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Beirut

A 

fter turning its back to 
Lebanon for nearly a 
year, leaving the tiny 
country on the verge of 
collapse, Saudi Arabia 

received with open arms Hezbol-
lah-backed Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun on his first official trip 
in office.

The January 9th-10th visit repre-
sented a Saudi policy shift. It came 
after mounting tensions linked to 
its rivalry with Iran and revived 
Lebanese hopes for a swift return 
of Saudi and other Gulf tourists and 
badly needed investments.

Ties between the two countries 
were strained after Riyadh sus-
pended $4 billion in military aid 
to Lebanon last February. It also 
advised Saudi citizens to stay away 
from Lebanon, dealing a big blow 
to the country’s tourism sector. The 
Saudis were angry about pro-Iran 
Hezbollah’s heated rhetoric against 
the Muslim Sunni monarchy and 
Lebanon’s failure to abide by the 
Arab consensus and condemn at-
tacks by Iranian demonstrators on 
Saudi missions in Iran.

The fact that Aoun opted for vis-
iting Saudi Arabia first was dictated 
by the need to rectify relations with 
Riyadh and enlist its help to revital-
ise the country’s ailing economy.

Aoun returned to Beirut satis-
fied with the outcome of his talks 
in Riyadh, where he met with Saudi 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, 
and a short visit to Qatar. Aoun con-
firmed that normal relations with 
the Gulf countries, especially with 
Saudi Arabia, were restored, “re-
gardless of any differences that may 
arise or that may have arisen in the 
past in relation to the Syrian file”.

He said “the direct and indirect 
results (of his tour) will soon ap-
pear”, announcing “an increased 
return of the Gulf citizens to Leba-
non as was the case in the past”.

The Saudis, however, main-
tained their cautious approach to-
wards Lebanon.

King Salman expressed “great 
trust” in the new Lebanese presi-
dent, saying he would “steer Leba-
non to the shores of safety and sta-
bility”. The Saudi ruler instructed 
his cabinet to review with their 
Lebanese counterparts economic, 
security, military and tourism co-
operation.

A Saudi official source in Riyadh 
explained that “nothing official 
has been decided” concerning the 
suspended Saudi military aid to 
Lebanon but “it has been agreed 
to discuss the issue at a later stage 
between Defence Minister Moham-
med bin Salman [bin Abdulaziz], 
who was out of town at the time 
of Aoun’s visit, and his Lebanese 
counterpart and top army com-
manders”.

That, the source said, would de-
pend on how relations between 
the two countries develop, taking 

into consideration “bilateral and 
regional issues and the importance 
to guarantee that the weapons are 
not being leaked to any non-official 
party”. This was a clear reference to 
Hezbollah, which Riyadh last year 
classified as terrorist organisation.

The meeting, the source added, 
is likely to take place in April due 
“to important Saudi engagements” 
before then — a sign of the Saudis’ 
watchful approach.

Saudi and Lebanese leaders also 
agreed to boost “political coordina-
tion over certain issues, increase 
security cooperation for fighting 
terrorism and drug trafficking, ap-
point a new Saudi ambassador to 
Lebanon soon, secure the return 
of the Saudi tourists and the Saudi 
airlines in line with Lebanese secu-
rity guarantees for their safety and 
increasing investment opportuni-
ties as well as Lebanese exports to 
the kingdom”.

Ignoring Hezbollah’s harsh me-
dia campaign against Saudi Arabia, 

which is aware that the militant 
group takes its orders from Iran 
and not the Lebanese state, Saudi 
officials expressed understand-
ing of Lebanon’s peculiar position, 
especially regarding Syria’s rag-
ing war. However, they cautioned 
Lebanese officials against “adopt-
ing political stances in support of 
outside parties that would reflect 
negatively on its Arab relations”, 
the source said.

Saudi Arabia, which had adopt-
ed a neutral stance until its main 
Sunni ally in Lebanon Saad Hariri 
returned to power as prime min-
ister in November shortly after he 
endorsed Aoun for the presidency, 
realised the importance of re-en-
gaging with Lebanon.

It was clear that the Saudi policy 
towards Lebanon was an “attempt 
to drag Aoun to the middle and 
push him away from Hezbollah and 
its patron Iran, and so to corner it”, 
said Amine Kammourieh, a Leba-
nese political analyst.

“The Saudis are betting on start-
ing to dismantle the alliances that 
Iran has knitted with non-Shia 
forces in the region,” he said. “They 
realised that their previous policy 
of letting Iran sneak into the region 
freely was wrong, adding to that 
the latest developments in Syria, 
which were not in their favour, 
starting with Turkey’s new devia-
tion.”

The Saudi kingdom, which Kam-
mourieh said was the “wiser state 
in the region”, is not ready to en-
gage in dialogue with Iran or recog-
nise its growing influence.

