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Beirut

A 

military parade on No-
vember 11th by Leba-
non’s Hezbollah to mark 
the Shia organisation’s 
annual Martyrs’ Day re-

vealed the extent to which the war 
in Syria has augmented the Iranian-
backed Party of God’s military ca-
pabilities.

The parade in the Syrian town 
of Qusayr, 20km south of Homs, 
involved dozens of armoured ve-
hicles, including tanks, personnel 
carriers (APCs), self-propelled ar-
tillery guns and communications-
jamming vehicles, visual confir-
mation of year-old reports that 
Hezbollah has built an armoured 
brigade in Syria.

The addition of an armoured 
force underlines how much Hez-
bollah’s military capabilities have 
expanded in the last decade in 
quantity and quality. By admission 
of the party’s leaders, its missiles 
and rockets could reach any point 
in Israel.

Israel estimates that Hezbollah’s 
arsenal contains 130,000-150,000 
missiles, compared to about 13,000 
during the 2006 war with the Jew-
ish state. Some of the missiles held 
by Hezbollah carry guidance sys-
tems and 500-kg warheads.

Hezbollah also possesses Iranian 
anti-ship missiles, a fleet of un-
manned aerial vehicles — some of 
which may have missile-carrying 
capabilities — with ranges that cov-
er all of Israel.

Much of Hezbollah’s arsenal, let 
alone its sophisticated communica-
tions assets, would not look out of 
place in a European army.

The Lebanese daily As Safir quot-
ed Hezbollah Deputy Secretary-
General Sheikh Naim Qassem, as 

saying: “We now have a trained 
army and the Resistance (Hezbol-
lah) does not need to rely on guer-
rilla tactics” — a statement retract-
ed later by the group.

Hezbollah’s traditional military 
doctrine is rooted in small unit, 
hit-and-run guerrilla-style warfare 
adapted to confront the powerful 
Israeli Army but, since Hezbollah 
began intervening in Syria in the 
latter half of 2012 to defend the re-
gime of Syrian President Bashar As-
sad, the organisation has evolved 
into something more closely resem-
bling a conventional army.

Hezbollah now fights in relatively 
large formations, alongside other 
military units, such as the Syrian 
Army and Shia paramilitaries from 
Iraq and elsewhere, operates ar-
moured vehicles and artillery and 
calls in air strikes. It has deployed 
in a variety of terrains — from bar-
ren mountains to cramped urban 
neighbourhoods — previously unfa-
miliar to the Lebanese combatants 
— and has learned how to sustain 
a logistical supply line far from its 
core areas in Lebanon.

Some Hezbollah fighters have 
even parachuted from high-flying 
helicopters into combat zones, spe-
cifically the besieged Shia villages 
of Kefraya and Fouaa in Idlib prov-
ince.

In September 2015, Kuwait’s Al-
Rai daily reported that the Syrian 
Army had handed over 75 Soviet-
era tanks, including T-55s and 
T-72s, so Hezbollah could build an 
armoured brigade. The parade in 
Qusayr provided confirmation of 
that report. Some of the armoured 
vehicles carried the new unit’s 
emblem.

Among the vehicles displayed 
were T-54, T-55, T-62 and T-72 
tanks, BMP-1 armoured fighting ve-
hicles, T-55 tank chassis mounted 
with 57mm anti-aircraft guns (used 
by Hezbollah in a ground support 
role) and what appears to be R-330P 
electronic warfare vehicles that 

detect and jam radio communica-
tions. The parade included several 
all-terrain vehicles (ATVs) mount-
ed with Russian Kornet anti-tank 
launchers, each carrying four mis-
siles, and a large number of pick-up 
trucks, some fitted with twin-bar-
relled 23mm or 57mm anti-aircraft 
guns.

Curious additions were several 
US-made M113 APCs armed with 
23mm anti-aircraft guns. The Syr-
ian Army does not possess M113 
APCs, which suggests that the vehi-
cles must have come from Lebanon 
as they are in use by the Lebanese 
Army. Some commentators indi-
cated that the M113s may be the 
result of collusion with the Leba-
nese Army, the world’s fifth larg-
est recipient of US military assis-
tance, but no evidence of this has 
emerged. Hezbollah’s weaponry 
often surpasses the army’s.

Another possibility is that the 

APCs in Hezbollah’s possession 
were taken from southern Lebanon 
following Israel’s military with-
drawal from its occupied border 
strip in May 2000. The defunct Is-
raeli-backed South Lebanon Army 
militia used M113s and many were 
abandoned.

The parade in Qusayr was at-
tended by Sheikh Hisham Safied-
dine, head of Hezbollah’s Executive 
Council, who gave a speech to the 
assembled combatants.

Photographs of the event were 
released on Hezbollah-supporting 
social media sites. Qusayr was the 
scene of one of Hezbollah’s first 
major engagements in Syria when it 
overran the town in a 17-day battle 
in May-June 2013.

The mainly Sunni population of 
the town fled and has not returned. 
Instead, Qusayr has become an im-
portant military base for Hezbollah. 
The ruins of the town are used as an 

urban warfare training site in which 
company-sized Hezbollah units, 
armed with paintball guns, learn 
to attack and defend, according to 
a Hezbollah fighter who has served 
in Qusayr.

Hezbollah’s conventional-style 
military tactics in Syria are well-
suited against the generally lightly 
armed rebel forces but it would be 
a mistake to assume that Hezbollah 
has abandoned its guerrilla origins 
in the context of a future war with 
Israel.

If Hezbollah and Israel come 
to blows again, the dozens of ar-
moured vehicles paraded through 
Qusayr recently will stay on the Syr-
ian side of the border.

