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News & Analysis Cutting of US foreign aid

Beirut

T 

he US State Department 
is proposing drastic fund-
ing cuts to Lebanon in the 
2018 foreign aid budget, 
including a cessation of 

military spending on the Lebanese 
Army, a move that portends a tough-
er approach by the Trump adminis-
tration towards Lebanon.

The cancellation of the Foreign 
Military Financing (FMF) pro-
gramme to Lebanon for 2018 signi-
fies a sharp reversal of Washington’s 
steady support for the Lebanese 
Army since 2005 in which more 
than $1.4 billion has been spent on 
weapons, equipment and training. 
Lebanon, per person, is the world’s 
fifth largest recipient of US military 
assistance.

The State Department’s proposed 
financial aid to Lebanon is being 
slashed from $213.4 million in 2016 
to $103.8 million for 2018. The UN 
Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) 
is also being hit by budget cuts, with 
the US contribution to the peace-
keeping force in southern Lebanon 
falling from $222.8 million in 2016 to 
$149 million for 2018.

Significantly, the budgets of other 
UN missions in the Middle East re-
main much the same, suggesting 
that UNIFIL has been singled out for 
cuts. UNIFIL is often accused by Is-
rael of failing to curb the alleged ac-
tivities of Hezbollah in the southern 
border district.

Analysts in Washington cautioned 
that the draft budget is unlikely to be 
adopted by Congress as it stands and 
that substantial changes are prob-
able. US President Donald Trump 
has promised to cut overseas spend-
ing and the draft budget appears to 

have been drawn up with that in 
mind. However, even if the draft is 
subsequently revised there are no 
guarantees that it will include an 
FMF allocation to Lebanon let alone 
match the figure of previous years. 
The FMF for Lebanon in 2016 stood 
at $85.9 million.

The United States accelerated its 
support for the Lebanese Army fol-
lowing Syria’s political disengage-
ment from Lebanon in April 2005. 
That support increased following 
the 3-month battle in 2007 between 
the army and the militant Fatah al-
Islam group in the Nahr al-Bared Pal-
estinian refugee camp in northern 
Lebanon. The battle displayed the 
woeful shortcomings of the army in 
terms of training and equipment.

The capabilities of the Lebanese 
Army have greatly improved since 
then with the acquisition of more 
advanced weaponry and equip-
ment. Two Super Tucano light at-
tack aircraft are to arrive in Lebanon 
in October with another four to be 
delivered in 2018. The Lebanese 
Army is to receive 32 Bradley Mk II 
fighting vehicles in September, mak-
ing Lebanon only the third country 
other than the United States and 
Saudi Arabia to field them. Funding 
from the United States and United 
Kingdom has led to the establish-
ment, training and equipping of 
four land border regiments that are 
tasked with protecting Lebanon’s 
porous frontier with Syria.

However, just to sustain the ar-
my’s capabilities, in terms of keep-
ing vehicles and equipment in active 
service, runs to $40 million a year, 
said Aram Nerguizian, an expert 
on the Lebanese Army and senior 
fellow with the Arleigh A. Burke 
Chair in Strategy at the Centre for 
Strategic and International Studies 
in Washington. The freezing of the 

FMF package puts at risk the capa-
bility to maintain not only existing 
equipment but also vehicles and air-
craft that are to arrive in the coming 
months.

The Pentagon is believed to be 
supportive of continued US financial 
backing of the Lebanese Army. US 
Secretary of Defence James Mattis 
is familiar with the Lebanese Army 
from his time as commander of the 
US military’s Central Command. 
The Pentagon also has a $150 mil-
lion programme to enhance border 
security for Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt 
and Tunisia that is expected to re-
main untouched but that cannot 
compensate for the loss of the FMF 
allocation.

There remain compelling reasons 
to maintain fiscal support for the 
Lebanese Army but the FMF budget 
cut comes amid indications that the 
Trump administration is looking to 

tighten the screws on Lebanon as a 
means of tackling Hezbollah. Build-
ing up the Lebanese Army was in 
part intended to serve as a counter-
weight to the powerful Hezbollah. 
Hezbollah has emerged strong than 
ever in the past decade.

Politically, it is impossible for the 
Lebanese Army to confront Hezbol-
lah and no Lebanese government 
would give such an order for fear 
of tearing the country apart. How-
ever, in the Trump era, continuing 
to fund the Lebanese Army could be 
construed as throwing good money 
after bad. Even the counterterrorism 
justification for supporting the Leb-
anese Army could be eroded by the 
imminent defeat of the Islamic State 
in Syria and the enhanced stability 
along the Lebanon-Syria border.

The US Congress is to soon unveil 
a new Hezbollah anti-financing bill 
that reportedly will significantly 

ramp up existing legislation and al-
low for sanctions to be imposed on 
people and institutions that have 
dealings with the Iran-backed party. 
The move provoked jitters in the 
Lebanese banking sector with fears 
of capital flight from banks, a draw-
down on monthly remittances from 
Lebanese expatriates and possible 
isolation from international money 
markets.

Whether advocates of US support 
for the Lebanese Army can reverse 
the State Department’s FMF freeze 
for Lebanon could indicate to an 
extent just how hard the Trump 
administration intends to deal with 
Lebanon.

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
“Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s 
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel” 
(Random House 2011). He lives in 
Beirut.

