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Lebanon fails again to address refugee crisis

L
eaders from around 
the world assemble in 
New York every 
September for the UN 
General Assembly. This 
event is yet another 

occasion to show the world the 
abysmal failure of the interna-
tional system that the United 
Nations has come to embody.

The UN pulpit featured many 
leaders who spoke about the 
plight of the Syrian people and 
the ever-growing challenge to 
end a war that has left a county 
in ruins with more than 11 million 
of its people either internally 
displaced or refugees. However, 
none of the speeches went beyond 
the expected parameters of such 
occasions or presented any real 
plan of action.

Lebanese Prime Minister 
Tammam Salam’s speech was a 
case in point, as the Lebanese 
state fails to deal with the Syrian 
refugees, perhaps one of its 
most serious challenges. Salam 

merely urged the international 
community to immediately come 
to the aid of Lebanon, which 
hosts about 1.2 million registered 
refugees.

The crux of Salam’s plea was 
to demand that the international 
community “devise a detailed 
road map for the safe and 
honourable return of the Syrian 
refugees who are present in 
Lebanon to their country”. While 
Salam’s demand might essentially 
come off as sound, it reflects 
how the Lebanese state, which 
has been without a president 
since April 2014, has failed to use 
the international support at its 
disposal to transform the refugee 
crisis to its own benefit.

Recently, the ambassadors of 
France, China, Russia, Britain 
and the United States and the 
UN special coordinator for 
Lebanon visited Salam to show 
support for his country and 
urge the squabbling political 
elite to expedite the election 
of a president. They further 
“encouraged the government of 
Lebanon to show global leadership 
and put forward constructive 
proposals in this connection 
[refugees]”.

Salam’s proposal at the United 
Nations was, unfortunately, 
neither constructive nor did it 
exhibit global leadership. Rather 
it dealt with the refugee crisis as 
a hot potato that the Lebanese 

simply wanted to toss away.
Making matters worse were 

comments by Lebanese Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil, who 
said in a speech to a Lebanese 
diaspora group in New York that 
he supports a change in the law to 
allow Lebanese women married 
to foreigners to pass on their 
nationality on to their offspring.

But, he said, the children of 
Lebanese women married to 
Palestinians or Syrians should not 
be granted Lebanese citizenship. 
Those who back such a change 
argue that many of the men among 
the estimated 450,000 Palestinian 
refugees and 1.5 million Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon would marry 
Lebanese women and never 
return to their homelands. That, 
they argue, would also upset 
the delicate sectarian balance in 
Lebanon and greatly increase the 
number of Sunni citizens.

Some civil society and human 
rights activists branded Bassil’s 
remarks as racist.

The xenophobia that Bassil and 
other Lebanese factions have 
been peddling is not new. It is a 
rehashing of the discriminatory 
tactics that have been used against 
the Palestinian refugees since the 
start of the Lebanese civil war in 
1975. The insistence of comparing 
the case of the Palestinians to the 
Syrian refugees is deceptive and 
extremely counterproductive to 
the Lebanese state.

While the danger of Palestinian 
naturalisation was indeed 
imminent during the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation’s armed 
presence in Lebanon, Syrian 
refugees have no similar armed 
structure to achieve this or the 
intention to declare Lebanon 
a surrogate homeland. Giving 
Lebanese women the right to pass 
on their nationality will never 
apply to all the refugees but rather 
to a very small minority who are 
eligible by law to receive it.

Lebanon stands to benefit 
from the international moral 
and financial support it could 
potentially receive provided a 
sober and inclusive refugee policy 
is devised. However, what most 
Lebanese politicians seem to agree 
upon is to continue to allow the 
refugee challenge to float in limbo 
and to keep crying wolf.

This tactic in addition to the 
lack of strategic vision to deal 
with the refugees and other key 
regional issues if allowed to persist 
will only make Lebanon more 
irrelevant and thus not worthy of 
saving from the wolf or even from 
the Lebanese themselves.
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T 

he fate of former Leba-
nese prime minister Saad 
Hariri and his Future 
Movement depends on 
the outcome of delibera-

tions between Hariri and Saudi offi-
cials in Riyadh, sources close to the 
movement told The Arab Weekly.

