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The arms flow will
maintain
Hezbollah’s
dependency on
Tehran, forcing it to
fight Iran’s future
wars to secure
future arms
deliveries.

H

ere’s what Hezbollah
leader Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah is reported by Al Akhbar
to have said about
the Syrian war: “We
have won the war in Syria. What
remain are only spare battles.” He
described “our martyrs, wounded,
captives and people” as engaged in
a big project. They “are changing
equations,” said Nasrallah, “and
writing the region’s history, not
Lebanon’s.”
He contextualised the fight
against the Islamic State (ISIS)
and other militant groups, such
as Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (JFS, the
former al-Nusra Front), as follows:
It was “even more serious than the
2006 July war,” the 34-day conflict
with Israel.
This is rhetorical acrobatics. The
popular uprising against Syrian
President Bashar Assad’s regime
originally had nothing to do with
Islamist radicalism and there was
no risk of the Lebanese fighting
ISIS or JFS on Lebanese territory.
Arguably, the brutal policies of
the Assad regime and the deployment of Hezbollah forces in Syria
radicalised the Syrian opposition,
creating an opportunity for Islamist radicals to emerge as a force in
Syria.
And yet Nasrallah was quoted
by the Iranian Fars News Agency
discussing the importance of
the Syrian civil war with Iran’s
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei in
apocalyptic terms.
“Back then,” Nasrallah said,
referring to the start of the Syrian
civil war, “everyone believed the
Syrian regime would collapse
within two to three months. We
explained our viewpoint and said,
if we don’t fight in Damascus, we
must fight in Hermel, Baalbek,
Dahieh, Ghazieh, Western Bekaa
and southern Lebanon.”
Khamenei is reported to have responded: “Not only in these areas
but also in Kerman, Khuzestan,
Tehran and the like… This front
has several axes: The Iran axis, the
Syria axis and the Lebanon axis.
Bashar Assad is the commander of
the Syria axis and we must see to
it that he prevails and prevail he
will.”
It’s not hard to see why Nasrallah resorts to rhetorical acrobatics

Heavy toll. Hezbollah fighters carry the coffin of a comrade who died in combat in Syria during his
funeral in the southern Lebanese town of Fkat Hatta, last March.
(AFP)
and historical revisionism. He
is finding it difficult to explain
the cost of Hezbollah’s military
involvement in the Syrian civil
war. After all, Hezbollah’s raison
d’être is founded on the doctrine of
al-Muqawama — resistance against
Israel.
Yet, since at least September
2012, the Shia militia has fought
fellow Arabs in Syria on Iran’s
behalf to secure the survival of
the Assad regime and maintain its
overland bridge to Tehran.
Worse, there is every indication
that Hezbollah’s victory in Syria
took a heavy toll. Reports on funer-

als for Hezbollah fighters killed
in combat in Syria, in particular
those appearing on www.southlebanon.org and www.yasour.
org, show that it was a costly win.
At least 1,139 fighters were killed
from September 30, 2012, through
September 20, 2017. This must be
considered a conservative estimate
because of Hezbollah’s interest in
downplaying its losses in Syria.
Lebanese sources further identify 72 of the fatalities as “al-Qaid
al-Shahid,” (martyred leader/commander) or “al-Qaid al-Maydani”
(field leader/commander). This
indicates they were command-

ing officers and not rank-and-file
fatalities. Hezbollah clearly paid a
heavy price in Syria.
So, what did Hezbollah get in
return? An overland bridge securing the constant flow of arms from
Iran in the east to Hezbollah on
the shores of the Mediterranean.
This is an important achievement
but Nasrallah and the Hezbollah
leadership must realise the policy
consequences of their achievement. The arms flow will maintain Hezbollah’s dependency on
Tehran, forcing it to fight Iran’s
future wars to secure future arms
deliveries.
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Regional tensions
between Iran and
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yet to lead to any
kind of explosion,
physical or
political.

