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Beirut

R 

ecent Israeli air strikes 
against a suspected arms 
convoy and depot in Syria 
and accusations that Iran 
is flying military mate-

rial destined for Hezbollah through 
Beirut airport illustrate that, de-
spite its intervention in the Syrian 
war, the Party of God remains heav-
ily focused on its southern front 
with Israel.

The Syria war is Hezbollah’s most 
extensive military engagement, 
dwarfing its past conflicts with Is-
rael, but the movement’s leaders 
are concerned that Israel may take 
advantage of the party’s preoccupa-
tion with Syria to launch an offen-
sive in Lebanon to degrade Hezbol-
lah’s military assets.

An unprovoked, unilateral at-
tack by Israel, however, is highly 
unlikely as it would risk triggering 
a devastating war that could see 
Hezbollah’s guided missiles with 
500-kilogram warheads crashing 
into Tel Aviv and other cities.

Nevertheless, Hezbollah main-
tains close watch on Israeli behav-
iour and continues to prepare for 
the next conflict with the Jewish 
state, even as it fights in Syria.

On November 30th, Israeli jets 
operating in Lebanese airspace 
fired long-range missiles into Syria, 
striking an arms depot in Saboura, 
10km west of Damascus, reportedly 
a base for the Syrian Army’s elite 
4th Armoured Division.

A second strike was reportedly 
against an arms convoy on the Da-

mascus-Beirut highway. A security 
source in Beirut said the convoy 
consisted of 30 vehicles carrying 
weapons, including unspecified 
rocket systems, and was destroyed 
in the attack.

Since January 2013, the Israeli Air 
Force has carried out at least 13 air 
raids in Syria and one in Lebanon 
against stockpiles of what it consid-
ers game-changing weapons, such 
as guided missiles and advanced 
air-defence systems, destined for 
Hezbollah.

Although Israel stays silent after 
each attack, Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu admitted in 
April that the Israeli Air Force had 
staged “dozens of strikes” in Syria. 
However, the rate of attacks has 
slowed significantly since Russia in-
tervened in Syria in September 2015 
and installed long-range S-300 and 

S-400 anti-aircraft missile systems.
The Russian and Israeli militar-

ies established a hot line to ensure 
there are no mishaps between their 
respective air forces and Moscow 
appears to turn a blind eye to Is-
rael’s anti-Hezbollah operations in 
Syria.

Nevertheless, in the three or four 
suspected Israeli air strikes against 
Hezbollah-related targets in Syria 
since September 2015, Israeli air-
craft did not breach Syrian airspace 
but launched missiles from Leba-
nese skies.

Israeli aircraft, out of respect for 
the dense Syrian air defence net-
work around Damascus, have pre-
viously used this cautious proce-
dure against targets in Syria that lie 
close to the Lebanese border. The 
presence in Syria of advanced Rus-
sian anti-aircraft systems may have 

persuaded the Israelis to be even 
more prudent.

If the arms convoy was a Hez-
bollah attempt to smuggle more 
weapons into Lebanon, it demon-
strates that the party is eager to 
amass more weaponry even after 
ten years of almost uninterrupted 
arms inflows.

While the land route from Syria is 
the most common means of mov-
ing weapons into Lebanon, using 
graded tracks that cross the bor-
der in the Zabadani area, Hezbol-
lah may well use air and maritime 
routes as well.

In November, Danny Danon, Is-
rael’s ambassador to the United 
Nations, accused Iran of ferrying 
weapons to Hezbollah using com-
mercial flights to Beirut’s Rafik 
Hariri International Airport.

He claimed that arms and “re-
lated material” were packed into 
suitcases and flown by Iran’s Ma-
han airlines to Beirut or Damascus. 
The claim was vigorously denied by 
Lebanese and Iranian authorities.

It is not the first time that Iran 
has been accused of flying arms to 
Hezbollah via Beirut airport. In the 
1990s, when Hafez Assad was pres-
ident of Syria and Hezbollah was 
battling Israeli occupation forces 
in south Lebanon, the delivery of 
arms via Damascus allowed the 
Syrians to monitor and control the 
flow of weaponry in terms of quan-
tity and quality.

Assad supported Hezbollah’s re-
sistance campaign but was reluc-
tant to allow the Lebanese militants 
to acquire advanced weapons, such 
as air-defence systems, that could 
cause an escalation with Israel and 
potentially drag in Syria.

However, in October 1999 when 
Syria and Israel were preparing to 
resume peace talks after a hiatus 
of more than three years, an Israeli 
newspaper claimed that the Irani-
ans were flying weapons directly 
to Beirut airport because Assad had 
banned arms shipments via Damas-
cus.

The Iranian move must have had 
the nod of approval from Damascus 
even as Assad was indicating to Is-
rael that he could rein in Hezbollah 
if his peace demands were fulfilled.

However, the peace talks col-
lapsed in March 2000. Assad died 
three months later and his son 
Bashar became president.

Since then, not only has Hezbol-
lah continued to receive arms from 
Iran, it also acquired Syrian-manu-
factured rockets and missiles. The 
curbs on Hezbollah’s weaponry 
during the rule of Assad senior end-
ed with his death.

Today, if Iran and Syria possess, 
or can acquire, any weapon system 
that is suitable to Hezbollah’s mode 
of warfare against Israel, there is a 
more than reasonable chance it can 
be found in the party’s hidden arms 
depots.

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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L 

ess than a year after Saudi 
Arabia made the dramatic 
decision to abandon Leba-
non, suspending military 
aid worth $4 billion and 

leaving Beirut on its own, the king-
dom seems to have shifted its po-
sition. Letting Lebanon fall under 
Iran’s complete control was not a 
good idea after all.

