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T 

he Lebanese were pleas-
antly surprised when the 
government approved 
a plan extending free 
health care coverage to 

people 64 years or older. The cur-
rent system limits coverage to 85% 
of the hospital bills.

The decision was welcomed by a 
population that expects little from 
a Lebanese government renowned 
for corruption and incompetence.

However, it was surprising how 
little attention the plan received in 
the media. In the West, health care 
is a prominent issue on which elec-
tions are won or lost. In Lebanon, 
public interest is directed more to-
wards divisive political issues.

While this is no “mini-Obamac-
are”, it remains a plan that affects 
about 55,000 elderly Lebanese at 
an estimated annual cost of $10 mil-
lion. Minister of Public Health Ali 
Hassan Khalil said he would finance 
the plan by cracking down on cor-

ruption in the health care system.
Despite the efficiency of its ser-

vice, the Lebanese health care sys-
tem remains flawed and corrupt. It 
is common for some private hospi-
tals to overcharge the government, 
including billing for phantom pa-
tients. Recently, one hospital was 
discovered to be charging the gov-
ernment for services to patients af-
ter those patients had died.

Hospitals, on the other hand, 
complain that the government 
delays settling invoices on the 
grounds of verification. Some in-
voices submitted in the year 2000 
are yet to be paid.

But will the new plan work? Ex-
perience calls for scepticism. On 
two occasions, the government 
attempted to introduce a compre-
hensive health care plan but both 
attempts failed.

On one occasion, the government 
invited the public to subscribe to 
a plan that offered full coverage to 
all regardless of age. Some did sub-
scribe but then discovered that the 
plan existed on paper only. The oth-
er attempt was when parliamentar-
ians introduced a health care bill to 
parliament offering comprehensive 
coverage. That was more than 15 
years ago. Nothing has been heard 
of the bill since.

It is vital for the latest plan to 
work. Its success may have a rip-
ple effect on the country and could 
help bring the divided population 
of Lebanon together.

Regardless of their sects, political 
orientations and conflicting loyal-
ties, all Lebanese need a feasible 

health care plan but such a plan 
must be the product of public de-
bate and not the decision of a min-
ister or even the cabinet. Ministers 
and cabinets come and go and pri-
orities change.

A meaningful debate over health 
care not only could improve the 
new plan, it could also lead to public 

consideration of other issues, such 
as schooling, taxation and housing. 
A series of debates over multiple 
issues of social significance will go 
a long way towards creating a har-
monious community and reducing 
political tensions.

Moreover, if the new plan suc-
ceeds in cracking down on corrup-

tion in the health care system, as 
promised by the minister, this may 
encourage the government to intro-
duce badly needed reforms in other 
sectors.

Bassem Ajami is a Lebanese-
British journalist who lives in 
Beirut.

Former minister Marwan Hamadeh:
Hezbollah wary of ‘early rise of Hariri’
Beirut

S
itting with Marwan 
Hamadeh, it is clear 
that you are meeting 
a unique figure in 
Lebanese politics. 
Hamadeh has had a 
number of ministe-
rial portfolios under 

several prime ministers and has 
played a pivotal role in Lebanon’s 
modern history.

He is uniquely placed to 
explain the complex situation 
that Lebanon is going through, 
with the country unable to elect 
a president and parliamentary 
elections on hold.

Hamadeh lived through Syrian 
tutelage over Lebanon, as well as 
the rise of the rival March 8 and 
March 14 blocs. Walid Jumblatt’s 
Progressive Socialist Party, of 
which Hamadeh is a member, had 
initially been a part of the March 
14 alliance but left the coalition in 
2011.

Jumblatt famously described 
the March 14 alliance as being 
more like an “atmosphere” than 
a coalition of parties. Hamadeh 
concurs, although he said he 
remembers the atmosphere 
that surrounded the “popular 
revolution” and the rise of March 
14 clearly.

“This was not just a protest 
against the assassination of 
one of the pillars of Lebanon, 
prime minister Rafik Hariri. It 
was a protest against the use 
of assassinations by the Syrian 
regime in Lebanese politics — a 
policy that dated back decades,” 
Hamadeh said.