Dalal Saoud is the Deputy 
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Beirut.
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Behind Aoun’s visit to Saudi Arabia

T
he recent visit to 
Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar by Lebanese 
President Michel 
Aoun was aimed at 
winning back Saudi 

donations to the Lebanese Army 
and re-establishing Lebanon as a 
touristic destination for Gulf 
country citizens. Some political 
analysts also saw in the visit a 
renewed triumph for Lebanon’s 
open-door policy and the laying 
down of a welcome mat for more 
Arabs returning to the country.

These readings overlook, 
whether deliberately or inadvert-
ently, the series of events and 
reasons that had led to Aoun’s 
visit.

The first thing to note is that 
the trip came after a Saudi-
French deal regarding the Saudi 
$3 billion donation to the 
Lebanese Army that was contin-
gent on buying French-made 
weapons. The deal must have 
lessened Saudi fears that the new 
weapons would end up in the 
hands of the Hezbollah militia by 
stipulating that the manufactur-
ing and delivery of the weaponry 

be carried out in several lots and 
phases in accordance with the 
immediate needs of the Lebanese 
Army.

In France, Syrian President 
Bashar Assad is being rehabili-
tated politically. He recently 
played host to right-wing French 
representative Thierry Mariani. 
Other French politicians’ visits 
are likely to follow, which would 
seem to indicate a change in the 
countries’ relations with the rise 
of the conservative right in 
French politics. The French right 
is, on the whole, favourable to 
the Syrian president.

It would seem then that direct 
French economic interests in 
conjunction with forthcoming 
new foreign policies have laid the 
groundwork for the visit of a 
Lebanese president considered 
in Saudi Arabia as belonging to 
the camp opposing the Syrian-
Iranian axis in the region.

We must not also overlook 
Russian interests in the affair. 
Before being scrapped in defer-
ence to American sensitivities, a 
project by the Lebanese Army to 
purchase $500 million worth of 
Russian weapons had been in the 
works. The Americans were, at 
the time, providing aid to the 
Lebanese Army in the form of 
weapons and equipment.

US-Russian relations are on the 
threshold of a new and com-

pletely different era. With 
Donald Trump in the White 
House, American reservations on 
the armament deal with Russia 
may be lifted. Some sources 
indicated that Aoun’s agenda in 
Saudi Arabia included discussing 
using part of the Saudi donation 
or funds from other Gulf sources 
to finance the deal with Russia.

Iran did not try to torpedo 
Aoun’s visit to Saudi Arabia 
simply because it is compatible 
with its interests in Lebanon and 
the region. The eventual return 
of Saudi Arabia on the Lebanese 
scene, despite the heavy pres-
ence of Hezbollah there, would 
count as recognition of Iran’s 
influence in the region. Iran will 
also try to barter its influence in 
other hot spots such as Yemen 
and Syria.

Contrary to what many may 
say, Hezbollah is not opposed to 
the return of Gulf tourists to 
Lebanon. Many of its members 
and sympathisers work in 
tourism and have been suffering 
during the severe crisis in the 
sector. With the Shia party 
waging a war in Syria and funds 
being more scarce, Hezbollah 
can no longer financially support 
all its sympathisers. More 
tourists returning to Lebanon 
would work to its economic 
advantage.

Their eventual return to the 

country carries with it more than 
economic recovery. It could also 
be exploited politically. Aoun, 
for example, might market it as a 
major achievement that would 
also strengthen Christian hold on 
power. With economic recovery, 
the Sunni side, namely the 
Future Movement Party, might 
be amenable to accept the 
government’s decisions.

Iran may also use guaranteeing 
the safety of Saudi tourists in 
Lebanon as a gesture of goodwill. 
Alaeddin Boroujerdi, chairman 
of the Committee for Foreign 
Policy and National Security of 
the Islamic Consultative Assem-
bly of Iran, paid a visit to Leba-
non prior to Aoun’s trip to Saudi 
Arabia and renewed Iran’s offer 
to equip the Lebanese Army.

Among these strategies and 
projects by France, Russia and 
Iran in Lebanon, an Arab project 
is painfully absent. These 
countries have built their 
projects and strategies in 
Lebanon on clear and direct 
interests. Even Aoun’s visit to 
Saudi Arabia was planned with 
these interests in mind.

The return of normal Leba-
nese-Gulf relations is meaning-
less in the absence of a clear Arab 
project for Lebanon.

Shadi Alaa Eddine is a Lebanese 
writer.
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Russian 
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Iran may also use guaranteeing 
the safety of Saudi tourists in 
Lebanon as a gesture of 
goodwill.

Saudis appeared 
keen to maintain 
their cautious 
approach towards 
Lebanon.

Saudi policy shift 
had the Lebanese 
breathing a sigh of 
relief.


