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Beirut

L 

ebanese Prime Minis-
ter Saad Hariri issued an 
international appeal in-
tended to help the country 
through its present diffi-

culties as it emerges from a highly 
unique political crisis.

The Paris conference, which ad-
dressed Lebanon’s “sovereignty, 
stability and security,” was opened 
December 8 by French President 
Emmanuel Macron, attended by 
Hariri and co-chaired by French 
Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian 
and UN Deputy Secretary-General 
Amina Mohammed.

Also in attendance was US Sec-
retary of State Rex Tillerson, who, 
after meeting with Hariri, spoke of 
the need to “encourage” Lebanese 
officialdom to “move more aggres-
sively” against Hezbollah.

That is something easier said than 
done, considering that Hezbollah 
has the upper hand in Lebanese 
domestic politics. The group main-
tains direct control over two seats in 
government and 12 in parliament, in 
addition to controlling over double 
the number of affiliates, partners 
and proxies.

What observers are certain of is 
that Hezbollah has not been weak-
ened or crushed by its open partici-
pation in the war in Syria and that 
its weapons arsenal remains intact. 
This means that, no matter how 
much money is pumped into the 
Lebanese Army, it will never match 
the might of Hezbollah.

The conference was not without 
precedent. In March 2014, the Inter-
national Support Group for Lebanon 
staged a high-profile gathering in 
Paris aimed at elevating the coun-

try’s economic woes and obliga-
tions considering the mushrooming 
Syrian refugee crisis. It promised to 
support the country’s lagging po-
litical process and, again, bolster 
the Lebanese Army for it to meet 
— if not match — the capabilities of 
Hezbollah. French President Fran-
cois Hollande pledged 100 million 
euros ($117.5 million) to Lebanon 
and tried, with little luck, to ensure 
Lebanon’s neutrality in the proxy 
war between Iran and Saudi Arabia.

Sadly, none of the above was 
achieved. Syrian refugees kept 
pouring into Lebanon, especially 
the following year. The cost of feed-
ing them, housing them, sending 
them to school and providing them 
with electricity and water was co-
lossal for a country unable to satisfy 
its own citizens.

Consequently, in June 2014, the 
Support Group had a conference 
in Rome, this time to cement the 
international community’s com-
mitments to the Lebanese Army. 
On that front, as well, nothing hap-
pened. Lebanon’s armed forces re-
main no match for Hezbollah.

It was only natural for Macron to 
open the most recent proceedings. 
The president assumed office last 
May, taking his time with domestic 
issues before getting worked up in 
complex foreign policy issues such 
as those involving the Middle East.

The crux of his country’s atten-
tion in the region, however, has 
always been Lebanon. A colony 
during 1920-43, Lebanon has oc-
cupied the agenda of every French 
leader since Raymond Poincare, 
who served as president from 1913-
20. The French helped set up Leba-
non’s modern infrastructure and 
modern city planning. They intro-
duced European institutions such 
as parliament and a constitution 
into Lebanese politics. They were 

committed to supporting Christian 
rights in Lebanon and providing 
support for the armed forces and 
were also involved in the country’s 
reconstruction after the 1975-90 
civil war.

While Macron was settling into 
the Elysee Palace, Lebanon was go-
ing through a political earthquake. 
Making use of France’s absence, Ri-
yadh is said to have asked its proxy 
in Lebanese politics, Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri, to step down in early 
November. It toyed with the idea of 
imposing crippling banking sanc-
tions on the country. There was 
speculation about an Israeli mili-

tary intervention that would have 
destroyed Hezbollah — and the en-
tire country along with it.

Hariri’s resignation announce-
ment November 4 plunged Leba-
non into the unknown, threaten-
ing the short-term political future 
of Lebanese Sunnis and possibly 
serving as a blessing in disguise for 
his opponents to overrun the state. 
Macron considered the resigna-
tion a very bad move — with hor-
rible consequences, especially that 
it triggered speculation that Hariri 
himself was being “held against his 
will” in Saudi Arabia amid a crack-
down on powerful emirs carried out 
by Saudi Crown Prince Mohammad 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

Two weeks into the resignation, 
Macron invited Hariri to Paris and 
lunched with the Lebanese prime 
minister and his family. He spoke 
on the phone with Lebanese Presi-
dent Michel Aoun and brokered 
Hariri’s safe return to Beirut and the 
withdrawal of his resignation.

Aoun promised to lead a national 
dialogue conference in Beirut and, 
in return, Macron said he would call 

on the International Support Group 
to meet in Paris and help Lebanon. 

It is far from clear what the Paris 
conference would achieve for Leba-
non. If Hezbollah does not quit the 
scene or is disarmed, Saudi Arabia 
would never walk away, nor would 
it let its Lebanese allies do so. The 
same applies to Iran, which always 
points fingers at Saudi proxies in 
Lebanese domestics.

Bolstering the Lebanese economy 
would be painfully difficult. Who in 
the international community would 
invest in a country torn apart by in-
ternal conflict and co-ruled by a 
non-state player?

The only thing that Paris could 
achieve is to maintain the status 
quo — keep all sides satisfied, con-
tent and quiet to avoid plunging 
the country into more chaos while 
waiting for a regional settlement 
to mature, which would enforce 
a long-term solution, or truce, in 
Lebanon.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of “Under 
the Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

Show of support. Lebanon’s Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) speaks with French Foreign Affairs 
Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian at the International Support Group for Lebanon meeting in Paris, on 
December 8.                                              (Reuters)
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T 

he weeks following 
Lebanese Prime Minis-
ter Saad Hariri’s tender-
ing, suspending and 
withdrawing his res-
ignation have brought 

home to the Lebanese people that, 
while many things are permanent, 
the alliances of their leaders are as 
changeable as the weather.

