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H 

ezbollah is expected to 
hand over a chain of 
hilltop military bases 
along Lebanon’s border 
with Syria to the Leba-

nese Army, potentially freeing up 
hundreds of fighters for combat 
in Syria, including Hama province 
where the Iranian-backed Party of 
God is heavily engaged in pushing 
back a rebel offensive.

Despite securing significant vic-
tories in recent months, particu-
larly the seizure of eastern Aleppo 
from rebel hands in December, Syr-
ian government forces are woefully 
short of manpower even with the 
support of Iranian allies and Hez-
bollah.

The chronic shortage — due to 
heavy combat losses, large-scale 
desertions and draft dodging — is 
seen as a possible explanation for 
the regime’s apparent use of chem-
ical weapons in an air strike against 
the town of Khan Sheikhoun in 
Idlib province on April 4 that left 
scores of people dead and more 
than 500 sickened.

The town is controlled by Hayat 
Tahrir al-Sham, a coalition of radi-
cal groups that follow al-Qaeda.

The attack, apparently using the 
deadly nerve agent sarin, spurred 
the Trump administration to un-
leash Tomahawk cruise missiles 
against al-Shayrat airbase from 
where the United States says the 
sarin attack was launched.

That was the first direct US inter-
vention against the Syrian regime 
in the 6-year-old war and could be 
pushing the war into a new phase.

Hezbollah forces have played a 
key role in keeping Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad in power since 
2013, with an average of 8,000 
fighters serving in Syria at any 
given time. Saving the Damascus 

regime has come at a high cost for 
the Lebanese Shia movement.

It is estimated to have lost more 
than 2,000 men in combat, with 
many more wounded, and the war 
has imposed a worsening financial 
burden and a growing war weari-
ness among the party’s Shia sup-
port base.

So dispatching reinforcements 
freed from garrison duty along 
Lebanon’s eastern border would 
bolster efforts by Assad , who has 
repeatedly boasted he will retake 
“every inch” of territory he has lost 
since 2011, to re-establish regime 
authority across his war-ravaged 
land.

Committing more Hezbollah 
fighters to the Syrian bloodbath 
will place further pressure on Hez-
bollah’s leadership to keep their 
constituency motivated and sup-
portive.

Since 2014, Hezbollah has con-
structed around 100 hilltop com-
pounds along the rugged frontier 
with Syria to protect populated ar-
eas of the Bekaa Valley, the party’s 
heartland, from infiltration by ji-
hadist militants based in Syria.

Most of the compounds are un-
manned and consist of little more 
than horseshoe-shaped bulldozed 
earthen ramparts but bases dotting 
the hills a few kilometres south of 
the Sunni-populated town of Arsal 
are fortified, some with artillery 
platforms.

These positions mark the front 
line against several hundred mili-
tants from the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and Jabhat Fateh al-Sham holed 
up in the mountains around Arsal. 

Hezbollah routinely harasses the 
militants with ambushes and rock-
et fire.

The Lebanese Army is also de-
ployed around Arsal and bombards 
the militants’ positions and move-
ments on a near-daily basis.

In 2013, the Lebanese Army be-
gan raising the first of four Land 
Border Regiments to secure the 
frontier with Syria. Britain fund-
ed the training and equipping of 
troops for those units and three 
have been deployed.

A fourth is being raised to plug 
a gap between Arsal and Masnaa, 
which sits on the strategic Beirut-
Damascus highway. The deploy-
ment of this unit could pave the 
way for a long-anticipated assault 
against the jihadists tucked into 
the mountains outside Arsal.

The militants overran the town in 
August 2014, triggering a 5-day bat-
tle with the army. Under a ceasefire 
deal, the jihadists were allowed to 
retreat to their mountain redoubts 
along with large quantities of cap-
tured arms and ammunition.

The recent appointment of a new 
Lebanese Army commander, Gen-
eral Joseph Aoun, who previously 
headed a brigade deployed around 
Arsal, overcomes one bureaucratic 
hurdle on the path to launching an 
offensive against the militants.

A decision to launch the offensive 
by the Beirut government is not 
thought to be imminent, although 
political and military sources say 
that planning is well under way.

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri told a group of foreign re-
porters recently that an assault 
would only happen “once every-
thing is in place,” a reference to the 
army receiving new weapons and 
logistical support from the United 
States and other friendly powers 
that do not want to see Lebanon 
swept by internal conflict as it was 
in its ruinous 1975-90 civil war.

Meanwhile, Hezbollah appears 
to be readying for its withdrawal 

from its border compounds. It is 
not clear how many Shia fighters 
serve in these positions but it could 
amount to several hundred — and 
for now, every fighter Hezbollah 
can deploy in Syria is crucial.

