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A
lmost 100 days 
separate Lebanon 
from its parliamen-
tary elections, the 
first since 2009. 
The current parlia-
ment’s mandate 

has been extended twice on the 
pretext of security concerns. Now, 
despite those extensions and the 
immediacy of the coming vote, 
suspicions are growing that the 
elections may be delayed as Bei-
rut’s political class seeks to avoid 
being held accountable for past 
failures.

The garbage crisis signifi-
cantly widened the yawning gulf 
between the people and those 
elected to govern them. Likewise, 
persistent power failures that 
blight all of Lebanon, despite the 
millions of dollars lavished upon 
the sector since the 1990s, have 
done little to endear the country’s 
politicians to the people.

Abroad, Hezbollah continues 
its foreign adventures, risking 
calamity for Lebanon with every 
advance against a foreign power. 
Within the country, the infrastruc-
ture is collapsing as hundreds of 
thousands of refugees exacerbate 
the situation further.

For these reasons and many 
more, Lebanon’s political parties 
would prefer to avoid the direct 

judgment of the electorate or are 

seeking refuge from the public 
glare within a series of shifting 
political alliances.

The Ministry of Interior an-
nounced its readiness to have elec-
tions on May 6. Candidates can of-
ficially announce their candidacy 
by February 6. The new electoral 
law mandates that candidates be 
organised on lists. Candidates are 
prohibited from running as inde-
pendents.

It’s a situation that encourages 
alliances. In recent weeks, much 
talk has been given to a potential 
alliance of the “big five” — the Free 
Patriotic Movement (FPM), which 
is the party of President Michel 
Aoun; the Future Movement, 
which is the party of Prime Minis-
ter Saad Hariri; the Amal Move-
ment, the party of the Speaker Na-
bih Berri; the Progressive Socialist 
Party headed by Walid Jumblatt; 
and Hezbollah.

In a recently televised inter-
view, Jumblatt said that such a 
group would lead to the isolation 
of other, smaller groups, such as 
the Lebanese Forces. Lebanon’s 
experience of having various 
political parties sidelined achieved 
nothing but furthering the cycles 
of violence that have dogged 
the country, he said. Preserving 
stability was a preferred policy for 
Jumblatt.

What appears certain, no matter 

what happens before the election, 
is that Lebanon’s traditional sys-
tem of political division appears 
over. Previously, Lebanon’s politi-
cal groups were lumped together 
into two broad camps: the March 
8 and March 14 alliances. It’s a 
system that appears to have an 
ingrained failure within its frame-
work, with repeated shortcomings 
failing to advance the Lebanese 
cause.

Despite this, there is increasing 
inferences that Saudi Arabia may 
be considering holding the March 
14 group together, hoping that it 
can heal the ruptured alliance be-
tween its principal Lebanese allies, 
Hariri and leader of the Christian 
Lebanese Forces Samir Geagea. 
However, with bad blood boiling 
between the two since Hariri’s un-
expected sojourn last November in 
Saudi Arabia, plus the ostensible 
rapprochement between him and 
an ally close to the March 8 group 
— Aoun — the future of the former 
alliance appears dubious.

Irrespective of any political 
detente between prime minister 
and president, is Aoun’s relation-
ship with Hezbollah. The group 
has been a staunch ally of his 
since 2006, with the president 
rewarding its support by publicly 
downplaying its role in the Syrian 
war and justifying its retention of 
weapons.

Clearly, for this and countless 
other reasons, this is a problem 
for Hariri and not least because 
of how it might play in Riyadh. 
Following his recent abrupt res-
ignation announcement and the 
deterioration of his relations with 
Saudi Arabia, Hariri cannot afford 
either a direct or indirect alliance 
with Hezbollah, a group accused 
by the Saudis of interfering in 
the Yemen war in support of the 
Houthis.

Amid this shuffling of alli-
ances and deal-making, new 
civil society groups are emerg-
ing, gathering their forces to 
participate in the upcoming vote. 
While an unknown quantity, their 
involvement looks to add an extra 
challenge to the elections. It could 
widen the political appeal of the 
parliament beyond the stale clique 
of old faces with the possibility of 
turning huge parliamentary blocs 
into smaller dispersed heteroge-
neous groups.

Despite these early manoeu-
vres, confident predictions are 
hard to make. Once the lists are 
officially announced and the 
nominees known, more will 
become clear. For now, all we have 
is speculation. What is certain is 
that the new electoral system is 
an unpredictable adventure for 
Lebanon’s ailing and calcified 
democracy.
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Viewpoint
Political realignment in Lebanon ahead of elections

Beirut

A 

s Lebanon approaches 
its first parliamentary 
elections since 2009, 
independent candi-
dates and movements 

fuelled by years of political dead-
lock are eager to take part.

While challenging Lebanon’s 
political establishment appears to 
be a daunting task, independent 
candidates are hoping to breathe 
new political life into a country 
overwhelmed by difficult socio-
economic conditions and politi-
cal instability.

