Hariri’s Visit to Damascus Safeguards Lebanon’s Stability and Future
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We will not be able to fathom the emotional depths of the historical moment that brought together the Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri and the Syrian President Bashar al-Assad last week, for the first time since the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri, nor will we be able to cross the personal distance that Saad Hariri bridged as the son of the man whose assassination had launched the march for the rise of the independent Lebanese state. What we know is that Saad Hariri’s visit to Damascus has paved the way for the birth of a qualitatively new kind of institutional relationship between Lebanon and Syria that is based on the principle of two independent states. This has thus aborted any prospects for a relationship based on dependence and dictation, or an imposed coordination. This was done not by a unilateral decision, but rather with a Syrian approval of codifying the bilateral relationship and tasking them to the parallel sovereign governmental institutions. The Syrians also agreed to the practical implementation of the border demarcation between the two countries, and on new approaches for cooperation that effectively consolidate the concept of the sovereignty of the Lebanese state. Nonetheless, there are some doubts among some people who speak of Damascus’s political savvy and able political acumen. These individuals are thus apprehensive of the possibility that something is being plotted behind the scenes in order to invalidate the impression left behind by Hariri’s visit; all with the aim of Syria returning to dominate Lebanon from through a different entryway. This would take Lebanon back to square one, in the aftermath of a revolution that was paid for by all the victims of political assassinations. Of course, there are many justifications for the lack of confidence, but this should not hamper the attempt at scrutinizing matters through a realistic political looking glass. In short, what happened was an achievement. What happened in Damascus during Hariri’s visit was an achievement, and the goals for the sake of which the blood of the victims of political assassinations was shed did not go to waste. In fact, Saad Hariri did not discuss with Bashar al-Assad the issue of the International Tribunal, which is the only party responsible for the process of the inquiry into the assassination and for trying those responsible for these crimes, nor did he discuss the issue of the subpoenas, which is a legal/political issue. Moreover, whatever is in the possession of the General Prosecutor and the Chief Investigator Daniel Bellemare, is unrelated to Hariri’s visit to Damascus, as any measure that Bellemare will soon take is purely judicial, and has nothing to do with politicization as some may claim. Saad Hariri is well aware of that, and so is Bashar al-Assad. 

The Syrian President certainly makes a distinction between what is propaganda or what is aimed at anticipation and pre-emption, and what is truly admissible in the arena of international relations. Furthermore, he also knows that the talk about “rescinding” resolution 1559 is for the purposes of [political] consumption, since “rescinding” a resolution requires another resolution that confirms that the resolution in question has been implemented.

Therefore, there is no need or room for rescinding, and all the talk about rescinding is a distraction. What primarily matters to the Syrian President at this juncture is the restructuring of the Syrian-Lebanese relationship, in line with Syria’s regional and international interests, which is ultimately a sovereign right. And what matters to the Lebanese Prime Minister is also this restructuring, and the launching of the new relationship through processes that fuse good will and the intent to build a bilateral relationship based on the mutual respect by both countries of one another’s sovereignty and independence; this, ultimately, is Hariri’s sovereign ambition.

A rather partial importance of the Damascus visit stems from the fact that it placed both parties under the regional and international limelight. No doubt, there are major regional and international influences which led to this visit, and which were initially based on strategic policies as well as tactical measures. Thus, the forthcoming period of time, in principle, bodes well. Nevertheless, there is a critical need for practical and realistic scrutiny of the volatile region’s map, and of the possibilities of that affecting the Lebanese scene. Also, there is a need for the Lebanese to conduct a self-review that would safeguard the prosperous boom and lead to stability. This is because everyone is still in the testing phase, and everybody is watching the other with fear and caution inside Lebanon, and in Iran and through the events taking place in Yemen. But any rate, what happened between Syria and Lebanon last week falls within the scope of being an achievement since it established a bilateral relationship based on institutions, and on the conventional concept of state sovereignty.

It has been said that Hezbollah is not satisfied with the results of Hariri’s visit to Damascus, and that Iran is not fond of the idea of strengthening of the bonds between the countries, because this came as a result of international efforts, part of which is within the context of the plan to separate Syria and Iran. Furthermore, it has also been said that it was American and international pressure on Damascus which stressed the need for Syria to stop weakening the process of building the Lebanese state, by stopping to use the armed Palestinian factions inside Lebanon, and by facilitating the flow of arms to Hezbollah. In fact, what the Barack Obama administration made clear to both the Lebanese and the Syrian sides is that it is concerned about Hezbollah’s weapons, not only in terms of its quantities, but also in terms of its quality. In other words, the qualitative advances in Hezbollah’s arsenal are something that Washington fears will become a key to a major war in the area, and a pretext for Israel to provoke a war in Lebanon. Hence, the U.S President told the Lebanese President Michel Suleiman, during the latter’s visit to Washington earlier this month, that he is able to remain patient a little longer until the Lebanese dialogue produces a consent by Hezbollah for a formula by which the issue of its armaments is addressed, and in order for the party not to remain a state within a state, but to become an integral part of the Lebanese state. Nevertheless, what Obama has repeatedly stressed is that there is no room to overlook any of the provisions set forth by resolution 1701, which includes a provision for disarmament in such a manner that guarantees the stability of the Lebanese state and its right alone of using force all over Lebanon. He thus said that resolution 1701 will not be abandoned; rather, stalling its implementation might prove to be costly. As such, the U.S President has explained that Israel will not be able to tolerate Hezbollah’s weapons, with the latter increasing in both quantity and quality, while emphasizing the need to pull the pretext of war from the hands of Israel, not only for the sake of Lebanon, but also because this is an important key issue in the peace process in the region, instead of allowing Benjamin Netanyahu’s government to provoke a war in order to evade the pressures for taking the path of peace.

