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Abstract: The analysis aims at presenting the political landscape of Lebanon 
after the parliamentary elections taking place in May 2018. Since the voting, 
Lebanese political forces have failed to create a government, therefore the 
state was not able to tackle the mounting economic and security challenges 
posed by, among others, the Syrian civil war and the ongoing refugee crisis. 
As a result, Lebanon remains to be exposed to the power competition 
between regional and global actors, especially Iran, Saudi Arabia, Russia and 
the United States. The authors argue that in this situation, European actors 
should contribute more to fortifying Lebanese state institutions, and not just 
in the security sector. 

Összefoglalás: Az elemzés célja bemutatni a libanoni belpolitikai helyzet 
alakulását a 2018 májusban rendezett törvényhozási választások óta 
eltelt időszakban. A választás óta a libanoni politikai erők nem tudtak 
egyelőre kormányt alakítani, ezért az állam nem képes leküzdeni az egyre 
súlyosbodó gazdasági és biztonsági kihívásokat, amelyeket többek között a 
szíriai polgárháború vagy a menekültválság okozott. Ennek eredményeként 
Libanon továbbra is kiszolgáltatott maradt a regionális és globális szereplők 
(elsősorban Irán, Szaúd-Arábia, Oroszország és az Egyesült Államok) közötti 
hatalmi versengésnek. A szerzők amellett érvelnek, hogy ebben a helyzetben 
az európai aktoroknak nagyobb mértékben kellene hozzájárulniuk a libanoni 
állami intézmények megerősítéséhez, és nem csak a biztonsági szektorban. 

The Lebanese political system is in the state of disarray since the general elec-
tions held in May 2018. While most of the Western observers focused on the 
role of Hezbollah in the elections, the political process underneath is much 
more complex. While the small Mediterranean state has been fighting to main-
tain an acceptable level of independence by minimalizing foreign interference, 
the domestic instability accompanied by security concerns resulted in a pro-
longed vacuum of power in the country, undermining the ability of the state to 
withstand foreign influence. As a result, Lebanon continues to be an object and 
not subject of regional rivalry. 

The analysis aims at describing the domestic political situation of Lebanon 
after the elections and to enlist the most important foreign and security policy 
challenges. The main argument of the paper is that the intertwined nature of 
domestic and international problems undermines the efficiency of state insti-
tutions and exposes Lebanon to external interference. By November 2018, it 
seems that the major winners of this process could be Iran and Russia, while 
the strategy of Saudi Arabia and the United States regarding Lebanon needs 
to be updated. The analysis ends with an outlook towards European interests. 
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DOMESTIC POLITICS AND THE MAY ELECTIONS

A concise picture of the Lebanese system

To understand the political dynamics of Lebanon, one has to understand 
first the complexity of its system. In addition to being a parliamentary 
republic, the Levantine country is characterized by a religiously plural so-

ciety. This pluralism, which is embedded in its constitution, is reflected in the 
political system technically called as consociational democracy, created to reg-
ulate the specific communitarian power sharing deal which insures an equita-
ble representation of all its sectarian groups. That means concretely that the 
religious minorities or sects have to be proportionally represented by quotas in 
the state’s diverse institutions. More specifically, the Taef agreement (1989) re-
distributed the parliament’s seats in a proportion of 50-50 between Christians 
and Muslims, within which each sect would also have a quota of MP seats 
according to its respective weight. The logic behind this communitarian status 
quo is theorized by the Lebanese concept of the “vivre ensemble”. Thus, the 
division between political parties is based on sectarian identity rather than on 
trans-communitarian political programs. 

As a result, the system by its nature favors the emergence of sectarian 
political parties, which divides the country vertically between communitarian 
blocs. For instance, the political block of the designated Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri, the Future Movement, although non-sectarian by essence, is de facto 
representing the Sunni community’s interests. Same for the Shia tandem of 
Hezbollah and Amal parties, or for the Christian Free Patriotic Movement or the 
Lebanese Forces. To guarantee the fair representation of all religious groups, 
the system divided the state’s highest seats between the country’s three major 
sects: since 1943 by custom, and since 1989 by law, the republic’s President 
must be a Maronite Catholic, the PM a Sunni, and the parliament’s speaker a 
Shiite. The principles behind the configuration of this system sound good in 
theory. But in practice, their implementation on a daily basis is a synonym for 
constant political crisis and deadlock.  

