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T 

he US House of Repre-
sentatives has approved 
bipartisan legislation to 
block the flow of illicit 
money to Iran-backed 

Hezbollah militants and to sanc-
tion the group for using civilians 
as human shields.

The measures were approved by 
voice vote as lawmakers took aim 
at what they called Tehran’s lead-
ing terrorist proxy.

The bill targeting Hezbollah’s fi-
nances, sponsored by Representa-
tives Ed Royce and Eliot Engel, 
directs the Trump administration 
to sanction people and businesses 
engaged in fund-raising and re-
cruitment activities for Hezbollah. 
Royce, a California Republican, is 
chairman of the Foreign Affairs 
Committee. Engel, from New York, 
is the committee’s top Democrat.

Hezbollah is a member of Leba-
non’s coalition government and 
the House of Representatives’ 
measure touched off alarms in 
Beirut, where officials said they 
feared major damage might be 
done to the country’s banking sec-
tor if the bill is enacted.

Joseph Torbey, chairman of the 
Association of Banks in Lebanon, 
had earlier said that US officials 
reassured a Lebanese banking 
delegation that recently visited 
Washington that the sanctions will 
not target Lebanese banks if they 
abide by American regulations.

Washington considers Hezbol-
lah a terrorist organisation and has 
previously imposed sanctions on 
the group and its top command-
ers. The expected new sanctions 
come at a time the Trump admin-
istration is increasing pressure on 
Iran, Hezbollah’s main backer. It 
has been supplying the group with 
weapons and money for more than 
three decades.

Hezbollah’s major role in the 
Syrian civil war highlights the part 
played by Iran’s proxies in regional 
conflicts. The Washington-based 
Institute for the Study of War said: 
“Iran provides extensive material, 
financial, training and logistical 
assistance to its regional partners. 
For example, Iran has supplied 
Hezbollah with as much as $200 
million each year.”

Another House bill calls on the 
president to push for the UN Se-
curity Council to impose interna-
tional sanctions against Hezbollah 
for the group’s use of civilians as 
human shields.

A separate House resolution 
urged the European Union to des-
ignate Hezbollah in its entirety as 
a terrorist organisation. The meas-
ure says the European Union in 
2013 gave only the terrorist desig-
nation to the group’s so-called mil-

itary wing. Hezbollah “continues 
to conduct illicit narco-trafficking, 
money laundering and weapons 
trafficking throughout Europe,” 
the resolution stated.

“These critical measures will im-
pose new sanctions to crack down 
on Hezbollah’s financing and hold 
it accountable for its acts of death 
and destruction,” Royce said.

Winning international sup-
port for an intensified campaign 
against Hezbollah could prove 
challenging. It is part of Lebanon’s 
fragile coalition government and 
commands enormous influence 
through the social services it pro-

vides to the Lebanese Shia com-
munities.

The Iran-backed group said 
the measures were a “blatant in-
tervention in Lebanese internal 
affairs, a violation of Lebanese 
sovereignty and an unacceptable 
targeting of the Lebanese people.”

A Hezbollah official earlier told 
the Associated Press that US sanc-
tions would not affect the op-
erational activities of the group, 
calling them part of efforts to “de-
monise” Hezbollah.

With additional reporting 
by Reuters.
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Money trail. 
Hezbollah and 
Syrian flags 
flutter on a 
military vehicle 
in Western 
Qalamoun 
in Syria, last 
August.     (Reuters)
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role in the Syrian 
civil war highlights 
the part played by 
Iran’s proxies in 
regional conflicts.

A 

s long as I can remem-
ber my late maternal 
grandmother kept 
a picture of a young 
Rafik al-Hariri in her 
kitchen. For this semi-

educated housewife, Hariri resem-
bled one of her sons and was a good 
and generous man who helped 
rebuild post-war Lebanon and gave 
scholarships to thousands of stu-
dents in the country and abroad.

As in the aftermath of previous 
political assassinations, however, 
my grandmother assumed Hariri’s 
killers would escape punishment.

On February 14, 2005, a huge 
explosion rocked Beirut and killed 
Hariri and 21 others. The attack 
exposed dramatic shortcomings in 
the Lebanese state and its judiciary 
to react and deal with such crimes. 
So it was that, four years later, the 
United Nations and the interna-
tional community established the 
Special Tribunal for Lebanon (STL), 
dedicated to bringing the killers 
of the former prime minister to 
justice.

