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R 

ealpolitik was a landmark 
shift in Lebanon’s politics 
at the end of 2016 — put-
ting at rest more than a 
decade of acute political 

disputes during which prominent 
anti-Syria and anti-Iran/Hezbollah 
figures were assassinated.

After a 30-month presidential 
vacuum that almost brought the 
country to collapse, a new presi-
dent was elected on October 31st, 
a new prime minister named short-
ly afterwards and a new cabinet 
formed in record time.

A so-called made-in-Lebanon 
settlement under which Sunni 
leader Saad Hariri agreed to endorse 
Michel Aoun — Hezbollah’s ally and 
a strong Christian leader — for the 
presidency had a domino effect. 
Hariri received enough backing and 
— most importantly — Hezbollah’s 
blessing to assume the post of 
prime minister, form a cabinet and 
win an overwhelming confidence 
vote in parliament.

All that happened in less than one 
month, a clear contrast to the fierce 
political rivalries that dominated 
Lebanon since the 2005 assassina-
tion of former prime minister Rafik 
Hariri, Saad’s father, and Syria’s 
abrupt withdrawal from Lebanon a 
few months later.

Normalising political life in the 
multi-confessional country and 
reviving state institutions was nec-
essary to protect Lebanon from 
regional fires and keep Sunni-Shia 

animosity under check. However, 
what made the internally brokered 
settlement possible was major re-
gional powers refraining from ob-
structing it.

“The regional factor was decisive. 
The Iranians, who have the upper 
hand in maintaining the existing 
balance inside Lebanon, benefit 
from such a settlement and have in-
terests to see their (proxy) war with 
Saudi Arabia coming to an end,” 
said Michel Nawfal, an expert in 
Iranian affairs. “The Syrian regime 
has become so weak, depending on 
Russia and Iran for its survival, that 
it can no longer dictate policies or 
impose its conditions as it used to 
do in Lebanon.”

Saudi Arabia maintained a neu-
tral stance until Hariri, its main 
Sunni ally in the country, returned 
to power.

As for Hezbollah, its main con-
cern was to protect its back while 
fighting in Syria alongside the 
forces of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad. The militant group report-
edly received guarantees from 
Aoun that no one was to touch its 
huge arsenal, question its military 
involvement in Syria or block its 
movement through the Lebanese-
Syria border up to Lebanon’s south-
ern borders with Israel.

“A new phase has started in Leba-
non,” Nawfal noted, adding, how-
ever, that the recent settlement was 
“a transitional one, an attempt to 
prevent the collapse of the coun-
try”.

The first test for the new cabinet 
will be to draft a new electoral law 
in time to have the long-overdue 
parliamentary elections, which are 
scheduled for May. They would be 
the first such general elections in 
eight years. Fears remain that the 
elections would be postponed if the 
major parties do not agree on a new 
law that would secure proportional 
and right representation.

The new government on January 
4th approved two long-awaited and 
crucial decrees that specified con-
ditions for oil and gas extraction off 
Lebanon’s coast. The move, which 
brings Lebanon closer to becoming 
an energy-producer, was delayed 

for more than two years because of 
political disputes and corruption.

It is yet to be seen whether 
Hariri’s government will be able to 
fight the widespread corruption 
at state institutions, as repeatedly 
promised by Aoun. Government 
corruption is costing the Lebanese 
treasury $3.3 million annually, said 
Nicolas Tueni, the first to assume 
the newly created post of minister 
of state for Combating Corruption.

With war raging in neighbouring 
Syria and the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and other radical groups losing 
ground there and in Iraq, the threat 
of terrorism remains high in Leba-
non.

The army and various security 
services have dismantled dormant 
and active terrorist cells, arresting 
key terror figures and foiling nu-
merous planned terrorist attacks 
targeting commercial malls, Casino 
du Liban and other key tourist and 

shopping areas.
The latest catch was an 11-mem-

ber terror network linked to Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham — formerly the 
al-Qaeda-linked al-Nusra Front — 
which was instructed to blow up 
booby-trapped cars in Hezbollah 
strongholds in Beirut’s southern 
suburbs and kill civilians as well as 
current and former army officers.

“But it doesn’t mean that we are 
out of danger,” said a senior securi-
ty source. “It is very likely that ISIS 
and other radical jihadists would 
try to sneak into Lebanon as they 

lose more territory in Syria and 
Iraq.”