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s 
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel 
(Random House 2011). He lives in 
Beirut.
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A column of tanks and armoured vehicles (including M113s on the left) at a Hezbollah military parade 
marking the organisation’s Martyrs’ Day on November 11th in the Syrian town of Qusayr.                  (AFP)
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The parade in the 
Syrian town of 
Qusayr, 20km south 
of Homs, involved 
dozens of armoured 
vehicles.

Israel estimates that 
Hezbollah’s arsenal 
contains 130,000-
150,000 missiles.

Iran’s attack on Lebanon

I
ran’s recent political attack 
on Lebanon is quite remark-
able. So is the Syrian 
regime’s renewed attention 
to a country that, a few 
years ago, had removed 

itself from its custody. Could all 
of this be caused by nostalgia for 
those bygone days?

Iran’s attack comes from a 
desire to score immediately after 
Michel Aoun’s election as 
president of Lebanon. Tehran 
had wished to send Iranian 
Foreign Minister Mohammad 
Javad Zarif to Aoun’s election 
session in parliament but some 
Lebanese were able to diplomati-
cally avert that.

Zarif later travelled in Beirut to 
congratulate Aoun, as if that 
position had not remained empty 
for two-and-a-half years because 
of pressure from Iran. Should 
Lebanon then rejoice in the 
newly found freedom of its 
presidency?

Zarif’s visit to Lebanon would 
have been comforting if it had 
been accompanied by a change in 
Iran’s view of Lebanon as an Arab 
country first. Lebanon’s interests 
are with the Arabs first and 
foremost, particularly the Gulf 
countries. Anyone acting against 

these interests is planning to 
plunge Lebanon in misery and 
expatriating most of its citizens, 
especially the Christians, so that 
it becomes easy to take control of.

Lebanon’s new president did 
well to remind everyone that the 
country is committed to the Arab 
League charter and to all other 
international agreements, 
meaning a commitment to the 
international court appointed by 
the UN Security Council that is 
investigating Rafik Hariri’s 
assassination in 2005.

Iran needs to review its policies 
towards Lebanon, policies that 
did nothing for the country 
besides brandishing the weapons 
of Hezbollah.

Can Iran turn into a normal 
state and change its policies and 
practices in regards to Lebanon?

The natural tendency is to be 
pessimistic about that happen-
ing. This springs from the very 
nature of the Iranian regime with 
its tendency to export its own 
crises and its belief that Iran is a 
superpower capable of control-
ling the entire region.

The best illustration of that is 
Iran’s implication in all the 
sectarian strife in the Arab 
region. Look at Bahrain, Kuwait 
or Yemen. What did Iran do in 
Iraq and what is it doing in Syria? 
Who does it back among the 
Palestinians and in Lebanon?

Iran could have played a 
positive role in the region since 
1979 but it chose instead to fan 

sectarian conflicts. It chose to 
terrorise its neighbours and even 
remote countries such as Leba-
non, which certainly does not 
need assistance from a country 
whose officials boast of being in 
control of Arab capitals Baghdad, 
Damascus, Beirut and Sana’a.

Zarif’s visit to Beirut could 
have been an opportunity for Iran 
to show that it can offer Lebanon 
something other than trading in 
its deals with what it calls the 
“great Satan”, the United States, 
and perhaps on in its deals with 
the “minor Satan”, Israel. For 
two-and-a-half years, Iran has 
fiddled with the presidential 
elections in Lebanon just to prove 
that it is a major player in the 
region. Worse, it wanted to 
demonstrate that Lebanon is an 
Iranian protectorate and that it 
can negotiate its fate with the 
United States.

Iran had let go of the presiden-
tial elections in Lebanon in a deal 
with the United States. It seems 
that the “great Satan” is willing to 
let Iran bully the region in 
exchange for the nuclear deal, 
which in US President Barack 
Obama’s eyes was his administra-
tion’s greatest single foreign 
policy achievement. Would 
things change under Donald 
Trump, knowing that the latter 
does not believe in the US nuclear 
deal with Iran?

Zarif went to Beirut knowing 
that Iran’s militias in Aleppo are 
enjoying air cover from Russian 

planes while its militias in Iraq, 
the Popular Mobilisation Units, 
have US air cover. But will the 
honeymoon with the “great 
Satan” last when Obama leaves 
the White House?

In his visit to Lebanon, Zarif 
drew his strength from the fact 
that the United States does not 
wish to ruffle Iran’s feathers. 
Because Lebanon has always 
been a friend to the United States 
and to the West in general, could 
Zarif complete the favour of 
releasing Iran’s grip on Lebanon’s 
presidency by completely 
releasing Lebanon?

In other words, the best gift to 
Lebanon on the occasion of the 
new era that has started with 
Aoun’s election would be with-
drawing Hezbollah forces from 
Syria and ordering it to stop 
threatening Arab visitors to 
Lebanon.

While waiting for the day when 
no illegal weapons would be 
allowed on Lebanese soil, 
whether belonging to Hezbollah 
or to Palestinian organisations 
manipulated by Syria, Iran’s 
release of Lebanon would in the 
end benefit Iran. The Iranian 
regime could finally take care of 
its citizens and would have the 
chance to prove to the world that 
Iran is a normal state and not a 
party in every conflict in the 
region.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.
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View point
Iran could 
have played 
a positive 
role in the 
region since 
1979 but 
it chose 
instead to 
fan sectarian 
conflicts.

Could Zarif complete the favour 
of releasing Iran’s grip on 
Lebanon’s presidency by 
completely releasing Lebanon?