Fifteen years of Syrian occupa-
tion had taken a toll on Lebanon. 
The state that remained after the 
Syrians’ departure was weak and 
government institutions were 
riven with schisms. Nobody looked 
especially qualified to investi-
gate Hariri’s assassination. As a 

consequence, the investigation 
was referred to a special tribunal 

of four senior Lebanese judges and 

an array of international judges and 
forensic investigators.

Despite the international nature 
of the tribunal, the full cooperation 
of the Lebanese state and its judici-
ary remained vital. Any executive 
measure, such as the arrest or 
detention of individuals in Lebanon 
had to be authorised and executed 
by Lebanese authorities.

Over the years the Lebanese 
judiciary has fully cooperated with 
the STL, including financing 49% of 
the court’s expenditures. However, 
the tribunal’s recent naming of 
four senior members of Hezbollah’s 
intelligence services — Mustafa 
Badreddine, Salim Ayyash, Hussein 
Oneissi and Assad Sabra — as key 
suspects in the matter complicated 
circumstances.

To Hezbollah and other op-
ponents of the STL, the Lebanese 
judiciary had exhibited laxity in 
handing over its sovereign rights to 
a UN quango with little true interest 
in seeing justice served in Lebanon. 
One of the principal challenges 
the STL faces is, ironically, that 
Lebanese Minister of Justice Salim 
Jreissati, a member of Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun’s bloc, is 
head of the defence team for the 
four accused Hezbollah members.

Jreissati has repeatedly ques-
tioned the legitimacy of the tribunal 
and demanded the immediate 
cessation of all Lebanese funding, 
claiming that all evidence the court 
possesses is essentially circum-

stantial and cannot be said to truly 
implicate Hezbollah.

However, having failed to stop 
the tribunal, its opponents are 
exploring potentially more sinister 
methods to block its work.

Recently, the Lebanese cabinet, 
headed by Saad Hariri, the son 
of Rafik Hariri, passed a series of 
ostensibly routine judicial appoint-
ments. A closer examination shows 
them to be part of a wider trend, 
however, blocking the advance of 
officials who supported the work of 
the STL.

Nearly all the judges who have 
cooperated with the STL found 
themselves sidelined and, rather 
than assuming more senior posi-
tions as they might have expected, 
were replaced by judges who orbit 
Aoun and his political bloc.

Some might dismiss this as the 
natural consequence of any transfer 
of power, with  new presidents 
preferring to appoint and promote 
their own people. However, such 
actions undermine the perception 
of the judiciary and demonstrate, 
yet again, its persistent inability 
to check the executive and halt its 
dancing to a tune of its own calling.

Strangely, one is left wondering 
why Saad Hariri would sanction 
such measures, which can only fur-
ther complicate the task of finding 
his father’s killers.

During a recent trip to Rome, 
Hariri declared that he had decided 
“to put aside our differences to best 

serve Lebanon.” These differences 
are neither trivial or so easily sur-
mounted. Not least as they include 
the fact that Hezbollah, which 
serves in Hariri’s cabinet, is the 
main suspect in the killing of Leba-
non’s larger-than-life statesman.

Hariri’s logic, it must be assumed, 
rests on the premise that Hezbollah 
presents a regional and internation-
al challenge that he and his govern-
ment alone can do little about. Con-
sequently, the STL, representative 
of the international order, stands 
the better chance of proceeding, 
despite Hezbollah’s meddling.

While part of this logic might 
be sound, Hariri’s approach to 
the killing of his father exposes 
two essential flaws: The assas-
sination of Rafik Hariri was not 
a family matter, which he or any 
members of his family can place on 
the backburner, and more impor-
tantly, punitive measures against 
those associated with the STL set a 
precedent and will be a reminder to 
all judges within Lebanon that the 
only means to promotion will be to 
accept Hezbollah’s very particular 
interpretation of what Lebanese 
justice looks like.

Ultimately, politicians need be 
reminded that at the entrance of 
all Palaces of Justice, a motto is 
clearly visible: “Justice is the Pillar 
of Governance.” Hence a weak and 
politically enslaved judiciary can 
only disadvantage the rise of  
the state.
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