The Way Out
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A quick decision by Damascus and Beirut to demarcate their 

Southern borders could serve all parties concerned, says Raghida Dergham in al-Hayat.


 [AP reports the son of slain former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri promised Sunday to achieve his father’s plan for a sovereign Lebanon and formally announced a list of candidates for Beirut’s 19 parliamentary seats. In an apparent swipe at Syria, which dominated Lebanon’s politics for nearly three decades before withdrawing its troops last month, Saad Hariri told a crowd of hundreds that every vote is a “vote against the criminals who killed Rafiq Hariri and tried to enslave Lebanon.” Meanwhile, the Druze leader Walid Junblatt announced an election coalition with his former civil war enemies, the Lebanese Forces, who were the nation’s most powerful Christian militia during the 1975-90 civil war. The anti-Syrian opposition is hoping to seize control of parliament and break the hold on power of Syria’s allies in the elections, due to begin May 29 and be held in four stages. Saad Hariri’s ticket included Solange Gemayel, the widow of President-elect Bashir Gemayel, who was killed in a 1982 bombing in Beirut. Solange Gemayel and two other candidates on Hariri’s ticket have already won uncontested seats. Junblatt said his coalition with the Lebanese Forces affirmed “a political alliance aimed at confirming the major national reconciliation” that was reached between Druze and Maronite Christians in 2001.]

GOOD INTENTIONS: “It is crucial for the Syrian and Lebanese governments to take the steps necessary to delineate their borders, and for that delineation to include the Israeli-occupied Shebaa Farms region,” writes Raghida Dergham in the pan-Arab daily al-Hayat.

Only thus can the two governments provide Hizbollah—as well as themselves—with a way out, and prove their good intentions to all regional and international players.

It is also crucial for both Beirut and Damascus to understand the significance of the broad powers granted (by the UN) to the 200-strong international independent investigation commission (‘the Commission’) based in Lebanon to assist the Lebanese authorities in their investigation of all aspects of the terrorist act which resulted in the death of former prime minister Rafiq Hariri. Commission members are due in Lebanon within the next few weeks.

The Lebanese in particular have to understand the difference between the traditional concept of government sovereignty and that of states existing within recognized borders. There is an undoubted breach of sovereignty when the Security Council entrusts a commission with such an intrusive mission. Consequently, there is a need for a diplomatic strategy that can transform the issue of border delineation and the Shebaa Farms into an asset rather than a liability.

Make no mistake: Shebaa is Arab land occupied by Israel. It must be restored to its rightful owners, be they Syrian or Lebanese. Occupied Syrian land is in no way less important than Palestinian lands occupied by Israel. All occupation must end.

Damascus is right to feel indignant at the deliberate exclusion of the Syrian track from peace negotiations, whether that was due to an Israeli decision or to Syrian mistakes. The Syrian leadership wants the Golan Heights returned through negotiations, but it has been rebuffed by the Israelis and isolated and ostracized by the Americans.

Delineation of Syria’s borders with Lebanon might offer Damascus an albeit limited step forward on the road to rehabilitation, which would in the end enable the Syrian track to be reintegrated into the peace process sponsored by the international Quartet (the United States, UN, EU and Russia).

An essential prerequisite for this to work however is for Damascus not to make its cooperation on the border issue conditional on anything. Damascus might well be regretting not withdrawing from Lebanon on its own volition; this might prompt the Syrians to begin initiating action rather than reacting to events. Such a conviction might cause the Syrian and Lebanese governments to take the initiative and proceed to delineate their borders, only asking for international help and expertise if problems crop up.

When the UN undertook the task of delineating the border between Lebanon and Israel in the context of Israel’s implementation of UNSCR 425, it came up with what is now known as the ‘Blue Line’ by relying on historical documents and land deeds. Certain international officials insinuated to the Syrian leadership that the Golan could be returned through a similar mechanism, i.e. through UN-mediated talks and a new Blue Line. This writer said at the time that the Syrians must seize the opportunity even if contentions issues—such as ownership of the shores of Lake Tiberias—were put off until after a broad agreement is signed.

The idea was that the Syrians should not let the opportunity slip by to regain as much of their lands back as possible while not renouncing their right to the rest. But the Syrians rejected this approach, and the issue has lain dormant since.

But the Blue Line (the UN-demarcated border between Israel and Lebanon) designated Shebaa as Syrian territory occupied by Israel because it fell under the jurisdiction of the UN disengagement observer force on the Golan (UNDOF). The UN is prepared to accede to the argument advanced by Beirut and Damascus that Shebaa is Lebanese. But it wants documentary proof, which has not been forthcoming. The UN also wants the Syrians to agree to renegotiate UNDOF’s mandate.

As it stands therefore, the situation looks like this: Shebaa is Syrian territory legally and according to the Security Council and the UN secretary general. According to the Syrians and Lebanese however, Lebanon owns the region—although it is unclear whether it is originally Syrian or Lebanese as far as borders and sovereignty are concerned.