General trends preceding the May elections and the new electoral law
The political atmosphere prior to the elections in May was characterized by 
two major elements. The first is that since the end of the Syrian “tutorship” 
over Lebanon (that ended in 2005), the political system lacks the minimal 
institutional continuity and flow that allow the correct functioning of a 
state.1 The reason for it is that Syria was the ultimate referent in case of 
a deadlock. In case of conflict between political actors, the Syrian regime 

1 The Syrian military was deployed to Lebanon in 1976, and pulled out after the outrage caused by the 
assassination of then prime minister Rafiq Hariri in 2005.

http://https://www.gmu.edu/programs/icar/ijps/vol14_2/SALAMEY%2520-%252014n2%2520IJPS.pdf
https://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1082&context=curej
https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=d5efc091-a9b8-4357-36f6-7717164c277e&groupId=252038
https://www.kas.de/c/document_library/get_file?uuid=d5efc091-a9b8-4357-36f6-7717164c277e&groupId=252038
https://www.tayyar.org/FPM/CharterAndLogo
https://www.lebanese-forces.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/2005/04/26/international/middleeast/syrian-troops-leave-lebanon-after-29year-occupation.html
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played the role of the referee. Its decisions were sacred and applied with-
out major contestation. Also, anti-Syrian regime formations were to be 
banned or persecuted. This period is called by some as the “Pax Syriana”.  
As a result, government formation, presidential elections or simply deci-
sion making processes are almost always delayed or blocked. Months of 
negotiations for cabinet formation, or years of presidency seat vacancy 
were the norm rather than exceptions for the past years.

The second major reality is the significant impact of the neighboring 
Syrian conflict on every aspect and level of the Lebanese domestic scene. 
While the challenge posed by Syria will be described later in the analysis, it 
is important to point out that besides its economic impacts (see Chart 1), 
one of the most relevant consequences of the civil war was the inability of 
holding the parliamentary elections at term in 2013, which led to postponing 
it three times until May 2018. Between 2013 and 2018, even if there was a 
consensus between the country’s political formations for the need of a new, 
more representative electoral law, the main political actors were not able to 
reach a consensus on a draft by the time of the elections’ due date. One of 
the tacit reasons for this lethargy was that all actors were waiting for the 
outcome of the Syrian war, which could strengthen their respective camps 
in case of the victory in Syria of their pro or anti regime allies. This gambling 
game resulted nevertheless in a unanimous collegial state of procrastina-
tion, which was officially justified by the country’s bad security climate. In the 
meantime, the political leaders and parties continued to work on drafting a 
new electoral law. This process was finalized in June 2017 when the new law 
was voted by the self-extended parliament. 

The new law has some very interesting features that are worth men-
tioning. First, unlike all the precedent laws, this one establishes a propor-
tional electoral system. This trait is even more important if we consider 
the pluralistic nature of the Lebanese society. Therefore, a proportional law 
would provide in theory a fairer representation of all segments and denomina-
tions of the Lebanese social puzzle. So, groups that are in minority in a specific 
region, would have their voice heard in this region. Second, the voters can 
only choose between closed lists of candidates, unlike the past laws where 
even single independent candidates could run for a seat. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13629399808414644
http://publikaciok.lib.uni-corvinus.hu/publikus/szd/Dahrouge_Elias.pdf
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/03/lebanon-elections-law-parliament-extension.html
https://www.ifes.org/sites/default/files/lebanons_2017_parliamentary_election_law_final.pdf
https://democracy-reporting.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/DRI-LEB-DE_Electoral-Framework-Assessment_2018-04-15.pdf
https://democracy-reporting.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/DRI-LEB-DE_Electoral-Framework-Assessment_2018-04-15.pdf
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Chart 1

The economic crisis of Lebanon since 20112

2  Data from the World Bank Database and its recent country report on Lebanon. 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/615661540832875043/pdf/131463-WP-PUBLIC-OCT-30-8AM-DC-TIME-ADD-SERIES-Final-English.pdf
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To grasp these changes, let’s take the example of an electoral circumscription, 
namely the district of Zahlé in the Beqaa valley. The city of Zahlé itself is main-
ly Christian, with a majority of Greek Melkite Catholics, while the neighboring 
towns are Sunni, but also Shia and Christians. In addition, there is an Armenian 
town, Anjar. The district has a total of 7 parliamentary seats that are allocated 
to the different religious communities by quotas as following:

• Greek Melkite Catholic: 2 seats.

