A Valuable Opportunity
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Despite intense international scrutiny, Lebanon is facing a moment of rare opportunity says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat

Starting this week, Lebanon will become a hive of international activity, what with a UN fact-finding mission into the assassination of former PM Rafiq Hariri due to arrive in Beirut, and Syria’s self-imposed deadline for withdrawing its troops from the country completed, writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat

[AP reports Monday most of the last 1,000 Syrian troops in Lebanon have withdrawn in the past few days. The Bekaa Valley, which was a strategically important region for Syria’s own security, particularly in facing Israel, is now almost entirely clear of Syrian troops and military intelligence, witnesses said. Syrian and Lebanese officials said Sunday that Syria was withdrawing all but a token force that will remain for a farewell ceremony Tuesday that the Lebanese Army is planning in a town near the border. Afterward, the token Syrian force will leave and there will not be a single Syrian soldier left in Lebanon. It was assumed that the Syrian intelligence and their chief would also withdraw by Tuesday.
The Syrians entered Lebanon in 1976, ostensibly as peacekeepers in the year-old civil war. After the war ended in 1990, 40,000 Syrian troops remained in Lebanon, giving Damascus the decisive say in Lebanese politics. Former PM Rafiq Hariri’s assassination in February dealt the final blow to three decades of Syrian military and political domination of Lebanon. The United States and United Nations seized the opportunity to turn up the volume on their own demands for a complete Syrian pullout by April 30 ahead of parliamentary elections, scheduled for next month, a demand that now looks certain to be met.]
NEW ERA: Lebanon stands on the verge of a new era in its history, especially as far as relations with Syria are concerned. Despite the uncertainty and potential dangers, this new era presents Lebanon with valuable opportunities.

Those responsible for creating the climate which facilitated the terrorist attack on Rafiq Hariri and his companions will not be comfortable with having the UN snooping around; they will thus do all they can to undermine the international probe into Hariri’s murder.

Those worried that the international fact-finding mission might lead to their losing their powers and privileges might well seek to defend them by inciting a sectarian conflict.

The coming days will therefore be more of a test for the Lebanese than the Syrians—whose army and intelligence services are due to leave Lebanon by next Tuesday. But that does not mean that Syria will emerge from Lebanon scot-free. The Syrians will remain on probation until they settle their relationships with Hizbollah, the Shebaa Farms, and their allies in the Lebanese intelligence community clearly and decisively. Unless Damascus closes the files on all these issues, the UN will not declare it to be in compliance with Security Council Resolution 1559—and Damascus will not be able to rejoin the international community.

On the other hand, unless the Lebanese government fulfills its commitments regarding elections, the dismissal of heads of its security services, and cooperation with the investigation into Hariri’s assassination, it will enter into a dilemma that no promises, arguments, or half-hearted measures can extract it from.

Consider the following episode: More than once, Lebanese FM Mahmoud Hammoud disputed statements made by his own ambassador to Washington Farid Abboud. In a press interview, Abboud said that he had received instructions from the foreign ministry in Beirut to propose an amendment to a Security Council resolution redesignating Hariri’s assassination as a non-terrorist attack. Hammoud denies this, and demanded that his ambassador produce documentary evidence that Beirut ordered him to seek to amend the resolution.

The evidence exists, and Abboud is adamant that he was only following the ministry’s instructions. In fact, the letter ordering the ambassador to seek to amend the resolution has been lodged with the request itself—which was presented by Foreign Ministry Chief of Staff Boutros Asaker and Abboud. For his part, Asaker denied any knowledge of the said amendment saying that ‘any unsigned document is worthless.’ But Abboud insists that he was ordered to ask for the resolution to be amended.

Now if a letter from the foreign ministry exists, it would be easy to know whether the Lebanese government asked for the assassination not to be described as a terrorist attack—or whether Abboud did so at his own volition. Responsibility rests with Foreign Minister Hammoud to explain how this fiasco took place, as well as to call to account any of his officials who acted without authorization. Abboud’s allegation that he received a letter ordering him to act is contained in a recording of an interview he had with al-Hayat.

The onus is therefore upon the foreign minister either to produce the letter in public to prove its contents, or else admit that it never existed and take the necessary measures. These accusations and counteraccusations must stop. More importantly, the tendency to deal with important issues of state in such a misleading and unprofessional manner should end.

When the international fact-finding mission begins work in Lebanon, the foreign ministry—and all other Lebanese authorities—will have to demonstrate the utmost professionalism and credibility. The international community is in no mood to be forgiving with the Lebanese government and its security services on such a serious matter.

It has to be kept in mind that the International Independent Investigation Commission (IIIC) was established by the Security Council in Resolution 1595 (around which the amendment issue revolves). The Commission, according to 1595, ‘Has the authority to collect any additional information and evidence, both documentary and physical, pertaining to that terrorist act, as well as to interview all officials and other persons in Lebanon, that the Commission deemed relevant to the inquiry.’

The UN Secretariat—under tremendous international pressure to proceed with the investigation into Hariri’s assassination—will soon name a commissioner who will travel to Lebanon within a week to begin putting in place the arrangements necessary for the 100-man body to begin work. He will be preceded or accompanied by an assessment mission which will evaluate practical and security matters, and consult with the relevant Lebanese authorities.

As a matter of fact, the commissioner will not wait until his team is complete before beginning his work. The plan is for a rolling deployment, under which teams of UN experts travel to Lebanon separately, and begin work immediately instead of waiting for two months until the full complement of experts is complete as was expected. This means that preliminary investigations will begin within the next two weeks, with the process being launched in earnest when the teams are up and running, most probably by mid-May.

The findings of the commission—which is an investigative and truth-finding body rather than a mere fact-finding mission—will form the basis for future trials. Being a creature of the Security Council—and the powers that are behind it—the commission enjoys wide-ranging powers of indictment and punishment.