The spillover from the Syria war 
will continue to affect Lebanon de-
spite the battlefield successes of the 
Syrian regime and its Russian, Irani-
an and Hezbollah allies. Hezbollah 
is too engaged in the Syria battles to 
consider the withdrawal of its fight-
ers from there or to provoke another 
battle with Israel on the southern 
Lebanese borders. However, a mili-
tary operation initiated by Israel 
cannot be excluded whether in Leb-
anese or Syrian territories.

The election of Aoun has put 
Lebanon back on the political re-
gional and international map but 
the country’s fate will be deter-
mined when regional settlements 
are achieved.
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Realpolitik saves Lebanon, for now
Dalal Saoud

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) is congratulated by Lebanese lawmakers after the new 
government won a vote of confidence, in the parliament building, Beirut, on December 28th, 2016. (AFP)

Lebanon’s President Michel Aoun (R) and Prime Minister Saad Hariri attend the 
first meeting of the new cabinet at the presidential palace in Baabda, Lebanon, on 
January 4th.                     (Reuters)
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Lebanon: Will the momentum be squandered?

A
fter two-and-a-half 
years of presidential 
vacuum, the Leba-
nese parliament 
succeeded in electing 
a new president, 

former army commander Michel 
Aoun, who was practically refused 
by all parliamentary blocs only 
weeks before going to the ballot.

Regardless of the reasons or 
circumstances that stand behind 
this election, the new president 
attempted to send positive signals 
in all directions. His inaugural 
address was meticulously written 
and applauded by almost all 
parties in the long-divided 
political society.

He received envoys from Syria, 
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and 
Egypt and promised to pay his 
first visit as president to Riyadh. 
Aoun said Lebanese-Arab rela-
tions would return to their 
previous status of friendliness, 
expecting come back of Gulf 
citizens to Beirut after lifting the 
ban imposed last year in an 
unprecedented deterioration of 
mutual relations in contemporary 
history.

However, questions arise as to 
whether the momentum gained 
after the presidential election, 
nominating long-exiled Saad 
Hariri as prime minister and 
creating a 30-member cabinet that 

represented almost all the 
political parties and gaining 
parliamentary confidence in less 
than 48 hours; yet, this momen-
tum is under scrutiny.

Information leaked that 
Hezbollah would not accept the 
return of Hariri to the premiership 
after parliamentary elections was 
never refuted. Talk about sacrific-
ing to accept his comeback when 
the regional axis of resistance, 
with enormous Russian support, 
is achieving victory, most recently 
in Aleppo, could not be disre-
garded, either.

This highly undermines the pos-
sibility of accomplishing the 
long-awaited solutions for 
accumulating problems, espe-
cially in the economy, the ever-

growing public debt or the rising 
challenges in the social demands, 
health care or otherwise.

Even though there are high 
expectations from Hariri for the 
six-month transitory phase, politi-
cal discussion concentrates on the 
electoral law amid severe divi-
sions regarding the issue.

Leader of the Democratic 
Gathering, Walid Jumblatt, 
warned that he would refuse any 
attempt to adopt laws that aim at 
marginalising or shrinking his 
parliamentary presence, a stance 
positively met by public and 
private statements from several 
leaders, including Hariri, Hezbol-
lah Secretary-General Hassan Nas-
rallah and parliament Speaker 
Nabih Berri.

Whether this discussion will be 
sufficient to reach a new electoral 
law or have elections based on the 
1960 law is not clear. However, 
there is a lot of talk in Beirut that 
most political forces refuse that 
law in public and support it in 
private.

Though there are increased 
requests that the proportional 
representation law be applied, 
political confessionalism stands in 
the way of making such an ideal 
electoral system plausible. The 
debate over the electoral law 
might hinder significant develop-
ment in other fields because it 
might emerge as a source of 
tension, deviating attention from 
secondary issues.

Two-and-a-half years of 
political paralysis drastically 
aggravated the economic situation 
because the former cabinet barely 
functioned under the pressure 
from the Free Patriotic Movement 
and Hezbollah under different 
titles. Therefore, a lot of work is 
expected to alleviate public 
services and regain confidence 
that has been squandered because 
of political differences and 
institutional decay with high rates 
of corruption in the bureaucracy 
and public administration.

Whether this is feasible, the 
coming days are to judge.
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