• Greek Orthodox: 1 seat.

• Maronite Catholic: 1 seat.

• Sunni Muslim: 1 seat.

• Shia Muslim: 1 seat.

• Armenian: 1 seat.

In the old laws, lists were not closed, and an independent candidate could also 
run in solo for one of these seats. The winners were the candidates with the high-
est votes, but filling the positions regarding their community: if 3 Sunnis were to 
have the first 3 numbers of votes, only the one with the highest number can get 
into the parliament since there is only one seat for them in this district. In the new 
law, lists are closed and get a number out of the 7 seats which is the proportional 
percentage of their total acquired votes. To the layer of this proportional calcula-
tion, we must add also the layers of the single preferential vote, and the sectarian 
quotas (here is a detailed explanation of the electoral law). 

This new law was supposed to provide more representation to those commu-
nities that are in minority in certain regions.  In other words, the law is giving a 
leverage to their votes, enabling by that a more accurate representativeness of the 
political formations that have effective weight in their respective communities. 
Also, the new law gave a hope for the civil society – which in Lebanon is very strong 
and active –in trying to open a breach in the rotting sectarian establishment. 

But the results proved that the electoral law was tailored in a way to maintain the 
same political configurations, and that actually not much has changed. The main 
political parties managed to get back almost as strong as they were in the last elec-
tions, despite all the scandals of recent years. First, one must not forget that the new 
law was only voted after all main political parties and actors gave their blessing. 
Logically, that means that no one saw it as a threat to their political power. Second, 
by legalizing a high roof for campaign financing and maintaining the practices 
of unpunished vote buying, the political parties showed the limits of this law. 

Interpreting the results of the elections
Although the majority of Western media declared the incontestable victory of 
Hezbollah, the reality is in fact much more relative (see Chart 2). It is true that 
as usual, most of the parliament’s Shia seats were won by the Amal–Hezbollah 

https://democracy-reporting.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/DRI-LEB-DE_Electoral-Framework-Assessment_2018-04-15.pdf
https://democracy-reporting.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/DRI-LEB-DE_Electoral-Framework-Assessment_2018-04-15.pdf
https://www.brandeis.edu/crown/publications/meb/MEB117.pdf
https://www.brandeis.edu/crown/publications/meb/MEB117.pdf
https://www.usip.org/blog/2018/05/lebanons-new-election-law-results-limited-change
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/may/07/hezbollah-makes-strong-showing-lebanon-elections
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/05/17/three-observations-after-observing-the-lebanese-elections/
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tandem – 17 and 13 seats each, respectively – in addition to some won by close 
(2 seats), and non-direct allies (4 to 8 seats). It is only by considering the Free 
Patriotic Movement (of President Michel Aoun) which won with its allies some 
29 seats that this coalition can have a majority on the parliament (65 to 69 seats 
out of 128). But real Lebanese politics are so complex, that even this coalition is 
not granted and alliances are more ambiguous than a western analyst would like 
to imagine. Nevertheless there is one reality which is undoubtedly highly relevant: 
it is the low score harvested by Hariri’s Future movement (20 seats), especially 
among Sunnis where he had only 19 seats out of a total of 27. Finally, the civil 
society tried its best but was finally unable to make more than one entry in Beirut. 

Chart 2
The share of parliamentary seats after the May elections3

All in all, a close analysis of the results shows us that nothing has considerably 
changed since the last elections. This comforts the idea that the new law was tai-
lored by the country’s main political poles in order to keep their respective control 

3 Actual numbers might differ in various sources due to the allocation of independent representatives. 
Our chart is based on the analysis of An-Nahar which connected independents to the parties which are 
usually close to them politically. Many of the representatives of the “Other” category can be seen also 
rather close to Hezbollah. 

https://en.annahar.com/article/801537-breakdown-of-lebanons-upcoming-parliament
https://en.annahar.com/article/801537-breakdown-of-lebanons-upcoming-parliament?fbclid=IwAR1cRHuT7iLKSbuaslVjNsaO76wXJ2fWoYrs5Cra7D5PxSo_kF3s9PE-sFU
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in hand. Also, we can sense the continuous strength of Hezbollah and its allies, 
coupled with the weakening of Hariri’s popularity; this without having any major 
incidence on the country’s power repartitions. 

