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T 

he appointment of a new 
Lebanese ambassador to 
Damascus stirred fresh 
discord between support-
ers and opponents of Syr-

ian President Bashar Assad as Beirut 
mulls whether to restore relations 
with its larger neighbour.

Saad Zakhia, a career diplomat, 
replaces Farah Berri, the daughter 
of Parliamentary Speaker Nabih 
Berri. Farah Berri has served as 
Lebanese chargé d’affaires in Da-
mascus since July.

Assad’s allies welcomed the step 
and are urging a full normalisation 
of ties with Damascus. Assad’s 
enemies in Lebanon, however, 
criticised the decision, saying it is 
inappropriate to revive diplomatic 
relations with a regime that is re-
sponsible for a war that has left 
nearly half a million of its citizens 
dead.

“I call on the government to im-
mediately stop the expected tragic 
scene of turning over credentials 
of the Lebanese ambassador in Da-
mascus to those who are stained 
with the blood of 500,000 Syrian 
deaths and hundreds of Lebanese 
deaths,” said Education Minister 
Marwan Hamadeh, a long-time 

opponent of the Assad regime. He 
narrowly survived an assassina-
tion attempt in 2004 that has been 
blamed on Damascus.

Lebanon has a long and troubled 
relationship with Syria. Damas-
cus emerged in 1990 as the chief 
power broker in Lebanon at the 
end of the 16-year civil war and 
dominated political life in Beirut 
until 2005. In February that year, 
Rafik Hariri, a former Lebanese 
prime minister, was assassinated, 
an act that triggered large-scale 
anti-Syrian protests in Beirut. Leb-
anese Prime Minister Saad Hariri, 
Rafik’s son, fears a similar fate and 
submitted his resignation on No-
vember 4.

In 2012, with war raging in Syria, 
top Lebanese leaders agreed to the 
Baabda Declaration, a policy of 
disassociation from either side in 
the conflict. Although Iran-backed 
Hezbollah was a party to the agree-
ment, it began intervening in Syria 
the following year and has come to 
play a key role in assuring Assad’s 
survival.

With the war in Syria entering 
a less intensive phase, Lebanon is 
mulling if, how and when to re-
establish full ties to Damascus. As-
sad’s allies in Lebanon have been 
bullish on the topic. In August, 
three cabinet ministers attended 
the Damascus International Fair, 
an event intended to demonstrate 
that Syria was ready to resume 
business with the global commu-
nity.

“We will meet with Syrian min-
isters in our ministerial capacity, 
we will have talks over some eco-
nomic issues in our ministerial 
capacity, and we will return in our 
ministerial capacity to follow up 
on these matters,” said Industry 
Minister Hussein Hajj Hassan, a 
member of Hezbollah.

Saad Hariri had opposed the 
visit, refusing to have it discussed 
in a cabinet meeting and declar-
ing that the ministers were acting 
in a personal capacity rather than 
as representatives of the Lebanese 
government.

In September, the pro-Damas-
cus Syrian Social Nationalist Party 
closed off usually bustling Hamra 
Street in Beirut to have a military-
style parade with dozens of uni-
formed party members. Although 
the event takes place annually to 
mark the opening shots of resist-
ance in 1982 against the Israeli oc-
cupation of Lebanon, this year’s 
ceremony was much larger than 
usual and was widely interpreted 
as a gesture of muscle-flexing con-

fidence by an Assad ally.
Central to the debate over nor-

malising ties with Damascus is the 
fate of the more than 1 million Syri-
an refugees in Lebanon. Sympathy 
for their plight is dwindling fast as 
the Lebanese tire of their presence 
and the strain they place on the 
country’s decrepit infrastructure. 
Assad’s allies urged official talks 
with the Syrian government with 
the goal of returning the refugees 
to their homes.

Hariri rejected negotiating with 
Damascus and said the United 
Nations is the only body that can 
handle the refugee return. He has 
also said he would not forcibly re-
turn any refugees out of concern 
for their welfare in Syria under the 
Assad regime.

Hariri’s resignation came amid a 
flurry of dilemmas. Re-establish-
ing ties with Assad would have 
alienated Hariri’s support base in 
the Sunni community, many of 
whom blame him for cooperating 
with Shia Hezbollah in the govern-
ment. Hariri also has a personal 
animus against Assad as he says 

the Syrian president ordered the 
assassination of his father.

On the other hand, there is mo-
mentum that will almost certainly 
see Lebanon resume full ties with 
Damascus at some point.

“Eventually there will be some 
sort of normalisation of relations,” 
Maha Yahya, director of the Carn-
egie Middle East Centre in Beirut, 
said by phone. “I think the re-
sistance [to restoring ties] is that 
Lebanon should not be the first 
to normalise relations and, given 
the history of this relationship 
between the two countries, the 
burden of that history is weighing 
heavily on some.”

Economic realities favour the 
resumption of ties. The Syria-Jor-
dan border crossing is expected to 
reopen in early 2018. That move 
would allow Lebanese exports to 
the Gulf market, which must pass 
through Syria, to flow once more. 
Many Lebanese businessmen are 
salivating at the potential recon-
struction windfall in Syria with 
some close to Assad having al-
ready won lucrative contracts.

