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2017 was an extraordinary year with the various developments it has wit-
nessed in the course of the earth-shattering conflicts that have engulfed the
Mina region in the wake of the so-called Arab Spring starting early 2011.  

Such developments include the collapse of ISIS in Iraq and Syria, the
Saudi Iranian polarization and its drastic fallout on the region, the gains
achieved by the pro-Syrian regime alliance at the expense of the political and
military opposition, which endangers ongoing efforts to reach a long-term polit-
ical settlement for the Syrian crisis.

The title of Horizons 2017, “The Limits of Ambitions”, was the main
theme of the Maison du Futur (MDF) international annual conference, held
on the 17th and 18th of May 2017. The conference brought to light
the nature of modern foreign interventions in the Middle East, where
some States are playing an inflated role, while others, traditionally
classified as superpowers, are witnessing a decline in their role due
to deficiencies in the international and in the regional orders. The
conference also explored the future of the States system in the Arab
world in an attempt to figure out whether the current crises are an
indicator of its demise, or rather signal the beginnings of a new
Arab order.

In the same vein, MDF held in collaboration with Al-Quds Center for
Political Studies, Wilfried Martens Centre and Konrad Adenauer Stiftung,
a conference on the Arab-Israeli conflict entitled “The Two-State Solution
and Beyond.”

With the Syrian war triggering the largest refugee exoduses in recent his-
tory, Lebanon’s concern over the influx of the Syrian refugees into its territory
overwhelmed its long-standing anxiety over the Palestinian refugees’ presence!
This is why MDF and Club de Madrid have organized a seminar entitled
“Lebanon and the Syrian Refugees : Human Dignity, Counter-Extremism,
and Safe Return at Stake”, with the purpose of finding an economic, social,
and environmental approach to limit the negative impact on host communities.  

At the Lebanese level, Horizons 2017 features two conferences’ events held
in collaboration with the Lebanese University. The first was entitled “Cross-
ing towards the Rule of Law,” and the second discussed “The Effectiveness of
the Media in the Light of Regional and International Changes.”

FOREWORD
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On another note, MDF has organized a Chatham House Rule round table on
oil and gas in collaboration with Energy Intelligence, to shed light on Lebanon’s oil
potential and the economic impact of oil and gas exploration in Lebanon.

In 2017, MDF has embarked on a strategy to reposition arts, culture and
heritage as key players for social cohesion and as contributors to the economy.
A lecture was delivered by Bernhard Vogel, Former Minister President of
Rhineland and of Thuringia and the Honorary Chairman of Konrad Ade-
nauer Stiftung, entitled “Religious Values in Politics : The Past, Present, and
Future of Christian Democratic Parties.”

Furthermore, MDF launched two art activities in collaboration with the
Municipality of Bikfaya-Mhaidsseh: The Suzani Textiles Exhibition for Tradi-
tional Uzbekistani textiles featuring the private collection of Mrs. Lina Kalo,
and a homage to the late Lebanese pianist Walid Akl, in collaboration with the
Baalbek International Festival, during which Patrick Fayad, Lebanese pi-
anist established in France, paid tribute to the great artist. 

All throughout 2017, MDF tried to actively work to shape a freer, equal
and more stable society. It will continue with this endeavor in 2018, remain-
ing a free thought oasis throughout this turbulent momentous of humanity his-
tory, to foresee what is in store for the region and the world in the near future
toward which we are rushing in a stream of countless crises; with the aim of
contributing to further high-level discussions on these crisis, MDF targets to be
a platform facilitating an exchange of good practices and lessons learned, in
order to provide rational and realistic frameworks for settling these crisis.

Consequently, MDF will be holding its international annual conference on
the 25th and 26th of May 2018, under the theme of “Security Amidst Disso-
lution: The Challenges of Assuring the Continuity of Security Arrangements
in the Middle East, amidst the Reality of Dissolution of the Regional Order.”
Horizons 2018 will be carrying this title. 

La Maison du Futur would like to acknowledge all its partners, especially
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Al-Quds Center for Political Studies, Wilfried
Martens Center, Club de Madrid and the Lebanese University, along with
the speakers and lecturers who have taken the floor in all its events. Its appre-
ciation extends to all those who have participated in its activities, enriching
them with their presence, knowledge and fruitful debates. 

On this occasion, La Maison du Futur reiterates its willingness to collabo-
rate with any party believing in the obligation of achieving its motto-objectives:
Good governance, development at all levels, and freedom and justice for the
region’s societies and communities.

Amine Gemayel 
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OVERVIEW
To win the war against terrorism and radical-

ism, the world’s community will need to pursue
with equal vigor the short-term imperative to erad-
icate terrorist groups and their international sup-
port networks, and the
longer-term objective to bring
forward a positive vision for
the peoples of the Middle
East that provides an alter-
native to terrorists’ destruc-
tive ideology. This specifically
means that there is an urgent
need to engage local leaders
and shareholders in the
highly sensitive issues of po-
litical reform, rule of law,
and spread of democratic val-
ues, while at the same time
enforcing and preserving reli-
gious freedom. 

The Middle East has perhaps one the longest
recorded history of multi-regional, multi-religious
and multi-ethnic people living together in one area,

RELIGIOUS
VALUES
POLITICSin

SOFITEL LE GABRIEL HOTEL
ESPACE GABRIEL HALL,
ACHRAFIEH, BEIRUT
[FEBRUARY 7th, 2017]

THE PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE OF
CHRISTIAN DEMOCRATIC PARTIES

Bernhard Vogel.



and for the majority of the recorded history all of
these different groups have co-existed with each
other. However, the region has witnessed during the
recent decades the rise of religious conflicts and the
involvement of religion in politics has become more
pronounced; very serious issues of religious restric-
tions, discrimination have been documented and
persecution on the basis of thoughts, beliefs and re-
ligions hasbecome virulent. 

Holding the development and preservation of
civic, religious and political freedoms at the heart
of its work, and understanding that religious free-
dom is a decisive element to pluralistic, democratic
and tolerant societies, La Maison du Futur
(MdF) has launched the Tolerance Project
which inspires conscience, pluralism, religious free-
dom, and celebration of diversity. This project also
aims to emphasize the capacity of each and every
individual to counter hate and impart the benefits
of living in tolerant open societies, cultivating the
basis for vibrant, free, just, and peaceful societies
in the broader Middle East.

In this context, MdF intends to organize several
activities to discuss the core values of tolerance em-
bedded in the primary fact that humanity is di-
verse, and that everyone has a moral obligation to
prevent hatred, discrimination and persecution.
As an inaugural event, MdF will host Professor
Bernhard Vogel, former Prime Minister and Hon-
orary Chairman of the Konrad Adenauer
Stiftung to present a lecture entitled; “Religious

Values in Politics-
The Past, Present
and Future of
Christian-Demo-
cratic Parties”.

y
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ECTURE by the former Prime Minister of the State of
Rhineland-Palatinate and Thüringen and Honorary

President of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, Professor
Bernhard Vogel ;

1. I am very happy to talk to you tonight. It is my pleasure
and Dr. Gerhard Wahlers to be together tonight.

2. I apologize in advance for two things-First, I will not ad-
dress you in French or English but in my native German lan-
guage. Second, I have not visited Lebanon before; it is my first
time, but the Konrad Adenauer Foundation has been operat-
ing here for several years. I am very happy to be with you here
today, and I thank you for this opportunity!

Lebanon, Germany, the Middle East, a united Europe, and
the whole world, all of them stand today in the face of chal-
lenges that undermine old fundamentals.

The ever-increasing pace of technological progress always
opens up new horizons, but at the same time, it also leads us
to touch on ethical issues. Globalization offers many oppor-
tunities, but it brings along dangers to the economy, society
and culture. Climate change, in turn, can only be achieved in
cooperation with the countries of the world.

The accelerating and disturbing change in international re-
lations suggests that the “end of history” thesis, formulated by
American political scientist Francis Fukuyama in 1992 after
the collapse of communism, is more flawed than ever before.

Finally, there is an increasing threat to peace and security
caused by an increasing number of crises, conflicts, wars and
terrorism. Your country Lebanon has been carrying heavy bur-
dens in the past and the present as a result of the civil war in
Syria and the subsequent calamity of the refugees.

These challenges require a sustainable policy. They crystal-
lize people's need for clear guidance. The need for guidance is
greater and bigger than ever.

People here in Lebanon, like in my country, Germany, want
to know the principles with which political officials will face
today's challenges, and how they want to build the future.

The work of the state and the work of political activists
must be based on clear criteria and a conceptual framework.
Linking the work to values   is sure to avoid drifting away from
the demands of short-term voters. 

Here, guidance must be the basis and compass of any po-
litical party. Guidance not only allows for closing the ranks in-
side, but also highlights the party's distinctive position abroad.

L

Page 16: 
Ibrahim
Shamseddine,
Jean Fahd, 
Peter Rimmele
and Fouad
Siniora.

RELIGIOUS VALUES IN POLITICS 
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Those who seek values   do not gamble on transient preju-
dices. They try to seize the opportunity to highlight their
unique policy and their orientation towards the values   that
distinguish them from others.

In democracy, no one dictates to people how they should
live in the present and in the future. Democracy means free-
dom of choice, view and lifestyle.

Here the politicians should exercise political leadership, and
therefore should not ask; “How do you want the situation to
be?” They must convince others of the issues they deem im-
portant and in a proper way talk to others and discuss any
concern with them.

Those who want to design a long-term vision to their coun-
try in the political arena of voters, and those who want to gain
long-term confidence while at the same time motivate people
to commit themselves to society, must clearly define their
principles and express their beliefs.

3. The Constitution of the Federal Republic of Germany
strictly adheres to open religious neutrality and the separation
of the Church and the State, but at the same time, it also com-
mits itself to the partnership between the Church and the
State, noting their cooperation in many areas. For example,
we see cooperation in religious education, theological semi-
naries, or pastoral care within the Army. Christian Churches –
and, God willing, a growing number of German Muslims –
create conditions that a liberal secular state cannot guarantee,
but which are essential for the survival of the State.

The two sides, the Church and the State, are interested in
the same group of people. Worldly well-being and spiritual
healing are intertwined and serve the same people, hence the
importance of respect for others and mutual respect. 

The introduction to our Constitution begins with the fol-
lowing words; “In recognition of its responsibility before God
and human beings,” and this recognition represents the limits
of commitment. This distinguishes us from socialism and cap-
italism because there is a higher authority than the society or
the State, and we are obliged, if necessary, to contradict others
in this area. Our Constitution was drafted after the World
War II disaster, in 1948-1949 by the House of Representa-
tives, with the aim of politically launching West Germany. 

The Basic Law based on Christian social ethics, i.e.,
Catholicism and Protestantism, was a compass for the fathers
and mothers who formulated it. This social ethic of Christi-
anity was a response to Hitler’s Nazism, and to Communism
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that was the basis for the establishment of East Germany at
the time.

4. The essence of the Christian doctrine is that the human
being is created in the image of God. In keeping with this
image, the inviolability of the dignity of every human being
is untouchable.

The three roots of the values   of Christian democratic law
are freedom, justice and solidarity. These values   are the criteria
for the work of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation.

The human being is the creation of God, and the human
being is not the measure of all things, as he would make mis-
takes or might be guilty. He is called upon to build the world
with moral responsibility. This means that a human being is
responsible for his actions, otherwise he should refrain from
these acts, and it means that he will be held accountable to-
ward himself, as well as before God and others.

The human being is social by nature and cannot live alone.
He needs the Other. The Other and the service of the Other
are the basis of politics and political culture.

Errors in evaluation may result in the consideration of the
Other who has different ideas as malicious or foolish. Yet, the
Other may be right. So you have to listen to him and take him
seriously and try to understand his opinion. Here, tolerance is
a must. Tolerance means: The Other has the same dignity, re-
gardless of party affiliation and political and religious beliefs.

The image of the human being in Christianity requires
respect for equality, as well as respect for the difference of the
Other.

Justice means dealing with others on an equal footing, as
well as dealing in a distinctive way with those who are differ-
ent from us.

The image of the human being in Christianity means deal-
ing and converging with others, and behaving towards social
well-being in politics, overcoming obstacles and making new
beginnings possible.

The realization of human limitations protects human beings
from ideological exaggerations and increased claims in political
planning, design and construction. All the transcendental so-
cial goals, even if they are human-friendly and tempting, re-
quire confrontation. 

Christian realism does not only lift barriers against the po-
litical utopia of the whole human being, but also elevates it
against putting the human being in the place of the Creator.
Not everything technically possible is scientifically possible.

A human-oriented policy cannot justify dictatorship as a

RELIGIOUS VALUES IN POLITICS 
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comprehensive and complete system.  Politics must not bow
to the human being, but at the same time cannot do every-
thing; politics must not be allowed to do everything. We are
talking here about the policy of the possible, not about mak-
ing it impossible.

From the perspective of Christian responsibility, politics
means reviewing decisions and analyzing all their conse-
quences. Christian politicians are aware of the limited exis-
tence and proportionality of worldly problems.

The politician must decide according to his conscience, but
not far from reality. He cannot rise above the facts in utopian
extremism, but must strive to win the majority in the frame-
work of democracy. He must also be able to make concessions.
If necessary, he must be ready – this may be very difficult – to
agree to the second best solution when he is unable to pass
the ideal solutions fully, so as to prevent the passing of the
worst solutions.

5. The image of the human being is the cornerstone of my
party, the Christian Democratic Union (CDU). Proceeding
from this, we have been working and striving for 70 years.

Strict adherence to the Christian concept of the human
being is to some extent the thorn in our side. Our commit-
ment to the letter C (Christian), which is part of the name of
our party, is not a claim but an obligation, and we are com-
mitted to it.

The letter C is also a nuisance to all those who try to evade
the complexity and divergence of daily politics and conflicting
interests and aspirations.

There is no doubt that anyone who acknowledges his com-
mitment to the letter C must be aware of what he is doing!

6. After the end of World War II in Germany, the only new
party founded was the CDU, with which a new type of parties
was established.

Before the end of World War II, men and women who were
in trenches, detention camps and concentration camps swore
to overcome their old divisions if they came out of the war alive.

They sought peace, freedom and democracy. They wanted
the reconstruction and the return of Germany to the bosom
of Western nations based on values. They wanted to restore
German unity and they wanted German federalism, not cen-
tralism, and they wanted a federal Europe as well.

Throughout Germany, the party from which the CDU orig-
inated came into being. The founding movement did not
come from top to bottom but from bottom to top. 

No one realized then that this new party would achieve a
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real victory in the future. It is the victory of the CDU in the
past 67 years that has made the party an influential political
force; for 47 years, it produced chancellors, men and women,
from its ranks, compared to 20 years of production of chan-
cellors from the Social Democratic Party (SDP).

Three motives that accompanied the CDU on its way;
I - The first motivation is integration. The men and women

who founded the CDU had a desire to integrate the Christian,
social and liberal roots of the former parties into the CDU. 

As a union, they wanted to say goodbye to the old class
parties that failed miserably after World War I in the first at-
tempt to establish a democratic system.

The symbol changed from the fist to the outstretched hand.
They wanted a union of natural places and rural and urban
areas; they wanted a union of social classes, employers and
employees, and young and old people. 

They wanted above all the union of Christian denomina-
tions. The movement of the unification of the Churches in
Germany began from the political sphere and was later fortu-
nately followed by the churches. Our party has developed itself
over the last few years in this field. Hence, we see in its ranks
members, deputies and ministers embracing the Islamic reli-
gion. A good example of a successful integration of Muslims
in Germany is the election of politician Aygül Özkan, who was
named the first Muslim minister in the CDU and took over
the social affairs, sports and family affairs portfolio. She also
said when she was sworn in; “God help me to do that!” 

II - The second motivation is to maintain and renew the
fundamentals. CDU founders were guided by the human
being’s image in the Christian religion, from the belief that
the human being was created in the image of God, to the fact
that human dignity is safeguarded. They were guided by
Christian social teachings.

Christian social teachings, as I said earlier, influenced the
Basic Law, i.e., the Constitution and its preamble, which
clearly mention God, the basic rights and the 19 articles, es-
pecially Article 1 of the Constitution, which states-Human
dignity cannot be violated. All State authorities are committed
to its respect and preservation. From this image of the human
being, we derive our values   in terms of freedom, solidarity and
justice, which we mentioned earlier.

III - The third motivation is modernization. CDU founders
were convinced that they should conduct a new experiment
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after the failure of the Weimar Republic, the bitter experiences
with Nazism and the subsequent disasters in the political and
social sphere, and in view of the Communist threat.

It was a new beginning towards friendship with France, the
unification of Europe and the reunification of Germany. The
CDU has drawn fundamental political conclusions from the
self-destruction of Europe.

It has helped to make the market economy with a social
face succeed in reaching prosperity – initially – across West
Germany, an achievement envied by many around the world.

We wanted to get a second chance after the total collapse
to be able to build a strong, open and democratic state in
Germany.

Today, almost 70 years later, we can say; “Thank God we
were able to seize this second chance!”

7. But the CDU is also trying today to preserve its image.
Here I have some concerns ; there is a series of disturbing
things. The main distinguishing feature of the CDU is no
longer clear. 

“Only those who know where they came from, know where
they are going” (Theodor Heuss).

Only those who know the fundamentals of the road, they
have walked into the present can later complete the road on
the same basis. In other words, Christian roots should not be
questioned in relation to the Federal Republic of Germany,
even if political opinions have been through the most violent
cases of controversy.

This applies to our relations with the two largest churches
in Germany in particular. Any break between the Catholic
Church, the Protestant Church and the State would constitute
a fundamental threat to my party to the fullest extent.

The connection between my party and the churches has
become more flexible in recent years and decades. This applies
not only to our electorate, but also to our elected members
and officials.

The main constituents of the CDU constituted 50% of
Catholics who regularly go to church and generally vote ac-
cording to the bishop’s recommendations. Today, only one out
of 10 Catholics attends the Sunday Mass. It seems that this
situation is different for you in Lebanon. His Excellency the
Archbishop of Beirut, Boulos Matar, who visited me today,
said that the Sunday Mass still attracts many believers.
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Our voter behavior has changed; the number of primary
voters has decreased, while the number of non-voters has in-
creased. Of the latter, there is a significant number of "political
abstainers" who do not vote because of their political convic-
tions; they are disgruntled and disaffected by politics.

The method of joining my party and the German political
parties in general has changed. The number of members is in
steady decline and those who join the party do so, contrary
to what was happening in the past, with a desire to participate
actively in construction and design. We hope that this will
apply in the near future to Lebanon and the Middle East
which are suffering from scourges. 

Since its inception and not only during the election period,
the CDU draws its strength from all social groups and com-
munities. If it wants to remain a party for the people, it must
seek to become a home that embraces its traditional con-
stituents, and at the same time become a bridge for voters who
now live differently from their parents or grandparents, or
those who come from other countries, cultures and religions
and who are now part of the German society.

We must give citizens motivation to attract them towards
our ideas. This is not easy - especially in the year of elections.
This includes opening up parties to voters, getting close to
them and taking opinion polls into account, but we must not
echo what they say. This is particularly important in times like
this, in which political and populist extremism is spreading in
Germany and in Europe.

A final word about Europe, since the establishment of the
CDU, our primary objective has been to unite Europe. That is
what we have succeeded in to some extent, but we must always
remember that there are new difficulties we must face, and we
must also continue to work on this unity in the future.

We aspire to a peaceful reunification of Europe for two
reasons:

1. Europe today is a synonym for peace. Thanks to Euro-
pean unity, my continent was able to survive long centuries
of a dark past full of crises, conflicts and wars, as it was also
able to overcome suffering, misery and death. The young peo-
ple, now 17 to 19, have no fear of losing their lives on the bat-
tlefield in Europe. How lovely if that applies to Lebanon and
the Middle East in the near future. 

2. Europe can only live united within the European unity
and in the face of the globalized world of the future. At the
end of World War II, Europe included about 22% of the

RELIGIOUS VALUES IN POLITICS 
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world’s population. Today, only about 10% of the world’s
population is in Europe, and by 2050 it is expected to fall to
only 7%.

8.New challenges require new answers, and this applies not
only to you but also to us. The list is long. Our ability to deal
with them will determine the future of future generations,
whether the fate of generations in Lebanon or in my mother
country. In turn, the future of Lebanon and Germany depends
on that.

In regards to my party and my country, I am sure we will
do it. As the CDU, we will actively contribute to this by ad-
hering to our foundations and values which will determine the
foundations of our daily actions and our practical decisions.

I always warn against the consequences of my generation
dictating things to the generation of officials today, especially
since we never wanted anyone to dictate something to us.

But we must encourage this generation. History teaches us
that if we do not stand idly by on the sidelines, if we grid up
our loins and start working together and actively, we can over-
come all problems and challenges.    

It is not true that it is not possible for the current genera-
tion to deal with today’s problems.

Effective participation will bring benefits to everyone, and
this is true for both Lebanon and Germany.

Thank you very much!
The situation: 2015; in accordance with the German Bish-

ops Conference.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
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AM no stranger to the Konrad Adenauer Foundation or to
Germany. I received a scholarship from the Foundation for

postgraduate studies in 1972, and I spent five years at the
University of Tübingen at the end of which I received a PhD
in Islamic philosophy. The German PhD includes is a major
specialization and two sub-specializations. My first sub-
specialization was Catholic and Protestant theology. The
second sub-specialization was in Semitic languages. For those
who are not aware, the Konrad Adenauer Foundation is the
charitable research foundation of the Christian Democratic
Union (CDU). I am therefore very pleased and proud today
because the House of the Future invited me to comment on
the lecture of Professor Bernhard Vogel, the honorary chair of
the Konrad Adenauer Foundation.

I

DR. RADWAN EL-SAYED’S SPEECH
UNDER THE TITLE:
“CHRISTIAN DEMOCRATIC
PARTIES: THE GERMAN MODEL’S
SUCCESSES, CHALLENGES AND
COMPARISONS.”

On the right :
Radwan
El Sayed.
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A few days ago, I read Professor Vogel’s lecture, which we
heard tonight. I also read another lecture on the CDU
experience by Frank Heinrich, a CDU deputy in the German
Federal Parliament, delivered in Lebanon upon the invitation
of Adyan Foundation three years ago. Therefore, I will focus
my comment in three paragraphs or themes: The nature of
the CDU experience, what we can benefit from it in Lebanon
and the Arab world, and the challenges and opportunities
(challenges are more than opportunities) facing religion in
Lebanon, the Arab world and Europe.

I do not want to repeat what you have heard from Professor
Vogel or even summarize it. However, I want to point out the
successes and challenges faced by the experience today. The
successes achieved by the party are expressed in the
establishment of a democratic regime in the country after
World War II. The party also succeeded in the reunification
of Germany. Third, it succeeded in contributing to the
establishment of the European Union (EU). We should not
forget that German democracy had to overcome enormous
challenges and realities : Nazism that caused the war and
devastated the country, reconstruction, overcoming the
Communist threat, and the establishment of a booming social
economy. Of course, the Christian Democrats were not alone
in this experience. The main partner was always the Social
Democratic Party (SPD), but for two thirds and more of the
70 years of the experience, the Christian Democrats were the
ruling party by way of winning the majority in elections. It is
a solid and successful experience by any measure, and the
latest evidence of its solidness and openness is that it is now
the pillar of the EU : it faces Greece’s bankruptcy, Brexit and
dangers of the EU’s disintegration. It has also taken the
initiative to embrace Syrian refugees and others in the last
three years, although they amounted to more than a million.

Challenges to the CDU, the SPD and Germany come from
four directions : The rise of the extreme right and other
populist radicals, the global economic crisis, the
destabilization of relations within the EU and between the EU
and the United States, and the lack of confidence in Russia
eastwards. The most important or most striking thing is this
antipathy among young people and older people alike towards
big parties. This is accompanied by a belief in virtual reality;
in other words, the possibility of achieving wonders ;
politicians are believed to avoid realizing wonders and to make
compromises because they are corrupt. Another thing is
economic hardship; Germany is in a better economic position
than the other countries of the EU. Nevertheless, the era of
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prosperity and abundance has, of course, ended. The populists
are attacking the question of immigration and asylum, and
they are winning votes from small groups with feelings of
marginalization and fear of unemployment and from the
elderly who are worried about their retirement and the
services they enjoy. In addition, the time in Europe and the
world is the time of localisms: everyone wants to return to
their “island,” not only the British. Finally, there is the absence
of leaders and great political leaders. No one says that time is
not the time of totalitarian or democratic heroes, but populist
leaders are everywhere. However, how can localism,
Europeanism and globalism fit together? Today, medium-sized
groups of Germans, Hungarians, Frenchmen, Austrians,
Americans, Australians, etc. do not tolerate their liberal
compatriots, so how would we want them to bear with Arabs
or Muslims? Europeans and Westerners generally face the
issue of totalitarian democracies, that is to say, people who
win with the votes of voters who do not respect democracy
and the rule of law. Nevertheless, Germany, thanks to the
cohesion of the CDU so far, faces fewer threats from populism
than the SPD.

Note that I have not mentioned anything about this capital
letter C in the name of the CDU. The CDU is the largest
Christian democratic party in Europe. There are other
Christian democratic parties, the most important of which is
the Italian party, which failed miserably and disappeared. We
must count among the successes of the CDU the Catholic /
Protestant synthesis. The first and deepest circle was Catholic.
The Protestants moved for a long time between the Social
Democrats and the New Left. Many of them returned to the
CDU, perhaps not as members, but as voters. Do not forget
that the current chancellor, Ms. Angela Merkel, is of
Protestant origin from eastern Germany. What is the meaning
of “Christian” in the name of the party? It had a moral,
unionist and moderate meaning after World War II and even
in the 1960s and 1970s when the extreme left rose. However,
we should not confuse “conservatism” with “religiosity.” The
solid circle in the formation of the Christian Union in 1945
came from religious Christian elites. They are elites of
professors such as Professor Vogel who call for separation of
religion from the state and the use of religious values; they do
not use religion in politics because they want to protect
religion, not exclude it. There are still such people in the
leadership of the party, and in universities. However, the
majority of CDU voters today are conservative, not religious,
so to speak.

RELIGIOUS VALUES IN POLITICS 
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Can the party succeed in its third experience with the
voters and in EU and transatlantic issues, as it succeeded in
its two previous experiences : The experience of post-war
recovery and the experience of German reunification in 1990?
This depends on several things: The ability to be convincing
to young people in order to stay in the forefront of the
political stage. In EU issues: The presence of pro-EU leaders
in France, Italy and Spain in particular. In transatlantic issues:
What are the actual policies of President Donald Trump?

Are the situations in Germany and Lebanon comparable in
order for the Lebanese to benefit from the successful German
experience? I see no comparability or possibility of benefit ;
this is no contempt for the Lebanese experience and no
despair of it but due to the fact that contents and contexts are
different. Our dealings are not between religion and state,
whether in harmony or in discord, but rather between the
state and the religious communities. Each community has its
own interests that are different from or may be in conflict with
the interests of another community. When one or two
communities unite here, as in Germany after the war, it is not
for advancement but for conflict. Differences between Sunnis
and Shiites here have mounted, making the two communities
seem to not share the same religion. As for the Christians,
considerable efforts have been made for more than a decade
to unite them in the face, in particular, of Sunni Muslims who
were portrayed to have usurped Christian rights and have
become similar to advocates of the Islamic State in Syria and
Iraq (ISIS). Were not there times after independence where
civil state milestones began to form? For a short time maybe
under President Fouad Chehab. The experience was destroyed
in the context of the conflict over Palestine, the civil war and
the Syrian takeover. The conclusion is that we are four million
people or more, and that we need a management or a state.
Unfortunately, religion is not an advantage in this context, but
I think it is not an obstacle either. Lebanese Christianity does
not have a vision in terms of the establishment of a modern
state ; it suffers shrinking numbers and fear of fate and
believes in that a coalition of minorities will provide
protection. Muslims are in worse shape. There is a religious
and political split between Sunnis and Shiites. Hezbollah’s
Shiites have a project for a religious state or a religion-
controlled state. There is an emerging Sunni clinging to the
Lebanese state, but the parameters of the March 14 project
have become clouded, and the Sunni elites are unable to take
any initiative.
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Let us pay some attention at the Arab scene: there we find
the situation more difficult. The attention I mean is limited
to the relations between religion and the state. Some Islamic
political parties that are the most organized in the Arab world.
They rule in Morocco and Tunisia and participate in ruling
Kuwait and Jordan. Nevertheless, there are major problems in
their intellectual orientation. While the CDU has decided
from the very beginning to separate religion from the state,
Islamic political parties (especially in Egypt and Jordan)
continue to talk about the application of sharia (religious law).
How can the state be civil and obliged to apply a particular
religion? That’s another very important matter. Germany’s
CDU has been favoring pluralism and has ruled for more than
40 years. Apart from the Communist Party’s ban, political
pluralism remained intact. The ruling regimes in the Arab
world did not allow neither Islamists nor left-wing democrats
to organize or work. It can therefore be said that the existence
of radicalism in Islamic political parties is in part due to
regime pressures. In any case, the comparison between Islamic
political parties and democratic Christian parties in Europe
cannot yet be made because of the different history and
experience of the relationship between religion and the state
and because of the current situation in the Arab world.

In order to establish a comparison between the European
democratic Christian parties and the Islamic Arab parties, two
things must be done. First, religious reform, so that religion
becomes independent of the state or the competition over it ;
second, renewal of the national state experience in the Arab
world, so it gets rid of tyranny, totalitarianism and the making
of civil wars.

I was pleased with Professor Vogel’s lecture, his
determination and his hope. I am like him: He is a devout
Christian, and I am a devout Muslim. I would like the
function or contributions of religion in our states to focus on
values and ethics, not more or less. This is advice that
Professor Joseph Ratzinger (later Pope Benedict XVI) gave me
when he taught us in Tübingen. Later, his opponent, Professor
Hans Küng, reiterated it to me. Thank you, professor, and see
you soon. 

RELIGIOUS VALUES IN POLITICS 
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OPENING REMARKS :
MDF Chairman: President
Amine Gemayel.
Lebanese University Chancellor :
Professor Fuad Ayoub. 

SESSION I | CONSTITU-
TIONAL AND LEGAL
OBSTACLES THAT HINDER
BUILDING THE STATE
OF LAW
Moderator : Antoine Atallah,
Dean of the Doctoral School at
the Faculty of Law and Political
and Administrative Sciences.
Constitutional Obstacles
That Impede Building the
State of Law in Lebanon.
Ghaleb Ghanem, Former
President of the Higher Judicial
Council.
What Are the Legal Obsta-
cles Preventing Lebanon
from Crossing towards the
State of Law?
Issam Sleiman, President of the
Constitutional Council.
Obstacles within the Elec-
toral Law Preventing
Lebanon from Crossing to-
wards the State of Law.
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SESSION II | CHALLENGES
OF THE SECTARIAN SYSTEM
AND THE LEGISLATIONS
Moderator: Ali Rammal, Lec-
turer at the Faculty of Information.
The Problematic Relation
between the Sectarian Sys-
tem and the Need for a
Democratic Change.

OVERVIEW

Discussing whether the political system in
Lebanon can cross towards the State of Law
requires a deep analysis of its working mechanisms
and the main obstacles that have undermined all
efforts to establish the State of Law in accordance
with the constitutional, administrative and dem-
ocratic standards. It also requires an in-depth
investigation on the geopolitical challenges that
continue to hamper the building of the State
of Law.

Accordingly, it is important to unveil the dis-
parity between confessionalism and the concept of
modern state ; especially that human rights, as
well as civil and political rights including citizen-
ship and equality are the main pillars of the state
according to law.

The problematic relationship between confes-
sionalism and the quest to foster a transition to
democracy entails determining the status of the
State of Law amidst the need for democracy and
the risk of reinstating a religious state that will re-
inforce the survival of the sectarian system. In ad-
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dition, it requires the clarification of the latter line-
up within the structure of the modern national
State based on law. 

Is the Lebanese sectarian system bad by its very
nature, or is it a democratic framework that en-
sures a power-sharing agreement among its mul-
tiple religious communities?

To answer this question, we should explore the
debatable relationship between the sectarian sys-
tem and the legislative constitution that is often
crippled especially when it is related to personal
status. We should also examine the dubious dy-
namic between the sectarian system and the public
administration related to the expansion of the so
called “sectarian discrimination in employment”
within public institutions. This will help us meas-
ure to which extent can these practices go hand in
hand with the process of building the State of Law.

In reference to the geopolitical challenges, cross-
ing towards the State of Law in Lebanon is a
process linked to external factors that can either
impede or help achieve this project.

Yet, the aspirations of “regional players” in the
Middle East could exert a lot of pressure on
Lebanon to join regional axis or to become a
“Satellite” country. In other cases, external factors
could have a positive impact on the state building
process, such as the existence of a balance of power
between regional axis, ratified treaties or other
types of alliances.

Taking into account these regional players’ in-
terests, it is indispensable to clarify to what extent
their relationship with the different Lebanese par-
ties may influence the process of the state building
in Lebanon.

y
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N COOPERATION with the Lebanese University and Kon-
rad Adenauer Stiftung, Maison du Futur organized a con-

ference entitled “Crossing towards the State of Law” on
March 9th, 2017 at the Lebanese University Central Admin-
istration. This conference comes as part of the quest to build
the State of Law in Lebanon and insure the transition from
the sectarian political system with its consensual democracy
hybrid formula often leading to the paralysis of constitutional
institutions and the abolition of the notions of majority and
opposition, to a fully-fledged democracy. This conference was
indeed an opportunity to discuss all the constitutional, legal
and geopolitical obstacles and challenges that made this goal
inaccessible. It also aimed at highlighting the encumbrance
caused by regional powers in establishing the State of Law
in Lebanon. An elite of decision makers, constitutional and
legal experts as well as scholars and intellectuals participated
in this conference.

President Amine Gemayel
inaugurated the conference,
and expressed his sincere appre-
ciation to the President of the
Lebanese University Fuad
Ayoub for sponsoring this
event. He hoped that this con-
ference would be the first step-
ping stone towards the
establishment of the State of
Law, especially in light of the pi-
oneering role that should be
carried out by the Lebanese
University. President Gemayel
said, “We want this conference
to adopt a scientific approach,
allowing us to come up with
recommendations that would
be considered as a progress to-
ward building the State of
Law.” Gemayel voiced his simple joy to visit this academic ed-
ifice, shedding light on his contribution as MP and President
to its prosperity. He spoke about his commitment even before
being elected President, to promote the decentralization of
the University by establishing branches in all regions. The first
expansion project was the Faculty of Law in Jal el Dib district.
During his presidential mandate, the big achievement was the
establishment of applied faculties, the Faculty of Medicine,
the Faculty of Dentistry and the Faculty of Engineering, con-

I
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sidered currently amongst the most important faculties in
their respective fields. Gemayel added, “Building these facul-
ties during the war was worth the risk, due to the positive im-
pact they have had on the academic and social aspects. At that
time, faculties of applied sciences were only available in pri-
vate universities, and establishing them within the Lebanese
University was indeed a social revolution. All Lebanese social
classes had these higher education services at their fingertips.”

Gemayel said, “I will not anticipate the discussions on the
theme of today’s conference, especially with the presence of
constitutional, legal and academic elite ; yet allow me to high-
light the cornerstone of the State of Law – the Parliament, the
mother of all institutions. This leads me to wonder whether
this institution is nowadays threatened and marginalized
which further undermines the march towards forging the State
of Law.” 

President Gemayel shared his concerns about the Parlia-
ment stating that with the extension of its mandate, this in-
stitution lost its purpose and became shadowed by the
Executive Power. The Cabinet acts as a mini-Chamber where
all the legislations are plotted, transforming the Parliament
into a mere false witness that approves laws, it does not sup-
port. Gemayel said that he understands the hardships the
Speaker of Parliament, Nabih Berri, is experiencing, and gave
as examples the salary scale bill that was left to the Parliament
to deal with ; the landlord-tenant law that was adopted from
one side and crippled from the other with no executive decrees
being issued to establish a compensation fund for small ten-
ants, in addition to the electoral law that is still debated be-
cause all parties are searching for a “tailor made” law which
will make the Parliament lose its role as a representative coun-
cil. He added, “We are concerned about the Parliament and
the Democratic Parliamentary System in Lebanon. [Our po-
litical system] became similar to the Loya Jirga adopted in
Afghanistan that sets the path the country should follow, and
which is extremely disturbing.” 

Emphasizing the pioneering role that the Lebanese Univer-
sity should carry out in rectifying the course of the political
and legislative activity, Gemayel stressed on its duty to meet
the needs of this era by creating faculties specialized in oil,
gas and informatics. He also called upon the relevant stake-
holders to invest in the Lebanese human resources and attract
them. President Gemayel concluded by paying tribute to the
cooperation between the Lebanese University and research
centres similar to Maison du Futur, that act as intellectual ob-
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servatories to analyse the present and foresee the future. This
will provide decision makers with visions and strategies, clarify
the possible options, and rationalize the process of choosing
the most suitable one. He finally hoped that the Lebanese
University would remain a university for all the Lebanese no
matter what their religious affiliation is, and that it would be
the first institution to take the initiative to save and allow
Lebanon to smoothly cross towards the State of Law.

The President of the Lebanese Univer-
sity Professor Fuad Ayoub took the floor
and said, “We are honoured to have the
Lebanese University involved in the dis-
cussion of sensitive national topics, and
participate in the political, social and eco-
nomic reforms in Lebanon.” He added
that the concept of “State of Law” deter-
mines the general legal framework of the
State and is built upon basic factors and
prerequisites, and countries seeking to es-
tablish the State of Law should respect
those fundamentals, even in the simplest
national legislations. Judicial surveillance
and an independent judiciary are the nu-
cleus of the State of Law that requires so-
cial justice, equity and the adoption of the
principle of equal opportunities. This gives confidence to the
citizens and helps them develop their citizenship. The
Lebanese University plays a major role in crossing to the State
of Law, be it through teaching law or through organizing legal
conferences related to this topic. Ayoub stated that courses per-
taining to human rights were introduced in all faculties of the
Lebanese University and not only in the Faculty of Law.

Under the title “Constitutional and Legal Obstacles to
the State of Law”, the first session was inaugurated by An-
toine Atallah, Dean of the Doctoral School in the Faculty of
Law and Political and Administrative Sciences, who presented
the speakers. Former President of the Higher Judiciary Coun-
cil Ghaleb Ghanem, the President of the Constitutional
Council Issam Sleiman and Former Minister Ziad Baroud.

Ghaleb Ghanem started his intervention by saying that
he will shed light on the controversial topic through the fol-
lowing three questions :

Is the formula of sharing power between spiritual
communities the cause of the system’s crisis and the paralysis
of institutions? 

CROSSING TOWARDS THE RULE OF LAW

On the right :
Fuad Ayoub.
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Do the President of the Republic and the Prime Minister
have a discretionary authority in Cabinet formation, or are
they shackled to the political game revealed by parliamentary
consultations ?

What can be done should the parties forming the political
majority refuse the representation of a specific religious com-
munity in the Cabinet, or should the Ministers representing a
specific religious community resign, and who will replace them?

Regarding the first question, from a constitutional perspec-
tive, Ghanem said that the Constitution amended by the Taif
Agreement tried to distance itself from sectarianism and its
negative impact, promising to abolish it. The Constitution
used a softer terminology for sectarianism, “spiritual families”,
while the majority of constitutional texts talking about sec-
tarianism mentioned it in a pejorative context considering it
as the opposite of nationalism.

On another note, Ghanem disclaimed the accuracy of
blaming all the issues of the Lebanese political system on sec-
tarianism and the mutual coexistence formula among religious
communities. He spoke about the geopolitical challenges that
Lebanon faced and that were the cause behind the irregular
political activity and the improper functioning of the institu-
tions. One of those challenges was the presence of foreign
armed forces on Lebanese territory. Ghanem differentiated be-
tween the State of Law which means the State of strong insti-
tutions, and the Rule of Law considered as the ultimate
objective of the State of Law. He concluded this point by say-
ing that the State of Law will never see the light unless the
Lebanese people give priority to what is national over what is

From left to right:
Antoine Atallah,
Ghaleb Ghanem,
Issam Sleiman
and
Ziad Baroud.
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sectarian, in other words the individual should prioritize the
political order of the nation-state over his religious affiliation.

Answering the second question from a constitutional per-
spective, Ghanem argued that the constitution dedicated ar-
ticles 53 and 64 to Cabinet formation. The first article
determines the prerogatives of the President of the Republic
while the second one describes the prerogatives of the Prime
Minister. He added that some constitutional amendments
adopted in 1990 abolished the discretionary power that was
given to the President in appointing and dismissing Ministers
and naming the Prime Minister, linking instead the designa-
tion of the Prime Minister to the results of the binding parlia-
mentary consultations, after deliberating with the Speaker of
the Chamber. The amendments also stipulate the need to
issue decrees to appoint the Cabinet and to accept the resig-
nation of Ministers or their dismissal, in agreement between
the President and the designated Prime Minister.

From a practical perspective, Ghanem spoke about article J
in the Constitution preamble according to which, “There shall
be no constitutional legitimacy for any authority which con-
tradicts the pact of mutual coexistence.” This article is used as
a justification to avoid the literal application of constitutional
texts. Ghanem mentioned some violations that either promote
or curtail the role of the President of the Republic in appoint-
ing the Prime Minister, as when some members of Parliament
delegate their power to nominate the Prime Minister to the
President of the Republic or when the majority of MPs repre-
senting one religious community cluster around a specific per-
son, which will lead to a conundrum should the President of
the Republic decide not to designate this person. Ghanem con-
cluded by saying that this political game exposed by parlia-
mentary consultations as well as political and confessional
agglomerations, plays a major role in limiting the prerogatives
of the President and of the Government.

In reference to the third question, and from a constitutional
perspective, he said that according to article C of the Consti-
tution’s preamble, Lebanon is a Parliamentary Democratic Re-
public. The Constitution gives the parliamentary majority a
say in the Cabinet formation through the MPs vote of confi-
dence that the Cabinet should win. Nevertheless, the Consti-
tution in article J of the preamble stipulates a basic rule to be
respected before the Cabinet formation, stating that “there
shall be no constitutional legitimacy for any authority which
contradicts the pact of mutual coexistence.” This rule under-
mines the right of the parliamentary majority to impose the

CROSSING TOWARDS THE RULE OF LAW
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Cabinet formation or at least to hinder its formation by ab-
staining from giving vote of confidence to the Cabinet. 

From a realistic perspective, another “Lebanese wonder” of
the political system is the concept of consensual democracy
that was tailored for the pluralistic Lebanese society. Margin-
alizing a religious community is a violation of the rule of mu-
tual coexistence; should this dilemma arise, the President of
the Republic shall play a unifying role, ensuring the enforce-
ment of the Constitution, avoiding the society’s fragmenta-
tion and preventing any threat to the unity of the Nation. 

The President of the Constitutional Council Issam
Sleiman started his intervention by examining the legal ob-
stacles that impede Lebanon from crossing to the State of Law.
“To discuss this topic, we should start by defining the State
of Law to know whether its founding principles prevail within
the Lebanese State and its constitutional regime, and to dis-
close the obstacles preventing the crossing to the promised
State”. In reference to the State of Law founding principles,
he firstly mentioned that the authority shall be exercised in
accordance with the law, which determines its rise, powers and
prerogatives within the framework of a hierarchical legal sys-
tem headed by the Constitution. As a second feature, he spec-
ified the regularity of the constitutional institutions’
performance, and that the people in democratic systems are
the ultimate source of authority through free and fair elections
which allow the voter to make an informed decision in choos-
ing his representatives and holding them accountable. He
added that holding elections is not sufficient to have a demo-
cratic system, for we also need to protect freedoms and rights
stipulated in constitutional texts, and to determine the pre-
rogatives of different powers, in addition to ensuring the reg-
ularity of the constitutional institutions’ performance.

In reference to whether we can describe Lebanon as a State
of Law, Sleiman said that the Constitution and the National
Pact governing Lebanon have taken into account pluralism in
terms of their emphasis on a power-sharing system where all
religious communities are represented. While the National
Pact stressed on coexistence as a mean to achieve civil peace
in a State where security, stability, and decent living are guar-
anteed for all citizens, the Constitution stipulates that
Lebanon is a Parliamentary Democracy respecting and hon-
ouring the values, rules and regulations adopted by modern
constitutional regimes. Yet at the same time, the Constitution
has also imposed the participation of the different religious
communities in power, initiating a problematic situation that
usually doesn’t exist in parliamentary systems. According to
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Sleiman, this combination caused confusion in formulating
some of the Constitution’s provisions, which resulted in dif-
ferent interpretations reflecting diverse interests. Thus, the
Constitution became “a point of view” especially in light of
the absence of a constitutional reference entity to interpret
the Constitution when needed. Sometimes this situation has
caused the paralysis of the constitutional institutions and at
other times a power vacuum.

The participation of religious communities in decision-
making was exploited to strengthen the power of these com-
munities at the expense of public interests, which transformed
religious communities into segregated groups. This situation
has led to the firm rooting of confessional divisions and has
increased the deficiency of constitutional institutions’ per-
formance as well as the spread of a compounded and system-
atic corruption. 

In light of this pessimistic vision, Sleiman wondered
whether it was possible for the Lebanese State to cross to-
wards the State of law, asserting that this process requires a
deep understanding of the principles of the Pact of mutual
coexistence. The latter called for the participation of religious
communities to build the desired State without consecrating
the division of power amongst them. The participation
principle has a national dimension and not a simple sectarian
one, and the true democratic system shall be based on a gov-
ernment representing the parliamentary majority, with an
opposition ensured by a parliamentary minority monitoring
the performance of the Cabinet. What is currently taking
place in Lebanon, namely the formation of consensus govern-
ments including both the parliamentary majority and minor-
ity on the pretext of respecting the Pact, reflects a hybrid
model that paralyses State institutions and threatens them to
burst inward. 

He concluded by saying that overcoming this obstacle that
is crippling our inclusive parliamentary system and preventing
the State from crossing to the State of Law “requires plurality
in religious communities’ representation” as it was the case
before the Taif Agreement. Moreover, finding a constitutional
entity responsible of ensuring constitutional solutions would
prevent the paralysis of institutions whenever political ten-
sions arise. This reference entity could be represented by the
President of the Republic, for modern parliamentary systems
have given the President prerogatives that can be used when
necessary in order to regulate the work of institutions, “an ob-
jective we are in dire need for,” Sleiman ended.

CROSSING TOWARDS THE RULE OF LAW
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Former Minister Ziad Baroud presented an intervention
entitled, “Obstacles within the Electoral Law Preventing
Lebanon from Crossing to the State of Law.” Baroud objected
to the adopted Arabic use of “State of Law” (Dawlat El Qua-
noun), as a translation of the French terminology “État de
Droit”, saying that he prefers to use the expression “the State
of Right” (Dawlat el Haq in Arabic), because unlike the law
that is subject to humans’ whims, the “Right” is absolute and
has specific criteria. In reference to the enforced electoral sys-
tem and the obstacles it entails preventing the building of the
State of Law from being processed and established, Baroud
firstly mentioned article 24 of the Constitution that stipulates
equal representation of Muslims and Christians, and propor-
tional representation of religious communities. Baroud asked
whether Lebanon is subject to the rule of numbers or to the
right of all minorities to be represented – political minorities
before sectarian minorities. He also mentioned another con-
stitutional impediment embodied in article 22 of the Consti-
tution that stipulates the creation of a Senate, yet linking its
establishment to the first parliamentary elections held on the
basis of a national law rather than a sectarian one.

Baroud also spoke about the lack of consistency in electoral
legislations, and the permanent need for a new law before
every legislative election. He considered that this lack of con-
sistency necessarily leads to the lack of stability in political
life translated by the extension of the mandate of the
Chamber on the pretext of the need to enact a new electoral
law. He also mentioned obstacles related to the electoral sys-
tem in terms of expanding representation. Baroud said that
the majority system is not bad in itself since the one con-
stituency system is adopted in many democracies around the
world, as it is the case for the one man one vote system. The
problem in the majority system created in Lebanon is due to
the electoral lists that make it a plurinominal voting system
(where candidates must receive a plurality of the total vote to
win). The latter is still adopted in three countries only and is
not representative, since it is based on the principle “winner-
take-all”, which is not normal. On the other hand, the pro-
portional system may not be appropriate in many democracies
around the world, yet in Lebanon such a system seems to be
consistent with the Lebanese sectarian, political, intellectual
and regional diversity, and able to ensure the highest level of
electorate participation. 

Baroud concluded by mentioning other obstacles related to
the absence of an independent entity to supervise the elec-
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tions, and the absence of reforms that must be observed in
any electoral law tackling a number of issues as gender quota,
military voting, and pre-printed ballots among other issues.

During the discussion, the participants agreed that transit-
ing to the State of Law requires the eradication of all forms of
sectarianism and the implementation of the law – especially
the constitution, the promotion of citizenship, and the adop-
tion of a modern political party’s law. The participants did
not consider what is currently happening in Lebanon to be
general elections but rather by-elections, since the results are
known beforehand for the majority of the seats and subse-
quently, the elections take place over specific seats only. Stress-
ing that the constitution must consider the social fabric, they
emphasized the importance of preserving the spirit of the Na-
tional Pact and understanding its underlying philosophy in
terms of interpreting the concept of participation in its na-
tional dimension rather than its sectarian one and that it is a
participation in building the state and not merely a power-
sharing based on sectarian quota. Finally, they mentioned the
necessity for any new election law to include a clarification of
the rationale behind its adoption. 

Under the title “Challenges of the Sectarian System and
the Legislations”, the second session kicked off with its mod-
erator Ali Rammal introducing the speakers ; George Corm,
former Minister and Lecturer at Saint Joseph University ;
Khaled Kabbani, former Minister and former President of
the Civil Service Board ; and former MP Salah Hnein.

George Corm began his intervention on “The Problematic
Relationship between the Sectarian System and the Need for
a Democratic Change” by thanking the organizers of the con-
ference for choosing such an important topic. He divided his
intervention into three parts : A description of the Lebanese
democracy crisis, the solutions, and the external factors affect-
ing Lebanese different denominations.

Corm stated that the democratic crisis in Lebanon is due
to many factors ; some are ideological while others are related
to the norm adopted in allocating the offices of the state. “We
tend to forget the circumstances which led to the implemen-
tation of the Lebanese system. It started with the two Qaim
Maqams followed by the Mutasarrifate then the National
Pact.” Lebanon was established amid a conflict between Great
Britain and France over their mutual sphere of influence and
control in the region. This conflict led to the creation of the
sectarian system in Lebanon to serve the interests of Great
Britain and France. Corm even considered the roots of the
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democratic crisis in Lebanon to be ideological since we are all
impressed with Michel Chiha’s thoughts. “I believe [Chiha]
was a pioneer in presenting the best theorization of pluralism
in political systems. What we call today post-modernist the-
ories enhance Chiha’s theory pertaining to cultural pluralism,”
said Corm. He considered that the weakness of Chiha’s theory
resides in exaggerating the so-called cultural differences among
Lebanese, stating that every denomination has its own speci-
ficities, which is in reality wrong. He added that religious, de-
nominational, and even ethnic diversity are one thing ; while
cultural and civilizational diversity are another. The latter can-
not be found among people who speak the same language.

