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T 

he Trump administra-
tion’s policy towards Iran 
is beginning to take shape, 
more than six months 
after the White House 

placed the Islamic Republic “on 
notice” and US President Donald 
Trump tweeted that Iran was “play-
ing with fire.”

Along with accusing key Iranian 
ally Hezbollah of being active with-
in the United States’ borders, the 
Trump administration elected not 
to recertify the 2015 nuclear treaty 
with Iran, in the latest in a series 
of measures aimed at rolling back 
Iranian gains in the Middle East. In 
response, Iran has delivered its own 
warnings and threats.

Iran has a proven ability to retali-
ate against any measures imposed 
by Washington, both in the region 
and globally. Despite accusations 
to the contrary, the willingness and 
ability of Hezbollah to do likewise 
remains uncertain.

The United States appears certain 
of the threat posed by Hezbollah. In 
addition to the bounties offered for 
information leading to the arrest 
of Talal Hamiyah and Fu’ad Shukr, 
both veteran Hezbollah command-
ers, other measures have been an-
nounced to isolate the group’s rev-
enue supplies.

The Hezbollah International Fi-
nancing Prevention Amendments 
Act is intended to target and punish 
the group’s foreign funders. Con-
sideration has been given in Wash-
ington to designating those parts 
of Lebanon under Hezbollah con-
trol a “primary money laundering 
concern,” a selective extension of 
the Patriot Act, allowing the United 
States to isolate further revenue 
streams for the group.

During the announcement of the 
rewards for Hamiyah and Shukr, 
Nicholas Rasmussen, the director 
of the National Counter-Terrorism 
Centre, noted that the United States 
sees “continued activity on behalf 
of Hezbollah here inside the home-
land.”

“It is our assessment that Hezbol-
lah is determined to give itself a po-
tential homeland option as a critical 
component of its terrorist playbook, 
and that is something that those of 
us in the counterterrorism commu-
nity take very, very seriously,” he 
said.

Hezbollah has been operating 
in the United States for decades, 
mainly through fund-raising efforts; 

procuring niche equipment, such as 
night-vision goggles; and surveil-
lance of potential targets. Hezbol-
lah, however, is not thought to have 
carried out any attacks on US soil.

As long ago as July 2002, the FBI 
noted in a letter to the US Senate Se-

lect Committee on Intelligence that, 
while Hezbollah had assets in the 
United States to carry out attacks, 
the party’s “extensive fund-raising 
activities” militate heavily against 
such a decision being made.

Hezbollah does not share the ni-
hilism of the Islamic State nor al-
Qaeda and sees no value in random 
unprovoked attacks against targets 
in the West. Nevertheless, it has in 
place the apparatus to conduct at-
tacks should the need arise, poten-
tially even in the United States.

In an interview with this writer 
in July 2003, Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah, was 
asked his party’s response if the 
United States was to launch a war 
against Hezbollah that could threat-
en its existence. With the US-led 
invasion of Iraq only four months 
old and before the insurgency had 
begun in earnest, there was much 
speculation that Hezbollah was 
America’s next target in the war on 
terror.

“In such a case, everyone has a 
right to defend its rights, its exist-
ence, its people and its country 
by any means and at any time and 
in any place,” Nasrallah replied. 
“In addition to this fact, there are 
many people who love Hezbollah 
and support Hezbollah through-
out the world. Some may not sit 
idly by” if Hezbollah were to come  

under attack.
The meaning was clear: If Hezbol-

lah felt it was under grave threat, 
it could retaliate “throughout the 
world.”

The arrests in June of Ali Kou-
rani and Samer el-Debek, both 
naturalised US citizens of Leba-
nese ancestry and alleged Hezbol-
lah External Security Organisation 
(ESO) operatives, added to worries 
about the party’s activities in the 
United States. They are accused of 
conducting surveillance on US and 
Israeli embassies in Panama and 
military and law enforcement facili-
ties in the United States, especially 
New York. Debek was a specialist in 
bomb-making and explosives.

“Pre-operational planning is one 
of the hallmarks of Hezbollah in 
planning for future attacks,” said 
New York Police Commissioner 
James O’Neill at the time of the ar-
rests.

While the men are not the first 
Hezbollah operatives to be arrested 
in the United States, Matthew Lev-
itt, a counterterrorism expert at 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, said they could prove 
to be the most dangerous given 
the larger context of worsening  
enmity between Washington and 
Tehran.

Citing the alleged assassination 
plot by Iran in 2011 against the then 

Saudi Ambassador Adel al-Jubeir 
in a Washington restaurant, Levitt 
concluded that it “may well have 
underscored for Iran the need to act 
through better proxies when oper-
ating in the United States.”

