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A 

lmost three months 
into his term, Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun 
has declared that his 
troops are “not powerful 

enough to fight Israel” and there-
fore it “is essential to maintain the 
weapons of the resistance [Hezbol-
lah] to complement the army”.

Aoun’s bold and somewhat tact-
less statement included a justifica-
tion of Hezbollah’s involvement in 
the Syrian war as being a defensive 
measure triggered by terrorist at-
tacks against Lebanon.

Being an ally of both Hezbol-
lah and the Syrian regime, Aoun’s 
statements should not appear odd. 
However, as the head of state, 
elected by the overwhelming ma-
jority of parliament, half of whose 
members do not subscribe to his 
regional alliances nor the white-
washing of Hezbollah’s role in 
Syria, these statements will prove 
problematic.

Aoun’s statement to Egyptian 
TV station CBC ahead of his mid-
February visit to Egypt positions 
Lebanon as part and parcel of the 
bloc that Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi belongs to. It sees in 
Syrian President Bashar Assad a 
strategic partner and a safeguard 
against a menacing Islamic terror-
ist threat.

While it is one thing for Aoun the 
politician to voice his outright sup-
port for Iran’s proxy, for the Leba-
nese president to do so carries local 

and international implications that 
neither he nor the Lebanese state 
could handle.

Locally, Aoun stands at losing his 
two main supporters: The Lebanese 
Forces (LF) and the Future Move-
ment (FM), whose leader, Saad 
Hariri, heads the cabinet. Both 
factions agreed to vote for Aoun 
provided he honoured a few obli-
gations, including that he distance 
himself and Lebanon from the con-
flict across the border and maintain 
Lebanon’s neutrality vis-à-vis the 
Sunni-Shia regional conflict.

These two sides have refrained 
from demanding the disarming of 
Hezbollah and its immediate with-
drawal from Syria so as not to em-
barrass or provoke Aoun to side 
with his regional patrons.

Nonetheless, the president and 
all his men neither reciprocated nor 
built on this initiative to strengthen 
Lebanon’s position, especially by 
appeasing other Arab countries, 
mainly Saudi Arabia, that consider 
Lebanon to have fallen completely 
into the Iranian sphere of influence.

Further validating these Arab 
countries’ concerns is the recent 
speech by Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah, who 
built on Aoun’s positive portrayal of 
his organisation and asserted that 
its role in Syria falls within interna-
tional efforts to defeat the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

As it is customary in his speech-
es, Nasrallah attacked the United 
States but went further and called 
US President Donald Trump “a 
fool”. While Trump’s popularity 
and the US global standing will not 
be affected by Nasrallah’s slurs, the 

same cannot be said about Lebanon 
or its army.

As it stands, the Lebanese Army 
has been the recipient of more than 
$1 billion in the last eight years in 
equipment and training from the 
US government. Through US, as 
well as other countries’ assistance, 
this fairly modest force carried out 
crucial functions, primarily the de-
fence of the eastern border from 
ISIS infiltration as well as to crack 
down on other terror networks in 
the country.

To dishearten the capabilities 

of one’s army while empowering 
a non-state militia, Aoun can only 
empower those terrorists’ factions 
that will want to punish Hezbollah 
and whoever supports it for its in-
volvement in Syria.

This being the case, Aoun’s un-
warranted statements expose Leb-
anon and weaken its military, an 
army that Aoun himself deserted 
when it valiantly stood up against 
the invading Syrian Army in 1989.

More importantly, the next time 
Aoun wishes to visit the White 
House, it will be good to remem-

ber that, if the Lebanese state and 
its head continue in their skewed 
pro-Iranian attitude, Trump would 
be a fool to invest in Lebanon and 
its army. That scenario certainly 
would not bode well for a country 
trying to keep its economy afloat 
amid the constant risk of US sanc-
tions.
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“T
he list of issues 
is long. The file 
is big with many 
ramifications 
involving 
several minis-
tries and time is 
tight.” That 

statement by Ayman Choucair, 
Lebanon’s minister for Human 
Rights, underlines the challenges 
he faces in the newly created 
portfolio in Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri’s government.

“The objective behind creating a 
Ministry for Human Rights is basi-
cally there is a need for it,” Chou-
cair said. “No country can claim to 
be developed and modern if it does 
not respect human rights. It also 
shows that Lebanon is a pioneer in 
the region with regard to human 
rights issues.