Border delineation is a bilateral issue that only concerns the parties directly involved. Even if an international body drew a ‘Blue Line’, bilateral arrangements take precedence. In other words, if the Lebanese and Syrian governments agree on delineating their borders—including Shebaa—there will be little the UN can do. If, as a result of a bilateral agreement, Shebaa was designated Lebanese, the UN and the international community would then be compelled to force Israel to withdraw.

Such a scenario can only be realized through a regional-international deal involving Syria, Iran, the United States, Lebanon, Hizbollah, Europe, and the UN.

Lebanon is not compelled to sign a peace treaty with Israel in exchange for an Israeli withdrawal from Shebaa. But Beirut has to reach a security agreement with the Jewish state that guarantees that Lebanese soil would not be used to launch attacks on Israel.

By definition, such an agreement has to deal with the Hizbollah part of the equation. After all, the rationale for resistance would disappear once the occupation ceases to exist. This means that Hizbollah must admit that by keeping its arms, it would violate the integrity of the Lebanese state and the Lebanese army. There is no logic in maintaining a resistance army in the absence of occupation, nor is it logical—nor indeed acceptable—to keep a militia so long as there is a national army entrusted with defending the country’s borders.

This being the case, Hizbollah must make an absolute commitment that should Shebaa be designated part of Lebanon in any border demarcation, and should Israel agree to withdraw from the Farms, the Lebanese resistance would lay down its arms completely and permanently.

Hizbollah must make a similar commitment if Shebaa were to be designated as Syrian territory. In short, Hizbollah must begin behaving like a Lebanese party that is only concerned with Lebanese affairs—in addition of course to putting a final end to resistance in Lebanon.

Putting an end to resistance by necessity means disbanding the ‘army of resistance,’ and putting its arms and personnel at the disposal of the Lebanese army with no preconditions. Hizbollah must prove its patriotic credentials by not forcing the Lebanese army to disarm its fighters.

MANIFOLD BENEFITS: A quick decision by the Syrian and Lebanese governments to demarcate their countries’ borders would have manifold benefits for all parties concerned: Syria would benefit because by agreeing to an early delineation of borders it would indicate its seriousness in recognizing Lebanon’s sovereignty and political independence. Such a step would also counter the accusation that Damascus was only using Shebaa as a pretext for continued resistance through Hizbollah in order to avoid having to reopen the Syrian front.

By agreeing to delineate its border with Lebanon, Syria would send a powerful political message to Washington and to the UN; it would also negate Israel’s excuse for continuing to occupy Shebaa should the Farms be designated Lebanese territory.

In fact, the Syrians would benefit politically and diplomatically even if it was decided that Shebaa was Syrian territory; Damascus would then have taken the initiative to find an acceptable legal solution to the problem, and played a part in turning Hizbollah into a bona fide political party rather than a militia.

For its part, Hizbollah would also benefit whatever the results of the border delineation process. Hizbollah would no longer need to portray itself as a representative of regional interests in Lebanon. Hizbollah is after all a major constituent of the Lebanese social and political fabric. This is an opportunity for Hizbollah to prove that it is first and foremost a Lebanese party rather than a proxy for Syria and Iran. Hizbollah would also benefit because the UN resolution calling for disarming militias in Lebanon was primarily aimed at it; it would therefore be better for Hizbollah to take the initiative and disband its militia on its own volition. A decision by Hizbollah to cease resistance activities in South Lebanon and across the Lebanese-Israeli border (after a total Israeli withdrawal) would be enormously beneficial in the light of essential regional and international understandings.

Washington’s role would be to persuade Israel (once Shebaa is designated Lebanese territory) to withdraw totally in exchange for a security treaty with the Lebanese government. The Americans must persuade their Israeli friends not to press for a peace treaty or for normal ties with Lebanon.

If Shebaa were to be designated Lebanese territory, the greatest challenge facing the Americans then would be to show that they are really concerned with Lebanon’s welfare—not only with using the country as a tool with which to harm Syria.

The benefits for the Bush administration would transcend the effects of solving the problem of the Lebanese-Israeli border and that between Lebanon and Syria; for the first time, the Bush administration would be seen to have supported ending Israeli occupation of Arab land—in addition of course to ensuring that Hizbollah becomes a political party and the ending of the phenomenon of resistance in Lebanon.

Should it voluntarily decide to withdraw from Shebaa, Israel would benefit by demonstrating its good intentions. But that would be wishful thinking. Israel will never withdraw; instead, it will insist on a price, viz. a security treaty and guarantees that no further attacks will be launched against it from Lebanon. Israel would only withdraw if the Lebanese and Syrians successfully agree to delineate their borders. Such a decision would be beneficial for all. Shebaa might yet prove to be the means through which the issue of occupied Syrian land could be included on the agenda of the international Quartet.

Washington does not trust the actions of the Syrian leadership so far; it wants to change the Syrian regime notwithstanding Damascus’ acquiescence with international demands. What Washington least expects though is for Damascus to take the initiative. Should the Syrians decide to do so however they would find that many parties in the international community would be prepared to back them. But they have to look long and hard at what they have kept behind in a Lebanon that is under close international scrutiny. Should they do so, they would discover that some potentially serious problems still remain.

“The opportunity is there, but the Syrians can only make use of it by taking the initiative and abandoning all preconditions,” concludes Dergham.

End.
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