On the other hand, the second challenge we are facing is
the sectarian-quota-base principle adopted for the state of-
fices’ allocation, which has led to a contradiction within the
Constitution: How can we be equal before the law if there are
positions of right to a certain sect and prohibited to other
communities ? ? How can we be equal before the law in the
absence of a unified Personal Status law ? It is also worthy to
note the 1936 decision of the French high commissioner
which instated sectarian entities as an intermediary between
the citizens and the state. Later on, the constitutional amend-
ments of the Taif Agreement set a mechanism to abolish po-
litical sectarianism, yet, unfortunately it was not applied. And
of course, we cannot neglect the infamous post-Taif system of
allocation based on consensual democracy which discarded all
standards of a democratic system.

In the second part (i.e. the solutions), Corm claimed that
we became prisoners of the rationale that exaggerates the im-

From left to right:
George Corm,
Khaled Kab-
bani, Salah
Hnein and Ali
Rammal.
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portance of denominations’ role, to the extent that we erro-
neously see cultural differences between the Lebanese and
among denominations. In Lebanon, we do have religious and
denominational diversity, but our culture as Lebanese is one ;
although, there is a popular post-modernist theory that links
the concept of plurality to a difference among civilizations.
He continued saying, “To achieve civil peace in Lebanon, we
have to face all such theories – there are neither different civ-
ilizations in Lebanon, nor multiple civilizations, as some are
claiming!” The higher interest of Lebanon lies in its cultural
security, and to preserve it we must carefully select the terms
we use in our discourse.

Going back to the theme of the conference, Corm insisted
we change our mindset, “In their demand for a unified Per-
sonal Status law, the secular laypeople are actually proposing
the addition of a nineteenth denomination ; that of the secu-
larists. This, in itself, is illogical !” He added that the unified
Personal Status law must apply to everyone, not only to those
who are part of the so-called nineteenth denomination, and
anyone who would like to follow the rules of his/her religion
or denomination is free to do so.

Corm concluded by saying that he will not tackle the third
part due to lack of time. He closed by saying ; “If we restore
ethical conduct in political life, we can constructively propose
alternatives such as having the critical offices in the state al-
located according to a rotation basis among different denom-
inations.” This might solve many problems while preserving
equality between Muslims and Christians in general.

Moderator Rammal gave the floor to Minister Khaled
Kabbani who discussed ‘The Problematic Relationship be-
tween the Sectarian System and Public Administration’. Kab-
bani began his intervention by stating that the Lebanese
Constitution is the life charter that governs political and social
life in Lebanon and is the live expression of the lived reality.
It also reflects the Lebanese social structure which is based on
sectarian diversity and grants all denominations a constitu-
tional and political existence.

Kabbani added that all the pacts upon which the modern
state of Lebanon was established – The 1926 Lebanese Con-
stitution, the 1943 National Pact, and the 1990 Taif Agree-
ment – considered political sectarianism as a temporary
system of power-sharing and governance. They all insisted on
its cancellation for the purpose of preserving supreme national
interests. He confirmed that the philosophy behind these
charters adopting the sectarian formula was to guarantee
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equality among the different religious communities and pre-
vent one group from monopolizing power. 

Referring to the influence of the sectarian political system
on Public Administration, thus, on the rise of the State of Law,
Kabbani said that the Public Administration is flooded by po-
litical exploitation of sectarianism and is even used to trigger
political conflicts. This has weakened it and made it lose its
impartiality and role in serving the citizens by virtue of the
laws without any discrimination. The Public Administration
has become the property of religious communities under the
pretext of preserving their rights. This, too, has crippled the
process of accountability and the rule of law. Officials now
consider themselves to be the guardians of their denomina-
tions. To hold them accountable means to hold accountable
the whole religious community they represent. This has made
the role of oversight institutions obsolete and prevented
Lebanon from becoming a State of Law and institutions.

Furthermore, the sectarian system facilitated the spread of
corruption in public administrations, coupled with a lack of
will to combat it. Corruption has become a natural phenom-
enon and part of the local culture to the extent that the cor-
rupt pride themselves with such ill-behavior that has become
their source of money, power, influence, protection, and, worse
still, better social standing. Corruption is a key impediment
to building the State of Law in Lebanon. 

He concluded by saying that the Public Administration suf-
fers from many other problems. These can be summarized in
three main ones. The legislative process and misty legislative
texts governing the Public Administration ; lack of qualified
human resources and lack of incentives and accountability ;
and finally, lack of a sound work environment in administra-
tions. Kabbani concluded by emphasizing the necessity of
changing the mindset of officials who have transformed the
sectors of public administration into cantons, stressing that
administrative reform starts with a political will to abolish po-
litical sectarianism.

Former MP Salah Hnein’s intervention tackled ‘The Prob-
lematic Relationship between the Sectarian System and the
Legislative Process’. He said; “There is no doubt that religious
beliefs and traditions deserve our utmost respect. Yet, article
19 of the Lebanese Constitution granted religious leaders the
right to refer to the Constitutional Council in all matters of
personal status, freedom of belief and religious practice, in ad-
dition to the freedom of religious teaching.” He called for the
cancelling of this article since the Lebanese Constitution guar-
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antees all the freedoms mentioned above and since public free-
doms are a national issue rather than a sectarian one. He
added that any proposal to abolish political sectarianism will
be challenged before the Constitutional Council by these lead-
ers. It is strange to see that the legislators who paved the way
to cancelling political sectarianism set an impediment to it,
represented in article 19 of the Constitution.

As to the sectarian and political exploitation of the legisla-
tive process, he shed light on a new phenomenon, that of plac-
ing the National Pact vis-à-vis the Constitution for the
purpose of questioning the legitimacy of the laws. He called
it a heresy especially that the 1990 Constitution included all
what the Lebanese have agreed on and brought together the
1926 Constitution, the National Pact, and the Taif Agree-
ment. Consequently, these three documents became an inte-
gral part of the Constitution. He added ; “Thus, no one should
refuse to implement the Constitution arguing that it contra-
dicts the Pact. Quite the opposite – To implement the Consti-
tution is to respect the National Pact.”

For the unspoken part of the National Pact, its first part re-
lates to the reservation of the top three offices in the state for
representatives from certain religious communities. This part
is still agreed upon and implemented. As for the second part,
which is known as “no to the West, no to the East”, it refuses
any form of submission to neighboring or Western countries,
as a joint commitment to establish a non-aligned state, to pre-
serve supreme national interests, to achieve peace, and to
build a state. 

Consequently, he argued that the National Pact does not
mention the participation of religious communities in consti-
tutional institutions as a condition for their legitimacy. There-
fore, if a certain group refuses to attend the council of
ministers or the parliament’s sessions, they have no right to
cite the Pact in order to challenge the legitimacy of either.
Quorum is met according to requirements set by the Consti-
tution and not by whether all denominations are present. He
considered that the problem does not lie in the democratic
parliamentary system which is based on confessional balance,
respect of plurality, and competence, but it is in those who
have misused the system, transforming it into a quota system.

During the discussion, the participants highlighted that the
plurality in Lebanon must be an enriching factor rather than
a threatening one, hence the importance of rejecting sub-af-
filiations. They also considered the sectarian system to have
proven its failure repeatedly, leaving Lebanon an easy prey to
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superpowers. They insisted on putting an end to the false
claim that there is a civilizational schism among the Lebanese.

The third session, entitled “Geopolitical Challenges Hin-
dering the State of Law”, was moderated by the Dean of
the Faculty of Information, Georges Sadaka. He introduced
the three speakers. Former Minister Rachid Derbas, MP and
Lecturer at the Lebanese University, Ali Fayad, and Professor
Sami Aoun from Sherbrooke University in Canada.

Former Minister Derbas began his intervention by object-
ing to the title of the conference, for it denies the existence of
a state in Lebanon. He believes that the issue to be raised in-
stead is how to implement the laws in a State of Law and con-
sequently whether the Lebanese can reach a unified vision on
foreign policy. After presenting a historical overview of
Lebanon’s relations with foreign entities (starting with Hiram
I of Tyre, Fakhreddine II, and Bachir Shehab the Great), Der-
bas considered that these examples, “have casted a shadow on
our modern state, starting with the events of 1958 to the de-
feat of 1967, and until the outbreak of the civil war in April
13, 1975.” Therefore, the answer to the question set to debate
is negative, for the reason that internal conflicts and quarrels
have dominated the political life in Lebanon since its incep-
tion as a state in the early 20th Century (and even before),
such as the encounters between Qaysis and Yemenis, Druze
and Maronites, as well as the differences among several anti-
thetical ideologies, for instance those pledging for the country’s
independence and sovereignty, and those pro-Ottomanism
and Arabism. 

He further added that the question raised by the confer-
ence, on whether national sovereignty can be achieved in the

From left to right:
Georges Sadaka,
Rachid Derbas,
Ali Fayad and
Sami Aoun.
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presence of external projects for the region or through aligning
with one or more of these, is closely linked to another ques-
tion on whether the Lebanese can have a shared vision on na-
tional interests. Only when they agree on one foreign policy
to protect Lebanon’s interest the State of Law will be a given.
It is a simple equation – Can Lebanese different political par-
ties agree on electricity, solid waste, oil investment, financial
policy, Syrian refugees, fighting terrorism, or the importance
of the Lebanese diaspora ? The answer is no. Then, how can
they agree on one foreign policy ?

He concluded by saying that Greater Lebanon is a genius
formula that we need to firmly cling to, now more than ever.

Moderator Sadaka then gave the floor to Sami Aoun
whose intervention was entitled, “The Impact of Lebanese
parties’ connections on the Regional Players’ Ambitions and
their Expansionist Plans on the Establishment of the State of
Law.” Aoun said that he will tackle the signs of the crisis en-
gulfing democracies in general, and Western democracies in
particular, and how they influence democracy in Lebanon es-
pecially that Western democracies constitute the vital source
of “the Lebanese democratic experience.” 

He set the hypotheses that constitute the basis of his in-
tervention – First, acknowledging that the Lebanese democ-
racy is not imposed by foreign powers and that it was neither
consensual nor confessional, because Lebanon was established
on national or civil basis and not on sectarianism. Second, do-
mestic issues cannot be isolated from regional or international
events. Third, it is not necessary to govern the Lebanese di-
versity with sectarianism. And fourth, a State of Law or a
State of Right cannot but be a democratic state.

Aoun clarified that the presence of signs indicating that
Western democracies are in crisis does not mean that their ex-
istence is threatened ; instead, it means that they are suffering
from a disease akin to what Western countries had experi-
enced in the 1930s and 1940s with the emergence of Nazism.
Today, Western democracy has lost its appeal after violations
of the law, corruption, and the use of non-democratic means
which promotes authoritarian ideologies. Added to this, the
Western media has lost its credibility. All this impacts the
Lebanese democracy. 

On the other hand, the crisis in Western democracies will
lead to a geopolitical crisis. When the West is witnessing a
strategic internal crisis, it will be also subjected to an external
one. When Western democracies lose trustworthiness, they
will be inept to promote their democracy, which negatively

CROSSING TOWARDS THE RULE OF LAW



48

HORIZONS 2017

impacts Lebanon as well as its surroundings. Western democ-
racies have failed to impose their democracy with soft hand
means, as they have failed to do so with heavy hand means. 

He concluded by saying that Lebanon is severely affected
by the nonexistence of breeding ground for democratic values
in its surroundings, yet it cannot but interacts with both the
East and the West. Nevertheless, Lebanon is immune ; and its
immunity is inherent. It is impossible for Lebanon to be a re-
ligious or confessional or sectarian state. It should strive to
spread a peaceful civil culture that prevents the ambivalence
between religion and politics and promotes citizenship. We
cannot achieve such a goal without democracy, and we cannot
reach political modernity without being citizens.

Ali Fayad’s intervention was entitled, “The State’s Project
Versus the Interests of Regional States.” He said that there are
three geostrategic dimensions that protect Lebanon – the
Mediterranean to the West ; Palestine to the South ; and Syria
to the East and North. The Mediterranean is a window to the
world, to trade, and to foreign relations. Israel is the enemy,
and Syria has the longest land borders with Lebanon and is
its economic lifeline. 

He added that historically, Lebanon has always been pro-
foundly affected by the regional trends and balance of power,
and Syria has played a key role in altering the latter. He con-
tinued by saying that Lebanon has traditionally been in the
heart of three major conflicts jeopardizing its stability – the
Arab-Israeli conflict, the inter-Arab conflicts, and the Arab-
Western conflict. In addition, other major events left their
mark on Lebanon such as the Syrian crisis which altered the
geostrategic situation of both countries, whereby Syria became
a source of takfiri threat, and Hezbollah became an important
player on the regional and international levels due to its in-
tervention in Syria. “I believe this is positive for Lebanon,”
he said.

He explained that Hezbollah tried to prevent the division
of Syria and protect the state, while providing help in carrying
out political reform so that all Syrian parties participate in
power. As for Turkey’s regional role, he stated that since its
chances to join the European Union have dwindled to nil, it
has attempted to play a more vital role as a regional power. It
first adopted the principle of zero problems and the use of soft
power along with economic superiority. However, the advent
of the Arab Spring pushed Ankara to reconsider its policy to-
wards the Middle East betting that these series of uprisings
would give it a grip on the Arab World. This new foreign pol-
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icy proved unsuccessful, and the severed ties between Turkey
and Egypt are a blatant proof. 

On the other hand, Turkey’s ambitions in Syria received a
severe blow with the ascendancy of Kurds and ISIS. So, now,
it can only hope to prevent Kurds from potentially establish-
ing a state and to have a say in drawing the future of the re-
gion. Moving on to Saudi Arabia, he said it is currently
suffering from both economic and ideological challenges, “for
it is no secret that the Kingdom is the source of Salafist ex-
tremism.” It also suffers from security challenges namely the
war in Yemen along with its struggle with Iran, and it is seek-
ing to preserve its leadership over the Sunni world. As for the
Iranian role, Fayad stated that Iran has a vision in the region
that revolves around the Palestinian cause, supporting the re-
sistance, crippling American expansion in the region, and
fighting radical thought and terrorist – Salafist groups. It also
strives to build a joint Arab-Islamic security space.

Furthermore, he added that the region is going through an
unprecedented period of clashes impacting all of its countries,
the most violent being the Syrian conflict. The countries
mostly suffering from these clashes are those structurally vul-
nerable or enduring civil conflicts. He said ; “In my opinion,
the Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon reordered the Lebanese
politics with domestic concerns taking the lead in drawing the
country’s foreign policy.” He added ; “As a Lebanese politician,
I don’t remember the Iranians ever imposing on us anything
pertaining to domestic affairs. On the contrary, the resistance
has currently reached a status allowing it to influence events
outside the border. In addition, Hezbollah does not allow any-
one to dictate policies at odds with national interests.”

He continued saying that the practical question to be asked
is how the Lebanese state should deal with these facts in a
way that serves national interests. He stated that the different
Lebanese parties are the ones that attract external interfer-
ence. The fragility and weakness of the political system and
internal conflicts provide a fertile environment for foreign
interventions. In addition, the unstable and irrational sectar-
ian structure of the system is considered a foothold for exter-
nal interventions.

Finally, he spoke of three things that Lebanon has to
achieve ;

Israel is an enemy that threatens Lebanon’s security.
Lebanon must acquire the capacity to counter this threat.

Lebanon should always maintain friendship and cordial ties
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with Syria as a state regardless of the regime in power. A stable
Syria is vital to ensure Lebanon’s security, and political and
economic stability. Moreover, the solution to the Syrian crisis
will affect Lebanon whatever its underpinning principles are.
Will Syria be divided into several states ? Will it become a fed-
eracy ? Or will it be a centralized state ?

Fight the Takfiri threat in all its forms.
He concluded that we need to build a flexible state as an

alternative to a failing state to pave the way towards a solid
and strong state. The region stands nowadays at an important
crossroads with many looming wicked challenges that cannot
be tackled by conventional means.

The following discussion mainly focused on Hezbollah’s
role in Syria. A participant addressed a question to PM Fayad
on the repercussions of the request issued by the US represen-
tative at the United Nations asking Iran to withdraw its
militias from Syria. Fayad said that we cannot but move head-
strong to achieve a political solution in Syria and put an end
to the war once and for all while ensuring the political partic-
ipation of all Syrian social components. “As for the American
pressure exerted to vacate the scene before the opposition and
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takfiri groups, this is a red-line, and it will not lead to a solution
for the crisis,” he added, reasserting that Lebanon’s security
is an off-limits arena when it comes to Hezbollah.

While another participant stated that history has proven
that when Syria is stable, Lebanon is not, and when Syria is
not stable, Lebanon is, Fayad underscored that a U-turn path
is currently impossible for Lebanon ; the country is before a
historic opportunity to contribute to the rebuilding of Syria,
stressing that Syria will witness the emergence of a new polit-
ical order that will be in Lebanon’s best interest.

When asked about whether Hezbollah can be flexible itself
and allow for some space to save whatever can be saved to
build the State of Law, Fayad said that as much as Hezbollah
is strong when it comes to the resistance, as much as it asserts
flexibility in domestic affairs.

The conference was concluded with Minister Derbas con-
firming the principle of a flexible state because a weak state
can be destroyed and a heavy handed state can be broken.
Therefore, we must choose flexibility in political engagement
based on common interests.
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OIL 
AND GAS

MAISON DU FUTUR 
BIKFAYA SERAIL
[APRIL 21st, 2017]
THIS CONFERENCE WAS HELD
UNDER CHATHAM HOUSE RULES

AGENDA

WELCOMING NOTE

SESSION I | UNLOCKING
LEBANON’S GAS
POTENTIAL
– What is Lebanon hydrocar-
bon resource potential?
– What technologies will help
unlock Lebanon’s hydrocar-
bon potential? 
– What is the reality of rising
development costs and stag-
nant prices for Lebanon’s fu-
ture upstream development?

SESSION II | LEBANON’S
POLICY AND REGULATION
IN A DEEP OFFSHORE
E&P AND LOW PRICE
ENVIRONMENT
– What are Lebanon’s invest-
ment opportunities in up-
stream lifecycle in the current
and expect gas market
conditions? 
– How is Lebanon structuring
the future opportunities? 
– Who are the key players to
take advantage when fields
are opened for bidding? 
– Who are the decision –
makers managing reforms
and investments? 

KEYNOTE SPEAKER
Can Lebanon as a natural
gas exporter achieve its
true potential in the East
Med geopolitical context? 

Lebanon’s Oil and Gas Round Table event was
held on April 21st, 2017, at the Maison du Futur
(MdF) headquarters in Bikfaya, Lebanon. The
event organized by MdF and Energy Intelligence
(EI) aimed at facilitating dialogue between the
Lebanese government and potential stakeholders
in the development of the country’s oil and gas
sector. The event was a timely opportunity amid
Lebanon’s first open licensing round to hold dis-
cussions among diplomats and representatives of
the Lebanese government, international oil and
oil service companies, the Lebanese financial sec-
tor, Lebanon’s elite legal firms, academic institu-
tions, insurance, and petrochemical sectors.
Participants held a private roundtable discussion
to assess the country’s readiness to enter the in-
ternational oil and gas scene and place Lebanon
on the potential producer map. Discussions cen-
tered around four key themes, including; 

(1) Lebanon’s gas potential 
(2) Policy and regulation 
(3) Marketing, risk, and opportunities 
(4) Economic impact of oil and gas

exploration. 
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Panel discussions converged onto valuable
insights pertaining to the challenges and oppor-
tunities facing oil and gas development of the
East Med, particularly Lebanon. Based on feed-
back and discussions, EI and MdF recommend
maintaining and enhancing communication be-
tween oil and gas experts in government or the
private sector, and the Lebanese public through
unbiased, objective, and specialized outlets, in-
cluding local media. Particular attention should
be given to grow trust between governmental en-

SESSION III | MARKET-
ING, RISK AND
OPPORTUNITIES
– How will Lebanon’s gas
pricing policy and future
market development look? 
– Will pipelines play a role
in Lebanon’s future gas mar-
keting strategy? 
– Partnership or competi-
tion with Russian natural
gas to Europe? What other
markets are there for
Lebanon? 

SESSION IV | DIRECT
ECONOMIC IMPACT OF
OIL AND GAS EXPLO-
RATION IN LEBANON
– How will Lebanon’s infra-
structure meet the country’s
hydrocarbon potential?
– How will Local Content
obligations be met? Are
they a burden or an
opportunity? 
– How will Lebanon avoid
the plights that come with
natural resource booms?
– What role will innovative
sources of capital and debt
financing play in addressing
the industry’s needs? The
conventional financial
sector? 
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tities involved in the oil and gas sector development and the
local community through continued transparency and dia-
logue. Additionally, a specialized, focused follow-up workshop
needs to be planned to address the event’s recommendations
and promote the country’s readiness for developing its oil and
gas sector.

OIL AND GAS
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MEDIA
EFFICIENCY

UNDER REGIONAL
INTERNATIONAL 

VARIABLES

an
d

LEBANESE UNIVERSITY
FACULTY OF INFORMATION
SECTION 2
[APRIL 27st, 2017]

OVERVIEW

In the context of the expansion of social media
and networks and transformations experienced by
the media and international communication land-
scape, and in the context of research on the reper-
cussions of the technical revolution and the spread
of social media and their transformation into a
source of news and information allowing followers
to dispense with traditional media, the debate at
the turn of the century focused on the disappear-
ance of the print media culture vis-a-vis the tech-
nological information media culture. Most studies
of the new media phenomenon focused on the new
media and their channels and outlets, often over-
looking the change witnessed by content and by the
role of journalism in general.

Modern technology was considered by many to
have contributed significantly to securing access to
information and the rapid spread of information.
It also provided citizens with an opportunity to
participate in public life and the making of public
opinion by highlighting issues that traditional
media ignored due to political and financial pres-
sures. New concepts emerged, most notably the
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AGENDA

OPENING SPEECH :
“Maison du Futur” and the
Lebanese University
Moderator : Hani Saf, Director
of the Faculty of Information
Section 2, Lebanese University.

Pierre Ghanem, Journalist
and correspondent at Al Arabiya
News channel in Washington.
Media Crisis in Western
Democracies: Media, Sys-
tem, or Leadership Crisis? 
– American State of Mind:
A discontent Media in
Trump era.
– Failed argument of the
domination of major
economic entities on
American media.
– European State of Mind:
Attitude of European press
towards the immigrants and
refugees crisis.

Edmond Saab, Journalist and
former deputy editor-in-chief at
An-Nahar Newspaper.
Information Credibility. 
– Phenomenon of False
News: Structural defect in
the media or a return to
totalitarianism? (Russian
experience with the European
Parliament and the recur-
rence of manipulative
Media).
– Phenomenon of Journalist
Citizen: Democracy or
Chaos?



58

HORIZONS 2017

concept of “journalist citizen” where the source and
recipient of news merged and information produc-
tion as well as its spread increased. 

In light of this new landscape, there are several
questions, the most important of which relates to
the credibility of this information production and
whether it has all known elements and forms of
news in terms of provision of accurate answers to
the four questions of news. The biggest problem is
that the question of information credibility and
accuracy has now reached traditional media be-
cause of the spread of false news. One said that
the media function is now to investigate the accu-
racy of news that flows in an “advertising” rather
than an informative manner. Headlines filling
various media outlets and summarized in the
smart cell phone screen, stick in the minds of people
without giving them the opportunity to look into
their authenticity or accuracy. On top of all prob-
lems of the media landscape comes the news engine.
The citizen is mistaken if he / she considers that
modern technology belongs to him / her alone. This
virtual space is available to all, and is exploited
by institutions, organizations, states and intelli-
gence agencies to broadcast news in like a “telex”
does to stick in the mind without verification. Per-
haps the most threatening in this area to the
“fourth authority” the fact that decision makers
are dispensing with it : they now go directly to the
recipient without going through the journalistic fil-
ter. They have seized the role of the media in shap-
ing and guiding public opinion, and we may not
be exaggerating if we talk about the phenomenon
of “the journalist politician!” If social media have
withdrawn from the traditional press the task of
ensuring communication between the head and
base in societies, in addition to the task of moni-
toring authorities to contribute to the making of
reality, not only communicating it. The media,
with its digital and traditional branches, face a
major credibility crisis pushing media away from
their role as a system to protect democracy with
strict professional standards and ethics.

y

Walid Choucair, Journalist
and columnist at Al-Hayat
Newspaper.
Relationship between
media and political power
– Role of the media of
ensuring communication
between the head and base
in societies, and the
phenomenon of the
journalist politician.
– Watchdog role of the
media vis-à-vis decision-
making.
– Role of the media in shap-
ing reality and the public
opinion.

DISCUSSION
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N COOPERATION with the Lebanese University, Faculty of
Information, Maison du Futur (MdF) held a seminar enti-

tled “Media Efficiency under Regional and International Vari-
ables” on the premises of the Faculty of Information Section
II. The seminar addressed three main axes : The media crisis in
western democracies, credibility of news, and relationship be-
tween media and political power. The Director of the Faculty
of Information Section II, Dr. Hani Safi, moderated the sem-
inar which featured Pierre Ghanem, journalist and correspon-
dent at Al Arabiya News Channel in Washington DC;
Edmond Saab, journalist and former deputy editor at An-
Nahar Newspaper ; and Walid Choucair, journalist and colum-
nist at Al-Hayat Newspaper. A number of students from the
Faculty of Information Section I and II attended the seminar. 

In his opening speech, Dr. George Sadaka wel-
comed the attendees and commended the cooper-
ation with MdF in organizing seminars and
conferences on public issues ; the first of which was
a conference entitled “Crossing towards the Rule
of Law” held on March 9th, 2017 at the Central
Administration of the Lebanese University. He
stated that the world is changing fast and talked
about the political, economic, social and techno-
logical transformations during the last two
decades, especially in the Arab world. He added
that whoever followed up on the US presidential
elections last November and the French presiden-
tial elections a couple of days ago can see the dras-

tic changes, to an extent that it is becoming hard to
understand and keep pace with variables, mainly in conven-
tional media. He also evoked the technological revolution that
gave rise to social media, altered the role and work of media
and forced conventional media to scale up its efforts to pre-
serve both its existence and mission.

He added that progress often leads to the extinction of
some professions, transforms others and expands their roles,
wondering how the press evolved under such technological
revolution. He concluded by saying ; “We believe that the
presence of educated journalists who respect the rules and
ethics of the profession is more urgent than ever before.” Press
run by journalists who do not abide by professional rules puts
democracy at risk. Information disseminated by the media
sets the public free by updating them about all topics freely,
objectively and transparently. Today, however, media con-
tributes to the enslavement of the public by broadcasting dis-
torted information.

MEDIA EFFICIENCY

I

George Sadaka.
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Mr. Aboud Bejjani spoke on behalf of MdF, starting with
an introduction on Maison du Futur established in 1975 by
President Amine Gemayel to be a think tank in the service of
peace. MdF was a pioneer in utilizing state-of-the-art technol-
ogy, especially in documentation and archiving, to preserve
the national cultural legacy, but also, provide a reservoir of in-
formation for researchers.

He touched upon the various activities of MdF since its re-
vival in 2014 after a forced stop imposed by the Lebanese
events, noting that they are part of an attempt to explore a
new future for the Middle East and create a new Middle East-
ern human being who will live in an atmosphere of freedom,
peace and tolerance and a culture of respect for human rights.
Those activities addressed key issues, such as sustainable de-
velopment, good governance, dialogue, education, health, en-
vironment and energy. He also evoked the data bank at Maison
du Futur, MSI, which provides researchers in all fields with
documented and electronically stored information according
to the latest technologies with an average of 4,000 pieces of
news stored monthly. Bejjani said that the launching of MdF
in its current form was necessary at a bleak time for Lebanon
and the region, stressing that the relaunch was a risk under the
current circumstances in the region. However, experience and
achievements have proved that it is a successful endeavor.

The topic of the seminar is both interesting and difficult as
it raises questions that seem impossible to answer given mod-
ern technology and the emergence of social media which be-
came the first carrier news. An average person can now
transfer news to millions of people, creating chaos in news re-
porting. This modern technology overthrew the principles of
physics and brought distances closer, with news, thus, reaching
the furthest first. Bejjani raised several questions ; “Where is
the truth amidst this large amount of information ? Is there
an existential conflict between conventional media and mod-
ern media ? Who shapes the public opinion ? The answer to
these questions may better be left to the future as it is difficult
to answer them today.”

The Director of the Faculty of Information Section II, Dr.
Hani Safi, took the floor and stated ; “In a world drowning
in a sea of information coming from all over, the scenery we
see ourselves in bears the imprint of digital media which has
not only changed the means and tools of information transfer,
but also the newsmaker, the substance and the content. The
average citizen and politician have become journalists in the
media field. We are surrounded by a huge amount of infor-

Aboud Bejjani.

Hani Safi.
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mation of unknown sources. He then asked ; “What about the
rules and ethics of the profession such as accuracy, reliability
and integrity ? This is what we will discuss today with our dis-
tinguished guests.”

He, then, gave the floor to journalist Pierre Ghanem who
joined the panelists via Skype and addressed media crisis
in western democracies, specifically in Europe and the
United States.

Ghanem started by thank-
ing the organizers of the semi-
nar, and said that he will
particularly focus on the US
experience and try to capture
the current situation of the US
media and the reasons behind
the tension between media
and President Donald Trump. 

Ghanem said ; “Historically,
the United States was home to
large print, radio and televi-
sion media outlets that domi-
nated media sources until the 1990s. The US media has
always been free to express various and different views and
was owned by capitalists. In the nineties, we witnessed a tech-
nological revolution that took us from print media, radio and
television transmission mast and cables to other means of
broadcasting information.” On the impact of this technologi-
cal revolution on the US media, Ghanem added that credible
media outlets upheld their positions and managed to keep
pace with the revolution, while unreliable media outlets dis-
appeared. Trustworthy media outlets have taken advantage of
new and social media to maintain their presence and improve,
especially given the abundance of capital spent to reach out
to consumers. Conventional media revenues reach $123 bil-
lion a year, with an additional $600 million generated through
social media. Conventional media has benefited from techno-
logical development to further establish itself. Recent statistics
show that conventional media was a source of information
during the last presidential campaign for more than 53% of
US citizens, while less than 8% relied on social media. Good
media outlets have, therefore, benefitted from the technolog-
ical revolution to uphold their presence and flourish. Cur-
rently, 12 enterprises own all media outlets in the United
States and their capitals have grown to such an extent that
consumers can rely today on more than just one source.

MEDIA EFFICIENCY
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With regards to the Donald Trump’s phenomenon and his
relationship with US media, Ghanem said that Trump, who
“is an outsider of the US political elite”, has broken the rule
of what we call the “green light” in the media world by inter-
fering in the news cycle through his statements via social
media, namely Twitter. He explained that the “green light” in
the media world is when a journalist, in printed press, radio
or TV station has finished preparing his news bulletin and is
ready to be published or broadcasted. Since Trump likes to
post his fiery statements in the morning or in the evening, he
confuses media outlets and forces them to modify the bulletin
to include his last statements. Trump used Twitter to impose
himself on the news cycle. His interference in this cycle made
him earn the headlines. Trump became president ; yet, he re-
mained faithful to posting on Twitter, and made sure he is al-
ways in direct and constant contact with the American people
through social media. Tension between Trump and the US
media is primarily due to the fact that most of the media out-
lets, with the exception of a few, such as Fox News, are owned
by liberal and democratic capitalists. Ghanem noted that the
US media is free and objective in the collection and transfer-
ring of news, yet, it loses its objectivity when analyzing infor-
mation, thus, revealing the political affiliations of journalists. 

On the European experience, Ghanem commended the in-
tegrity, professionalism and objectivity of the British media
and considered it the best in Europe.

Journalist and political writer, Edmond Saab, then,
addressed the reliability of news, false information and
the phenomenon of citizen journalism.

Saab started his intervention by thanking the organ-
izers of the seminar and evoked the experience of the
New York Times, stressing that the mission of journalism
is to tell the truth. He said that in 1896 an unknown
journalist bought the newspaper that was on the verge
of bankruptcy. When asked on the first day about what
he intended to publish, he replied ; “I want to publish
what is worth publishing,” and when he was asked about
what is not worth publishing, he said, “What is false!
The mission of a newspaper is to tell the truth.” One
hundred years later, the New York Times used the term
“black eye” when it was shaken by the worst scandal in
its history targeting its integrity. One of its reporters
faked news over a span of several years. As a result, the
reporter, the executive director and managing director re-
signed. After all, the newspaper has nothing but its in-

Edmond Saab.
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tegrity to sell to readers in return for their loyalty. Saab con-
tinued that Pierre Ghanem talked about the Trump phenom-
enon and modern technology. According to Saab, Trump is an
exceptional man who came to power at an unusual time and
upended the political life in the United States by the war he
spearheaded through media on behalf of industrial and mili-
tary organizations. Saab also talked about the role of the press
in France and its impact on the course to the presidential elec-
tions. Le Canard Enchainé Newspaper uncovered the corrup-
tion scandals of the right-wing candidate François Fillon who,
consequently, lost the elections. Social media published news
on the centrist Emmanuel Macron saying that he is gay and
that his wife, 30 years his senior, is only a cover up. Social
media went as far as to name his boyfriend to be Mathieu
Galet, the CEO of Radio France. However, this news did not
affect Macron who won the election. Saab also referred to the
important role of the news carrier in making people believe
it-in the case of France, people believed the news of the re-
spectful newspaper and disbelieved social media. He com-
pared the impact of modern technology to the Big Bang
explosion which created the Earth. He said that the techno-
logical revolution resulted in the emergence of a new Cyber-
space, an open democratic environment that cannot be
limited nor controlled.

Subsequently, Saab stressed the need to embrace the core
concepts of journalism which define its mission in society,
mainly amidst the chaos caused by social media. Harvard Uni-
versity identified the mission of journalism as follows ; eradi-
cation of corruption, accountability and distinction between
truth and lies. Harvard also considered that the danger of the
internet includes the contamination of the press by fake news,
undermining and tarnishing the profession of journalism, and
the collapse of democracy. Alternatively, the remedy requires
returning to sound rules, ethical and professional values by
putting pressure on fraudulent enterprises, banning advertise-
ments, and adopting a media education program like the one
launched by the Aspen Institute in the United States. This is
a high school program that teaches students to protect them-
selves against fake media and distinguish between true and
false information.

Journalist and writer Walid Choucair took the floor and
addressed the relationship between media and political power.
He pointed out that the issue of “politician-journalist” is rais-
ing complaints among official journalists who accuse politi-
cians of taking up the profession. “We should put aside these
complaints and accept the concept of “politician-journalists”
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since modern media outlets allowed politicians to communi-
cate directly with the public,” he said. “We should also un-
derstand the challenges caused by such modern outlets as a
race between two camps to reach recipients fast through their
smartphones instead of waiting for the newspaper in the
morning or sitting in front of the TV in the evening.” Accord-
ing to Choucair, journalists have also become recipients, and
this affected their role as an intermediary between politicians
and citizens. They, too, use Twitter and Facebook. Over the
last two decades, conventional media succeeded in adapting
to the abundance of news available through social media. It
partially shifted from receiving and transferring news to ana-
lyzing information published on social media. Today, media
integrates news feed within previously prepared news in a
compiled manner to give consumers a complete coverage.
Complaints against “politician-journalists” are no longer valid
even though the press is losing considerable ground. Politi-
cians no longer need to make interviews or meet with jour-
nalists to disseminate information, as they can post their
messages in one or two sentences on social media. Today, jour-
nalists scramble for politicians to obtain information while,
previously, politicians used to scramble for them to have their
messages delivered to the public. Nevertheless, this does not
mean that politicians no longer need journalists. Besides, so-
cial media is poisoning the press to gain ground on conven-
tional media. In addition to the phenomenon of
“politician-journalist”, citizens, too, have become journalists
(as seen during the war in Syria). Yet, there are legitimate fears
of the effect of this phenomenon on journalists. As they dash
off to publish news, journalists have disregarded professional
rules and become news promoters rather than carriers of true
information. Hence, Internship is of utmost importance.

Some news websites have set a pattern of unprofessional-
ism and reduced the role of media as an intermediary. These
websites, especially in Lebanon, do not produce information
but share it from other websites and from newspapers. Some-
times, they even publish full articles from newspapers under
eye-catching titles to distort their content. Those websites re-
port news, use unusual intriguing tools and do not abide by
the rules of the profession. On the watchdog role of media vis-
à-vis decision-making and given the large amount of news
broadcasted through new media outlets, a journalist should
go beyond his role as an intermediary between politicians and
citizens and promote investigative journalism. “In a nutshell,
concerning the role of media in shaping the public opinion, I
say that we should not fall into the illusion of that role, chiefly

Walid
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with the existence of social media.” Politicians can forge their
own supportive public opinion without the help of the media.
States can now use the internet and social media platforms
to create a public opinion and identify its trends. Choucair
concluded by saying that social media platforms initiate jour-
nalistic work and assign tasks to fresh and inexperienced jour-
nalists. To become an editor who can write news appropriately,
a journalist needs to have experience in obtaining information
as a reporter or a correspondent, hence the importance of in-
vestigative journalism.

Safi, then, opened the floor for discussion, and students
asked panelists the following questions; 

– Following Trump’s election and despite media opposition,
to what extent can the US media still influence the public
opinion ? Did its role shift in this regard ? 

Pierre Ghanem answered ; “The US media still plays a role
in creating the public opinion, but in the United States people
tend to believe media outlets that are in line with their polit-
ical orientations. In the last presidential election, the media
focused its efforts on independent voters who rely on different
media outlets to obtain information. The US media does not
monopolize the shaping of the public opinion, yet it plays a
major role in that process.” 

– The United States and freedom of the press ; media out-
lets are owned by capitalists. How can we speak of free press
when media is owned by capitalists ? And if media outlets only
reach out for and influence people of the same political orien-
tations, what remains of their role ?

Ghanem replied, “In the United States, freedom of the press
and objectivity of the press are two different concepts. As I pre-
viously said, the US media remains objective in the process of
collecting and transferring news. It loses its objectivity when a
journalist or reporter begins to give his opinion and analyze
the news, basically disclosing his political affiliations.” 

– Could the Lebanese press meet technological challenges?
Is the Arab media objective, or does it merely convey the view-
point of the rulers or funders ?

Saab responded, “Print media in Lebanon has failed to
keep pace with the information revolution and held to printed
press at a time where the latter is no longer the only source
of information.”

Choucair added, “Print media in Lebanon is going through
a crisis because it is lagging behind, or because some newspa-
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per owners are betting on its survival since it still has its own
readers and a generation or two continues to rely on it. They
are also betting on the survival of their newspapers if Lebanon
recovers its economic cycle. Print media is in crisis because
newspaper owners have failed to understand the significance
of technological revolution, and new media outlets couldn’t
attract advertising companies and could not overcome eco-
nomic hardship.” 

Ghanem retorted, “In the Arab
world, the budget of media outlets ex-
ceeds the advertising revenues. Media
outlets cover their expenses through
the State or the funder. After all,
media serves the funder. What is im-
portant is for media companies to en-
sure quality while their journalists
endeavor to deliver reliable news.” 

– You mentioned that in the US
good media outlets have remained
while bad ones disappeared. What is
the difference between objective
media in Europe, mainly the British
media as you said, and free media in
the United States ?

Ghanem picked up, “During the
Falklands war in 1982, the BBC used
to broadcast news on both the British
and Argentinian armies. This out-
raged the then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher who went
to the corporation but was not let in. Again, objectivity lies in
transmitting news while freedom is in the analysis thereof.”

– How can investigative journalism be promoted ?

Choucair answered, “It is not an easy task. Investigative
journalism needs investment and space, and ditching of has-
tened news and the desire to thrill readers daily. Investigative
journalism takes time and requires collective work to do the
inquiries. A team of journalists is needed to gather documents
and corroborate news from different sources. It is no longer
difficult to find stories, yet the management of newspapers
and media outlets is neglecting investigative journalism.”  

– You mentioned that cyberspace is not owned or con-
trolled by anyone; does this hold true under the censorship
of certain topics by some websites?

Saab picked up, “Any type of media should be at the service
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of society. No matter how strong social media censorship is,
the field remains uncontrolled. I agree with Mr. Choucair on
the importance of investigative journalism. I would like to
note that there is a huge difference between free and inde-
pendent press. For the press and media, independence is more
important than freedom. There might be a free press, but
there is no independent press. The press is either dominated
by political power, capitalists, who provide funding, or other

economic interests. It is
alleged that when jour-
nalists Carl Bernstein
and Bob Woodward,
who uncovered the Wa-
tergate scandal in the
United States in 1972,
suggested to the editor-
in-chief of the Washing-
ton Post to open an
investigation into Wall
Street ; the newspaper
refused and deemed
Wall Street a red line
due to financial inter-
ests. Upholding the
ethics of the profession
is the key remedy to all
ailments plaguing the
media landscape. Inde-
pendence is at the core

of these ethics as it encompasses freedom, integrity and ob-
jectivity in news reporting.”
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OVERVIEW

The Arab Middle East in a World with a
New Leadership: New Map or New Mindset:

A recurring narrative dominates the
conversation about much of the Arab region – one
of a new political geography in which some existing
states would be partitioned and others cease to
exist. Should the debate instead be one about a
new mindset, rather than new borders? Decades
after the decline of the nationalist discourse of
Arab unity, the region continues to lack a non-
factional proposition of integration or coexistence.
Adding to the uncertainty is the emergence of a
new style of leadership at the seat of global power.
Will the new order be a further impediment or an
unexpected facilitator?

Post-Treaty Iran: Green Light or Contain-
ment?

What are the implications of the Joint Plan of
Action (JPoA) concluded by the P5+1 with
Iran? Does this agreement constitute a paradigm
shift in the recognition of Iran’s role in the region?
Since its 1979 revolution, Iran has been deemed
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Wednesday, May 17th

Welcoming address by Sam
Menassa from MdF and
Peter Rimmele from the
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung.

OPENING SESSION : THE
ARAB MIDDLE EAST IN A
WORLD WITH A NEW
LEADERSHIP – NEW MAP
OR NEW MINDSET 
Moderator : Hassan Mneim-
neh, Scholar at Middle East In-
stitute and Principal at Middle
East Alternatives, Washington
DC, (MdF, BM).
– President Amine Gemayel.
– Powell Moore, Former Offi-
cial in the United States Depart-
ment of State and the United
States Department of Defense.
– Joseph Maïla, Professor of In-
ternational relations at ESSEC,
former Chancellor of Université
Catholique de Paris.

FIRST SESSION | POST-
TREATY IRAN : GREEN
LIGHT OR CONTAINMENT ?
Moderator : Sami Aoun, Profes-
sor at Sherbrooke University,
Quebec-Canada, (MdF, BM).
– Khaled al-Dakhil, political
sociologist, author and columnist
in al-Hayat newspaper, Saudi
Arabia. 
– Mohamed Marandi, Profes-
sor at the University of Tehran,
political analyst and expert on
American studies and post-colo-
nial literature.



a rogue state ; is it now undergoing a process of
rehabilitation as a regional superpower, with its
interests and area of influence duly noted by the
international community? Or is the agreement a
convenient means for containing Iran – which has
to abide by its terms to avoid the re-instatement
of sanctions? If it is the former, why does Iran
continue to be subject to hindering restrictions at
multiple levels? And if it is the latter, why does
the international community seem to turn a blind
eye to Iranian maneuvers pushing beyond the
confines of the agreement? What is the impact of
the JPoA on the credibility of the United States
in the Arab Middle East? Washington had been
less than forthcoming about its secret negotiations
with Iran, and is even suspected by its regional
partners of having conceded repeatedly to Iranian
positions in order to insure its success. Can trust
be restored?

Beyond Reasonable Capacity: The Future
of Lebanon and the Burdens of the Syrian
War:

Two readings on the effect of the Syrian crisis
on Lebanon are in competition. The first argues
that Lebanon as a free sovereign state no longer
exists with the dispatching by Iran of a major
Lebanese party for military engagement in the
Syrian war in support of the regime, as well as
with the influx of Syrian refugees into the
country – both factors rendering national borders
meaningless. The second argues that Lebanon is
maintained as a mandatory oasis amidst the
regional collapse, as a result of international will
for its survival as well as the robustness of its
official and civil institutions. Which of the
readings is more reflective of reality, and how to
protect Lebanon from the regional decay?

The Crisis of the Arab State: Is External
Intervention the Cause or the Cure?

Many Western observers have noted the
paradoxical character of the Arab complaint about
US policy. Washington is criticized and

– David Schenker, Director of
the Program on Arab Politics at
the Washington Institute,
Washington DC.

SECOND SESSION |
BEYOND REASONABLE
CAPACITY : THE FUTURE
OF LEBANON AND THE
BURDENS OF THE SYRIAN
WAR
Moderator : Sam Menassa,
MdF Executive Director. 
– Lina Khatib, Head of the
Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) Program at
Chatham House, UK.
– Antoine Haddad, Univer-
sity professor, political activist,
Lebanon.
– Mona Fayad, University
professor and writer, Lebanon,
(MdF, BM).
Keynote Speaker, Michel
Duclos, President of Académie
Diplomatique Internationale,
Paris.

THIRD SESSION | THE
CRISIS OF THE ARAB
STATE : IS EXTERNAL IN-
TERVENTION THE CAUSE
OR THE CURE ?
Moderator : Dorothée
Schmidt, Head of the
Turkey/M.E. Program, IFRI.
– Alberto Fernandez, Vice-
President of the Middle East
Media Research Institute,
Washington DC.             
– Laith Kubba, Senior Direc-
tor, MENA, National Endow-
ment for Democracy,
Washington DC.
– Hassan Mneimneh.
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condemned for intervening when it does, and
equally criticized and condemned for its absence
when it does not. What has been the responsibility
of the United States, together with Russia,
France, the United Kingdom, and other Western
powers, in the current degeneration of the Arab
state? From Iraq to Libya, external interventions
have shaped outcomes, but have they been aimed
at rescuing the state or at safeguarding interests
at the detriment of the state?

Russia in Syria: A New Cold War or an
Implicit Delegation?

Is the determination shown by Russia in Syria
driven by the vacuum left by the United States’
reluctance to address the crisis, or is it reflective of
a deliberate and strategic Russian policy aimed at
safeguarding its longer-term interests? Is the US
position an indication of weakness or indifference
while Russia exhibits resolve? Or is the room
made available to Russia in Syria a deliberate
delegation on the part of the US, resulting from
Russia’s willingness to engage in actions that
Washington would not be able to adopt for
political internal considerations?

States of War: Perspectives of Resolution
or Continuation of Decay in Syria, Iraq,
Yemen, and Libya

What are the prospects of a military solution
in the states with open warfare? Are political
solutions credible alternatives? Will the current
pain experienced by the region yield the gain of a
new Arab political order, or is it merely the first
phase of a longer-term Somalization? Are there
lessons learned that will help shape the emergence
of a new Arab State, or will the autocratic
patriarchal order reconstitute itself once the power
of societies at demanding its reform is depleted?
How can previous experiences, notably the
Balkans, inform the thinking about the future of
the region in the new global context?

Thursday, May 18th

FOURTH SESSION |
RUSSIA IN SYRIA : A NEW
COLD WAR OR AN IM-
PLICIT DELEGATION ?
Moderator : Joseph Maïla.
– Irina Zvyagelskaya, Profes-
sor, Chief research, Institute of
Oriental Studies, Moscow.
– Anwar al-Bunni, Human
rights lawyer in Syria, co-founder
of  the Syrian Human Rights
Association.
– Frédéric Charillon, Professor
of political science at the Univer-
sity of Auvergne, France. 

FIFTH SESSION | STATES
OF WAR : PERSPECTIVES
OF RESOLUTION OR CON-
TINUATION OF DECAY IN
SYRIA, IRAQ, YEMEN, AND
LIBYA
Moderator : Oraib al-Rantawi,
General Director of al-Quds
Center.
– Sami Aoun.
– Amr Hamzawy, Senior Asso-
ciate, Middle East Program,
Carnegie Endowment for Inter-
national Peace, Washington DC.
– Ivan Vejvoda, Permanent Fel-
low, Institute of Human Sci-
ences, Vienna.
– Guido Steinberg, Senior As-
sociate, German Institute for In-
ternational and Security Affairs.

CLOSING REMARKS : 
Hassan Mneimneh.
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AISON DU FUTUR held its third annual conference in
collaboration with Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung on “The

Limits of Ambitions-External Interventions and the
States System in the Arab Middle East-Challenges, Align-
ments, Expectations”, with the participation and presence
of a broad pool of Lebanese, Arab and foreign decision-mak-
ers, experts, academics and scholars. The conference brought
to light the nature of modern foreign interventions in the
Middle East where some States are playing an inflated role
which extends beyond their actual capacities, while others,
traditionally classified as superpowers, are witnessing a decline
in their role due to deficiencies in both the international and
regional orders. The conference also explored the future of the
State system in the Arab world, in an attempt to figure out
whether the current crises are an indicator of its demise, or
rather signal the beginning of a new Arab order.

The conference was inaugurated by Sam Menassa, MdF
Executive Director, who welcomed the participants and went
through the previous annual conferences which were held by
MdF after its re-launch. These conferences, according to
Menassa, became a “tradition and an annual milestone” that
provide a space for exchanging views on the issues plaguing
the Middle East, “hoping they would modestly contribute to
bridging the gap among them, present decision-makers with
visions crystallizing the possible and available choices and
offer innovative and independent recommendations far from
improvisation or unilateralism.” 

As for the theme of this year’s conference, Menassa said
that it was inspired by local and external actors exceeding the
limits as “some States are playing a role which is beyond their
real capacities and potential, imposing their own rhythm on
the pace of local, regional and international policies, whereas
other States stepped back and withdrew in spite of their po-
litical, military and economic capacities.” Menassa wondered ;
“Who can restore to each actor its original size and who can
impose limits to ambitions so as to remedy the imbalance
both in the international and the regional orders?”