Sending special envoys in No-
vember to bless Sunni leader Saad 
Hariri’s move to back Hezbollah’s 
ally and strong Christian leader 
Michel Aoun as Lebanon’s presi-
dent and congratulating and in-
viting Aoun to visit Riyadh were 
the first signs of a changing Saudi 
mood.

Aoun’s inauguration speech, 
which stressed the need to dissoci-
ate Lebanon from external conflicts 
and to adopt an independent for-
eign policy based on the country’s 
higher interests and the respect of 
international law, was encouraging. 
Saudi Prince Khalid al-Faisal, who 
headed a high-level delegation to 
a November meeting with Aoun, 
invited the Lebanese president to 
visit Riyadh.

Aoun emphasised the need to 
strengthen Saudi-Lebanese ties and 
promised to visit the Saudi capital 
after a new Lebanese cabinet was 
in place. That promise, however, 
raised eyebrows within Hezbollah-
Iran-Syria circles since dedicat-
ing his first official visit to Riyadh 
would be considered a move in 

favour of Saudi Arabia. Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Sayyed Hassan 
Nasrallah made a point in appear-
ing on television to dismiss friction 
with Aoun and downplay concerns 
over the Saudi November visits. 
While the president is “trusted” 
and Hezbollah ‘”is not to veto” his 
Riyadh trip, Nasrallah stressed that 
“the other party” should also not 
place any veto on Aoun travelling 
to Syria or Iran.

Countering Iran’s influence over 
Lebanon is probably the reason 
behind renewed Saudi interest in 
the tiny Arab country. However, it 
was premature to know how far the 
Saudis would go to drag Lebanon 
back to their and the Arab fold.

The Saudis realised that leaving 
Lebanon completely was not in 
their interests, noted Riad Tabba-
rah, a former Lebanese ambassador 
to the United States. “They found 
out that if they don’t go back to 
Lebanon, the country will become 
100% Iranian and Iran will have the 
final say.”

Referring to Saudi Arabia’s inter-
nal debate “to do the right thing and 
how to confront Iran”, Tabbarah 
said those who advanced the argu-
ment that confrontation should not 
be limited to Yemen but extended 
to other places, such as Syria and 
Lebanon, won the day.

Aoun’s election after two-and-a-
half years of a presidential vacuum, 
mainly blamed on Hezbollah and 
him, moved the stagnant waters 
and “proved to the world that there 
is something other than Hezbol-
lah”, with a new head of state and 
government institutions back on 
track, said a well-placed Lebanese 
official who requested not to be 
named.

“The Saudis are saying we are 
with the Lebanese state… When it 
regains its strength, we will be by 
your side,” the official said.

That clearly means standing up 
to Hezbollah’s and Iran’s grow-
ing influence — a rather risky and 
delicate task due to the country’s 
fragile confessional and political 
balance.

“Aoun is convinced that he won’t 
be able to rule without (Saudi ally) 
Hariri while Hezbollah and Iran 
have interest in maintaining sta-
bility in the country and preserv-
ing the support of Aoun and of his 
Christian base,” the official said.

The Saudis have started “a pro-
cess to come back to Lebanon and 
bring back Lebanon to them”, Tab-
barah said.

“A tug of war” between the Sau-
dis and Iranians is developing, he 
said, “with one side trying to pull 
the president in one direction and 
the other in another direction”.

With no long-term plan in place, 
the Saudis are moving step by step, 
counting on their traditional finan-
cial, economic and political influ-
ence, which Iran can hardly match, 

in Lebanon. Rescinding a Saudi-
Gulf travel ban on Lebanon and 
resuming those countries’ much-
needed investments are of utmost 
importance to revive the Lebanon’s 
stagnant economy.

“The president (Aoun) knows 
that he can benefit much more from 
being friends with the Gulf coun-
tries than being completely on the 
side of Iran and Hezbollah. It looks 
now that Hezbollah is very worried. 
They are trying to bring him back to 
the fold,” Tabbarah said.

Hezbollah will not stand idle and 
has been sending clear messages to 
Aoun but it is yet to be seen how far 
it would go — other than vetoing 
and delaying decisions — in block-
ing a serious rapprochement with 
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states.

Recent military developments 
in Syria, with a looming victory 
for the Assad regime and its allies 
in the Aleppo battle and the pos-
sible realisation of a “useful Syria” 
stretching to the Lebanese border, 

are factors to be taken into account 
but unlikely to secure a decisive 
victory or end the war any time be-
fore Donald Trump assumes the US 
presidency on January 20th. Saudi 
Arabia, which has been backing 
some rebel forces, is unlikely to ac-
cept an early defeat in Syria and will 
try to remain engaged there.

“During this period when the Syr-
ian factor is not clear and not very 
decisive, I think the Saudis will be 
in a better position to pull Leba-
non to their side,” Tabbarah noted, 
mentioning the suspended $4 bil-
lion military aid package and that 
the Saudis can “sneak back” and 
release the money once they feel 
that the process is going in the right 
direction at the right tempo.

Now that Lebanon is being again 
pulled in opposite directions, it will 
be hard to say who will win.

Dalal Saoud is the Deputy
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Beirut.
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An Israeli Hermes 900 unmanned aerial vehicle gets ready 
to fly near Israeli-Syrian border, on November 29th in the 
Israeli-annexed Golan Heights.                  (AFP)
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Lebanese President Michel Aoun (L) meets with Saudi Prince Khalid al-Faisal inside the presidential 
palace in Baabda, on November 21st.                                                                                                                                                                         (Reuters)
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