It was not clear which Saudi offi-
cials Hariri met with but the recent 
talks focused on the debt crisis sur-
rounding construction firm Saudi 
Oger, which Hariri owns. The talks 
over Saudi Oger, one of the king-
dom’s top construction firms, will 
be pivotal in deciding Hariri’s fate 
as Future Movement leader while 
he faces increasing political pres-
sure in Lebanon.

Reuters reported that the talks 
aimed at saving Saudi Oger had 
collapsed, with the firm facing a 
multibillion-dollar debt restruc-
turing. There was no official state-
ment from Riyadh, Saudi Oger or 
Hariri regarding the talks. Political 
observers in Lebanon waited to see 
the outcome.

The Future Movement an-
nounced that it was postponing its 
party conference from October to 
November, citing logistical issues. 
Sources within the Future Move-
ment revealed that the postpone-
ment is due to the party awaiting 
the results of Hariri’s talks with the 
party’s main backer.

According to the sources, who 
spoke on condition of anonymity, 
Riyadh could seek to take a number 
of different approaches in the talks.

Those include Saudi Arabia with-
drawing political and financial sup-
port from Hariri, which could lead 
to his retirement from politics. Ri-
yadh could also reaffirm its support 
for Hariri and the Future Movement 
as its main face in Lebanon or Saudi 
Arabia could seek to pursue a new 
policy based on supporting both 
the Future Movement and other 
Lebanese political parties to serve 
Saudi interests in Lebanon, the 
sources said.

Diplomatic ties between Beirut 
and Riyadh have been tense since 
Lebanon failed to join other Arab 
governments in condemning at-
tacks last January on the Saudi 

embassy in Tehran. Riyadh cut $3 
billion in military aid and another 
$1 billion to Lebanon’s security ser-
vices in response. Many regional 
observers expressed concern about 
the effect this had on the political 
crisis in Lebanon.

Lebanon has been without a pres-
ident for more than two years amid 
a deadlock between the Future 
Movement-led March 14 alliance 
and the Hezbollah-led rival March 8 
alliance. The Future Movement has 
lately denied that claim that Hariri 
could be willing to accept the Hez-
bollah-backed candidacy of Free 
Patriotic Movement leader Michel 
Aoun for president and also denied 
this was based on a Saudi veto to 
the idea of Aoun as president.

Media affiliated with Aoun’s 
Free Patriotic Movement sought 

to strengthen the idea that Hariri 
would accept Aoun as president but 
Future Movement sources said this 
is only an attempt to pressure Hariri 
during a difficult period.

Hariri and the Future Movement 
have confirmed they will continue 
to back Marada Movement leader 
Suleiman Frangieh for president, 
although some analysts have sug-
gested that Hariri could throw his 
weight behind Aoun in a deal that 
would see Hariri become prime 
minister.

According to this analysis, Hariri 
returning as prime minister, even 
with Aoun as president, could be 
part of a campaign to secure politi-
cal and international legitimacy to 
alleviate pressures on Hariri.

Sources close to the Future Move-
ment, however, deny that he would 
need any such political deal to return 
as prime minister, given that the 
Future Movement holds the largest 
parliamentary bloc, and he would be 
able to secure the necessary votes to 
form a new government.

The sources added that the deci-
sion to agree to Aoun as president 
would require a regional and inter-
national agreement and that a fu-
ture president Aoun is something 
that many regional and internation-
al governments object to.

Observers in Riyadh said Saudi 

Arabia may have reservations about 
Hariri and the Future Movement’s 
ability to confront Iran-backed Hez-
bollah in Lebanon but there is no 
real alternative for Riyadh to back in 
the country.

Saudi Arabia delaying a resolu-
tion of the debt crisis surrounding 
Saudi Oger and the lack of clarity 
on Riyadh’s position towards Hariri 
and the Future Movement reflect 
Saudi Arabia’s changing regional 
priorities. They also reflect Riyadh’s 
conviction of the futility of seeking 
to resolve the situation in Lebanon 
given developments in Syria, ques-
tions over Iran’s policies in the re-
gion and the approaching US presi-
dential elections.
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Towers under construction at the King Abdullah Financial District in the Saudi capital Riyadh. Towers in the complex are being built 
by the Saudi Oger company and other constructors. The unfinished buildings stand as a symbol of the hard times faced by Saudi Oger, 
which is led by Lebanon’s former prime minister Saad Hariri.
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