After going through the working mechanism of the confer-
ence, he gave the floor to Mr. Peter Rimmele, the represen-
tative of Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung in Lebanon, who said that
the Arab Middle East was confronted with two challenges, an
internal one, i.e. building an inner structure and establishing
functioning state system, and an external one, i.e. protecting
the region from foreign interventions. He added that the con-
ference would focus essentially on the external challenge in
order to assess the impact of outer interventions on the region
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and try to understand the underlying inten-
tions of the superpowers behind them. He
pointed out the overall deteriorating situa-
tion in the region due to the oversized so-
cial, economic and political crises which
materialize in lack of freedom and of polit-
ical participation, corruption and underde-
velopment, all of which triggered the Arab
Spring. Commenting on the Arab Spring
countries, he said that the new democracy
in Tunisia is still facing major challenges due
to the absence of economic opportunities.
In Syria, the war which followed the Arab
Spring claimed 400,000 lives. In Yemen,
18.8 million persons are in desperate need
of humanitarian aid. Moreover, extremist groups are on the
rise. Rimmele added that the time has come for all stakehold-
ers to reach a consensus on the region’s multiple crises. He as-
serted that although the direct reasons that ignited the
conflicts in Syria, Yemen, Iraq and Libya were internal,
nonetheless, the crises in these countries share one common
denominator, namely the overextended foreign interventions
by international superpowers and their regional allies, which
have worsened those conflicts making them more confusing
and complex. Against this backdrop, Mr. Rimmele asserted
that in order to find a solution to all these crises, it was crucial
to examine their correlation mainly in terms of the involve-
ment of the same major players, and that it would be impos-
sible to find a solution for Syria without finding one for
Yemen, Iraq and Libya, to mention nothing of the necessity
to successfully fight the “Islamic State of Iraq and Syria”
(ISIS), and prevent the rise of extremism. These issues require
an assessment of the foreign actors’ intentions and interests
in the Middle East, which is the aim of the conference.

In the opening session entitled “The Arab Middle East in
a World with a New Leadership – New Map or New
Mindset”, the moderator, Hassan Mneimneh, Scholar at
Middle East Institute and Principal at Middle East Alterna-
tives, Washington DC, (MdF, BM), started by introducing the
session’s speakers, i.e. President Amine Gemayel, founder
and Chairman of MdF, Powell Moore, Former Official in the
United States Department of State and the United States De-
partment of Defense, and Joseph Maïla, Professor of Inter-
national relations at ESSEC and former Chancellor of
Université Catholique de Paris. As he mentioned the existence
of attempts to reshape the region’s map, Mneimneh asked
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the audience if they knew where the following cities were lo-
cated ; Rojava, Wilayat al-Khayr, Wilayat al-Furat, Shingal,
and Koban. He asserted that these were cities in Syria and
Iraq, and they “represent projects for some and nightmares
for others.” He added that the session will try to explore two
options. Does the region need a new map or the real solution
for its problems lies in overcoming this idea and adopting a
new mindset ? 

President Amine Gemayel started his intervention by stat-
ing that the purpose of this conference was to examine the
“extent of our ambitions for peace and reform in the Arab
world as well as the impact of foreign intervention and pres-
sure which caused turmoil, anarchy and fighting.” He added
that the Middle East was undergoing a period of instability
and chaos which affected most of its countries and is now
threatening the stability of the whole world due to the spread
of religious extremism and fundamentalist terrorism. The root
causes that topped at the outset of every list of catalysts and
reasons of the Arab Spring reside in economic hardships, poor
social conditions and ill cultural situation, all of which insti-
gated by decades of sclerotic, oppressive political orders.
Reigning chaos and unrest sparked later in civil wars which
further fueled the conflict between extremist Sunni and Shia
clans, amplified the influence of ISIS and similar extremist
groups, especially in Iraq, Syria, Libya and Yemen, and spread
their extremist views, culminating in a global refugee crisis of
historic proportion.

Commenting on the causes of the situation in the region,
he mentioned the lack of good governance, the outdated ed-
ucational curricula, the Arab Spring being deviated from its
objectives and the incapacity of the national authorities to put
an end to foreign intervention which “turned internal spaces
into battlefields at the expense of the State sovereignty and
the legitimate ambitions of local populations.” He said ; “Just
like we cannot control the ambitions of the youth, we cannot
control the ambitions of the negative powers disparate from
the ambitions of the populations.” He considered that the fail-
ure of Arab societies to access modernity is mainly due to the
incompatibility between populations’ aspiration for change
and reform and the ambitions of some other Arab and foreign
countries. He added that in order to achieve their strategic in-
terests, these countries sent troops to the battlefields, trained
auxiliary troops, ignited sectarian and ethnic conflicts and cre-
ated and financed non-State entities to serve their personal
interests. He considered that solving the crises which are rag-
ing in the region and putting an end to illegal external ambi-

Amine
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tions require “finding a new logic on the level of diplomacy
and having everyone committed to finding a middle ground
between all parties and reaching consensus solutions”. 

As “every war is bound to end”, President Gemayel consid-
ered that diplomacy can succeed as it provides the mecha-
nisms and tools for finding peaceful solutions and saving
countries and populations from the abyss. He insisted that
countries of the region must make an internal effort in order
to achieve good governance and socio-economic development
and introduce reforms in the field of education and culture.
He dwelled on positive initiatives such as the documents is-
sued by Al-Azhar and the efforts made by Saudi Arabia in
order to move forward on these tracks. 

President Gemayel concluded his intervention by saying
that Lebanon can be a favorable starting place for a compre-
hensive reform initiative which would extend beyond the na-
tional borders to include the entire region, first given the
uniqueness of its liberal democratic model which enabled the
country to overcome the harshest crises and made it more im-
pervious than the neighboring countries and second due to
the Lebanese people themselves who exercise the culture of
freedom and democracy and constitute a stronger guarantee
for Lebanon than its rulers. Quoting French philosopher
Blaise Pascal who said ; “I resist, therefore I am,” he insisted
on the importance for populations to continue resisting polit-
ically, intellectually and culturally in order to get out of this
quagmire for the sake of humankind, peace and stability. 

Powell Moore talked about the interven-
tionist and isolationist policies adopted by the
United States throughout several stages of its
history, tackling the factors that had pushed
Americans to turn inward focusing on domes-
tic issues or to clamor for increasing involve-
ment in foreign affairs. Moore went through
the major stages of the US foreign interven-
tions starting from World War One, a hundred
years ago, and explained the political and con-
stitutional mechanisms which shape the Amer-
ican foreign policy in terms of military
involvements in other countries. He affirmed
that the working mechanism of the American
institutions was misunderstood. 

Moore referred to the conference documents
stating that Arabs criticize the US when it does
intervene in the region as much as they criti-
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cize if it doesn’t. He asserted that the answer to questions on
the nature of the issues which may push the US to intervene
in foreign countries and on the institutional body entitled to
make the decision to intervene is somehow difficult, especially
since the constitution authorizes the Congress to make the
decision to declare war. However, the President is, on the other
hand, the supreme commander of the armed forces and he
traditionally enjoys a margin of freedom in exercising this
power. He added that since the creation of the United States,
its foreign policy has been based on two pillars-protecting the
country’s national security along with broadening its powers
and guaranteeing its external interests. If the United States
intervened in the past through direct wars, yet the majority
of its involvement in foreign countries nowadays occurred
without a declaration of war despite military interventions.
He added that the United States is a democratic country
where public opinion influences government policies, partic-
ularly in what pertains to external intervention. Moreover, the
American constitution provides for the separation of powers
and limits the freedom of both the President and the Con-
gress, which further complicates decision-making on foreign
intervention and the mechanism for implementing such deci-
sions. He said that the founding fathers adopted the principle
of non-intervention in foreign crises, yet this principle was
breached when the United States entered World War One in
1917, although President Woodrow Wilson was re-elected in
1916 on a promise, “He Kept US out of War.” He also quoted
the most popular song during this period ; “I didn’t raise my
boy to be a soldier.” The US learnt a lesson from engaging in
this war – what matters is not winning the war but establish-
ing peace when the war is over. In 1930, President Theodore
Roosevelt was confronted with a movement in the country
which called for isolationism and for not getting embroiled in
Europe. Surprisingly, this movement was led by the hero of
World War One, Charles Lindbergh. However, the attack on
Pearl Harbor in 1941 changed the situation and induced the
United States to reinforce its external intervention in a way
which contributed to ending World War Two in favor of the
Allies. But this time and after the victory, the US submitted
the Marshall Plan for rebuilding Europe, stimulating an eco-
nomic revival there and establishing a permanent peace in this
region of the world.

Moore continued that President Dwight Eisenhower was
elected in the hope that he would end the war in Korea. Mil-
itary involvement was avoided, and the only intervention oc-
curred in 1958 in Lebanon upon the request of President
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Camile Chamoun. Before that, the United States refused to
take part in a British and French military action in Egypt fol-
lowing the nationalization of the Suez Canal. It also refused
to intervene in Vietnam in 1954 and in Hungary in 1956
after the Soviet Union cracked down on a popular revolution.
The following President, John F. Kennedy, came up with an
agenda that encourages the consolidation of the role of the
United States in the world as a defender of freedom, which
caused the US to enter the Vietnam War. The US tragic expe-
rience in Vietnam led to the emergence of the “Vietnam Syn-
drome” which refers to public aversion to American overseas
military involvement. However, President Ronald Reagan
broke the non-intervention tradition in 1982 by sending Ma-
rine soldiers to Lebanon. These soldiers were withdrawn after
being subject to a terrorist attack. A long string of interven-
tions followed from the Kuwait war in 1991 to the War on
Terror in 2001 in Afghanistan and in 2003 in Iraq. 

For the past eight years, the administration of Barak
Obama tried to reverse the trend of the policy adopted by
President Georges W. Bush’s administration, which repre-
sented the peak of US foreign interventions both militarily
with the declaration of war on terror, and politically with the
desire to shape a new Middle East. President Obama sought
to keep the country away from military intervention. He
established a calendar for the withdrawal of US troops from
Iraq and he avoided direct military intervention in the region
despite all the crises it was going through. He concluded by
expressing the Americans’ concerns about the new adminis-
tration and how it would handle the situation in the region,
adding that “the US should not pay any price or bear any bur-
den or antagonize any party in order to gain more power.” 

Joseph Maïla started his presentation by
thanking Maison du Futur and Konrad-Ade-
nauer Stiftung for organizing the conference,
and he exposed the three major axes of his
paper – the history of foreign interventions in
the region, the reasons behind the region’s
propensity to foreign interventions and the na-
ture of modern interventions in the Middle East. 

Regarding the first axis, he said that the Mid-
dle East inherited different forms of legacies –
the Ottoman era bequeathed us the policy of
subservience and growing accustomed to despot-
ism – we did not change much today despite all
the efforts made ; France and Britain’s influence
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in the region with the Sykes-Picot agreement which be-
queathed us the borders that they drew ; and finally, the Arab
renaissance legacy and the enlightenment era which started
at the beginning of the past century. 

Maïla considered that the region’s history was a history of
western interventions. He claimed that since the Yalta agree-
ment in 1947 and the creation of the State of Israel in 1948
with the subsequent Arab-Israeli conflict which destabilized
the region, to say nothing of the Baghdad Pact of 1955, “We
endured many interventions during the Cold War as a result
of the Soviet Union and United States trial of strength, the
most important of which being the American intervention.”
When the Cold War ended, we were hoping to break this yoke,
but this did not happen for many reasons. The first being re-
gional clashes as we shouldn’t cast the blame on external fac-
tors only. We suffer because of an internal rift, and nature
abhors a vacuum, just like international relations abhor a vac-
uum. The internal dissensions among Arabs opened the gates
wide to foreign and Arab-Arab interventions. We should not
also forget the Arab regional wars. The Lebanese civil war was
not a mere civil war, but it was also an international regional
war. All this is topped off with the legitimacy crisis of Arab
regimes and the problem of terrorism and religious extremism. 

Current interventions gravitate around the American-Russ-
ian-Iranian intervention triangle. The nature of these inter-
ventions changed as their reasons and the methods used
became different. The reason for interventions is no longer
about gaining more influence or protecting interests and in-
terventions are no longer of a military nature. The Iranian in-
tervention started in the nineties with the creation of
supporting pockets in local communities within the Arab
world, especially the Shia ones. Iran entered the region owing
to the Palestinian cause and its presence became firmly rooted
through its sectarian doctrine and via social, economic and
educational assistance networks. In 2003, the gates of hell
opened in Iraq as what started as a US-led war on terror soon
turned out to be a desire to re-draw the map of the Middle
East by changing the regimes. The Arab Spring came at the
end of 2010 – beginning of 2011 as a result of the failure of
Arab regimes. In Egypt, the Western do-nothing policy and
failure to support Hosni Mubarak’s regime led to its collapse.
In Libya, a successful Western military intervention led to the
fall of the Libyan regime, yet the afterward laissez-faire ap-
proach brought utter anarchy. In Syria, the Western interven-
tion was limited to curbing the use of chemicals and to
fighting ISIS and other extremist groups. The “leading from
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behind” policy adopted by Obama’s administration in the
Middle East, left a power vacuum in the region and led to a
proxy struggle, ushering a new era of foreign intervention in
the contemporary Arab World – that of regional powers with
the Turkish and Iranian intervention in Syria and the Iranian
intervention in Yemen and Iraq. These regional powers
emerged when the international powers’ intervention dwin-
dled despite the broad Russian intervention in Syria.

Maïla concluded his presentation with the following ques-
tion ; “What did we learn from these interventions ?” To which
he answered ; “All these experiences proved that all foreign in-
terventions failed except for the US intervention in Kuwait in
1991 which restored Kuwait’s borders. He added that the
structural deficiencies inherent to Arab regimes appeal for for-
eign intervention, that the Arab League failed miserably and
that this region is the only one to suffer from lack of economic
and political collaboration. 

Mneimneh took the floor and recapitulated ; “President
Gemayel affirmed that foreign interventions in the region
were due to the lack of good governance and to the failure of
educational and cultural systems. Therefore, he considered
that a new mentality was necessary in order to transcend the
current crises. Mr. Moore’s talk was at the opposite extreme
of the common belief in the region concerning the high US
interventions in the region’s affairs. He showed how most US
administrations adopted a non-intervention policy. Maïla con-
sidered that the region, given the nature of its regimes and the
struggles it witnesses, appeals for foreign intervention. He ad-
mitted that these interventions did not solve the crises but in-
creased their complexity. The speakers were unanimous in
thinking that the vacuum resulting from the absence of State
institutions and good governance calls for intervention not in
order to achieve gains but in order to avoid losses. If we do
not create and adopt a new mentality, the new map will un-
fortunately come into being.” 

The following questions were submitted to the debate :
Three non-Arab regional actors were overlooked in the

three presentations, i.e. Iran, Turkey and Israel. What would
be the role of Iran and Turkey in this outlook ?

Was the Arab spring a step towards a change, be it positive
or negative ? Did the Western world take hold of the Arab
spring and how ? What is the missing link that we should have
taken advantage of within the scope of the Arab spring ? 

Supposing that the dismantling of the East foresees the end
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of the system established by the Treaty of Westphalia on the
creation of Nation-States and respect of their sovereignty,
what would be the nature of the entities that would emerge
once the Nation-State fades away ?

A question addressed to Moore ; “Do you think that the
Trump administration will adopt the same policy by turning
a blind eye to the Iranian-Israeli collaboration in order to pro-
tect the Syrian regime ?”

Another question to Moore ; “Do you think that we are still
living in the era of [Henri] Kissinger who promoted the idea
of dismantling the region in order to preserve Israel’s security?”

Why not focus on the subjective factors that attract foreign
interference and review our political, educational and cultural
systems ? We always talk about the region’s need in this re-
spect but no initiative was taken up till now in this direction.

A question directed again to Moore ; “Should we expect
more US interventions ?” 

On the first question, Maïla explained that the following
sessions will tackle the role of Iran and Turkey in the crises
prevailing in the region. As for the Nation-State and the end
of the Westphalia system in the region, he said that the cur-
rent situation in the Arab world and in the world in general is
due to the impact of globalization on small entities which
grew to become more attached to their sovereignty. If the
economy pushes us to collaborate with the outside world, “Po-
litically, I don’t think that we will be able to shun the idea of
the Nation-State.” In Europe itself and within the European
Union, there are movements which reject the idea of being di-
luted in bigger unions and which are asking for the Nation-
State. What matters is defining the concept of the State and
its relationship with other States. As for Kissinger and his proj-
ect to take the Arab world apart, he retorted that this world
doesn’t need Kissinger as it is dividing itself by itself.  

Moore said he wished he had an answer to all these ques-
tions, especially to the one on future US interventions in the
region. He added that the US is just getting out of a rough
presidential election and since the previous administration has
been cautious about interference, he expects that the new one
would lean towards a more engaged foreign policy, knowing
that the Americans prefer that it wouldn’t, and that the coun-
try limits itself to providing help and leadership. 

Mneimneh asked Messrs. Hussein al-Husseini and Fouad
Siniora whether they wished to answer the questions that
were asked. Mr. Siniora said ; “This topic was the subject of
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a conference organized a few months ago by Carnegie in order
to present its report on Arab defeats, and I was the keynote
speaker in this conference. We are currently bearing witness
to the failure of the Nation-State in the Arab world and to the
lack of collaboration and integration among Arab countries. I
would like to draw on an idea from my experience in the world
of finance. When a bank has an important customer, the
bank’s administration watches over this customer’s financial
and physical health on a daily basis as its interest is linked to
the customer’s existence ; the lack of collaboration among
Arab countries made each country become separate from the
other. Therefore, when an event occurs in one of these coun-
tries, it will not impact the others. This consecrated the idea
of the strategic imbalance in the region, which led to inter-
ventions that stir up problems and conflicts in the region.”

Siniora considered that it is extremely important to rein-
state the strategic balance in the region as there is no miracle
solution, but there is still a long way to go, which requires tak-
ing two factors into consideration – Not breaking the will of
States and peoples and creating common denominators
among States. He continued, “We do not live in a utopian
world but in a world based on shared interests.” Siniora al-
leged that the populations in the region are looking for sus-
tainable and not temporary solutions inspired by the
fast-remedy principle and that the lack of solutions for some
crises such as the Arab-Israeli conflict increases the existing
imbalance. He compared terrorism to the bird flu disease
which is carried from country to country without the need for
a visa, adding that the region’s problems have extended be-
yond its border and that the international community has an
interest in helping the region find solutions to these problems. 

President Gemayel concluded the session by saying ; “In
order to answer all these questions, I would like to examine
the issue from an optimistic and positive perspective. The
Arab Spring started in Tunisia and spread to most the Arab
countries. This is a very important indicator, and we should
dwell on its nature and substance rather than on its outcomes.
The Arab Spring expresses the will of the Arab youth, as well
as their faith in a better future, their determination and re-
silience. This faith did not end, and we need to rekindle this
fervor. We also need to value the role of the civil society in
Lebanon and consider it as an extension to the Arab Spring
and an indicator of continuity of this fervor. This is what gives
us hope.” Gemayel added: “The Arab world is united by its
tragedies. We should draw the necessary lessons and ask the
following question – Where do we go from here ? It is up to
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our youth to answer this question ? The Arab Spring is a real-
ity. The uprising of a civil society in Lebanon is a reality, and
the Azhar documents are a reality too. A movement started
in the Arab world. It is a timid one, but it is there.”

In the first session entitled ; “Post-Treaty Iran : Green
Light or Containment ?”, the moderator, Sami Aoun, Pro-
fessor at Sherbrooke University, Quebec-Canada, started by
introducing the speakers, i.eKhaled al-Dakhil, academic and
author from Saudi Arabia, Mohamad Marandi, Professor at
the University of Tehran, political analyst and expert on
American studies and David Schenker, Director of the Pro-
gram on Arab Politics at the Washington Institute, Washing-
ton DC.  

Aoun said that the session would tackle the Iranian topic
and essentially, the nuclear treaty, in addition to the circum-
stances that preceded and followed it as well as its repercussions
on Iran and its environment, and on the international order.
He continued ; “It was said that the international order is being
formed and wavers between distress, multipolarity, delegation
and withdrawal of delegation. As for Iran, the issue is a psycho-
logical one. Internally, Iranians think that Iran is a great State
with an imperial glory, and they take pride in the history of
their country and in their culture, and if they are not necessarily
proud of their country’s present, they surely are proud of its

From left to right:
Sami Aoun,
Khaled
al-Dakhil,
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Marandi and
David
Schenker.
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past and confident in a better future. Historically,
Iran represented the Silk Road, and it was a route
for invaders. Iranians have ambitions but these am-
bitions are coupled with a fear of watching their
country crumble. They have always tried to make
their country a stronghold.” As for the external
world, Iran has been the ally of a superpower. It is
now in the process of shifting from a position where
it was combating the big devil to a stage where it is
partnering with it. He wondered; “Can Tehran build
a partnership, or at least an understanding with the
United States on power sharing ?” As for the region,
it is witnessing a Saudi-Iranian polarization which
bears many strategic meanings, yet it led to one de-
structive meaning, i.e. the Sunni-Shia polarization
which is causing dissension. 

Khaled al-Dakhil thanked Maison du Futur for
the invitation and declared ; “Mr. Powell Moore

spoke about the history of US interventions in the region. In
this session which tackles the nuclear treaty between Iran and
the international community, I will also broach the topic of
intervention.” The question risen by the title ; “Post-Treaty
Iran : Green Light or Containment ?” expresses the fears of the
region’s countries and those fears were not acknowledged by
the treaty signatories. How did President Obama view this
treaty ? In March 2015, in an interview with the American
magazine The Atlantic, Obama was sounded out on the rea-
sons for not adopting a containment policy towards Iran sim-
ilar to the Presidents who preceded him. Obama emphasized
his objection to Iran becoming a nuclear power since this sta-
tus would lead to a nuclear race in a deeply shuttered and un-
stable region along the fact that Tehran remains aggressive in
sponsoring terrorism. Obama considered that forbidding Iran
from possessing nuclear weapons is in itself a containment,
despite its difference from the previous containment policy
adopted by the US vis-à-vis the Soviet Union ; the latter was
at the time a superpower, and the only choice was to contain
the repercussions of its possession of nuclear weapons.

Al-Dakhil said that although the treaty is not a public
recognition of Iran’s role in the region, it constitutes, nonethe-
less, a form of encouragement or a first step towards such
recognition. He added ; “There is an agreement on the impor-
tance of Iran’s role in the region, but we are not talking today
about Iran as a State but rather about the Islamic Republic
regime there as a political milestone in Iran’s history.” Obama
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reiterated that the purpose of the treaty was first to prevent
Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons through diplomacy and
second, to encourage the reforming movement in Iran and
help it with asset recovery and boost the economy, which
could help Iran join the international community again. He
wondered ; “If things are like this, why then oppose the
treaty?” Al-Dakhil considered that the flaw was not with the
treaty itself but with the fact that it went hand in hand with
the lack of a clear US foreign policy towards the Middle East.
As for Obama’s administration, the relationship between the
treaty and the situation in Syria seemed uncoordinated.
Obama was convinced of the treaty, but he remained blurry
about Syria, and he was not sure about providing support to
the opposition although, he was convinced of the fairness of
the case. Obama reduced terrorism to ISIS and this was a con-
fusing position for the region which was not conducive to fight
terrorism. Al-Qaida is a fine example of that. It is still there
and instead of having one militia or one organization like in
the nineties, we are confronted today with a vast array of mili-
tias. This shows the failure of the war on terrorism, “We put
an end to ISIS. Where are we headed after this ? What is our
objective ?” He added that Obama did not use Syria to put
pressure on Iran as he feared this would jeopardize the treaty.
Talking about the use of supporting the Syrian opposition in
2014, he said ; “When you have a professional regular army
which is backed by two countries, and when you have, on the
other hand, a group of workers, farmers, doctors and engineers
who turned from protesters to fighters ; what would you do ?
It would be unrealistic to believe that the US can do some-
thing other than direct military intervention.” Obama’s justi-
fications contradicted the situation on the ground, as the
regular army, he was talking about, failed to solve the issue
with the farmers, carpenters, doctors and engineers without
the support of the two afore-mentioned countries (Iran and
Russia). Russia was even forced to intervene directly in order
to rescue the Syrian army from those. This illustrates the lack
of a foreign US policy. On another note, Obama compared
ISIS to a small, marginalized football team whilst al-Qaida
was the bigger team. Five months later, ISIS seized Mosul,
which prompted Obama to form an alliance of 60 countries
in order to fight it. 

The lack of vision of Obama’s administration towards the
harsh and historical crises in the region is best reflected in
Obama’s defense of the US intervention in Libya. According
to him, if the US had not intervened, Libya would have become
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another Syria. Wouldn’t it have been better if he had just pre-
vented Syria from becoming the Syria he is referring to ?    

Mohamad Marandi thanked the organizers for inviting
him to the conference. He asserted that examining the role of
Iran in the region is linked to many – perhaps contradicting –
narratives some of which could be denaturing, thus leading to
a nebulous image as to the reality of this role. He objected to
Iran being described as a rogue State and to Hezbollah being
Iran’s agent in Lebanon and in the region. He declared that
Hezbollah does not take his orders from Iran and that the idea
according to which Iran’s interests are at odds with and come
at the expense of the Arabs’ interests is questionable, as it is
more accurate to say that the Arab world is divided on this
issue and witnesses many different trends, some countries ac-
cepting the Iranian intervention and others rejecting it. He
continued ; “If we want to solve the problems in the Arab re-
gion, we should understand that everything is not black or
white.” He affirmed that Iran did not impose itself on the
Arab world, and that it does not have ambitions there. After
Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Iran, the two countries made
peace, and there was also a Saudi-Iranian rapprochement,
which demonstrates that things can be solved.  

He added that Iran opposed the US invasion of Iraq, know-
ing that it is currently blamed for its large influence there. As
for Yemen, the Iranians asked the Houthis not to enter the
capital. Yet, the Houthis, having their own agenda, did not
take heed of Tehran’s advice. Yemen was never on Iran’s list
of priorities to the point that when the events started in
Yemen, the Iranian government approached the University of
Tehran asking for specialists and experts in the Yemeni case.
Iran’s interest in Yemen was triggered by the Saudi interven-
tion there. This applies to Iraq and to Syria. The Syrian-Iran-
ian relations before the crisis were as good as ever. Iran entered
Syria upon the request of the Syrian government many years
after the war started. When Kofi Anan submitted his report
and plan for Syria, Iran was the first to accept it. However,
the US and Turkey rejected this plan at the time because they
thought that the events in Damascus would end soon. In
Iran’s view, the war in Syria is not a sectarian one. It is a war
against an extremist fundamentalist doctrine. He continued ;
“You might disagree on that, but in order to solve the current
problems, you need to know what happened in the past.”

In conclusion, he said that Iran today is still looking for a
solution with Saudi Arabia. The former Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Ali Akbar Velayati, wanted to pay a visit to Saudi Ara-
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bia during his Gulf tour of 2011. However, Saudi Arabia re-
fused to receive him and did not respond to the Iranian ap-
peasement initiatives. The current events in Yemen are
devastating both for Saudi Arabia and for Yemen. The eco-
nomic problems in the region are tremendous, and Saudi Ara-
bia can no longer spend all these astronomical sums on its
intervention in Yemen. He added that Iran does not want ex-
tremist groups to gain a foothold in any part of the Arab
world, as this would threaten its security and that of the re-
gion as a whole. He insisted on the importance of going back
to the situation which prevailed before the death of King Ab-
dullah where the Houthis in Riyadh were negotiating with the
Saudis ; “I think that as long as there is a will to acknowledge
the existence of alternative opinions, we will be able to reach
a solution without offending any party. We will also be able
to overcome the thorniest problem we are facing, i.e. funda-
mentalist extremism.”

The first session was concluded with David Schenker who
affirmed in his presentation that the policy of President Donald
Trump towards the Middle East is still ambiguous, especially
that some key positions in the Defense, State and Treasury De-
partments are still vacant. He mentioned the difference be-
tween the policies of Trump the candidate and Trump the
President with regards to the issues faced by the region such as
his position towards Iran. Indeed, during his presidential cam-
paign, Trump undertook to cancel the nuclear treaty with Iran
which he described as being “the worst treaty”. As President,
he talked about adopting more stringent measures in order to
make Iran comply with the clauses of the treaty.

Schenker considered that the nuclear treaty made Iran im-
pervious to any measures that might be taken against it due
to its destabilizing interventions in the region. He said that
the current administration intends to respond firmly to these
interventions and hopes to reverse the gains achieved by
Tehran during the last eight years. This policy materialized in
the new sanctions imposed by the US administration on all
individuals and institutions dealing with the Islamic Revolu-
tion Guard corps and in the air strike launched in April 2017
against a military base in Syria which is believed to have been
the starting point for the chemical attack against Khan
Sheikhoun. According to Schenker, those measures reflect the
intention of the new US administration to resort to hard
power in order to defend US interests, which includes the
non-utilization of chemical weapons and the protection of
populations. Notwithstanding, Schenker insisted on the im-
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portance for Washington to adopt a clear carrot and stick pol-
icy if it wants to curb and reverse the Iranian expansion in the
Arab world. 

Schenker asserted that the new US administration is more
aware than it predecessor of the risk entailed by the Iranian
practices and expansionist ambitions in the region. Quoting
the Head of the US Central Command in the Middle East,
army General Joseph Votel, talking before the House armed
services committee in March, he said ; “Iran (…) has increased
its destabilizing role in the region.” He insisted that all means,
military or political, should be used in order to curtail the
Iranian expansion and seize all opportunities to hold it ac-
countable for its practices. 

On the other hand, Schenker considered that the new
administration confirmation of its commitment in Iraq and
Saudi Arabia is another sign of a policy which is different from
that of President Obama towards the Middle East and the
Arab world. Nonetheless, he said that the position of the US
administration was highly paradoxical as it intends, on the
one hand, to be rigorous with Iran while on the other hand, it
adopts economically an open door policy towards Tehran
despite the sanctions imposed on it. He gave the example of
the transaction concluded by Boeing with Iran for the supply
of commercial aircrafts for a value of 3.4 billion US Dollars.
Then, Schenker moved to the US policy aimed at facing Iran
in Yemen, Syria, Iraq and Lebanon. He held that the US
administration increased its intervention in Yemen in order
to protect Bab-al-Mandeb, and that it is determined to sup-
port, even in a limited way, the Arab alliance against the
Houthis. As for Syria, he said that the US administration is
focused on fighting ISIS, which might suggest a potential col-
laboration with Russia in this area. He wondered whether
such collaboration would include curtailing the influence of
Iran and its allies in Syria. Concerning Iraq, he wondered
about the future of the Iran-backed Shia militias after the end
of the battle of Mosul and whether the US would withdraw
again to let the Iraqi government carry on its anti-Sunni pol-
icy which led, at the beginning, to the emergence of ISIS. As
he considered that Iran is trying to Lebanize Iraq by support-
ing the Shia militias which fall beyond the control of the Iraqi
government, he mentioned the difficulty of carrying on with
Washington’s security assistance to Baghdad if Iran continues
to be the strongest player in Iraq. Moving on to Lebanon, he
said that President Trump does not have any policy towards
this country, a US position which led previously to delivering
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the country to Iran and Hezbollah. He wondered ; “Is it pos-
sible to end the Iranian intervention in the region or will the
sanctions imposed by the United States on Hezbollah bear
their fruits? Will Iran terminate the nuclear treaty which it is
so critical of, if the US increases its pressure on it ?” He as-
sumed that it would. In conclusion, he said that during the
past years, there has been some talk about a change in the US
policy which is focusing on the risk represented by Sunni
extremism and ignoring that of Shia fundamentalism. He
wondered how could the US reverse the gains achieved by
Tehran in Lebanon and increase its intervention there given
its strategic importance. The Trump administration started
drawing up a new policy towards Iran. Although it is difficult
to predict the features of this policy, we may say, nonetheless,
that this administration is on the right track in dealing with
this issue. 

The floor was opened for debate. Mr. Siniora asked to be
allowed to speak and said that Mr. Marandi tried to build a
new narrative “which requires a lot of accuracy and respect
for the facts,” as opposed to Dr. al-Dakhil’s narrative which
was truthful. He added that the attempts to end terrorism
have failed as they were limited to fast-acting solutions which
did not deal with the root causes behind the emergence of ter-
rorist organizations. He continued ; “There are some real prob-
lems which, if not tackled, will cause these organizations to
proliferate in different forms and will be detrimental to all of
the countries of the region, including Iran.” As for the Iran-
ian-Arab relationship, he asserted that things have come to a
point where all parties should admit that nobody can change
geography. “Iran is a reality, and so are Arab countries. Arab
countries will not allow Iran to interfere in their affairs, and
Iran will not allow Arab countries to interfere in its domestic
affairs.” He wondered whether we would accept the diplo-
macy of fatigue that was reached by everyone and agree on
the real facts because everyone is exhausted, and it is high
time to realize that common interests exist, and they consti-
tute a solid ground for solving all crises. 

Iraqi MP Maysoun al-Damlouji said that Iraq is not the
only country that was harmed by the Iranian expansion al-
though Iraq has had the largest share of such intervention. “As
Arabs, we need to be aware of our interests. Iran is a State of
institutions, and in its core it is a Nation State where religion
is a mere façade. Arab countries have no such institutions. We
need first to establish those institutions and then create a sin-
gle Arab project through which we could thwart all foreign in-
terventions from Turkey, Iran and other countries.”
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Commenting on Mr. Marandi’s presentation and on
Mneimneh saying that we need to listen to what Iran has to
say and not to what is said about Iran ; al-Dakhil declared that
Iran does the opposite of what it speaks. He added ; “Accord-
ing to Mr. Marandi and to the Iranian regime, Iran is not pres-
ent in Syria, Yemen, Lebanon or Iraq, and that it has nothing
to do with Hezbollah! Iran is only a dove!” He wondered ;
“How do we negotiate with a country which refuses the facts
and does not recognize them ? Iran should realize that it came
to us, and we did not come to it. Iran is responsible for creat-
ing militias in the Arab countries, and it is supporting other
ones while no Arab country is doing this.” He considered that
the creation of militias is destructive for countries. Iran’s con-
stitution stipulates that it is a sectarian State, and it is the first
country in the history of Islam to do what it is doing. “Even
the Wahabis did not do this.” 

Commenting on Mr. Siniora’s remark, David Schenker
said; “It is true that we cannot change geography, but we can
change the demography like what Iran is doing in Syria. Iran
is using this cheap weapon in order to achieve its interests.”
He added that Iran is looking for cracks and gaps in the Arab
countries in order to achieve its interests. The responsibility to
end this intervention lies within the Arab countries themselves.

Antoine Haddad declared ; “It seems that Mr. Marandi
does not listen to the sermons of Hezbollah’s leader, Mr. Has-
san Nasrallah, because if he did, he would not have said what
he said, especially that Hezbollah does not take its orders from
Iran.” Marandi answered ; “I survived two chemical attacks
during the Iran-Iraq War. Extremism started in the region with
Al-Qaida in Afghanistan, and the events in Syria derived from
the events in Libya. Did the Iranians go to Libya ? Let us have
a look at Wiki Leaks documents since 2014. The blockade
against Iran was a barbarian act and it can only be described
as a collective starvation which is unparalleled in the modern
world. Let us be realistic and not repeat what we hear through
Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabia and let us listen instead to the
Yemeni and Iraqi populations because they have a different
story.” He added ; “I agree with Mr. Siniora that no country
should interfere in the affairs of another, but this also applies
to Arab countries – No Arab country should interfere in the
affairs of another Arab country.”

In the second session entitled : “Beyond Reasonable Ca-
pacity : The Future of Lebanon and the Burdens of the
Syrian War”, the moderator, Sam Menassa, MdF Executive
Director, started by introducing the speakers, i.e. Lina
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Khatib, Head of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)
Program at Chatham House, UK, Antoine Haddad, Univer-
sity Professor and Political Activist, and Mona Fayad, Uni-
versity Professor and Writer.

Menassa declared that this session will focus on a major
axis, i.e. the limits of Lebanon’s endurance, the impact of the
Syrian crisis on the future of the country and on the Lebanese
entity both in regards of the violation of its borders and the
intervention of local Lebanese actors in the current regional
wars. As he added that some consider this to be the end of
Lebanon while others don’t, he wondered about the repercus-
sions of the upheaval in the region on Lebanon.

Antoine Haddad thanked Maison du Futur for organizing
this conference “which became an annual tradition and which
is very timely in view of its topic.” He said that the serious
challenges faced by Lebanon stem from the Syrian crisis al-
though Lebanon suffers from chronic cleavages which existed
before the Syrian war. He added that despite the election of a
President for the Republic, the constitution of the government
and security and military nominations, the internal crisis is
ongoing due to a disagreement over the electoral law and
other profound matters. He considered that the laborious
birth of a new electoral law is due to the flakiness of the hy-
brid ruling class which does not have a common understand-

From left to right:
Lina Khatib,
Antoine
Haddad and
Mona Fayad.
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ing of the meaning of elections and electoral representation.
The questions to be asked are ; Did Hezbollah lose its capacity
to decide on choices among the disagreeing parties, or is
Hezbollah still waiting for the appropriate timing for the re-
gion to settle the matter, or is Hezbollah not eager for the elec-
tions to be held under the current regional crisis ? 

Haddad spoke of the disrespect for institutions, considering
that the fear from the unknown reached the security sphere
which used to be a red line. The changes which occurred since
the election of US President Trump show a desire to moderate
the ambitions of Iran “and raise again the issue of Hezbollah
as part of Iran’s regional strategy.” To this we add the arrival
of the Israeli actor to prevent Iran from opening a new front
in the Golan and limit its expansion in Syria. This raises fears
from a new war between Israel and Hezbollah which effects
would be disastrous. He added ; “The US will issue new sanc-
tions against Iran and Hezbollah which would extend to
Hezbollah’s collaborators who include in Lebanon the Presi-
dent of the Republic and the Speaker of the House.” The war
in Syria displaced 8% of Syria’s citizens to Lebanon and many
of them come from border areas which fall under the control
of Hezbollah. 

He added that since the war started in Syria, Lebanon has
been grappling with a form of economic blockade – the route
for exports closed down, the influx of Arab and foreign tourists
went down sharply, Gulf countries’ investments shrunk as
Lebanon became a platform for combating Saudi Arabia, and
the public debt spiraled, but Lebanon was not a political and
economic haven as the country had been suffering before the
Syrian war from a controversy over the role of Hezbollah and
its extra-State weapons. Lebanon also tussles with widespread
corruption and lack of accountability. Lebanon’s capacity to re-
sist amidst the protracted Syrian crisis is being raised today
more than any time before, especially in light of the displaced
issue. In order to end this situation, Haddad considered that
three steps are necessary – first, ensure the safe and dignified
return of the displaced ; second, assimilate momentarily part of
the Syrian labor which does not constitute a competition to
the Lebanese labor, and third promote the third country reset-
tlement project. Lastly, he touched upon the importance of
shielding Lebanon from the crises in the region, of ending ter-
rorism in Syria and reaching a political settlement which would
ensure Hezbollah’s withdrawal inside the Lebanese borders and
the displaced’s return to their country. He insisted on the en-
forcement of Resolution 1701 and on Hezbollah’s laying down
its arms to join the political arena as an unarmed political actor. 
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In conclusion, Haddad said that the Lebanese economy is
viable and that Lebanon possesses a human wealth which is
probably the most important in the region ; “What we need
is a clean political life and legitimate interests. We should stop
considering public monies as booty.” 

Mona Fayad asserted that the current crisis in Lebanon did
not start with the Syrian crisis, but it preceded it and probably
goes back to the creation of the State of Israel in 1948 with
the influx of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, and the signature
of the Cairo accord in 1969 followed by the civil war which
ended militarily after the Taif agreement without forging an
internal reconciliation among the belligerent parties. This was
topped off by the Israeli occupation until the liberation in
2000 and the change in the relationships’ equation within the
ruling class after the assassination of former Prime Minister
Rafic Hariri and the ensuing repercussions – the March 14 up-
rising, the summer 2006 war, the May 7 political overthrow
and the famous March 18 sit-in which crippled the country
for more than a year and a half. All this was further heightened
by the change in the parliamentary majority in 2011 with the
minority imposing its own government, which led to a stale-
mate and to paralysis in the State machinery, unless it gave in
to the stronger party. Therefore, one cannot view any of the
crises suffered by Lebanon apart from the problem of the du-
ality of power with the presence of an internal armed group
which has its own security apparatus reigning over the regions
it controls, and which has almost grown as a State within a
State. Fayad added that the Lebanese problem increased in
complexity after the peaceful Syrian rebellion turned into a
war, first because of Hezbollah’s involvement in this war where
its total subordination to Iran was unmasked, and second, be-
cause of the Syrian displacement problem and its repercussions
on the sectarian balance in the country and the flaring up of
the Sunni-Shia sectarian conflict on the one hand and of the
nationalist Arab-Iranian conflict on the other hand.

Fayad considered that the State crisis in Lebanon is part of
the failed Nation-State crisis which emerged in the Arab re-
gion after the end of colonialism. A major problem for
Lebanon is represented by its different components resorting
to external actors in order to ensure its own interests, in addi-
tion to the lack of a unified vision among these components
on what should be considered as a threat to national security,
the absence of a national unifying Lebanese doctrine and the
adoption of consensual democracy which more often than not
undermines the constitution in favor of the pact and makes
laws discretionary and open to contradicting interpretations.
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We may add to this Hezbollah’s confiscation of the State be-
cause of its weapons and its paradoxical role as it is a Lebanese
actor and a part of the government and ruling class on the
one hand, and acts, on the other hand, as an extra-State entity
taking its orders from a foreign country which has its own
agenda, security and national interests. 

Fayad held that Hezbollah’s involvement in the Syrian war
dragged the State in its wake, although the State had decided
to stay away from the crisis, thus causing its breakup and weak-
ening. Indeed, under the banner of consensus, the political
game stayed focused on two things-first, the public division of
shares and of the country’s economic capacities among all the
pillars of the State in return for accepting the second thing, i.e.
Hezbollah’s control over the country’s capabilities and tres-
passing of the national borders in order to interfere militarily
in other Arab countries. She said ; “Hezbollah took consensual
democracy to the far end of its nuisance. After the government
and its institutions became able to reach agreement in light of
the majority and minority non-sectarian mechanism, it is now
resorted to implicit and undeclared veto with hindrances posed
to the presidential and parliamentary elections.”

She affirmed that the situation was further aggravated by
the plight of Syrian refugees and the internally divided position
towards them. This prevented the establishment of a national
strategy which would regulate their presence and limit its eco-
nomic, security and social repercussions on both parties, ig-
nited the Sunni-Shia conflict and created the problem of the
national identity as opposed to the religious and sectarian one.
In conclusion, she said that the Lebanon we all know may have
ended, but this does not mean that “the sovereign, free and in-
dependent Lebanon has ended too. Although all possibilities
are open now with the risk of a new war with Israel, the ongo-
ing Syrian war and the reconstitution of the demography of
the border areas in eastern Bekaa, which brandishes the specter
of dividing or federalizing Lebanon, this does not mean that
Lebanon as a country for all its citizens lost its role and mean-
ing for the silent civil majority. In order to overcome its crises,
Lebanon needs to get rid of the sectarian system and establish
a civil State which guarantees pluralism and constitutes an ex-
ample to be followed for the Arab region and its countries.” 

Menassa gave the floor to Lina Khatib who spoke of the
talk about an American-Jordanian plan with Russia’s blessing
for the creation of safe zones in the south of Syria in order to
attack Deir ez-Zor. Iran is worried about this plan as it intends
to enter Deir ez-Zor from different fronts, including Iraq. Al-
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though Hezbollah declared that it would withdraw from the
Eastern borders of Lebanon, it is actually not withdrawing its
troops but rather redeploying them in preparation for Deir ez-
Zor battle. Khatib added ; “We are not witnessing a with-
drawal but a reinforcement of Hezbollah’s intervention and
the interference of the Iraqi Shia militias in Syria, which
would increase Iran’s intervention and Tehran’s influence in
this country.” She also talked about the ongoing Shiazation,
in addition to the demographic changes considering this as “a
new chapter of the Iranian policy to guarantee the continuity
of its assistance to Hezbollah via Syria.” 

Khatib declared that Iran secured its popular influence in
Syria for this influence to endure whatever the form of the
regime. She explained that the Shia militias will not disappear
if a solution is reached as they started to establish non-gov-
ernmental institutions to root their political, economic and
social presence in Syria. This method is similar to the one
adopted by Iran in Lebanon. Therefore, Khatib considered
that Hezbollah’s intervention in Syria is a long-term one even
if Hezbollah reduces its military presence there in the future.
She revealed that Hezbollah created Shia zones along the bor-
ders with Syria in order to keep the borders open, to say noth-
ing of the Russian-Iranian competition that is likely to flare
up in the future and impact Lebanon. She added that Russia
wants to have a strong State in Syria whereas Iran is seeking
to sap this State in order to serve its expansionist ambitions
and root its influence ; “All this will definitely end with a con-
flict between the two States, which suggests a continuation of
the Syrian crisis with important repercussions on Lebanon.”
She asserted that the low-tension zones are not safe zones but
a new way to introduce the Iranian influence in areas where
Iran has no influence such as Idlib. In conclusion, she de-
clared; “I do not see any positive prospects for Lebanon.” 

The floor was opened for debate and Menassa addressed
questions to the speakers on the repercussions of the demo-
graphic change in Syria on Lebanon, especially with the pres-
ence of Hezbollah’s weapons, and the repercussions of the
Syrian displacement on the sectarian and demographic bal-
ance in Lebanon and on the efficiency of Hezbollah, especially
that the majority of the displaced are Sunni. Finally, Menassa
asked whether the current electoral law crisis Lebanon is wit-
nessing was a technical crisis or an existential one related to
the country’s entity itself. 

Answering some of these questions, Fayad said that
Hezbollah did not pay heed to the Syrian displacement crisis
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in its current size. The displaced are not only Sunni, and they
all live in dire straits regardless of their sect. This would lead
to an explosive situation and threaten social peace and secu-
rity. Fayad spoke of a time bomb represented by the large
number of displaced out-of-school children and wondered
about their future. She asserted that the Lebanese officials cer-
tainly deplore not having created camps for the refugees from
the start, thus allowing them to scatter all over the territory. 

According to Khatib, many of the Syrian displaced in
Lebanon support the Syrian regime and, consequently,
Hezbollah, which implies that the Shiazation might be ongo-
ing in Lebanon as well. 

Haddad said that Hezbollah has a military apparatus and
an intrinsic relation with another country in the region, which
grants it advantages that no other political actor has. He
added that historically, Lebanon was not only founded on the
Sunni-Shia sectarian balance, but also on the balance between
Muslims and Christians. The answer to the question on the
impact of the demographic changes in Syria or the presence
of a Sunni majority among the displaced on Lebanon is linked
to the evolution of the Syrian crisis ; “If no solution is found
to the crisis, it is likely that all the refugees who came to
Lebanon would stay there.” 

The audience asked the following questions :
Do you think that the Lebanese political actors which are

customizing the electoral law to fit their own interests are
waiting to see the outcomes of the Syrian crisis and the situ-
ation in the region to change Lebanon’s entity and not only
the electoral law ?

Are we going to witness a re-drawing of the Syrian-
Lebanese borders ?

What is the future of the Syrian newborns who do not have
identity papers from their country or certificates from the
Lebanese government ?

A question addressed to Khatib ; “Should we link what you
said about Deir ez-Zor to the events in Mosul ?”

There are approximately 1.5 million Syrian refugees among
them at least 100,000 who are militarily trained. What is their
impact on Lebanon ?

Hezbollah came up with a justification for its presence in
Syria. Can the party use the presence of Syrian refugees in
Lebanon as another excuse in order to keep its weapons ?
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Haddad agreed that the organization of elections in
Lebanon hinges on the future of the balances in the region. He
said ; “I expect the situation to end in the establishment of the
current status quo.” He added ; “We will face a demographic
crisis if the Syrians do not return to their country, and our
biggest fear is that the lack of clarity of the new US adminis-
tration policy towards Iran continues which would raise ques-
tions on Hezbollah’s position within this ‘Iranian carpet’.” 

Fayad said that the Lebanese political system became con-
sensual in the worst meaning of this word. Security is still pre-
vailing in Lebanon because neither the regional forces nor the
international ones want to destabilize the situation for fear of
another Syrian displacement. Nobody has the time or the de-
sire to deal with a new security crisis in Lebanon.

Khatib expected the US administration to put more pres-
sure on Iran in Syria by availing itself of the fight against ISIS
on the level of the international community, which represents
a concern for Iran. “We do not know what Tehran’s reaction
would be if the United States tried to snatch the excuse of
fighting fundamentalism from it to take its hands off Syria,”
she continued ; “Today, there is an attempt to open a direct
line in the Eastern region between Syria and Iraq. Hezbollah
did not withdraw from the Eastern borders of Lebanon but it
gathered its fighters in order to deploy them in Deir ez-Zor in
preparation for the upcoming battle there. Iran might be pre-
pared for a military defeat in Syria, but it is not ready for a
social defeat.”

Michel Duclos, President of Académie Diplomatique In-
ternationale in Paris, took the floor during lunch after Presi-
dent Amine Gemayel introduced him as a keynote speaker.

Duclos said that he will be speaking as a diplomat, and he
will not get to the academic depth reached by his colleagues
during the previous sessions. He added that talking about the
Arab world today presupposes a talk about Syria and about
the possible opportunities to solve the crisis and the way to
seize them. According to him, four reasons suggest that a po-
litical solution exists – the first is Russia which needs, on the
one hand, to reach a political settlement after its military vic-
tory since it is seeking, as a superpower, to get out of Syria
once it becomes stable, while it needs, on the other hand, to
reduce its military intervention in Syria. The second is the
comeback of the US with the new administration. Under
Obama, the United States completely withdrew from the re-
gion, with the exception of the nuclear treaty with Iran, there
was no serious American intervention in the regional crises.

Michel Duclos.
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The strike performed recently by Trump’s administration in
Syria indicates that the US is in the process of recovering its
role as a superpower. The third reason is the renewed balance
both on the international level with the US regaining its role
and on the regional level between their Sunni allies in the re-
gion and Iran. The fourth and most important reason is the
war against ISIS reaching the end of its first stage. In the last
years, the western countries’ focus was on the fight against
ISIS. Today, the balance will be reinstated following ISIS’ de-
feat and this victory will bring the western world focus to the
Syrian crisis and to the true reasons behind this crisis.   

Duclos wondered how one could tap into this window of
opportunities ; “We can do so by examining the failed Russian
peace experience in Aleppo in the hope that we would learn
from the mistakes that were committed there.” He continued;
“Aleppo reflected a form of Turkish-Russian agreement.
Aleppo wouldn’t have fallen hadn’t Turkey changed its policy
in favor of a damage mitigation decision. Russia accepted, in
turn, the Turkish approach provided Turkey would not attack
the militias it backs up. Turkey agreed to Assad staying in
power, even if for a short period of time, and Iran did not ob-
ject to this agreement although it had been somehow cautious
about it.” He explained that the purpose behind the battle of
Aleppo was not to establish peace but to divide the opposition
and bring it to the negotiation’s table while at its weakest. 

