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Allegations about Hariri’s Saudi ties make waves

T he positions issued by 
the Future Movement 
and its leader Saad 
Hariri in recent years, 
culminating in the 
shock endorsement of 

Marada Movement leader 
Suleiman Frangieh for president 
last November, have been 
surprising to many in the March 
14 alliance.

A recent statement from 
Lebanese Interior Minister Nohad 
Machnouk, a prominent member 
of the Future Movement,  claim-
ing that the former prime minis-
ter was pressured to nominate 
Frangieh, a member of the rival 
March 8 bloc, at the behest of 
Saudi Arabia made waves across 
Lebanon.

Although many articles and 
analyses have elaborated on the 
role Saudi Arabia has played in 
Hariri’s policies since he was 
pressured to visit Damascus in 
2009 to seek to open a new 
chapter in Lebanese-Syrian 
relations, there have been no 
leaks from within the Future 
Movement to suggest this. This is 

something that would, to many, 
explain some of Hariri’s curious 
decision-making in the past.

The statement by Machnouk 
alleging Riyadh’s role in the 
decisions taken by Hariri repre-
sents an unexpected revelation 
from within the Future Move-
ment. This would also help to 
justify the Future Movement’s 
weak showing in municipal 
elections in Lebanon’s Sunni-
dominated city of Tripoli, losing 
to an electoral list backed by 
former Justice minister Ashraf 
Rifi, who had resigned following a 
spat with Hariri over the handling 
of a case related to former 
minister Michel Samaha.

Observers said Machnouk may 
be trying to expose Hariri’s 
secrets, revealing what the Future 
Movement leader cannot. 
Strengthening Machnouk’s 
claims, diplomatic sources have 
come out in the media to allege 
that foreign ambassadors had 
explored the idea of nominating 
Frangieh for president and that 
Hariri would not have put forward 
this proposal without a green light 
from Saudi Arabia.

Saudi circles say Saudi Ambas-
sador to Lebanon Ali Awad 
al-Asiri’s denial of Machnouk’s 
allegations and his affirmation 
that Saudi Arabia does not 
interfere in Lebanon’s domestic 
affairs are an accurate summation 
of the “official” Saudi position.

At the same time, Riyadh has 
said it would not stand in the way 
of any initiative that leads to 

filling Lebanon’s vacant presi-
dency and that it has encouraged 
all sides, including Hariri, to work 
together to elect a president — 
without specifying a preferred 
candidate.

Lebanese political figures have 
come out to say that Machnouk’s 
comments, which specified that 
this proposal took place during 
King Abdullah’s reign and not the 
current Saudi leadership — shed 
light on the nature of relations 
between Riyadh and Beirut, even 
if these are not comparable to 
Tehran’s relationship with 
Hezbollah.

For many political observers, 
Hezbollah is completely depend-
ent on Iran. While the relationship 
between Hariri and Riyadh is 
characterised by complete 
freedom and the ability for the 
Future Movement leader to adopt 
whatever political action required 
to serve both their interests in 
Lebanon.

Some diplomatic sources said 
Machnouk’s allegations are not 
based on his personal feelings but 
aim to express a view that is 
gaining prevalence within the 
Future Movement, particularly as 
Hariri seems somewhat out of 
favour in Saudi Arabia.

Riyadh’s official response to 
Machnouk’s allegations was 
issued by the Saudi ambassador to 
Lebanon. As for the unofficial 
response, this was issued in 
certain Saudi newspapers that 
expressed anger at King Abdul-
lah’s administration being blamed 

for the Future Movement’s 
flagging fortunes, highlighting the 
strong positions that the king-
dom’s late monarch took in 
defence of Hariri’s Future Move-
ment and the March 14 alliance.

The Future Movement leader-
ship sought to mitigate the effects 
of Machnouk’s claims without 
completely disowning them, 
revealing that the allegations 
perhaps reflect a view from within 
the party itself. It seems that 
Machnouk did not expect the 
political and media storm that 
would accompany his claims, 
quickly coming out to say that he 
was expressing his own personal 
view, not that of his party.

Ultimately, Machnouk’s 
statement only serves to affirm 
the political atmosphere that has 
dogged the Future Movement 
since its municipal election defeat 
in Tripoli. The Rifi-backed 
electoral list’s victory in Tripoli 
was a shock for all Future Move-
ment leadership and particularly 
Machnouk.

At a time when there have been 
whispers of the rivalry between 
Rifi and Machnouk over leader-
ship of Lebanon’s Sunni commu-
nity, particularly during Hariri’s 
long absence from Lebanon, it is 
clear that Rifi is in the ascend-
ancy. Perhaps this is what 
prompted Machnouk to look for 
reasons for the Future Move-
ment’s poor performance.
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ith the absence of a 
serious internation-
al strategy to dis-
mantle threats from 
the Islamic State 

and the unwillingness to find solu-
tions to end wars in Syria and Iraq, 
Lebanon is facing the challenge of 
preventing the infiltration of terror 
groups and dismantling militant 
sleeper cells.

