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A 

fter being the proxy bat-
tleground of the Middle 
East for several decades, 
southern Lebanon is 
experiencing one of its 

quietest and most stable periods 
in recent history. Eleven years of 
peace and stability on the volatile 
Lebanese-Israeli border area are 
largely due to a combination of in-
ternational political interests and 
international peacekeeping.

The UN Interim Force in Lebanon 
(UNIFIL), one of the longest serving 
peacekeeping missions, has been in 
southern Lebanon for almost four 
decades. First deployed in 1978 fol-
lowing an Israeli incursion against 
Palestinian guerrillas using south-
ern Lebanon to launch attacks on 
Israel, it was significantly strength-
ened in August 2006 under UN Se-
curity Council Resolution 1701 to 
monitor the cessation of hostilities 
between Israel and Lebanon involv-
ing the Iranian-backed Hezbollah.

“Being able to maintain peace and 
to have a stable south (for that long) 
is unprecedented,” said UNIFIL 
spokesman Andrea Tenenti. “The 
south is becoming one of the quiet-
est [areas] in the region. That’s not 
only because of UNIFIL but also be-

cause we have the strong will of the 
parties (to the conflict) not to start a 
new war and to preserve the stabil-
ity they have been enjoying in the 
last 11 years.”

UNIFIL’s mandate, due for rou-
tine renewal at the end of August, 
includes marking the “Blue Line” 
along the Lebanese-Israeli border, 
supporting the Lebanese Army and 
helping restore state authority in 
the south.

What is commonly referred to as 
UNIFIL II deploys more than 10,500 
peacekeepers in its zone of opera-
tion south of the Litani River. It in-
cludes troops from 41 countries, 
with the main contingents from 
Spain, Italy, France, Indonesia, In-
dia, Malaysia and Ghana. It has also 
a maritime task force of seven ships 
monitoring Lebanese territorial wa-
ters against weapons smuggling.

A key advantage of UNIFIL II, 
compared to the original force, is 
that it has been operating in close 
coordination with the Lebanese 
Army. The latter was redeployed in 
the south in 2006 after being absent 
for more than 30 years. UNIFIL-
sponsored tripartite meetings 
grouping Lebanese Army officers 
and representatives from the Israeli 
Defence Forces (IDF) have been in-
strumental in defusing tensions.

“These meetings are the most im-
portant confidence-building mech-
anism that we have,” Tenenti said. 

“We had more than 100 meetings in 
the last ten years and no one ever 
walked out. There were animated 
discussions but everyone stayed 
in the room until things were re-
solved. If UNIFIL was not there 
things would have been different.”

Tenenti downplayed Israeli ac-
cusations that UNIFIL is “white-
washing” Hezbollah’s activity on 
the Blue Line in violation of Reso-
lution 1701. “We haven’t seen any 
evidence of rearming in the south 

of Lebanon,” he said. “We have 
more than 400 patrols a day by all 
contingents, including foot, vehi-
cle and helicopter patrols night and 
day, which is pretty intense in such 
a small area.”

Analysts agreed that UNIFIL is 
maintained today for political inter-
ests rather than to resolve the com-
plex and long-standing Arab-Israeli 
conflict.

“We need to build up on that 
peace,” Tenenti stressed. “UNIFIL 
is opening a window of opportuni-
ties for the parties to move from a 
state of cessation of hostilities to a 
permanent ceasefire.”

Although Hezbollah and the Shia 
Amal Movement are deeply en-
trenched in its zone of operation, 
UNIFIL’s coordination is limited to 
the Lebanese Army.

“We have relations with mayors 
from different villages who belong 
to Amal and Hezbollah and we do 
relate to them our activities but 
whenever we see evidence of weap-
ons or presence of militias we call 
in the Lebanese Army. They are in 
charge of the legality and security 
of the south and they intervene,” 
Tenenti explained.

Having been there for almost 40 
years, UNIFIL has become an in-
tegral part of southern Lebanon’s 
landscape. Despite occasional inci-
dents in the course of the mission, 
the multinational force is largely 

accepted by the local population.
“With such a large number of 

troops you would think that we 
would have more friction but we 
really had very few incidents,” 
Tenenti said. “We never left the 
south even during wars and oc-
cupation. We have lost more than 
300 peacekeepers (since 1978) and 
the people of the south are aware of 
that.”

In parallel to its military tasks, 
UNIFIL provides humanitarian as-
sistance, including health care and 
veterinary support, reconstruction 
of war-devastated infrastructure 
and social activities, such as lan-
guage classes, yoga sessions by the 
Indian contingent or taekwondo 
classes by the South Koreans.

Years of peace and stability have 
encouraged investments and de-
velopment projects in the south, 
which only a decade ago was a no-
go area for civilians. Resorts have 
been built, historic landmarks re-
stored and visitors are coming back.