Peace was not established in Aleppo because Russia’s allies
on the ground, mainly the Syrian regime, did not take the nec-
essary steps likely to lead to peace. On the contrary, they re-
sumed their attacks, and the regime did not take any initiative
in order to launch the negotiations and reach a political solu-
tion. The western negotiators of Russia were taken aback by
the evolution of the situation in Aleppo especially that they
had thought, at first sight, that Russia’s peace initiative would
be successful. During this period, the former US administra-
tion was turning a blind eye to the Syrian case, and Obama
thought that any American military intervention in Syria
would lead to deleterious effects on the relationship with Rus-
sia. However, after the Khan Sheikhoun massacre, it was no
longer possible for the new administration to turn its back on
what happened. The reasons why the Russian peace in Aleppo
came up against a stumbling block are linked to the circum-
stances and to other reasons, mainly the position of the Syrian
opposition factions and the Sunni countries which would not
have accepted this peace without obtaining something in re-
turn, mainly the reduction of the Iranian influence.
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The situation today does not
allow contemplating negotiations
without tackling the issue of the
Shia militias, the nature of the
regime and Iran’s influence and
presence in Syria. Duclos added ;
“The Russian-American collabora-
tion must continue, and it is nec-
essary to move forward in creating
the safe zones. The first frame-
work for a political solution is dia-
logue among all stakeholders and
getting the US policy back on its
normal track.” The second frame-
work is power transition in Syria.
The countries which want the fall
of Assad will not see their wish be-
come a reality overnight and it is
not acceptable that Assad remains in power ; “We need to find
a compromise.” He added ; “On the other hand, each sect
must obtain guarantees for its security and an assurance that
it will not be subject to massacres or retaliations.” Russia has
an influence over Damascus and the Syrian regime. The Alaw-
ites do not necessarily support Iran and its influence in Syria.
We must negotiate a gradual power transition where the Rus-
sians would play a catalyst role.   

The third framework is about reaching an agreement be-
tween Iran and Arab countries and between the Sunnis and
the Shias. Europe may have a role to play, mainly France
which can have an influence in this respect. He concluded ; “I
think that France can also contribute to rectifying the path of
the US policy in the region. Europe must also act as a media-
tor between Iran and the United States to avoid a crisis be-
tween the two countries. Everyone has an interest in agreeing
with Iran provided the latter undertakes to change its expan-
sionist policy in the region, mainly in Syria. This might be a
painstaking process, but a decision should be made if we want
to put an end to the Syrian war which would, otherwise, drag
on indefinitely. We should all be aware of the seriousness of
the problem to be able to find solutions. A protracted war in
Syria would breed instability in the region and in the world,
and this might even threaten Russia.” 

Following this presentation, a question was raised on
the European notion of “rebellion” and the French vision of
the Levant.  
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Duclos answered that the lack of US intervention con-
tributed to the blossoming of extremist groups and to the
breakup of the region. He asserted that the trends in the re-
gion were previously national and secular and there are still
nationalists who do not support extremist groups. He said that
a national secular force should be rebuilt in Syria in order to
overcome the crisis. On France’s vision of the Levant, he said
that France only wants peace and, “We are ready to do what-
ever we can in order to achieve this goal. Europe has the re-
sponsibility to contribute to rebuilding the countries of the
region. Assad destroyed the Syrian State and even if we con-
sider that the United States will intervene again, it is Europe’s
and not the US’s responsibility to rebuild the countries.”  

In the third session entitled “The Crisis of the Arab
State: Is External Intervention the Cause or the Cure ?”,
the moderator, Dorothée Schmidt, Head of the Turkey/M.E.
Program, IFRI started by introducing the speakers, i.e. Alberto
Fernandez, Vice-President of the Middle East Media Re-
search Institute, Washington DC, Laith Kubba, Senior Di-
rector, MENA, National Endowment for Democracy,
Washington DC and Hassan Mneimneh.

Schmidt said that the United States has been at the heart
of all the talks since the morning and that the State crisis ex-
ists in the Middle East on various levels. It is necessary to
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search the different forms of the State as each stakeholder in
the Middle East has their own understanding of the matter
as well as interests that they seek to protect. 

Fernandez thanked Maison du Futur and its Executive Di-
rector Sam Menassa for inviting him to the conference. He
said that one of the mistakes that we commit while analyzing
foreign policy is reducing the causes of a particular event to
one cause. When we talk about the reasons behind the Middle
East’s crises, we often tend to speak of “an external conspir-
acy” or of “the mistakes of the local leaders and players”. The
truth often lies between those two opinions. He continued
that all countries, regardless of their real weight, are seeking
to display their strength and influence on international deci-
sion-making. They do so either calmly and indirectly or
through violence. Foreign powers interfere because they can
and their motive is often a mix of private and utopic interests. 

He wondered whether external interventions in Arab coun-
tries were the cause or the cure. He said that these interven-
tions are neither the cause of the crises in the region nor the
cure to them as there are other factors lying underneath. The
region’s history of war and foreign intervention is a problem
which has become deeply rooted since World War One.
Notwithstanding, we cannot disregard the intervention of
non-foreign States and the role of local leaderships in the evo-
lution of the situation in the region. The Middle Eastern pop-
ulations will not overcome this situation if they do not
understand and become aware of their problems as a first step.

He spoke of the different stages of foreign intervention-
first, the conflict between the East and the West ; second, the
Cold War and the Soviet-American struggle, and third the
unipolarity in international relation following the fall of the
Soviet Union where the West thought that it can change to-
talitarian regimes in the Middle East and establish democratic
regimes replicating the Western ones. He asserted that it is
not the responsibility of the US government to reform disin-
tegrated societies, and that the current administration will
deal differently with the region while Western governments
will be more stringent and increase their efforts in order to
put an end to these crises. 

In conclusion, he said that the West can no longer turn a
blind eye to the human rights’ violations that are taking place,
and these violations are currently mobilizing the West. Presi-
dent Obama was not interested in returning to Iraq, but he
had to due to extremism and human rights’ violations. Another
aspect of the Western influence will be in rebuilding the States. 
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Laith Kubba took the floor and said that as an opposition
political activist who fought Saddam Hussein’s regime, he un-
derstands “why we are sometimes forced to call upon foreign
intervention”. Although the Americans were occupiers, Iraq
needed their presence. He added ; “We resort to foreign inter-
vention when the situation in some countries is marked by
the failure of the State which poses a threat to the stability of
other countries.”

Foreign intervention in its various forms, direct or indirect,
soft or hard, via military or economic sanctions, has been a
reality throughout history in the Middle East and North
Africa as well as in all the parts of the world. If foreign inter-
vention was historically linked to colonialist countries, this is
no longer the case and foreign intervention is not circum-
scribed to Western powers anymore. Kubba gave the example
of Syria’s intervention in Lebanon, of Iran’s intervention in
Iraq, of Egypt’s intervention in Libya and of Saudi Arabia’s
intervention in Yemen. He said that in today’s world where
everything became interconnected, it is no longer possible to
refuse foreign intervention categorically, but one must first un-
derstand the circumstances of such interventions to judge
whether they have a positive or a negative impact. If the West-
ern intervention in the region after World War One mainly
aimed at broadening the influence of its countries, the situa-
tion has changed now, especially that most Western interven-
tions occur under the umbrella of the United Nations. As for
the motives of these interventions, he spoke of legitimate in-
ternational or regional fears deriving from multiple vital issues
such as terrorism, sources of energy, national security threats,
minorities’ rights, war crimes, human rights’ violations, disas-
ters, human crises, etc. 

He continued on saying that the last two decades witnessed
an increased foreign intervention in the region which caused
many controversies on whether this intervention was useful
or harmful by contributing to solve or rather intensify the
crises in the region. As for the root causes of the crises in the
MENA region according to Kubba, they lie in bad governance,
antiquated political cultures and laxness towards blatant
human rights’ violations. The best solution would be to tackle
these crises from the inside as experience has shown how er-
roneous it is for a foreign country to be involved in State-
building in a sovereign country. However, when governments
fail to do that and when this failure impacts other countries,
what should one do ? In this case, it becomes necessary to re-
sort to foreign parties for help in building the State. The sov-
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ereignty excuse is no longer useful given the scope of the crisis
and the internal failure to solve it on the one hand and its
possible impact on the region’s and even on the world’s sta-
bility on the other hand. It is no longer acceptable to use sov-
ereignty as a cover in order to defend failed political systems.
Kubba said that rulers often use this excuse to guarantee their
longevity in power. He asserted that everyone has an interest
in helping the region build State institutions, establish the rule
of law and spread the culture of respect for public monies,
transparency and accountability. 

He considered that the discussion on the positive or nega-
tive aspect of foreign intervention remains open, and its out-
comes are linked to the position of the different parties
towards this intervention ; while authoritarian regimes con-
sider foreign intervention aimed at building a State of insti-
tutions to be a negative intervention aimed at overthrowing
them, the population views such intervention as an opportu-
nity for a better future ; and while an ethnic or sectarian ma-
jority considers foreign intervention aimed at protecting
minorities to be negative, minorities view this intervention as
being vital for their existence. Some interventions can be de-
structive as they sow internal discord in order to achieve per-
sonal interests and increase their influence. “What is needed
is a soft intervention rather than a hard one. Yet, the question
remains on whether a soft intervention by financing develop-
ment projects is enough to solve deep-rooted and interwoven
crises such as the ones raging in the countries of the region
like Syria, Iraq, Libya and Yemen.” 

While Hassan Mneimneh agreed with Kubba’s assess-
ment of foreign intervention, he insisted on the importance
of understanding the intentions of the intervening actors and
not only the claims of those requesting the intervention. He
added that States in this region are acting like authoritarian
States which hide behind the fear of revolutions and chaos to
tighten the noose around civil society and thwart foreign in-
terventions which support it. For instance, the stringent leg-
islations in Egypt are restrictive for civil society, and the laws
in Iraq regulated civil society in a way which goes against the
concept of civil society itself.

He asserted that the right to international protection is sa-
cred, and it is sometimes necessary to transcend national sov-
ereignty to ensure this protection. The international
community has also the duty to intervene to provide protec-
tion. Mneimneh considered Obama’s policy towards the Syrian
crisis to be paradoxical. He spoke of the necessity to protect the
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populations, yet he took no initiative in this direction. Under
George H. W. Bush, the US intervention was dictated by the
reality on the ground, and it evolved under Bill Clinton’s ad-
ministration towards more harmony between interests and val-
ues. The idea of a new Middle East came out under George W.
Bush, especially with the Arab diaspora in the US pushing for
such policy. Under Obama and based on the Syrian crisis, the
previous positions were examined, reality imposed itself, and
the US administration decided to withdraw from and abandon
the Middle East. It was expected that Obama’s administration
would provide support to civil society, but this did not happen.
The US gave up on interventions whereas Europe cannot ef-
fectively stay away from the Middle East.

Mneimneh insisted on the importance of helping the coun-
tries in the region to become Nation-States, a model which is
inexistent in the Arab world where all internal reform at-
tempts were doomed to failure. He gave the example of Al
Ammiyat in Lebanon which were revolutions spurred by the
local communities after the end of World War One. These rev-
olutions did not succeed because the promises made were not
honored, and the State failed to provide citizens with services.
He concluded by saying ; “We are currently at a crossroad, and
we might expect a positive role from the US. The recent events
of Khan Sheikhoun made everyone look again and seriously
into the Syrian crisis. The US strike against the military base
was not a political gesture but rather a show of power and de-
termination which made the Syrian regime, Iran and Russia
say that the US is back on the scene. 

The following questions were submitted to the debate : 
There is a good reason which is never mentioned for Rus-

sia’s intervention in Syria and which is not driven by the vac-
uum left by the US withdrawal, i.e. gas and its sale to Europe.
If the rights of religious and ethnic minorities in the region
are not catered for, the situation will continue to deteriorate
whatever the nature of the regimes and no solution will be
found for the crises if the rights of these minorities are not
taken into consideration. Foreign intervention did not take
place in order to help the populations but for the sake of other
personal interests.

We have been talking about foreign intervention to
support democracy for the past thirty years ; don’t you think
that the US intervention in the region under Bush was a mere
reaction to the 9/11 events ? Later, Obama reacted to Bush’s
acts, which led to the withdrawal of the US. This being said,
is it possible to go back to a more rational discussion with the
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West and Russia on the criteria of success and legitimacy
of interventions ? 

Do the speakers believe that the US contributed to the
emergence of ISIS? Israel is a well-known ally of the US, and
the US is only trying to weaken Iran. Wouldn’t it have been
more useful to put all this effort into strengthening Arab coun-
tries and installing peace between them and Israel ? Doesn’t
this serve the interests of everyone ? 

Superpowers always intervene to guarantee their economic
interests. The region enjoys a strategic and important location,
and it is the cradle of the three monotheistic religions. Don’t
you think that the creation of the State of Israel represents
the core of the conflict and that a fair solution to the Arab-
Israeli conflict would reduce religious extremism and violence? 

Fernandez answered that if Israel did not exist, Arab coun-
tries would have created it themselves because they are using
it as an excuse to justify their failure. He added that it is an
exaggeration to use the Arab-Israeli conflict in order to justify
the problems in the region. He advised everyone to use a mir-
ror to clearly see themselves and stop blaming others for these
problems. Many factors led to the emergence of ISIS. He as-
serted that neither the US nor its intelligence is behind the
creation of ISIS, but it is rather the problems in the region
that produced them and the remaining extremist groups,
knowing that the history of the region is not free of violence
or extremism. One needs only to recall the Karbala events of
1801 when Muslims were killed by people who call them-
selves Muslims as well. 

Thursday, May 18, 2017 
In the fourth session entitled “Russia in Syria : A New

Cold War or an Implicit Delegation ?”, the moderator,
Joseph Maïla, started by introducing the speakers, i.e.
Irina Zvyagelskaya, Professor and Chief researcher, Institute
of Oriental Studies, Moscow, Anwar al-Bunni, human rights
lawyer in Syria and co-founder of the Syrian Human Rights
Association, and Frédéric Charillon, Professor of political sci-
ence at the University of Auvergne, France. 

Maïla said that the topic of this session is very important
as Russia is currently playing a very important role in the Mid-
dle East. Its role is historical in the region, and its ambitions
there are not new. He added that when talking about the
Sykes-Picot agreement, we always tend to forget the central
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role played by tsarist Russia especially because of its interest
in the Holy Places and its relationship with the Ottoman Em-
pire. One cannot deny either that without the Bolshevik rev-
olution, Israel would probably not have existed today given
tsarist Russia and France’s opposition to the Balfour Declara-
tion at the time. 

Irina Zvyagelskaya reacted to Maïla’s
comment by reminding the audience that it
is Russia who unveiled the Sykes-Picot’s se-
cret agreement. She said ; “We are currently
living in a transitional period which outcomes
are difficult to foresee, especially in the Mid-
dle East and in light of the problems faced by
the region. Russia is not the only player in the
region which witnessed the intervention of
States and superpowers throughout its his-
tory.” She added ; “The answer to the ques-
tion on the reason behind Russia’s presence
in the Middle East today and its military in-
tervention in Syria is simple – it is about end-
ing the operations aimed at changing regimes
in the region by the United States and their
NATO allies in order to preserve the State
structure, entities and institutions. It is true
that regimes in the region are authoritarian and deal with the
State components as if they were their property ; however, there
was no other choice since having a regime and a State is far bet-
ter than the collapse of the State. She considered that the
change of regimes in Iraq and Libya led to an indescribable
chaos as well as to a wave of displacement and emergence of
extremist groups which became more powerful. Therefore, Rus-
sia had no other choice but to intervene in order to protect the
Syrian State and prevent its downfall because if it falls down,
the consequences would be disastrous for the whole region. She
asserted that the Russian intervention in Syria was a turning
point in this war and reinstated the balance of powers, which
set the negotiations in motion in Geneva. 

On another note, Russia sought, through its intervention
in Syria, to portray itself as an irreplaceable international
player, especially with the presence of the American-European
alliance against terrorism which was not joined by Russia.
During this period, Russia tried to collaborate with the United
States in order to open diplomatic channels and save whatever
State institutions it could. As for Astana negotiations and the
debate surrounding them, especially the talk about Russia’s
attempt to appear as the main sponsor for these negotiations,
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she said ; “This is not true because the United Nations were
represented in these negotiations through their envoy Staffan
de Mistura, and they constituted an important pillar for the
course of Geneva peace talks. She considered that Russia
made concessions when it agreed to the participation of op-
position parties in these negotiations, some of whom come
from terrorist organizations because it was convinced of the
importance of such participation in order to reach a solution
that would fix stability in Syria. Zvyagelskaya mentioned an-
other controversial topic, i.e. the Russian-Iranian relations and
said that Iran is a very important neighbor of Russia ; “We col-
laborate together in the Middle East and in other regions of
the world despite our differences, particularly in the Caspian
Sea. Concerning the situation in Syria, she asserted that Syria
was as important for Russia as Central Asia. Therefore, Russia
sent its troops to Syria in order to protect the State and pre-
vent the collapse of its institutions. She added that she does
not understand why everyone is so critical of the Russian-
Iranian collaboration while they say nothing about the Iraqi-
Iranian rapprochement.

In conclusion, Zvyagelskaya reminded the audience that
Russia was behind the idea of the ceasefire and the creation
of low-tension zones where the Syrian army aircrafts cannot
fly over and where international UN peacekeeping forces
would deploy. She considered this as a practical proposal
through which Russia wanted to improve its relations with the
new US administration and find an agreement with the US
on the Syrian issue. 

Before giving the floor to Anwar al-Bunni, Maïla com-
mented that Zvyagelskaya considered that the change of
regime in Libya and the resulting chaos, instability and emer-
gence of extremist groups made Russia intervene in Syria in
order to prevent a change of regime. She also shed light on
the Russian-Iranian relations and on Russia’s relations with
the new US administration. 

Anwar al-Bunni thanked Maison du Futur for inviting
him to the conference and facilitating his trip to Lebanon. He
added ; “I would like to say, at the outset, that some consider
foreign intervention as a mistake or demerit. I consider it nec-
essary, especially that relations with the outside world are di-
alectical. The problem lies in the hidden interests behind these
interventions and their orientations and whether they are in
the interest of the populations and for their protection or in
the interest of the regimes.” He declared that he would tackle
the topic of the Russian military intervention in Syria from a
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legal and political angle. From a legal perspective, Russia’s mil-
itary intervention in Syria is deemed illegal despite Russia’s
claim that this intervention was based on the request of the
Syrian government and on agreements between the two coun-
tries. He added that these agreements apply when the country
is subject to an external aggression and become null and void
when they are executed in the interest of a group of Syrians
against another group. He continued ; “If Russia came to help
Syria against the Iranian attack for instance, its intervention
would have been deemed legal, but intervening in order to
protect a ruling gang against a group of the Syrian population
makes its presence akin to a militia’s presence which is not
authorized by any law.” He considered the military operations
conducted by Russia at the moment to be war crimes in the
eyes of the law. From a political perspective, he alleged that
the Russian intervention in Syria was not induced by the rea-
sons mentioned by Zvyagelskaya, describing these reasons as
mere justifications for the media. Syria is not close to Russia
and the events in Syria do not pose a direct threat to Russia’s
security and stability. What interests Moscow in Syria is its
need for a base in the Mediterranean. The opposition did not
object to this and offered two bases to Russia. He added that
Russia’s objective from its intervention in Syria is to have a
negotiating card with the international community and trade
it for Ukraine and its neighboring countries. Here lies the core
issue. Russia intervened following the Foua, Kefraya and
Zabadani agreement because it felt that Iran had started to
play an increased role in Syria. Therefore, Russia intervened
first against Iran in order to prevent it from gaining more in-
fluence in Syria. He said ; “All that Russia is dreaming of is to
be adopted by the US as an agent in the region in order to do
a trade with Washington for other issues which interest Rus-
sia. Russia came to Syria in order to sell the West a solution
to the Syrian crisis ; unfortunately, the West did not buy any-
thing from Russia and did not change one iota of its attitude
towards Ukraine. Hence, Russia intervened excessively in
Syria in order to put more pressure on the West.” 

Al-Bunni described the Astana meeting as the “meeting of
the weak” because Iran, Russia and Turkey were abandoned
by the West. Even the United Nations refused to take As-
tana’s outcomes into consideration. He concluded that the
Russian intervention does not aim at ending the Syrian war
but “like I said before, Russia is after a bargaining chip with
the West. Concerning Russia’s alleged attempts to end terror
and eradicate extremist groups, allow me to say that the Russ-
ian practices had an adverse result as they fed extremism and
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terror and strengthened its base. It is the West which will de-
termine the end of Russia’s intervention in the Syrian crisis
and whether a strategy will be set in order to end this crisis.” 

Maïla thanked al-Bunni and gave the floor to Frédéric
Charillon who in his turn thanked Maison du Futur and Kon-
rad Adenauer Stiftung for their invitation and explained that
he will be presenting Europe’s point of view as to the Russian
intervention in Syria. He said that from the perspective of in-
ternational relations, the Russian intervention in Syria took
place at a critical time due to the lost trust in the United
States’ will to intervene in order to protect their allies and the
suspicions around Obama’s administration’s intentions re-
garding the region. Putin’s influence on the international re-
lations scene increased in 2015 and 2016 and the situation
changed greatly in Syria where the regime lost its power and
its army started to lose many positions. This period was an
important opportunity for Russia which was suffering from
international isolation due to its Ukrainian adventure. 

Charillon added ; “We should examine the issue from this
perspective in order to be able to determine the reasons which
drove Russia to military intervene in Syria and explore the
repercussions of this intervention. It is necessary to shed light
on some of the important points related to Russia’s behavior,
knowing that many of its practices were not justified.” He de-
clared ; “It has always been said that the Russians intervened
in order to protect Bashar Al Assad, but this is not logical be-
cause Bashar Al Assad was never a friend of Russia. We also
heard talks about a form of agreement with Iran, i.e. playing
the Shia card against the Sunni one. This is also illogical due to
the large Sunni presence in Russia and to the internal turmoil
this would cause in Russia.” Charillon went on detailing three
other arguments which are often presented in order to explain
the Russian intervention in Syria. First, Moscow has the capac-
ity to influence Assad and control the regime, but this idea is
erroneous as experience has shown that the Syrian regime acts
with an autonomy which has often embarrassed Russia. Sec-
ond, Russia wants to change the rules of the game and solve
the crisis but nothing has changed and the crisis was not solved
be it on the military or on the human level. The third argument
concerns the fight against terrorism and the eradication of ex-
tremist groups. This argument does not stand because Moscow
did not target ISIS and similar organizations in Syria as a pri-
ority, but it targeted the moderate opposition factions.  

He said that the second idea that he would like to dwell on
concerns the logic of cold international relations and the
framework for Russia’s intervention, and wondered whether
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Moscow’s intervention in Syria is linked to its attempt to
change the international community attitude towards its in-
tervention in Ukraine. He explained that by sending its troops
to Ukraine, Russia laid itself open to isolation and to sanctions
from the international community. By intervening in Syria,
Moscow went back to the international negotiations table and
imposed itself as a major actor who can force solutions. Russia
took advantage of the American hesitation and of the vacuum
left by the US in the region, especially after Obama talked
about red lines and failed to react when those red lines were
breached, showing to the world that when the US abandoned
its allies, Russia continued to support its own to the maximum.

Charillon exposed the international and regional repercus-
sions of the Russian intervention in Syria as follows :

The emergence of non-Western intervention in the region,
which is a new phenomenon as most international interven-
tions were from the West under the command of the US, the
UK and France ; yet, today there are regional non-western
players in Syria, i.e. Iran and Turkey, as well as non-state ac-
tors linked to regional States, such as Hezbollah, the Shia mili-
tias and extremist groups.

The Moscow – Iran – Turkey axis led to the decline and
sidelining of the Arab role.

The North Koreanization of Syria which remained on the
regional and international scene without playing a major role.

Charillon concluded his presentation by cautioning against
the support provided to Moscow by the new US administra-
tion and some western countries, especially with the American
and European attempts to end extremism and terrorism on
the one hand and limit the Iranian expansion in the region on
the other hand. 

The following questions were submitted to the debate :
Russia has interests in this region, the most important

being the perpetuation of Christianity, which was overlooked
by the West, and eradicating Islamic extremism and prevent-
ing this extremism from being exported to it. Didn’t Moscow
think that by allying itself to Iran, it would be only feeding
the Muslim Sunni extremism that it is combating ?

Don’t you think that the Russian intervention in the region
came as a relief to some Western States, as well as to some
Arab countries like Jordan because the negotiator in the Syr-
ian crisis was no longer the Islamic Revolution Guard corps
or the Shia militias but rather an international power ? 
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If Russia does not want to intervene in the system change
game and impose a specific political model upon the countries
of the region, why did it turn the Astana military meeting into
a political meeting by distributing a draft of the new Syrian
constitution to the military participants ? 

Don’t you think that Russia has a hidden agenda linked
mainly to gas and to building pipelines for its distribution ? 

It is useful for the countries that the negotiator for Syria
doesn’t stay limited to Iran and to have another negotiator to
talk to. Will Moscow try to be an actor in Libya or in other
countries ?

Why did the Syrian opposition disintegrate and to what
extent is it responsible for the evolution of the situation ?

Do you think that Obama arranged for Russia’s entry to
Syria ? Did Putin enter Syria on behalf of Obama ? Can Russia
expel Iran from Syria ?

During the Soviet rule, the Russian people suffered from
despotism like the Arab populations, which led to the Arab
Spring. How can Russia support a dictator who uses chemical
weapons against his own people because the latter is only ask-
ing for freedom ? What does the Russian population think
about that ? 

In reply to all these questions and on the issue of the Russ-
ian-Iranian relations, Zvyagelskaya said that many of the al-
liances are only tactical, and she asserted that many
disagreements exist with Iran, mainly in Syria, as Moscow
does not believe in a military solution and is looking for a po-
litical solution to the crisis, and it will not back Iran’s desire
to stay in Syria for a long time. She added ; “We cannot dis-
miss Iran from Syria even if we want to. Iran is an important
neighbor for us, and we need to collaborate with it in the
Caspian Sea and in Central Asia. As for the new Syrian con-
stitution draft presented during the Astana meeting, she de-
clared that the problem does not lie in this initiative itself, but
in the fact that the regime and the opposition did not submit
a view on the Syria they want for the future. She added that
much criticism was addressed to Russia on the issue of Crimea
and Ukraine and that President Putin is not naive, and he
knows that he cannot disregard the Ukrainian issue. He could
have followed another path, but he chose a different logic. She
said ; “Allow me to mention that King Abdullah II of Jordan is
the one who suggested the equation of Ukraine against Syria
in an interview with the Washington Post. It was not Moscow.
As for the gas, Russia is not thinking about this at the moment
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as it has its own gas and many agreements to ensure its sale.”
She added ; “I don’t know whether Obama has a plan in order
to drag Russia in the Syrian crisis, but what I know is that
Obama’s relationship with President Putin was very bad, even
on the personal level, and the Russian President could not
have fallen in a trap set by Obama.” She reminded the audi-
ence that Russia supported the Arab Spring in Egypt and in
Tunisia and that Russia is not against the Arab Spring. How-
ever, Russia is against imposing a change of regimes from the
outside or by internal actors backed by external parties, and
it condemns attempts to tamper with State institutions. It is
also against extremist organizations and terrorism. She con-
cluded that no one in Russia sympathizes with Bashar Al
Assad who has never paid a visit to Russia during his mandate
before the crisis started. She mentioned that it was the French
President who called him “my dear son”.  

Al-Bunni said ; “We are discussing the results of things and
not their basis, i.e. the fact that some populations launched
revolutions against authoritarian regimes which presence had
been supported by superpowers for decades. We are looking
into the game of nations, and we forgot about the revolutions
of the people.” He considered that Russia proposed a consti-
tution draft to the military during the Astana meeting to say
that the Syrians will not agree on a new constitution and that
the regional actors represented in Astana are the ones who can
find a solution and agree on the future of Syria.” He added
that terrorism was used as an excuse in Syria in order to fire at
others. ISIS was growing and gaining power and fights were
directed at other parts of the opposition. As for the question
on where the Syrian opposition was, he answered ; “Allow me
to tell you that it has been liquidated because on the one hand,
it was not hosted by any international power and on the other
hand, it has been manipulated by the regional powers. The op-
position was dismantled and distorted on purpose, knowing
that the Syrians’ experience with opposition is still in its in-
fancy, and the existence of an opposition in Syria is new be-
cause in practice, the regime did not allow an opposition to
exist, but it used to exterminate it directly. Nevertheless, we
are still there, but we were not given enough space to establish
our existence. There is still no international decision support-
ing a moderate and civil opposition.” He considered that the
Geneva negotiations were only a puppet theatre to create the
impression that things are moving on the level of the Syrian
crisis, and that a place was carved out for the opposition. 

Duclos answered to what Zvyagelskaya said about French
President Jacques Chirac calling Bashar Al Assad “my dear
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son”; “When talking about France, it is useful to have objec-
tive data available. France wanted to have a good influence on
Assad and President Chirac tried to lend him a helping hand,
but this ended with the assassination of Rafic Hariri, and the
dialogue between Assad and France was breached. President
Sarkozy also tried to offer him a helping hand, but we failed
once again.” He added ; “When we talk about Russia’s geopo-
litical reasons and interests in Syria, we often forget the simi-
larities between the two regimes. The so-called “Raison d’État”
does not exist in both countries, and it has been overshadowed
by the so-called “Raison de Régime”. The Syrian regime is an
authoritarian one and the West, which does not believe in the
use of force and does not want to change the regime, delegated
its prerogatives to regional powers until things reached a point
the West was not comfortable with. The principle of not
changing regimes that Russia is availing itself of in order to jus-
tify its interference in Syria is unacceptable because it deprives
people of their right to revolt and be free and of the right to
choose the governance system they want. As for what my col-
league Irina said about the Russian-Iranian relations being crit-
icized but not the Iraqi-Iranian relations, I would like to say
that relations between Iraq and Iran are normal due to the
Shia presence in Iraq, which is not the case of Russia.” He said
that Zvyagelskaya was right in alluding to the vacuum in the
Middle East which led to the current situation after the US
withdrew from the region and gave up its structuring role
there. In conclusion, he considered that Moscow’s interven-
tion in Syria augurs ill for Russia in the future.

In the fifth session entitled “States of War : Perspectives
of Resolution or Continuation of Decay in Syria, Iraq,
Yemen, and Libya”, the moderator Oraib al-Rantawi, Gen-
eral Director of al-Quds Center, started by introducing the
speakers, i.e. Sami Aoun, Amr Hamzawi, Senior Associate,
Middle East Program, Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, Washington DC and Ivan Vejvoda, Permanent Fellow,
Institute of Human Sciences, Vienna. Guido Steinberg asked
to be excused due to reasons beyond his control. 

Oraib al-Rantawi thanked Maison du Futur, represented
by its director, President Amine Gemayel, and its executive di-
rector, Sam Menassa, as well as Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung for
organizing this conference, and he touched upon MdF confer-
ence which will be held in June in collaboration with Al Quds
Center in order to discuss the future of the two-state solution.
He said that this session is set to explore the features of the
future path ; where is the Arab world headed in light of the
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open and gaping crises raging in four Arab countries ? Will we
witness future explosions in countries with underlying crises ?
What about the fate of countries like Egypt, Algeria or the Gulf
countries after the drop in oil prices and their declining posi-
tion ? Will the upcoming decade be a Gulf decade par excel-
lence ? Did we hit rock bottom to start thinking about stability
or are we still falling ? “I don’t think we have hit rock bottom
yet, and we might be on the verge of two or more decades of a
bloody transitional period.” He explained that this session will
try to find the way to salvation, and as it was said in previous
sessions, everything is not all black or white. 

Aoun said that he will try to answer the following ques-
tion ; “Is it possible to foresee the features of the new Arab
State in light of the lessons learnt from crises ? Or will the au-
thoritarian, despotic, patriarchal State be able to regenerate
itself once societies have exhausted their capacity to resist its
authority ?” He added that in answering this question, he will
first tackle the issue of patriarchal tyranny from the perspec-
tive of the Arab Muslim memory and from that of the West.
Second, he will go through the necessary conditions for over-
coming the authoritarian State to discuss, in a third stage, the
possible creation of a modern civil democratic State in the
Arab Islamic world without breaching religious values. 

Aoun explained that despotism and authoritarianism were
present in the Arabs’ and Muslim’s memory. He quoted Ibn
Khaldoun who diagnosed correctly the situation in the Arab
world in terms of degeneration, despotism and oppression.
More recently, Abdel Rahman al-Kawakibi considered that po-
litical despotism stems from religious despotism. He said that
the Koran laid the foundations of freedom, i.e. what tied us
down allowed us, at the same time, to have access to freedom.
Abdallah al-‘Urwi spoke of the conditions to shake off the
yoke of despotism, saying that democratic values should be
assimilated gradually without resorting to revolutions. Nazih
al-Ayoubi considered that the formation of the modern State
is the result of an external rather than of an internal evolution.
In his analysis of the Arab patriarchal system, Hisham Sharabi
considered that it came to our lives from an old legacy, and it
brought with it its hegemony, harshness and despotism. He
said that as Arabs, we are familiar with despotism, and op-
pression is engraved in our collective memory. He added that
the West also suffers from a democratic exhaustion linked to
the right-wing fanaticism which came to the surface during
the last two decades ; however, the West can treat all these ail-
ments without getting off the democratic track. 
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Aoun considered that the Arab Spring did not exhaust all
its concepts and all that it can do or produce as it was defeated
by the oppressive machine, and as Ibn Khaldoun says, Arabs,
by nature, are prone to despotism and subordination. He
added that when we start drawing the features of the modern
Arab State, we should cling to the following basic ideas : 

Being adamant that democracy alone is the receptacle of
truth. If religion evolves around certainty, democracy evolves
around suspicion and takes us from doubt to doubt until we
reach a given norm. Religion must be separated from the State
and from politics. Failure to separate the spiritual from the
temporel will turn Islam into an ideology, which will make it
lose all its spirituality according to Mohammad Arkoun. 

Reform should come from inside the house and from
within its walls and not from the outside. We need to search
in our values for what is prone to globalization and what is
already globalized in order to use it in the modernization
process and stop saying that the golden age is behind us and
start affirming that the golden age is ahead of us.

Applying the State neutrality principles and giving priority
to citizenship and equality in citizenship, to freedom of con-
science, rule of law and accountability and most importantly,
respect for diversity, civil liberties and human rights ; we can-
not continue to reject those who have a different opinion, and
we cannot replicate the accusations of betrayal that were
hurled during the Arab nationalism era and go on with Tak-
firism in the current religious era.   

A religious reform workshop should be held that would first
separate between what is categorical and what is hypothetical
in religion and second find a doctrinal alternative to the pro-
posals of extremist groups. 

Before giving the floor to Amr Hamzawi, al-Rantawi ap-
plauded Aoun’s “profound” presentation and wondered about
the forces entitled to undertake this modern and contempo-
rary project and which lever would put it on track.

Amr Hamzawi thanked President Amine Gemayel and
Sam Menassa for inviting him to the conference and said that
the current events in the Arab world were induced by the Arab
Spring. He added ; “We are being totally unfair to the Arab
Spring when we take it away from the citizen. The Arab
Spring was a cry from the citizen and not from institutions
and elites. It was a cry for obtaining a number of claims in-
spired by his reality, freedom being the most important one.
Nobody wanted to change the Nation State.” He held that
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imposing the chaos narrative was not fair to the Arab Spring
and depicting the whole situation as a mere popular desire to
topple the Nation State is erroneous because the Arab Spring
called for freedoms, constitutional rights, dignity and social
justice. On the other hand, no slogan was brandished in rela-
tion to political Islam be it in Egypt, Tunisia or Syria. What
we are witnessing since 2011 and 2012 is a counter-revolution
to the Arab Spring in favor of those who ruled the Arab world
since World War 2 and who made a myriad of promises but
kept none. Institutions were not built, freedoms were not
guaranteed, and services were not delivered. Corruption
spread on a large scale and destroyed the State components
while crippling social justice. He retorted ; “In Tunisia, they
talk about the governments of the thieves, and this is the re-
ality – the citizen did not seek to destroy the State, and he is
not responsible for its downfall. However, following the Arab
Spring and once the State oppression tools started to totter,
the internal vacuity of the State and the frailty of its institu-
tions were brought to light. The State crumbled because of
this fragility and not because of the Arab Spring and of the
citizen’s uprising.”

He said that the Arab State after World War 2 was abridged
to the executive branch which monopolized the government’s
machinery and subordinated the legislative branch and the
judiciary. He added that the security apparatus’ share of the
State budget in Arab countries has always been high because
they resorted to oppression internally, while the beneficiaries
of the State revenues diminished and were limited to a specific
category of people under spiraling corruption. He considered
that the Arab State failed to gain ethical, social and procedural
legitimacy to build modern institutions. In spite of this, the
citizen, during the Arab Spring, did not demand the fall of
the State but he asked for freedom and this citizens’ move-
ment brought to light the vacuousness of the State.

Hamzawi went through a number of possible solutions :
Whether we like it or not, we are witnessing a period of

downfalls which might continue as nobody can stop them. We
need to take this into consideration to start finding a solution. 

The solution must come from the citizen and from the so-
cial movements which expressed the citizens’ desires. 

It is indispensable to separate religion from the State. We
need a fully secular State, and we should stop overlooking this
topic by talking about the civil State. We also want to shake off
the illusion that the only solution would be to go back to the

THE LIMITS OF AMBITIONS
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strongman’s theory as this theory never succeeded in restoring
security or in ensuring social justice or guaranteeing freedoms. 

Going back once again to the citizen, “allow me to say that
the Arab social fabric is flawed and as populations, we reveled
in persecution. We are against women, against homosexuals
and against minorities, and as long as we lack the courage to
discuss these issues, we will not go very far.” 

Al-Rantawi commented that Hamzawi’s presentation re-
stored the Arab Spring to favor as it was a “rebirth and an
awakening” and showed that its collateral damage resulted
from a counter-revolution orchestrated by the entente be-
tween the regional powers “which disagree on everything ex-
cept when it comes to denigrating the Arab Spring.”

Ivan Vejvoda aligned himself with the two previous speak-
ers on the topic of foreign intervention, ending the ongoing
wars and building States based on human rights’ values. He
went through the experience of his country, Yugoslavia, which
received a blow from history, disappeared from the interna-
tional map and is now formed of seven States. He added that
Yugoslavia which was part of the Ottoman Empire and under-
went Nazi and later on, communist rule, suffered greatly from
economic sanctions and crises and from foreign intervention
in its domestic affairs. Internally, the country grappled with
despotism and lack of respect for human and citizens’ rights.
He declared that now, and for the first time in the modern
history of the Balkan States, they are determining their fate
themselves and freely because they are trying to lift them-
selves up with their own strength, while realizing that if they
fail to do that, they will open the gates to foreign intervention.
He considered that his country’s adherence to the NATO pro-
vides striking proof that it is possible to build alliances with
those who hurt you in the past, mentioning their luck for
being part of Europe. He added ; “Regional collaboration was
essential to us, and we realized the importance of building re-
gional networks. Internally, and although we have different
backgrounds as a population, the mixing between families in
former Yugoslavia helped us build ties among us.” 

Vejvoda mentioned that it took them ten years to get out
of the individual thinking circle, assimilate democratic values
and request the help of friends to learn how to do things ; and
it was the period they needed to overthrow Milosevic in a
peaceful way and hold free elections. Building institutions
from scratch has been a difficult process. After all these
achievements, “We reckoned that the old lives with the new
for a long time, and we need external help to build our States.”

Ivan Vejvoda.
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He said that populations are responsible for what happens in
their countries, casting away the conspiracy theory and sup-
porting President Gemayel’s optimism. He added that com-
promises are necessary not on values and rights but on issues
which ensure balance ; “We sometimes need to accept the
lesser evil in order to shape our destiny and become free.”

The following questions were submitted to the debate :
How long will the inevitable democratic transition in the

Arab World take, and who is responsible for leading this tran-
sition ? Sami Aoun said that the responsibility lies within the
internal actors, but I consider it to be both an internal and an
external responsibility. The counter-revolution which chal-
lenged the Arab Spring was external and was launched by re-
gional and Western countries. Therefore, these countries
cannot be discharged from the responsibility for democratic
transition and State rebuilding. 

A question addressed to Hamzawi ; “How can we take ad-
vantage of the Tunisian experience with the comprehensive
national dialogue ?”  

A question directed to Aoun ; “During the last meeting be-
tween the Grand Sheikh of al-Azhar and the Pope, the Grand
Sheikh said ; “The antidote for the crises in the region is reli-
gious.” What do you think of this, especially after al-Azhar’s
documents were considered historical ? 

Claiming religious reform will be a losing game. We need
to distance religion from politics. How can we separate reli-
gion from the Sate, knowing that more than a hundred years
were needed to stop the Church’s intervention in politics ? 

How can we change our culture which is based on author-
itarianism ?

After affirming that part of the responsibility for rebuilding
the State in the region is external, Aoun was adamant that the
primary responsibility is internal. He went through the Alger-
ian experience where polls fell short of expressing dreams. He
said that the West dealt with the necessary transition to
democracy in the region in an allusive and not in a practical
and effective way because it did not support the Arab Spring.
Moreover, by supporting the so-called moderate Islam in order
to fight the radical Islam, the West committed one of its
biggest mistakes. Aoun declared that religious institutions can-
not be excluded from the challenge of modernity and that the
nature of religious texts makes them prone to interpretation,
event if paradoxical. He considered that al-Azhar’s documents
constitute a quantum leap, but it is not viable to insist on re-

THE LIMITS OF AMBITIONS
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ligion as being the anti-
dote as this region is not
estranged from capitalism
and modernity and reli-
gion cannot be the cure for
its crises. 

Hamzawi said that reli-
gion is a contentious issue
and insisted on claiming a
secular State which sepa-
rates between religion and
the public sphere so that
religion does not become a
weight-determining factor.
He added that reforming
religious institutions “with
all due respect for the
philosophical aspects of

this process” is not between our hands, but it is a task for
those institutions themselves. It is true that they are affected
by the social circumstances, but social circumstances do not
shape religious institutions. He declared ; “As civil society ac-
tivists, we are asking for reform, yet we do not have an opin-
ion when it comes to changing religious institutions. He
considered that Article 2 of the Egyptian Constitution which
stipulates that Islam is the source of laws is a discriminatory
article because the religion of the State should not be men-
tioned in the constitution. In addition, religion should not be
considered as a source of laws ; “When I said this, I was ac-
cused of being a takfiri. However, I want a secular State, and
I agree with Anwar (al-Bunni) when he said that we need to
break with our thinking before 2011. Civil society is the lever-
age which will allow us to lift the region up.”

CONCLUSION :

Hassan Mneimneh presented a wrap-up of the conference
deliberations as follows ; 

Speakers and participants tackled the topic of ambitions
from two angles – either they are ambitions of hope or ambi-
tions of greed. They are ambitions of hope when they express
citizens’ longing for freedom and dignity, which was the case
of the Arab Spring. They are ambitions of greed when they
express regional and international projects and need specific
regimes in order to increase their control and influence. We
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moved from the general to the particular, starting with a com-
prehensive overview of the history and reality of foreign in-
tervention. Then, we focused on specific scenes such as Syria,
Iraq and Lebanon and on the major actors there such as Rus-
sia, Iran and the United States. Some presentations consid-
ered these interventions to be the result of an expansionist
desire, while others viewed them as a remedial need which
does not reflect greed. 

It appeared that internal vacuum calls for foreign interven-
tion. It is necessary to tackle more broadly the lack of institu-
tional structures and the accompanying problematics in
cultural structures. The general principles on which institu-
tions’ building should be premised were also examined and a
discrepancy appeared between those who considered religious
reform as a necessity in order to build a modern, secular State
and others who said that the separation between religion and
the State should be made a principle and should not be the
result of religious reform. It also became clear that interven-
tion is no longer restricted to international powers as regional
powers started to interfere as well. Therefore, crises are no
longer the result of the West relations with the East but that
of the relations prevailing between the countries of the region. 

Ivan quoted philosopher Emmanuel Kant definition of en-
lightenment ; it is man’s emergence from his self-imposed im-
maturity. Leverage starts with individuals and it is a long-term
process. The beauty of democracy lies in it being a path which
requires unremitting efforts, and we must fight to attain it and
to preserve it. Capitalism is good, but it is like a baby. We
should take care of it and establish rules and regulations to
govern it, hence the importance of having a State as well as
regional and international systems in place.
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OVERVIEW

Already plagued by internal strife and the bur-
den of Palestinian refugees, the Syrian refugees’ in-
flux into tiny Lebanon is adding to this explosive
mix. The repercussions of this exodus have been cat-
astrophic on those refugees who are stuck in dire
living conditions, in spite of the Lebanese generosity
and the international humanitarian assistance to
provide them with a safe haven. With no clear po-
litical resolution to the Syrian conflict paving the
way for the refugees’ return and their participation
in the reconstruction of their country, this crisis be-
came an existential threat for hosting countries, es-
pecially Lebanon, and it is intrinsically linked to
the strategy of countering terrorism and extremism.
Therefore, we shall study closely our analysis on
the identity crisis caused by the displacement’s
repercussions on Lebanon, the Arab region and the
rest of the world. It would also be constructive to
think about an economic, social and environmental
solution to avoid the collapse of hosting countries
and that might lead to additional threats. One
should also bear in mind the need to raise aware-

AGENDA

OPENING REMARKS :
– President Amine Gemayel,
Chairman, Maison du Futur.
– Zlatko Lagumdzija, Former
Prime Minister of Bosnia and
Herzegovina (2001-2002),
member of ‘Club de Madrid’. 

FIRST SESSION |
LEBANON AND THE SYR-
IAN REFUGEES : SUSTAIN-
ABLE HUMANITARIAN
RELIEF OR POLITICAL SO-
LUTION FOR THE
REFUGEES’ RETURN ?
Moderator : Sam Menassa,
MdF Executive Director.
Speakers : Mouin al-Merehbi,
Minister of State for Displaced
Affairs.
– Abbas Yaghi, Founder of ‘Act
for Lebanon.

SECOND SESSION |
CREATING AN IDENTITY
CRISIS FOR REFUGEES
LIVING IN HOST COMMU-
NITIES OR ESTABLISHING
SAFE ZONES FOR THEM ?
Moderator : May Sayegh, Jour-
nalist, Communication Manager
at the Ministry of State for Dis-
placed Affairs.
Speakers : Ziad al-Sayegh,
Foundational Ideas, Expert in
refugees’ affairs.  
– Bahaa Abou Karroum,
Lebanese Politician.
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ness amongst refugees who are at risk of adopting
extremist ideologies through intimidation or invi-
tation. All these strategies shall lead to a compre-
hensive vision for the return of refugees and the
preservation of hosting communities.

Target for radicalization. 
In-depth studies used by terrorists for radical-

ization and recruitment (I didn’t understand these
two phrases). 

First Session: Lebanon and the Syrian
Refugees: Sustainable Humanitarian Relief
or Political Solution for the Refugees’ Return?

To which extent will Lebanon be able to con-
tinue on embracing the refugees in spite of the
donor’s fatigue?

What are the challenges that the Lebanese
hosting communities are facing? Is there any hope
for development along with the humanitarian re-
lief for refugees?

Is there any clear plan for the return of the
Syrian refugees? Should a political settlement take
place?

Second Session: Creating an Identity Cri-
sis for Refugees Living in Hosting Commu-
nities or Establishing Safe Zones for Them?

What are the issues linked to identity and to
societal values’ that the refugees’ population as well
as the hosting communities are confronted with? 

What about safe zones? Is it a military solu-
tion or a way to avoid the explosion of the refugees’
hosting communities?

Is Lebanon ready to accept the principle of es-
tablishing safe zones for the refugees on its borders?
If yes, how will this affect the relocation of the Syr-
ian refugees as a first step to ensure their return?

THIRD SESSION | CAN
THE ECONOMIC AND SO-
CIAL SOLUTION DEAL
WITH EXTREMISM AND
TERRORISM ?
Moderator : Najat Charafel-
dine, Journalist and TV pre-
senter.
Speakers : Philippe Lazzarini,
UN Resident and Humanitar-
ian Coordinator for Lebanon.
– Fady Gemayel, President of
Association of Lebanese
Industrialists.

CLOSING SESSION : Clos-
ing Statement and Recom-
mendations.
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Third Session: Can the Economic and the Social So-
lution Deal with Extremism and Terrorism?

What is the role of relief support and socioeconomic develop-
ment in shaping an anti-terrorist policy?

How can the Lebanese hosting community as well as
the refugees’ community be protected from any extremist or ter-
rorist penetration through social protection networks and eco-
nomic development?

How can we transform the refugees’ crisis into a productive
situation serving the Lebanese and Syrian interests in order to
pave the way for the post war period and therefore for Syria’s
reconstruction?

y

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEES



124

HORIZONS 2017

N COLLABORATION with Club de Madrid, Maison du
Futur held a roundtable to explore the multi-sectorial ef-

fects of the Syrian refugee population in Lebanon, focusing
on human dignity, countering extremism, and safe return. This
event brought together a group of experts on refugees and
public policy. This conference brought together Lebanese, in-
ternational and military officials to discuss the multiple bur-
dens Lebanon has taken upon its shoulders since the Syrian
refugees settled on its terrain. Lebanon had to pay a high price
at the cost putting its economy, its community and its security
at stake, especially the country lacks a sound and comprehen-
sive national strategy tailored to contain this humanitarian
and political crisis. On the other hand, these refugees are living
under tough conditions exacerbated by a national identity cri-
sis due to their state of displacement, the risk of adopting ex-
tremist ideologies, and the menace of being swept into the
stream of terrorism. With no end in sight for the Syrian crisis,
this drastic situation requires a serious dialogue among key
national and international stakeholders in order to establish
a common understanding on the various aspects of the crisis
and provide a preliminary foundation for the development of
national policies that preserve hosting communities and en-
sure decent living conditions for the refugees, while clinging
to their right to return home.

President Amine Gemayel, Chairman of La Maison du
Futur, inaugurated the conference by welcoming the partici-
pants and commending MdF collaboration with Club de
Madrid. He described the theme of the conference to be both
important and sensitive due to its humanitarian aspect and to
the security, social and economic challenges imposed on
Lebanon. Knowing that Lebanon’s social fabric has a particular
structure, and that it is surrounded by regional crises, he said;
“We do not only aim at describing the facts, but also to bring
forth recommendations to deal with it, notably because it may
increase the risk of extremism and terrorism. We, as Lebanese,
realize to what extent this situation is dangerous.” Lebanon is
too small and densely populated (compared to other countries)
to be able to bear the burden of so many refugees. This is not
unique to Lebanon, as the problems arising from the Syrian
refugee crisis, which is unprecedented in modern history, are
the same as those in other hosting countries. President
Gemayel concluded by stressing on the impossibility of up-
rooting this problem ; “Unless we address the heart of the prob-
lem, and that is, the wars waging in Syria and in other Arab
countries, and unless we support the efforts of peace, diplo-
macy, and negotiations, we cannot resolve the issue.”

