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ebanon’s recent presiden-
tial election and forma-
tion of a government have 
bought some stability to 
the country’s fractious 

political arena but the country re-
mains on edge with war raging in 
neighbouring Syria and security 
agencies working feverishly to stay 
one step ahead of Islamist mili-
tants who appear determined to 
carry out attacks.

On January 21st, a joint force 
of military intelligence and the 
intelligence wing of the Internal 
Security Forces (ISF), arrested a 
would-be suicide bomber outside 
a popular café on Beirut’s bustling 
Hamra Street. Omar Assi, a nurse 
at a hospital in Sidon in south Leb-
anon, was reportedly carrying a 
belt packed with 8kg of explosives 
and metal shrapnel.

Hours earlier, another suspected 
bomber was arrested in the Wadi 
Khaled region of north Lebanon.

At the end of December, a sleep-
er cell was broken up in the north-
ern city of Tripoli, where three 
militants were reportedly planning 
to launch gun and bomb attacks in 
Beirut on New Year’s Eve. A West-
ern diplomat familiar with the case 
said the threat was the most seri-
ous in years.

Barely a day passes without re-
ports of suspected militants being 
apprehended. While some of the 
arrests may be based on suspicions 
rather than hard evidence, it is 
clear that Lebanon remains a prime 
target for groups such as the Islam-
ic State (ISIS) and Jabhat Fateh al-
Sham (JFS), linked to al-Qaeda.

That there have been so few suc-
cessful attacks is widely attributed 
to greater coordination between 
Lebanon’s notoriously fractious 
security agencies.

“The security situation is under 
control because the Maaloumet 
(the Arabic name for the ISF’s in-
telligence arm) works closely 

with Military Intelligence, which 
works closely with Hezbollah,” 
said Basem Shabb, a Lebanese law-
maker who sits on parliament’s de-
fence committee.

“So you have a network where 
if a suicide bombers slips through 
one net he’s caught in the next,” he 
said.

Lebanon suffered a spate of 
bombings between July 2013 and 
June 2014, many of them suicide 
car bombs detonated in Shia-pop-
ulated areas that are Hezbollah 
bastions. Most of the attacks were 
claimed by a group that said it was 
the Lebanese branch of al-Qaeda af-
filiate Jabhat al-Nusra, the former 
name of JFS.

Most of the car bombs were 
manufactured in the Qalamoun re-
gion of Syria adjacent to the Leba-
nese border. By the summer of 
2014, Hezbollah fighters had swept 
through Qalamoun, restoring the 
area to the Syrian government.

As a result, the car bomb attacks 
stopped. Since then, there have 
been only three attacks of any 
significance — a string of suicide 
bombings in Beirut and northern 

Lebanon between January and No-
vember 2015 that killed 57 people 
and wounded 300 others.

Until recently, the ISF’s intelli-
gence wing, known as the Informa-
tion Branch, was regarded as close 
to the Western and Saudi-backed 
March 14 parliamentary coalition. 
Military Intelligence, on the other 
hand, was seen as allied to the Ira-
nian and Syrian-supported March 
8 coalition.

However, the gradual collapse 
of the divisions between March 14 
and March 8 over the last two years 
has led to a more collaborative se-
curity relationship.

“Counterterrorism makes up 
about three-quarters of our work 
these days and we work closely 
with the other agencies to catch 
terrorists before they can attack,” a 
senior ISF intelligence officer told 
The Arab Weekly.

Other than tighter coordination 
between the security branches, 
Lebanon’s small geographical size 
and tangled sectarian demograph-
ics provide little operational space 
for militant cells to gather, plot and 
execute attacks.

Nevertheless, it is striking that 
there have been so few successful 
plots since the summer of 2014 de-
spite the Islamic militants’ strong 
motivation to strike in Lebanon, 
given the dominant presence of 
Hezbollah, the relatively large 
numbers of Westerners living in 
Beirut and the deployment of in-
ternational peacekeepers in south 
Lebanon.

While the threat of car bombs 
and suicide attacks persists, one 
recent discovery has caused par-
ticular alarm among foreign intel-
ligence agencies.

On November 30th, the army ar-
rested an arms dealer in the village 
of Majdal Anjar in the Bekaa Valley. 
The arms dealer was suspected of 
providing weapons to his brother, 
a top militant in the Abdullah al-
Azzam Brigades, which has carried 
out several attacks in Lebanon.

Among the weapons uncovered 
was a Chinese FN-6 anti-aircraft 
missile launcher. The shoulder-
fired weapon, which can shoot 
down aircraft flying as high as 
3,500 metres, is thought to have 
come from Syria.

