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Beirut

T 

he UN peacekeeping force 
in southern Lebanon, 
known as UNIFIL, is going 
to have to tighten its belt 
next year as the United 

States is proposing to slash its con-
tribution to the 39-year-old mission 
by more than $70 million, which 
equates to about 15% of UNIFIL’s 
budget.

The cut in Washington’s annual 
allocation to UNIFIL is included in 
a draft US State Department foreign 
aid budget for 2018 that reflects the 
Trump administration’s determi-
nation to slash overseas spending. 
However, with tensions at a high 
level between Israel and Iran-backed 
Hezbollah, a potential weakening of 
UNIFIL could send the wrong mes-
sage to the warring parties.

“If they [the United States and Is-
rael] are unhappy with us, how is 
cutting $70 million from our budget 
going to help?” said a senior UNIFIL 
official.

Israel has repeatedly accused 
UNIFIL of failing in its mission to 
prevent Hezbollah from conducting 
military activities in the peacekeep-
ers’ area of operations. The Israeli 
point of view has been supported 
by US Ambassador to the United Na-
tions Nikki Haley, who voiced her 
own criticism of UNIFIL’s perfor-
mance following a recent visit to Is-
rael.

Specifically, Israel charges that 
UNIFIL patrols do not enter villages 

and search houses and turn a blind 
eye to Hezbollah’s surreptitious ac-
tivities in the border area.

Israel is, perhaps deliberately, mis-
representing UNIFIL’s mission. Its 
role is not to take the lead in ensur-
ing that UN Security Council Reso-
lution 1701, which ended the 2006 
Hezbollah-Israel war, is implement-
ed correctly. It is the Lebanese state 
that is responsible for ensuring the 
fulfilment of Resolution 1701 in rela-
tion to security in the border district. 
UNIFIL is there to “accompany,” 
“support” and “assist” the Lebanese 
Army.

Nevertheless, it is widely under-
stood that Hezbollah operates in the 
southern border district. There have 
been numerous hints at covert mili-
tary activity by Hezbollah over the 
years, including the discovery of a 
massive anti-tank “belly charge” ex-
plosive device that was being buried 
beneath a road close to the Blue Line 
and mysterious explosions that de-
stroyed buildings suspected to have 
been weapons storage sites.

UNIFIL patrols are sometimes 
blocked from accessing certain val-
leys by plainclothes men. When 
these incidents occur, army intel-
ligence personnel are called to the 
scene and they usually side with the 
“civilians,” telling the UNIFIL sol-
diers that the property they wish to 
reach is privately owned and there-
fore off-limits.

In recent months, Hezbollah per-
sonnel have been conducting a thor-
ough survey of the Blue Line, in part 
to observe the defensive measures 
being undertaken by the Israeli mili-
tary. The survey is well-organised 
and involves at least two teams, one 
carrying out the survey work and an-
other providing watch from parked 
vehicles. No weapons are visible nor 
uniforms worn and UNIFIL has been 
told that the survey work has been 

authorised by municipalities in the 
area, giving the activity an official 
sheen.

UNIFIL understands very well 
what is going on but it is powerless 
to intervene in an activity that does 
not actually represent a direct breach 
of Resolution 1701 and has not been 
opposed by the Lebanese state.

Nevertheless, these ambiguities 
provide ammunition for critics of 
UNIFIL to accuse the force of, at best, 
being weak and, at worst, complicit 
in Hezbollah’s military undertakings 
in the border district.

UNIFIL’s current strength stands at 
11,390 personnel compared to 2,000 
armed observers that made up the 
force before the 2006 war. It includes 
a maritime task force, which patrols 
the eastern Mediterranean to inter-
cept arms smuggling attempts into 
Lebanon.

UNIFIL is the only UN mission to 
boast a navy. The 2016-17 budget for 
UNIFIL stood at about $488.7 mil-
lion, of which almost half was pro-
vided by the United States.

When UNIFIL’s mandate was re-
newed last year, the UN Security 
Council called for a strategic review 
of the peacekeeping force to exam-
ine whether the current configura-
tion was still suitable. After ten years 

of stability along the Blue Line, there 
was a growing support for downsiz-
ing the costly mission and allow the 
Lebanese state to step up its respon-
sibility in the southern border area. 
Despite UN Resolution 1701 calling 
for up to 15,000 Lebanese troops in 
south Lebanon, there are only two 
undersized brigades — numbering a 
few thousand troops — deployed.

The strategic review, which was 
published in March, said that the 
“overall strategic political guidance 
is to maintain the current strength, 
composition and configuration of 
UNIFIL.”

The recommendation to essential-
ly change nothing in UNIFIL’s con-
figuration garnered little sympathy 
from the Trump administration.

Still, the slashing of $73 million 
from the US allocation to UNIFIL 
could be reversed to an extent, West-
ern diplomats and analysts said. 
While budgets are drawn up by gov-
ernment agencies, it is Congress that 
decides on the final allocation of 
funding.

Despite Israel’s persistent grum-
bling about UNIFIL, it is unlikely that 
the Jewish state would welcome a re-
duction in the force due to budgetary 
constraints. Israel may make its ob-
jections known to the US Congress, 

which has plenty of Israel-friendly 
ears and is the final arbiter in deter-
mining the foreign aid budget.

