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T 

he annual report by the 
investigative board of 
Lebanon’s Central Bank 
revealed that 470 cases of 
money laundering were 

recorded last year, with 77% of them 
tied to foreign parties. Sources fa-
miliar with the board’s activities 
said 399 cases had been completed 
and 71 remained under investiga-
tion. The board requested the lifting 
of banking secrecy in 42 cases.

In 2002, the Lebanese govern-
ment enacted laws and regulations 
to establish a banking oversight sys-
tem. Because of those regulations, 
Lebanon was removed from the list 
of countries without an anti-money 
laundering mechanism.

A report by the Lebanese Credit 
Bank stated that the largest pro-
portion of money-laundering cases 
involves theft, followed by forgery 
and terrorism. The United States’ 
latest anti-Hezbollah sanctions 
have created a tense and anxious at-
mosphere in banking and financial 
circles in Lebanon, especially when 
it was revealed that the measures 
would not be limited to individuals 
but will include associations and in-
stitutions.

Economic expert Jassem Ajaka 
said money-laundering cases re-
vealed by the Central Bank’s inves-
tigation fit the definition of targeted 
cases by the American anti-Hezbol-
lah sanctions. He said the sanctions 
consider injecting laundered money 
into the Lebanese banking system, 
violations that must be stopped. He 
also said that most likely the major-
ity of those being pursued by the 
Lebanese investigative board were 
already on American sanctions list.

Analyses of the situation in Leb-
anon favoured the view that the 
United States would not push for 
the maximum application of the 
law, given the political situation in 
Lebanon and the country’s current 

difficulties. Ajaka, however, said 
the Americans “do not care about 
the likely impact of the sanctions 
on Lebanon and clearly favour a 
firm and rigorous approach to the 
matter.”

“Any bank suspected by the Unit-
ed States will face an uncertain fu-
ture and no one in Lebanon or from 
outside Lebanon can do anything to 
save it,” Ajaka said.

He pointed out that the United 

States has imposed sanctions on 
international heavyweights such as 
Russia. So, “does anyone really ex-
pect the United States to be scared 
of Lebanon, for example?” Ajaka 
asked.

He said the current anxiety-filled 
atmosphere in Lebanon will lead to 
Lebanese Central Bank Governor 
Riad Salameh, being reappointed, 
given his high credibility with the 
United States.

Salameh seems to be the only one 
capable of managing the crisis and 
steering out of it with minimum 
damage. Ajax said the sanctions 
hastened the process of reaching a 
political consensus for another term 
for Salameh as central bank gover-
nor.

Salameh has left it up to individ-

ual banks to appraise their internal 
situations and decide on their own 
whether they needed to close cer-
tain accounts regarding last year’s 
sanctions. Ajaka said Salameh will 
take a different approach this year, 
with the Central Bank intervening 
directly in suspicious accounts and 
transactions.

Economist Ghaleb Bou Mosleh 
said he believes the United States is 
using the subject of money launder-
ing to apply political pressure and 
blackmail since the biggest money-
laundering hubs are in New York 
and London.

He explained that targeting Leba-
nese banks is overdoing it because 
most Lebanese banks “are actu-
ally managing the spoliation of the 
country’s wealth for the benefit of 

the Americans. Most investment 
capitals are foreign so it’s really not 
possible that the United States will 
dare punish the Lebanese banking 
sector that hosts its investments 
and fortune.”

Bou Mosleh added that Washing-
ton was keen on protecting the Leb-
anese economy and would not push 
for its destruction as some alarm-
ist analyses suggested. Destroying 
the Lebanese economy “entails the 
downfall of the entire political class 
in Lebanon which happens to be 
in control of all the economic tools 
in the country and which is natu-
rally gravitating around the United 
States,” Bou Mosleh added.

Shadi Alaa Eddine is a Lebanese 
writer.
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Ripple effects. A file picture shows people leaving Lebanon’s Central Bank in Beirut.             (Reuters)
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The United States is 
using the subject of 
money laundering to 
apply political 
pressure.