“It is a totally different south from 
the south I saw in 2006,” Tenenti 
said. “The dividends of peace are 
remarkable and the people can re-
ally be addicted to peace, making 
it difficult to look back to war. We 
need to cherish this and preserve it, 
as well as build on it.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.
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A 

convoy of 34 buses carry-
ing approximately 3,500 
of the Free Syrian Army-
affiliated Saraya Ahl al-
Sham militia and family 

members, as well as refugees, left 
under Hezbollah’s watchful gaze to 
Al-Ruhaybah following several days 
of what local sources have often de-
scribed as “logistical delays.” Leba-
nese Red Cross and Lebanese Gen-
eral Security vehicles accompanied 
the convoy until they reached Syr-
ian territory. The militants were also 
able to keep light arms with them, 
according to the deal.

Local media reported that the 
majority who left were non-com-
batants, with sources reporting that 
only 350 of those who fled were 
militants.

The evacuation August 14 was part 
of a ceasefire agreement reached 
July 27 that halted fighting between 
factions near the Lebanese border 
town Arsal. Now, as Hezbollah, the 
Lebanese Army and militant groups 
take stock, the fate of thousands of 
refugees is in the balance.

Arsal and its outskirts have been 
a Lebanese security concern since 
2014, when militant groups from 
neighbouring Syria established posi-
tions along the frontier. Both the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and former al-Qae-
da-affiliate Jabhat Fateh al-Sham 
(JFS) established strongholds and, 

in August 2014, kidnapped 37 Leba-
nese soldiers and police officers.

The Lebanese Army regularly 
shells militants along the border to 
keep them at bay but has not made a 
meaningful effort to eradicate them.

The July assertion of Lebanon’s 
border sovereignty began with an 
attack by Hezbollah on militant po-
sitions along the frontier. Syrian jets 
attacked targets on both sides of the 
border. Supporting Hezbollah was 

the Lebanese Army, which shielded 
Arsal from retreating fighters look-
ing for refuge.

Following the ceasefire and a 
subsequent exchange of bodies, all 
sides in the conflict and the tens 
of thousands of refugees who took 
shelter in the mountains must con-
template a fundamentally altered 
future.

The Arsal situation pushed the 
refugee returns issue to the fore. 

While Shia Hezbollah’s argument 
for the repatriation of Arsal’s pre-
dominantly Sunni refugees is prag-
matic, the issue continues to divide 
the Lebanese government and other 
international bodies.

Arsal and its outskirts host ap-
proximately 70,000 Syrian refugees, 
the International Committee of the 
Red Cross (ICRC) said. Lebanon’s 
state-run National News Agency re-
ported that about 10,700 identified 
militants and civilians expressed 
interest in leaving the area’s refugee 
camps. 

However, Khaled Raad, a member 
of the refugees’ committee in Arsal, 
said that many of those with no rela-
tion to the militants were being co-
erced from the camps.

“To be honest, Syrian refugees 
are in a dilemma,” Raad said. “Some 
are opting to leave, fearing another 
military raid on their encampments 
where they could get detained or 
(find themselves) in a worse situa-
tion, especially as some don’t have 
their papers.”

He said JFS militants and their 
relatives left for Idlib, which was 
seized by the group just weeks ago. 
Saraya Ahl al-Sham militants and 
their relatives opted to travel to Al-

Ruhaybah, 50km north of Damas-
cus.

A source in Arsal, who spoke on 
condition of anonymity, said Al-
Ruhaybah is partially controlled 
by the FSA and partially by the As-
sad government. Those “civilians 
who chose to leave have opted for 
either,” Raad said, adding that the 

number leaving to Idlib and Al-Ru-
haybah surpassed 12,000.

The deals taking place on both 
sides of the border indicate that a 
priority for the Syrian and Lebanese 
governments, as well as Hezbollah, 
is to secure their respective borders 
from different armed and militant 
groups.

Concerns have been raised about 
the safety of the refugees and the 
fate that awaits them in Syria. Some 
Syrians in Arsal said they were con-
cerned about safety in Idlib.

Georges Ghali, programmes man-
ager of the Lebanese rights group 
ALEF, said that the Lebanese gov-
ernment needs to “look closely” at 
refugee returns.

“Lebanon is bound to the abso-
lute prohibition of refoulement (the 
forcible return of refugees),” Ghali 
said. “Expelling anyone to a loca-
tion where persecution or torture 
could take place is in violation to the 
principle of non-refoulement under 
Article 3 of the UNCAT [UN Conven-
tion against Torture] that Lebanon 
has ratified.”

Kareem Chehayeb is a political 
analyst in Lebanon. His website is 
www.kareemchehayeb.com and he 
can be followed on Twitter at 
@chehayebk.
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A different south. 
Peacekeepers of the UN Interim 
Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) 
stand near their vehicles in the 
Lebanese village of Labbouneh.           
                                            (Reuters)

It is a totally different 
south from the south
I saw in 2006.
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Andrea Tenenti

Arsal and its outskirts 
host approximately 
70,000 Syrian refugees, 
the ICRC said.

A fate in the balance. A member of the Lebanese Army helps a 
Syrian refugee woman at the Lebanese town of Arsal, last July 24. 
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