The aftermath: a neverending government formation process
The elections’ results logically take us to government formation, an always 
tricky and long process in Lebanon. Hariri, whose Future Movement still 
came out to be the strongest Sunni formation, was soon appointed again 
for the post of Prime Minister. But the problems related to the cabinet’s 
formation rose up quickly concerning the repartition of the upcoming minis-
ters and their portfolios. And after five months there is still no government.

Government formation in modern Lebanon was never an easy affair. 
But this reality has been even more exacerbated in the recent years. This 
inability for a quick formation is linked to the complexity of this process. 
Indeed, since the customs are to build a national unity cabinet, Hariri must 
not only cope with all the winners of the elections, but also must give them 
a number of ministries that is proportional to their respective weights. On 
the top of this, he must manage the fair repartition of the portfolios, be-
cause what has been called in the recent years a sovereign ministry (foreign 
affairs, interior, or defense) has much more value than others such as envi-
ronment or culture.

In order to resolve the political deadlock, Hariri has to resolve three ques-
tions. These issues, all of which are related to the number of ministers that 
the political groups lay claim to, dominated the political agenda since the 
elections. Firstly, there is a Christian knot related to the numbers of port-
folios allocated to Michel Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement and contested 
by its rivals from the Lebanese Forces. Secondly, there is the Druze knot 
related to Jumblatt’s4 party who wants the exclusivity of the Druze quota 
in the government, while others are willing to give one portfolio to his rival 
party. And finally there is the Sunni knot linked to the non-aligned Sunni MPs 
contesting the monopoly of Hariri’s Future movement on the Sunni quota in 
the government. And we must wait some kind of a smaller détente to see 
the finalization of the government’s formation. This climate seems to have 
accelerated since mid-October.

This issue is of extreme importance for the country. Not only because of 
its image, but also because Lebanon’s economy is at stake since 2015. The 
small republic has to show institutional stability to comply with the CEDRE 
development conference held earlier this year. In the meantime Lebanon 
is still facing systematic corruption on all levels and the unresolved waste 
crisis can still undermine the fragile relative stability of the Levantine state 
in the future.  

4  Walid Jumblat is the main leader of the Druze community of Lebanon. 

http://aceproject.org/ero-en/regions/mideast/LB/lebanon-2018-lebanese-parliamentary-elections
https://www.pri.org/stories/2014-02-22/why-lebanese-politics-are-so-messed
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2018/Jun-19/453644-same-trio-of-troubles-await-hariri-on-govt-formation.ashx
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2018/Jun-19/453644-same-trio-of-troubles-await-hariri-on-govt-formation.ashx
https://en.annahar.com/article/880653-cabinet-formation-resolution-imminent
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2018/Apr-06/444370-lebanon-in-the-spotlight-as-cedre-kicks-off.ashx
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FOREIGN AND SECURITY POLICY CHALLENGES

The formation of a new government is especially urgent due to the mounting 
foreign and security policy challenges facing Lebanon. Most of these threats 
have their roots in the international developments taking place before and af-

ter the May election and were not directly created by the power vacuum caused by 
the prolonged negotiation process. That being said, the political deadlock deep-
ened these challenges and enlarged the tensions underneath. In the following 
pages, we will highlight the four most pressing foreign and security policy issues 
which will shape the national security agenda of Lebanon in the coming years. 

The Assad dilemma and the Syrian civil war
Syria has always played an important role in Lebanese politics and, due to geopolit-
ical reasons, represented the most important bilateral relation of Beirut. For fifteen 
years after the end of the civil war (which took place between 1975 and 1990), the 
Lebanese governments maintained a steady and friendly relationship with Damas-
cus, especially due to the Syrian military occupation and its local political allies. 
Nonetheless, after the assassination of then Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri in 2005, 
the Syrian government and its allies were blamed for the attack, undermining the 
relationship between the two countries. The political legitimacy of the subsequent 
government (led by the March 14 coalition) was based on the rejection of Syrian 
influence. This alliance is dominated by the Future Movement headed by Saad 
Hariri (who is the son of Rafiq), and it managed to remain the main Sunni political 
block since the mid-2000s.