Tripoli in northern Lebanon is 
expanding its port and building a 
free trade zone to attract business. 
It plans to construct a railway from 
the city to connect to the Syrian 
rail network to facilitate exports 
to the Middle East and potentially 
becoming a hub for reconstruction 
aid to Syria.

“There will be pressure from the 
private sector to normalise and al-
low businesses to deal with Syria,” 
said Yahya. She added that the 
beneficiaries of any reconstruc-
tion process would be those who 
have remained loyal to Assad.

“The idea that the reconstruc-
tion of Syria is going to be done 
as a grand scheme or a Marshall 
Plan is just not going to happen,” 
she said. “What we will likely see 
is piecemeal reconstruction here 
and there with the regime friends 
winning [the contracts].” 

Nicholas Blanford is the author 
of “Warriors of God: Inside 
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year 
Struggle Against Israel” 
(Random House 2011).
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W 

hile debates over 
the repatriation of 
Lebanon’s 1.5 mil-
lion Syrian refugees 
have intensified, 

economic and political indicators 
suggest that much of the country’s 
posturing may amount to little 
more than political theatre.

Pressure from Lebanese Presi-
dent Michel Aoun, his Free Patri-
otic Movement party and their al-
lies in Hezbollah has ratcheted up 
since the defeat of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and the formerly al-Qaeda-
affiliated Hayat Tahrir al-Sham, 
each pointing to Syria’s freshly 
minted de-escalation zones as safe 
havens for Lebanon’s predomi-
nantly Sunni refugee population.

However, chief among those 
publicly opposing the refugees’ re-
turn was outgoing Lebanese Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri, who had 
called for coordination with the 
international community before 
the refugees leave. Hariri submit-
ted his resignation on November 

4 over what he described as Iran’s 
meddling in Arab affairs and con-
cerns over his safety.

Amid headlines on Lebanese 
corruption, refuse collection and 
the failing of the country’s infra-
structure stand the Syrian refugees 
as a convenient target for Leba-
non’s internal ire. “There is a self-
victimising trope in the media,” 
Omar al-Ghazzi, assistant profes-
sor of media and communications 
at the London School of Econom-
ics, said in a telephone interview. 
“This convenient narrative shifts 
attention away from national in-
trospection and points the finger 
elsewhere.”

In this light, increased coopera-
tion with Damascus appears in-
evitable. Indicators suggest that 
such cooperation is already under 
way. The director of Lebanese Gen-
eral Security, Major-General Abbas 
Ibrahim, has been to Damascus to 
discuss the refugees’ return and a 
ministerial committee convened in 
Beirut to discuss the matter.

As impetus for the refugees’ re-
turn grows, Hariri has yet to take 
concrete action to halt the flow. 
Conversely, with his personal sup-
port wavering, a normalisation of 

relations with Syria stands to bol-
ster the economic conditions on 
which his mandate rests. Speak-
ing in the economically deprived 
district of Akkar in June, Hariri re-
ferred to the key role the Qoleiaat 
military airport there might play 
in Syria’s potential reconstruc-
tion, once it opens for commercial 
flights.

Prior to his resignation, Hariri 
was said to have been eyeing the 
fledgling Tripoli Special Econom-
ic Zone, led by a key ally, former 
Lebanese Finance Minister Raya 
al-Hassan. Hassan openly talked 
about plans for a highway to Syria 
and even a “railway network that 
will link the [Tripoli] port to the 
Syrian border.” She is a member 
of BankMed’s board of directors; 
Hariri owns 42.24% of the bank’s 
shares. Hariri had been hoping to 
win back support in time for next 
May’s parliamentary elections.

Internationally, despite much 
heated rhetoric to the contrary, 
there appears to be growing trac-
tion for the refugees’ return. In 
May, UN officials appeared to be 
warming to the Russian spear-
headed de-escalation zones, to 
which Lebanon’s refugee popula-

tion would find themselves dis-
patched, with UN Special Envoy to 
Syria Staffan de Mistura character-
ising them as a “step in the right 
direction.”

However, while the internation-
al community may be warming 
to the idea of Lebanon’s refugees 
returning to the zones, concerns 
remain. Despite their being touted 
as a sanctuary, air strikes on the Is-
lamic State and Hayat Tahrir al-Sh-
am remain permissible within the 
areas. The Syrian Army continues 
to besiege Eastern Ghouta, where 
malnutrition is said to be rife.

Speaking by phone, Bassam 
Khawaja, a Lebanon researcher for 
Human Rights Watch, said: “We 
recently saw Syrians told Idlib is 
safe to return to and now we’re 
documenting air strikes on dis-
placement camps there… There is 
no doubt that Syrians in Lebanon 
want to go back once it’s safe for 
them to do so but we’re not yet at a 
point where that is the case.”

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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Few options. Lebanese protesters hold placards that read, “So that we don’t lose Lebanon. Negotiate 
with the Syrian government” in Zouk Mosbeh north of Beirut, on October 14.                                           (AP)

Assad’s allies press for rapprochement with Damascus

There will be pressure 
from the private 
sector to normalise 
and allow businesses 
to deal with Syria.

Maha Yahya, director of 
the Carnegie Middle East 
Centre in Beirut

Pressure grows for the return of Lebanon’s Syrian refugees

We recently saw 
Syrians told Idlib is safe 
to return to and now 
we’re documenting 
air strikes on 
displacement 
camps there.
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Human Rights Watch


