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Lebanon watches and waits as regional powers circle
Nicholas Blanford
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L

ebanon and Saudi Arabia
are likely heading for a fullblown crisis following the
resignation of Lebanese
Prime Minister Saad Hariri
as the tiny Mediterranean country
finds itself dragged into the bitter
regional confrontation between an
expansionist Iran and a newly bullish Saudi Arabia.
The initial victim of Riyadh’s
tough new policy towards Lebanon
is Hariri, who appears to have been
compelled to step down by his erstwhile Saudi backers while on an unannounced visit to Saudi Arabia.
Sources close to Hariri and the
Saudi leadership said Riyadh — or
more specifically Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz
— had lost patience with Hariri’s
apparently accommodating stance
towards Hezbollah.
Hariri has repeatedly stated that
his priority is to maintain political,
sectarian and economic stability in
Lebanon, even if that compels him
to compromise with Hezbollah. The
Saudis, however, appear to believe
the arrangement is one-sided with
Hezbollah dominating and showing
little effort to reciprocate.
“The [political] losses [in Lebanon] from its patronage of Hariri
have become unbearable [for the
Saudis],” Imad Salamey, an associate professor of political science
at the Lebanese American University in Beirut said by phone. Even
though the Hariri resignation could
herald turbulent times for the
country, Salamey added, “the consequence for Lebanon is something
beyond Saudi interests.”
That sense of frustration with
Hariri reflects Saudi Arabia’s changing attitude towards Lebanon since
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud
ascended the throne on the death
of his half-brother King Abdullah
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in January
2015. King Abdullah had a special affection for Lebanon and the Hariri
family. Saad Hariri was the Saudi’s
main Sunni interlocutor in Lebanon
during King Abdullah’s reign.
However, King Salman and
Crown Prince Mohammed distanced the kingdom from Lebanon,
preferring to focus on domestic developments, the war in Syria and,
within two months of King Salman’s accession to the throne, the
conflict in Yemen. For the Saudis,
Lebanon, given the presence and
influence of Hezbollah, was viewed

Wait-and-see mode. Workers hang a poster of outgoing Prime Minister Saad Hariri with Arabic words
that read “We are all Saad” on a seaside street in Beirut, on November 9. 			
(AP)
solely through the lens of its confrontation with Iran.
It is unclear whether Hariri will
return to Lebanon and under what
conditions set by the Saudi leadership. If Hariri is being pressured to
return to mount a direct and open
challenge to Hezbollah, he would
likely fail and possibly plunge the
country into more strife and political deadlock.
If Hariri stays away from Lebanon, it would probably spell the end
of his political career. Many Lebanese analysts saw his return to the
premiership a year ago as a last attempt to rebuild his waning political
stock. While the humiliating nature
of his resignation has earned him a
modicum of sympathy, it is difficult
to see how he can revive his political fortunes from outside Lebanon.
As for Hezbollah, Hassan Nasrallah, the party’s leader, struck a
calm and almost sympathetic tone
in a speech in response to Hariri’s
resignation, squarely blaming Saudi Arabia for forcing the Lebanese
prime minister’s hand.

Hariri’s resignation
does neither weaken
Hezbollah’s bargaining
hand nor improve his
chances at exacting
significant concessions
from Hezbollah.
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Hariri was useful to Hezbollah as
a prominent Lebanese Sunni who
could serve as prime minister with
some credibility and did not present an obstacle to the movement.
If Hariri does not return to the premiership, it could be difficult to
find another credible Sunni leader
willing to risk the wrath of a belligerent Riyadh by cooperating with
Hezbollah in government. Hezbollah, as the dominant political force
in the country, can weather a prolonged constitutional and political
crisis, as it has done in the past.
“From Hezbollah’s perspective,
[Hariri’s resignation] is an amateurish move and they will for the time
being decide to outwit it, betting
this is all their opponents have,”
Randa Slim, a Hezbollah expert at
the Middle East Institute in Washington, said in e-mailed comments.
“Hariri’s manoeuvring room is
limited to start with. His resignation does neither weaken Hezbollah’s bargaining hand nor improve
his chances at exacting significant
concessions from Hezbollah, espe-