Therefore, on the eve of the eruption of the Syrian civil war in 2011, relations be-
tween the Syrian regime and the Lebanese government and Lebanon were already 
tense, but the crisis aggravated the negative tendencies. The Future Movement 
saw the conflict as an opportunity to strengthen itself in two ways – first by capi-
talising on the growing anti-Assad public anger in the Sunni electorate, and second 
by pushing against the Hezbollah. As a result, the Lebanese government tried to 
avoid any official contact with the Assad-government (without severing ties) and 
let Syrian refugees in to show the humanitarian concerns of Beirut.

Nonetheless, the strategy did not pay off. The civil war did not result in the col-
lapse of the Assad government and the presence of refugees in the country turned 
out to be lasting. While the decision of Hezbollah to intervene in the Syrian civil war 
in 2013 was criticised by the majority, the party managed to consolidate its pop-
ularity by 2018 through emphasizing its intentions to fight corruption. President 
Aoun seems inclined to move closer to Damascus as well.

As a result, pressure is growing on acting Prime Minister Hariri to normalize 
diplomatic ties with the Assad government. Since the elections, Gebran Bassil, the 
acting foreign minister and Aoun’s son in law and successor, became one of the 
main supporters of this policy, arguing that it could lead to the return of Syrian 
refugees and to a big role for Lebanon in post-conflict reconstruction. 

http://www.mei.edu/content/map/sectarian-dimension-syrian-civil-war-and-lebanese-syrian-relations
http://www.mei.edu/content/map/sectarian-dimension-syrian-civil-war-and-lebanese-syrian-relations
http://www.mei.edu/content/map/sectarian-dimension-syrian-civil-war-and-lebanese-syrian-relations
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-lebanon-syria/hezbollah-steers-lebanon-closer-to-syria-straining-efforts-to-stay-neutral-idUSKBN1AR1SY
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-lebanon-syria/hezbollah-steers-lebanon-closer-to-syria-straining-efforts-to-stay-neutral-idUSKBN1AR1SY
https://carnegie-mec.org/2018/08/28/hezbollah-s-journey-from-syria-s-battlefield-to-lebanon-s-political-minefield-pub-77115
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/76895
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/76895
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While the dilemmas posed by the Syrian civil war and the Assad regime had been 
present long before the elections, the question became more puzzling as the tradi-
tional allies of Damascus in Lebanese politics gained more power. Through his allies, 
Assad can easily blackmail the main political actors in Lebanon by only allowing the 
formation of a government which would be open to normalize the relations with Syria.  
On the other hand, opening up to Assad is likely to provoke anger in the Sunni elector-
ate and more Saudi and American interference in the domestic politics of the country. 

Domestic debates regarding Syrian relations will probably shape the political 
agenda of Lebanon in the near future for two reasons. First, the Syrian civil war is 
getting closer to a military conclusion which will put the question of the recogni-
tion of the Syrian government on the regional and international agenda. Second, 
the hearings of the Special Tribunal for Lebanon focusing on the assassination of 
former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri started in September. The investigation might 
conclude with accusation of Hezbollah or other Lebanese political actors.

What complicates the equation even more is the observable tensions between 
Hezbollah and the Syrian regime. While the direction of this development is yet to 
be seen, news indicate that the lack of total coordination between Syria, Iran, 
Russia and the Hezbollah in the civil war might cause some frictions. These de-
bates seem more like the “renegotiation of the terms of their alliance” and not the 
end of the alliance, the process affects the official relations between Syria and 
Lebanon to a great extent.

Syrian and Palestinian refugees
One of the most pressing transnational challenges faced by Lebanon is the set 
of dilemmas connected to the presence of Palestinian and Syrian refugees in the 
country. While Lebanon has been a traditional host of refugees since 1948 and 
2011, the related policies are not shaped in a coherent legal framework but rather 
implemented on an ad hoc basis mainly due to two reasons. First, Lebanon has 
never signed the Geneva Convention of 1951, and second, the domestic political 
instability since 2011 deprived the state of the ability to develop a matured refugee 
policy at least until 2014.

