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South Lebanon still feels effects of July 2006 war
Lizzie Porter

Beirut

T

urning
off
Lebanon’s
coastal road near Saida
and heading inland, the
air falls still. Beyond the
long, curving roads, past
the small, nondescript town of
Nabatieh, lie the sprawling olive
groves and the arid hills of southern
Lebanon.
The scene is beautiful. However,
scars of war remain.
It is 11 years since the July War between Israel and Hezbollah, the political party and Iranian-sponsored
militia. During 34 days of fighting,
1,100 Lebanese and 150 Israelis
were killed. Damage to Lebanon’s
agriculture, fishing and forestry
has been estimated at $280 million
by the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation. Unexploded ordnance
continues to maim and kill.
The village of Khiam, between
Nabatieh and the Israeli border, is a
microcosm of the destruction. Until
2000, the South Lebanon Army, an
Israeli proxy militia, used a former
French Army barracks on the outskirts of the village as a detention
and torture centre. Human Rights
Watch said Israeli involvement was
explicit.
Hasib Abdulhamid, 47, was imprisoned for three-and-a-half years
at Khiam until 1991, often forced
to go months without sunlight or
washing. “The torture was physical
and mental. We didn’t know what
was going on in the outside world.
Family visits were banned,” he said
in a telephone interview.
He moved to Beirut after his release but has returned to the south.
He said Israel destroyed Khiam to
obliterate evidence of its actions.
“This was proof of what they did
and they wanted to destroy it but
we will not forget it,” Abdulhamid
said.
In the summer of 2006, Israeli
planes destroyed the village and the
detention centre, which had come
to serve as a memorial. The site is
firmly in Hezbollah territory. Visitors are greeted by a large poster of
Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah and the group’s yellow flags fly above the ruined buildings. Khiam has been rebuilt. The

Scars of war. A 2016 picture shows youth walking past Hezbollah’s mock rockets at the former Israeli-run prison of Khiam that was
destroyed in the 2006 war.
						
detention centre has not.
Israel’s strategy in the 2006 war
differed from previous conflicts,
during which its targeting of villages and infrastructure backfired
and drove Lebanese citizens into
Hezbollah’s arms. In 2006, “Israel
wasn’t trying to make civilians suffer any more but its strategy was
still highly destructive in targeted
areas, with similar social and economic effects as the previous operations, but on a larger scale,” said
David Daoud, research analyst on
Hezbollah and Lebanon at United
Against Nuclear Iran, a US-based
non-profit advocacy group.
Approximately 4 million cluster
munitions were dropped during the
last days of the 2006 war, the Lebanon Mine Action Centre said. An
estimated 1 million did not explode.
About half that number have been
cleared but the other 500,000 remain and continue to claim civilian
lives and leave farm land unusable.
The shelling was not one-sided.

Hezbollah’s rocket barrages damaged northern Israel. Attacks with
Katyusha rockets prompted civilians to flee south and the ensuing
fires burned more than 3,600 hectares of Israeli land.

Approximately
4 million cluster
munitions were
dropped during the last
days of the 2006 war.
In Lebanon, as people fled the
Israeli strikes, hundreds of thousands of Shia Hezbollah and Amal
Movement supporters flooded areas
traditionally dominated by Sunni
political parties, raising sectarian
tensions and leading to widespread
economic hardship.
“Saida became a UN sanctuary for
refugees,” said Firas, a bank worker
from the city who volunteered with
relief efforts. “Tensions were high,
especially because Saida was spared

from bombardment while neighbouring villages were all hit.”
Eleven years after the ceasefire,
Hezbollah’s support in southern
Lebanon remains firm, in part because it portrays itself as a defence
against Israel rather than as a belligerent in a bilateral conflict. Many
in the south welcomed the speed of
Hezbollah’s reconstruction efforts
after 2006.
Ruba, a teenager from the southern city of Tyre, said she wanted,
“to become a doctor to help Hezbollah.” For Ruba, the Party of God
strengthened embattled south Lebanon, “after all the disasters” that
had afflicted her home city.
Hezbollah’s support is not universal, however, and Firas said Hezbollah’s rebuilding was limited to
partisans and close allies. “Ordinary
citizens had to wait for the government’s help and it was tricky to get
as it required proper documentation,” he continued.
Though hostilities may have end-
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ed, a permanent ceasefire has yet to
be reached. Neither side is adhering
to its obligations under a UN Security Council resolution that ended the
violence and accusations of espionage are commonplace. Hezbollah
is accused of stockpiling weapons
in southern Lebanon, rather than
disarming. Israel is still occupying
the village of Ghajar.
Daoud said Hezbollah is likely
monitoring Israel’s border build-up
to find weaknesses in its defences
and Israel conducts nearly daily reconnaissance flights over southern
Lebanon and sometimes beyond.
“The Israelis are likely monitoring
Hezbollah’s build-up in those areas,
where weapons are being transferred and located [to determine]
what kinds of weapons, what kinds
of defences Hezbollah is building up
in the case of a future invasion.”
Lizzie Porter is a Beirut-based
freelance journalist focusing on the
Middle East.
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n extreme times, human
logic often looks towards
military operations to
achieve political ends.
However, in the case of
Hezbollah and its continuous involvement in the Syrian
war and the region, military
actions are the ultimate aim for
Iran’s militia on the Mediterranean.
Take the recent Hezbollah
military campaign on the outskirts of the border town of Arsal
in eastern Lebanon against the
combined force of the al-Qaeda
linked Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham and
a small contingent of the Free
Syrian Army.
Ostensibly, Hezbollah’s
objective was to liberate occupied Lebanese territory struggling under the jihadist yoke.
However, the underlying motivation behind Hezbollah’s patriotic
zeal lay not so much in freeing
occupied Lebanon as in establishing a critical staging post in Iran’s
long-standing plan to establish a
land route stretching from
Tehran to the Mediterranean.