Although some Syrian rebel 
groups have possessed the FN-6 
since 2013, it is the first time that 
an anti-aircraft missile has been 
discovered in the hands of extrem-
ist Sunni groups in Lebanon.

It is unclear if the terrorists had 
a specific target in mind but the 
concern in Beirut is that if more 
anti-aircraft missiles were smug-
gled into Lebanon from Syria, 
they could pose a serious threat to 
commercial aircraft using Beirut’s 
beachside international airport.

“This is the nightmare scenario 
that keeps us awake at night,” said 
a Western intelligence officer in 
Beirut.

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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or many, the 1960s brought 
about radical sociopoliti-
cal change, culminating in 
May 1968 with what be-
came commonly known 

as the youth revolt in Europe and 
beyond.

In Lebanon, however, the 1960s 
are at the centre of a radical de-
bate over the adoption of a new 
electoral law to be implemented in 
parliamentary elections scheduled 
for May. The law to elect the 128 
members of parliament adopts a 
majoritarian system, which would 
run elections according to 26 dis-
tricts, each of which would choose 
its representatives based on sectar-
ian affiliation.

In essence, this majoritarian sec-
tarian system of voting, with dif-
ferent variants, has been practised 
since 1929, the first time the Leba-
nese went to the polls. While the 
country’s political elite have always 
promised a departure from this 
somewhat backward practice, no 
one has taken serious steps to bring 
about a more modern inclusive sys-
tem of voting, one that would break 
the monopoly of the traditional sec-
tarian leadership.

Many of the objections to this 

1960 law, as it is commonly known, 
were championed by Christian par-
ties that equated their decline from 
power to the adoption of the laws, 
especially after the end of the civil 
war in 1990 and the Syrian tutelage 
in 2005, which was clearly partial 
towards their Muslim compatriots.

Be that as it may, much of the pro-
posed alternatives to these defunct 
laws brought about other challeng-
es that were never fully acceptable 
to Lebanese Muslims, who achieved 
parity with the adoption of the 1989 
Taif agreement. It curtailed the 
Maronite president’s previously un-
checked powers.

The recent election of Michel 
Aoun as president in Lebanon 
promises to reinstate the so-called 
rights of the Christians by adopting 
an ostensibly modern hybrid pro-
portional electoral law. While many 
of his allies, chiefly among them 
the Lebanese Forces and Hezbollah, 
have publicly supported this hybrid 

law, Walid Jumblatt, the leader of 
the Progressive Socialist Party, has 
come out against it. He views it as 
an invention far removed from the 
foundations set forth by the Taif 
agreement but more obviously dis-
enfranchising to the Druze commu-
nity he heads. He has been demand-
ing what he thought was fair within 
a Lebanese political structure that 
already brands people according to 
their predisposed sectarian belong-
ing.

The antagonistic manner in 
which many Lebanese factions are 
trying to push through these chang-
es reveals a different reality. Recent 
statements by Interior Minister 
Nouhad Machnouk, who is tasked 
with supervising the election pro-
cess, exposed the pretence of many 
of the supposed champions of the 
hybrid law. For more than six years, 
it was ignored by all the Lebanese 
political classes, which refused on 
various occasions to discuss it in 
parliament.

Instead of devising ways to ger-
rymander and twist legitimate elec-
toral laws to serve personal narrow 
agendas, the Lebanese political par-
ties are better off practising what 
they preach by adopting key re-
forms that are required for any fair 
election, regardless of its model.

Allowing competent women to 
hold office does not require a sanc-

tioned female quota nor a law; 
adopting a single ballot list and 
stopping vote rigging merely re-
quire a conscious decision from 
the so-called champions of reform. 
Adopting a modern law, unlike the 
1960 one, might be a solution to one 
of Lebanon’s many problems but 
the country at the end of the day 
is essentially a sectarian apartheid 

state that is still stuck in the 19th 
century, a reality no election law 
can hide.

Makram Rabah is a History 
Department lecturer at the 
American University of Beirut. He 
is the author of A Campus at War: 
Student Politics at the American 
University of Beirut, 1967-1975.
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Police officers work at a checkpoint near a coffee shop in Hamra street in Beirut, on January 22nd.            (Reuters)

Lebanese demonstrators block a street leading to the parliament 
building in an attempt to prevent MPs from voting for the law to 
extend their mandates, in Beirut, on November 5th.                     (AFP)
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Lebanon’s 
majoritarian sectarian 
system of voting has 
been practised since 
1929, the first time 
Lebanese went to the 
polls.

Lebanon remains on 
edge with war raging 
in neighbouring 
Syria.

The gradual collapse 
of divisions has led 
to a more 
collaborative 
security relationship.


