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Beirut

I 

t is perfectly normal to expect 
Lebanon to be affected by the 
political fallout of the US at-
tack on al-Shayrat airfield in 
Syria. Most analyses consider 

the attack a catalyst for a likely 
Russian-Iranian pact and a blow to 
efforts towards settling the Syrian 
crisis.

In Lebanon, reactions to the US 
strike were contradictory. News of 
the strike set social media pages of 
people from various political par-
ties and orientations ablaze but of-
ficial political circles observed an 
incongruous, deafening silence. 
The government and the parlia-
ment were busy discussing oil and 
electricity, election law and the 
budget.

Assem Qanso, a member of par-
liament from the Lebanese Ba’ath 
Party, said: “US President Donald 
Trump’s stand on the Palestinian 
cause and other Arab causes was 
vague except for his direct bias to-
wards Israel, which convinced him 
to adopt anti-Syrian stands.”

Appealing to his experience as 
a medical doctor, MP Assem Araji 
from the Future Party parliamen-
tary bloc asserted that “the weapon 
used on civilians in Khan Sheik-
houn is chemical without a doubt. 
All the symptoms on the victims 
confirm that.”

Given that fact, “the new US ad-
ministration under Trump, which 
has always trumpeted its inten-
tion to change [former President 
Barack] Obama’s legacy, had to 
react quickly and violently,” Araji 
said.

Araji said he feared “a new mi-
gration wave of Syrian refugees es-
pecially to the Bekaa area.” He also 
said that Iran is likely to escalate 
the situation in Lebanon and might 
“push the country towards a parlia-
mentary crisis after it had caused a 
presidential crisis, which had last-
ed for two-and-a-half years. Con-
tinuing to block the new election 
law is part of the campaign calling 
for a constitutional convention.”

For Araji, if the plan for a consti-
tutional convention becomes a re-
ality “all red lines would have been 
crossed… Those refusing the plan 
will have no choice but to fight it 
by any means necessary.” He said 
tensions created by the US strike 

should not “hinder the path of set-
tlements in Lebanon and lure Hez-
bollah towards creating conditions 
favourable for a constitutional con-
vention, which incidentally will 
not be in its best interest.”

Araji invited Hezbollah to revisit 
Lebanon’s history and not to over-
estimate its capacity to influence 
political decisions in the country. 
Even if the party succeeds in con-
trolling national decisions, “such 
control will only be temporary and 
transient,” Araji continued.

Hareth Sleiman, a professor at 
the Lebanese University, said the 
fallout from the US strike “will de-
pend on Iran’s reaction to the strike 
because it seems that there were 
Iranian elements stationed at al-
Shayrat airfield.

“The intended escalation seems 
to be directed against Iran and not 
the Russians because the Russians 
do not wish to get into a confron-
tation with the Americans and vice 
versa.”

Sleiman pointed out that an Ira-
nian reaction will spare Lebanon 
because there are no US interests 
to target there. If Iran is planning a 
reaction, it is likely to take place in 
Iraq, where there are about 6,000 
US soldiers, or in Syria.

He said talk about stability and 
settlements in Lebanon is “one as-
pect of the efforts to veil Hezbol-
lah’s total domination of public af-
fairs in Lebanon. The prospects of 
an escalation are meaningless be-
cause no one really wishes to con-

front Hezbollah and Hezbollah, in 
turn, does not wish to make things 
difficult for itself.”

Sleiman dismissed analyses con-
cluding that Iran’s reaction might 
push Hezbollah to insist on a con-
stitutional convention in Lebanon. 
He said: “Hezbollah does not need 
to rely on a constitutional conven-
tion because all of Lebanon’s active 
security agencies are functioning 
according to its agenda. The same 
applies to the military court and in-
telligence services.”

Political analyst Lokman Slim 
refuted the hypotheses that the US 
action in Syria is part of an Ameri-
can strategy to shuffle cards in 
Syria. He said it is too early to draw 
any conclusions about its conse-

quences, pointing out that “as long 
as the resistance axis remains si-
lent, things should not go beyond 
the level of learning lessons.”

He said: “To hit al-Shayrat air-
field near Homs, the American mis-
siles must have crossed Lebanese 
airspace. Nobody could turn them 
back nor did the missiles need a 
visa. Some Lebanese might have 
been elated by having US missiles 
fly over their heads.”

The remarkable silence of the 
Lebanese political leadership is “a 
sign of a crisis among the Sunni 
and Christian leaderships in par-
ticular,” he said.

Shadi Alaa Eddine is a Lebanese 
writer.
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in al-Hilweh, the largest 
of Lebanon’s 12 Pales-
tinian refugee camps, 
has gained a notorious 
reputation as a hiding 

place for outlaws and more danger-
ous small radical Islamist groups. 
The crowded shantytown, housing 
more than 80,000 people, includ-
ing a few thousand who fled Syria’s 
Yarmouk refugee camp, has been 
the scene of intermittent clashes 
between rival armed factions.

The latest round of fighting, 
which broke out on April 7, pit-
ted the camp’s joint security force 
against the Sunni Islamist militant 
group headed by Bilal Badr. Six 
days of clashes that killed seven 
people and wounded 40 others 
ended when the joint security 
force, made up of the major Pal-
estinian factions and led by the 
mainstream Fatah movement, 
moved into the Al-Tiri neighbour-
hood that was under the control of 
Badr and his followers.