Nevertheless, it looks likely that 
UNIFIL’s budget for 2018 will be low-
er than the previous years. UNIFIL’s 
most important role is to provide the 
vital liaison channel between Leba-
non and Israel that helps resolve 
numerous minor disputes that could 
otherwise flare up. So long as this 
mechanism is left intact and there 
remains an international presence 
along the Blue Line, a downward re-
configuration of UNIFIL could be ap-
plicable.

In 2006, UNIFIL’s 2,000 armed ob-
servers were powerless to halt a war 
between Hezbollah and Israel once it 
began. UNIFIL’s current 11,000-plus 
peacekeepers would be equally im-
potent in a future war. The only dif-
ference is that next time there might 
be an additional 9,000 blue helmets 
trapped in observation posts and 
looking for cover while Hezbollah 
and Israel wage their bloody war 
around them.

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
“Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s 
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel” 
(Random House 2011). He lives in 
Beirut.
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Making a difference. Boys greet members of UN peacekeepers of the United Nations Interim Force in 
Lebanon (UNIFIL) in the town of al-Wazzani in southern Lebanon.                    (Reuters)
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T
here are many indica-
tors to measure a 
country’s socio-politi-
cal progress but 
perhaps chief among 
them is the status of 

women and their integration into 
different sectors of society, 
including their presence in public 
office.

Although Lebanon was among 
the first Arab countries to give 
women the vote — in 1952 — later 
governments failed to capitalise 
upon this progressive move. 
Lebanese women are still denied 
legal mechanisms that would 
protect their rights and empower 
them to compete for public office.

Despite the country’s vanity 
and proclamations on the superi-
ority of the Lebanese way of life, 
only ten women have won seats in 
parliament, a shameful number 
by any standard.

Moreover, the electoral law 
passed recently by the Lebanese 
parliament catastrophically failed 
to address the under-representa-
tion of women. Rather, it may 
make the situation more difficult 
for women to achieve parliamen-
tary parity.

Essentially, the introduction of 
Lebanon’s new system of propor-
tional representation bastardises 
a series of fairly good proposals 
and fabricates a new system, 
designed primarily to protect the 
wishes and aspirations of the 
ruling establishment.

While ostensibly promoting a 
reformist agenda, the new system 
discards a long list of reforms, 
including the secularisation of the 
political process, the lowering of 
the voting age and, most impor-
tantly, the introduction of a quota 
system stipulating that women 
must constitute at least 33% of 
any electoral list of candidates.

Given this new system of 
voting, people are expected to 
vote for closed lists rather than 
candidates. The adoption of a 
women’s quota would have 
obliged parties to give one-third 
of their electoral ticket to female 
candidates or risk being disquali-
fied, a proposal that was denied.

Most Lebanese political parties 
preach the message of women’s 
empowerment, going so far as to 
appoint women to key posts 
within their organisations. 
However, when it comes to 
forming electoral lists, women are 
deemed either unfit or unrepre-
sentative of whatever party is 
composing them. Moreover, 
violence against women remains 
endemic in Lebanese society and 
the state drags its feet when 
dispensing justice in such cases.

Throughout the protracted 

negotiations that led to dropping 
the quota, Hezbollah was blamed 
for its resistance to its inclusion. 
The reality, however, is that none 
of the other parties were particu-
larly keen either and were all 
implicitly responsible for its even-
tual demise.

Few familiar with Lebanon’s 
sectarian patriarchy can claim to 
be surprised by this or any 
resistance to reforms that may 
loosen the political elite’s grip on 
the reins of power.

More alarming has been the 
docility with which the Lebanese 
public — and women in particular 
— greeted this unjust usurpation 
of their constitutional rights. 
Women comprise 51% of Leba-
non’s population and are notably 
more likely to attend university. 
Unfortunately, most of those 
women did not join the handful of 
protesters who demonstrated at 
the Lebanese parliament and 
were brutally assaulted by 
parliamentary police.

Despite women’s unemploy-
ment reaching 15%, few appar-
ently felt it incumbent upon them 
to take to the streets or to organ-
ise effectively against a demon-
strably corrupt male political 
class.

Realistically, if Lebanese 
women aspire to empower their 
own, they would unwaveringly 
boycott any list that does not 
include capable women activists 
and candidates who can properly 
voice the concerns of the entire 

Lebanese parliament: A men’s only club?
population rather than act as 
window dressing for archaic 
sectarian political parties.

Awkwardly, women have shown 
themselves reluctant to rally 
around the advocacy groups that 
have kept the principle of a 
women’s quota alive. Instead, 
most seem to have joined the herd 
mentality that typically favours 
sectarianism over citizenship.

Despite the rhetoric, Lebanon 
remains far from the top of any 
democratic index and the state 
building so desperately needed in 
the country will remain nothing 
but an aspiration so long as 
Lebanon’s leaders and their 
followers refuse to truly engage 
with change. It is true that 
fundamental change does not 
come from the adoption of a 
women’s quota alone. Rather, it 
comes from a popular awakening 
that renders citizens no longer 
content to stake the country’s 
future on the likelihood of its poli-
ticians growing a conscience.

Perhaps on Mother’s Day 
instead of posting a picture of 
their mother with a hackneyed 
and borrowed quote, the Leba-
nese would honour them by 
voting enough women into office 
to signal the beginning of the 
formation a truly modern state.

Makram Rabah is a lecturer at the 
American University of Beirut and 
author of “A Campus at War: 
Student Politics at the American 
University of Beirut, 1967-1975.”
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