Today, it is still up to Hezbollah and Israel to provoke a war in Lebanon, whether deliberately or inadvertently. This is while Syria has expressed many times that its strategic choice is not war, but negotiations for a peace treaty. In fact, during Hariri’s visit, Syria demonstrated that it is seeking to build a new relationship with Lebanon, based not on the logic of using resistance through Lebanon, but rather, based on the logic of establishing an economic relations along the lines with the Turkish model, and on codifying the bilateral relations through governmental institutions such as ministries, away from the old model that governed the bilateral relations by means of the security apparatuses. Consequently, according to many sources, what was notable during Damascus’s reception of the Lebanese Prime Minister was the absence of security officers and intelligence agencies, and the deliberate state to state nature of the Prime Minister’s hosting. Perhaps one of the reasons behind the shift in the Syrian treatment of Lebanon at this particular juncture is its desire to become a pioneering leader in the eyes of Washington, and to help Barack Obama’s effort in succeeding to find a solution to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Such a desire hence requires a shift from using Lebanon as an arena for retaliation, to forging a partnership with it as part of a new relationship that would draw attention and admiration from Washington and the European Capitals.

Meanwhile, it might be said that the reason for the excess in hospitality shown and the insistence upon a personal and direct relationship with Prime Minister Saad Hariri, is to reassure him and contain him both politically and emotionally, in order to anticipate what may be issued by the International Tribunal dealing with the case of his father’s assassination. For instance, President Bashar al-Assad went to the palace hosting Prime Minister Hariri twice, and escorted the latter to a total of 9 hours and 4 sessions to which al-Assad was completely dedicated; this is while noting that the hosting venue itself has a special significance in terms of status and preference, in addition to Damascus not minding that the role of the Embassy of Lebanon be respected evident from Hariri’s press conference held there. But what is clear and obvious is that Hariri’s meeting with Assad did not address the issue of the International Tribunal, nor the subpoenas or the talk about letting bygones be bygones. Nor did they address the accusations about the involvement in the assassinations, or turning the page on the past period, but focused only on prospecting the new phase and looking to the future. Furthermore, separating the International Tribunal from bilateral relations is of great importance, especially as there are indications that Daniel Bellemare has something new. However, if the General Prosecutor should issue an indictment against individuals in Lebanon or in Syria, or if Bellemare, the chief investigator, requested for arrests soon, this is unrelated to the visit, or to the reactions that ensured. 

Those who know who are behind the assassination of Rafik Hariri, and who are behind any assassination that the investigation proves to be linked to the Hariri assassination, realize that the International Tribunal is now outside of the control and of the will of Lebanese government, and that the matter is now in the hands of the man called Daniel Bellemare, who has the sole prosecution and investigation authority. For this reason, perhaps these individuals chose to take all kinds of precautions, from ensuring that they have evidence of their blamelessness, to liquidating in advance those who carried out those crimes.

At any rate, what is important is that there is a separation of the Tribunal from politics, and that there is no reason hence to drag it or to burden it with anything other than its legal scope of work. Nonetheless, it is perfectly understandable that there is this emotional division regarding Hariri’s visit to Damascus, especially among the victims’ families. It is understandable that the families of the victims of political assassinations and the assassination attempts be disturbed in an emotional moment that is almost drawn from mythological tragedies; however, it is not acceptable that they feel that everything went in vain. The victims and their families were present in people’s minds, who felt both compassion and regret, but also gratitude because these families and victims were the foundation of the process of building the new Lebanese state, which is now officially recognized to be independent by Syria. Thus, pessimism and optimism cannot be considered realistic political talk; rather, a time sometimes comes when people are lost between anxiety and fear, and forget their achievements by casting them into the arms of pessimism. This is when it is time to remind them that they have the right to be optimistic instead. This is because it was the people who triumphed in Lebanon, and it is the people hence that have the right to benefit from the current glimmer of hope. The private sector also bears the responsibility of investing in infrastructure, and not just the public sector. Moreover, the sense of citizenship is necessary for everyone without exception, and it is only this way that the establishment of the state can be done.

One issue remains: what will history tell us about it, or what will our children and grandchildren say when the meeting between Prime Minister Saad Hariri and President Bashar al-Assad is mentioned? Today, there are those who say that had it not been for the rebellion of one of March 14th’s most important leaders, Walid Jumblatt, against what was in the movement’s leaders minds, Saad Hariri would never have been able to make such a visit. This is because practically, it was Jumblatt who paved the way for this visit as he offered himself as sacrifice to ensure stability for the country, after having been the main pillar of the Cedar Revolution and of March 14, and after having been described at the time of being a dead man walking. The problem, sometimes, lies in the shock of change, regardless of whether the reservations are justified or not.

What is ultimately important today is that Lebanon has entered a new era in its relations with its neighbor Syria, a relation of two sovereign and independent nations. However, it is of course deeds that count, without this invalidating the important achievement made in a march that was almost carved out of mythology.
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