Badr, who is wanted for many 
crimes, including attacks against 
Lebanese Army positions in south-
ern Lebanon, the killing of Palestin-
ian camp officials and contacting 
armed groups inside Syria, refused 
to surrender and “disappeared” 
inside the shantytown. A security 
source said Badr reportedly sought 
protection with other Islamist 
groups in the camp that put him 
under “house arrest” in line with a 
settlement to end the fighting.

Cracking down on the Islamist 
hardliners in Ain al-Hilweh, on the 
outskirts of the port city of Sidon 
in southern Lebanon, proved to be 
costly and no easy mission. It reo-
pened the question of why Pales-

tinian factions are armed and how 
to counter radicalisation in refugee 
camps.

The responsibility of maintain-
ing security inside Ain al-Hilweh 
lies with Palestinian armed fac-
tions in the joint security force. 
The Lebanese Army is positioned 
around the camp and tightly con-
trols its entrances but has no pres-
ence inside due to a long-standing 
convention. It recently suspended 
construction of a concrete barrier 
around the camp after an outcry 
by inhabitants.

The disarmament of the Pales-
tinian factions was never explicitly 
raised after the Lebanese militias 
were disarmed and dismantled in 
line with the 1989 Saudi-brokered 
Taif Agreement that ended the 
1975-90 civil war. With an overt 
blessing from Syria — then the 
main power broker in Lebanon — 
only Hezbollah retained its weap-
ons for being a “resistance move-
ment” fighting Israel.

Over the years, the Ain al-Hilweh 
camp turned into a source of se-
curity concern, with many fearing 
it had become a haven for radical 
Islamic movements and a recruit-
ing ground for extremism. That 
triggered collaboration between 
Palestinian camp security authori-
ties and Lebanese security services 
who requested handing over a few 
hundred wanted people holed up 
in the shantytown. A few dozen 
wanted from among an estimated 
500 people suspected of belonging 
to extremist groups have surren-
dered.

Camp officials have maintained 
that many are wanted for minor 
violations, charges that have been 
dragging on for years, while the 
various Islamist radical groups 
count no more than 120-150 fight-
ers among their ranks.

“The problem is not Bilal Badr, 
who has 40-50 fighters. It is rather 
about all the other Islamist fac-
tions that will not allow that any 
such (Muslim) group be destroyed 
by any national or secular party 
even if this group turned to be 
linked to terrorism,” said Suheil el-
Natour, a Beirut-based Palestinian 

analyst and activist in the Demo-
cratic Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine (DFLP).

Besides Badr’s group, the radi-
cal groups in question include al-
Qaeda-affiliated Abdallah Azzam 
Brigades, which was responsible 
for a bomb attack that targeted the 
UN peacekeeping force (UNIFIL) in 
southern Lebanon a few years ago; 
Fatah al-Islam; Jund al-Sham; and 
Shabab al Muslim (Muslim Youth). 
Their influence stretches over 
some of the camp’s neighbour-
hoods.

“These are very small groups but 
the issue is not about their num-
bers. They fight fiercely with the 
belief that they are going to heav-
en,” explained a Palestinian securi-
ty official, who requested not to be 
named. “The last round of fighting 
revealed how much Fatah and the 

other non-Islamic factions have 
become weak and unable to crack 
down on these groups.”

It also revealed that the problem 
is so complex and the situation has 
reached an impasse. Lebanese au-
thorities who are cracking down 
on radical Lebanese Islamists 
want the Palestinians to clear their 
camps of the most extreme groups. 
“But if the Palestinian factions 
cannot control the (Ain al-Hilweh) 
camp, what will happen?” asked 
the Palestinian security source.

Who is funding and supplying 
these small radical groups with so-
phisticated, new weaponry is an-
other question.

Rampant poverty and high un-
employment at the camp are fac-
tors that attract followers to such 
groups, the security source said.

Most of the camp’s residents live 

in misery, lacking the minimum 
required for a decent living, ac-
knowledged Hassan Mneimneh, 
the head of the Lebanese-Palestin-
ian Dialogue Committee. In Feb-
ruary, it launched a census to sur-
vey the number of Palestinians in 
Lebanon to improve economic and 
social conditions.

“It is in Lebanon’s interest to 
improve the conditions of the Pal-
estinians in a drastic way,” Mneim-
neh said. “If these camps remained 
as they are now, they will continue 
to be a fertile ground for hardline 
groups whether Islamists or left-
ists — or any other form of extrem-
ist ideas to exploit the misery in 
the camps.”

Dalal Saoud is the Deputy Editor-
in-Chief of The Arab Weekly. She 
is based in Beirut.
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Eerie silence. Lebanon’s Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) speaks 
with EU High Representative Federica Mogherini at an EU Syria 
conference in Brussels, on April 5.                                                        (AFP)

Chronic flare-ups. A member of the joint Palestinian security force stands in front of a bullet-riddled 
wall inside the Ain al-Hilweh refugee camp near Sidon, on April 13.     (Reuters)
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Cracking down on the 
Islamist hardliners in 
Ain al-Hilweh proved 
to be costly and no 
easy mission.

The silence of the 
Lebanese 
leadership is “a 
sign of a crisis 
among the Sunni 
and Christian 
leaderships in 
particular.” Political analyst Lokman Slim