Lebanon’s National Coalition 
was introduced January 19, con-
sisting of at least 11 groups, in-
cluding protest group You Stink, 
which emerged from Lebanon’s 
garbage crisis of 2015.

“We believe in a democratic, 
civic and just country that is capa-
ble of governing its entire lands,” 
a member of the coalition said, 
asking to remain anonymous.

Another actor involved in the 
coalition is Li Baladi (For My 
Country), which includes famil-
iar activists, such as Tarek Am-
mar, who ran with Beirut Madi-
nati during the 2016 municipality 
elections.

Away from Beirut, in the Chouf-
Aley district, public relations 
professional and activist Mark 
Daou has publicly discussed his 
candidacy and campaign. Hav-
ing worked alongside local ac-
tivist groups, he said he hopes 
to push for better infrastructure 
in the predominantly rural area. 
He initially geared up to run for 
parliament when elections were 
scheduled in 2013. However, he 
said that things have only wors-
ened since.

“Three major issues are most 
dominant in the Aley area,” Daou 
said. “The old landfill in Naameh, 
the new landfill in Costa Brava 
and you have the quarries and ce-
ment factories planned to be built 
in Ain Dara.” The cement factory, 
often referred to as the “the fac-
tory of death,” is a public health 
and environmental concern.

Lawyer Nadine Moussa ran for 
president in 2014. Four years lat-
er, she is determined to become 
an MP for the Metn region. Un-
der a campaign called “Taneesh” 
(“To Live”), she said that Leba-
non’s solutions boil down to “po-
litical will.”

For Moussa, Lebanon’s political 
class demands too great a slice of 
the pie. “Lebanese people, per-
haps except for the [richest] 1%, 
are deprived of their basic rights,” 
Moussa said. “All this is public 
funds that can be used for bet-
ter public education, universal 
health care and retirement social 
security.”

Paul Abi Rashed played a high-
profile role during Lebanon’s in-
famous garbage protests in 2015. 
Now he’s running for parliament 
in a movement called “A New 

Page for Lebanon.” Abi Rached, 
head of environmental NGO 
T.E.R.R.E. Liban said it was a nat-
ural progression for him to run for 
office, following years of work at 
the grass-roots level.

“We are now touring different 
towns [in Metn] alongside ex-
perts to make sure we prepare to 
take on emergency issues,” Abi 
Rached said. “None of the exist-
ing political parties and MPs have 
fulfilled their duties… so there is a 
need [for change] in parliament.”

Another lawyer and activist, 
Nayla Geagea, said she was a “po-
tential candidate” for Li Baladi, 
adding that the political estab-
lishment has failed. “These par-
ties have not been able to create 
a clear plan for the country,” Gea-
gea said. “There was never proper 
(post-war) reconciliation… The 
divisions we are seeing today are 
worse than those of the war.”

The new parties also hope to 
shake up Lebanon’s political 
gender divide. Only four of the 
country’s 128 MPs are women.  

Lebanon’s recently passed elec-
toral law did not include a wom-
en’s quota to increase representa-
tion.

A State Ministry for Women’s 
Affairs was formed in the cabinet 
but Minister Jean Oghassabian, a 
man, leads it. He expects that “at 
least 20” women will be voted 
into the new parliament.

These candidates expect better. 
“Women are prevented from tak-
ing any key decision-making po-
sitions in society,” Moussa said. 
“This is because of our patriar-
chal society.”

A quota is not enough for Gea-
gea, who suggested that tra-
ditional political parties could 
use female candidates to “sugar 
coat” their slates. In contrast,  
Li Baladi adheres to evenly split-
ting candidate lists along gender 
lines.

Olfat el-Sabeh, a business law 
professor, said she was inspired 
to fight for gender equality from 
experience. She was forcefully 
dropped from school at 16 to get 
married, though, with determina-
tion, she eventually earned a law 
degree.

Given Lebanon’s confessional 
system, the minimum age for 
marriage is applied based on 
religious and not civil law.  We 
are [also] preparing to present a 
[draft] law against domestic vio-
lence,” Sabeh said. “We will push  
people to boycott electoral lists 
that do not include women in 
them.”

Voters won’t line up at the polls 
until May 6. However, Lebanon’s 
political scene looks drastically 
changed after a 5-year delay in 
elections. In the time that has 
elapsed, a new generation will 
vote for the first time.

In the face of deteriorating 
socioeconomic conditions and 
political deadlock, various new 
and independent blocs that are 
emerging are promising an in-
teresting summer for Lebanon’s 
long-stagnant political scene.

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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Evolving landscape. Lebanon’s State Minister of Women’s Affairs Jean Oghassabian speaks 
during a conference on women’s participation in politics at Kempinski Summerland Hotel in Beirut, 
on January 17.                  (AP)

In Lebanon’s parliamentary elections, independent 
candidates hope to shake up the political status quo

Independent 
candidates are hoping 
to breathe new 
political life into a 
country overwhelmed 
by difficult socio-
economic conditions 
and political 
instability.
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