I
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The next speaker was Zlatko
Lagumdzija, former Prime Minister of
Bosnia and Herzegovina and member of
Club de Madrid. He clarified that he is
participating on behalf of Club de Madrid
which includes more than 100 former
heads of states and prime ministers from
all over the world, and in which Lebanon
is one of the few countries that has two
members, President Amine Gemayel and
former Prime Minister Fouad Siniora. He
noted that Club de Madrid has launched
several refugee-related initiatives around
the world, most of which failed ; “Be-
cause we were not fully aware of the
depths of these crises and the seriousness
of their repercussions, especially the Syr-
ian refugee crisis.” He noted that one of
their initiatives was launched ten years
earlier in Bosnia and Herzegovina with the support of Presi-
dent Bill Clinton. The world used to believe at the time, that
there were only a few countries that enjoyed religious, ethnic,
and racial plurality, while in fact, such countries are many ;
“Bosnia and Herzegovina have a population of 4 million with
several religious groups coexisting and sharing the same terri-
tory and country. Then the war erupted and the international
community – especially the European Union – contributed to
the establishment of peace after years of suffering.” He men-
tioned another such initiative after 9/11 and the terrorist at-
tacks in Madrid. In order to initiate peace and annihilate the
causes of extremism and its violent and terrorist implications;
we chose not to resort to force but to reasoning because we
are fully convinced that our world is much better than that of
terrorists, and we believe that there is enough room for every-
one. We must find the means to unite the world despite its
diversity. Citizenship is one thing and accepting the other is
another thing, therefore citizenship should not cause any ob-
stacles in embracing and understanding others.” He added
that the EU countries were not ready for the Syrian refugee
crisis, this is why only 160 thousand were admitted and dis-
tributed over the wealthy EU countries. “This figure is roughly
half the number of refugees who are living in the poorest areas
of Lebanon.” Germany and Sweden were more open, and they
joined forces to protect the values of Europe by confirming
the necessity of hosting, assisting, and aiding the refugees in
returning to their homeland. “I visited the Zaatar refugee
camp in Jordan last year, and all the refugees there insisted

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEES
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that they want to go back to their country.” He further
stressed that justice will prevail and that “Europe must stand
on the right side of history and promote pluralistic societies.
This is the only way for Europe to save itself and its future.
We cannot think one way and act another. European values
respect plurality, and we need to apply that when it comes to
refugees. Instead of building a hospital next to a hole to treat
those who fall in it, we must close that hole. Europe is facing
a dilemma because the ‘hole’ reached it, and now it has to
rush to close it.” He concluded by stating that Lebanon is still
suffering from the repercussions of Syrian refugees’ presence
on its territory, but “the suffering of the Syrians in Syria is
much greater. If you have the required will, you will find a so-
lution to the crises that are wreaking your region, and you will
be able to make this willpower part of a joint world effort, es-
pecially because these crises have reached the shores of all
countries, and thus, are no longer limited to a certain geo-
graphic location.”

The first session was entitled “Lebanon and the Syrian
Refugees : Sustainable Humanitarian Relief or Political
Solution for the Refugees’ Return ?” Moderator Sam
Menassa, Maison du Futur executive director, welcomed the
speakers : Minister of State for Refugee Affairs Mouin al-
Merehbi and the founder of Act for Lebanon Abbas Yaghi.

Menassa welcomed the participants on behalf of MdF and
President Gemayel and noted that the first session aims at
shedding the light on the overlapping of ethical, political, and

From left to right:
Sam Menassa,
Mouin
al-Merehbi and
Abbas Yaghi.
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social factors and discussing the repercussions of the Syrian
refugees’ presence in Lebanon. The obligation to provide these
refugees with relief and aid is non-negotiable, yet, it should
take place within a clear implementable national plan that
protects the refugees and the Lebanese hosting communities
alike ; “In addition to pursuing a peaceful political solution to
the Syrian crisis and guaranteeing a safe return of the
refugees.” Menassa considered the acts of racism against the
Syrian refugees in Lebanon to be inacceptable and confirmed
that Lebanon cannot handle the repercussions of this crisis on
the Lebanese society, on its economy, and its security. He
added that the first input will be presented by Minister al-
Meraabi, not only as the decision-maker on this matter, but
also as someone who has an extensive experience in dealing
with refugees’ issues particularly in Akkar and generally in
Lebanon. This experience allows him to set a coordinated view
on the situation of the refugees in Lebanon. The second input
will be offered by Abbas Yaghi from Act for Lebanon who shall
focus on how to maintain the balance between containing the
repercussions of the Syrian refugee crisis and preserving the
refugees’ dignity.

Minister al-Merehbi started by thanking Maison du Futur
and Club de Madrid for taking the initiative to discuss an issue
that has become “a heavy burden on the Lebanese and has
crossed the red line and reached a point of no return.” He
commended PM Saad Hariri’s decision to establish the Min-
istry of Refugees Affairs as it will allow us to move from “a
narrow local policy of disagreement to a targeted policy that
would deal with this crisis by using all the local and interna-
tional tools required.”

Lebanon is a founding member of the League of Arab States
and the United Nations. It is fully committed to the Human
Rights Charter. Lebanon itself has gone through a civil war, has
suffered from a series of wars with Israel, and has had its citi-
zens displaced. Lebanon, too, has suffered from “a Syrian oc-
cupation which breached its sovereignty and took hold of its
assets.” This same Lebanon did not wait for international relief
organizations to aid the Syrian refugees. The Lebanese people
embraced the refugees and even split their livelihoods in half
with them, especially in the areas bordering Syria, which are
known to be the poorest and the most marginalized, and com-
pletely forgetting about the “terrorism which was practiced by
the Syrian regime in Lebanon for three decades.”

Lebanon has an area of 10,452 Km2 and a population of
4.2 million. It is currently hosting around 1.5 million Syrian

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEES
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refugees and 0.5 million Palestinian and Iraqi refugees ; that
is, half of its own population. No other country in the world
has ever had this ratio of refugees to citizens. Adding to this,
Lebanon is a country which suffers from a 75-billion-dollar
debt, and has a growth rate of no more than 1%. Unemploy-
ment rates are skyrocketing, and its economy is staggering
under the Syrian refugee crisis with losses that have reached
almost 25 billion dollars while the international community
has only supported it with 7 billion dollars.

Lebanon is no longer able to carry the burden six years into
the war in Syria. “We demand the international community
to work on putting an end to the war to support those who
remain in Syria, and assist the refugees until they return to
their homeland.” We also ask the international community to
take the following steps to support the hosting communities
in Lebanon : 

Investing in peace, combatting terrorism, supporting the
resilience of the state through contributing to the rehabilita-
tion of the infrastructure especially where there is a high
refugee density.

Adopting an open border policy for Lebanese exports. This
will revitalize the economic cycle, create jobs, encourage in-
vestment, and lower tensions between the refugees and the
citizens who are competing over job opportunities.

Supporting educational, health, and social policies in a way
that would provide for the need of the refugees.

Supporting the Lebanese army and security forces so they
can fight terrorist and extremist organizations and contain the
security repercussion of the Syrian crisis.

He concluded by saying that when the countries of the free
world, which claim to defend human rights and freedoms, did
not fight the terrorism of the Syrian regime, extremist and ter-
rorist groups mushroomed by taking advantage of the margin-
alized in all countries. The first step to put an end to them
would be to end the war in Syria, to support the Syrian people
still living there, promote the resilience of the refugees, and
guarantee their safe return.

Abbas Yaghi started his intervention by thanking Maison
du Futur and Club de Madrid for choosing to discuss the Syrian
refugee crisis which is considered to be “the most heinous
human tragedy of the 21st Century” and its repercussions, and
those of the Palestinian and Iraqi refugees, on Lebanon. He
said that it is no longer useful to talk about or describe the
challenges faced by Lebanon ; it would be better to talk about
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how to overcome this crisis until the refugees can return
“while preserving their identity and dignity” at the same time.

He confirmed that Lebanon is ethically obligated to help
the refugees who are “fleeing dictatorship and terrorism,” es-
pecially since the Lebanese people have experienced the
scourge of displacement. Yet, Lebanon is also “required to pro-
tect its own citizens and natural resources.” The government
has handled the repercussions of this crisis lightly and did not
even set a comprehensive public policy to manage it. The gov-
ernment only adopted certain “temporary and interest-based”
policies. The role of the international community was limited
to providing some funds to help the refugees, but this has led
to a “simple patching of the problem.” In light of the burnout
of Lebanon and its hosting communities, protecting the sta-
bility of Lebanon, the Lebanese, and the refugees is linked to
a political solution in Syria and not prolonged relief and aid,
as the latter is only “circumstantial and weak.” He stressed on
the necessity to enhance aid and make it more developmental
through an economic, social, environmental, and educational
strategy that could provide social justice for the Lebanese and
the refugees. He also warned against the settlement of the
refugees because this will force Lebanon to accept their per-
manent stay. Yaghi overviewed several issues that would guar-
antee the safe return of the refugees and guarantee the security
and political, social, and economic stability of Lebanon : 

Expediting the political solution in Syria and insisting on
the refugees’ return.

Adopting a relief policy towards the refugees and a devel-
opmental policy towards the hosting communities until the
former’s return.

Preparing Lebanon for the first phase of securing the dif-
ferent regions and for the second phase of post-war Syria.

Excluding the refugee issue from political disagreements
and only handling it in accordance to what the high national
interest entails.

Menassa opened the Q&A session with questions ; “What
are the repercussions of the refugees’ long term stay ? How can
Lebanon avoid a catastrophe ?” President Gemayel asked
about whether there are accurate geographic location maps,
surveys on the percentage of refugees who wish to perma-
nently stay in Lebanon and those who want to return to their
villages and cities or any other safe region, and if there is any
statistics on the accurate number of employed and unem-
ployed refugees, and how this can affect the Lebanese.

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEES
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Yaghi elaborated on the existence of some studies on the
different sectors where Syrian workforce can be hired, espe-
cially the young, without affecting the Lebanese workforce
(agriculture and construction). The purpose is to contain the
Syrian youth in order to avoid their involvement in terrorism,
extremism, and crime. Expert on refugee affairs, Ziad al-
Sayegh, stressed on the importance of differentiating between
the worker and the refugee, for Lebanon has been historically
hosting seasonal Syrian workers. When the war in Syria
erupted, these workers brought their families to Lebanon. He
said that the state has not conducted any statistics or surveys
on the number of Syrian refugees. The only figures available
are those of UNHCR, and the new ministry must conduct
such statistics. He considered that the state did not conduct
these statistics and acknowledge the presence of a refugee cri-
sis intentionally, and thus, did not set a comprehensive policy
in order to keep the borders open. He also noted that the reg-
istration of refugees and their newborns cannot be considered
as a settlement. He further warned that the unregistered new-
borns will eventually be considered as non-IDs, or else they
will become the responsibility of the state of Lebanon.

Karam Karam, ESCWA Advisor, considered the role of the
civil society to be important and historic in Lebanon. Yet, be-
fore such crises, the state must assume its responsibilities, for
the challenges far exceed the mere housing and relief of the
refugees or even the “ending of the war in Syria.” He further
clarified that the harshest repercussions are those relating to
changing the social fabric, social structure, and social relations
in many hosting countries and within the Syrian community.
He assumed that Lebanon plays a pivotal role in the restruc-
turing of these communities, especially the Syrian refugee
community, because of its experience in this field. In answer
to Menassa’s question on the extent of the damage that might
be caused to the Lebanese social fabric due to the existence
of 1.5 million Syrian refugees and the importance of priori-
tizing this problem, Karam confirmed that treating the dam-
age present in the Syrian social structure is a safety valve that
would guarantee their return.

Nasser Yassine, from Issam Fares Institute at the Ameri-
can University of Beirut, said that when 80% of the refugees
are women and children, we cannot fear Syrian competition
in terms of workforce. According to UNHCR, there are only
200,000 Syrians above the age of 18 ; consequently, young age
groups constitute the majority of the refugees. The vital issues
thus are provision of education and healthcare. He warned
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against not enrolling children in schools, for lack of education
will constitute a time bomb for the future. 87% of the refugees
live in the poorest regions in Lebanon (poor due to their his-
torical neglect) ; which is something we need to study – to
begin with, the youth in these regions are unemployed. “Both
the Lebanese and the Syrian schools’ drop-outs are competing
over jobs in the informal sector. This problem is not economic
but rather socio-developmental because they should have
been in school and not in the labor market.” 

As for Aboud Bejjani, from Maison du Futur, he mentioned
that according to many studies, the Syrian refugees positively
impacted the Lebanese economy by providing cheap labor
to many sectors that were suffering, raising consumption lev-
els, and promoting several economic sectors such as civil avi-
ation. He insisted on the importance of differentiating
between the economic and the social burdens, for the latter is
much more dangerous.

General Ahmad Timsah questioned the figure that 80%
of the refugees are women and children. If we assume the of-
ficial numbers of Syrian refugees to be 1.2 million according
to UNHCR, a study shows that 21% are between 18 and 59
years of age – so roughly 250,000. Let us suppose that
100,000 of them are men who have completed the obligatory
military service in Syria. This means that they are sufficiently
trained to use firearms, communication devices, and explo-
sives. Aren’t 100,000 men sufficient to destabilize the security
and stability of Lebanon ? “If terrorist recruiters are able to
reach them, this could spell catastrophe for Lebanon. The se-
curity threat is not to be underestimated.”

General Toufic Melhem made it clear that we need to fill
the gap as the Syrian crisis is not only limited to the refugees
themselves, but is also the crisis of a regime ; “Why hasn’t the
Syrian regime been held responsible for the displacement of
its people ? And why doesn’t it contribute to meeting their
needs ?” He said that according to the General Security direc-
torate, many of the 1.2 million Syrian refugees periodically
visit Syria, which means that they could potentially go back
home. He refused to consider the Syrian refugee presence to
have been positive for the Lebanese economy and summa-
rized their impact on Lebanon as follows : Negative impact on
solid waste management at a rate of 74% ; negative impact on
local economic development at a rate of 55% ; negative impact
on security at a rate of 55% ; negative impact on health serv-
ices at a rate of 68% ; negative impact on education at a rate
of 58% ; negative impact on community and social services at
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a rate of 74% ; negative impact on strategic urban planning at
a rate of 29% ; negative impact on housing at a rate of 71% ;
negative impact on water management at a rate of 64% ; neg-
ative impact on sanitation at a rate of 60%. In addition to
this, he warned against the increasing tensions between the
refugees and the hosting communities, the risk of the spread
of extremism among the refugees, and from increased hostility
between the Syrians and the Lebanese for life-related and
political issues, notably the involvement of Hezbollah in the
Syrian war.

The discussion was concluded with the intervention of au-
thor Mona Fayad from Maison du Futur who shed light on the
existence of conflicting figures and the presence of two oppos-
ing trends – one that underestimates the size of the risks of
the presence of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, and one that ex-
aggerates them. She considered the basic problem to be eco-
nomic, security-related, and social. She asked about the future
of the Syrian schools’ drop-outs, and confirmed that the
crimes in Lebanon have indeed increased, but their perpetra-
tors are not necessarily Syrians. Yet, their presence and the so-
cial pressure they entail have led to the increase in crime rates.

The second session was entitled “Creating an Identity
Crisis for Refugees Living in Hosting Communities or Es-
tablishing Safe Areas for Them” Moderator May Sayegh
introduced the speakers : Ziad al-Sayegh, expert in refugee
affairs, and politician Bahaa Abou Karroum.

From left to right:
May Sayegh,
Ziad al-Sayegh
and Bahaa
Abou Karroum.
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May Sayegh started off the session by noting the impor-
tance of linking the refugee crisis to extremism and terrorism.
She reminded the participants of the highlights of the previous
session and set the focus of the second session. The identity
crisis that the refugees and the hosting communities are suf-
fering from ; the fear of their settlement ; the issue of safe areas
and buffer zones ; the fear these will be doomed by failure like
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and finally the capacity of
Lebanon to establish safe areas at its borders, and whether
this could constitute a first step towards their return or con-
stitute permanent refugee camps.

Ziad al-Sayegh commented on what was said in the pre-
vious sessions concerning differentiating between the eco-
nomic and social burdens. He stated that the presence of
funds used for relief and aid does not translate into economic
revival or job creation, which is essential in moving the eco-
nomic cycle. As for security, he stressed that the issue of
refugees cannot be solved through a mere security approach,
“and we cannot refer this issue to security forces ; we have to
take into consideration humanitarian security.”

He added that negotiations between the Lebanese and the
Syrian states do not suffer from any problems as the United
Nations is mediator ; “There is a diplomatic channel that is
negotiating with the Syrian regime on behalf of Lebanon.”

The refugee crisis is political in the first place and not hu-
manitarian, this is why it cannot be solved on the humanitar-
ian level only, for this only means to deny its political causes.
Palestinian, Iraqi, and Syrian refugees did not come to
Lebanon for economic reasons or in search for job opportuni-
ties ; they came here for political reasons, occupation, dicta-
torship and terrorism, as well as civil wars. Al-Sayegh also
spoke about the close relation between displacement, the state
of refuge, and identity crisis-Europe’s fear of hosting refugees
does not only stem from concern over its economy or security,
and not only because it fears terrorism, but it is actually con-
cerned that the European identity as such will be deeply dis-
torted. If Europe – known for its capacity to immunize and
protect its citizens, for its plurality, and for the adoption of
the principle of integration of migrants – fears the loss of its
identity, what can we say about Lebanon ?

He further clarified that the issue with the Palestinian
refugees was not about the Arab-Israeli conflict or the right-
eousness of the Palestinian cause ; it was rather about stifling
the Lebanese identity, on one hand, and the Palestinian iden-
tity, on the other. He said that preserving one’s identity be-
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comes a major challenge for the host and refugee communi-
ties. He considered repatriation in a third country (what Eu-
rope is doing) will lead to the breaking down of the pluralistic
mosaic in the region because selection is conducted based on
sectarian and discriminatory considerations. He considered it
of great importance that the identity issue is linked to
Lebanon’s humanitarian assistance and hosting of the refugees
because it preserves the refugees’ dignity and guarantees their
attachment to their identity. Lebanon has adopted the
Human Rights Charter and has always been a country where
refugees have been hosted and embraced, yet, it has had to
protect its sovereignty, safeguard its stability, and preserve its
national identity. Furthermore, he disclosed that the Ministry
of State for Refugee Affairs has no allocated budget and that
reference in the case of refugees is scattered among 20 min-
istries, each trying to protect the Lebanese identity according
to the minister’s political identity and not according to a state
policy ; “Since we are convinced that there are economic, so-
cial, security, and environmental challenges, and we are trying
to secure assistance from the international community, the
problem thus is not financial but a lack of a comprehensive
public policy that brings all these challenges together.” The
said public policy must include three pillars - preserve state
sovereignty, secure the needs of refugees, and guarantee their
safe return. Lebanon did not adopt such a policy under the
consideration that the crisis shall end quickly. The same mind-
set is followed on the issue of establishing safe areas. Shall
these zones be established, the state will not be capable of
gathering all the refugees within them due to the lack of ac-
curate figures and maps of their numbers and geographic dis-
tribution. “The greatest error made was not to set up refugee
camps, as it would have facilitated relief work, the assessment
of needs, the issuing of accurate numbers and figures, and the
control of the refugees’ presence in Lebanon.” He also con-
firmed that history proves that the Lebanese state has always
handled refugees’ issues in the wrong manner, starting with
the Palestinians.

He questioned who would guarantee the return of refugees
to the safe areas and who shall negotiate that ; “Where is the
leading reference in Lebanon, and where is the Lebanese lobby
abroad (similar to the Turkish or Jordanian lobbies) to secure
Lebanon’s high interests ?”

The solutions, techniques, and experts can all be found in
Lebanon, but there are entities hindering the adoption of any
public policy in collaboration with the United Nations ; “We
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must have one reference to coordinate with international or-
ganizations. The most dangerous threat to our identity is the
lack of a political decision that is linked to the national secu-
rity and high interest of Lebanon. What we fear most is the
exploitation of refugee settlement in the upcoming elections
to serve certain limited interests.”

Politician Bahaa Abou Karroum considered that the large
number of challenges imposed by the Syrian refugees’ pres-
ence in Lebanon requires an equally large consensus. He con-
sidered it to be one of the main gateways towards national
policies that would help overcome these challenges regardless
of their complexity. He said that a unified Lebanese position
that is based on a realistic and accurate diagnosis of the situ-
ation would dissipate many possible repercussions on the
Lebanese entity, identity, and values.

He further added ; “We can only tackle the concerns related
to identity and existence upon understanding the main mis-
sion of Lebanon – a model of a Muslim-Christian coexistence.
Thus, one cannot change the pluralistic formula and demo-
graphic structure of the Lebanese social fabric.” He also clar-
ified that the identity crisis should be addressed in regards
with the Palestinian and the Syrian refugees alike.

Two things can guarantee common understanding of the
nature of the crisis. First, the absence of a political project
concerning the Syrian refugees in Lebanon, and this is exactly
why they have not been confined to camps. Second, the
absence of a political project concerning certain Lebanese en-
tities that wants to invest in the presence of the Syrian
refugees and establish a balance between the political and the
demographic aspects of the crisis. Thus, fearing for the
Lebanese identity is an exaggeration even if these two condi-
tions really existed.

In addition, more than five million Syrians took refuge in
neighboring countries and elsewhere ; equal numbers have
been internally displaced ; and many were killed, are missing,
or have been detained. Consequently, “threats to the Lebanese
identity are from those who have carelessly led these millions
of Syrians to flee their homes.”

The relation between the Lebanese and Syrian peoples can-
not be limited to the refugees. It is worthy to make a few re-
marks from a sociological perspective :

Fear from the negative repercussions due to the interference
of certain Lebanese entities in the Syrian war and their control
on some strategic issues that might lead to military and de-
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mographic changes, especially when it comes to the Lebanese-
Syrian relationship, notably increased the Syrian’s hatred to-
wards the Lebanese.

Lebanon’s hosting of refugees is a strategic issue that we
need to adhere to in order to preserve good relations with the
Syrian people and to guarantee that Lebanon will play a wise
role in the future to restore balance in the Syrian society and
contribute to Syria’s reconstruction.

The stability of Lebanese democracy in spite of the Syrian
war must remain a strategic objective.

Finally, he mentioned the importance of national policies
on migration, refugees, nationality, cultural integration, and
development especially in the light of the current world and
regional events that have led to mass movements either in
search for political, economic, security, or cultural security. He
considered that, nowadays, there is no “unified or pure na-
tional, religious, or even political presence.” So, the main chal-
lenge lies in the capacity of managing plurality and
establishing a relevant legislative system.

He added that the world is moving forward, but there still
is “no suitable nationality law or even a specific definition of
‘refugee’ in Lebanon. We do not have a national policy to limit
Lebanese migration. What we have is a mere hodgepodge of
sectarian policies. Only when we think in terms of being
Lebanese, and not in terms of denominations, shall we suc-
ceed in drawing national policies.”

He concluded by saying ; “It is true that Lebanon is neither
a country of refugees nor a settlement country, but Lebanon
does have migrants and the Lebanese diaspora outnumbers
the Lebanese in Lebanon.” This should clearly be reflected in
our cultural performance when we face any refugee crisis.

The moderator opened the floor to discussion by a question
she addressed to Zlatko Lagumdzija on the safe areas’ expe-
rience in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the resulting massacre.
Lagumdzija said that the concept of safe areas is controversial
in itself ; “Two years ago, I participated in a closed event or-
ganized by European and American organizations working in
the field of social justice and peace. During the preparatory
meeting we had excellent data on the Bosnian and Herze-
govinian massacres. When some dossiers were raised, every-
one agreed that these were harsh lessons to be learned. All
attendees had the best intentions, but most of them still felt
guilt or anger towards the atrocities they have witnessed.
Among those was Dutch minister of defense who was once re-
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sponsible for the Bosnia’s and Herzegovina’s safe areas. When
certain forces entered the safe areas, he issued orders to con-
duct airborne missions to protect the people, and then he re-
canted the order. All planes turned back except for one which
continued its course, and the woman pilot destroyed the mil-
itary facility of the invading forces. The United Nations was
present in the safe areas, and the countries had pledged to
provide it with air coverage in the event of an attack. Yet, as
already mentioned, this was not the case, and you know the
rest of the story. “The only airplane that reached the safe areas
was one carrying Malaria medication! The UN learned a valu-
able lesson, and I do not think it will repeat this experience
unless it is provided with serious pledges and guarantees by
international, regional, and local parties alike.” 

He continued ; “When responsible entities take decisions,
it is extremely important to implement these decisions well or
not at all. We cannot draw red lines and then erase them.
Killers only understand the language of force ; show them
force, and they will understand ; Show them dialogue ; they
will only see weakness. The only question we should ask is-
how far will they go with their atrocities ?” 

“As for Lebanon and safe areas at its borders, the Lebanese
must first see whether the international community is ready
to assume its role in these areas or not, and by international
community, we do not only mean the UN, but the whole in-
ternational community. Does the international community
want to establish these safe areas ? Is it ready to protect them?
Will they draw red lines and respect them ? If there are any
doubts concerning these questions, do NOT establish safe
areas. Be aware that you will not be the leaders of this game,
the one who moves the puppet’s strings, as there may be other
puppets being moved by someone else. Who took the political
decision in Bosnia ? We still do not know, and this is a clear
indication to the presence of others. When all concerned en-
tities and international players agree on one thing, we always
find those who do implement what has been agreed on, and
we still feel surprised whenever this happens, as if we have
learned nothing from history. Here is another lesson. If you
do not want to do something, do not do it! And if you do, and
you could not avoid eminent failure, try to find an exit. The
international community has mechanisms to prevent conflicts
and build sustainable peace through sustainable development
while managing change. All these are the result of past expe-
riences and lessons we learned from crises. I cannot stress
enough on the importance of implementing whatever deci-
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sions we take, or else, it would be better to decide nothing in
the first place.” 

General Nizar Abdel Kader took the floor and said that
Lebanon is facing a fatalistic crisis related to the national
identity and the future of Lebanon as we know it. If we start
from the backdrop of the tense relations between Lebanon
and Syria since the independence, we realize the extent of the
repercussions on Lebanon. He agreed that the Syrian refugee
crisis is political par excellence and not humanitarian. He
added that anyone who thinks this is a temporary crisis,
which will come to an end with the establishment of safe areas
or with slowing down the escalation of events, would be in-
deed wrong.

This crisis will exist in Lebanon for the next 50 years espe-
cially with new births among the refugees. He added that the
founding of a ministry for refugee affairs cannot constitute a
solution for this crisis because it does not have any political
decision-making power as it is in the hands of Hezbollah,
which is a party involved in the Syrian war. He also spoke of
two threats – The possibility that the Syrian refugee issue
could lead to an internal military conflict (similar to what
happened with the Palestinians ; and the danger of settlement:
either gradually to appease certain groups and policies, or
strategies imposed on us from abroad. He finally considered
the solution to be in establishing a national body to oversee
the refugee issue, be a safety valve, and defend Lebanon.

General Ghassan Abdel Samad considered the matter to
be no longer relevant to whether the Lebanese are hosting Syr-
ian refugees or not, for their presence is inescapable. He
doubted they would go back to Syria because their situation
there will be far worse than their situation in Lebanon ; “Who
would leave a $1,000 monthly salary to get $50 instead ?” He
feared that demographic changes would take place leading to
the hegemony of a certain denomination over others. He
stressed the importance of preserving demographic balance in
Lebanon in order to avoid any future conflict.

Philippe Lazzarini, UN Resident and Humanitarian Co-
ordinator in Lebanon, commented on Lagumdzija’s interven-
tion concerning Bosnia’s experience with safe areas ; “On the
eve of UN security council resolution on the oust of Slobodan
Milosevic, I attended a meeting representing the International
Red Cross. We were told that we need to take into account
the fate of civilians. On that same night, huge diplomatic ef-
forts were made, and the decision to establish safe areas under
the protection of the international community was taken, and
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problems started ever since. Shall their protection be by rais-
ing a flag or by using force ? The concept of safe areas is based
on the precept of protecting civilians inside. The experience
failed because this concept was not equally understood by all
and because the international community did not assume its
role. I believe that the success of safe areas in Lebanon is
linked to stability. Lebanon succeeded in preserving stability
in the past years, but we cannot assume the safe areas to be a
comprehensive solution to this issue, knowing that it might
distract attention from the essential cause ; that is, the Syrian
war and its causes. We must not duplicate the Bosnia’s and
Herzegovina’s safe areas experience which was a total failure
25 years ago.”

Lagumdzija answered by saying that the situation was dif-
ferent in Bosnia and Herzegovina and that every crisis has its
own specificities despite the presence of common factors. As
for Syria, there is an issue related to the credibility of con-
cerned institutions and parties ; “When the decision to estab-
lish safe areas is taken, we must be ready and willing to take
responsibility for them. When the safe areas in Bosnia were
established, the international community pledged to protect
them on the condition of getting real support. Yet, support
was not given and the whole experience failed. We should
make good decisions and implement them, and we must be
careful that safe areas can be a transitional phase towards hid-
den plans.”

Lazzarini commented by saying ; “The difference between
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Syria is that the safe areas in the
former are to save civilian lives, while in Lebanon, safe areas
are a solution to guarantee the Syrian refugees’ return.”

Mona Fayad took the floor and considered the discussion
over the identity crisis to be “confusing” ; “What do we mean
by identity ? Is it the identity of individuals or a joint national
identity ? The crisis with the Palestinians was over weapons
and not over identity, and we all know how strongly the Pales-
tinians are attached to their identity, so I do not think we
should worry about the identity of Syrian refugees.” She
added that despite all the empty talk about the deep
Lebanese-Syrian ties ; there are massive differences between
both countries and peoples on the political, social, and cul-
tural aspects. In this sense, the threat faced by Lebanon is
much more than an identity crisis, but rather an existential
threat especially in the light of the demographic change taking
place and the tensions between the refugees and the hosting
communities. “We must anticipate events and think about so-
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ciety, people, and the relations between them. We must also
work with municipalities and hold joint workshops to mitigate
the tension which has been historically bubbling between the
Lebanese and the Syrians as a result of the Syrian occupation
of Lebanon. It is also extremely important to highlight the
positive aspects between both peoples.”

Hana Nasser from Konrad Adenauer focused on the im-
portance of having reliable data on the Syrian refugees, for
the currently conflicting data, made evident in this confer-
ence, will keep matters unclear and even impossible to elabo-
rate a national strategy to face all underlying challenges. She
added that it is internationally known that only 60% of all
refugees and IDPs go back home. The problem lies in the re-
maining 40%. Lebanon will have to face that and start prepar-
ing for it whether it likes it or not. Concerning safe areas, she
said that such experiences are far from encouraging-The use
of chemical weapons in Syria and the Cana massacres which
took place at the UN headquarters in South Lebanon. She
concluded by asking whether Lebanon will be able to preserve
its security when it is unclear where the crisis in Syria is head-
ing and when it is not known where the political decision lies.

General Timsah believed that a certain military interven-
tion is being planned to link Syria and Iraq in an attempt to
build what is known as the Shiite Crescent. He added that in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, the decision to establish safe areas
was made at the UN level, and despite that fact, the massacre
happened and this led to the interference of Europe in the cri-
sis, then the United States. Concerning safe areas in Syria,
the decision was not reached at the UN but in Astana in the
presence of Iran, Turkey, and Russia only (in addition to the
Syrian regime and some factions of the opposition, of course).
If the Russians and Iranians enter these safe areas, we will wit-
ness a new massacre that will impose an international inter-
vention, which we discourage.

Colonel Melhem added ; “It is clear that there is an inter-
national and Lebanese party that does not wish for the safe
areas to be established. I disagree with them as I believe that
safe areas are the short term solution to guarantee the Syrian
refugees will not be settled, on one hand, and to alleviate the
burden of their existence in Lebanon.” He added that we can-
not exempt the Lebanese state from its responsibilities espe-
cially that we are on the verge of a catastrophe. This requires
establishing an emergency unit to manage the crisis in all its
facets and the deployment of the Lebanese army all along the
borders with Syria to close all security gaps. He also asked for
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the reason the United Nations does not use Chapter VII con-
cerning the Syrian crisis.

UNHCR Deputy Regional Representative Karolina Lind-
holm Billing said ; “Allow me to add one comment related to
the point raised by Lazzarini concerning the safe areas ;
UNHCR is discussing the issue with the Syrian refugees. The
majority of the refugees’ dream is to go back home, and the
main factor that leads them to voluntarily return is the
restoration of security and peace. Most refugees do not trust
safe areas or the level of security provided within them. We
need to take the refugees’ opinions and feelings into account.”
Then she continued ; “Many figures were mentioned but those
of the UNHCR (which has suspended refugee registration
since 2015 upon the request of the Lebanese government and
was only allowed to register newborns) show that the number
of newborns is less than 120,000 ; to be more exact, 117,000
births over the last six years.”

Closing the session, al-Sayegh confirmed that protecting
the plurality of Lebanon is a matter of identity protection.
These matters cannot be solved unless a democratic system
reigns in Syria. President Gemayel said ; “It was an interesting
discussion, but I was surprised that no one used a particular
word I was waiting for-Human being. Where is the “human
being” in all that ? Are those dying in Syrian prisons any dif-
ferent from those killed by ISIS? No one spoke of the human
being although the essence of the whole problem is human
beings, their rights, and their dignity.”

The third session was entitled ; “Can the Economic and
Social Solution Deal with Extremism and Terrorism ?”
Moderator Najat Charafeldine introduced the speakers
Philippe Lazzarini, UN Resident and Humanitarian Coor-
dinator in Lebanon, and Fady Gemayel, President of the As-
sociation of Lebanese Industrialists.

After thanking Maison du Futur and Club de Madrid for or-
ganizing the roundtable, the session started with a presenta-
tion of indicators :

70% of refugees live in difficult conditions ; 18% of them
in random camps spread all over the Lebanese territories ; 40%
in unfinished buildings, parking lots, and shops.

46% of refugees live along the already poor border areas,
which led to the doubling of unemployment rates.

Unemployment among refugees is 30% ; among women, it
is 64%.
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More than 70% of Syrian refugee families live under the
poverty line.

Average monthly income of a working Syrian refugee is
418,000L.L ; that is, 40% less than the minimum wage, which
is 675,000L.L.

Percentage of refugee children between the age of 5 and
17 who are enrolled in Lebanese schools is 35% ; the number
of Syrian students registered in Lebanese public schools
is 275,000.

Illiteracy among refugees is 33%.
Lebanon needs 204 billion dollars annually to be able to

overcome the Syrian refugee challenges, but it has only re-
ceived less than 60% of that.

The moderator confirmed the necessity of adopting a new
developmental investment approach that would provide work
to the refugees and help with their integration in the Lebanese
hosting community. She considered that the UN’s actions
have so far been aimed at repairing and not at treating the
problem and warned against the danger of the spread of rad-
icalization and extremism within the refugee community. 

Philippe Lazzarini started his intervention by saying that
it is a national and international demand to put an end to vi-
olent extremism and to provide Lebanon and the Lebanese
with support to face it ; “Former PM of Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina Lagumdzija has reminded us of the agenda of the UN Sec-
retary General which has conflict prevention using the
Sustainable Development Goals as a top priority.” The UN
General Secretariat has always stressed the necessity of having
an anti-terrorism national strategy that would constitute the
framework for the UN and the international cooperation in
this domain.

He added that anti-radicalization policies require a deep
understanding of the incentives that encourage some towards
that path and knowledge of the internal dynamics of every
country. Since 2011, Lebanon has been subjected to 37 ter-
rorist attacks, around 900 Lebanese citizens have joined ISIS,
and Lebanon itself has been a corridor for Arab and foreign
fighters wishing to join ISIS. In addition to that, with the Syr-
ian crisis starting its seventh year, Lebanon is witnessing a
major economic and social deterioration, clearly made visible
in the collapse of the infrastructure, the increase of those liv-
ing under the poverty line to 300,000 Lebanese, and the in-
crease in unemployment rates. All these are factors that could
lead the youth in marginalized communities to radicalization.

Philippe
Lazzarini.
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He elaborated on other factors-the high tension levels between
the refugees and the local communities, and the increase in
unjust procedures adopted in some municipalities, to the ex-
tent that anti-refugee discourse is at its apex.

He continued that despite the negative repercussions of the
Syrian crisis on the security and stability of Lebanon, it would
be erroneous – even dangerous – to think that a certain group
of people, such as refugees, could easily be lured into extrem-
ism and terrorism.

He went over some of the most important factors that con-
tribute to the escalation of violent extremism in Lebanon :

Failure of the state, weak governance, the spread of corrup-
tion, and the lack of youth participation in governance.

Inability of the Lebanese economic structure to create job op-
portunities, which leads to unemployment and increased poverty.

Personal factors related to one’s belief systems.
Charged political atmosphere and the hate speech.
He commended PM Hariri’s initiative to set a national

anti-terrorism strategy and spoke about the factors that could
assist in combatting terrorism and radicalization. The first fac-
tor should be investing in the youth and providing them with
jobs no matter their nationality. He considered unemploy-
ment to be the most dangerous contributor to terrorism and
extremism, as one in every six Syrian refugees are working
while 35% of Tripoli’s youth are unemployed and 520,000 in-
dividuals between the age of 15 and 24 who do not work, are
not undergoing any vocational training, or have dropped out
of school. He considered the absence of job opportunities and
the intense competition between the Lebanese and the Syri-
ans over those available have fired up tensions between the
refugees and the hosting communities.

In order to preserve the security and stability of Lebanon,
it needs more than temporary humanitarian aid, and the in-
ternational community must assist its economy through a
long-term economic policy and radical reforms in the eco-
nomic structure. He continued saying that during Brussels’
conference which was held last April, PM Hariri stated that
such policy should be based on two pillars-elaborating an in-
vestment program that provides job opportunities for the
Lebanese and refugees alike, and creating opportunities for
the refugees to access education.

On the other hand, he spoke of the importance of good
governance and asked how job opportunities could be created
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in a country that trusts neither foreign investors nor its citi-
zens when the political situation is not stable. We must work
on restoring trust in the Lebanese state through good gover-
nance and through filling the gap between decision-makers
and the youth, by sharing power with the latter.

He concluded that despite this gloomy picture, “Lebanon,
more than any other country I know, enjoys natural and
human resources, resilience, and the capacity to adapt. We
must benefit from these resources, so Lebanon could reach
safety. We must transform this misery into hope, and we must
push things forward, take the initiative, and set a master plan
to face all challenges. For this reason, all efforts and political
will must be unified in order to attract international invest-
ment in support of Lebanon. Despite the disagreements be-
tween the local political parties, everyone wants to preserve
the stability of Lebanon and prevent a new war, knowing the
state was able to avert catastrophe. The foundations of re-
silience at the educational, health, service, and social levels
must be preserved in order to sustain this achievement. The
country is about to organize parliamentary elections when
there is a case of burnout, the reasons of which are partially
historic and partially related to the refugee crisis. Hence, the
problems must be contained without necessarily finding scape-
goats for them!” He quoted French Ambassador to Lebanon ;
“Lebanon will survive as long as the Lebanese are working to-
gether,” then he added ; “and as members of the international
community, it is our duty to assist you in overcoming these
challenges by providing the necessary resources for that.”

Charafeldine commented ; “So, I understand that the pri-
mary responsibility of immunizing Lebanon against these
challenges is that of the state, and is dependent on the inter-
nal unity of Lebanon. You also spoke about the importance
of helping the state in containing refugees. How will the
United Nations be able to do that ?”

Lazzarini answered ; “The UN has put in place a program
to help and support Lebanese institutions in facing the current
challenges, in addition to the support provided to 250 munic-
ipalities hosting 90% of the refugees, and the direct support
provided to refugees themselves. There are several sources of
tension other than the concern over lack of job opportunities,
such as the lack of water or sanitation. Many municipalities
have been neglected for years now ; we have given them pri-
ority since the beginning of the crisis in order to alleviate that
burden on the Lebanese government. Our current plan ex-
ceeds the provision of humanitarian aid and relief ; it has be-

Najat
Charafeldine.
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come a plan to invest in developmental projects that are of
benefit to the hosting communities and the refugees.”

Fady Gemayel started his intervention
by raising three questions : 

What is the role of relief work and socio-
economic development in the formulation
of an anti-terrorism policy ?

How can we protect the hosting commu-
nities and refugees from the infiltration of
terrorists through social safety nets and eco-
nomic development ?

How can we transform the refugee ap-
proach into a productive approach that
serves the interests of the Lebanese and the
Syrians, in preparation of the post-war phase
or the phase of reconstruction of Syria?

He overviewed the local and regional se-
curity situation and mentioned the increase
of terrorism in neighboring countries, its ex-
tension to Lebanon, and the spread of arms and weapons in
Lebanese cities and towns, in addition to the increase in crime
rates. The first response toward the refugee crisis was in the
form of humanitarian aid. Yet, due to the large number of
refugees, who constitute 40% of the population, we saw the
rise of many repercussions on security, the economy, and living
conditions.

He shared a World Bank report on the repercussions of Syr-
ian refugees on the Lebanese economy. In 2009, Lebanon ex-
perienced a 10% growth rate, but since the Syrian crisis in
2011, growth figures began to shrink to reach 2% in 2014,
and 1.5% in 2015. In addition, due to their presence, the al-
ready high population density increased to 444/km2; while in
Turkey, for example, it is 99/km2. Lebanon also suffers from
unemployment, migration, and youth drain ; all made worse
with the large flux of Syrian refugees who reached 1.7 million
or 42.5% of Lebanon’s population at some point. These fig-
ures are equivalent to 28.5 million refugees in France or 34
million in Turkey. He further added that the World Bank has
estimated Lebanon’s losses as a result of the crisis and until
2014 to be 7.5 billion dollars, with an additional 5 billion in
2015. Losses in growth rates have reached 2.9% annually, and
unemployment is 25% and 32% among the youth.

Gemayel denied what is being circulated in terms of
Lebanon benefitting from the consumption of Lebanese prod-

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEES
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ucts by the Syrian refugees. He clarified that the purpose of
the increase in the consumption of local goods is the decrease
of Syrian goods, which were previously drowning the
Lebanese markets. He also confirmed that contrary to free-
lance professions, the industrial sector did not witness a re-
placement of Lebanese labor with Syrian labor. In fact, whole
factories were taken down in Syria and reestablished in
Lebanon illegally and randomly, plus these industries do not
have any added value, for they are in the same field of pro-
duction as Lebanese factories. This fact has led to a decrease
in Lebanese industrial production by 30% since 2012 due to
competition between Lebanese and Syrian factories and work-
ers. Furthermore, international agencies do not purchase in
kind aid from the Lebanese markets, wishing upon them that
they exclusively do.

“As industrialists, the issue affects our future. To face it, we
need to adopt two approaches – the first is to create job op-
portunities for the Lebanese, and to collaborate with the Syr-
ians in the sectors where the Lebanese do not work, and the
second is to set a comprehensive socio-economic vision. At
the Association of Industrialists, we believe the economy to
be failing due to weak growth, despite the fact that we have
large opportunities for growth. We have 148 million dollars
in assets and a large labor force. It will only be a shame if
growth rates continue to regress. It is necessary to elaborate a
socio-economic vision that presents “a basket of new eco-
nomic incentives for all sectors, to adopt a reform plan, and
to gradually activate administration, and immunize the social
situation and internal stability and security, in collaboration
with the international community. Plus, we must require an
international aid program that helps the Lebanese infrastruc-
ture ; similar to the aid we receive to enhance our security. This
way, we can provide the Syrian refugees with jobs ; take the
necessary steps to launch Public Private Partnership and a
clear oil and gas investment vision.”

During the discussion, several interventions confirmed that
the presence of the refugees did not lead to the crisis Lebanon
is currently undergoing, since many of the problems are due
to the weak economic structure, especially in the industrial
sector. They also claimed that many sectors actually benefit
from the refugees. There are Syrian investors who have in-
vested in Egypt, for example, so why not allow them to invest
in Lebanon ?

The representative of the Norwegian Refugee Council
said ; “This discussion has raised our fears, such as that the
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Syrian refugees are taking the jobs reserved for the Lebanese.
Yet, it did not take into account the reasons these refugees
came to Lebanon. They did not come in search for work, they
came to escape the raging war and save their lives. We are also
worried that the sponsorship system may be used to exploit
the refugees. We must be realistic and acknowledge that some
Lebanese employers do exploit the refugees by paying low
wages to those who do not have residence visas. So, there are
some Lebanese who benefit from the presence of the refugees.
To deny that fact and blame the refugees for all problems will
not solve any.”

One of the participants considered that the United Nations
is pressuring Lebanon to open the labor market for the
Syrians. In answering that claim, Lazzarini shed light on the
responsibility of the Lebanese to create economic incentives
and support the stability of host communities in order to
compensate the loss in the labor market. “Of course this
will not happen unless the Lebanese government considers it
a priority.”

He confirmed that the United Nations is not pressuring
Lebanon to have the refugees enter its labor market, it is
aiming at creating jobs for all ; “As our friend from NRC has
said, we must not forget that there are Lebanese employers
who highly depend on the Syrian workers in many sectors
such as construction, agriculture, services, and hospitality.”
He further added ; “We are not asking for the provision of
labor to the Syrians in all sectors in a way that would lead to
competition with the Lebanese workforce. In the sectors
where there is competition, organizations and employers must
abide by the Lebanese laws, and not try to circumscribe them
to gain cheap labor, such is the case today, and we all know
it.” He confirmed that the United Nations does not plan to
establish a “UNRWA” for Syrian refugees. We must try to exit
this crisis with dignity while preserving the social integrity of
Lebanon. Hence, the importance of the national strategy sup-
ported by the United Nations to assist the Lebanese govern-
ment in protecting Lebanon from the repercussions of the
Syrian crisis ; in addition to the importance of safeguarding
security and stability, and distancing Lebanon from the
regional threats.”

Ziad al-Sayegh confirmed that the exit from this crisis re-
quires national policies to face the challenges of Syrian
refugees and to counter extremism and needs hard work to
achieve good governance and introduce radical reforms to the
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economic structure in Lebanon. All this cannot be achieved
without political will.

Menassa wrapped up the discussion by stating that this
issue requires more than good governance because the crisis
has become existential and far larger than the procedures to
achieve good governance, combat corruption, and hold gen-
eral elections. He considered that protecting Lebanon from
the Syrian refugee repercussions and from the Syrian war is
protecting Lebanon in its essence and existence. Everyone has
praised Lebanon for its resilience ; “I believe that the Lebanese
people are not resilient, but have the capacity of negative
adaptation ; which is the capacity to adapt to the worst of sit-
uations until they become normalized, instead of refusing the
situation, working on reversing it, and moving forward.” Con-
cerning safe areas, he said that according to our experience
with the Syrian Regime, safe areas cannot be guaranteed, and
the regime will not respect them ; “All talk about this issue is
within a diplomatic framework. As such, we cannot foresee its
results in the absence of an American-Russian agreement and
controlling the Syrian regime, and the moderate and extremist
opposition factions.” 

In conclusion to the works of the seminar, al-Sayegh spoke
about the following points : 

Continuation of sustainable relief of refugees and support-
ing the hosting communities, while focusing on the necessity
of return and political solutions.

Difficulty in establishing safe areas due to lack of guaran-
tees. We are facing a mass identity crisis due to the new de-
mographic distribution in the region.

Having a suffering Lebanese economy as a result of the Syr-
ian refugee presence.

Concern that their difficult circumstances would lead them
towards extremism and terrorism.

We cannot seriously approach the Syrian refugee crisis un-
less we set a national strategy that considers all the security,
social, economic, and cultural repercussions, and unless the
international community and UN agencies transform their aid
and support from being relief-based to development. Other-
wise, we will be running in a vicious cycle of discussion with-
out reaching any solutions. The most important aim and the
shortest path towards guaranteeing a safe return for the
refugees and avoiding their forced or de facto settlement in
Lebanon are to reach a political solution to the Syrian crisis.
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The participants reached several recommendations,
the most important of which are :

Supporting the Ministry of State for Refugee Affairs in set-
ting a comprehensive national policy to deal with the Syrian
refugee crisis.

Appointing one entity to serve as coordinator on behalf of
the Lebanese government with the international community,
UN agencies, regional and local organizations.

Establishing a targeted Lebanese diplomacy which adopts
a unified discourse regarding the Syrian refugees.

Setting the issue of Syrian refugees aside from populism
and demagogy and from the narrow interest-based policies,
and approaching it sensibly.

Preparation of data and statistics on the Syrian refugees in
Lebanon, so they can be used in setting public policies.

Facilitating the access of refugee children to education.
Alleviating tensions between the refugees and the local

hosting communities through a rationalized socio-economic
municipal policy, to bridge the gap between them, mitigate
the intensity of the conflict ; preserve the rights of the
Lebanese, and the dignity of the Syrians.

Eradicating the hate speech and promoting tolerance in
line with human rights, respect of cultural plurality, tolerance,
and brotherhood.

Providing suitable living conditions for the Syrian refugees
in Lebanon, implementing Lebanon’s non-intervention policy
in Syria, and the withdrawal of all Lebanese political and mil-
itary presence from the Syrian conflict ; if we are serious about
ending the feelings of hatred among the Syrians towards the
Lebanese and avoid any negative effects of the future relation
between both peoples, on the long run, or any tendency to-
wards terrorism and extremism among the refugee community,
in the short run.

Controlling the Lebanese Syrian borders by deploying the
Lebanese army all along them.

Monitoring the border entry and exit, controlling the issu-
ing of residence permits, and overseeing the labor market. 

Producing studies that look into the regions where the
refugees have come from, for the purpose of deporting those
who have come from the safe regions or are under an authority
that does not put their lives at risk.

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEES
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Prohibiting the refugees from owning or managing commer-
cial or industrial institutions (in order not to encourage their
permanent stay or settlement).

Raising awareness on the dangers of forced and de facto
settlement.

Tightening anti-crime security measures, and monitoring
violations perpetrated by refugee groups, in order to prevent
the formation of radical groups or sleeping terrorist cells.

Shedding light on the current demographic changes in
Syria and border areas at the international and regional levels
and attempting to end their progression in order to protect
Lebanon from their dangers and guarantee the rights of the
Syrian people on their territory.

Achieving good governance and installing reforms in the
Lebanese economic structure in order to create job opportu-
nities for the youth especially, to decrease brain drain, and pre-
vent the infiltration of terrorism and extremism.
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On one hand, some participants stressed the importance of
designating safe areas the refugees could return to, while oth-
ers considered that the failed and tragic experience of safe
areas in other countries of the world and the conduct of the
Syrian parties (whether the Regime or extremist opposition
factions) mean that these areas will become dangerous for
refugees instead.

The international community must help Lebanon through
a basket of developmental projects rather than mere relief aid.

Enhancing the diplomatic track in
solving the Syrian crisis, and supporting
all related efforts.

LEBANON AND THE SYRIAN REFUGEES
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OVERVIEW

Is the Two-State solution already dead? The
Palestinian Israeli conflict has currently evolved
into a new phase and new realities are arising ; 

* Israel is shifting to the right, with the Israeli
elite and the Israeli government showing a pen-
chant towards religious and national extremism,
along with the growing prominence of the “settle-
ment lobby” which started years ago.

* The division within the Palestinian National
Movement and its attrition as well as the decline
of the PLO’s popularity amongst Palestinian com-
munities at home and abroad.

* Recent developments in Palestinian political,
economic, and social life in the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip entail an evaluation to their implica-
tions and possible repercussions.

* Given the turmoil in the region, Arab states
are either engulfed in deadly conflicts or largely fo-
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cused on their own national security, consequently
putting the Palestinian cause on the backburners.