L

ittle divides the Lebanese more than questions
over
foreign
policy. Reeling from
the effects of wars, occupation, sectarian division, embargo and boycott, the
recent visit of Lebanese politicians to a Syrian trade fair risked
forcing foreign policy questions
on the Lebanese that few are
ready to answer.
When the Lebanese earned
their independence from the
French in 1943, they created a
foreign policy formula predicated on the maxim of “no east,
no west.” Essentially, Lebanon’s
goal was to place itself in the
middle of the global milieu,
avoiding clashes with regional or
international powers.
Though successful for a few
years, the formula proved
fragile. Initial divisions over the
country’s Arab identity were
exacerbated by wars with Israel,
Western interference within the
country, the Baghdad Pact (later
the Central Treaty Organisation)
and the rise of Nasserism, which
strained the Lebanese political
consensus and culminated in the
1958 revolution.
Over the following decades,
other events exacerbated divi-

sions among the Lebanese regarding regional issues pressing
on the country. The civil unrest
of 1975 was partly an extension
of an underlying uncertainty
over Lebanon’s place in the
region and the world, as was
the Syrian military intervention
of the following year and the
international compromise that
allowed for it.
The country recently hit a
new low. After years of officially
boycotting the Syrian regime,
two Lebanese ministers visited
Damascus to participate in an
international trade fair and talk
with their Syrian counterparts,
bringing questions of Beirut’s
conflicting relations with Syria
and Saudi Arabia to the fore.
Though the visit was not officially approved by the Lebanese
government or Prime Minister Saad Hariri, it happened.
Lebanese Minister of Agriculture
Ghazi Zaiter and Minister of
Industry Hussein Hajj Hassan, of
Hezbollah, were photographed
under images of Syrian President
Bashar Assad, who has led his
country through the convulsions
of civil war since 2011.
Lebanon’s relations with Syria
have been rocky since the assassination of former Prime Minis-

ter Rafik Hariri in February 2005
led to the withdrawal of Syrian
troops after 29 years of tutelage
and control. Nevertheless, the
regional axis of Syria, Iran, in
alliance with Lebanon’s Hezbollah, backed by Moscow, considers it has tilted the balance to its
favour. Recent talks of halting
US support to Syrian opposition
groups, which never matched
expectations anyway, have reinforced that impression.
Given the momentum the
regime appears to be gaining on
the battleground, it’s conceivable that Damascus and its allies
may feel themselves free to
contemplate their relations with
Lebanon more fully.
It’s equally conceivable that
the Syrian regime might be considering revenge for its humiliating withdrawal from Lebanon in
2005. Damascus has form here.
As recently as 2012, its role in
a terrorist attack intended for
the northern city of Tripoli was
exposed. The prime suspect in
the case was Syrian intelligence
General Ali Mamlouk who,
along with the former Lebanese
minister Michel Samaha, was
accused of smuggling explosives
into Lebanon in his private car.
Samaha is in jail but Mamlouk

was never expedited to Lebanon.
Lebanon’s relations with Syria
have always been problematic.
With a wide range of parties
inside Lebanon allied to Damascus, and often supported by
Assad’s military ally Hezbollah,
Damascus has enjoyed a disproportionate say in Beirut’s affairs.
Nevertheless, other parties have
equally close ties with other
regional powers, such as Prime
Minister Saad Hariri’s relations
with Assad’s nemeses in Saudi
Arabia.
Analogies between Syrian
and Saudi roles in Lebanon are
strained. On the one hand,
Riyadh has supported the
Lebanese state in reconstruction
and financial stability for years,
irrespective of Beirut’s alliances
with its regional foes, Hezbollah. On the other, Damascus has
dominated the country and its
economy for almost 30 years.
Regional tensions between
Iran and Saudi Arabia, seemingly
hardwired into the Lebanese
political scene, have yet to lead
to any kind of explosion, physical or political. However, proxy
wars have flourished throughout
history. Lebanon has played host
to many. Perhaps now it needs to
fully consider its future.