A
nyone remotely 
familiar with Leba-
non and its unique 
political infrastruc-
ture will be aware of 
the sectarian nature 

of the sporadic violence that has 
tarnished its recent history. About 
nine years ago, the Lebanese 
people bore witness to an out-
break of sectarian violence that 
almost pushed the country to the 
brink of civil war, later referred to 
simply as the May 7 events.

Ostensibly, the violence was 
sparked by the apparently 
straightforward decision of the 
government of Prime Minister 
Fouad Siniora to dismantle 
Hezbollah’s private communica-
tion network and suspend Beirut 
airport’s head of security, a 
Shia-Lebanese army officer. 
Irrespective of government 
intentions, the outcome was an 
assault against pro-government 
factions throughout the area, 
resulting in the occupation of 
West Beirut by Hezbollah and its 
allies.

Hezbollah’s 2008 military push 
was ultimately curtailed. How-
ever, its half-finished coup left 
Lebanon’s Sunni population with 
a lingering sense of defeat and the 
already volatile relationship 
between Sunni and Shia Muslims 
on a knife’s edge.

What tensions remained were 
apparently forgotten after the 
belligerents attended a confer-

ence in Doha. They hammered out 
a deal that led to the election of 
Michel Suleiman as president and 
agreed upon on an electoral law 
that would seem to benefit all 
parties.

As expedient as the Doha 
Accord was, its legacy has been to 
paper over, rather than resolve, 
Lebanon’s sectarian divide, which 
continues to hinder progress 
towards a political solution in the 
country.

While the representatives of the 
Sunni/Shia divide, the Future 
Movement and Hezbollah, have 
agreed on a truce and conduct 
regular dialogue sessions, these 
meetings rarely extend beyond the 
cosmetic. Behind the façade, the 
embers of sectarianism smoulder, 
erupting into flames every time 
Lebanon’s political system is 
tested.

Much of the debate surrounding 
the long-awaited and long-delayed 

parliamentary elections has been 
accompanied by a rise in sectarian 
rhetoric, both within the political 
class and the Lebanese commu-
nity at large, especially on social 
media. However, all of this takes 
place under the shadow of the 
anniversary of 2008’s violence, an 
ominous reminder of what is at 
stake for Lebanon’s parties.

Lebanon’s sectarian tensions 
extend to the newly emerging 
schism between the Christian 
Maronites and Shias, particularly 
over forthcoming revisions to 
election law. Despite being 
ostensible allies, neither Hezbol-
lah nor the Free Patriotic Move-
ment (FPM), Lebanon’s largest 
Christian faction, seems able to 
agree on how to proceed with 
electoral reform.

Hezbollah has proven itself a 
staunch supporter of proportional 
representation, which would allow 
for the Shias and their allies to 

Lebanese politicians should refrain from feeding the sectarian hydra
control virtually one-third of the 
parliament. Ironically, the FPM, 
which had championed propor-
tional representation, now appears 
to find it a disadvantage after its 
former leader, Michel Aoun, was 
elected president and has since 
tried to step back from champion-
ing a law that would widen the 
existing gap between the Chris-
tians and their Muslim counter-
parts.

The real challenge for the 
Lebanese political class goes 
further than reaching consensus 
over electoral reform. It lies in 
coming to terms with the reality 
that sectarianism in Lebanon is a 
double-edged sword that once 
drawn will not easily go back to its 
scabbard. With Lebanon’s historic 
patrons, Qatar and Saudi Arabia, 
occupied with affairs closer to 
their respective homes, no 
benevolent intervention, such as 
that of 2008, is likely to be 
forthcoming in the event of 
renewed violence.

What is critical for all parties to 
understand is that any outbreak of 
sectarian tension is unlikely to be 
restricted to their immediate 
groups but will act like the 
mythological hydra, growing two 
heads for every one that is 
severed. In Lebanon, the only way 
to slay this beast is to refrain from 
feeding it the public sentiments of 
hatred for the sake of a few 
parliamentary seats, which will 
not count for much if violence ever 
erupts again.
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The legacy of the Doha accord 
has been to paper over, rather 
than resolve, Lebanon’s 
remaining sectarian divide. Slaying the beast. Lebanese demonstrators protesting against 

sectarian politicians at Martyrs’ Square in downtown Beirut. (Reuters)


