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W 

ith tensions grow-
ing between Hez-
bollah and Israel, 
the UN peacekeep-
ing force in south-

ern Lebanon, known as UNIFIL, is 
examining how to fulfil a UN Secu-
rity Council demand that it tightens 
patrols and reporting procedures 
in the face of months’ long accusa-
tions by Israel and the United States 
that it is ignoring potential Hezbol-
lah violations.

The demand, contained in an 
August 30 resolution that renewed 
UNIFIL’s mandate for another year, 
came after Israel and the United 
States accused the peacekeeping 
force of turning a blind eye to al-
leged Hezbollah military activities 
in the southern Lebanon border 
zone. UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 1701, which helped bring an 
end to the 2006 Hezbollah-Israel 
war, forbids any weapons or armed 
activities, other than those of 
UNIFIL and the Lebanese state, be-
tween the Blue Line (the UN name 
for a boundary that corresponds to 
Lebanon’s southern border) and the 
Litani River.

Israel has repeatedly alleged that 
Hezbollah has built a military infra-
structure in the towns and villages 
of southern Lebanon in defiance 
of Resolution 1701 and accused 
UNIFIL of doing nothing about it. 
Irish Army Major-General Michael 
Beary, the UNIFIL commander, said 
in August that the force had uncov-
ered no evidence of weapons being 
smuggled into the southern border 
district, adding that “if there was a 
large cache of weapons, we would 
know about it.”

His comment drew strong criti-
cism from US Ambassador to the 
United Nations Nikki Haley during 
a debate on UNIFIL’s mandate re-
newal at the end of August.

“Hezbollah openly brags about 
their weapons,” she said. “They pa-
rade them before TV cameras… For 
the UNIFIL commander to deny it… 
has any proof, shows that we need 
to have changes in UNIFIL.”

The reference to the TV parade 

was a bizarre incident in April in 
which approximately a dozen uni-
formed Hezbollah fighters armed 
with weapons ranging from AK-47s 
to a SAM 7 missile launcher stood 
on the side of the road outside 
Naqoura in southern Lebanon al-
lowing themselves to be filmed and 
photographed as a convoy of jour-
nalists passed.

The adopted resolution called for 
a “prompt and detailed breakdown 
of all Resolution 1701 violations.”

It also demanded reports on all 
violations of Lebanese sovereignty, 
a reference to the near-daily over-
flights by Israeli aircraft in Lebanese 
airspace and numerous aerial in-
fractions of Israeli airspace.

A UNIFIL source said the peace-
keepers have formed a working 
group to assess how best to improve 
their duties in the south and fulfil 
the enhanced reporting demands of 
the Security Council.

One of the factors that will be 
uppermost in the minds of senior 
UNIFIL staff is the effect on the se-
curity of their personnel should any 

tightened operating procedures be 
seen as overtly benefiting Israel. 
Hezbollah has a popular base of 
support in the UNIFIL area and is 
believed to have mobilised support-
ers to apply pressure on UNIFIL by 
throwing stones at passing vehicles 
or blocking roads in villages.

There have also been several 
bomb attacks against UNIFIL since 
2006, most of them relatively minor 
and amateurish incidents involving 
sticks of dynamite and faulty deto-
nators.

The one incident that does stick 
in UNIFIL’s mind was an improvised 
explosive device attack against 
Spanish UNIFIL troops in June 
2007. The charge, estimated at 60 
kilograms, was shaped to deliver a 

lateral blast and had been packed in 
a Renault Rapide parked on the side 
of the road near Khiam. The target 
was two Spanish armoured person-
nel carriers.

The blast knocked one of the 
APCs off the road, killing six sol-
diers. It transpired that some ele-
ments of the Spanish contingent 
had been spending too much time 
filming Hezbollah activity in hills 
just north of the UNIFIL zone — 
therefore outside the jurisdiction of 
Resolution 1701. There was no claim 
of responsibility for the attack and 
UN, Lebanese and Spanish investi-
gations technically remain open but 
the lesson was not lost on the Span-
ish battalion and the extracurricular 
activities apparently ended.

Although UNIFIL has been sharp-
ly criticised by the United States 
and Israel, the Lebanese state and 
army have the ultimate responsi-
bility for ensuring the fulfilment 
of 1701. UNIFIL is present to assist 
the Lebanese Army, not to take the 
lead. UNIFIL sources said that to 
maintain stability in south Lebanon 

the Lebanese Army must provide a 
larger and more robust presence.

“The Lebanese Army needs to be 
empowered. UNIFIL is there to as-
sist,” a UNIFIL officer said.

The Lebanese Army only has two 
depleted brigades in the UNIFIL 
area, numbering 1,500-2,000 sol-
diers. This figure lately has been 
augmented with the deployment of 
the 5th Intervention Regiment, with 
fewer than 1,000 soldiers, into the 
border area but it is unclear wheth-
er this is a temporary or long-term 
measure.

One potential solution being dis-
cussed is to raise two more Land 
Border Regiments to deploy along 
Lebanon’s southern border in line 
with the four regiments, trained 
and equipped by the British gov-
ernment, that are arrayed along the 
length of the frontier with Syria.
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Hezbollah is believed
to have mobilised 
supporters to apply 
pressure on UNIFIL.

