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S 

ince the election of Don-
ald Trump as US president 
and his vow to roll back 
Iran’s influence across 
the Middle East, tensions 

have soared between Israel and 
the Iran-backed Hezbollah in Leb-
anon.

Both sides have issued a flurry 
of threats and warnings towards 
each other as part of a mutual pol-
icy of deterrence. While the rheto-
ric at times has been alarming and 
caused jitters in both Lebanon and 
Israel, the prospect of a no-holds-
barred war and the massive level 
of destruction it would inflict on 
both countries has helped keep 
the peace since the last conflict in 
2006 and continues to do so.

Recently, however, Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Hassan Nasral-
lah directed a new threat against 
Israel, one that hinted at turning a 
future conflict between Hezbollah 
and Israel into a regional confla-
gration.

During a speech marking the an-
nual Quds Day event on the last 
Friday of Ramadan, Nasrallah said 
that a future war “could open the 
way for thousands, even hundreds 
of thousands, of fighters from all 
over the Arab and Islamic world 
to participate — from Iraq, Yemen, 
Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan.”

The choice of countries used 
to illustrate his warning was de-
liberate. Shia volunteers from all 
five countries are fighting or have 
fought in Syria under the aegis of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) to uphold the regime 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Additionally, the IRGC has in-
fluence over part of the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF), a coa-

lition of mainly Shia militias in 
Iraq, formed to battle the Islamic 
State (ISIS). Several militias in the 
PMF, such as Kataeb Hezbollah 
and Kataeb Abu Fadhl al-Abbas, 
subscribe to the velayat-e faqih, 
or the rule of the jurisprudent, the 
system of Islamic governance fol-
lowed by Iran, and view Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei as their supreme au-
thority.

This Iran-backed Shia “interna-
tionale” has granted Iran consider-
able influence across Iraq and Syr-
ia, helping shape the course of the 
conflicts in a manner that Tehran 
hopes will ultimately benefit the 
Islamic Republic’s strategic reach 
across the Middle East. Iran is 
close to securing a long-cherished 
land bridge connecting Tehran to 
the Mediterranean via Iraq and 
Syria. Such a bridge (or bridges 
as there are more than one viable 
route) would allow Iran to more 
easily deploy greater numbers of 
fighters and equipment to battle-
fields in Syria and possibly, one 
day, the Golan Heights on Israel’s 
north-eastern border, than by the 
traditional air route.

The capabilities of these vari-
ous Shia militias vary consider-
ably. Hezbollah is the most power-
ful non-state military actor in the 
world and its well-trained and mo-
tivated fighters have spearheaded 
numerous offensives in Syria. In 
Iraq and Yemen, Hezbollah cadres 
help train and organise militants 
and participate in operational 
planning.

At the other end of the spectrum 
are the Shia Hazara volunteers 
from Pakistan and Afghanistan. 
Many of the Afghan recruits are il-
legal immigrants in Iran who have 
been offered salaries and citizen-
ship in return for service in Liwa 
Fatemiyoun, the Afghan military 
unit. Similarly, Pakistani Shias 
have been recruited into Liwa 
Zainabiyoun. There were reports 
of Houthi militants from Yemen 
serving in Syria as early as 2013 
but it is unclear whether they are 
still there given the Saudi-led coa-
lition’s presence in Yemen since its 
intervention in 2015.

If the trajectory of the conflicts 
in Syria and Iraq continues along 

its current path with the defeat of 
the ISIS caliphate and the survival 
of the Assad regime, Iran could 
have at its disposal a broad multi-
national fighting force swearing al-
legiance to Khamenei and deploy-
able to other theatres of interest to 
Tehran.

Some commanders within this 
Shia coalition have hinted at roles 
after the Syria war and the anti-
ISIS campaign, including defeat-
ing Saudi Arabia and Israel.

“God willing, we will liberate 
the house of God and destroy the 
Saudi royal family before reach-
ing [Jerusalem],” a commander 
with the Liwa Zainabiyoun told 
the conservative Iranian magazine 
Panjereh in July 2016.

Earlier this year, Harakat al-Nu-
jaba, an Iran-backed Iraqi group in 
the PMF, announced it was form-
ing the “Golan Liberation Front” 
and would carry out, with Damas-
cus’s blessing, a resistance cam-

paign to liberate the strategic vol-
canic plateau occupied by Israel 
since 1967.

How would this Shia coalition 
operate in the context of a future 
war between Hezbollah and Israel? 
Hezbollah has a very specific set of 
battle plans for Israel that leaves 
little room for other allies to oper-
ate inside Lebanon. Thousands of 
Shia militants swarming into Leb-
anon determined to have a crack 
at the Israeli army would only get 
in Hezbollah’s way. However, they 
could be used to open a second 
front in the Golan, launching rock-
ets into northern Galilee and pos-
sibly attempting to infiltrate the 
Israeli side of the separation line.

The intervention of an Iran-
backed Shia coalition in a future 
Israel-Hezbollah war would com-
plicate Israel’s efforts to achieve a 
swift victory but it could create an 
unexpected diplomatic boon for 
the Jewish state by bringing it clos-

er to Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
countries that view Iran’s reach 
across the region and its emerg-
ing multinational Shia army with 
alarm and hostility. That would 
further cement the division in the 
Middle East as one of a Shia “re-
sistance” block guided by Iran ver-
sus the Sunni Gulf and Israel.

