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Aoun’s election in Lebanon
carries regional implications

New Turkish-Iraqi spat as Mosul battle continues

London

T 

urkish and Iraqi leaders 
traded barbs after Ankara 
announced it was de-
ploying more troops and 
artillery near its border 

with Iraq.
Turkey has some 700 troops 

stationed at Bashiqa camp, where 
they trained Sunni Arab and Kurd-
ish peshmerga fighters to combat 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Mosul. 
Forces from Iraq’s Kurdistan Re-
gional Government (KRG) recently 
liberated Bashiqa with Turkish 
support.

The central Iraqi government, 
which opposes the Turkish pres-
ence, was enraged at the prospect 
of further involvement by Turkey. 
“The invasion of Iraq will lead to 
Turkey being dismantled,” Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
said during a televised news con-
ference.

“We do not want war with Tur-

key and we do not want a confron-
tation with Turkey but if a confron-
tation happens, we are ready for it. 

We will consider [Turkey] an en-
emy and we will deal with it as an 
enemy,” Abadi said.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mev-
lut Cavusoglu denounced Abadi’s 
remarks, accusing the Iraqi prime 
minister of being too weak to fight 
“terror organisations” that are tar-
geting Turkey while having bases 
in Iraq, in a reference to ISIS and the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).

“If you have the strength, why 
did you surrender Mosul to terror 
organisations? If you are so strong, 
why has the PKK occupied your 
lands for years?” Cavusoglu asked.

In the past two years, Turkey suf-
fered an increase in terror attacks 
by ISIS as well as the PKK and its 
affiliates, leading to the death of 
scores of Turkish civilians and se-
curity officials in addition to for-
eign tourists.

Turkish Defence Minister Fikri 

Isik said, with the new deployment, 
“Turkey is preparing in advance for 
whatever happens” during the bat-
tle for Mosul, which began on Oc-
tober 17th. Turkish Deputy Prime 
Minister Numan Kurtulmus said 
the armoured convoys were sent 
to the border because “this neigh-
bouring fire can spread to us”.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said Turkey would not 
allow the district of Sinjar in the 
province of Nineveh, where Mosul 
is the capital, to become another 
PKK base.

Turkey said it was also concerned 
about the fate of Arab Sunni civil-
ians and Turkmen in Mosul, Tal 
Afar and Kirkuk. Iraqis are divided 
over the presence of Turkish forces 
in Iraq but the anger towards An-
kara coming from Iran-backed Shia 
militias has been more hostile than 
that of the central government.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.

Beirut

T 

he election of Michel 
Aoun as president of 
Lebanon and his ap-
pointment of long-time 
rival Saad Hariri as prime 

minister after two-and-a-half years 
of crippling political gridlock have 
drawn a regional sigh of relief.

It has probably averted a political 
and economic meltdown but this 
unlikely partnership between two 
politicians who have been at dag-
gers drawn for years has wider im-
plications in the Middle East.

The most important of these is 
that Shia Iran, striving to become 
the Middle East’s paramount pow-
er, has shifted the balance of power 
away from Saudi Arabia, the bea-
con of the mainstream Sunnis, in 
a continuing confrontation that 
could affect the entire region.

Despite the evident political 
compromise that occurred in Leba-
non, it is clear “that neighbouring 
Syria and nearby Iraq are not the 
places to look for signs of such a 
compromise”, the US-based global 
security consultancy Stratfor ob-
served.

Aoun, an 83-year-old former 
army commander who has long 
hungered for the presidency, final-
ly secured it on October 31st, pri-
marily through a ground-breaking 
alliance with the Iranian-backed 
Hezbollah, the most powerful force 
in Lebanon, on February 6th, 2006, 
that breached Lebanon’s rigid sec-
tarian barriers.

The pact was based on Aoun se-
curing the presidency, with Hez-
bollah’s support. Six months later, 
Hezbollah triggered a 34-day war 
with Israel.

Under a 1943 agreement, Leba-
non’s president must be a Maron-
ite, while the prime ministry is 

reserved for Sunnis and the speak-
ership of parliament for Shias.

So now, for the first time, the 
Tehran-backed Shias have unprec-
edented influence in the presiden-
tial Baabda palace, although it re-
mains to be seen how they use it.

This new era in Lebanese politics 
suggests that, even though Tehran 
had to accept Hariri, named prime 
minister on November 3rd, it has 
supplanted Riyadh, which had 
championed Lebanon’s Sunnis and 
had strongly opposed Aoun’s nom-
ination to fill the politically danger-
ous presidential vacuum.

This was caused in May 2014 
when the six-year presidential 
term of Michel Suleiman, another 
ex-army commander, expired with 
parliament unable to elect a suc-
cessor, largely through the machi-
nations of Hezbollah.

The breakthrough, via French 
mediation, only came after Hariri, 
his popularity at an all-time low, 
endorsed Aoun after months of 
backing the Maronite leader’s ri-
vals. Significantly, Hezbollah ab-
stained from endorsing Hariri.

The Saudis have been gradually 
giving up on Lebanon as Hezbol-
lah’s power grew.

In 2015, Riyadh, increasingly 
alarmed at Iran’s influence growing 
in Lebanon, cut off billions of dol-
lars in military aid to protest anti-
Saudi pronouncements by Aoun’s 
son-in-law, then Foreign minister. 
Riyadh withdrew its ambassador in 
September.

The Aoun-Hariri partnership, 
part of a complex power-sharing 

agreement, is an unlikely, and po-
tentially volatile, one.

Hariri, 46, leader of the Sunni-
dominated March 14 alliance, pre-
viously served as prime minister 
of a national unity government in 
2009-11 that was eventually sabo-
taged by Hezbollah.

His endorsement of Aoun is all 
the more surprising since the event 
that propelled him into politics — 
the February 14th, 2005, assassi-

nation of his billionaire father and 
former premier Rafik Hariri — alleg-
edly involved Hezbollah.

Four of its members have been 
indicted by a UN-mandated court 
in The Hague. Hezbollah denies 
any involvement.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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A Turkish Army commander discusses with Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim (L) a Turkey-Iraq border map, in Cukurca, Turkey, last 
September.                        (AP)
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Lebanese President Michel Aoun arrives at the presidential palace 
in Baabda, east of Beirut, on October 31st.                                         (AFP)

P2-3

P4-5

Ali al Amine, Nicholas Blanford, Rashmee Roshan Lall, Khairallah Khairallah, Mamoon Alabbasi, Dalal Saoud, Mohammed Alkhereiji, Mark Habeeb