Rebel forces, including Hayat 
Tahrir al-Sham, launched a wide-
ranging offensive in northern Hama 
in March, seizing a string of towns 
and villages and even briefly taking 
over some districts of Damascus for 

the first time in years.
The regime launched counterof-

fensives with Russian and Syrian 
air force cover and has regained 
most of the lost territory but heavy 
fighting continues.
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Awaiting orders. A Hezbollah fighter looks towards Syria from 
the rocky hills outside the Lebanese border village of Brital.      (AP)
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T
he US Department of 
the Treasury is 
preparing to impose 
sanctions on institu-
tions and individuals 
accused of financing 

or working with Hezbollah. 
Banking sources said the 
expected measures would 
concern political figures from 
Lebanese organisations close to 
Hezbollah, such as the Amal 
Movement, the Free Patriotic 
Movement and the Syrian Social 
Nationalist Party, which is also 
known for its close ties with the 
Syrian regime.

Rumours about the US sanc-
tions circulated in Lebanese 
political circles and were picked 
up by media outlets. If the 
rumours turn out to be true, the 
sanctions would be the first time 
American sanctions were levied 
against Lebanese parties not 
listed as anti-American organisa-
tions, particularly the Amal 
Movement and the Free Patriotic 
Movement, headed respectively 
by Lebanese Parliament Speaker 
Nabih Berri and Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun.

One notable incident in 
connection to the above was the 
arrest in March of Lebanese 

businessman Kassem Tajeddine 
at the international airport in 
Casablanca on an Interpol 
warrant and his subsequent 
extradition to Washington. 
Tajeddine is suspected of 
financing Hezbollah through 
investments in Lebanon and 
African countries.

Tajeddine’s arrest led to 
rumours about other sanctions 
possibly affecting Lebanese 
businessmen who invested in 
Hezbollah’s military and political 
clout in Lebanon and the Middle 
East through business ventures 
in Lebanon, Iraq or Iran.

Many business people had 
distanced themselves from 
Hezbollah following the Treasury 
Department’s tough stance 
against Hezbollah. Doing busi-
ness with Hezbollah had sud-
denly turned costly.

Still, the party continued to 
rely for its financing on a signifi-
cant financial network across 
countries in Latin America, the 
Arabian Gulf and even the United 
States.

Reliable banking sources and 
political personalities said there 
has been a noticeable drop in 
Hezbollah’s financial resources in 
the last two years. The party was 
no longer capable of financially 
supporting many of its familiar 
political, religious and partisan 
allies. It had to let hundreds of its 
paid elements go.

After the 2006 war with Israel, 
Hezbollah was an important 

employer in Lebanon — second 
only to the Lebanese governm 
ent — but the war in Syria drained 
the party’s resources. The US 
sanctions delivered a powerful 
blow to Hezbollah’s financial 
capabilities.

The sources pointed out that 
Iran’s permanent financial 
contribution to Hezbollah since 
its inception does not exceed 50% 
of the party’s budget. The 
remaining amount is from 
activities that the average citizen 
could not imagine are taking 
place. Taking advantage of its 
military might and its ability to 
move freely through ports and 
across borders, the party has 
allegedly engaged in illegal 
activities using a widespread 
network of agents inside and 
outside of Lebanon. Always using 
the guise of resisting Israel, the 
party was able to impose for itself 
this unique privilege.

A good portion of Hezbollah’s 
expenses is covered through 
public funds. It is no secret that 
the party controls about 100 
municipalities and municipal 
federations in Lebanon. The 
party placed its members on the 
municipalities’ payrolls. They are 
nominally municipal employees 
but they take their orders from 
Hezbollah. Thus, one can say that 
the party has direct access to 
taxes collected in those munici-
palities.

The financial sanctions on 
Hezbollah increased its voracious 

Looming financial woes for Hezbollah
appetite for public funds. The 
party relies first on public cover 
for its alleged smuggling activi-
ties. Knowing that it will not be 
bothered, it uses a wide network 
of all kinds of business connec-
tions for its supposed illegal 
commerce. Second, the party will 
do whatever it can to get its share 
of public funds as a major party in 
the government and the parlia-
ment. Third, there will always be 
Iranian financing.

The US sanctions will be slow 
and gradual in coming and will 
touch all of Hezbollah’s allies. 
The Trump administration’s 
message to Hezbollah is clear: 
The easy times enjoyed under the 
previous administration are over.

The talk about US sanctions 
coincided with two incidents. 
The first was the strong confron-
tation in parliament between 
Hezbollah and the Free Patriotic 
Movement about the election law. 
The latter is unofficially accusing 
the former of purposely hamper-
ing its vision for the law. The 
second incident involved violent 
confrontations between the Amal 
Movement and Hezbollah in 
villages on the Israeli border.

Some observers have seen in 
these incidents implicit messages 
from the Free Patriotic Movement 
and the Amal Movement. They 
want to distance themselves from 
Hezbollah but will that be enough 
to spare them from US sanctions?
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