The wave of bombings and sui-
cide attacks that swept Lebanon in 
2013 and 2014 prompted Beirut’s 
various security services to redou-
ble efforts, define an anti-terrorism 
strategy and, most importantly, 
coordinate among themselves and 
with foreign and Arab intelligence 
services.

The efforts were rewarded, with 
the country being relatively stable 
while the war next door in Syria 
rages unabated for a sixth year and 
the region witnesses the rise of ex-
tremists. However, great risks re-
main and security services are fully 
aware of the multiple threats facing 
the country.

A fresh crackdown on suspected 
Islamic State-linked militants in re-
cent weeks led to the dismantling of 
five networks planning bombings in 
Beirut and its Hezbollah-controlled 
southern suburbs, the northern re-
gion of Akkar and in eastern Leba-
non.

State Prosecutor Judge Samir 
Hammoud said members of three 
networks arrested in May gave “se-
rious confessions” about plans to 
target politicians, diplomats and 
civilian gatherings, including night-
clubs and a church, to inflict “a 
maximum number of casualties”.

Hammoud tied the “limited” 

number of suspects detained to the 
fact that “their operators and finan-
ciers are outside Lebanon (in Syr-
ia)”. However, he said, the ongoing 
investigation was meant to “extract 
the maximum information possible 
to chase other networks”.

The security services are wary of 
“attacks to be carried out by terror-
ist cells during Ramadan, targeting 
mosques, Shia worship places, pub-
lic iftars and Ramadan night gather-
ings at restaurants and coffee shops, 
which will also attract hundreds of 
football fans during the European 
championship”, a security source 
said.

The source said the dismantling 
of a terrorist cell and the arrest of 
five of its members in Akkar, as well 
as the shutting down of a cell whose 
members had explosive belts and 
weapons in Anjar in eastern Leba-
non, was part of a “pre-emptive 
plan to foil such plots which aim 
at dragging Lebanon into a cycle of 
violence and sectarian strife”.

Confirmation that the networks 
were affiliated with the Islamic 
State (ISIS) came from Interior Min-
ister Nouhad Machnouk, who said 
security forces thwarted three at-
tempts by the terror group, sparing 
the country much bloodshed.

ISIS, al-Qaeda-linked Abdal-
lah Azzam Brigades and al-Nusra 
Front had claimed responsibility 
for a string of bombings in areas un-
der the control of Hezbollah in the 
eastern Bekaa valley and the Beirut 
southern suburbs as well as the Ira-
nian embassy in Beirut during 2013 
and 2014.

The Lebanese Army has frequent-
ly clashed with ISIS and al-Nusra 
gunmen holed up on Lebanon’s 
north-eastern border since spring 
2014, when they were driven from 
the Qalamoun region in Syria by 
advancing Syrian troops backed by 
Hezbollah.

“After the losses Lebanon suf-
fered due to the 2013-14 terrorist at-

tacks, the security services realised 
the need for coordination among 
themselves and with friendly intel-
ligence services,” said Nizar Abdel-
Kader, a retired general in the Leba-
nese Army.

He said the “intelligence efforts 
and performance” of the Lebanese 
security services allowed the forma-
tion of “a data base that was enough 
to put a plan [in place] for discover-
ing dormant cells and facing infiltra-
tions through the borders (with Syr-
ia) and Beirut international airport”.

As a result, he said, the security 
services succeeded in “almost com-
pletely” dismantling all of the cells 
of Abdallah Azzam Brigades, whose 
“operation room” was in the Pales-
tinian refugee camp of Ein el-Hel-
weh at the outskirts of the southern 
port city of Sidon and other terror 
networks in various Lebanese re-
gions.

“The success in following up all 

those who planned and executed 
the various terrorist crimes and 
bombings was an achievement by 
itself that even countries which 
enjoy greater security capabilities 
could not achieve,” said Abdel-Kad-
er, referring specifically to Egypt’s 
anti-terrorism efforts.

ISIS will, however, keep trying 
“every single hour” to infiltrate Leb-
anon but the “alert of the Lebanese 
services and the battles in Syria are 
weakening the terror group’s ability 
to do that,” he noted.

Defeating ISIS is out of reach with 
“no serious plan to liquidate it and 
no serious solutions in sight for 
what’s going on in the Middle East, 
especially Syria and Iraq”, the re-
tired general said.

The random camps housing a 
huge number of Syrian refugees 
across the country are Lebanon’s 
weak point since they could be in-
filtrated by both the Syrian regime 

and the opposition but planting “in-
formers” in the camps proved to be 
very helpful.

“There is a considerable number 
of Syrian informers deployed in the 
refugee camps who are giving most 
of the tips about suspected people 
and their movements as well as 
those who pretend to be refugees,” 
the Lebanese security source said.

Their tips and other information 
they provided led to many arrests 
and “security achievements that 
spared Lebanon security distur-
bances”, he said.

Despite its successes, Lebanon 
needs Arab and international sup-
port to continue its open battle 
against terrorism as well as financial 
aid to handle the burden of hosting 
1.2 million Syrian refugees.

Dalal Saoud is the deputy 
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Lebanese soldiers, trained by British instructors under a UK-funded programme, take part in an 
anti-terrorism drill in Hamat Lebanese army air base, 65km north of Beirut, last March.
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