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M 

aintaining stability 
in Lebanon and con-
taining the devastat-
ing effects of the war 
raging next door in 

Syria have been top priorities for 
the tiny country, which is reeling 
under the burden of hosting more 
than 1.2 million Syrian refugees.

The Lebanese Army and security 
services have prevented the infil-
tration of terrorists through the 
eastern and northern borders with 
Syria, dismantled terrorist cells 
and foiled bombing and assassina-
tion attempts.

The focus has recently shifted to 
pacifying the Ein el-Helweh shanty 
town, the largest of Lebanon’s 12 
Palestinian refugee camps, which 
has long been a source of secu-
rity concerns, including fears it 
has become a haven for radical Is-
lamic movements and a recruiting 
ground for extremism.

Collaboration between Lebanese 
and Palestinian camp security au-
thorities resulted in the surrender 
of more than 35 wanted people in 
Ein el-Helweh, on the outskirts of 
the southern port city of Sidon.

They were among some 500 
people suspected of “belonging 
to extremist groups with charges 
ranging from shooting guns and 
carrying weapons to killings and 
taking part in terrorist actions” 
who were hiding in the camp, a se-
curity source said.

“Most of those who surrendered 
[to the Lebanese Army intelligence 
services] are wanted for misde-
meanour crimes,” the source said. 
“The most dangerous ones, espe-
cially those who are members of 
radical groups inside the camp, are 
not yet willing to surrender and the 

formula under which such a move 
would be possible is not clear.”

The radical groups in question 
include al-Qaeda-affiliated Abdal-
lah Azzam Brigades, which was 
responsible for a bombing attack 
that targeted the UN peacekeeping 
force (UNIFIL) in southern Leba-
non a few years ago and radical 
groups Fatah al-Islam and Jund 
al-Sham. Their influence stretches 
over some of the camp’s neigh-
bourhoods.

Good treatment by security 
forces and assurances of fair trials 
echoed positively across the camp, 
even among radicals, and encour-
aged more wanted suspects to sur-
render, the security source noted.

Those who were implicated in 
crimes were referred to judicial 
courts while those who were inter-
rogated and shown to be innocent 
were released, a judicial source ex-
plained.

“The recent move has helped 
close shaky files that have been 
open for years now,” the judicial 
source said, referring to attacks 
against UNIFIL and the 2007 fight-
ing between the Lebanese Army 
and the Fatah al-Islam in Nahr el-
Bared Palestinian camp in north-
ern Lebanon after which dozens 
of fighters sought refuge in Ein el-
Helweh camp.

Major-General Sobhi Abu Arab, 
head of the Palestinian National 
Security Forces in charge of the 
camps’ security in Lebanon, dis-
missed the notion that Ein el-Hel-
weh was a haven for terrorists.

“This is not true. There are no 
{Islamic State] ISIS, Nusra or Qae-
da terrorists in the camp at all,” 
Abu Arab said. “The camp is well-
controlled and all the factions here 
undertook the responsibility of 
preserving the security and stabil-
ity of the camp and its surround-
ings.”

The over-crowded Ein el-Helweh 
— home to about 100,000 refugees, 
including 12,000 newcomers who 
fled the Yarmouk camp in Syria — 
is being run by armed Palestinian 
factions, the strongest being the 
Fatah movement with 750 fighters, 
according to Abu Arab. There are 
also 300 fighters of various Pales-

tinian groups, including Islamist 
ones such as Ansar Allah, Asbat al-
Ansar, Hamas and Islamic Jihad.

Under a long-standing conven-
tion, the Lebanese Army has no 
presence inside the Palestinian 
camps but tightly controls their 
entrances and surroundings, espe-
cially at Ein el-Helweh.

“The camp is no security is-
land… Things have changed with 
the developments in the region — 
Syria and Iraq wars — which used 
to affect the people in the camp,” 
Abu Arab said, noting that only 30 
Palestinians from all of Lebanon’s 
camps had joined the war in Syria.

Today, the Palestinians, who had 
been a main fighting party in Leba-
non’s 1975-90 civil war, want to 
keep away from “all troubles” and 
their camps “will not be a dagger in 
the back of our people or the Leba-
nese”, he added.

While Abu Arab dismissed claims 
that booby-trapped cars were pre-
pared in the Palestinian camps to 
be used in bomb attacks against 
Lebanese targets and neighbour-
hoods, he acknowledged that 
the number of “the big (wanted) 
heads” remaining in Ein el-Helweh 
was 10-15 people.

He seemed confident they will 
surrender to Lebanese security and 
judicial authorities to face trial.

The security situation in Ein el-
Helweh and other Palestinian refu-
gee camps is not the most ominous 
issue. Living conditions in the 
camps have long been dire. They 
have received little support from 
the Lebanese government and ev-
er-decreasing assistance from the 
UN relief agency, UNRWA.

“The issue is rather the dismal 
living conditions of hapless refu-
gees who have been denied the 

most basic human rights,” said 
Hilal Khashan, chairman of the 
political studies department at 
the American University of Beirut. 
“Such conditions stand as a strik-
ing testimony to the sufferings of 
displaced Palestinians.”

While the security situation in 
the Ein el-Helweh camp is “very 
much under control”, Khashan 
said “repeated warnings about an 
imminent takeover of it by radi-
cal Islamic movements ring hol-
low since malicious rumours have 
been circulating for the past ten 
years”.

Dalal Saoud is the Deputy 
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Beirut. 
Youssef Diab, a Beirut-based 
Lebanese security-judicial 
reporter, contributed to this 
report.