*The interest of the international community
to forge an Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement is
also waning due to the lack of a foreseen solution
that could answer to the aspirations of Israelis and
Palestinians and save the “Two-State solution”.

In such a situation, several regional and inter-
national circles seem to have conceded that the
Two-State solution is jeopardized mainly because
Israel’s continuing settlement activities have com-
promised the viability of a future contiguous and
functioning Palestinian statehood. The conflict is
becoming more intractable while new facts are ma-
terializing on the ground and are becoming ex-
tremely difficult to reverse : 

International and Arab powers push to revive
the Two-State solution for lack of other alterna-
tives, and to boost the broader struggle against ex-
tremism and terrorism using the Palestinian cause
as their leading mantra. 

The scenario of one bi-national state “one vote
for one voter”, an option refused by the majority
of Israelis, however welcomed by a growing number
of Palestinians.

The multilateral regional solution scenario that
focuses on a regional exchange of territories and re-
gional arrangements to solve the issue of the
“Palestinian demographics” and assimilate the
“State of the Remains” that will result from Is-
rael’s insatiability for settlement establishment.
This scenario shall include Jordan and Egypt
along with other countries (Lebanon for example)
to solve the issue of Palestinian refugees.

The scenario of sliding towards violence or any
type of comprehensive chaos (armed Intifada, new
wars in the Gaza Strip, the success of Jihadi and
Islamic movements in occupying some lands within
the Palestinian Authority’s territories and impos-
ing rules of influence).

y



N THE LIGHT of the raging crises in the Arab
world and the lack of balance between re-

gional and international systems alike, the posi-
tion of the Palestinian issue has regressed taking
with it the opportunities for the “two-state solu-
tion” which was adopted by UN Security Council
Resolution 242 after the 1967 war. This resolu-
tion later became the reference in the 1993 Oslo
Agreement negotiations. Some consider that the
two-state solution was never taken seriously by
the Israelis, and that it was put aside by the ‘real-
ity enforcement policy’ Israel had adopted, espe-
cially in terms of expansion of settlement and
judaization. In fact, with the political and social
growth of the extremist right in Israel, settlements
spread in the West Bank to the extent that it be-
came impossible to settle the Palestinian-Israeli
struggle on the basis of the two-state solution as
the “Palestinian Entity” became severed and
placed under siege by Israel. Others consider that
the internal Palestinian division contributed to the
undermining of the two-state solution with the
failure of the “land for peace” formula, the rise of
jihadist Islamic movements, and the interference
of regional entities that aimed at failing the diplo-
matic process and adopting the pathway of armed
resistance as the only solution for the Palestinian
issue. What does the future hold for the Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict ? What are the prospects for
possible solutions ? Can the two-state solution be
saved or will the one-state-two-nations solution
(one bi-national state) be adopted ? Or will a re-
gional multilateral solution based on exchange of
territories with neighbouring countries be adopted
to form a Palestinian entity ? Or will the status
quo remain as is while sliding towards violence or
any type of comprehensive chaos ?

In an attempt to foresee the future of the
Palestinian issue and analyse possible solutions,
La Maison du Futur, in collaboration with al-Quds
Center for Political Studies, Konrad Adenauer
Stiftung, and Wilfried Martens Centre for Euro-
pean Studies organized a conference at their
headquarters on June 9 and 10, with the partic-
ipation of a number of decision-makers, experts,
researchers, and academics.

I – David Makowski (Skype),
Senior Researcher at the Wash-
ington Institute for Near East
Policy, US.
– Lara Friedman (Skype),
President of the Foundation for
Middle East, US. 
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President Amine Gemayel launched the con-
ference by wishing the participants a holy month
of Ramadan and by welcoming, “The diplomatic
freedom-fighter Nabil Shaath representing dear
friend, President Mahmoud Abbas.” He thanked
the director of the al-Quds Centre, Oraib al-
Rantawi, and the representatives of Konrad Ade-
nauer and Martens Centre for their contribution
to the success of this conference. He stressed on
the importance of holding such an event at that
exact time of the year because it commemorates
the passing of 50 years since the 1967 war. He
confirmed that since the founding of La Maison
du Futur in 1975, the organization has dedicated
a large part of its activities to the defence of the
Palestinian cause because, “It is a righteous cause
that is deeply rooted in the consciences and beings
of every Arab and non-Arab.” Although Lebanon
was drowning in a civil war, “La Maison du Futur
never lost its mission and continuously held the
banner of the Palestinian cause.” He reminded the
participants that the most important of their pub-
lications is Haliyat Magazine which dedicated a
third of its content to the Palestinian issue.

Furthermore, he shed light on the reasons that
join between Lebanon and the Palestinian mat-
ter, with at least hundreds of thousands of Pales-
tinians residing in Lebanon. He said that there
are many similarities between the Lebanese and
the Palestinian issues-Starting with land occupa-
tion; concerns over sovereignty and existence ;
following a democratic system ; fighting terror-
ism, fundamentalism, and extremism ; paying the
price for the inter-Arab struggles ; interference of
some Arab countries in Lebanese and Palestinian
affairs ; and hindering solutions and settlements.
President Gemayel also mentioned that despite
the tragic circumstances that the region is cur-
rently going through, the Palestinian problem is
still in the forefront due to the struggle of the
Palestinian people and the popular movements
in some Arab and foreign countries, plus the
diplomatic and political efforts of the national
authority headed by the movement of President
Abou Mazen. He hinted at certain information
concerning future initiatives that would push the
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diplomatic process forward towards finding a solution for the
Palestinian issue and that shall be disclosed after Ramadan.

He also warned against the danger of falling into the trap
of waiting for the conflicts in the region to subside before solv-
ing the Palestinian issue. He considers this to be a threat to
the efforts placed to reach a settlement which might lead to
an increased spread of terrorist movements. He said that the
Palestinian and the Lebanese issues have long been used for
other unrelated purposes, giving utmost priority to the Pales-
tinian issue being the Mother issue. Solving these concerns
would lead to the settlement of the other crises in the region
in terms of fundamentalism, terrorism, and Islamic extrem-
ism ; while the opposite does not hold true.

President Gemayel then spoke of the negative impact of
the absence of a strong Arab leadership that is capable of
bringing all Arabs together around one rescue plan to solve all
the current Arab crises including the Palestinian issue. He
wondered about the role of the League of Arab States and in-
vited all Arab leaders to wake up and compensate for the
decade-long bad performance in Arab politics and create a
suitable framework for the Palestinian issue that would open
new spaces for a permanent settlement to all the conflicts in
the region, mainly the Arab-Israeli conflict. He added that the
Lebanese and Palestinian issues are closely linked, and solving
the Palestinian issue could be the beginning to solving the
Lebanese issue.

Nabil Shaath, representative of Pales-
tinian President Mahmoud Abbas, took
the floor and thanked President Gemayel
and all the organizers. He conveyed Presi-
dent Abbas’s heart-felt greetings especially
that “Lebanon has a special place in the
heart of every Palestinian because the
Palestinian revolution started from
Lebanon, and the country played the
largest role in supporting the basis of the
Palestinian entity as well as in attracting in-
ternational recognition to its existence and
to the rights of its people.” He added;
“Thank you from every Palestinian in the
State of Palestine.” He then stressed the
importance of achieving Palestinian na-
tional unity because the schism that is cur-
rently present has alienated democracy; “It
is impossible to hold elections in the West

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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Bank alone, for this would lead to further division. The return
of democracy and people’s participation in authority are two
essential factors, for no one more than Palestinians know what
it is to be oppressed and that authority emanates from the peo-
ple to serve the people. We must regain legitimacy by achieving
national unity through holding elections which will lead to a
coalition where everyone will have a share in authority with no
exception. This is the position of the national authority and the
position of Fatah. Unity is the key to the return of the PLO,
the umbrella under which all different factions were gathered.”
He confirmed that the major concern today is fighting the only
colonial settler left in the world – Israel ; “We consider this con-
frontation to be the mother of all battles.” He also disclosed
that settlement has increased by 55% during the premiership
of Benjamin Netanyahu. Despite Israel’s pledge in Camp David
to stop the process of settlement, it did not respect it and the
number of settlers in the West Bank reached around 400,000
in 128 settlements spread all over the West Bank from South
to North. As for East Jerusalem, which is considered by the
United Nations to be occupied Palestinian territory, there are
around 350,000 settlers living in 20 settlements.

He added that ; “Israel controls 92% of our water which
serves 800,000 settlers. Palestinians only use 8%. Had we
been a full-fledged state having clear borders, the internal di-
vision of the Palestinians would have been non-existent.” He
continued that the two-state solution is a state with 1967 bor-
ders having East Jerusalem as its capital, a capital that enjoys
the right to self-determination and allows the return of
refugees. This is what President Abou Mazen expressed during
US President Trump’s recent visit to Bethlehem.

He concluded, “We do not know anything so far about any
new American initiative, but when it comes to us, our future
project is the founding of a Palestinian state. We must regain
PLO’s legitimacy and achieve internal unity. We must agree
to put an end to our division and to form one administration
under a national unity government that excludes no one.
Hamas is a part of our existence, no one wishes to exclude it.
We realize all the difficulties that we are facing especially with
the obscurity surrounding the world order and the dispersed
Arab situation, yet, we will exert all our efforts to achieve our
unity and continue our struggle. Our motto remains. Revolu-
tion until victory!”

Representing the al-Quds Centre, Director Oraib al-
Rantawi took the floor, welcomed the participants, and
thanked President Abbas for selecting Doctor Shaath to rep-
resent him in this conference, and President Gemayel for host-
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ing and sponsoring it. He also praised and agreed with Presi-
dent Gemayel’s speech. He thanked Konrad Adenauer and
Martens Centre for their contribution. Al-Rantawi highlighted
the importance of the conference and its timely organization
as it falls on the commemoration day of “the great Arab defeat
in June of 1967, after the six-day war, which is yet to be
ended,” and which transformed Israel from being a mere for-
eign entity transplanted in the body of the Arab world into a
regional superpower. Despite that fact, Israel was not able to
break the Palestinian people and stand against their struggle,
“Israel did not rest on the seventh day!” He added ; “The con-
ference is also held at a time when the region is burning-up
with other crises putting the importance of and the interest
in the Palestinian cause on the back-burner. This conference
reconfirms the significance of this cause which we consider to
be the mother of all causes in the Arab world and the region.
Through it, we are sending a message that the region will
never witness security and stability until a just and permanent
solution is found for Palestine. As to the importance of loca-
tion, the holding of this conference in Bekfaya is a testimony
that the Palestinian-Lebanese discord during the “hurtful and
bitter” Lebanese civil war has been overcome. Consequently,
it should be considered a model of the pathway we should fol-
low to solve all current crises and achieve reconciliation be-
tween all the conflicting internal parties in the Arab world, so
we can overcome these conflicts especially after the rise of tak-
firi thought, hate speech, and regional and international po-
litical exploitation of these crises to serve narrow interests.”

He concluded by expressing his hope for the conference to
be able ; “To draw a clear picture of the Palestinian scene, in
its internal, regional, and international dimen-
sions,” in order to be able to set possible solu-
tions to the Palestinian issue and future options
for the Palestinian people, their national cause,
and the future of their struggle for freedom and
independence.

Peter Rimmele, Resident Representative of
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, started his inter-
vention by wondering ; “Will there ever be
peace between Israelis and Palestinians ?” He
said that it had always been a leading question
at Konrad Adenauer especially under the val-
ues they believe in, such as freedom, justice,
and solidarity, and according to which they
deal with the different crises all over the world
including Palestine.

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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He expressed the Konrad Ade-
nauer Foundation’s belief in the two-
state solution as was confirmed
during “President Mahmoud
Abbas’s visit to our headquarters in
Berlin.” He added that when we
think of what is happening in Pales-
tine, we think of Israel’s settlement
activities, the difficult living condi-
tions of the Palestinians in the Is-
raeli-controlled territories, and the
sufferings of two million Palestinians
in the Gaza Strip, in addition to
those of the Palestinian refugees in
diaspora. He continued by saying
that the word “apartheid” has be-
come a common word when talking
about the situation in Palestine, and this underlines the ne-
cessity to change the status quo. He reminded the participants
that the Balfour declaration which promised the establish-
ment of a Jewish state will be commemorating its 100th an-
niversary and that the first Intifada will commemorate 30
years in December. “We must therefore begin with taking cru-
cial steps within this never ending conflict, and the two-state
solution is certainly such a step.” The situation in Palestine
and Israel has witnessed several changes, “Unfortunately
hardly positive ones.” The Israeli elite is shifting towards the
right and are showing tendencies towards religious and na-
tional extremism, in addition to the growing number of Israeli
settlements with very little effort from the Israelis to put an
end to their colonial spread. As for the Palestinian national
authority, it is suffering from a lack in political capacities and
financial stability, and the dire conditions on Palestinian ter-
ritories keep resulting in the escalation of violence such as the
2015 knife intifada. 

Despite all that, certain positive changes have taken place
on the international level. Firstly, by recognizing Palestine as
a non-member observer state at the UN since 2012, which is
a step towards full membership ; and secondly, the UN Secu-
rity Council Resolution which denounced Israel’s settlement
policy and confirmed the UN’s support of the two-state solu-
tion. He added that if Israel wishes to remain a national dem-
ocratic state, then the only way is the two-state solution ; “Yet,
who will work on this solution ? What will the Trump admin-
istration’s take on this subject-matter be ? Especially that both
sides of the conflict are in a constant state of emergency, and
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it does not help anyone on either side.” He concluded by
warning against managing the conflict rather than solving it,
as this is also dangerous for the Palestinian refugees and the
security of the hosting countries, particularly Lebanon. He
added that, “We, the KAS, are not for one side or against the
other! we aim at implementing our values on all sides. The
fact that we are gathered here today makes me hopeful that
the two-state solution is not forgotten.” 

Session one, entitled “The Crisis of the Palestinian Na-
tional Movement,” with moderator Nawaf Kabbara, uni-
versity professor and writer, introducing the speakers ; Nabil
Amr, former minister in the Palestinian authority ; Fahd
Suleiman, deputy Secretary General of the Democratic Front
for the Liberation of Palestine ; and Mohsen Saleh, Head of
al-Zaytouna Centre.

Kabbara said that the Palestinian factions and leaders are
trying to find a solution to the internal crisis swindling be-
tween the national tendency and the ideological tendency of
political Islam. What are the reasons behind this crisis ? What
are their repercussions on the future of the Palestinian issue ?
And what are the best means to solve them in light of the
major regional and international changes ?

Deputy Secretary General of the Democratic Front for the
Liberation of Palestine, Fahd Suleiman first took the floor
and said that the crisis in the Palestinian National Movement

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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is complex as it is a crisis present also in the official national
strategy, which is still based on two tracks that have been par-
alyzed for years - the bilateral Israeli-Palestinian negotiations,
on one hand, and the building of “state institutions,” on the
other. It is also a crisis in the standing political system “whose
representative capacity and activities have shrunk at all levels.” 

He spoke of Israel’s stubbornness and refusal of any path-
way towards acknowledging the national rights of the Pales-
tinian people as a cause of the collapse of the Palestinian-Israeli
bilateral talks. Another cause was the negotiations’ structure
itself which led to its own demise because it did not link be-
tween the international resolutions and the goal of the nego-
tiations; it did not set a specific timeframe for the talks, there
was no honest and influential international reference capable
of monitoring the negotiations process (except for the United
States which was biased and supported Israel), and the ab-
sence of mechanisms that ensure that the balance of power
does not tip in favour of one party against the other, such as
the settlement activities and judaization which weakened the
Palestinian side.

On the other hand, he claimed that the failure of the polit-
ical process was due to the absence of a national Palestinian
strategy able to restore the balance of power through providing
the elements of internal cohesion and to the lack of serious
attempts to untangle the ties with the Oslo Agreement, no-
tably concerning security and economic dependence on Israel.
He considered that the building of state institutions was not
enough to lift all the obstacles (especially those placed by Is-
rael) standing in the way of establishing an independent state,
taking into account that these institutions cannot be consid-
ered national state institutions in the absence of sovereignty.

Suleiman clarified that the crisis in the Palestinian political
system is based on the fact that it is built on two pillars- the
PLO, which is the legitimate and only representative of the
Palestinian people ; and the Palestinian National Authority –
or the Palestinian Self Governing Authority – in the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip, which was established by the PLO
in 1994 after the Oslo Agreement. So, theoretically, the PLO
is the high reference in authority, but practically, this is not
true because the PLO’s role has shrunk upon the rise of the
Palestinian Authority and the transfer of all its main institu-
tions under the latter’s jurisdiction. In addition, the role of
the people’s movements, such as popular and professional
unions, in the diaspora shrunk as well. Knowing that they
played an essential role in mobilizing and uniting the energy
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of the Palestinian people. Plus, the absence of political Islamic
movements led by the PLO has destabilized its representation,
for these movements enjoy a wide-scale popular base and po-
litical power as a result of the social aid they provide and their
resistance to the occupation.

He also spoke of the division of the Palestinian Authority
itself, institutionally and geographically. It is now in the hands
of two conflicting ruling parties which led to the deepening
of bureaucracy and oppressive practices. Added to this, the
Palestinian Authority has been designed in Oslo to serve for
only five years and constitute an independent administrative
entity that functions under the occupation. When the five
years ended, it found itself incapable of providing for the
needs of its society, especially with the rise of other negative
factors such as the hegemony of a rentier economy, rampant
corruption, spread of settlements, judaization, and the siege
imposed by Israel on the Gaza Strip.

Suleiman acknowledged the responsibility of the Palestin-
ian forces in the crisis, especially the two largest and most in-
fluential parties – Fatah and Hamas – and the responsibility
of the Palestinian left-wing. He considered that the roots of
this crisis go back to the Oslo Agreement and its unjust con-
ditions which led to the establishing of a self-governing au-
thority while the land was still being settled, the right to
return was discarded, and while Israel kept its security control
over the Palestinian territories, cross points, and borders.

He added to the afore mentioned the emergence of new
balances governing the Palestinian internal relations and the
transformation of Fatah from being the first among equals in
the PLO to a ruling party that monopolizes funds, weapons,
and official political representation, and controls service and
employment facilities. That same bug was also caught by
Hamas after it came to power in Gaza. Consequently, the sta-
tus of each of Fatah and Hamas decreased in all 1948 Pales-
tinian territories and in the Palestinian diaspora, in favour of
the Palestinian left-wing, such as the Democratic Front for
Peace and Equality and the National Democratic Alliance,
and other political parties and figures.

He considered that the solution to this national crisis is
now laid on the shoulders of the Palestinian left-wing through;
“The rebuilding of self, strengthening alliances, and joining
the mass movement while following a realistic political pro-
gram far removed from the Oslo Agreement, which can never
achieve the national rights of the Palestinian people.”

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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As for the future of the two-state solution, Suleiman consid-
ered that the term became popular on the political scene after
the speech of the then US President, George W. Bush, in June
2002 ; that is, three months after the launching of the Arab
Peace Initiative which he did not want to go through. He said
that the two-state solution is a vague term that is very different
from the Palestinian national program which is based on three
pillars. A sovereign independent state according to the 5 June
1967 demarcation lines with East Jerusalem as its capital, guar-
anteeing the right to return of Palestinian refugees as stipulated
in UNSCR 194, and acknowledging the 1948 Palestinians as a
national minority of equal citizenship. He clarified that the
two-state solution requires three major concessions – a change
in the 1967 demarcation lines, making Jerusalem the capital of
two states, and cancelling the right to return. He added that ;
“Regardless of our opinion of the two-state solution, it remains
a fact that the current situation does not allow the Palestinians
to impose it especially when the Quartet has turned its back
on them, and Israel refuses it, while the US Trump Administra-
tion does not even mention it.”

He revealed that the prospective solutions being juggled in
the American administration right now revolve around the im-
possibility of reaching a peace agreement on the basis of the
two-state solution. They merely aim at providing facilitations
to Palestinians, which the Israelis consider to be concessions
on their part, while there should be concrete and open Arab
steps to justify them.

To him, the two-state solution is unlikely in the near future,
even the one-state solution ; “Does not enjoy much echo
which brings us back to the origins of the struggle ; that is, the
1948 Nakba. Hence, the only viable option remaining for the
Palestinian issue is a solution based on the valuable achieve-
ments of the Palestinian national struggle to implement the
three-pillar national program through re-launching and renew-
ing the anti-occupation popular movement wherever there are
Palestinians, at home and in the diaspora. In addition to pur-
suing the internationalization of the Palestinian issue by
broadening the circle of recognition of the state of Palestine
and the rights of the Palestinian people, increasing the state
of Palestine’s membership in all international agencies and or-
ganizations, suing Israel for violating the Geneva conventions
and committing war crimes, and promoting the campaign to
boycott it.” He also spoke of the importance of overcoming
the internal division and going back to the Mother organiza-
tion (i.e. the PLO and the National Authority), and providing
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the means of survival and resilience to the Palestinians of
Palestine and of the Diaspora.

Head of al-Zaytouna Centre, Mohsen Saleh, gave an
overview of the crisis in the Palestinian National Movement.
He said that the national Palestinian project is currently weak
and frail, which greatly reflects on its capacity to work and
benefit from the available opportunities and the great capacity
of the Palestinian people inside and outside Palestine, and in-
vest in the Arab and international circles that sympathize with
the Palestinian people and their aspirations.

He added that the major features of the crisis in the Pales-
tinian national movement are the withdrawal of the role of
the PLO internally and in the diaspora and the weakening of
its institutions, plus the disruption of its National Council
ever since the 1993 Oslo Accords which gave rise to the Pales-
tinian authority in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Other
features include the failure of the PLO to assimilate effective
Palestinian forces that enjoy a wide representation base (es-
pecially Hamas and the Islamic Jihad) which weakened its rep-
resentation of the Palestinian people and made it a shadow of
the Palestinian Authority. He believes that this led the Pales-
tinians to lose “a joint national umbrella that brings them to-
gether, manages their project, resolves their differences, sets
their direction, and effectively channels their energy.”

Saleh also considered the Palestinian national project to be
suffering greatly from the opposing trajectories of its effective
forces and from the deep disagreements over the political
agenda, the priorities, and the constant values such as the pos-
sibility of relinquishing certain parts of Palestine. He con-
firmed that the state of division was reflected on the process
of the national project. It became evident since the PLO’s sign-
ing of the Oslo Accords (led by Fatah) and the opposition of
the alliance of the ten factions against them. The division was
later consecrated with Hamas’s control of the Authority in
Gaza and Fatah’s control of the West Bank in 2007.

On the other hand, the peaceful settlement approach
adopted by Fatah and its allies has reached a blockade and
has failed in light of the attempts of the Israelis to fail it. It
also collapsed due to the increase in Israeli extremism, na-
tional and religious fundamentalism, judaization and settle-
ment activities in Jerusalem and the West Bank, in addition
to the lack of international (more specifically, American) will
to pressure Israel to commit to the settling project with Pales-
tine. He further clarified that in return, the armed resistance
project, adopted by Hamas and its allies, is also suffering from

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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a crisis within the Palestinian division, the blockade of the
Gaza Strip, and the presence of an Arab and international en-
vironment that does not support it, but rather opposes it.

He spoke of the crises that Fatah, Hamas, and the Pales-
tinian left-wing are each going through. Fatah has a slouching
organizational structure and suffers from a crisis in leadership
with unclear goals. Hamas’s leadership is dispersed, its infra-
structure in the West Bank is hit hard, and it is the target
of international and regional currents of political Islam. As
for the Left, it is suffering from chronic problems related to
lack of popularity, its political discourse, and youth structure.
In addition to this, he noted the state of weakness of the
Palestinian diaspora due to the different systems and environ-
ments they find themselves in. This has led to a weak capacity
to self-organize and make independent national decisions.
He confirmed that the absence of democracy in the region
has had repercussions on “the national movement’s ability
to manage conflicts and diversity in a constructive and civi-
lized manner.”

He concluded by saying that despite the wide hopes that
the Palestinians have hung on the Arab Spring, the desperate
situation in the strategic milieu surrounding Palestine, the
wars taking place, and the many conflicts have all reflected
negatively on the Palestinian situation and will continue doing
so in the near future.

Nabil Amr, thanked President Gemayel and all the organ-
izers of the conference, expressing his admiration in the ses-
sion’s title because it links the internal situation with the
political solution to the Palestinian issue. He said that, to be
honest, he fears the internal situation in case there was a set-
tlement to the Palestinian issue in the near future explaining
that the situation in the Arab world may cause adaptation to
any American solution or initiative. “I mostly fear that the
Palestinian internal situation is not prepared for a solution.”
He considered the main reason for the crisis in the Palestinian
national movement not to lie in the different political visions
or ideologies “but in the power struggle” and the non-renewal
of the PLO’s leadership, in addition to the practices of differ-
ent factions “that know nothing about democracy.” He added
that the PLO is weary of Hamas’s boycott, of the “seasonal
sulking” of some factions, and the state of stagnation it is liv-
ing in. He confirmed that there are no political or ideological
conflicts that explain the crisis in the internal situation. The
left-wing, Hamas, and Fatah agree on the political formula ;
there is no ideological disagreement between them, and the
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three have joined the political process. So, “the struggle is a
struggle over power.” More importantly, the two parties to the
internal struggle are both coordinating with Israel on security
issues- indirect coordination of the missiles between Hamas
and Israel, and direct coordination of the knives between
Fatah and Israel. He confirmed the presence of stronger re-
gional entities that are guiding the situation in Gaza, and
these are Turkey and Qatar.

He reconfirmed his fear that internal Palestine is not ready
for any solution, saying that this fear is escalating in light of
the presence of many proposed solutions that could push for-
ward the political path and “lead somewhere.” The two-state
solution has dwindled down, but there is no other alternative.
If Trump presents a new initiative, there is no doubt it will
take Israeli interests into account rather than Palestinian’s.
“What to do in this case ? Shall we tell them we are two enti-
ties, and that the Arabs are divided into two camps if not
more? We live in a whirlpool that is difficult to come out of
because matters are not in our hands ; we are the product of
an international agreement.” He concluded by saying; “My
disagreement with Abou Mazen is on being strict instead of
lenient, as being strict and adamant at this time will lead us
into an inescapable impasse.”

During the Q&A session, the participants asked the follow-
ing questions: 

None of the interventions mentioned the Palestinians in-
side, that is, the 1948 Arabs. Even the authorities neglect
them, despite the fact that their presence preserved the Pales-
tinian cause. Could there be a solution without taking them
into account ?

Oraib al-Rantawi said ; “The speakers are representatives
of major currents in Palestine. I would have wished them to
talk about the problems that each of their organizations are
going through, not only criticize the authority. It is easy to
criticize authorities and Abou Mazen, but what about the
others ? Hamas is in a deadlock, the only solution before it is
to go back. Shouldn’t we look within ourselves ?”

In answer to the questions, Suleimanmentioned the pres-
ence of several developments in the 1948 regions that are very
promising in terms of the maturity of political thought, which
gives priority to action on the front despite the struggle be-
tween the different components. “We, the Palestinians of
other regions, need to learn from this.” He considered the ex-
perience of the 1948 Palestinians to be as important as that
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of the Palestinian left-wing. The
speakers considered that a large num-
ber of the 1948 Arabs have con-
tributed to developing the Palestinian
effort in setting initiatives for solu-
tions, noting that their political lead-
ers are the Palestinian left-wing
despite it being weak in other regions.

Amr was surprised with what al-
Rantawi had said, confirming that the
situation in the interior of Palestine is
heartbreaking, and that they need to
put the finger on the problems to be
able to come out of this crisis. He con-
sidered his approach to be realistic
and to be based on finding an exit within what is available. He
noted that the philosophy of fundamentalism was not benefi-
cial in the past and will remain so in the future. The first step
towards the right path is in reviving the PLO and its institu-
tions, for without them the political decision will be lost due
to unavoidable factors. He also stressed on the importance of
the role of the Palestinian people through holding local and
parliamentary elections that would fill the gap between the
factions and the people. He also stressed on the necessity of
renewing the legitimacy that emanates from the people and
from the flexibility in the settlement process, “because if we
do not voluntarily accept, it will be forced upon us.” 

Saleh reminded al-Rantawi of the title of the session which
is the crisis of the national movement and not the crisis in
Palestinian factions. He confirmed that he does not represent
Hamas but himself, and to say that Islamists do not believe
in democracy is a fallacy, especially that they were not given
the opportunity to show that. He confirmed that Hamas did
not boycott Fatah, but that it was the PLO that closed upon
itself. “We talk about sharing power, while we monopolize it
and prevent anyone from taking part.”

Before the beginning of the second session, former
Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora said, “I may shock
you with what I am about to say. Let us put ourselves in the
shoes of the extremist Israelis. They are surely asking ; “Why
should we concede to the Palestinians ? It is sad that after 80
years of the Nakba and 50 years of the Naksa, the struggle we
see between the Palestinian factions over power and decision-
making has made them lose the cause.” How can we trans-
form this sad situation into a real revival ? It is no longer

Fouad Siniora.
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acceptable for the Palestinian situation to remain as such be-
cause this means no solution.” He added ; “We are not worthy
of this noble cause. How can we join our efforts at the Pales-
tinian and Arab levels ? It is unacceptable not to hold elections
in Palestine to know who truly represents the Palestinians.
Thus, the first step towards internal reform is to hold these
elections. On the other hand, the Arab initiative that was
launched some 15 years ago should be activated. The Arabs
have sufficed themselves with this initiative considering that
they have done their part, while not one Arab country was
able to seriously and effectively promote it. This initiative con-
stitutes the framework that we should present to the world
because it promotes the two-state solution and represents a
certain Arab consensus. We must follow this double Palestin-
ian and Arab track while addressing the world and demanding
a just solution for the Palestinian issue. We must carry this
cause to the heart of every Arab and to the world, or else we
will not be able to make progress. We do not want more de-
spair ; we stand today before an opportunity that we must take
advantage of, in order to have a real Palestinian, Arab, and in-
ternational revival.”

The second session, entitled “Transformations within the
Palestinian Society, internally and in the Diaspora,”
started with moderator Sami Aoun, Professor at Sherbrook
University in Canada. He introduced the speakers : Former
Prime Minister of Jordan Taher al-Masri ; Director of
Masarat Center Hani al-Masri ; and Chairman of the Pales-
tinian Human Rights Committee Suheil al-Natour.

From left to right:
Sami Aoun,
Taher al-Masri,
Suheil
al-Natour
and Hani
al-Masri.
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Sami Aoun started the session by asking a question on the
way to preserve the Palestinian identity when the Palestinians
are spread all over the world and are scattered internally be-
tween those in the 1948 territories, the West Bank, and Gaza.

Taher al-Masri began his intervention by saying that the
identity of Palestinians was self-evident in Jordan, emotionally
and mentally, referring to the deeply-rooted relation between
Jordan and Palestine and how their existential fate has been
historically intertwined ever since “the British issued their
birth certificates together.” He added that the Jordanians of
Palestinian origins are of two categories. The citizens of the
West Bank, which was annexed to Jordan, who are of Jordan-
ian nationality, but who had it withdrawn from some of them
after the disengagement in 1988 ; and the two-million who
were displaced from Palestine in 1948 and who are mostly
concerned with the right to return and reparation.

He stressed that the Palestinians are a part of the Jordanian
social fabric and are completely integrated in it, and at the
same time, they are included in the UN resolutions in terms
of their right to return and to reparation. The Jordanian na-
tionality does not abolish this right, and it allows them to be
full citizens who enjoy full rights and obligations. In 1970,
the situation took a different course when the Jordanian army
clashed with the PLO. This led the Jordanian government to
take certain measures against the Palestinians, such as defining
the professions they are allowed to occupy. It was followed by
the disengagement, “After which I resigned from office as a
sign of protest.” The problem of who is Jordanian and who is
Palestinian became present only recently in the Jordanian cir-
cles. In the early 1990s, it was limited to a group of intellec-
tuals when an anti-Jordanian-of-Palestinian-origin current was
on the rise demanding the retraction of the Jordanian citizen-
ship from them under the pretext of empowering the Pales-
tinian cause.

He added; “I will not explain the components of the Pales-
tinian and Jordanian identities from an academic historical
perspective. There is no need to state that these two identities
are still in the process of formation and maturation under the
organic bond between Palestine and Jordan.” He wondered
whether it is possible to be optimistic that there will be a for-
mula that expresses the unity between both identities stating
that what differentiates the Jordanians of Palestinian origin
and those of Jordanian origin is a thin line related to the right
to return. This line led to a disagreement among the elite on
the definition of who is Jordanian and who is not. Realistically
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speaking, the issue of the Palestinian identity is for the Pales-
tinians of the inside, while the Jordanian of Palestinian origin
are Jordanians as they are fully integrated in the national, the
geographic, and the social fabric of Jordan ; although, they
have some nostalgia for the past, which is only human.” He
started with two constant factors on which the relationship
between the two is based. First, Jordan’s recognition that the
PLO is the legitimate representative of the Palestinians, and
that consequently it shall not negotiate on its behalf. Second,
the Palestinians’ refusal of the alternative state in Jordan. It is
necessary to hold on to the right to return so the cause is not
lost and to support the Palestinian identity as that of the re-
sistance against the occupation. “In Jordan, we must agree on
all that to prevent the occupying force from establishing an
alternative nation.”

Hani al-Masri then took the floor and highlighted the
“complete dilemma” that the Palestinian cause and the Pales-
tinians of the inside and the diaspora are equally going
through. He considered the root of the problem to be the fail-
ure of the Palestinians to establish a national project, “neither
the one they started, nor the one they accepted,” so much so
that they have reached a dead end. He clarified that the re-
sistance strategy had reached an impasse as a unilateral strat-
egy. Hamas finds itself today in an unenviable position, and
the options before it will remain limited compared to the Iran-
ian option in the event that it continues with the same strat-
egy. This holds true as well with the Authority which has
followed the political track. He continued ; “No one can say
that we are in a good position. We are all in deep trouble and
Israel is targeting us all, moderate and extremists,” especially
with the marginalization of the Israeli left-wing, the increase
in the right-wing’s hegemony, and the competition between
the moderate-right and the extreme-right on who is able to
capture more Palestinian territories. The number of Israeli set-
tlers is around 600,000, and Israel was able to revive the map
of Greater Israel. He added that although the two-state solu-
tion is important ; “We are facing the no-state solution, and
here lies the greatest danger.” He clarified that Israel is still
considering the displacement of Palestinians (similar to what
happened in 1948) especially in light of the dislocation from
Syria and Iraq. He revealed that in Israel there are talks re-
volving around establishing seven princedoms, instead of the
Authority, based on family leaderships, to be under the secu-
rity control of Israel. This is exactly what Israel wants.

He considered that a realistic solution would be one that
can achieve the maximum possible gains. Any initiative by
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American President Trump and Israel will not be in the benefit
of Palestinians. It is necessary to focus all efforts on aborting
the Israeli plan and putting an end to the spread of settle-
ments. “We can do this because the Palestinian issue is a just
cause, and there is international recognition of its justness and
of the Israeli violations. More importantly, the Palestinian peo-
ple is determined to resist militarily, politically, and culturally
even if the authority is weak. This is a clear indicator that the
Palestinian people will not accept this reality.” In his opinion,
the problem lies in the absence of an entity that organizes
their effort and in the widening gap between the factions and
the Authority. “The people are ready, but the Authority is not
at the same level of preparedness. A new situation is forming,
but it is still not fully envisaged. Yet, if the factions do not
conduct the required reforms, the new components will be-
come more evident.” As to holding the elections as a means
out of the crisis, he questioned the point of holding elections
under an occupation ; “If democracy is guaranteed under oc-
cupation, then why fight it ?” He noted that the occupying
forces allowed elections to be held after Oslo. The second elec-
tions were held to make Hamas part of the Authority, also for
the sake of Oslo.

Suheil al-Natour spoke of the PLO and the role of the
Palestinian refugees today ; “The Palestinians now prefer to
talk about the state of Palestine and its sovereignty rather than
the slogan of the two-state solution because one of these two
states – Israel – has become entrenched in the region’s reality
to the extent that the official representative of the Palestinians
recognized it on 9 September 1993, in addition to the recog-
nition of Egypt and Jordan, and it has become part of the Arab
settlement project.” He added that the Arab discourse on the
two-state solution no longer mentions the intrinsic rights of
the Palestinians such as the full withdrawal from occupied ter-
ritories, ending settlement activities, releasing the detainees,
annexing Jerusalem, and border demarcation according to the
lines of June 5. “On the contrary, the discourse now focuses
on normalization, lifting the boycott, security coordination,
preventing incitement to fight and resist, and even waiver of
the right to return for the refugees.” After overviewing the
path of the Palestinian refugees’ crisis since the Nakba in 1948
and the Naksa of 1967, they said that the PLO adopted in
1974 a comprehensive program in which it clarified its objec-
tives as follows:

The right of refugees to return to their homes from which
they were forcefully evacuated by the Israeli occupying forces.
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Imposing Israeli withdrawal from the regions that were oc-
cupied in 1967 and declaring the establishing of the inde-
pendent Palestinian state.

The right to self-determination of the Palestinian people on
all their national territories.

He clarified that this program was first met with a perform-
ance contradicting with the Arab regimes, and this led to the
eruption of the situation in Jordan, Lebanon, and the Pales-
tinian internal ranks as well. Later, it was met with the Oslo
Agreement, which made no reference to Resolution 194 nor
to the right of self-determination, and which transferred the
problem of refugees to the negotiations on the final solution,
without linking it to any legal reference. After that followed
the political practices and the positions of Palestinian officials
that indicated laxness towards the right to return, such as: 

The first paragraph of Article 7 of the Beilin-Abou Mazen
agreement of a final status dated 31 October 1995 states ;
“Whereas the Palestinian side considers that the right of the
Palestinian refugees to return to their homes is enshrined in
international law and natural justice, it recognizes that the
prerequisites of the new era of peace and coexistence, as
well as the realities that have been created on the ground since
1948, have rendered the implementation of this right imprac-
ticable. The Palestinian side, thus, declares its readiness
to accept and implement policies and measures that will en-
sure, in so far as this is possible, the welfare and well-being of
these refugees.”

Item 4 of the Ayalon-Nusseibeh Plan (July 2002) states ;
“Recognizing the suffering and plight of the Palestinian
refugees, the international community, Israel, and the Pales-
tinian State will initiate and contribute to an international
fund to compensate them. Palestinian refugees will return only
to the State of Palestine. The international community will
offer to compensate toward bettering the lot of those refugees
willing to remain in their present country of residence, or who
wish to immigrate to third-party countries.”

The road map (30 March 2003) which was initiated by for-
mer US President George W. Bush postponed the issue of
Palestinian refugees to the third and final phase within the
permanent status issues.

The Geneva Accords of December 2003, between Yossi
Beilin and Yasser Abd-Rabbo which reiterated that the solu-
tion to this problem must be agreed upon.

The Annapolis Conference in 2007, where the then Israeli
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Prime Minister Ehud Olmert conditioned that the Palestinian
authority must acknowledge the Jewish nature of the State of
Israel, which practically means to waiver the right of the Pales-
tinians to return.

He then went over Israel’s policy to undermine the two-
state solution and make the right to return void in order to
preserve the “Israelis’ preferential rights” over the Palestinian
territories under its occupation, and Israel’s land grab policy
through building settlements. Israel is no longer satisfied with
colonial expansion, it is aiming at gradually annexing the set-
tlements and other target areas. The “settlement laundering
law” adopted by the Knesset was issued to legalize the official
annexing of settlements through implementing the Israeli law.
Israel escalated its activities to cripple the political process, for
example Netanyahu’s condition to only resume the negotia-
tions if the Palestinian authority recognizes Israel as “the na-
tional state of the Jewish people,” knowing the many political
repercussions this has on the civil and political rights of the
Palestinian people in the 1948 region, and considering the
struggle with Palestinians to be a struggle over national iden-
tity. It is no longer sufficient for Israel to have the PLO recog-
nize the right of Israel to exist, but to recognize its right as a
national state for the Jewish people on all the Palestinian na-
tional soil, that is, a Jewish nation for the resident Jews and
for all non-Israeli Jews from all over the world. In brief, he
added ; “What is now required from the Palestinians is to for-
sake themselves and relinquish their land.” This has led to a
policy which revolves around calling for negotiations within
an Arab framework instead of the Palestinian-Israeli negotia-
tions which are no longer of interest to the Israelis. This would
lead to the normalization of Arab-Israeli relations, the mar-
ginalization of the Palestinian project, national rights, and na-
tionalism, and the reforming of the Arab regional system into
an alternative Middle East system where Israel is under the
umbrella of Washington and provides it with a security and
economic foothold. For this reason, Netanyahu has declared
recently that even if there were an agreement with Israel, it
will neither let go of the settlements, nor of the security con-
trol over the West Bank, nor of the complete refusal of the
right of Palestinian refugees to return.

Facing this policy, the Palestinian policy followed several
lines – from the policy of waiting, to a unilateral policy, and
the policy of uncertainty towards popular movements and
suppressing them. With the decrease in the role of the PLO
and the dismantling of its institutions ; “The official leadership
did not hesitate to waiver the right to return.” He finally men-
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tioned the demographics of Palestinian refugees. He said that
the number of Palestinians, according to many sources, is es-
timated at 12.7 million, of whom 6.4 million reside inside
Palestine, from the sea to the Jordanian river. Out of the total
number of Palestinians, 66% are refugees, that is, 8.3 million;
while those registered at UNRWA are 5.5 million.

He considered that the Palestinian authority in Ramallah
is not exerting any effort to regain the element of power in
national unity, by virtue of the agreements that were signed.
The de facto authority in Gaza is also far from this unity. All
this weakens the Palestinians’ capacity to fight off the Israeli
plans, which are supported by the Americans, especially after
Trump became president. Currently, Arab countries are deal-
ing with the Palestinian refugees that were legally registered
according to their own national laws. This is why the socio-
economic living conditions of the Palestinians differ from one
country to another. In Syria, for example, they hold refugee
status, but they enjoy civil and human rights, except for the
right to run for elections and to vote. While in Lebanon, they
are deprived from these rights, except for a slight amendment
to the right to labor law in 2010, but it was never practically
implemented. As for Jordan, they are treated as citizens and
are prohibited from acquiring the Palestinian identity which
deprives them from any Jordanian citizen rights.

He concluded by stating that the most dangerous issue
when it comes to the situation of refugees is not only being de-
prived by the Israelis from returning, even for those who were
displaced since 1967, but also by the implementation of the
Israeli expansionist policy which threatens the mere existence
of Palestinians in the West Bank. He considers all the adver-
tising surrounding President Trump’s willingness to reach a so-
lution to the crisis of the regions a part of their policy of false
promises. This is because an Israeli 30 to 40-years gradual
withdrawal from parts of the West Bank means that the state
of Palestine will not truly enjoy full sovereignty, even if the in-
dependent state were declared, and because of the Palestinian
authority’s preliminary approval of having international or
American forces present inside the occupied territories to pro-
tect Israel. All this makes the fate of the refugees unknown.
This is why the Palestinian forces must regain their national
unity on the basis of a program of resistance, for the declara-
tion of the State without the actual return of the refugees, ac-
cording to Resolution 194, does not truly achieve the right to
self-determination for the whole Palestinian people.

The following questions were raised during the Q&A
session:
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Do you think that the Palestinian refugees are no longer
part of the two-state solution because they are outside the cen-
tralized Palestinian decision-making circles ?

Why do the speakers insist on using terms that even the
PLO and Hamas have dropped from their jargon when they
became part of the coalition government, terms such as “lib-
eration” and “resistance” ?

Doesn’t the building of separation walls naturally mean
having two states and demarcate the Palestinian borders ?

It is inappropriate to adopt claims that consider some Pales-
tinian factions to be terrorists. It is necessary to differentiate
between the acts of terror perpetrated by some and an organ-
ization that is engaged in armed resistance against Israel,
knowing that armed resistance is no longer an option today.
Isn’t it true that the problematic relation between the nation-
ality and identity of the Palestinians will always be subject to
discussion as long as there is no nation for the Palestinians ?
Despite our opposition to the Oslo agreement, we cannot but
acknowledge that it led to the rise of the Palestinian National
Authority and the self-governing region, which has become
their sanctuary. It is the mission of every Palestinian in the di-
aspora to support it. 

Don’t you believe that peace has failed to give rise to the
wanted Palestinian state because of the meeting between Is-
raeli extremists and Palestinian extremists, supported by Syria
and Iran ? Isn’t this what led to the current impasse ?

Why are we discussing Israeli hypotheses as being facts ?
The issue of refugees was not relinquished by the Palestinian
authority, but is part of the final-status issues for negotiations.

Aren’t the elections considered to be an Israeli recognition
of the National Authority ?

Oraib al-Rantawi asked ; “We have digressed from the sub-
ject of this session as we heard nothing of the transformations
in the Palestinian communities. What we discussed were the
disagreements among factions, while this is not the time to
do so.”

Nabil Shaath ; “With all due respect to what Oraib men-
tioned, the Diaspora represents part of the Palestinian reality
and supports the interior. We cannot organize the exterior un-
less we acknowledge the right to return, which was never wa-
vered. The national authority is working according to a certain
program which has as a priority the ending of the settlement
activities and the occupation, and acknowledging the two-
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state solution, and then it will go to the final-status negotia-
tions with the right to return. During the Taba Negotiations
in 2001, the right to return was discussed, and there was an
agreement to fully implement Resolution 194. Which means
the right to return and reparation to the 1948 and 1967
refugees. We must differentiate here between the right to re-
turn and family unification.

The speakers answered as follows:
Hani al-Masri ; “I must correct a piece of misinformation-

the PLO did not annul the Palestinian national charter. In the
letters exchanged between Arafat and Rabin, we read that the
PLO is committed to annul some items that contradict the
Oslo Agreement, but the Palestinian National Council took a
decision 21 years ago stating that it had been notified of the
annulment of the Charter, but that it shall refer the issue to
legal study and revision. Since then, no practical step was
taken to annul it.” He added ; “We cannot place Palestinian
extremism on the same footing as Israeli extremism, as the lat-
ter is that of an occupying force that we cannot match. The
problem is that every time we show some flexibility, Israel
shows more rigidity, to the extent that we started to make con-
cessions without having serious initiatives at our disposal. As
to the elections, I am not against them, but we need them to
be democratic and consensual, thus organized under a sense
of unity. Plus, they must be held outside the status of occupa-
tion, for what is the use of elections when Israel can arrest the
elected members of parliament and ministers ; keeping in
mind that it had arrested 94 MPs and ministers at the same
time, thus confiscating the results of the elections. Israel in-
terferes in everything, even in the municipal elections, because
they are not an external factor, but an internal factor with its
own interests, and they can impose their interests by force.”

Taher al-Masri said ; “We agree on the right to return, but
when we seriously discuss it, we hear different opinions. Most
refugees in Jordan are Jordanians, 43% of them live on Pales-
tinian territories. There are refugees in Syria and Lebanon,
and their rights need to be preserved regardless of the right to
return. The Jordanians of Palestinian origin are Jordanians ;
they only talk of a Palestinian identity from the perspective
of holding on to the cause.” He stated that the Palestinian Na-
tional Council’s elections are problematic because of the situ-
ation of the two million Palestinians of Jordan ; “If they
participate in the elections, they will have a problem concern-
ing the Jordanian nationality ; and if they do not participate,
it will be a problem for us.”
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Suheil al-Natour said ; “The PLO is officially declaring its
support of the right to return, but some initiatives launched
by Palestinian officials failed to mention the refugees and let
go of their cause. I fear this will happen again during the final-
status negotiations. The PLO left Beirut, and we continued
supporting it. It too must continue supporting us. The issue
will not be solved unless the refugees return. We cannot im-
pose on the PLO the convening of the national council when
we are not part of it. When the State of Israel was established,
it was supported by the World Zionist Organization. As soon
as the Israeli state was declared, the organization’s functions
changed, and it became part of the political leadership. The
same must happen for Palestine.”

Former PM Siniora concluded the discussion by saying it
had been vital and important as it discussed issues that may
have been unknown to many. Yet, “We must not leave here
by adding more schism to the already existing gaps, or else the
issue will remain as is. I truly hope we could come out with a
solution to the Palestinian dispersion.”

The third session, entitled “Transformations within the
Israeli Society : Tendency Toward Religious and Social
Extremism and the Impact of the Conflict on the Future
Perceptions for Solving the Palestinian Issue,” started with
the moderator’s introduction of the speakers. Moderator
Khairallah Khairallah, journalist and writer, introduced :
David Makowski, senior researcher at the Washington Insti-
tute for Near East Policy, and Lara Friedman, President of
the Foundation for the Middle East, both joining via Skype.

Khairallah said that the rise of the Israeli right-wing since
2000 has constituted a main obstacle to the two-state solu-
tion. He clarified that in 1977, the then Prime Minister Men-
achem Begin was surrounded with people capable of making
concessions, such as Moshe Dayan and Ezra Weisman who
clearly knew the importance of a reconciliation with Egypt in
terms of the change in the power balance this would make in
the region. Nowadays, we can say that the right-wing Ne-
tanyahu is considered to be moderate compared to the minis-
ters in his government, such as Naftali Bennett, who is a
settler. Furthermore, the loss of Shimon Peres in the 1996
elections before Netanyahu was a point of transformation in-
dicating the Israeli society’s tendency towards the left-wing
and the decrease of the pro-peace and two-state solution cur-
rent. He considered Ehud Barak’s premiership between 1999
and 2001 to be the last opportunity for a settlement based on
the two-state solution. Yet, neither Barak nor Arafat made any

Khairallah
Khairallah.
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concessions then, as none of them was ready for a settlement
that did not include East Jerusalem. The Israeli society has
been undergoing changes, ever since, moving it towards the
far right and distancing it from the Arab milieu, to make it
more closely tied to Europe and the United States. The most
important change that took place was the migration of the
Jews of the former Soviet Union. In answer to the question
of whether the two-state solution is still viable, Khairallah said
that it is not, and wondered whether the right-wing Israelis
can present an alternative to it, especially when considering
the demographic changes that are and will be taking place.