“Everybody was fed up with 
the Syrian presence in Lebanon. 
Over the years, their military 
presence declined, while their 
interference in Lebanese politics 
only increased,” he added.

Following Hariri’s assassination 
and the Cedar revolution, Syria’s 
presence in Lebanon ended on 
April 30th, 2005.

More than 11 years later, 
Lebanese politics is more divided 
than ever, with rival political 
coalitions unable to agree on the 
election of a new president to 
replace Michel Suleiman, who left 
office in May 2014.

More recently, it seemed the 
deadlock might be close to being 
broken after an unexpected 
agreement between Lebanese 
Forces leader Samir Geagea and 
rival Free Patriotic Movement 
leader Michel Aoun. They had 
been rival candidates for the 
presidency, which must be 
held by a Maronite Christian, 
although the latest agreement 
saw Geagea — who is part of the 
March 14 alliance — endorse Aoun 
— a member of the Hezbollah-led 
March 8 alliance — for the post.

Despite this, Hamadeh said 
he did not fear this resulting in a 
wider schism between Muslims 
and Christians.

“I do not fear this because Saad 
Hariri is not, and has never been, 
sectarian and he has confidence 
that Samir Geagea, who has 
experienced alliances with 
Muslims before, is committed to 
this,” he said.

As for whether he understands 
Geagea’s decision to endorse 
Aoun, Hamadeh said: “No, I do 
not understand his position, 
nor do I understand, or accept, 
Lebanon reaching a position 
where the only two candidates for 
the presidency come from within 
the March 8 alliance.”

The other candidate for 
president is Suleiman Frangieh. 
Despite also being a member of 
the rival political coalition, his 
candidacy has been endorsed by 
Saad Hariri in what represents 
another strange political alliance. 
A Frangieh presidency, however, 
would see Hariri retake the post of 

prime minister.
The latest presidential 

developments have also raised 
fears about Iran’s influence in 
Lebanon, particularly its backing 
for Hezbollah and the March 8 
alliance. Hamadeh dismissed 
fears that Tehran could be able to 
take control of Lebanon, stressing 
the unique nature of Lebanese 
politics, which is almost defined 
by a philosophy of contrariness or 
defiance.

“Even if those allied with 
Iran took over the government 
tomorrow and elected a president 
and had a parliamentary majority, 
they still would not be able to 
change the inherent nature of 
Lebanon’s pluralistic system, 
which… prevents one party from 
dominating any other,” Hamadeh 
said.

However, he did warn that 
the current system is creating a 
dangerous sectarian atmosphere 
in which Lebanon and the Arab 
world’s Shias are concerned about 
being isolated and marginalised, 
an atmosphere that is being 
exploited by Iran.

Hamadeh stressed that, 
historically, Arab Shias have taken 
important positions in support of 
Arab causes and that the recent 

sectarianism can be traced to the 
Iranian revolution. “We did not 
know a change of regime in Iran 
would affect the entire region in 
this way and they are using the 
wilayat al-faqih [Guardianship 
of the Jurist] concept to take the 
Shias away from us,” he said.

Wilayat al-faqih is a Shia 
concept that states that a jurist, 
in this case the supreme leader of 
Iran, must be in charge of worldly 
affairs, including politics. It is a 
concept to which Hezbollah and 
other groups subscribe.

As for Hezbollah’s obstruction 
of the election of a new president, 
he said: “Hezbollah wanted a 
consultative summit to change 
the political system in Lebanon, 
but this idea was revoked because 
the Christians fear the country 
returning to a numerical, not 
pluralistic, system.”

“Hezbollah does not want 
a president, not out of fear of 
Suleiman Frangieh, for he is of 
no concern to them, but rather 
to prevent the early rise of Saad 
Hariri [as prime minister]. They 
are exerting all their efforts to 
postpone this,” he said.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.
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A Lebanese doctor treats a woman with respiratory difficulties at the emergency room at Sacré Cœur 
hospital outside Beirut, Lebanon.
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