The Security Council has—in Resolution 1595—already decided that Hariri’s killing was a terrorist act, with all the consequences and ramifications that would entail. That was why the Lebanese government was so keen to amend the resolution before it was passed.

To some in Lebanon, these consequences would be very grave indeed—and that is why certain quarters in Syria and Lebanon are wary of dealing with the UN investigators. And, on the other hand, that is also why the UN is so keen to make clear to all concerned that attempts to mislead, threaten, or obstruct the UN experts will be viewed with the utmost seriousness and will be punished. This after all is an exceptional commission with exceptional powers on an exceptional mission with exceptional consequences.

MORE COMMISSIONS: But the IIIC will not be the only international body coming to Lebanon next week. Another commission, entrusted with verifying Syria’s withdrawal from the country, will also be arriving in Beirut soon on a mission that is expected to take weeks rather than days to accomplish. This timeframe will at least ameliorate the effects of UN special envoy Larsen delaying the submission of his report into the implementation of resolution 1559 to the Security Council by one week.

The delay was at the request of Syrian President Bashar Assad in a telephone call to UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan. The fact that Annan agreed to Assad’s request without consulting with the Security Council angered French President Chirac and U.S. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice.

At any rate, Larsen will not declare Syria to be in compliance with Resolution 1559 by just completing its withdrawal from Lebanon; he will also take into consideration other Syrian promises and commitments. It is highly unlikely that the international community would consider Damascus to be in complete compliance with Resolution 1559 just by pulling its forces out of Lebanon; the Syrians will also have to account for the influence they wielded over Lebanon in the past and that they intend to maintain in the future. Syria, in short, will remain under strict observation even after the UN verification team declares that it had withdrawn its troops (including its intelligence services) totally from Lebanon.

There are many ways Syrian influence in Lebanon can be gauged; Resolution 1559 is absolutely clear in calling on Damascus to cease interfering in Lebanon’s internal affairs, including its attempts to influence the outcome of Lebanese elections. That is why Larsen believes that ensuring legislative elections are held on time is part of his mandate.

The U.S. administration is no less determined to see legislative elections held on time; President Bush recently declared that holding elections in Lebanon is an absolute priority. Syria stands accused of being behind calls for postponing the poll because of its immense influence in the Lebanese government—although the majority of Lebanese are against it. Syria will thus be held responsible if the Lebanese elections fail to be held on time—and will be made to pay the price for that failure. Larsen’s report cannot absolve Damascus of exercising influence over Lebanon mainly because the UN envoy does not have such powers if free and fair elections were not held on time for any reason.

Elections by the way will be responsible for the arrival of a third international body in Lebanon—international election monitors. And there is a fourth: Larsen’s own team entrusted with monitoring the implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 1559, which calls among other things for the disarmament and ultimately the disbandment of all Lebanese and non-Lebanese militias active in Lebanon. This issue has been put on the back burner, both by Larsen and by George Bush, who said that it comes second in importance after the elections.

But the task of disarming and disbanding militias is not one exclusively for the Lebanese government; it is intricately linked to the question of Syria’s relations with Lebanon, Hizbollah, the Shebaa Farms, and the international community.

As far as the latter is concerned, Shebaa lies beyond the so-called Blue Line—also known as the Larsen Line—which defined the areas of South Lebanon Israel was supposed to withdraw from under Security Council Resolution 425. While Shebaa is undeniably under Israeli occupation, it falls under the jurisdiction of UNDOF, the UN force established in 1974 following the agreed disengagement of the Israeli and Syrian forces on the Golan Heights. Consequently, Shebaa is Syrian territory, notwithstanding Lebanese claims of ownership.

The international community believes that if the Syrians wish to renounce ownership of Shebaa, they have two choices: They can either present documents—complete with maps—proving Lebanese ownership of the region to the Security Council, or they can agree to reopen talks with Israel to remove Shebaa from UNDOF jurisdiction.

The Syrians can also arrive at a bilateral agreement with Lebanon by which they admit that Shebaa belongs to Lebanon while keeping the region under UNDOF jurisdiction. Needless to say, the Syrians are extremely reluctant to renegotiate UNDOF’s mandate.

The ball therefore is in Syria’s court. It will be totally unacceptable for Syria to maintain the same positions it adopted in the past regarding Shebaa, since these positions would be seen as inciting Hizbollah against the sovereignty of a Lebanese government elected under international supervision.

In other words, exploiting Shebaa’s peculiar situation will not work in Syria’s favor anymore; in fact, Damascus might well end up with its fingers burnt if it insists on proceeding down this path. Talk of the existence of other areas in Lebanon (besides Shebaa) that are still under Israeli occupation—which precludes the possibility of a delineation of the Lebanese-Israeli border—is only a transparent attempt to avoid discussing the need to delineate the borders between Syria and Lebanon.

For its part, Hizbollah also has to come clean; the Party of God has to choose which identity, position, and role it wants to play in Lebanon and regionally in the future. Hizbollah can either be a Lebanese party or a tool in the hands of regional powers. The choice is Hizbollah’s to make; but it would be wise to realize that it is under intense scrutiny internationally and domestically.

For it is a fact that after the next elections, and the emergence of a truly sovereign Lebanese state, the only need for armed militias would be to (illegally) overturn the elected government. Delineating Lebanon’s borders with Israel and Syria is not a betrayal of Lebanon’s Arab heritage; in fact, it would count as a victory for the resistance movement against Israeli occupation—and for the uprising against Syrian domination. The time for apologies is gone; this is a new era.

There is no need for fear, nor for sycophancy; Lebanon must go forth—with mutual respect—towards a bright future.

End.
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