Recently, the most pressing issue has been that of the Syrian refugees. While 
the Lebanese society and the government was open and sympathetic to those 
fleeing the civil war, the volume of influx slowly turned into tensions and anx-
iety. The official number of Syrian refugees in the country grew over 1 million 
– unofficial estimates put it somewhere near 1.5 million – which means that the 
Syrian refugee community constitute at least the 16–17% (but potentially 30%) of 
the population of the country. Besides the economic and demographic pressure, 
the politically sensitive question of relations with Syria also hampered solving the 
problem, while the presence of refugees does not only put pressure on the dysfunc-
tional Lebanese state institutions but also serve as a scapegoat for political actors.

All of these developments contributed to the end of the `open door policy` of 
Lebanon towards Syrian refugees in 2014. Among others, the newly introduced re-
strictive measures included the obligation for refugees to pay a 200 USD fee and to 

https://carnegieendowment.org/2018/10/05/lebanon-struggling-to-form-government-pub-77438
https://carnegieendowment.org/2018/10/05/lebanon-struggling-to-form-government-pub-77438
http://www.arabnews.com/node/1370301/middle-east
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180605-russian-move-in-syria-causes-friction-with-hezbollah/
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/76895
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/fikraforum/view/the-syrian-refugee-crisis-in-lebanon
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/fikraforum/view/the-syrian-refugee-crisis-in-lebanon
http://www.executive-magazine.com/economics-policy/the-fate-of-syrian-refugees-in-lebanon
http://www.executive-magazine.com/economics-policy/the-fate-of-syrian-refugees-in-lebanon
https://carnegie-mec.org/2018/04/16/policy-framework-for-refugees-in-lebanon-and-jordan-pub-76058
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/77192
https://carnegie-mec.org/2018/04/16/policy-framework-for-refugees-in-lebanon-and-jordan-pub-76058
https://carnegie-mec.org/2018/04/16/policy-framework-for-refugees-in-lebanon-and-jordan-pub-76058
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have an official Lebanese sponsor. As a result, in the first few months of 2015, the 
number or refugee applications decreased by 80%, while the ratio of Syrian house-
holds not meeting the new demands rose to 69%.5 The formal illegality of Syrians 
led to fewer economic opportunities and more tensions between the national and 
refugee communities. Afterwards, in May 2015, the government requested the 
UNHCR to stop the registration of refugees entering the country.

As the military conclusion of the Syrian crisis appeared on the edge of the hori-
zon, the Lebanese government became more and more articulated in expressing 
the expectation for Syrian refugees to go home. As a result, according to a gov-
ernmental statement, 50 thousand Syrians returned home during 2018 voluntarily, 
half of which travelled with the help of the government. Besides the Syrian and the 
Lebanese government, the Hezbollah and a Syrian pro-government militia – 
the Fatah al-Sham – are also involved in the organization of such transfers. 

Nonetheless, it is hard to prove the accuracy of the official number as the 
UNHCR does not take part in the process and previous news only indicated the or-
ganized transfer of a few hundred Syrians only – for example 500 from Shebaa in 
April, 400 from Arsal in June, and 200 from Tripoli in September. The conditions of 
safe return and the voluntary basis of the transfers are questionable to a great ex-
tent, as many Syrian refugees voiced their refusal of the plans. Partly as a response 
to the criticism, the government announced in August that it would set up registra-
tion points in Lebanon for Syrian refugees to indicate their desire to go home 
– a policy which was already being implemented separately by the Hezbollah.

Besides Syrian refugees, there are currently approx. 450  000 registered Pal-
estinians taking shelter in Lebanon,6 53 percent of which live in the twelve official 
refugee camps. Palestinians in Lebanon face severe restrictions on employment, 
therefore most of them have very limited possibilities to get a job and receive any 
sort of legal income. This puts huge pressure on the United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency (UNRWA), whose budget will be severely cut as the United States 
confirmed in August 2018 that it would “no longer commit further funding” to the 
operations of the organization. To avoid the collapse of the UNRWA, the Lebanese 
government has been pushing to fill the financial gap internationally to sustain the 
current fiscal leverage of the organization, but even before the American decision, 
the sustainability of UNRWA was at least questionable. In the last couple of years, 
the aid provided to refugees decreased considerably and services were restricted 
(e.g. healthcare assistance, housing subsidies and education infrastructure). 

