck firmly 
with their ageing Christian former 
foe Michel Aoun?

There may be a kernel of truth 
in reports that suggest Hezbollah 
was ready to drop its candidate-of-
convenience for a deal that would 
favour Hariri as prime minister and 
his own man as president.

But it is less about Hezbollah 
rather than who its paymaster is; 
Iran is making moves to end the 
deadlock by removing Aoun, much 
to the chagrin of his once nemesis, 
now turncoat, Samir Geagea.

Iran’s embassy in Lebanon re-
jected claims by Geagea about Teh-
ran’s meddling, saying the Islamic 

Republic is not interfering in 

Lebanon’s internal affairs, includ-
ing the country’s presidential elec-
tion. In an interview on Lebanon’s 
Christian LBCI TV network, Geagea 
claimed that the Iranian ambassa-
dor to Lebanon has told “Western 
diplomats to ask the Vatican to con-
vince” Aoun, a veteran politician 
and founder of the Free Patriotic 
Movement (FPM), to withdraw his 
nomination “so that the presiden-
tial election can be held”.

Of course, Iran’s embassy fired 
back the expected diplomatic deni-

als but no one’s buying them.
Although it is true that Western 

powers, more than any, appear to 
be allowing Lebanon to hurl itself 
into an abyss of chaos and may-
hem as it faces a summer of trying 
to keep the Islamic State (ISIS) 
from crossing its borders with no 
military hardware promised, while 
its political class breaks all records 
for being the most ineffective but 
staying in power the longest.

Lebanon has been struggling to 
form a government for nearly two 

years. Members of parliament from 
a number of political parties have 
prevented the election by boycott-
ing parliamentary sessions as the 
two-candidate polarisation of the 
race proved ineffective.

The power vacuum, which has 
paralysed the cabinet and parlia-
ment, is considered the longest 
since 1990, which marked the end 
of Lebanon’s civil war.

But all that could change if we are 
to believe the feel-good reporting 
of media that seem to believe Hariri 
is about to make a comeback.

Hariri, a Sunni Muslim, seeks 
to return as prime minister under 
a deal with Suleiman Frangieh, 
grandson of a former president 
with the same name and Christian 
politician, who would become 
president. Hariri is the leader of 
the Future Movement, the largest 
member of the March 14 alliance.

If Hariri were to pull it off and 
Hezbollah gave in to the plan, then 
one has to ask: At what price?

Hezbollah holds most of the aces 
in this game of poker. With the kind 
of power that this Shia movement 
wields, it is inevitable that it can 
only crave more. For months, insid-
ers have been whispering of a mas-
sive “coup” — a handover of even 
more power to the group — to give 
it “state-within-a-state” powers as 
it yearns to be legitimised.

Is this the 11th-hour deal we are 
witnessing, that would explain an 
Iranian intervention that disposes 
Aoun?
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of An-Nahar English (Lebanon) 
newspaper. Follow him on Twitter: 
@MartinRJay.
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