David Makowski began his intervention by revealing that
56% of the Israelis have declared in 2017 that they were closer
to the right-wing. He confirmed the need to know the reasons
behind such a transformation and how to change it. He said
it is important to be careful when talking about the right and
left-wings because they no longer mean what they did in the
past. The right-wing parties were considered illegitimate in the
past, but today it is not the case because the Israelis are also
listening to the Arab voices highlighting the vulnerability of
the Arab situation and the escalation against Israel, similar to
what happened in 2006. He considered that some steps taken
by Arab governments have slowed down the two-state path,
but the Arabs can make a difference if they take more positive
steps towards that end, especially that there are still many who
support the two-state solution. He added that despite the fact
that opinion polls state that both Palestinians and Israelis are
convinced that the other side will not accept the two-state so-
lution, and despite the many disagreements between them,
both Netanyahu and Abbas made important and positive dec-
larations, in recent years, concerning essential matters. For ex-
ample, in his 2011 speech before a joint Congress session,
Netanyahu stated ; “We seek peace, where the Palestinians are
not subject or citizens of the State of Israel. They must have
a national life filled with the dignity and freedom of an inde-
pendent people capable of staying and living inside their own
state.” Abbas also publicly declared in June 2010 ; “No one
can deny the history of the Jews in the Middle East, a third
of the Koran speaks of them in this region. No, no one can
deny that the Jews were indeed in Palestine and the Middle
East.” Later that same year, he said ; “We can put an end to
the struggle and the historical claim. When we elaborate and
sign an agreement no one will be able then to make any his-
torical claims.” He considered that unfortunately, many such
positive declarations are discarded or forgotten because they
are dispersed and uncoordinated. People remember the bad
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and forget the good. In addition, one party cannot make gen-
erous declarations in fear of being criticized by the extremists
of his camp who see that these steps will not be reciprocated.
In order for these messages to be effective, they must not be
fragmented or presented sporadically. They must be repeated
in order to achieve maximum effect. The general direction is
important for peacemaking after the time of the great leaders
who showed the way to peace has ended. Anwar Sadat and
Yitzhak Rabin are no longer with us to mobilize the moderate
majority of both countries. These majorities used to follow in
the footsteps of their leaders, but today, pessimism and doubt
are preventing the leaders from actually leading. A change in
the general direction will not be easy, but it is an essential de-
mand for any decisive political action.

The main Palestinian concern is that Israel will extend its
border to the ‘River Jordan’. With this it will annex the West
Bank and prolong the occupation. The Palestinians always
refer to the continued expansion in settlements as evidence of
lack of Israeli intentions to have peace. They fear that the
peace process will not lead to Palestinian sovereignty. The
main fear for Israel is that the Palestinian Authority will not
recognize the legitimacy of Israel as a state for the Jewish peo-
ple where all citizens have equal rights.

He added that despite it being easy to fall into desperation
and lose hope in light of the current stalemate, grabbing the
attention of the masses, on both sides, can and must be done
to achieve any slight progress. Unfortunately, the situation
today does not allow us to forecast any near peace agreement
due to the large unprecedented gap between both parties. The
Palestinians inside are weak and divided, and they consider
any negotiations with Israel to be a concession. The current
Israeli government is not willing to provide any concessions
to the Palestinians, due to its conviction that it will get noth-
ing in return. In addition to this, the ruling Israeli coalition
includes political parties that refuse PM Netanyahu’s commit-
ment to reaching a two-state solution under which Israel has
to coexist with an unarmed Palestinian state. Hence, it is nec-
essary to change the formula used in dealing with this strug-
gle. He continued by saying that the efforts to re-launch the
bilateral talks and find a comprehensive solution will not be
of benefit, and the one bi-national state solution will lead to
a permanent conflict between two different national identi-
ties. Thus, it will be almost impossible for a Middle Eastern
state to enjoy peace when it has more than one nationalistic
or sectarian group. So, instead of aiming at achieving compre-

Lara Friedman.

David
Makowski.
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hensive peace, it would be better for the time being to work
on gradual peace. The United States has attempted to engage
in comprehensive peace process initiatives three times, and
three times it failed. “I am worried it will also fail the fourth
time if it follows comprehensive peace all at once.” In this
frame, the new American administration must focus its efforts
on reaching an agreement with Israel on steps that could pre-
serve the two-state solution for another time, and mitigate
the level of tension among the Anti-Israeli-Arab current.

He also highlighted the role the Arab countries play in fill-
ing the gap between both sides, considering that we are going
through a historical period when Arab and Israeli interests in-
tertwine ; “We must benefit from this opportunity to push the
peace process forward.” He concluded by saying that there is
a lot of history and little geography. Both peoples must share
the geography, or we will remain trapped in the vicious circle
of violence. For this to succeed, there must be some interac-
tion between the Israelis and the Arabs who can positively in-
fluence the position of Israel.

Lara Friedman began by thanking the organizers. She
spoke of the tendency towards extremism in Israel and Pales-
tine alike which negatively impacts the solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian struggle and does not fall in the interest of any of
the two states. She considered the tendency towards religious
extremism not to be limited to Israel or Palestine, because this
can be observed even in democratic states. Yet, in Israel and
Palestine there are other factors that push towards religious
extremism due to the many changes in the Palestinian and Is-
raeli societies.

In answer to the question on where we are after 50 years
of the 1967 war, she replied ; “I can only say that the myth
about Israel transforming into a democratic state after 1967
was not fulfilled. Jerusalem today is more divided than ever ;
Israel is practicing occupational policies in the West Bank,
and there are Israeli citizens who enjoy their full rights while
the Palestinians are deprived of theirs.” She added that Israel
pretends to own the rule of law, but what is actually happen-
ing is that it is amending laws to legalize what is illegal. She
referred to the speech of the Israeli Minister of Justice con-
cerning the implementation of Israeli laws in the settlements,
considering it to be a form of annexation. She continued on
saying that the problems are spreading all over Israel because
the institutions that are linked to the Israeli right-wing are
threatening democracy, and there are laws that are being is-
sued, and which they threaten the freedom of expression and
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the freedom of association in civil society organizations that
oppose the settlement’s activities with acts of intimidation
that are being practiced on individuals and organizations. She
added ; “I have a friend who works for peace, he woke up one
day and found pictures of him with a gun to his head posted
on the walls. This is done to intimidate anyone who does not
agree with the government’s policy, which contravenes previ-
ous Israeli practices even within the Israeli right-wing.” She
spoke of a strong tendency towards a permanent policy of si-
lencing all voices, and which she considered to be alarming.
On the other hand, she said that the Israeli courts that used
to pride themselves for not being politicized have truly be-
come politicized and biased against anyone who opposes gov-
ernment policies.

Israeli practices in the post-1967 occupied territories have
transformed greatly and have affected Israel’s foreign policy.
She clarified that Israel has issued laws that consider anyone
who separates between Israel and the settlements to be anti-
Semitic and will be banned from travelling to Israel. She re-
torted ; “I am against settlements, and this position is
considered anti-Israeli, so, I may be prevented from going
there.” The current Israeli government is gambling with the
future of Israel ; they even pressured the FIFA to acknowledge
the settlements under the threat of being accused as being
anti-Israeli. She also spoke of the US attempts to issue laws
that penalize anyone who boycotts the settlements, and con-
sidered that such measures violate the freedom of expression.
She agreed with Makowski that we are in a historical moment
when the Arabs can play a vital role in pushing the peace
process forward. Yet, she disagreed with him on one point in
which she is convinced that the Israelis will not listen to the
Arabs or take what they have to say seriously. She said ; “I am
not optimistic that the signals sent by the Arab world will be
heard in Israel, but I still believe that now is the time to annul
the discriminatory policy of Israel, and that both Arabs and
Israelis must reach a solution on this issue.”

The following questions were raised during the Q&A session: 
While agreeing with the importance to work with both par-

ties, and in order to be able to achieve that, everyone must
agree on the pathway we should take – not necessarily on the
details. But how can this be done ?

You have spoken of the revival of religious extremism with-
out giving details on the Islamic element. What about the re-
vival of religious extremism in the United States especially
among radical Christians ?



183

Israel is proving, day after day, that it is indeed a colonial
settler. It is even acting daily as a state of racial segregation.
Do you believe that right-wing parties in the Congress and
the Knesset, together, are an element of confrontations or of
peace between Israel and Palestine ?

The problem in gradual agreements is that many things
may happen in between such as the spread of settlements and
many other violations. The more we wait, the more the prob-
lems. The peace between Israel and Egypt, or between Israel
and Jordan, was not gradual, but final. So, why are the Pales-
tinians required to follow a gradual peace process ?

What Israel are we talking about ? Is it political Israel ? Is
there an Israel beyond the Torah project ? Can there be any
agreement which touches upon its Torah existence ? To say
that Israel is moving towards the right-wing is somehow naïve
because Israel has always been in the far right, especially when
it comes to its state-establishing ideology. It was the leftist Is-
raeli Labor Party that waged all the Arab-Israeli wars and not
the Likud Party, which signed the peace agreements with the
Arabs. The correct definition for Israel is not a state of racial
segregation, but of racial extraction, because it is working on
extracting the Arabs from Palestine.

It is worthy to note that after the Oslo agreement, many
Arab countries opened representative offices in Israel and vice
versa, but this did not alter Israel’s conduct, especially at the
level of settlement expansion. On the other hand, you spoke
of the three failed attempts that the US made to reach a com-
prehensive solution, why did they fail ? Is it because the pro-
posals were not implementable, and they were not able to set
mechanisms for them, or is it because Israel does not want to
reach this comprehensive solution ?

We are talking here about the two-state solution, but no
one mentioned that the Trump administration does not sup-
port it. In addition, Netanyahu believes that the countries of
the Gulf need his help to face Iran, and he too does not sup-
port the two-state solution. The Arabs are always asked to
make concessions ; they have nothing more to give, now is the
time for Israel to give Palestinians something.

In answer to these questions, Makowski said ; “The United
States tried to present an initiative for a comprehensive solu-
tion for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict three times, and it
failed every time. The problem was that it was focusing on
the final goal regardless of the rules of the game. The Arabs
must understand that the US took their advice to go to
final negotiations and solve all lingering issues three times al-
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ready. It did not work for the Palestinians nor for the Israelis.
It is their problem. This is why I do not think the US should
attempt that for a fourth time, following the same approach
of all or nothing. This is why I spoke of the gradual approach.
As for the issue of settlements, I agree that settlement activi-
ties must stop especially when the peace process has been dis-
continued.”

Friedman said ; “Concerning religious extremism in the US,
it has always existed but was never influential internally or
abroad. We spent a long time trying to solve the Palestinian
issue, and the US policies remained consistent all throughout,
but not everyone responded favorably. The current president
has said many things, but none has been achieved, and still,
the American policy remained consistent and did not change.
It is a policy that is biased towards Israel, that’s true, but
things are beginning to change with the rise of a new current
that is presenting progressive ideas. Even the Jews have be-
come more neutral, and their majority is against the Land
Grab policy. On the other hand, I do not believe in magical
solutions or attempts to predict what shall happen, but I try
to be clear on the intellectual and mental levels. I too was wor-
ried about President Trump’s policy in the region, and to tell
you the truth, I do not have any answer on what might hap-
pen concerning the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It has been 50
years since the Nakba, and we can notice some change in Is-
rael’s attempt to normalize with the Arab world. On one
hand, Netanyahu said last week that Israel is leaning towards
the approach of normalization, but on the other hand, reality
shows that Israel cannot let go of the settlements. The US ad-
ministration might force Israel and Palestine to make conces-
sions, and we need a new reality where we can differentiate
between what is possible and what is not. As a defender of the
two-state solution, I can say that I support it because it is the
only possible solution that meets most of the needs of the con-
flicting parties. This was the case with the peace with both
Jordan and Egypt. The status quo will not lead to a solution
but will keep the crisis open-ended.”

She continued ; “There is a light at the end of the tunnel,
which is the possibility of reaching some kind of regional
agreement between Israel and the Arab countries based on the
common security and political concerns emanating from Iran’s
expansion and the threat of Jihadists. Yet, we need to be care-
ful that this does not happen at the expense of the Palestinian
cause. The possibilities laid before us in this historic moment
in time and by the reality of the regions force us to view any
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kind of rapprochement in a positive manner. Every party
needs to take a step forward. Trump too wants to move
forward by attempting to solve the conflict, and he even
considers it to be his personal challenge. As for Netanyahu,
he wants, through Trump, to show the world that his disagree-
ment with Obama was personal and not with the US admin-
istration.”

She added ; “We hear many things in the US, and some-
times we propose solutions that we know cannot be executed,
but we propose them to get lesser gains. I believe that peace
will happen within a process of land exchange while respect-
ing the 1967 borders and when Israel puts an end to building
settlements. A problem that will linger is the issue of
Jerusalem, but I think that both parties should display some
seriousness to achieve peace. The first step would be for Israel
to stop building settlements. It is true that Israel is ideologi-
cally a state of racial extraction if you believe that it does not
have the right to exist, but I think it does. There are two peo-
ples trying to claim the right to self-determination, and we
must work on instilling peace between them.”

Makowski ended the session by saying ; “I agree with Lara.
We must focus on solutions that preserve the identity of both.
This is what happened with the agreement between Egypt
and the Likud Party. Everyone doubted the sustainability of
that agreement, but it did survive. I hope the Arabs would be
convinced that Hamas and Hezbollah can hinder the process
of reaching a solution, and that their existence is leading to
the rise of the right-wing in Israel. I would like to say that the
Arabs can take steps to pave the way before some type of so-
lution. On the other hand, allow me to remind you that the
judge who sent the Israeli president to prison was Arab. The
Israeli democratic processes are very active, and we need to
take them into account. I am not saying that the situation is
exemplary, but I think that Israel has reached a good level
with the support of the civil society. We must think of ad-
vanced steps in this field, and we must search for points of
agreement between both parties.”

As to the policy of the new US administration towards the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, he said ; “The vision of Trump’s
administration concerning the two-state solution is not clear
yet, but I think that it will closely resemble what the members
of the administration think, and they approve of. As to Ne-
tanyahu’s support to Gulf countries against Iran, we need to
clarify that Israel cannot engineer a new state in the region,
and they are neither Arab nor Persian, so they choose to re-
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main outside this conflict and avoid its aftermaths. No Israeli
believes that the Palestinian issue can be avoided, but there
must be cooperation at the security level. I believe the Arab
countries are experiencing several crises ; this is why they are
not focusing on the Palestinian issue as a priority. The Arabs
can influence the political map of Israel, and Netanyahu’s gov-
ernment cannot remain as it is now.”

Saturday, June 10, 2017
The conference was continued the next day with three ses-

sions. The first session of the day (session 4) was entitled
“Palestine in a Changing Regional Environment : Analysis
of Arab Positions and of Important Regional Positions –
Turkey and Iran.” Moderator Mona Fayad, university pro-
fessor and writer, introduced the speakers : Hassan Nafiaa,
university professor and writer ; Mahmoud Soueid, former
general director of the Institute for Palestine Studies ; and
Oraib al-Rantawi.

Fayad said ; “Putting the lust for glory and power, and colo-
nial aspirations, which usually lead to wars, aside, I ask you
the following. Is dignity worth fighting for ? What about the
open symbolic wound that the Arabs and Muslims were af-
flicted with when Palestine and Jerusalem were occupied ? It
is not glory that moves the Palestinian and Arab masses to
fight Israel, but their injured dignity.”
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She added that dignity is rarely taken into ac-
count in the attempts to understand the stamina of
the Palestinian cause, and its ability to move the
masses. Some believe that the cause will die down
and will be forgotten with time. Perhaps, this is what
Israel is wagering on, and this is what is hindering
the solution to the issue, which is getting even more
complex now that the whole region (including Is-
rael) is suffering from different forms of extremism.
The peaceful revolutions and uprisings in some
Arab countries demanded freedom and dignity, but
the counter-revolutions of the regimes have
drowned the region in an unprecedented level of vi-
olence and launched ethnic, religious, sectarian, and
more dangerously, identity struggles. At the time
when support for the Palestinian cause is increasing
– especially in the public opinion of the West, we

notice the Netanyahu government and the new US Adminis-
tration issuing policies that show otherwise. This could widen
the circle of violence especially for the Palestinian youth of
the interior, and it justifies the question raised yesterday by
PM Siniora ; “If you are an Israeli or a settler, why compro-
mise now ?”

What is happening in the Arab world, especially the war
in Syria, has exposed everyone’s cards and exposed all pre-
texts. It also contributed to making Israeli terrorism appear
to be relative compared to the atrocities perpetrated by the
Syrian regime against its people. To the extent that the killing,
oppression, and brutality practiced by the Israeli occupation
against the Palestinians seem dwarfed in comparison. In light
of what is happening in Syria, we must not implement double
standards. Those who condemn the oppression and occupa-
tion of the Palestinian people cannot turn a blind eye towards
the crimes of the Syrian regime, although its supporters are
all part of the resistance that refused a peaceful solution in
general, and the two-state solution in particular.

In brief, the Arab world did not find an exit to its dilemma,
and now, it is not only threatened by Israeli aspirations, but
it is drowning in complex wars. It found itself in a weak posi-
tion of self-defense, so, how can it exert pressure to reach a
solution to the Palestinian issue ? “When we look at the maps
of the two-state solution from 1916 to 1937, and of 1947,
1967, 1994, and 2006, we will realize that Palestine is shrink-
ing in size with the passing of time notably after the 1967 de-
feat. Israel today includes 78% of the historical land of
Palestine. The Palestinians only have 22% remaining, and
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these are penetrated by settlements making it look like Swiss
cheese! What about the future of the two-state solutions
knowing that all these maps do not take into account Pales-
tinian Israelis who are always forgotten, but who were able to
preserve the Palestinian dimension of the state of Israel, and
who stir its Jewish purity.

Hassan Nafiaa began his intervention by saying that when
we talk about the region, we usually mean Arab countries,
Turkey, Iran, and Israel. Each of these states has its own vision
and interests depending on its level of wealth or poverty. In
addition, the Arab states have very different positions, not
only when it comes to the Palestinian issue. He then went over
several problematic matters that are predominant in the rela-
tionship between Arab countries and the Palestinian issue.
The first problem is related to the extent of how much the
Arab peoples have understood the Israeli threat as a national
security threat or stood in solidarity with the Palestinians. The
second problem is related to defining the relationship between
Arab countries and representatives of the Palestinian people,
may it be bilateral (between each country and Palestinian rep-
resentatives) or between the League of Arab States and the
Palestinian representatives. 

He clarified ; “The Zionist project started in the 19th Cen-
tury. The Arabs only became aware of it in the 1948 war.”
When the Arab countries reacted to it, they did so from the
perspective of the Arab regimes, and each country acted ac-
cording to its own interests and not necessarily based on the
interests of the Palestinian people or the higher interest of the
Arab world. When the League of the Arab States was estab-
lished, its bylaws and charters mentioned the Arab countries’
commitment to preserving the Arab identity of Palestine and
helping the Palestinian regain their territories. The Arab coun-
tries entered the 1948 war under pressure from public opinion
and refused the decision to divide Palestine as an expression
of their commitment to preserve the Palestinian territories.
These same countries entered the Nakba war, but each for a
different purpose. In all cases after the signing of the truce,
the Arab countries played the most negative role and con-
tributed to the demise of the Palestinian cause by placing the
West Bank under Jordan’s rule and the Gaza Strip under
Egypt. Neither the Arab countries, nor the Palestinian Na-
tional Movement succeeded in defining the relationship be-
tween the two. Many struggles took place, some even
escalated to military conflicts between them. He believes that
one of the reasons for the dysfunctional relation between Arab
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countries and Palestinian factions is the absence of criteria
that govern this relationship in a way that preserves the high
interest of the Palestinian cause. This was the case even with
Jamal Abdel Nasser and the struggle with the National Move-
ment after he had accepted the Rogers Plan in 1969. 

He added ; “We cannot separate between the Palestinian
issue and other issues related to national independence and
independent development. The countries that followed this
approach were anti-Israeli, as for the countries that chose to
adapt to colonialism, they remained in the backlines of the
war with Israel.” All the wars waged by the Arab states were
not in favor of the Palestinian cause but for personal interests.
We can even say that the only war the Arabs fought for Pales-
tine was the 1948 war.”

The third problem is linked to the position of the Palestin-
ian issue in the struggle over identity in the Arab world. He
clarified that there are no Arab countries that are based on
institutions, but they revolve in a sphere of struggle between
what is national, nationalistic, and religious. The nation-state
was refused under the pretext of aiming to achieve on Arab
nation or the Islamic state, to the extent that the struggle
among tribes became over national belonging, and between
religious denominations. The Arab world thus became a group
of failed states, and the issue of lost identity reflected on the
Palestinian issue with the transformation of national and na-
tionalistic sense into religious and sectarian fervor. The last
problem is the lack of good governance in Arab countries.
This is why Arab countries failed to achieve sustainable de-
velopment, set modern and effective educational systems, es-
tablish democracy, and implement rotation of power and
power sharing. He concluded by confirming that the first step
starts with the reform of the Palestinian house and by filling
the gap between the Palestinian factions ; in addition to or-
ganizing Arab affairs on the basis of institution-based national
states. He continued ; “I expect the worst in the Arab world.
The situation will remain the same for a long time. For that,
I see attempts to annihilate the Palestinian issue and not to
solve it.”

Oraib al-Rantawi agreed with Nafiaa, but added ; “If we
think about it logically, we will reach pessimistic solutions,
but if we leave matter to our willpower, we will remain opti-
mistic.” He confirmed that there is no Arab system due to the
differences in interests and priorities between different Arab
countries. We see Arab leaders meeting in summits, issuing
statements, and throwing them away the next day!”

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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All the Arab initiatives that were proposed to solve the
Palestinian issue were in fact to serve interests other than that
which were declared. Since 1981, when the first joint Arab ef-
fort was made to solve the Arab-Israeli conflict with the ini-
tiative of Saudi Crown Prince Fahd Bin Abdel Aziz in Fez’s
first summit, two important developments took place. First,
the Cold War Summit which aimed at ending the Russian
presence in the region ; and second, the first use of the term
“the New Middle East” by US Secretary of State Alexander
Haig. In order to implement the initiative, it was necessary to
remove the PLO from Lebanon, and this is what happened
after the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982. The second ini-
tiative came after 9/11, when the Arab countries accused of
being terrorist found themselves forced to save face, hence the
King Abdullah’s initiative which no one took into account
“was taken on tour from summit to summit.” The Iraqi-Iran-
ian war erupted between these two initiatives, then they were
followed by the fall of Bagdad “which is linked to the decla-
ration of the Roadmap.” He retorted ; “When we closely
follow all that has happened, we can see that these major ini-
tiatives were always linked to regional and international trans-
formation ; they did not aim at solving the Palestinian issue.”

“What is happening today is very similar to the past – the
retrieval of the King Abdullah’s initiative whose demands are
less than that of the Crown Prince Fahd,” and the withdrawal
is no longer a condition for the normalization which is already
taking place. This initiative is implemented at the Arab level
and not at the Palestinian and Israeli level, and this indicates
the liquidation of the Palestinian issue. “In brief, there is no
need for saving facing even.” Speaking of the latest Riyadh
summit, he wondered about the reason for speaking of a new
Middle Eastern alliance and not an Arab or Islamic alliance ?
In answer to this question, he said that the intention is to
include Israel in the alliance considering ; “What we witness
today to be an attempt to annihilate the Palestinian issue
instead of solving it.” He also added that, “The Arab corrupt
and oppressive regimes have exploited the Palestinian issue
and have issued the initiative to cover up their corruption
and oppression.”

While analyzing the Arab regional scene, he spoke of three
currents ; the most eminent of which is the quartet composed
of Jordan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates,
although there are many disagreements between them. This
current calls for a regional solution to the Palestinian issue and
the rise of a new Middle Eastern alliance which considers Iran
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to be the number one enemy. This axis also calls for finding a
solution to the Palestinian issue in order to be able to be free
to face the Iranian danger. He confirmed that this axis is will-
ing to give Abou Mazen the opportunity to adapt while keep-
ing the possibility of overthrowing him close at hand.

The second is the Turkey-Qatar-Muslim Brotherhood axis
which is preparing the leadership of the Phase II in Palestine
with “Hamas being its internal knight.” Qatar tried to work
with Hamas in Gaza to be able to extract it to the West Bank
at a later stage. This axis is currently under siege, and the
whole world now knows that Qatar has been supporting ter-
rorism for a long time.

The third current is the Damascus-Iran-Hezbollah axis
which “is preparing itself to delve into the Palestinian issue
as Iran is still awaiting the mega transaction with the West,
and if this does not happen, Palestine will become the
battle ground.”

He concluded by saying that every regional pole has its al-
lies in the Arab world, stressing that the current phase is ex-
tremely dangerous because of the struggle between these
currents. “All the conferences that were organized in parallel,
from the conference of Tehran, to that of Istanbul, Ain
Sokhna and London, all had their innocent agendas.” He con-
sidered the road to salvation to begin with an Arab system
that is based on democratic nation states ; “The road to Pales-
tine passes through citizenship, the state of modernity, mod-
ernization, and good governance. Without these, we cannot
solve the Palestinian issue. Old problems today can only be
solved using new tools.” 

Mahmoud Soueid started his intervention by saying ; “I
was entrusted with a subject that I found difficulty putting a
title to, until I decided to name it. The Relationship between
Some Illegitimate Arab Regimes and Israel beyond Egypt and
Jordan.” He stated that he was unaware of the process of rec-
onciliation between some Arab countries and Israel, and he
mentioned certain facts that the media had already covered
concerning the relationship between some Arab countries and
Israel. He continued saying that Saudi Arabia has initiated
certain connections with Israel in addition to certain positions
on which they agree. Among the public events that reveal this
relationship is the visit of a Saudi delegation to Israel headed
by Anwar Eshki. It was described by being an academic dele-
gation, but such a visit can only happen upon official ap-
proval. In addition to that, he said that Prince Turkial-Faysal
is well-known for his meetings with Israeli officials. As for the
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United Arab Emirates, it conducted military maneuvers with
the United States and other countries, including Israel. He
spoke also of the presence of Israeli trade offices in Qatar, the
Sultanate of Oman, Tunisia, and Mauritania. Concerning Mo-
rocco, a Moroccan media team went to Israel as guest of the
Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In Marrakech, they raised
the Israeli flag above the venue of the Climate Change Con-
ference, and Morocco justified this by stating that the land on
which the venue is located is United Nations territory.

On the other hand, Saudi Arabia refused to have its soccer
team play in Israel, as it did not issue visas to Israeli journalists
who were part of the media team accompanying President
Trump in his recent visit. King Muhammad V of Morocco
cancelled his participation in the ESCWA summit held in
Monrovia because Netanyahu had been invited.

Soueid said that the official Arab position is defined by the
Arab peace initiative, for none of the Arab countries digressed
from its principles, and all the signatories are still committed
to it. He reminded the participants that the Arab peace ini-
tiative stipulates the complete withdrawal from the Arab oc-
cupied lands, finding a just solution for the refugees, and
approving the rise of an independent Palestinian state accord-
ing to the 1967 borders with East Jerusalem as its capital.
However, there are many concessions that are being made
concerning this initiative, starting with a description of the
Arab-Israeli struggle as a conflict, which “undermines its im-
portance and history,” excluding war as an option, and the
waiver of the right to return. He considered the largest crime
committed by the Arabs towards the Palestinian cause is re-
linquishing the whole of Palestine and only acknowledging the
West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem. He added ; “I think
what is required from these Arab countries is to say no to one
thing only-no reconciliation with Israel without a solution
within what was agreed upon, which is the founding of the
State of Israel in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, with East
Jerusalem as its capital.” He spoke of the importance of keep-
ing the Arab peoples as the “faithful guardians” of the cause,
as was the case with Egypt and Jordan which did not normal-
ize their relationships with Israel, despite the agreements be-
tween them. He also referred to the role of the Palestinian
people in stirring the remaining Arab countries – which “aren’t
many” – in the absence of Syria and Iraq, and the drawback
of Egypt and the Gulf countries. He considered that ; “Today’s
situation is much more dangerous than it had been after the
1948 Nakba.” He concluded by saying that Israel has found
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salvation in the regional reconciliation formula as a way to
reconcile with Palestinians. He confirmed that any settlement
must begin with Netanyahu’s government’s preliminary ac-
ceptance of the Arab initiative and the ending of settlement
activities, and of course, holding negotiations under interna-
tional sovereignty. Without that, Israel would be conducting
a hoax, knowing that in essence it wants neither the two-state
solution nor the one-state solution, but complete Judaization
and land grab of Gaza, under the pretext of ending the strug-
gle by placing Gaza under Egyptian administration. 

The following questions were raised during the Q&A session:
Some described the speakers’ interventions as being “na-

tionalistic clichés,” and they referred to the necessity of ana-
lyzing an important turning point, which is the Riyadh
declaration of 2006, to find a new definition of Arabism. The
Arab language as a joining factor while respecting the nation
states and their interrelations. As for the Palestinian issue, the
declaration dealt with it objectively by stating that the Pales-
tinian people want a state according to the 1967 borders. Is-
rael demarcated its borders with Jordan, Egypt, and Lebanon;
now it must do so with Palestine. They considered that this
is the position that needs to be today’s foundation, and not
any other previous perceptions.

Why haven’t the Palestinians taken any position concern-
ing what is happening in Syria ? 

While agreeing that the Arab regimes are trying to
annihilate the cause and not settle it, what are the Palestinians
doing? Are they part of the axes mentioned by Mr. al-
Rantawi, to be part of the game, or are they not?

Concerning Mr. al-Rantawi’s classification of the three axes,
there are three clarifications to make. First, what is Israel’s po-
sition towards them ? Second, can any of the three act freely
without the approval of the national authority ? Third, can the
authority remain neutral towards these three axes?

What about the roles of Turkey and Iran ?
Arab countries ignored the fact that when the Israeli enemy

was placed in Palestine, it constituted a danger on the whole
nation and not only on the Palestinian people, but later on,
only the Palestinians fought it as the Arabs turned out to
be unfaithful to the Palestinian cause. As to the Syrian war,
Abou Mazen was clear when he called upon all parties, the
regime and the opposition alike, to find a peaceful solution
to the conflict.

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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What we are saying is not a hate speech against the Arabs
because the Arab peoples have 400,000 martyrs who fell in
Palestine. The speakers are talking about regimes, not the peo-
ple, for the people have always held the Palestinian cause to
heart. Plus, most wars waged by Arab countries were because
of Palestine, and the main contributors to the resistance are
Arab as well. None of the speakers mentioned the issue of eco-
nomic normalization, as figures reveal that Israeli exports to
Arab and Gulf markets reach 100 billion dollars.

The theme did not take into consideration the popular di-
mension of these changes. Can’t the Arab spring youth play a
role in the future of the region ?

In answer to these questions and concerning the Palestinian
position towards the Syrian war, al-Rantawi said that the
Palestinian leadership has decided not to repeat Kuwait’s ex-
perience, and did not take any position with or against any of
the parties to the conflict, especially that there are around 1
million Palestinians inside Syria. On the other hand, he said
that the speakers did not neglect the popular dimension while
speaking of the relationship between Arab countries and the
Palestinian issue, but we must admit that there is a change in
the Arab social scene, since the number of those who have
joined ISIS is much larger than those who have joined the
Palestinian cause. He added that in order for it to remain alive,
there must be a Palestinian revival movement that starts with
resuscitating the national movement with young blood and
achieving democracy, liberalism, progressiveness, uniting the
factions, and then building a network of Arab and interna-
tional allies. As for Nafiaa, he said that Israel is following clear
steps. It presents a solution knowing that the Arabs will not
approve of it, then it presents a second solution a little less
demanding than the first, it gets rejected, and so on. He con-
sidered the Arab people to be more aware than their leaders
who are acting from what they call national interests, but in
fact it is in the interest of what keeps them in power. Arab
peoples do not participate in the decision-making process in
any Arab system, only when we become national states, will
they be able to do so. Soueid spoke of the Arab state of col-
lapse considering that the major victory for the Palestinian
cause today lies in continuing the struggle while avoiding
being stabbed in the back by an Arab-Israeli reconciliation
that does not lead to reaching a just and historical solutions.

The fifth session entitled, “Palestine in the New Interna-
tional Environment : Europe after the Brexit, the Rise of
Russia, and the United States under Trump,” began with
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its moderator, Sami Aoun, introducing the speakers : Mo-
hammad Shtayyeh, Member of the Central Committee of
Fatah ; Hussein Ibish, writer and researcher in Palestinian
and Arab affairs ; and Roland Freudenstein, policy director
at Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies.

Mohammad Shtayyeh started his intervention by clari-
fying that he will be focusing on the influence of international
changes on the Palestinian issue from the perspective of the
two-state solution and the positions of Europe, Russia, and
the United States which, in addition to the UN, are the mem-
bers of the Quartet which has deployed great efforts to end
the Arab-Israeli struggle. He said that there is a Palestinian,
Arab, and international consensus on the two-state solution
for the first time in 50 years although, it can still be imple-
mented, but it will not remain so indefinitely.

He also clarified that the urgent issues in the region did
not make the Palestinian cause lose its importance or urgency,
though many important changes on the international arena
could leave their traces on the Palestinian issue, such as the
tensions in Europe as a result of Brexit, Russia’s new strategy
in the Middle East, and Trump as President.

He spoke of the efforts exerted by France to activate the
peace process through several initiatives. He also considered
that Germany “has always followed France’s footsteps when
it comes to the Palestinian issue.” As for Britain, he said that
it has always played the role of the US’s Trojan horse. With
the new American Administration and its exit from the Euro-
pean Union, Britain will remain even closer to the US in its
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foreign policy. He spoke of historical European friends, such
as Greece, and the large difference between European coun-
tries and peoples concerning their positions towards the Pales-
tinian issue. “As Israel has allies at the international level,
Palestinians have allies too, in addition to the support of dif-
ferent peoples and parliaments, as we can clearly see in the
events and campaigns to boycott Israel in universities and mu-
nicipalities.” He considered that Europe has accepted to be in
the backset of the Palestinian issue and to be the “check
payer” in economic aids. He then referred to his request from
a group of European Consuls to take necessary steps to pre-
vent Israeli holders of European passports from residing in set-
tlements, as he estimates the number of those to be around
1.2 million, many of whom actually live in the Israeli settle-
ments. He clarified that Europe supports the two-state solu-
tion and refuses settlement activities, but it has not taken any
new steps awaiting what Trump will do. However, Europe did
issue the decision to brand the goods imported from Israeli
settlements. Although this is different from boycotting them,
the decision is considered a positive step that expresses an
anti-settlement position, on one hand, and that leaves the
choice to the consumer to make.

Concerning the United States, he said that former Presi-
dent Obama did not support his Secretary of State John
Kerry’s efforts to re-launch the negotiations’ process, but
Trump, although he announced his intention to find a settle-
ment to the Israeli-Palestinian struggle, he said that his vision
is still unclear towards the solution, and that the new admin-
istration in Washington will not change its historical position
in supporting Israel. He further added that Trump is a pop-
ulist leader and that “this type of leaders is said to be selfish
and unpredictable, and they do not believe in institutions.
Everything revolves around them.” Yet, Trump is not indebted
to the Jewish voters, and he did not move the US embassy to
Jerusalem. Plus, contrary to previous administrations, he
transferred the Palestinian dossier to his office after being in
the hand of the State Department. Despite all that, the test
to President Trump’s seriousness is in guaranteeing the ending
of settlement expansion and defining a clear reference for the
negotiations. He confirmed that, to this moment, the new
American administration is in the mood to listen and does not
have any clear plan. In this regard, a Palestinian delegation is
expected to conduct talks with the Americans soon.

Netanyahu wants the status quo to remain as is ; that is,
the two-state solution. This can be clear in the attempts of Ju-
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daizing and controlling Jerusalem, annexing Al-Aghwar, con-
sidering Area C to be a geographic tank for the expansion of
settlements and keeping Gaza under siege while preserving
the state of division.

Hussein Ibish focused on an idea presented by the Trump
administration, which is solving the Arab-Israeli conflict
“from the outside in.” This plan is based on the idea of bring-
ing Israeli, Gulf countries (mainly Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and
Qatar), Jordanian, and Egyptian interests together concerning
the threat of Iran and its expansionist ambitions to contribute
to establishing peace between Israel and the Palestinians by
encouraging both parties to make concessions. With this, Is-
rael would gain regional legitimacy, if not official recognition,
from more Arab countries due to the partnership to stand
against Iranian expansion in the region. On the other hand,
the Palestinians would get a political cover, diplomatic sup-
port, and serious and vital economic assistance which would
lead them to make concessions to Israel.

Ibish then said that there are many obstacles in the way of
such a plan ; the first is “what comes first, the hen or the egg?”
He clarified that despite the Gulf countries’ interest in part-
nering with Israel against Iran, their internal policies and val-
ues consider the Palestinian cause to be the mother of all
causes, and this in itself prevents them from approving such
a plan without any guarantees to enhance the rights of the
Palestinians and to end occupation in return. As to Israel, it
will never present free concessions to Palestinians in return
for strategic cooperation with Arab countries, if it gets noth-
ing back.

Ibish said that Trump is a New Yorker, and there is no New
Yorker who does not know of all the different aspects of the
Arab-Israeli conflict ; “He knows more of the issue than we
think.” In addition, Trump wishes to be the deal breaker in
this issue and reach what previous administrations failed to
do ; that is-find a solution to the conflict. He also disclosed
that most Israelis want to approach Arabs but are afraid of
Iran and the nuclear threat ; they fear the morning after the
end of the nuclear agreement with the international commu-
nity. On the other hand, Arab countries are also worried about
Iran and its danger. He added that the new administration
should revive the Arab-Israeli dossier at the American and in-
ternational levels. (Abou Mazen went to Washington and was
warmly welcomed by Trump : he stepped out of the care ? to
receive him, placed the Palestinian flag behind him, and even
paid him a visit in his hotel). Yet, we need to note that Trump
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lacks the competence to lead and act diplomatically, in addi-
tion to the fact that experience has taught us that internal dis-
ruptions often make presidents resort to foreign affairs. As to
Israel, Netanyahu mostly fears the threat of the extreme right-
wing or, more exactly, he fears Bennett. He is working accord-
ing to the approach of keep your enemies close. If Netanyahu
sees that this solution may not work, he will not adopt it in
fear of Bennett’s criticisms. He added ; “I believe many right-
wing Israelis believe that their long years of survival have de-
creased the price and prevented them from making too many
concessions to the Arabs. They also believe that due to the
Iranian danger, the Arabs will recognize them as a state with-
out them having to make any concession, but evidently, they
are mistaken. The first thing that Qatar did in its crisis with
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
is to accuse them both of having relations with Israel, so, this
accusation is still valid at the level of Arab countries.”

As to the obstacles that could prevent the implementation
of the plan, he mentioned that the possibilities of the plan are
linked to how much Gulf countries are comfortable towards
Washington’s seriousness in supporting the stand against ex-
pansionist Iran and reverse all the gains it has achieved with
Tehran so far as a priority within its foreign policy. If Wash-
ington commits to these demands and links them to Arab-Is-
raeli cooperation for the sake of stability in the region, then
the plan could lead to a new path for the peace process. He
concluded in saying that when many challenges and obstacles
surface, this will remain the most realistic approach to achieve
short-term progress in the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Roland Freudenstein started his intervention by introduc-
ing Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies, which is
the main studies center of the moderate center in the EU, and
it includes 75 political parties.

He then said that Brexit is more painful than ever, and the
face-off between Russia and the West will remain for a long
time “and I do not see a settlement any time soon.” Most of
Trump’s policies are still unclear, but one thing is ; “His lead-
ership skills are weak.” Concerning the factors that produced
Brexit and Trump, he spoke of ; “The economic situations and
the social media that hastened the political developments that
are still ongoing. The Algorithms used by companies such as
Facebook, and that allow you to connect with people who
think like you and put aside all others, contribute to extrem-
ism. A final factor is the fabricated and misleading news that
can spread at record speed.” He considered the crisis of glob-
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alization and technological advancement to have produced
these phenomena. 

Speaking about Europe, he said that a sense of gloom hov-
ers over Brussels, but Macron’s election reignited hope be-
cause he embodies a new political principle. The historical
division between the left and right-wings in Europe has be-
come a thing of the past and elections are conducted to decide
what formula to follow- openness or closure ; globalization or
isolation. Yet, Europe is still stuck between the old and the
new, and what happened in Britain indicates that it is early
to talk about the death of the left and the right as concepts. 

He said that when it comes to the changes in Europe’s for-
eign policy, Europe is pre-occupied with itself now, and that
current discussions revolve around the institutional changes,
and the exit of Britain from the European Union will weaken
it diplomatically. All this means that Europe is busy with is-
sues unrelated to the Middle East or the Palestinian issue. The
largest EU countries such as Spain, Germany, and France will
keep their foreign policy under control. The EU has a good
policy coordination mechanism, but it is complicated and in-
sufficient ; yet, “I believe that Europe will not have a role in
achieving peace in the Middle East.”

Concerning the face-off between Russia and the West, he
said that it will continue since the Russian system has not wit-
nessed such centralization as the one during Putin who aims
at eradicating all democratic experiences, especially the ones
around Russia, while confirming that there is no transaction
between Russia and the West. What does this mean for the
Middle East ? What are the repercussions of Russia’s return ?
The Russians are currently making what they consider to be
smart moves, for on one hand, they are approaching Ne-
tanyahu, and on the other, they are waging the Syrian
Regime’s war in Syria.

He concluded by saying that Europe will not contribute to
the solution between Israel and Palestine ; “In my opinion,
this is due to the stakeholders in the region.” However, “I be-
lieve that we must leave the old discourse, such as the threats
of the Zionist project, behind. Israel is a reality. It was estab-
lished to stay. Any solution to the conflict with the Palestini-
ans starts with building trust between both parties.” 

The following problems were raised during the Q&A session:
– It is true that reform starts from inside, but the main

issue remains in the imbalance of power between us and Is-
rael, and the role of external factors is important to us. There
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are moments in history when international relations are re-
arranged, such as the collapse of the Soviet Union which con-
tributed to the unification of Germany, or the end of the era
of unipolarity and the increasing roles of Europe, China, and
Russia, and finally the Brexit and the aftermaths of the Syrian
war. Before Trump reached the White House, we went to the
Paris Conference, to the Security Council, and to Russia as a
pre-emptive attempt, but concerning Europe, we were able in
the last ten years to receive from it an acknowledgment of the
two-state solution, a position against settlements, and a recog-
nition of the right to self-determination, but we were not able
to extract a position related to the right to return.

– It has been a game to gain time since Oslo, and one of
the tricks that were used was the pretext of gaining trust. Eu-
rope helped Israel to gain time by using their right to Veto.

– Trump is seeking a major transaction. Will it include us ?
To what extent does the Palestinian leadership have data on
the American’s intentions to solve the Palestinian issue ?

– Is there a transaction between the United States and
Iran? Isn’t it possible for the Iranian regime to change for
some reason or another ? What will happen next ?

– Do you believe that Russia will have a role in solving the
Arab-Israeli conflict ?

On trust building, Roland said ; “I cannot tell you what to
do, but I believe that it is necessary to go back to the negoti-
ations without any pre-conditions. I do not agree with Hus-
sein Ibish on that the Israeli right-wing believes they will reach
a better solution in ten years’ time because today they are
worried about their security.”

Ibish said that what promoted the rise of Russia in the re-
gion was the absence of the United States, but its rise is “not
to be taken seriously and does not constitute any danger.
America has withdrawn, but there is no other serious party
that can endanger it. I heard much about a large transaction
between Iran and the United States, but I believe that it is
just an illusion. In case the regime does not change, it cannot
change its conduct for ideological reasons.”

Shtayyeh warned against Trump’s repeating the error of
previous US administrations by “sending Jewish figures to di-
alogue and to negotiate with Israel,” as it will not work. He
added ; “There is no official or unofficial Palestinian leader-
ship. The leadership – the Palestinian National Authority sup-
ported by the National Council – wants a solution that
everyone can benefit form. I believe the chances of reaching
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a solution during Trump’s office are minimal since the sur-
rounding factors are unfavorable for a solution, and I do not
think there has been an international decision to end the oc-
cupation. What we have is a decision to manage the conflict,
and in order to reach a just settlement we need a reliable ref-
erence, an honest intermediary, and a specific time frame.”

Session six, entitled “Options and Perceptions in a New
Reality : Where Are We Heading ? The “Two-state” Hori-
zons and What Goes beyond that in Two Discordant
Readings of the Possible Ways to Save This Solution,”
began with moderator Oraib al-Rantawi introducing the
speakers : Adnan Abou Aude, Chief of the Royal Hashemite
Court ; Nassif Hitti, Former Arab League Ambassador to
France, Italy, and the Vatican ; and Hussein Abu al-Namle,
researcher in Israeli affairs.

Adnan Abou Aude began his intervention by saying that
Zionism is based on two pillars. First, the land of Palestine,
which provided for itself upon its military victories in 1948
and 1967 ; and second, the population (i.e. demographics),
which it is trying to achieve by making the vast majority of
the population of Israel’s Jews since the Judaic character of
the state is an objective of the Zionist movement since its es-
tablishment. He said that the issue of the two-state solution
started in 1947 with a United Nations General Assembly res-
olution on the division of Palestine which gave the Palestini-
ans 46% of the land of Palestine, but the League of Arab
States refused it in the 1948 war, and the Palestinians were

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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Adnan Abou
Aude
and Hussein
Abu al-Namle.
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left with 22% only most of which (i.e. the West Bank) was
annexed to Jordan.

He made a presentation on the history of the Arab-Israeli
conflict since 1948 and the important turning points and
events of the last 50 years of the Israeli occupation of the
West Bank which led to the presence of 650,000 settlers
(300,000 of which around Jerusalem), 150 settlements (40 of
which in Nablus or the heart of the West Bank), and 250 set-
tlement outposts. He then considered 1974 to be a turning
point in the political history of the Palestinian cause for sev-
eral reasons, such as :

On the 8th of June of 1974, the Palestinian National Coun-
cil decided in its 12th conference in Cairo, and within the 10-
point program, to establish a national authority on any
Palestinian territory that Israel withdraws from. Israel and
Western countries considered that the PLO had opened up to
possible diplomatic channels and had been given the legiti-
macy to hold future agreements.

Seven weeks after the announcement of the ten-point pro-
gram, Yigal Alon submitted a proposal to his government on
annexing the territory surrounding Jerusalem, the Jordan Val-
ley at a width of 10 to 15Km, the slopes of the Jerusalem
mountains towards the dead sea, and build settlements on
them. Alon also proposed that the government should nego-
tiate a peaceful solution with West Bank leaders.

In 1974, the Arab Summit held in Rabat took a decision
considering the PLO to be the only legitimate representative
of the Palestinian people. The decision was made upon the in-
sinuation of Kissinger to the Egyptian leaders. It was a clever
hoax to make the West Bank a contested territory between
Jordan and the PLO rather than an occupied land.

Non-withdrawal of Israel from the West Bank.
He said that the two-state solution is agreed upon interna-

tionally, but all the attempts to achieve it failed. He added
that when the efforts to implement it failed, two new
proposals surfaced – the one-state solution and the one-state-
two-nations solution. He considered that these proposals did
not gain international support and are refused by Israel, which
made us wager on the two-state solution despite the failures
it had faced.

“In 1981, Yevgeny Primakov, who was then the President
of the Moscow Institute of Oriental Studies, told me that the
Palestinian State will not see the light. Ten years later, in
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March 1991, the then American Secretary of State James
Baker told me that the Palestinian state will not be established
and that the maximum we can expect is an entity which is
less than a state and more than self-governing. Today, at a
time when priorities have changed, we are allowed not to sur-
render to these two prophecies. Although Arab states and the
PLO have failed militarily and diplomatically to achieve the
two state solution, and despite the appearance of the one-
state solution, there is a third phenomenon which shows that
a third pathway, which has not been invested in sufficiently,
could be possible. I mean the BDS Movement which was
launched by young Palestinians and Israelis who believe in
world citizenship. They use the ethical and human power to
morally and legally blockade Israel and to mobilize Jewish and
Israeli liberal forces, united with the world liberal forces, de-
manding the implementation of the two-state solution. The
weapon they use is the moral and human dimensions and lob-
bying for the international blockade of Israel for the purpose
of keeping the Palestinians on their land and territory.” 

Nassif Hitti started his intervention by re-
minding the participants that the conference
coincides with the commemoration of 50 years
of the 1967 defeat which transformed the
Arab-Israeli struggle and the two-state solution
was proposed. “We launched the peace process
in Fes then the Beirut summit and the Madrid
summit, but we reached a dead-end which
forces us to change our modus operandi.” He
added that Arab diplomacy does not depend
on any power element. We live in the illusion
of the international community, and “we only
cry on the shoulders of this illusion.” 

We are living the aftermath of 1967 where
the diplomacy of settling the struggle was transformed into
the diplomacy of managing the struggle.

He spoke of four prospects for the future of the Palestinian
issue : 

The situation will continue as is ; the status quo state. This
is less damaging to Israel which is continuing its activities to
change the facts on the ground, taking advantage of the po-
litical stagnation.

President Trump will present an initiative to permanently
adopt the interim settlement agreement. I think this will be
the next American project. This is reflective of our reality –

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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our weakness makes us uninfluential ; we need to suffice our-
selves with the scraps. The American approach is an “outside-
in” initiative that makes the solutions for the issues of the
region pass through the Palestinian gateway and launches the
reconciliation between Arab countries and Israel, then tries to
reconcile with the Palestinians. In this case, I believe there will
be one state – Israel – and two municipalities in the West
Bank and Gaza, under an umbrella of sovereignty.

Reviving the option of “Jordan is Palestine” but under dif-
ferent names and approaches that resemble a confederacy be-
tween the West Bank (or what’s left of it) and Jordan. 

The realistic and almost impossible solution is the two-state
solution. In order to achieve it we need to use reverse engi-
neering, or obligate the concerned parties to implement the
roadmap, set a specific timeframe, make certain concessions,
and appoint a third party that oversees the whole process and
defines the rules of the game.

The Arab peace initiative presented a regional but compre-
hensive approach, so, it constitutes the only realistic entry
point. As to the conditions of implementation, there is a hot
reality that makes Israel want negotiations since the situation
has become unaffordable for it. He also spoke of benefitting
from this moment when the international community is aware
of the importance of original identities.

Hussein Abu al-Namle by stating that the title of the in-
tervention, Is the Two-State Solution from the Past ?, denies
the said option, knowing that this is inaccurate because there
was a Palestinian and international proposal that was not ap-
proved by Israel for reasons that are much deeper and more
dangerous than the ones presented in the keynote paper.

He confirmed that the two-state or the one-state solution
did not die recently, but they have had witnessed several
deaths since the Peel Commission proposal to partition Pales-
tine, to the 1947 partition resolution, the gradual project since
1974, and Oslo in 1993. He spoke of the presence of illusions
that result from not asking difficult and embarrassing ques-
tions concerning the Palestinians and the Israelis. Such as, is
the two-state solution a serious solution to the Palestinian-Is-
raeli struggle ?

He added that the disagreement does not concern the
scope of rights that the Palestinians enjoy but the principle of
Israel acknowledging these rights. So another question must
be asked concerning what will happen to Israel if there are so-
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lutions that meet the minimum requirements of these rights.
He wondered ; “Can the two-state solution see the light if the
Zionist project remains adamant to its Torah content which
is based on nationalistic and religious fundamentalism and
which considers that no one has any right claims to Palestine
and that Israel is the land of the Jews ?”

He stressed on the importance of not escaping the difficult
strategic intellectual questions, such as : Is the Zionist project,
represented by Israel, a political project that uses religious ide-
ology or is it an ideological project founded on Judaism and
uses politics to achieve its aims ? Has Judaism produced and
revived its Zionist project (i.e. Israel), or is it vice versa, that
the Zionist project and Israel have revived Judaism and given
it a political dimension and presence and a vital contempo-
rary content ?