The question of the American cuts to UNRWA is not just a financial problem. 
Generally, it is feared that the reduction of the budget of the organization is used 
by the US to force the definitive settlement and integration of Palestinian refugees 
in Middle Eastern countries in order to undermine the viability of the two-state 
solution. Fearing this possibility, the Lebanese government has engaged Arab and 

5 In 2017, the number of Syrian refugees (above 15 years) without a legal permit rose to 74 percent.

6 Though some argue that the actual number of Palestinian refugees are much lower, around 
260-280 thousands. 
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international partners (recently during the UN General Assembly in September), 
and acting foreign minister Bassil even proclaimed his flexibility in the question of 
the recognition of Israel, saying that the Lebanese objection towards the Jewish 
state is not an ideological one. 

Regional rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran
Capitalising on the domestic instability of Lebanon, regional and global actors 
tried to enlarge their influence in the country. These policies of intervention can 
be framed in the context of two rivalries – one between Saudi Arabia and Iran 
and the other between the United States and Russia. While the two overlap each 
other to some extent, their dynamic is completely different, therefore we analyse 
them separately.

Lebanon has always been an arena for the power competition between region-
al actors, especially between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Due to the regional instability 
caused by the Arab uprisings in 2011, interference in Lebanese politics did not 
constitute a priority for either Riyadh or Tehran. This situation was beneficial for 
Lebanon, which tried to maintain a “policy of distancing” from both sides; nonethe-
less, in parallel with the weakening of the Lebanese state since 2011, the scene be-
came more beneficial for Iran, as its partners managed to gain ground. Moreover, 
after the outbreak of the Syrian civil war, Iran delivered more and more military aid 
to the Hezbollah. The process became highly after the election of Michel Aoun in 
2016, after which Saudi Arabia realised that it is on the losing side, leading to the 
adoption of a different tactic of intervention in Lebanese affairs. 

The first Saudi reaction to the slowly changing situation was indicated by the 
attempt of Saudi Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman to invite Prime Minister 
Hariri to Riyadh and force his resignation in late 2017. Allegedly, MbS was irritated 
by the passivity of the Future Movement concerning the growing role of the Hez-
bollah in the government.7 The resignation of Hariri announced in Saudi television 
from Riyadh caused a huge controversy in Lebanon and on the global stage as 
well, especially since the visit of Hariri to Saudi Arabia was planned to last only for 
a couple of days, but instead he insisted to stay in Riyadh for longer terms. The 
crisis – which was interpreted by many observers as taking the prime minister 
hostage – eventually ended after two weeks with the engagement of the French 
President Emmanuel Macron. Upon his arrival in Beirut, Hariri withdrew his resig-
nation, which further contributed to the above mentioned narrative regarding the 
(failed) Saudi attempt. 

After that episode, Saudi policy towards Lebanon became less visible, with even 
the Saudi ambassador to Lebanon travelling back to Riyadh for a longer period. 
Nonetheless, before and after the elections took place, the Saudi government put 
pressure once again on Prime Minister Hariri to exclude the Iranian allies from the 
government and to prevent the reconciliation between Hariri and President Aoun. 

7 Hariri himself cited Iranian involvement and the activities of Hezbollah – and fears regarding his personal 
safety – as the primary reason for his resignation. 
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Besides backdoor pressure on Sunni politicians in the country, Riyadh also tried to 
use financial assistance – or the suspension of military aid. Moreover, some sug-
gest the Saudi influence behind the rise of Salafi militancy in Lebanon in the last 
couple of years as a way to counterbalance the Hezbollah amid the inability of the 
state institutions to do so. 

At this point, it is hard to predict the success of the Saudi attempts to lower the 
influence of Hezbollah, at least until the setup of the new government. In October 
2018, the designated prime minister participated in the Future Investment Initia-
tive conference in Riyadh, where he talked extensively with MbS, who even made 
a joke about the “rumours” regarding taking Hariri hostage last year. Nonetheless, 
besides rhetorical support given by the Lebanese government to Saudi Arabia – 
for example in criticising anti-Saudi voices in the media or showing support in the 
Khashoggi affair –, it is hard to detect any signs that the Saudi strategy would be 
successful vis-á-vis Iranian influence in the country. 