Pacifying Lebanon’s largest Palestinian refugee camp

News & Analysis Lebanon

A July 2015 file photo shows Palestinian gunmen from the Fatah movement at Ein el-Helweh 
Palestinian refugee camp, in the southern port city of Sidon, Lebanon.

Dalal Saoud

Ein el-Helweh shanty 
town is the largest of 
Lebanon’s 12 
Palestinian refugee 
camps.
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C 

onventionality has been 
part of Lebanon’s political 
system since the country’s 
independence in 1943. 
It refers to the political 

elite’s commitment to a convention 
that established a social and politi-
cal contract among the Lebanese — 
some sort of an unwritten spirit of 
the constitution. At conventionali-
ty’s heart lies veneration of partner-
ship among Lebanon’s sects, espe-
cially in matters not clearly covered 
by the written constitution.

Lebanon has 18 religious confes-
sions represented in parliament. 
The constitution does not provide 
for a confessional distribution of 
key government posts. The Leba-
nese have conventionally agreed 
that the president should be Chris-
tian Maronite, the parliament 
speaker Shia Muslim and the prime 
minister Sunni Muslim.

The convention also stipulates 
that the army’s commander be 
selected from among Christian 
Maronite officers. Despite the civil 
war (1975-90) and the 1989 agree-
ment in the Saudi city of Taif on 
constitutional reforms that ended 
the war — including amendments 
to the prerogatives of the president, 
the cabinet and parliament — the 
Lebanese stuck to their conventions 
about the division of power.

The constitution says that parlia-
ment’s 128 seats should be evenly 
divided between Muslims and 
Christians; this is understood to in-

clude all constitutional institutions. 
Late prime minister Rafik Hariri, a 
key powerbroker in the Taif accord, 
always said; “We stopped count-
ing.” With this, he underscored that 
power should always be shared 
evenly between Muslims and Chris-
tians despite Muslims outnumber-
ing Christians.

Calls in 2012 by Hezbollah Secre-
tary-General Sayyed Hassan Nas-
rallah for a constituent congress to 
rewrite the constitution and agree 
on a new political system have been 
widely interpreted as an attempt to 
replace the Muslim-Christian 50-50 
division with a partition in thirds 
among Christians, Sunnis and Shias.

The Free Patriot Movement, led 
by Michel Aoun (the official head 

is Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil, 
Aoun’s son-in-law), spearheads a 
campaign against the Lebanese cab-
inet; it froze its ministers’ participa-
tion in cabinet meetings in protest 
attempts to extend the term of the 
army’s commander, General Jean 
Kahwaji. Prime Minister Tammam 
Salam insisted on having a cabinet 
meeting on August 25th, holding up 
his prerogatives as the one who sets 
the dates of the meetings and de-
cides their agendas.

The Christian Phalange Party, led 
by Member of Parliament Sami Ge-
mayel, withdrew its ministers from 
the cabinet in June. Labour Minister 
Sejaan Azzi, a Phalange Party mem-
ber, rejected Gemayel’s orders and 
stayed in his post; he was ejected 

from the party. The Lebanese Forces 
Party, led by Samir Geagea, refused 
to take part in the cabinet. Some in-
dependent Christian ministers did 
not attend the meeting in a show of 
solidarity with their Aounist coun-
terparts.

Aounists say Christian minis-
ters who attended the meeting are 
poorly representative of Christian 
voters; hence, the cabinet meet-
ing lost its conventionality. This 
triggered a verbal dispute between 
Aounist and independent Christian 
ministers. A key part in this disa-
greement was the minister of State 
for the Affairs of Displaced People, 
Alice Shabtini, an ally of former 
president Michel Suleiman, whose 
term expired in May 2014, and par-
liament has since failed to elect a 
successor. With the president’s post 
vacant, the cabinet as a whole as-
sumes his powers, according to the 
constitution.

The Shia Amal-Hezbollah alliance 
pulled its ministers out of prime 
minister Fouad Siniora’s cabinet in 
November 2006 in protest against 
the cabinet’s measures to establish 
an international tribunal to look 
into Hariri’s assassination in 2005. 
The two parties, with the most Shia 
representatives in parliament, said 
their absence stripped the cabinet 
of conventionality. Nabih Berri, par-
liament’s speaker since 1992 and 
Amal’s leader since 1980, has re-
fused to present draft laws prepared 
by Siniora’s cabinet for ratification 
by parliament on lack of conven-
tionality claims.

Obviously, conventionality has 
become a tool by political forces 
to hinder decisions they deem un-

savoury once legal and constitu-
tional hindrances fail. Too much 
reliance on conventionality ob-
stacles deepen social divisions to 
levels reminiscent of the civil war 
times, observers say, arguing that 
such non-constitutional hindrances 
amount to stirring primitive confes-
sional bigotries.

Legal experts warn that such an 
approach may become a habit eve-
ry time a confession feels uneasy 
about a certain matter. This would 
introduce interruptions to the cabi-
net, which has been generally un-
productive since Suleiman stepped 
down and political forces failed to 
elect a successor. The presidential 
vacuum is a major assault to con-
ventionality taking into considera-
tion that Lebanon is the only Arab 
country led by a Christian presi-
dent.

The Aounists’ insistence that 
Aoun be elected president although 
he does not have enough votes in 
parliament puts a spoke into the 
wheel of conventionality, the ex-
perts said. The observers warned 
that Salam may retaliate to the most 
recent Aounist campaign against 
the cabinet by stepping down, a 
move that would undermine the ex-
ecutive authority. Any convention-
ality whims would prove useless in 
such an eventuality.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.
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Lebanese Prime Minister Tammam Salam looks on during a 
presidential election session at the parliament building in Beirut, 
last March.

 Lebanon has 18 
religious confessions 
represented in 
parliament.