Cuts to US aid will affect support to Lebanese army

Tightening the screws. Lebanese army officer stands near a missile delivered by the United States 
during a ceremony at the Rafik Hariri International Airport in Beirut, last December.                            (AP)
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US budget requests reflect disregard for foreign aid

T
he Trump administra-
tion is not a big 
believer in “soft 
power” — the term 
used to refer to a 
country’s non-coercive 

foreign policy tools, including 
diplomacy and foreign aid. This is 
most apparent in the president’s 
proposed budget for fiscal year 
(FY) 2018: The White House wants 
to slash US foreign aid by more 
than 30% from FY 2016 levels — 
from $23.2 billion to $15.4 billion. 
The administration proposed 
cutting funding for the US State 
Department’s diplomatic opera-
tions from $55 billion in 2016 to 
$40 billion.

Most shocking — and perhaps 
most revealing of US President 
Donald Trump team’s disregard for 
foreign aid — was the proposed re-
duction in US assistance to Tunisia, 
a promising but still fragile success 
story. If the White House gets its 
way, Tunisia’s security assistance 
would plunge from $82 million to 
$15 million and economic assis-
tance would drop by one-third.

Lebanon would face a similarly 
large cut in security assistance 
(82% reduction), as do Iraq and 
Bahrain (each more than 80%). 
Iraq, however, would receive an 
increase in economic aid from $122 
million to $300 million. The UN-
recognised government in Libya is 

slated to receive more economic 
aid. Jordan’s security and economic 
aid are targeted for cuts of more 
than 20%.

Israel’s aid remains steady, as 
does Egypt’s security assistance. 
However, the administration 
proposes a reduction in Egypt’s 
economic assistance from $143 mil-
lion to $75 million.

The White House, however, will 
not get its way. The US Congress 
determines the final US budget 
and sets spending levels for pro-
grammes via the annual appropria-
tions bills and members of Con-
gress from both parties have made 
it clear that Trump’s proposed cuts 
to foreign assistance are a non-
starter.

US Senator Bob Corker, a Tennes-
see Republican who is chairman 
of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, announced during 
a hearing that “the budget that’s 
been presented is not going to be 
the budget that we’re going to deal 
with.” In a rebuke to the admin-
istration, Corker added that “it 
would be a waste of time” to even 
review the president’s proposals 
“because it’s not what is going to 
occur.”

US Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson, who testified at the Senate 
hearing, claimed that, despite the 
reduction in funds, the United 
States would “continue to be the 
leader in international develop-
ment, global health, democracy 
and good governance initiatives 
and humanitarian efforts.” Senators 
from both parties voiced scepticism 
about how the United States could 

maintain global leadership on such 
issues without dedicating funds to 
the effort.

Senator Ben Cardin, a Democrat 
from Maryland, said the White 
House proposal in itself had a 
“chilling impact” on diplomats 
and foreign aid professionals and 
sent the wrong message to the rest 
of the world about US leadership. 
“I am deeply concerned that your 
administration’s approach does 
not place America first but rather 
leaves America alone,” Cardin 
told Tillerson. He went on to say 
that Congress would write its own 
budget that would not be “remote-
ly” close to the one proposed by 
the White House.

Tillerson responded to the criti-
cism by saying that “throughout 
my career, I have never believed, 
or experienced, that the level of 
funding devoted to a goal is the 
most important factor in achieving 
it… Our budget will never deter-
mine our ability to be effective. Our 
people will.”

The administration’s harshest 
critic was Senator Lindsey Graham, 
the South Carolina Republican who 
has not hesitated to criticise Trump 
on any number of issues. Graham, 
who is chairman of the Senate 
Appropriations Committee’s sub-
committee on foreign operations, 
lashed out at the administration 
for nearly 15 minutes while his staff 
presented numerous graphs and 
quotes mounted on poster board to 
show the effects of the administra-
tion’s proposed cuts.

“I want the country to know 
that this budget request is radi-

cal and reckless when it comes to 
soft power,” Graham said. “This 
account is hit hard not as a result 
of scrutiny about how the State 
Department works but [as a result 
of] budget pressure.”

Given the bipartisan opposition 
to the administration’s proposed 
funding levels, it is highly likely 
that Congress will increase the 
levels when it passes the final 
version of the foreign operations 
appropriations bill. Less certain is 
how any additional funds above 
the administration’s request would 
be allocated, although reductions 
in aid to Israel are all but impossi-
ble to imagine.

The administration’s proposed 
drastic reductions may simply 
reflect the way Trump likes to 
negotiate: Make outrageous 
demands knowing that the final 
agreement will be a compromise. 
So, although Congress has flatly 
rejected Trump’s opening position, 
it is almost certain that the final 
bill will contain cuts, in some cases 
substantial.

Appropriations bills must be 
passed and signed by the presi-
dent no later than September 30 
(FY 2018 begins October 1). If this 
deadline is not met, Congress 
may pass short-term “continuing 
resolutions” that maintain funding 
at current levels until a bill can be 
passed into law.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.

Mark Habeeb

View point
Israel’s aid 
remains 
steady, as 
does Egypt’s 
security 
assistance.

Economic and military 
assistance to Tunisia could be 
drastically cut.

Building up the 
Lebanese Army was 
in part intended to 
serve as a counter-
weight to the 
powerful Hezbollah.

The outcome could 
indicate to an extent 
just how hard the 
Trump administration 
intends to deal with 
Lebanon.