American and Russian influence
Very much like the Saudi-Iranian rivalry, the competition between the United States 
and Russia also has its tradition, although in a slightly different context. During the 
cold war, Lebanon managed to navigate between the two superpowers, though its 
affiliation was much closer to the West than to the Soviet Union. Therefore, tradi-
tionally, the American-Lebanese relations served a bigger and a more formative 
role in Lebanese foreign policy, with only a limited Russian role in the country.

Nonetheless, the limitations in the strategic cooperation with Washington 
showed themselves in an unequivocal manner. If one considers the foreign and 
security challenges outlined above – especially the Assad dilemma, the effects of 
the Syrian civil war and the presence of refugees in the country8 –, it is telling that 
the United States is not capable or willing to provide substantial help in solving 
them. Therefore, the value of the American relationship is questioned in the cur-
rent domestic political situation and is also being debated on the political agenda, 
which is proven by the fact that in 2011, the previous Hariri-government collapsed 
during the prime minister’s visit to Washington.

American strategic interests in Lebanon overlap with the Saudi aims to a great 
extent, especially in context of rolling back Iranian influence in the country. In spite 
of the fact that the primary target of Washington is the same as that of Riyadh – 
namely the Hezbollah – the two countries do not agree with the tools to counter 
Iranian influence in Lebanon. While Mohammad bin Salman follows a somewhat 
aggressive policy of putting as much pressure on Sunni political forces as possi-
ble, the US uses more diverse and subtle means, including supporting state armed 
groups and financial sanctions on third parties connected to Hezbollah. While 
these steps cause less controversy than those of Saudi Arabia, their efficiency is 
similarly questionable. 

8 It is true that the US offered additional financial aid to refugees stationing in Lebanon in 2017, but given 
that the current UNRWA crisis can be attributed to American actions, additional sources have limited 
importance.
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The other strategic aim of the US, namely strengthening the Lebanese state 
institutions (partly due to its closeness to Israel and also to enable the state to 
withhold Iranian influence) is more welcome in Lebanon, especially when it is real-
ized through financial assistance. The main problem in this regard is that the first 
strategic aim, namely to contain Hezbollah, does not only seem to be a priority but 
can also easily contradict the stabilization of the Lebanese state and sovereignty, as 
it is clearly an outside intervention to domestic politics.

At the same time, as the value of American relations started to deteriorate, the 
perception of Russia bettered to a great extent. This process, which was due to 
Russian success in Syria, the growing influence of transnational business and social 
networks, the potential economic benefits and the traditional pro-Russian stance of 
the Christian community in Lebanon, has manifested itself primarily in the yearly vis-
its of Prime Minister Hariri to Moscow, but peaked in 2018 in the form of two agree-
ments. First, since 2017, Russia and Lebanon prepared a military agreement aiming 
at sharing intelligence, purchase of weaponry and joint military training. While the 
signing of the agreement was due in July, Washington managed to push Hariri to 
postpone the date, which shows that the tables are yet to be turned between the two 
superpowers. Second, as a verbal agreement, Russia offered its help in the coordi-
nation of the return of Syrian refugees. The plan involves the deployment of Russian 
military police in the territory of Lebanon to facilitate the process. While the UN crit-
icised the idea for being rushed and premature, the Lebanese government showed 
great enthusiasm towards it. Dealing with Russia is perceived even by Prime Min-
ister Hariri as a viable alternative to circumvent the Assad dilemma. In these fields, 
one can clearly see the comparative advantage of Russia vis-á-vis the United States. 

CONCLUSION AND INDICATIONS 
FOR EUROPEAN POLICY

As a result of domestic tensions and the inability of Lebanese political actors to 
form a government, the policy of distancing lost its viability, leading to more 
outside interference in the country. Naturally, the two processes strengthen 

each other, making it less likely to solve either problems. Consequently, the most press-
ing danger in Lebanon is the radical weakening of state institutions and their inability 
to maintain sovereignty and agency in the context of a severe economic situation.

In this context, the European Union should form the strengthening of the Leba-
nese state as a priority. Contrary to the American policy, the EU does put the push-
back of Hezbollah as the most important goal in Lebanon, therefore it is a more suit-
able actor to pursue state strengthening efforts. Also in contrast with Washington, 
European states should not forget other state institutions besides the official armed 
forces, but should focus more on political institutions and economic developments. 
The package of 150 million Euros announced in April 2018 is a good start, although it 
is far from enough to have a meaningful effect.
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