While attention focused on 
relations between Hariri and his 
sponsors in Saudi Arabia, rumours 
of divisions between the prime 
minister and his Christian allies, 
the Lebanese Forces (LF) party, 
have been overlooked. Missed 
perhaps was the talk of what was 
essentially an alleged palace coup, 
as the former militia sought to ally 
with Riyadh in replacing its prime 
minister with his older brother, 
Bahaa.

Relations between Saad Hariri 
and the LF had been cooling for 
some time, not least because of 
the perception among LF members 
that Hariri’s accommodation with 
Hezbollah and Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun had become too ac-
commodating.

Gossip of a rift escalated when, a 
few weeks prior to the Hariri affair, 
LF leader Samir Geagea flew to 
Saudi Arabia to meet with Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz. Sensing an attack, 

Hariri and his supporters initi-
ated a media counteroffensive, 

jeopardising an alliance that had 

endured since February 2005 and 
the assassination of Hariri’s father, 
Rafik.

Both sides are keen to talk of 
peace. LF Secretary-General Chan-
tal Sarkis, via e-mail, said: “Some 
people want to target the strong 
coalition between LF and (Hariri’s) 
Future Movement, which fought 
for the sovereignty of Lebanon. 
They are trying to weaken our 
stand and to change the balance 
of power. However, their game is 
exposed.”

Sarkis was highly dismissive of 
accusations that the LF conspired 
to undermine Hariri, stating: 
“Prime Minister Hariri’s resigna-
tion was the result of a long ac-
cumulation of irregularities on the 
part of Hezbollah and the March 
8 alliance (headed by President 
Michel Aoun).”

The LF was founded during the 
Lebanese civil war (1975-90) as a 
militia dedicated to opposing what 
it saw as a plot to naturalise Pales-
tinians within Lebanon. After the 
hostilities, the militia transitioned 
into a political party. However, its 
participation in regular political 
life was marred by several factors, 
not least the Syrian persecution 
of Geagea, who was jailed by the 
occupying forces and released only 
after their withdrawal in 2005.

The LF has since established 
itself as a key pillar within Leba-
non’s body politic, acting as a self-
appointed watchdog within the 

horse trading of Lebanon’s frac-
tious national unity government. It 
was Geagea’s political partnership 
with Aoun that proved critical in 
the latter’s election as president, 
establishing an alliance that Hariri 
would later join as prime minister 
and laying the groundwork for the 
current government.

However, this ostensibly robust 
trinity soon exhibited signs of seri-
ous faults, as the LF grew increas-
ingly vocal over dubious economic 
projects undertaken by the cabinet 
and refusing to sanction anything 
it saw as a misuse of public funds.

The LF’s objections were per-
ceived by Aoun and Hariri as a 
serious check on their ambitions 
for wide-ranging fiscal reform, 
stoking mistrust. As Aoun and 
Hariri worked increasingly closer, 
the ostracised LF saw a shadow 
government in the making, over-
seeing questionable deals, such as 
the leasing of power-generating 
ship, telecommunications and gas 
prospects.

It was those financial deals, 
allied with Hariri’s unwavering 
commitment to maintaining his 
alliance with Aoun, that many 
feel led to him wilfully turning a 
blind eye to both the president and 
Hezbollah’s growing breaches of 
Lebanon’s dissociation policy.

However, rumours of a potential 
LF walkout have proved ill-found-
ed, with the tumult surrounding 
Hariri’s resignation reaffirming 

its commitment to the political 
process. The LF intends to “stay in 
this government and be a nui-
sance for those who are using the 
public profit to fulfil their personal 
profit,” Sarkis said. “We will be 
the watchdog inside the system to 
maintain the political balance and 
to pressure other parties to respect 
the rule of law, the Lebanese 
constitution and the dissociation 
policy.”

Be that as it may, the LF has 
emerged from this crisis with 
few friends. The party has been 
shunned by both president and 
prime minister. Hariri went so far 
as to suggest a reshuffle of the 
cabinet that would see the LF 
forced out. However, that sugges-
tion is probably best viewed as a 
means of removing a troublesome 
stumbling block rather than as 
punishment for being part of any 
conspiracy.

For Aoun, despite his claim of 
being “father to all,” he has yet to 
intervene in the squabble between 
Hariri and his LF allies, presum-
ably because anything that would 
distance Hariri from his traditional 
allies in the LF would push him 
towards Aoun and Hezbollah.

Regardless of the outcome of the 
feud, what is certain is that if Aoun 
fails in his promises to maintain 
the policy of dissociation, Hariri 
might find himself alone, friend-
less and reliant on the dubious 
mercies of Aoun and Hezbollah.

Lebanese Forces deny undermining Hariri
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If Aoun fails in his 
promises to maintain 
the policy of 
dissociation, Hariri 
might find himself 
alone, friendless and 
reliant on the 
dubious mercies 
of Aoun and 
Hezbollah.
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If Hezbollah does 
not quit the scene 
or is disarmed, 
Saudi Arabia would 
never walk away, 
nor would it let 
its Lebanese 
allies do so.
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