Nawaf al-Moussawi, a Hezbol-
lah MP, has noted that the United 
States and its allies have formed 
coalitions to defeat their enemies 
in the Middle East and that Iran 
and Hezbollah have the right to do 
the same.

“We are not alone anymore,” 
Moussawi said. “Should the Israe-
lis begin the battle, we will clearly 
face it alongside all of our allies.”

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
“Warriors of God: Inside Hezbol-
lah’s Thirty-Year Struggle Against 
Israel” (Random House 2011). He 
lives in Beirut.
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Well-trained. Hezbollah fighters parade during a ceremony to honour fallen comrades in Tefahta 
village in southern Lebanon.               (AP)
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Hezbollah has a 
very specific set of 
battle plans for 
Israel that leaves 
little room for other 
allies to operate 
inside Lebanon.

I
t is not the missiles of the 
so-called resistance or its 
Iran-instigated participation 
in the war on the Syrian 
people or the words of 
Hezbollah Secretary-Gen-

eral Hassan Nasrallah that are 
going to protect Lebanon. 
Nasrallah recently said: “The 
Israeli enemy knows that if it 
attacks Syria or Lebanon, it’s not 
sure that the conflict will remain 
between Lebanon and Israel or 
between Syria and Israel.”

He added: “I’m not saying that 
there are countries that will get 
directly involved in the conflict 
but the events will draw tens of 
thousands, nay hundreds of 
thousands of jihadists and 
fighters from the four corners of 
the Muslim and Arab worlds, 
from Iraq, Yemen, Iran, Afghani-
stan and Pakistan.”

Nothing really explains this 
type of discourse except the 
desire to escape reality. Reality 
says that, since 2006, southern 
Lebanon has been living in 
horrible conditions under the 
mandate of UN Security Council 
Resolution 1701. This talk about 

Israel’s probable intentions does 
not hide the fact that Iran has 
failed to do anything regarding 
the Jewish state since Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini’s declaration 
of July 1979. All we have seen and 
heard since that day has been 
shameless political profiteering 
from the cause and lots of talk 
aimed at embarrassing the Arabs.

Led by its most ultra-right-wing 
government, Israel has always 
known what it wants. It wants to 
create a new reality on Palestin-
ian land and legitimise its 
occupation of part of the West 
Bank and East Jerusalem. What 
concrete steps has Iran taken to 
halt this Machiavellian plan? The 
answer is none. More than 
650,000 Israeli settlers live in 
various parts of the West Bank.

Israel could not be happier to 
have the southern Lebanon front 
remain open and alive so it can 
exchange services with both the 
Syrian regime and the Iranian 
regime. Resolution 1701 had 
closed the front. It had stopped 
military operations and spared 
the area and its people from 
destruction and dislocation.

Had the war of 2006 continued, 
Israel would have inflicted 
greater damage and misery. So, to 
protect Lebanon and its people, 
the international community 
decided to end the war. A new 
reality has thus been created and 
the rules of the game have 
changed.

What Nasrallah needs to realise 
is that he is not doing Lebanon 
and the Lebanese a service by 
threatening to call in Iranian, 
Iraqi, Afghan, Pakistani and 
Yemeni fighters. These people 
have enough problems to deal 
with in their own countries. The 
only service he can offer Lebanon 
and the Lebanese is closing off 
Lebanese space to those who 
wish to turn it into a jousting 
ground. This includes some 
Hamas leaders who are believed 
to have moved from Doha to 
Beirut.

Since when has Hezbollah been 
appointed controller of Lebanese 
space? Then again, Hezbollah has 
always considered ideological and 
sectarian ties stronger than 
national borders.

Lebanon’s only real protection 
comes from Resolution 1701. 
Hezbollah consented to every 
single word in that resolution 
even before it was adopted in 
August 2006. If Hezbollah is 
serious about doing Lebanon a 
service, it should refrain from 
giving unrealistic speeches and 
from jumping on Quds Day 
celebrations to attack Saudi 
Arabia and other Gulf countries. I 
guess Hezbollah has forgotten 
about the Lebanese who are living 
and working in those countries.

What the Lebanese people want 
is to see their country returned to 
the Lebanese state, not for it to 
continue to be used as a drop box 

Slogans are the quickest way to defeat Lebanon
for messages between Iran and 
Israel.

The population of southern 
Lebanon is living in peace and 
quiet thanks to Resolution 1701. 
That resolution was the result of 
certain circumstances. Why the 
excessive pride in refusing to 
accept reality as it is? Why should 
we have Iranians, Iraqis, Paki-
stanis and Afghanis defend 
Lebanon? How does the local 
population in southern Lebanon 
feel about bringing the Afghan 
Fatimid Brigade to their land? 
Wouldn’t that remind them of the 
different nationalities brought in 
by Palestinian factions at some 
point in history?

As to the Yemenis, they have a 
lot to do in their country, not least 
of all is fighting cholera. The 
Palestinians are the least of their 
worries these days. For them, 
Palestine exists only in speeches 
by Houthi leader Abdelmalik 
al-Houthi, who should be more 
focused on making life easier for 
Sana’a’s inhabitants by removing 
his militia than on mouthing 
slogans about liberating the 
Palestinian territories and 
Jerusalem.

Slogans will not return hope to 
the Yemenis nor liberate Jerusa-
lem. Slogans are the quickest way 
to defeat Lebanon instead of 
defeating Israel.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer based in London.
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Nasrallah is not doing Lebanon 
and the Lebanese a service by 
threatening to call in Iranian, 
Iraqi, Afghan, Pakistani and 
Yemeni fighters.


