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F 

or many observers, the po-
litical crisis gripping Leba-
non that has left the coun-
try without a president for 
more than two years is the 

fault of the Hezbollah-backed Free 
Patriotic Movement (FPM) leader 
Michel Aoun and his struggle for 
the presidency.

Lebanese Army chief Jean 
Kahwaji’s term comes up for re-
newal in September. With a politi-
cal battle raging around the issue, 
Aoun’s rejection of Kahwaji’s re-
placement is being framed as an 
attempt by the presidential hope-
ful to reignite Lebanon’s Christians 
against what his supporters see as 
their marginalisation.

Those who criticise Aoun say that 
keeping Kahwaji as commander of 
Lebanon’s armed forces is not only 
necessary domestically, given the 
difficult situation Lebanon is going 
through, but also internationally. 
Such views have been boosted by 
the recent visit of US Central Com-
mand Commander General Joseph 
Votel to Lebanon, his meeting with 
Kahwaji and his comments con-
firming the Lebanese Army as an 
important strategic partner with 
the United States, particularly in 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

“The Lebanese armed forces is a 
strong institution and America has 
been and will continue to be the 
army’s steadfast and foremost se-
curity partner,” Votel said.

The FPM, which is part of the 
Hezbollah-led March 8 alliance, 
and unaffiliated Christian ministers 
boycotted a recent cabinet meeting 
to pressure embattled Prime Minis-
ter Tammam Salam. Some of Aoun’s 
aides, complaining about the so-
called marginalisation of Lebanon’s 
Christian community, which Aoun 
sees himself the protector of, inti-
mated that future cabinet meetings 
could be similarly disrupted.

This Aounist escalation coincides 
with an escalation in the rhetoric 
from the rival March 14 alliance’s 
Future Movement against Hezbol-
lah. Interior Minister Nohad Mach-
nouk, a member of the Future 
Movement, accused Hezbollah of 
being responsible for Lebanon’s 

presidential vacancy, saying this 
created a dangerous constitutional 
vacuum. He condemned Hezbol-
lah’s military adventures in Syria 
at a time when Lebanon is dealing 
with a political crisis.

Machnouk began his term in 
office with seeming openness 
towards Hezbollah, calling for 
dialogue between his Future Move-
ment and the group. When Future 
Movement leader Saad Hariri was 
in self-imposed exile, many be-
lieved Machnouk was trying to pro-
mote himself as a future consen-
sus prime minister. Hariri’s return, 
however, dispelled such hopes.

Hariri surprised everybody by 
nominating Marada Movement 
leader and Hezbollah ally Suleiman 
Frangieh for president in Decem-

ber 2015. The former prime minis-
ter said he viewed Frangieh as the 
figure most capable of breaking the 
deadlock surrounding the presi-
dency.

However, Hezbollah rejected 
Hariri’s initiative, saying that it 
preferred Aoun as president, with 
Hariri’s allies believing this was due 
to regional, not domestic, consid-
erations. They claimed that Iran, 
which is backing Hezbollah, prefers 
the presidential crisis to continue, 
viewing this as one of a number of 

regional issues it would prefer to 
link together to strengthen its ne-
gotiating position, thus explaining 
its continuing support for Aoun.

Lebanese commentators agree 
that the FPM’s rhetoric about the 
rights of the Christians, along with 
the escalation in the Future Move-
ment’s opposition to Hezbollah, is 
a smokescreen meant for domestic 
consumption and ultimately will 
not affect the Beirut’s political pa-
ralysis.

The international community is 
committed to ensuring a relative 
level of stability in Lebanon and 
ensuring that the country does 
not slide into open conflict. So the 
Aounist escalation, threatening 
Christian protests and civil disobe-
dience, could be explained as an at-

tempt to prompt the international 
community to take a more active 
role in Lebanon and resolve the cri-
sis.

The recent regional develop-
ments over Syria, where Hezbollah 
is fighting alongside Syrian govern-
ment troops, could lead to a politi-
cal settlement of the civil war. Tur-
key’s direct military intervention 
in Syria, alongside rapprochement 
with Russia and signs of rapproche-
ment with Tehran, has changed the 
regional dynamic and could also af-
fect Lebanon’s domestic political 
situation. Lebanon is preparing for 
new developments triggered by a 
new regional situation.
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Lebanese Army General Jean Kahwaji (L) walks next to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon (2nd L) and Lebanese Deputy Prime Minister 
and Defence Minister Samir Moqbel (3rd L) to a meeting in Yarze, east of Beirut, in March 2016.