cially at a time the latter feels victorious in a battle in Syria that pitted
it against a coalition of regional and
international powers.”
With Hariri absent, Lebanon is in
a nervous wait-and-see mode. Nasrallah’s call for calm eased fears that
Hariri’s resignation could trigger intra-Muslim clashes in the streets of
Beirut. Even the persistent speculation that Israel and Hezbollah are
close to all-out war has dissipated
— slightly — by the developments in
Saudi Arabia. Israel will not unilaterally launch a war against Hezbollah to satisfy Saudi interests.
Instead, Israel is likely to watch
Riyadh cautiously to see what
measures the Saudis will take
against Lebanon and Hezbollah.
Some in Lebanon, including senior people in Hariri’s own Future
Movement party, fear that Saudi
Arabia is about to use the economic
weapon against Lebanon in what
will be a quixotic effort to turn the
Lebanese against Hezbollah.
“Lebanon is going to be the new
Qatar,” said a Future Movement MP
bleakly, meaning Saudi Arabia will
impose a financial and economic
blockade on Lebanon like the one
against Qatar.
This could entail the withdrawal of Saudi funds from Lebanese
banks, the scaling back or cancellation of flights between Riyadh
and Beirut, the expulsion of Lebanese working in Saudi Arabia and
the imposition of sanctions against
any Lebanese dealing with Hezbollah. Several Lebanese businessmen
are under arrest in Saudi Arabia,
caught up in the anti-corruption
drive that has netted dozens of
royal family members and leading
businessmen.
In what could be an opening shot,
the Saudi government on November 9 requested all its citizens leave
Lebanon, the Saudi Al Arabiya television channel reported.
Although the effects of an economic blockade could have calamitous results for Lebanon, Saudi
Arabia’s hostility towards Iran will
quash any misgivings at bringing
Lebanon to its knees. Sources close
to the Saudi leadership said the
latest moves by Riyadh have the
unequivocal backing of the White
House, which shares Saudi Arabia’s
enmity towards Iran and supports a
more aggressive policy against the
Islamic Republic
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As Lebanon looks
internally for the
answers for
Hariri’s departure,
it omits the wider
world in which
it exists.

I

f you live long enough, nothing
will surprise you. So it was that
when Lebanese Prime Minister
Saad Hariri resigned during an
unannounced visit to Saudi
Arabia, few within Lebanon’s
political society, already scarred by
war and bruised by civil strife, were
truly shocked.
However, like seagulls following a trawler, speculation trailed
Hariri’s stepping down. For some,
his departure points to the renewed
vigour and direction of Saudi
Arabia’s foreign policy. For others,
as they seek the public stage to
bemoan the seemingly forced exit
of one of Lebanon’s most prominent
politicians, they secretly mourn the
loss of a political watchdog who had
assumed the role of silent partner.
For a public beset by corruption, a
failing economy and civil unrest, the
country’s long-promised elections
stand as a desperate, if diminishing,
respite from the uncertainty of the
present.
On the surface, Hariri’s resignation November 4 led many to
believe that it had been forced by
his Saudi patrons, who gave him no
choice but to announce the dissolution of his alliance with Lebanese

President Michel Aoun, a Hezbollah
ally, in such dramatic fashion. At
the time of their union, the political
marriage between Hariri and Aoun
had been touted as having been
undertaken with the blessing of the
international community, including Hariri’s sponsors in Riyadh and
Hezbollah’s allies in Tehran.
However, like an errant husband,
Hezbollah soon strayed, committing
to hostile action in Kuwait, Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
and increasing its military commitment to Bashar Assad in Syria.
While Aoun was keen to explain and
justify these actions, Hariri stood
silent.
Lebanese political activist Lokman Slim said he sees Hariri’s departure as emblematic of larger changes
taking place across the region and,
principally, in Saudi policy towards
Lebanon. “Essentially Saad Hariri
lost his political purchasing power
as an ally to the Saudis,” Slim said,
“especially after he proved useless
in standing up to Hezbollah and its
hostile acts.”
Slim characterised the new Saudi
policy as a shift from “its former
practice of outsourcing its Lebanese agenda to local Sunni families

and actors,” saying they have now
“opted to do it themselves and thus
Hariri has been downgraded to a
tool rather than a political contractor.”
Ironically, those who most publicly mourned Hariri’s departure were
the same factions whose ambitions
his position had been intended to
check, namely Aoun and Hezbollah
Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah.
Behind their crocodile tears lies the
inescapable fact that both Aoun and
Iran’s other Lebanese allies had lost
the Sunni cover that Hariri and his
political career had afforded them.
As Lebanon looks internally for
the answers for Hariri’s departure,
it omits the wider world in which
it exists and the Saudi petrodollars
that have been keeping it afloat for
years with little or nothing offered
in return. If anything, Hariri’s departure has proven that it is not enough
to simply stay silent and look to the
international community to check
Hezbollah and Iran’s expansion
when the expectation is that these
things must be opposed and opposed publicly.
Looking forward, many of the
Lebanese factions say that Hariri’s
resignation, despite its magni-

tude, can be sidestepped and a
new government formed. Many of
the proponents of this school fail
to recognise that a more sensible
direction is to allow Hariri’s government to execute its caretaker duties
and carry the country towards the
election of a much-needed new
parliament.
Khalil Gebara, the interior
minister’s adviser for election affairs, said: “We at the ministry are
capable of running the elections on
time, provided all factions concerned have the political will to see
it through.”
Gebara, who previously served on
Hariri’s team, added that “despite
the many logistical and political
challenges of parliamentary elections, it might still be easier to
conduct than trying to conjure up a
new weaker cabinet.”
Hariri’s resignation and all that
went into its details unquestionably
mark a watershed moment in the
history of Lebanon. However, rather
than worrying about where Hariri
is and what happened with him in
Riyadh, the Lebanese are better asking themselves where the Lebanese
state is and how can we bring it back
from its local and regional captors.