Hezbollah pressures. Peacekeepers of the UN Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) stand near their vehicles during a media tour organised 
by Hezbollah officials in the Lebanese village of Labbouneh near the Lebanese-Israeli border, last April.                                                         (AFP)

I 

n February 2005, Saad Hariri, 
Lebanon’s current prime min-
ister, who, at that time, was 
running his family’s construc-
tion empire in Saudi Arabia, 
was thrust into the quagmire 

of Lebanon’s fractured domestic 
politics.

Forced to step forward follow-
ing the assassination of his father, 
former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri, 
a Bismarckian figure who helped 
Lebanon into the modern era, Saad 
Hariri would learn that nothing is 
impossible when it comes to Leba-
non’s ruling elites or the regional 
actors that move them.

Saad Hariri’s entry into Lebanese 
politics likely came as something 
of a rude awakening, as did the 
crash course in realpolitik that ac-
companied it.

Obliged to break bread in Damas-
cus with Syrian dictator Bashar As-
sad, one of the principal suspects 
in his father’s assassination, Hariri 
also found himself forced to rec-
oncile with Hezbollah, despite its 
members’ indictment by the inter-
national Special Tribunal for Leba-
non in his father’s assassination. 
Still Hezbollah was awarded seats 
in Lebanon’s successive cabinets, 

a compromise that also involved 
Saad Hariri voting for Hezbollah 

ally Michel Aoun as president.

Accompanying Hariri’s down-
ward moral spiral were dubious 
business decisions, which led 
to him almost bankrupting his 
father’s flagship company, Saudi 
Oger.

Ultimately, whatever his inten-
tions, Hariri created the impres-
sion in Riyadh of a leader mired by 
compromise and unable to tend 
to either his business or political 
kingdoms. As long as he refuses to 
tackle this perception, he places 
his political future and that of his 
government at risk.

Hariri’s wilful disregard for the 
fundamental challenges facing 
the Lebanese government was 
called out by Thamer al-Sabhan, 
the Saudi minister of state for Arab 
Gulf affairs, who issued a tweet re-
minding everyone, chiefly Hariri, 
as to the cost of burying his head 
in the sand.

Sabhan, a close confident of 
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, whose 
trips to Lebanon have become al-
most routine, unleashed a barrage 
of tweets equating the terrorism of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) with that of 
Iran and Hezbollah, or, to use his 
words, “Satan’s spawn.”

Sabhan reminded the Lebanese 
that they cannot stay neutral with-
in the regional conflict. “Either you 

are with or against Iran,” he said.
The importance of such mes-

saging is difficult to overstate. 
It places Hariri’s premiership at 
direct risk, forcing him to choose 
between stepping up and con-
fronting Aoun and Hezbollah or 
stepping down entirely — a choice 
Hariri has long sought to avoid.

Complicating matters has been 
Aoun’s decision to use visits to the 
United Nations and France to an-
tagonise Saudi Arabia and embar-
rass his embattled prime minister.

As if deliberately wishing to 
prove Sabhan’s assessment correct, 
Aoun spoke to several news out-
lets, before and during his trips, 
extolling the role of Hezbollah as 
a legitimate resistance force and 
affirming that Iran has at no time 
meddled in Lebanon’s domestic 
affairs, statements that at least half 
of Lebanon might term either con-
troversial or woefully inaccurate.

Perhaps more damagingly, dur-
ing his UN meetings, Aoun wasted 
no opportunity to whitewash the 
reputation of his dictatorial ally in 
Damascus, whose foreign minister, 
Walid Muallem, was received by 
Aoun’s son-in-law, Lebanese For-
eign Minister Gebran Bassil during 
the UN General Assembly. Bassil 
justified the meeting as essential 
for the return of the approximately 

1.5 million Syrian refugees residing 
in Lebanon but many saw it as part 
of a plot to normalise relations 
with the Assad regime, a move 
Hariri has steadfastly avoided.

These reckless actions from 
Aoun and Hezbollah are predict-
able. However, what continues to 
perplex is the apparent docility 
of Hariri, who, we can only as-
sume, is hoping that at some point 
Hezbollah and Aoun will show the 
political good grace to stop embar-
rassing him in front of his Saudi 
patrons and placing Lebanon un-
der still further regional pressure.

While Hariri can maintain his 
personal pro-Saudi stance, at some 
point his actions (or lack thereof) 
will determine both his own politi-
cal future and that of his govern-
ment. With every tweet the Saudi 
minister of state for Arab Gulf 
affairs sends, that reckoning draws 
ever closer.

There’s an old story about two 
men running frantically for cover 
as heavy rains break. One notices 
that his friend is holding a closed 
umbrella and asks why he doesn’t 
use it. His friend smiles and an-
swers: “I am keeping it for a rainy 
day.” Saad Hariri might still think 
that his rainy day lies a long way 
off. It doesn’t. The skies above him 
are getting dark.

Will the Lebanese government survive the flood?
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