Carrying a Lebanese flag does
not make one a patriot,
especially if actions and, more
importantly, history prove
otherwise.

Forging such a route would give
Iran a free hand in moving
weapons, men and militias across
Iraq, Syria and Lebanon and
establishing Tehran as a virtually
unassailable power within the
region.
There is little that is new or
unexpected about this. Iran’s
allies in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon
have all invested money and lives
to keep the dream of Iran’s land
corridor to the Mediterranean
alive and each has shifted
strategies to serve that end.
Hezbollah’s Arsal adventure
came a few weeks after the
pro-Iranian Iraqi government
announced the liberation of
Mosul from the Islamic State
(ISIS), which had threatened this
precious land route. Consequently, following Mosul’s
liberation, Hezbollah was
expected to do its part and secure
the Syrian-Lebanese portion of
the corridor, which had led to the
Syrian port city of Latakia, deep
in the heart of Bashar Assad’s
Alawite turf.
Jad Yateem, a Lebanese
political analyst who follows
Syria closely, said Hezbollah’s
Arsal operation was intended
solely “to secure for Iran a
backward base adjacent to the
Lebanese border while giving it
access both to the Beqaa, (east of
Lebanon) as well as the Lebanese
south without having to clash or

confront their so-called Russian
allies.”
Contrary to what many
believed, Hezbollah’s military
parade in November 2016 in
Homs was intended solely to
send a message of Hezbollah
strength to Russian eyes and,
Yateem said, signalled its plan to
secure control of Syria’s Qalamoun Mountains, overlooking the
Lebanese border.
Occupying the range would
allow Hezbollah “to move its
main arsenal into Syria where it
will be able to avoid provoking a
war with Israel while still having
the operational capacity to strike
when needed,” Yateem said.
In pursuing this goal, Hezbollah consciously sidestepped
ISIS’s much smaller contingent,
bunkered to the west of Arsal,
which posed no significant risk to
Hezbollah and Iran’s potential
land route. ISIS did, however,
make an excellent bogeyman
with which to cow the area’s
Lebanese population and rally
the Sunni population of the area
to the Hezbollah cause. Many of
these are to be found in predominantly Sunni Arsal itself, as well
among the 100,000 or so Syrian
refugees scattered in and around
it.
Fidaa Itani, a Lebanese journalist who reported extensively
from the Qalamoun Mountains at
the start of the Syrian war, said

Iran’s allies
have all
invested
money and
lives to keep
the dream of
Iran’s land
corridor to
the Mediterranean alive.

Arsal was the “sectarian exception within a largely universally
Shia area.”
Assuming, therefore, that
Hezbollah can win the hearts and
minds of Arsal’s Sunni inhabitants, it would “consolidate the
whole area within its overall plan
and establish ‘Hezbollah Land,’
essentially, Iran’s share of any
future international settlement
on Syria,” Itani said.
Throughout the course of the
battle of Arsal, Hezbollah never
lost sight of its twin goals of
securing the Qalamoun Mountains and portraying itself as an
indigenous resistance movement
aiming to defend Lebanon and its
people from alien aggression. On
many of the videos circulated by
Hezbollah media, militia fighters
can be seen patriotically returning Lebanese flags to Lebanon’s
liberated territory.
However, just as wearing a
football star’s jersey does not
make one a star player, carrying a
Lebanese flag does not make one
a patriot, especially if actions
and, more importantly, history
prove otherwise.
Makram Rabah is a lecturer at the
American University of Beirut
and the Lebanese American
University and author of “A
Campus at War: Student Politics
at the American University of
Beirut, 1967-1975.”