Still, Iran has no shortage of op-
tions to strike at the United States 
closer to home in the Middle East if 
tensions worsen. There are approxi-
mately 5,000 US service person-
nel operating in Iraq who could be 
vulnerable to attack by Iran-backed 
militias.

In a little-reported indicator of 
what may lie ahead, a US soldier was 
killed in Iraq on October 1 by an ex-
plosively formed penetrator bomb 
(EFP), a type that has not been seen 
in Iraq for six years. The EFP was 
used extensively by Iranian-backed 
Iraqi Shia groups to target US and 
coalition forces mainly in southern 
Iraq at the height of the insurgency.

The sudden deadly reappearance 
of such a weapon sparked specula-
tion that Iran is reminding military 
planners of the vulnerability of 
US forces in Iraq should Washing-
ton continue with its tough stance 
against Tehran.
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T
here is growing specu-
lation in Lebanon as to 
how regional develop-
ments might unfold 
and what this could 
mean for the country. 
As tensions ratcheted 

up between Washington and Teh-
ran, many in Lebanon wondered if 
it would be Beirut that again pays 
the price.

This is hardly paranoia. The se-
verity of the measures imposed by 
the Trump administration on Hez-
bollah, a Lebanese political party 
and Iran’s strongest regional ally, 
provided ample cause for concern. 
There is no real indication US sanc-
tions on Hezbollah will stop there 
or will grow to include the bank-
ing sector, one of Lebanon’s few 
success stories, and other citizen-
owned enterprises in Lebanon.

Tehran has been a vigorous 
supporter of Hezbollah’s growth 
in Lebanon since 1982, supplying 
it with arms and nurturing it until 
its military and political influ-
ence stretched beyond Lebanon’s 
borders. Any doubts over this line 

were emphatically dispelled in 
2011 when Hezbollah stepped 

away from its traditional role as a 

counter to Israel and threw itself 
into the Syrian civil war.

The so-called resistance axis (in-
cluding Tehran, the Syrian regime 
and Hezbollah) that emerged from 
that bloody conflict has repeatedly 
championed its astounding victo-
ries in the Syrian theatre and called 
for other parties within the region 
to base their foreign policy assump-
tions on them and act accordingly.

Of course, the very concept of 
those astounding victories likely 
needs to be revisited and perhaps 
some time given to a death toll that 
stretches to half a million Syrian 
citizens and the displacement of 
more than 7 million within and 
beyond Syria.

Every day that Hezbollah oper-
ates outside of Lebanon’s borders 
the danger grows. Sticking assidu-
ously to an agenda written for it in 
Tehran, Hezbollah has been fierce 
in its condemnation of Saudi Arabia 
and its policies throughout the Mid-
dle East. However, this localised 
rebellion looks soon to be checked, 
with every indication pointing 
towards a Saudi return to the Leba-
nese political scene.

Riyadh recently invited senior 
Lebanese officials to visit, prob-

ably to try to return to it a political 
balance that has been gradually 
shifting away from the kingdom for 
the last few years.

Within Lebanon, the country’s 
independent relations with regional 
powers that have been a bulwark 
against external aggression also 
look to be ending. As Hezbollah 
becomes more enmeshed in the 
Syrian war, so too do the assump-
tions of the resistance axis that see 
the normalisation of relations with 
Damascus as Lebanon’s natural 
next step.

Once Beirut has aligned with Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad, there 
will be few chances to retreat to the 
safer ground of past neutrality.

Pressure on Lebanon comes from 
within as much as from without. 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun, a 
strong ally of Hezbollah, has been 
defending the possession of the 
party’s weapons as a necessary as-
pect of Lebanon’s defence, a policy 
that starkly contradicts Lebanon’s 
strategy of rebuilding the state 
apparatus as a means of confront-
ing external threats. As a policy, 
it threatens to establish Lebanon 
as a legitimate military target and 
brings Beirut one step closer  

to the brink.
With that said, Israel never re-

ally waited for a pretext to attack 
Lebanon during previous invasions 
(1978, 1982, 2003 and 2006). Still, 
the government’s support for Hez-
bollah dovetails neatly with Israeli 
preconceptions of the country’s 
attitude towards it. Consequently, 
during any future invasion, there 
would be no need for Israel to 
differentiate between targeting 
Hezbollah or the various aspects of 
the Lebanese state not previously 
destroyed in past wars.

Until recently, Hezbollah’s pres-
ervation of its second-strike ability 
against an Israeli incursion has 
appeared to work as more of deter-
rent than a necessity. However, as 
US President Donald Trump em-
barks on an aggressive new policy 
direction regarding both Iran and 
Israel, the risk to Lebanon and its 
people increases.

The circumstances are new; the 
situation is not. Lebanon remains 
at a crossroads. Will developments 
again reduce it to the condition of 
a battlefield or will some turn of 
fate allow it to continue upon its 
precarious, occasionally troubled, 
but still peaceful path?
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