“In Lebanon, legislations for the 
protection of human rights already 
exist but the problem is in the 
implementation and enforcement 
of the law.”

Torture in detention facilities, 
inequitable gender rights, long 
pretrial detention periods and 
prosecution of civilians by mili-
tary courts are among issues that 
Lebanese and international human 
rights watchdogs have denounced.

Choucair said his ministry’s 
task is humongous and placing 
Lebanon on the right track requires 
essential reforms in several min-
istries, including Justice, Interior 
and Social Affairs.

“It is a long process but, within 
the coming three to four months, 
which is the lifespan of this gov-
ernment until general elections, 
I hope we will be able to set the 
ground for those who will come 
later to build on… The most impor-
tant thing is to create the National 
Commission for Human Rights,” 
Choucair said.

A ten-member commission, a 
long-standing demand by human 
rights groups, is to be an independ-

ent body attached to the office of 
the prime minister, comprising 
judges, lawyers, doctors, activists 
and journalists, he said.

“The structure is meant to 
represent Lebanese society. The 
commission will have the task of 
monitoring incidents of violation 
of human rights and raising the 
alarm,” Choucair said.

Torture, ill-treatment and 
lengthy pretrial detention periods 
of suspected members of Islam-
ist radical groups — some lasting 
for several years — have caused 
an outcry by human rights groups 
and the families of prisoners in 
Lebanon. The country is a signa-
tory to the UN Convention against 
Torture.

“This is definitely a blatant viola-
tion of human rights and the law,” 
Choucair said, citing security and 
political reasons as being behind 
the lengthy incarceration of Islam-
ist suspects.

“The problem is that under the 
present regional conditions [of 
conflict and rampant terrorism], 
the line between respect of human 
rights and security is very thin,” 
Choucair said. 

New York-based Human Rights 
Watch (HRW) welcomed the crea-
tion of the ministry and called for 
concrete moves to improve the hu-
man rights record in Lebanon.

“It is definitely a step forward, 
and it is encouraging to see human 
rights issues are being taken out at 
such high levels,” said Bassam Kha-
waja, HRW’s Lebanon researcher.

“The extent to which things 
will actually get done depends on 
whether this is a position that is 
funded to be able to tackle human 
rights violations in the country 
and whether it will be maintained 
when a new cabinet is formed after 
general elections.”

Lebanon is expected to have an 
election in May to select a new 
parliament.

Khawaja said the minister for 
Human Rights could take the lead 
on many pressing issues, including 
torture, which is reportedly preva-
lent in military interrogations, 
even though it is against Lebanon’s 

criminal laws.
“Prolonged pretrial detention is 

definitely a large issue in Leba-
non,” Khawaja said. “The criminal 
defamation laws that criminalise 
speaking out against officials are 
also a concern and seem to be used 
against people who speak out like 
journalists and lawyers. Other 
issues include migrant domestic 
workers and refugees who are left 
out of labour protection… There is 
a long list absolutely.”

While the precarious security 
situation in Lebanon has led to 
human rights abuses, HRW said 
there was never any justification 
for torture.

“Torture is illegal under both 
international and domestic law 

but also it has been shown it is inef-
fective and counterproductive. It 
actually does quite serious damage 
to the relation of populations with 
security services, and even leads to 
radicalisation,” Khawaja said.

Choucair said ensuring respect 
for human rights in Lebanon’s en-
vironment of heightened security 
risks and instability is no easy task.

“Let’s achieve what we can for 
now,” he said. “Treat issues that 
are in our capacity to treat step by 
step, until we can overcome this 
very difficult period in the region 
and in Lebanon.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections 
editor.

I n t e r v i e w

Samar Kadi
Torture, long 
pretrial detention, 
military 
prosecution of 
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human rights 
issues in Lebanon.

“No country 
can claim to be 
developed and 
modern if it 
does not respect 
human rights.”

Minister for Human 
Rights Ayman Choucair
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Lebanese State Minister for Human Rights Ayman Choucair. 
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A 2016 handout picture released by the Hezbollah press office shows Hassan Nasrallah (R), the head 
of Shia movement Hezbollah, meeting with Michel Aoun in Lebanon.                                                        (AFP)