Lebanon is preparing 
for new developments 
triggered by a new 
regional situation.

Lebanese cabinet faces another crisis

T
he Lebanese cabinet, 
which has been barely 
functioning because 
of political disputes 
among its members, 
was again shaken by 

the non-agreement over another 
delicate issue: the extension of 
the mandate of army chief 
General Jean Kahwaji.

Practically all of Lebanon’s 
government institutions have 
been paralysed for more than two 
years because of the legislature’s 
inability to convene a quorum to 
select a president. This has led to 
employment extensions at various 
agencies, including the military.

Kahwaji’s mandate to lead the 
army is expected to be extended 
for a second time as no agreement 
on a new commander has been 
reached. The extension has been 
a point of contention, especially 
for the Christian Free Patriotic 
Movement (FPM), which opposes 

the move for internal rather than 
constitutional reasons.

With the withdrawal of minis-
ters representing the Kataeb Party 
(the Lebanese Phalange Party) and 
the initial refusal of the Lebanese 
Forces Party to join the ruling 
coalition, the FPM finds itself as 
the sole major Christian party in 
the government. Its exit from the 
government would unravel the alli-
ance holding it together.

The FPM boycotted the August 
25th Council of Ministers’ meet-
ing to protest extending Kahwaji’s 
tenure. The council refrained 
from acting on the commander’s 
mandate and is to meet again on 
September 8th.

“We decided to boycott the 
Council of Ministers’ meeting as 
a warning message to the govern-
ment to stop breaking the law,” 
FPM President Gebran Bassil said.

“Can our fellow partners in this 
country accept a government with-
out a Christian presence among its 
members? Without the presence 
of all of its components, Leba-
non cannot be. As for us, we will 
remain a movement of militants 
ready to defend the land and take 
to the streets, always defending 
our dignity.”

Bassil’s fiery declarations reveal 
that his party is willing to face 
tough decisions. He may believe 
a policy of escalation might bear 

fruit, particularly in the context of 
the difficult dossiers, such as hav-
ing his party’s leader, Michel Aoun, 
win the presidency of Lebanon. 
This change of policy stems from 
the failure of the movement’s 
policy of constructive patience.

Bassil’s declarations are embar-
rassing to the FPM’s strategic ally 
in Lebanon, Hezbollah, whose 
ministers did attend the August 
25th cabinet meeting.

Hezbollah cannot leave the al-
liance because it is not in its best 
interest to work towards bringing 
down the current government, 
especially in light of the militant 
group’s involvement in the Syrian 
war.

Some observers claimed that 
FPM’s protest against Kahwaji’s 
mandate extension is a show exer-
cise and that the real target is Saad 
Hariri, former prime minister and 
leader of the rival Future Move-
ment.

Hariri, a Sunni, is holding to 
his position of refusing Aoun’s 
nomination for the country’s 
presidency. The escalation is also a 
test by Aoun’s camp to see how far 
Hezbollah is willing to stand by its 
side in pressuring Hariri.

Member of Parliament Amine 
Wehbe said Hezbollah’s reactions 
to its ally’s escalation campaign 
are part of a tactic of role switching 
because both “Hezbollah and the 

FPM often exchange favours but 
always within the limits of each 
party’s own narrow interests”.

Speaking for the FPM, Member 
of Parliament Simon Abi Ramia 
told Al-Arab newspaper: “When 
discussions concerning the presi-
dency were opened, the Future 
Movement told us that it had no 
objections to General Aoun’s nomi-
nation but it had its own candidate 
namely, Samir Geagea.”

Abi Ramia said after nego-
tiations that “a bilateral Christian 
agreement” was reached but that 
there has been “no change in the 
situation because of the opposite 
party’s refusal”.

“This shows disdain towards 
Christian citizens and the Christian 
point of view and we cannot accept 
that,” Abi Ramia said.

The strategies adopted by the 
Aoun camp have not won support 
from all Christians in Lebanon. The 
Lebanese Forces Party does not op-
pose extending Kahwaji’s mandate 
and the Armenian Revolutionary 
Federation (Tashnag) said it has no 
intention of leaving the govern-
ment in solidarity with the Aoun 
camp, according to its president, 
Hagop Pakradounian. However, 
the Tashnag minister boycotted the 
cabinet session.
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View point
Hezbollah 
cannot get 
out of this 
alliance as it 
is not in its 
best interest 
to work 
towards 
bringing 
down the 
current 
government.

Bassil’s fiery declarations 
do reveal that his party is 
ready and willing to face 
all of the tough decisions 
coming its way.