He spoke of an intellectual failure in accepting that Israel
is becoming more “right-winged” and “racist”, as if it never
were. What is new in this issue is that it has become more
openly ideological. He also referred to the importance of
defining whether Israel is an ideological or a democratic state.
He digressed and asked the following question ; “In what
sense can we suppose that Israel will think one day of ending
the dynamism of maximizing its gains and exaggerating the
losses of Palestinians through accepting solutions that allow
their independence ? Israel will not do that and will not do
anything that undermines its Torah project over all the geog-
raphy they consider it to be Israel of the Torah.”If we are to
talk about a solution, from the perspective of who benefits
and who loses from the situation remaining as such, then the
solution that suits Israel is preventing the implementation of
any solution that changes the nature of the status quo, since
every passing minute adds more gains to the Israelis and more
losses to the Palestinians. 

He concluded by saying that Israel has held to its ideolog-
ical project when it was relatively weaker, so we can only ex-
pect it to hold to it even tighter when it is stronger and more
avaricious to snatch the rights of the Palestinians when the
Arab world is, and there is an imbalance of power between
the two parties. He referred to a large transformation in the
Israeli discourse from a discourse that presents solutions to a
discourse that denies the existence of the issue by considering
“the land of Israel” to be for the Jews, where Palestine and
Palestinians do not exist. The new Israeli discourse describes
the Palestinians as Arabs who came from outside the borders
and settled or occupied their land. This is why it was neces-

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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sary for them to fabricate a narrative that claims that the oc-
cupation is an “Arab occupation” of Palestine, the Syrian cres-
cent, Egypt, and North Africa!” He continued ; “The rest of
the story is known. The Palestinians are mere Arabs who came
and occupied the land of Israel. Their rights can be found
where they came from ; that is, throwing the responsibility on
the shoulders of Arabs to solve the Palestinian issue wherever
they are. This is why there are many scenarios that are no
longer a secret to anyone in Jordan / the West Bank, Egypt /
Gaza, Lebanon and the Palestinians living there. If they are
not repatriated where they are, then the air and sea are open
for them to leave!” He answered to the Where to now ?
“Nowhere. Just stay where we are, but this is worse because
the environment we live in is becoming more so. If we are
looking for positive aspects in the two-state solution, then we
must search for the solution within us, according to the re-
quirements of the time.”

The following issues were raised during the Q&A session :
–We are not an official entity, yet we are discussing an issue

that could only be realized using state policies. We want a
peaceful solution, not war. Don’t you think we should have
listened to the civil society and intellectuals, and not only to
politicians, especially because we know that in 2010 a group
of Israeli thinkers declared that the two-state solution is not
possible and undesirable ?

– Had the decision of disengagement not been taken, would
we have seen the realization of the two-state solution ? What
is the importance of Resolution 2334 ? And how does it affect
the two-state solution ?

– King Hussein took the decision of disengagement because
he could not liberate the West Bank. He did not surrender
until he reached a dead end. Without the element of power,
we will have the options that Ambassador Hitti laid forth.
This is why we must work to change the power balance.

Shtayyeh answered ; “It is not just to neglect the military,
political, and diplomatic struggle of the Palestinians. The in-
ternationalization of the struggle was a real battle with Israel.
Now, since the war option is unrealistic and the negotiations
option is at a standstill, one option remains in the absence of
external pressure on Israel – we must work on creating one in-
side Israel.”

President Amine Gemayel concluded by saying that the
two days of the conference were “rich and fruitful,” we were
able to delve into the depth of the mother cause, which is the
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cause closest to the hearts of the Arab world. He thanked
President Mahmoud Abbas for his undeclared sponsoring of
the conference by delegating Nabil Shaath to represent him.
He thanked all the participants, speakers, and moderators. At
the end, he said ; “Despite the gloomy and pessimistic situa-
tion, our mere presence here and our discussion of the Pales-
tinian cause and rights is in itself an act of faith that proves
that the cause is still alive and that the will to solve it is also
present. It is necessary to have hope ; despair is unacceptable.
The cause will remain in our conscience and our being no
matter how long it takes and no matter the obstacles.”

Shaath said ; “There is a difficult road before us. The cause
is going through a difficult situation, but our willpower to find
new ways to resist, pressure Israel, and unify the Palestinian
ranks is as strong as ever. On behalf of Abou Mazen, I thank
President Gemayel and La Maison du Futur for facilitating
this opportunity.”

TWO-STATE SOLUTION
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HOMAGE
WALID AKL

MAISON DU FUTUR, BIKFAYA
[SEPTEMBER 1st, 2017]

Twenty years after his death, Maison du Futur
hosted a recital in homage to late Lebanese mu-
sician Walid Akl, a man whose acute sensitivity
shaped both his life and his music. Patrick Fayad,
pianist established in France, paid tribute to the
great artist and exquisite lyricist during an event
organized in collaboration with the Festival of
Baalbeck and the municipality of Bikfaya-
Mhaydssé. As a fervent admirer of the Lebanese
virtuoso, the young musician played several com-
positions of Walid’s repertoire of predilection,
Schubert’s final sonata, the Franz Liszt’s Dante
Sonata and compositions by Sergei Rachmani-
noff, who was regarded by many in classical
music as one of the last connections between
19th century romanticism and modern times.

Fayad presence on stage embodied bygone
artistic values and a style of expression missed
greatly by the public. The audience discovered in
each interpretation of these legendary composi-
tions new landscapes, which the pianist unveils
with a rich sonority and a great fullness, even in
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the most formidable “liszt-
ian” moments. The deep
sense of Rachmaninoff ’s
song-like melodicism,
modesty retained in Schu-
bert, and all in all, the dra-
matic urgency that best
describes his profound and
intimate understanding of
this music.

In her epideictic address, Mrs. Raymonde
Angulopoulo said Walid Akl’s achievement
touched the lives of others. “He made music

attractive to a new generation; he lived, as he played music,
on the edge of his emotions”.

Among the attendees were the President Amine Gemayel
and his spouse Mrs. Joyce Gemayel, Walid Akl’s family,
friends and fans. 

Patrick Fayad.
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TOLERANCE:
A VISION

AND DOCTRINE
EMBRACED BY

IMAM
MUSSA EL- SADR

HOTEL LE GABRIEL SOFITEL
ASHRAFIEH, BEIRUT
[NOVEMBER 17th, 2017]

In the name of God,

My dear family, I would like to thank this or-
ganization for offering a platform where people
can speak and can be listened to. A special grat-
itude goes to my brother Samuel Menassa, who
carries on in his father’s footsteps in creating op-
portunities for voices to be heard. Since my
brother, Imam Mussa el-Sadr regularly visited
Sam’s father whose home was a place for relax-
ation and tranquility, I chose today to speak
about tolerance in the Imam’s doctrine. It is a
lecture which I previously shared in a convention
held by the UNESCO in Paris earlier that year.
When I discuss tolerance in the Imam’s doctrine,
I recall many instances where tolerance was
proven to be his lifestyle, and I would like to
share few occurrences with you;

Upon the Imam’s arrival to Lebanon, his mis-
sion was to open up, accept, and empathize with
the other. “Lebanon was reputed for the toler-
ance and the coexistence of his Christian and

A LECTURE DELIVERED
BY MRS. RABAB EL-SADR
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Muslim communities ; tolerance is a religious duty stipulated
by all religions.” Carrying in his heart his strong belief in
Lebanon and the Lebanese, the Imam attended a mass service
held in Tyr in honor of Pope John the twenty-third’s death.
He spoke about the Pope’s document entitled “Peace on
Earth”, and he explained the importance of religion in con-
solidating world stability and peace. “We, in Lebanon, should
implement love and tolerance and offer them as a prayer to
the soul of his Holiness the Pope.”

Mrs. Rabab el-Sader continued; “It seems that our world
today needs a language which can restore to the human being
his long lost humanity; tolerance in the Imam’s words added
new dimensions to its meaning; tolerance in his language meant
the building of nations where people stand strong together.”

After a widespread wave of
revenge hit Lebanon and took
the lives of many innocent citi-
zens, the Imam led a campaign
against this tradition and its ad-
vocates. On June 15, 1975, the
imam reconciled two families ;
“The aim of divine messages is
firstly to bring peace on earth,
and secondly to bring man out of
darkness and into the light. It is
bringing man out of the darkness
of ignorance, poverty, disease,
underdevelopment, dirt, laziness
and injustice, and into the light

of education, wealth, health, development, cleanliness, hard
work, justice and equality.” All this becomes possible when
peace settles upon humanity, for then we can focus on reli-
gious, scientific and social developments. In this instance
again we can perceive the Imam’s insistence on tolerance and
forgiveness for peoples to rise above all kinds of darkness.

On the 28th of June 1975, the Imam bid his family goodbye
and took refuge in Mecca where he sat-in, fasted, prayed, and
supplicated; he embraced nonviolence to raise awareness and
remind humanity that our homelands are entrusted to us by
God; “If God wills this initiative to succeed, it will be a new
chapter in the Lebanese history; especially that every citizen
has taken to his weapons and has realized the atrocities of war,
particularly when war is declared against our family and fellow
citizens. History will witness the rise of a new movement
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which aims at overcoming predominance, ruling with compas-
sion, and coming back to human mercy and justice.”

I would like to conclude that the Imam believed that
each Lebanese citizen including himself “Has a huge respon-
sibility toward his homeland, history and future generations
and that is putting our grudges on the side in order to protect
our country.”

Tolerance was not just a word for the Imam; it was a
lifestyle, and he was fully aware of its effectiveness on
the Lebanese people; “Lebanon, itself is a country of tolerance
and of many sects, and it only gains power through the crises
it faces.” Ladies and gentlemen, there is no better conclusion
for my lecture today but the Imam’s words ; “We, as
Christians and Muslims want to live together no matter the
bloodshed and the destruction. What happened wasn’t the
result of our deeds or our will. We insist on living together
in one nation and under the umbrella of our shared values
and beliefs.”

Thank you

IMAM MUSSA EL- SADR
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Maison du Futur presents;
An abstract of the Speech delivered by Mr. Ahmad el-

Ghez, introducing Mrs. Rabab el-Sadr ;
My national awareness shattered when I was still a child.

My first experience, on the personal level, was when my
brother was killed by a stray bullet on his way back home after
a long day at the airport where he worked. On the public level,
my first disappointment was the 1967 defeat that brought
children into the adult’s catastrophic crisis – it was the Third
Arab-Israeli War followed by the Israeli invasion to Beirut In-

Above, from left
to right :
Ahmad el-
Ghez,
Rabab el-Sadr
and Amine
Gemayel.
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ternational Airport. Ever since Lebanon became a battlefield
where religious, educational, and leisure tourism transformed
into warfare tourism bringing to an end the idealistic image
of coexistence which Lebanon always reflected.

On the eve of that weird alteration, appeared a visionary
and creative Imam who opened doors of communication in
the midst of violence, hate and chaos. His mission and aim
were to breach the existing gaps between the different
Lebanese sects. As a Lebanese citizen born in Hermel, Baalbek
an area that suffered from sectarianism, discrimination and
tribalism, and an area that was privileged to host and learn
from the absented Imam, Mussa el-Sadr, I was privileged in
1975 to be a witness to the absented imam’s forbearance, as
he successfully did his best to prevent attacks on Catholic and
Maronite villages, such as the Kaa and Deir el-Ahmar.  

We are gathered, here today to commemorate and
honor the absented Imam through the presence of his honor-
able sister Mrs. Rabab el-Sadr who followed in the footsteps
of her beloved absented brother and chose tolerance over hate,
grudge and revenge, for she also realized that forbearance,
acceptance and open-mindedness are the sole solution 
for salvation.

I witnessed the horrors and atrocities of many wars, but
none of those equates the injustice of absenting his Excellency
Imam Mussa el-Sadr. May God Almighty grant us with his
holy presence among us again, soon! 

IMAM MUSSA EL- SADR
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OVERVIEW

With the Syrian conflict in its seventh year, the
violence and tension continue. Not only has this
conflict resulted in a massive humanitarian crisis
both within the region and in Europe, but it has
also drawn regional and international actors into
this civil war. To this end, the KAS Syria/Iraq of-
fice and Maison du Futur are holding a closed-
door workshop that will address the role of foreign
actors and interventions in the Syrian conflict.
Serving as a follow-up to the one held in December
2016, which shed light on the pro-Assad coalition
of Iran, Russia, and Hezbollah, this workshop
will focus on the main supporters of the opposition
– Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar. It will also
examine the role of Israel in Syria as well as the
impact that these countries have had on the course
of the conflict. Additionally, it will determine and
analyze the long-term strategic interests and for-
eign policy goals of said key players, including de-
tails regarding their on-the-ground roles.

Out of the main advocates of the opposition in
Syria’s conflict, Turkey has by far been the most

AGENDA

WELCOMING WORDS 

PANEL 1 | TURKEY’S 
SYRIAN AGENDA : BE-
TWEEN ASSAD, ISIS, AND
THE KURDS
Input 1: Neo-Ottoman
Realpolitik: Turkey’s
Regional Interests and
Strategy.
Input 2: Turkey’s Policy on
the Ground: From Proxy
Warfare to Direct
Intervention.
Questions and Answers

PANEL 2 | SAUDI ARABIA’S
ANTI-IRANIAN PREROGA-
TIVE AND THE IMPORTANCE
OF THE SYRIAN THEATRE
Input 1: Syria’s Signifi-
cance in Saudi’s “Cold
War” with Iran.
Input 2: Saudi Arabia’s   Po-
litical Leverage and Tools of
Intervention in Syria.
Questions and Answers

PANEL 3 | QATAR’S SYRIA
POLICY IN LIGHT OF ITS
REGIONAL AMBITIONS
Questions and Answers

PANEL 4 | ISRAEL’S EN-
GAGEMENT IN SYRIA : PRE-
VENTING THE SCENARIO
OF AN IRANIAN AND
HEZBOLLAH DOMINATED
NEIGHBOR
Questions and Answers

Wrap-up: Implications for Syria
and the Ongoing Peace Efforts
Input 1: Perspectives for
the Future of Syria.
Input 2: Likelihood of a
Plausible Political Solution.

EXTERNAL 
ACTORS

IN SYRIA II

LANCASTER PLAZA, BEIRUT
[NOVEMBER 29th, 2017]
THIS CONFERENCE WAS HELD
UNDER CHATHAM HOUSE RULES

ASSESSING THE INFLUENCE
AND INTERESTS

OF TURKEY, SAUDI ARABIA, QATAR
AND ISRAEL
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prominent in the last six years. In the context of its fundamental
policy reversal in 2016, Ankara launched operation “Eu-
phrates Shield” and directly intervened with troops and special
forces in an effort to target ISIS and prevent the Syrian Kurds
from forming a contiguous corridor along the Turkish border.
Next, Saudi Arabia, in its effort to topple Assad, has
contributed to this conflict by providing arms and equipment to
various rebel groups throughout the course of the war, and has
emerged alongside Turkey as one of the largest foreign backers of
the opposition. Similarly, Qatar has also played a role in this
conflict and earned itself a place on the list by providing billions
of dollars’ worth of financial and military support to several
opposition groups, and through its controversial ties to al-Qaeda
affiliates in Syria. In contrast, Israel’s main motivation in the
Syrian civil war has been its ongoing conflict with Hezbollah
and its fear that Hezbollah could establish a permanent strong-
hold inside the country. Thus, its airstrikes have targeted
Hezbollah positions within Syria, mainly in the vicinity of
the Golan Heights, but also in the Damascus region, Homs,
and Palmyra. 

The motivations and long-term objectives of the four key re-
gional actors must be comprehensively analyzed and taken into
consideration in the context of the future of Syria. These issues
will be addressed at the one-day, closed-door workshop featuring
academics and experts with significant expertise on this topic.
The workshop will consist of four panels, each with two speakers
and a moderator, followed by a wrap-up panel. The first two
panels will last 75 minutes each, while the latter two panels
will be 45 minutes each. 

y
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AISON DU FUTUR and Konrad Adenauer Stiftung
Syria/Iraq Office hosted a day-long closed-door work-

shop discussing the influence of external powers on the Syrian
conflict. The Syrian conflict has stretched on for more than
six years, and has resulted in massive humanitarian crisis both
in the region and Europe, but more importantly, it has drawn
regional and international actors to the conflict. This work-
shop sought to focus on the main supporters of the opposition
– Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar – to examine the role of Is-
rael in Syria as well as the impact that these countries have
had on the course of the conflict, and to determine and ana-
lyze the long-term strategic interests and foreign policy goals
of said key players, including details regarding their on-the-
ground roles.

The first session entitled, “Turkey’s Syrian Agenda: Be-
tween Assad, ISIS, and the Kurds” kicked off with the first
panelist who focused on Turkey’s regional interests and strate-
gies and discussed Turkey’s re-engagement in the region and
its main reasons. Furthermore, he highlighted Turkey’s instru-
mental vision of the Middle East, and the policies adopted in
Syria and their raison d’être by saying; “The 2000s are marked
by a new phenomenon-Turkey’s return to the Middle East,
after almost a century of absence. In fact, since the founding
of the Turkish Republic by Ataturk in 1923, Turkey chose to
look toward the West, and to turn its back to the Middle East
(ME), which was regarded as a dangerous region. However, in
the early 2000s, Turkey re-engaged with the ME on the polit-
ical level. Consequently, Turkey improved bilateral relations
with Arab states, popularized by the famous motto “zero
problems with the neighbors”. On the economic level, Turkey
signed ‘Free Trade Agreements’, and Erdogan announced in
2010 the establishment of a “Schengen space” in the ME,
which allows for borderless travel among 25 countries in ad-
dition to free circulation of goods. On the cultural level,
Turkey projected soft power in the region by exporting soap
operas, opening Turkish cultural centers, and providing schol-
arships for Arab students. In general, Turkey’s interest in the
ME again has been interpreted either as Neo-Ottomanism or
Pan-Islamism. Neo-Ottomanism is the idea that Turkey’s ob-
jective is to restore the Ottoman Empire. Pan-Islamism refers
to the idea that Turkey’s objective is to achieve Islamic soli-
darity and to build an Islamic Commonwealth that gravitates
around Ankara. Both notions were attributed to the ruling
Justice and Development party, AKP, because this party has
Islamist roots. It was believed that it is normal and logical for
it to pursue Neo-Ottomanism and Pan-Islamism. Yet, both
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concepts offer a very reductionist vision of Turkish foreign
policy. Their main shortcoming is that they consider restoring
the Empire and promoting Islam as Turkey’s only objectives,
but maybe, these are the only tools for Turkey to achieve big-
ger ambitions. To understand what Turkey wants, a new con-
cept should be applied, that of “middle rising powers and their
quest for status in international affairs.” In the 21st century,
we witnessed a power shift from West to East, from old tradi-
tional superpowers to new middle rising powers-and Turkey
is one of these powers, who want to benefit from the transi-
tion to multi-polarity to assert itself. To really understand
what Turkey wants in the ME and in the world, one needs to
consider the doctrine of the AKP, formulated by Ahmet Davu-
toglu, academic and former Foreign Affairs and Prime Minis-
ter. One year before AKP achieved power, Davutoglu
published a book which later became the blueprint of Turkish
foreign policy – Strategic Depth: The International Position
of Turkey. His argument in this book is very straightforward –
the objective of Turkey in the 21st century is to become a “cen-
tral power” and a “pivot state”. He says during the Cold War,
Turkey was forced to align with the West, but now that the
world is no longer multi-polar, Turkey should become an in-
dependent and autonomous actor, seeking to be a central
power. What’s interesting is that he considers that in order
for Turkey to achieve this objective, it needs to instrumental-
ize the ME. He revives geopolitical theories of the 19th cen-
tury to say that the ME is at the heart of Eurasia, and whoever
controls Eurasia can control the world, and Turkey should use
its historical and cultural relations with the Arab world to
form a sphere of influence in the region and later become a
central power. 

Instrumental vision of the ME, whereby becoming a re-
gional power in the ME is seen as a pre-condition to access
the status of global power. 

This instrumental vision is clear in the metaphor of the
archery; “The more we pull in the ME, the further we land in
Europe and in the world.” 

In this doctrine, Syria played a central role. According to
Davutoglu, Syria was Turkey’s gateway to the ME. Excellent
relations with Assad were a precondition for Turkey to become
a regional power given the importance of Syria in the Arab re-
gional system. This is why the “zero problems policy” was de-
ployed vis-à-vis Syria, since 2005, and Assad was considered
to be Turkey’s regional ally. This doctrine was deployed with
a relative success until 2010 when three turning points desta-
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bilized Turkish foreign policy and destroyed the Turkish re-
gional achievements:

Arab revolutions, or the “Islamist turn” in Turkish foreign
policy – In 2010, Turkey believed that Arab Islamist parties
are going to win the elections and stay in power. Thus, it por-
trayed itself as their Godfather, in order for them to feel in-
debted and obliged to create a regional order that gravitates
around Turkey when they achieve power. This was a huge risk
and a false miscalculation.

Syrian crisis – At its beginning, Turkey supported Assad be-
cause Syria was seen as Ankara’s gateway to the ME. From
March to September 2011, Davutoglu and Erdogan visited
Damascus more than 18 times to convince Assad to make
concessions to stay in power. Since that moment, Ankara de-
cided to topple Assad in September 2017; the Turkish gov-
ernment engaged in a misguided policy, supported the radical
opposition, including Daesh, with the idea that Daesh can
doubly be used to topple Assad and to contain the Kurds. This
policy proved to be costly, and Ankara discovered that Daesh
is a monster who has its own agenda. In 2015, Turkey started
realizing the huge costs it was paying due to its involvement
in Syria – its security was at stake (multiplication of attacks),
its economy was threatened (influx of three million refugees),
and politically it brought the process of opening up to Turkish
Kurds to an end. In the light of these threats, Turkey re-as-
sessed its priorities in Syria. Today, the Kurdish expansionism
in Syria is seen as a bigger threat for the Turkish national se-
curity than the political survival of Assad. 

Turkey is carrying out a behind-the-scenes rapprochement
with Assad; following the logic of the ‘enemy of my enemy is
my friend.’ 

The forced resignation of Davutoglu was nothing but the
symptom of this U-Turn in Turkey’s attitude vis-à-vis Syria.
Davutoglu was associated to the policy of overthrowing Assad,
and to prepare the public opinion for a shift in Turkey’s Syrian
policy, Erdogan needed to get rid of this policy’s symbol. 

Failed coup d’état in July 2016 – this coup d’état’s direct
consequence was to turn the attention of the government
from the outside to the inside. Today the government is fo-
cused on the witch’s hunt carried out against the internal op-
position, while foreign policy has become a second priority.

The panelist concluded with two thoughts; “Since the de-
parture of Davutoglu, the Turkish foreign policy is no longer
based on long-term strategic thinking, but has become reac-
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tive – a day-by-day policy reacting to evolutions and develop-
ments in the region. After the coup d’état, the Turkish foreign
policy has turned from being a proactive and aggressive for-
eign policy, to being a defensive foreign policy. 

Turkey is engaged in the region to defend its interests that
are narrowly defined in terms of protecting borders, and con-
taining Kurdish expansionism.”

The second panelist discussed Turkey’s policy on the
ground and how it shifted from proxy warfare to direct inter-
vention by tackling three main points ; “The reason Turkey
intervened in Operation Euphrates Shield and the reason it
did not do it sooner, is because of the Turkish rebel groups
and the Turkish Operation in Idlib.” The second panelist an-
alyzed the first point as follows; “Turkey did not want to bear
the burden of a unilateral military operation against ISIS and
tried to convince its allies for years. It did not want to go into
Syria alone and without the deterrent that a stronger military
power would provide (such as the United States) to avoid
clashing directly with the regime and starting a full-fledged
war. Turkey also wanted to bargain with the US so that any
operation launched against ISIS would allow Turkey to en-
force its Syrian policy on other fronts, notably undermining
Assad’s regime through no-fly zones. Turkey’s ambitions were
exaggerated, and everything changed after Russia intervened. 

The shifting threat environment in 2015-2016 compelled
Turkey to intervene. On the one hand, PYD continued to ex-
pand territorially – which became more problematic after the
peace process in Turkey collapsed7; the PKK-Turkish conflict
intensified, and PKK begun conducting major terror attacks
in Turkey. On the other hand, ISIS also expanded its campaign
conducting major terror attacks targeting Turkish political and
touristic targets, as well as shelling Turkish border towns. Con-
sequently, Turkey was compelled to react.” 

Concerning which rebel groups Turkey backed, the second
panelist stated that; “The groups mainly fall under the Hawar
Kilis-Operations Room. Names of the groups and their coali-
tions constantly shift ; therefore it is better to focus on the
groups’ categories and on their relationship with Turkey.

Ethnic ties – Turkmen groups. These groups are also the
ones with which Turkey had had the closest coordination dur-
ing Operation Euphrates Shield.

Ideological ties – Muslim-Brotherhood rebel groups that
Qatar and Turkey jointly supported.

Operational ties – Groups supported by US-backed coali-
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tion, and groups that received training /equipment through
the joint US-Turkey program.

Tactical ties – Radical /controversial groups like Ahrar
al-Sham.

The estimate of the groups’ size varies ; some speculate
around 20.000-30.000 rebels in total. Roughly 1.500-2.000
rebels participated as Turkish proxies in Operation Euphrates
Shield, whereas estimates of Turkey’s own contributions range
from 1.500 to 3000.

Turkey tried forming a new “Syrian National Army” out of
these groups to create a unified front-one which also dilutes
and ‘moderates’ the more radical opposition elements. Turkey
offers training, funds and arms to police and militias that are
drawn from local populations under Operation Euphrates
Shield control, and according to some claims, it recruits from
Syrian refugees in Turkey. OES governance mechanisms
greatly depend on authorities, and it is reported that they are
controlled by the Turkish Ministry of Interior and municipal-
ities. Turkey’s end goal is not to ‘annex’ these territories, but
to create an area which would be sustainable in terms of econ-
omy, governance and socio-political order ; one that would
have strong ties and even dependence on Turkey. An example
is the Kurdish Regional Government in Iraq, which until re-
cently conducted 70% of its trade with Turkey.”

The second panelist then moved to discuss the Turkish in-
tervention in Idlib by stating that the reasons for its interven-
tion are;

1. De-escalating and preventing any major clashes among
rebel factions and among Russia, Iran and rebel factions so
that spillovers to Turkey (such as the displacement of 1.5-2
million Idlib residents) do not occur.

2. Preventing PYD’s potential expansion to the south.
3.Undermining Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS). Turkey aims

to peel away more moderate rebel factions from the HTS, but
also tries to avoid direct confrontation – as a result we are wit-
nessing a two-pronged approach. The nature of Turkey’s fu-
ture operations vis-à-vis HTS will depend on its agreements
with Russia.”

As a conclusion, the panelist stated that; “another potential
operation is Operation Euphrates Sword that would target
PYD to establish a corridor between Idlib and OES territories.
Whether an operation is conducted or not it will depend on
Turkey’s ability to convince Russia, which would be reluctant
to give the green light to Turkey.”
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The session ended with a Q and A:

Q- Efficiency of Turkish armed forces and the estima-
tion of Turkish losses in Syria.

A- The estimates are unclassified, so it is controversial. The
Turkish army did not have enough aircrafts, although it relied
on Americans and Russians for that. Moreover, the arrest of
army men after the failed coup d’état and the purges have
destabilized the State. The purged personnel are being re-
placed by non-experienced personnel ; ISIS and PKK are ben-
efiting from this context in the war against Turkey. The big
losses of the Turkish army in Syria last year say a lot about its
capacity on the ground. 

Q- Is the new Turkish Policy in Erdogan’s mandate af-
fecting Turkey’s relationship with the NATO?

A- Turkey had its objections in the NATO and is using its
new relationship with non-NATO States such as Iran, Russia,
and Arab countries to pressure the West. Nevertheless, these
are tactical maneuvers because Turkey wants to be on good
terms with the West and the US, and its main objective is to
stay in the NATO. Even if Turkey wanted to leave the NATO,
it currently does not have the capacity to do so. 
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Q- Turkey’s role in the Astana process.
A- Through Astana, Turkey is trying to bypass the West.

Turks and Iranians want to find anything in Astana against
the Geneva process and West diplomacy. The question is
whether or not the implicated powers will find an agreement
favoring them all ; if Turkey is left out, it will block any
process. There can’t be but an agreement that gives Turkey
power in the years to come.

Q- What caused Trump to say that the USA will reduce
PYD’s support? And what would it mean if this happens?

A- It would mean a real fragilization of PYD who was able
to maintain itself in war through US support, end of PYD’s
role in Syria, potential eventuality of a new rapprochement of
the US and Turkey, and maybe the extradition of exiled Turk-
ish leader Fethullah Gülen from the US to Turkey. If so, there
will be a new rapprochement between the PYD and Russia,
and the conflict will extend and change. 

Q- Can’t Turkey be used by Russia to pressure Iran in
Syria, and to pressure the Syrian opposition?

A- Russia is trying to maintain ties with Iran and Turkey
and to position itself as a strategic actor in the region, espe-
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cially where the US is absent from. It is in Russia’s interest to
maintain ties with Turkey. For instance, Operation Euphrates
was only conducted after Russian support.

Q- Turkish government initiatives in Operation Eu-
phrates shield areas.

A- After this Operation, Turkey is seen differently. Although
it is not in its interest to have permanent ties in the region, it
should have ties for the time being to fulfill its desires to es-
tablish economic trades and trade free zones similar to North-
ern Iraq. It is criticized though for focusing on cultural
projects rather than economic ones. 

Q- Turkey’s role in the formation of the Free Syrian
army.

A- Turkey had been trying to monopolize the Free Syrian
army’s format, and have influence on it. In addition to Oper-
ation Euphrates Shield, there have been fractures among dif-
ferent groups of the opposition; on the long term, it would
not be very solid.

Q- Turkey’s role concerning the HTS and the borders
of Idlib.

A- Turkey’s initiatives in the matter target creating
dependencies on Turkey, insuring that there is a united front.
Its aspirations and how realistic they are remain to be consid-
ered; but to end the war with the certainty of keeping Assad
in his seat is under negation, for the opposition would have
to face repressions. 

Q- The ambiguous relationship between Turkey and
the HTS.

A- Turkey doesn’t have an interest in fighting the HTS, but
if Iran and Russia decide to do so, Turkey will change posi-
tions. Although Turkey’s relationship with some rebel groups
is obvious, the past close relation is leaving the way to a prag-
matic one. Turkey is not supporting them unconditionally, but
only when its interests are at stake. 

Q- In proxy wars, all groups and political parties sup-
ported by Turkey have failed. Has Turkey learned and
started operating differently? 

A- Turkey’s first experience in proxy wars started with Arab
revolutions, and it got involved as an amateur. Turks are not
learning from past failures, but rather living in denial and sub-
limation. They claim of being in a situation of “precious lone-
liness” because they are defending a righteous cause.
Moreover, people close to the President tell him what he wants
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to hear rather than the truth; that’s why Turkey is on a path
of self-destruction in the ME. One thing Turkey is learning
though is to be less ambitious. Throughout the years, it has
been focusing on short-term objectives.

Q- Turkey’s position vis-à-vis military groups in Syria.
A- Turkey didn’t care who benefitted from its support and

aids as long as the group(s) are fighting the regime. Turkey’s
clear support was not ideological, but rather sprang from its
interests, such as the idea that ISIS is their child of whom they
can get rid of whenever they want. 

The second session entitled “Saudi Arabia’s Anti-Iranian
Prerogative and the Importance of the Syrian theatre”
started with the first panelist speaking of Syria’s significance
in Saudi’s “Cold War” with Iran. He stated that this cold war
has been a constant feature of regional politics for a while with
Syria as one of the battlefields. He said that Saudi Arabia (SA)
has invested only limited resources in Syria because its interest
is limited (just like Iran’s in Yemen). The panelist added; “In
a cold war, success depends on your ability to win allies who
fight for your cause in hot conflicts. Saudis mainly invest
money and weapons and don’t have more to offer ; no com-
mand-and-control structures, no military expertise, no terror-
ist experience; plus many of the groups in question are
anti-Western so that no cooperation is possible. As a result,
Saudi successes are limited in proxies on the ground. On the
other hand, Iran has a long tradition of proxy warfare which
started with the buildup of Hezbollah and in 2014 Al-Hashd
in Iraq. In contrast to the Saudis, there are no inhibitions for
Iranian alliance-building.” 

The panelist then moved to the consequences in Syria by
saying; “Iran is the most important regional player on the
ground and together with Russia has saved the regime. It has
had clear aims and strategies – mobilized Chiia militia (besides
Hezbollah) from Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan to save the
regime. It even sends some regular military. Iran is willing to
sacrifice, where as Saudi was even hesitant from the begin-
ning. It couldn’t build meaningful forces on the ground be-
cause of inexperience in proxy wars and problems with Turkish
axis in the north; that is why their support was in the south-
these units that became a part of the Southern front, FSA. It
did nevertheless have a strong ally in Syria-Jaish al-Islam.

The panelist concluded by discussing the Syrian war in as-
sociation with the rise of Ben-Salman by saying; “King Ab-
dullah shaped Saudi’s policy to win over Syrians. Bandar Ben
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Sultan changed policies in 2011 and SA started sending
money and weapons, and although there was ruthlessness in
building and using proxies, they had no real effect. The regime
was weakened due to Turkey’s intervention, not that of SA.
In 2015, Bandar lost his influence and Mohamed Ben Salman
took over. He is unpredictable, but what is obvious is that
Yemen is Saudi’s priority. This Saudi lack of influence might
change since Ben Salman is full of surprises, and Hariri’s res-
ignation shows that SA’s foreign policy is not exclusive to
Yemen. I expect surprises in the next months, without a clear
idea of what they might be.” 

The second panelist analyzed SA’s political leverage and
tools of intervention in Syria by first discussing SA’s influence
on the opposition; “Saudi plays a very important political role
in Syria, but its connections have waned over time. It mainly
supported the opposition with weapons to fight against Assad.
Its alliance with the US worked not because of its capacities,
but because it has a lot of cash deployed in Syria.” 

The Panelist then discussed SA’s motivations by stating;
“There was a time when SA funded Salafists ; it can be said
that individuals supported them, but it was hard to prove that
the State did so too. Although it sent weapons to the opposi-
tion (mainly weapons for air defense), they were not sophis-
ticated; so SA did not have a strong control on weapons. SA
also had reasons for not escalating in Syria such as the Russian
and Iranian retaliationship. Had Iran not employed non-Syr-
ian militias, the regime would have severely contracted in
2015 – and the economic crisis lead SA to reduce expenses in
Syria. SA sees Syria as a lost cause, and is now more focused
on Yemen and internal reforms.”

The panelist concluded by saying; “When Trump showed
up, SA was ready to follow whatever the position. Now, it is
looking at the US not in Syria or ISIS policy, but in Iraq where
a change in policy can lead to SA filling the American gap.”

The session was followed by a Q& A:
Q- Is the Syrian-Opposition-Groups’ meeting in

Riyadh constructive/positive? Can it influence Geneva
talks? Did SA have a role?

A- Saudi played a role in convincing the opposition to ne-
gotiate without Assad’s departure. What these negotiations
are going to lead to though remains to be seen. SA’s political
influence isn’t very effective. As long as Assad has Russian-
Iranian support, he will prevail. The conflict is lost for the op-
position, Riyadh, Qatar, and even Turkey.
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Q- What is SA’s role and that of its proxy “Jaish al
Islam”, in the Syrian war?

A- Hardly any meaningful Saudi support is reaching “Jaish
al Islam” which is seriously weakened. The American decision
to cut support of the opposition led SA to do so.

Q- SA’s support to SDF.
A- SA’s outreach to the SDF was because it realized the lat-

ter was important to the US, and SA needed the US’s support.
Furthermore, it was a way for SA to influence a part of “de-
centralized” Syria to share power. Nevertheless, SA’s support
to the SDF is not rigid since Europe knows it is the Syrian
PKK. The war will continue for a long time, and there are two
positive factors for SA – The regime is weak lacking man-
power, and the government is not always clear about its future
trajectories ; but it is clear that its policies will be anti-Iranian,
and it will still support the SDF.

Q- What is SA’s ability to take a new approach to in-
fluence the region?

A- It depends on the situation in Syria. If the country
stabilizes (which is not possible) a policy similar to that of
Iraq will take place; but if Syria destabilizes and Assad falls,
SA will not lose hope to restart what has happened in Syria
in 2011.

Q- Civil wars tend to end when the cost of negotiating
is less than that of continuing, and SA has the advantage
of distance in the Syrian civil war. To what extent do you
think SA can influence negatively?

A- This is its most likely role. The fact that Syria is a weak-
ened divided country gives SA the advantage to play a nega-
tive role by throwing cash, and that SA is observing the
establishment of a Chiia militia in Syria worries it, for it is a
threat to Saudi provinces, mainly Bahrain. SA might then
have the interest of countering this Chiia growing. Chiia are
strong adversaries, and if they decide to become active in the
Gulf, SA’s position will change.

Q- Is SA’s withdrawal from Syria a new strategy to ap-
proach the situation and to change the cards? Will SA
build new alliances with new regional powers such as Is-
rael and the US since they have the same vision towards
Iran’s emergence in Syria?

A- I do not see SA and Israel collaborating in the future es-
pecially with very converging opinions on political issues,
mainly Palestine. Even if Ben-Salman collaborates with Israel,
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it would not be a meaningful agreement in the current situa-
tion i.e. this Israeli government and Fateh and Hamas.

Q- SA has less immediate interests in Syria than Iran
has. Why is this so? There is a competition between SA
and Iran, so if Iran has interests, the latter are that of SA.
So why didn’t this happen in Syria?

A- This happened because Yemen is SA’s priority since it is
close, and Syria is not. For Iran, it is different – It does not
have many friends, so the one friend it has (Assad) is very im-
portant. Even if Syria collapses, it will not affect the domestic
situation in SA ; but if Yemen or Bahrain does, it will.

The moderator concluded the session by saying that the
“future is yet unwritten, and maybe leaders will change poli-
cies. It is hard to speculate on the next step.”  

The third session entitled “Qatar’s Syrian Policy in Light
of its Regional Ambitions” consisted of three main ideas
which are Qatar’s new regional alliances and policies, ties with
Islamists, and miscalculations regarding the Syrian war. The
session started with the panelist showing a picture in which
men are sitting in a hotel, drinking coffee and expecting a so-
lution. The panelist then stated; “That’s how I remember the
opposition’s meetings in Doha – a lot of coffee and not enough
content. To understand the conflict, we should understand the
Gulf States’ (including Qatar) positions. They started inter-
vening in Afghanistan, Libya, and Yemen. What occurred in
Syria happened at a time when there was a belief that the Gulf
and the West could contribute to peace in the region. 

In the beginning, Assad and Qatar went on pretty well up
until 2011. The latter invested in Syria, and wanted to secure
Assad who had a house in the Pearl for instance – note all
Assad’s properties in Qatar were later taken away. Similarly
to Turkey, Qatar first supported Assad and gave him ideas to
reform and reinforce his positions, but the Emir took it per-
sonally when Assad refused those advances, and, according to
Qataris, offended his wife. The Doha embassy was sacked by
Assad’s supporters; Al-Jazeera was violent towards Assad, and
in 2011 it was clear that Qatar wanted to change sides, but
Qatar isn’t SA ; it is a very small country; it tried to use the
international community to overturn Assad, but Russia didn’t
accept any UN resolution that would jeopardize Assad. This
caused a certain breaking of ranks in the Gulf, Qatar began to
actively undermine Koffee Anan and contest the missions in
Syria. It is around this time when we witnessed the first ship-
ment of weapons to Syria.
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For Qataris, the issue was moral and their position was for
freedom in the region; they were convinced that Assad was a
tyrant. So they tried to force the issue and act before the in-
ternational community including their neighbors in the Gulf,
pushed the creation of an opposition, and put forward various
opposition figures as potential leaders. There were different
opinions between SA and Qatar about what the Syrian oppo-
sition should be. For instance, SA was not comfortable with
Qatar’s close, although not institutionalized, relationship with
the Muslim Brotherhood. Chris Philip’s book mentions that
Qatar and SA pulled the opposition apart ; Al-Khatib (leader
of the opposition at the time) appeared on Al-Jazeera after his
resignation and said that some countries were undermining
the stability of the opposition, and since his resignation, there
had not been any figure with his credibility and religious le-
gitimacy. April 2013 was the beginning of the end for the op-
position. Qatar still thought at that time that Assad could be
militarily overthrown, but his allies intervened significantly,
and Qatar became openly sectarian and violent. Qataris were
encouraged to give part of their salaries to the opposition, and
Salafi human rights organizations which were transporting
aids from Qatar to Syrian rebel groups (mainly Ahrar-Al-
Cham and Al-Nusra). The late 2013s were seen as the zenith
of Qatar’s lack of control, lack of policy with dealing with the
opposition, and Islamisation of the revolution. Nevertheless,
at this time, Qatar’s neighbors’ frustration was growing espe-
cially after the diplomatic spat where many Syrians were ex-
pelled from Doha. It greatly undermined Qatar’s ability to
influence an already flaming and divided opposition. There
was formation of a new Qatari policy – making Ahrar-Al-
Cham look good and trying to make it break ties with other
Salafi and extremist groups. To do so, they funded them,
trained their leaders in Qatar, and sent those weapons; nev-
ertheless things did not go as expected, and they refused to
break ties with Al-Qaeda. This made Qatar look bad – It was
the failure of another attempt to refine what looked as its in-
credibly problematic relations; Qataris thought they were left
out by Western allies. Their view on the Syrian opposition as
being an uprising against a tyrant was like that of Saudi Arabia
until last year when Qatar understood, the moment Aleppo
fell, that the West was not coming and who the main force in
the region was, and turned out to Russia by talking money.
The biggest problem is that the diplomatic crisis which has
erupted in the early summer of this year has completely
changed Doha’s policy. Furthermore Qatar’s deal with Tahrir-
Al-Cham and Hezbollah to release their diplomats in Iraq was
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negatively perceived, and was further proof that Qatar could
not stop shaking hands and funding Islamists. These actions
proved that Qatar was not able to project power in the region
on any question other than the Hamas’ issue, and the only
win it could have had was removing Assad but not his regime. 

It is not even compatible with Turkey, its closest ally – Both
countries have different interests and points of views on sev-
eral subjects. Qatar wants Assad gone and doesn’t care how,
and it doesn’t have a clear policy on Syria.”

The moderator then asked about Qatar’s role. The panelist
answered; “Qatar has not gone over Ahrar-Al-Sham’s loss, and
continued supporting it in its fight against HTS. The fact that
members from Ahrar-Al-Sham later went to HTS made it, as
well as Qatar, look clearer. Concerning Al-Nusra, Qatar paid
a considerable amount to facilitate the release of hostages. The
West did not like it, and there was a question on Qatar’s mo-
tivations following this deal and that of transferring the Nuns
in hostage. Qatar’s justification was that it isn’t the only State
paying extremist groups for hostage transfer, Israel does too.”

The moderator intervened by asking where ideology fits in
this pattern and whether this is simply Qatar’s way to have
several relationships or there is an ideological component.
The panelist’s response was; “It’s both; Qatar did business
with anyone, but had certain preferences especially its
population being mainly Salafist. Its policy is maintaining Is-
lamism while getting closer to the West. Qatari new leadership
is close to Islamism; Islamic organizations that have worked
within Syria and Libya were the most effective; Al-Jazeera was
highly ideological and sympathizes with Hamas and the
Muslim brotherhood.”

The panelist concluded by stating; “Whatever Qatar’s ide-
ology was, what it has with the Muslim brotherhood could
not be stopped.”

The session was followed by Q&A:
Q- Was the support to the Syrian opposition a Qatari

one, or that of individual royals to their intermediaries?
Who was the brain in the Qatari-Turkish support to the
opposition? Were the Qataris decision-makers or just fol-
lowers? Was Qatar’s support to radical opposition
groups intended or just a sloppy move?

Q- SA may be reluctant in funding reconstruction if
Assad still detains power. Is it the same for Qatar, or will
it accept and fund if Turkey does?
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A- The Syrian crisis has made Qatar seek new regional al-
liances-mainly Iran-but that doesn’t change Qatar’s position
regarding Assad – Iran and Qatar have agreed to disagree, and
Iran supported an unhappy Qatar because the latter would
not change the course of the conflict, and approximately 30%
of the Qatari population has Saudi origins and will end up
turning against SA.

Concerning reconstruction, Qatar wouldn’t fund recon-
struction in a way to support the regime.

Regarding Qatar’s support to radical opposition groups,
Qataris were never in the same room with extremists ; they
were never stupid enough to be taken red handed. It was
rather incompetency and an ideological certainty that what
they did was moral. So Qatari’s support for radical opposition
groups, which stopped in 2014, is black and white. It was not
a deliberate policy to fund ISIS and Al-Nusra.

Q- Why did Qatar decide to turn against the regime
in 2011?

A- The story of the pipeline is nonsense, it is not the real rea-
son behind Qatar’s support for the regime, since Qatar wanted
to expand the pipeline south. Qatar went ahead in its position
because of the role it played in Libya. Qataris became arrogant,
and thought the West should understand that Arab problems
can be dealt with amongst them. So, when Assad started shoot-
ing his people, Qataris turned against him, and thought that
with the support of SA and the West, and with the entire region
in this trend (Al-Ikhwan Al-Mouslimin in Egypt) things will turn
out as expected. They did not expect Russian intervention and
the possibility of the opposition losing.

The fourth session entitled “Israel’s Engagement in
Syria: Preventing the Scenario of an Iranian and Hezbol-
lah dominated neighbor” consisted of the panelist dis-
cussing conditions of relative stability or “rules of the game
(RG)” set in 1975 between Israel and Syria. He stated; “As
we look to the future of Israel-Hezbollah-Iran relations in
Syria, we need to look at the previous structure of relations
between them. Syria has been a “reliable enemy” for Israel-
strong enough to maintain a cold peace but too weak to
change it in its favor. Israeli-Syrian relations have been framed
by the 1975 cease-fire regime that has formed the basis of
what has been Israel’s quietest border over the last close to
half century. Israel has always been skeptical about prospects
of the Syrian opposition unlike most governments in the west.
For Israel the worst case scenarios would be: 

EXTERNAL ACTORS IN SYRIA II
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1. Chaos in Syria in which the border regime based on the
1975 disengagement agreement isn’t respected because of the
weakness of the central government in the intrusion of hostile
Lebanese or Iranian forces in Syria. 

2. A conflict with Russia over RG regarding Israel‘s freedom
of action to attack infractions of unspoken RG regarding
Lebanese and Iranian activities in Syria; as for another aspect
of a worst-case scenario would be the failure of Israeli deter-
rence regarding Iranian and Hezbollah actions in Syria. 

What are Israel’s military options regarding Syria? First,
strict Israeli enforcement of what it considers to be RG regard-
ing unacceptable actions by Iran or Hezbollah. These include
unacceptable arms/missile transfers into or through Syria. Sec-
ond: unacceptable deployments of hostile troops into Syria
particularly on the Golan frontier. Third: Israeli actions to
maintain the integrity of the 1975 border regime system.” 

The panelist added; “What leverage does Israel have to
maintain the success of its policies? Certainly military lever-
age that we see from time to time in Syria, and the power to
keep Hezbollah and Iranian activities in Lebanon before the
public eye at the UN and other international foray. Included
in this is a focus on Hezbollah activities and infractions of ex-
isting understandings in south Lebanon.” 

The panelist concluded by saying; “Another element of
leverage is military activities related to enforcing Israel’s un-
derstanding of the rules of the game. A final element of their
leverage is to continue on coordinating with Russia, focusing
on expanding the scope of mutual interests which include lim-
iting the ability of non-Syrian actors – Hezbollah and Iran –
to engage in policies vis-à-vis Israel, which runs the risk of de-
teriorating into war.”

The following Q&A followed the session:
Q- Relationship between Israel and armed groups on

the border, mainly the Golan Heights. 
A- This relationship isn’t extensive. It is restricted to the

Israeli intelligence in order for Israel to know what is happen-
ing in Syria.

Q- Does Israel see this period as its chance to decapi-
tate Hezbollah, or it sees Hezbollah stronger than it was?

A- Hezbollah-Israel war scare has to do with RG, to keep
Hezbollah away from the border, and to make sure it respects
the territorial agreement established in 1975 and the price to
be paid if it doesn’t. Israel and Hezbollah are aware of what
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happens if the rules of the game are not respected; 2006 war
they both don’t want it to happen again. 

The workshop was concluded with a wrap-up session enti-
tled “Implications on Syria and the Ongoing Peace Ef-
forts” where the first panelist discussed perspectives for the
future of Syria, and the second discussed the likelihood of a
plausible political solution.

The first panelist started by considering “possible scenarios
for the future of Syria (which have the purpose of stimulating
a discussion rather than predicting something definite) : 

Soft partition-Assad remains in power, no genuine transition:
Assad and his allies control a large part of Syria. There are

two variants here;
A.De-facto soft-partition. It is not agreed on, but it is hap-

pening. This is where the US is acting as a protector of the
Kurdish SDF.

B. The US leaves and a compromise deal is strong between
the latter, Russia, and the SDF, and Assad allows semi-auton-
omy of the SDF in the northern Kurdish region. In either sit-
uation, Turkey would be most concerned if a permanent SDF
presence remains and has de facto-US coverage; so it will in-
crease its cooperation with the regime, and Russia will also
guarantee that SDF actions don’t cross the border and affect
the PKK. SA takes a back seat, and Israel which is concerned
about Iran and Hezbollah, hopes that RG are maintained, and
will either cooperate with Russia in order to restrain Hezbol-
lah, or make the presumptions that Russia is unable to do so
and will intervene militarily; or do both. 

2. Russia and Iran have sizeable presences on the ground irrespec-
tive of what goes forward, and will invest into Syria:

Assad finds a way of retaking all of pre-2011 Syria through
local deals, conquests, or an initial deal ; that would require a
huge amount of involvement from Russia and Iran. Presuming
it happens, which is unlikely, it’s not dissimilar to scenario
one, and presumes a level of cooperation with Turkey. Like-
wise, SA will continue to relatively marginalize itself. It’s the
worst-case-scenario for Israel, because Hezbollah and Iranian
strong presence is definite, so it might cooperate with Russia
or directly and militarily intervene.

3. Rebels and ISIS are relatively neutralized ; their capacity to
take over Syria will practically be removed:

We need a trigger for this scenario such as a second win for
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ISIS (which is unlikely), or Assad’s assassination (in this case,
will pro-Assad internal faction rally around a single leader?
Will the difference in perspective to the Russians and Iranians
come into play? Pro-Assad coalition will stay together, and
there’s a risk that even after the war finishes, those that have
sacrificed for Assad will expect a reward, and if not happy with
the outcome, there’s a possibility of internal instability. An-
other scenario within is a conflict getting promoted from the
outside and re-opening the war-Israel, SA, and Turkey might
see that as an opportunity to shift the bounce back in their
favor. Turkey will revive its ties with the rebels and target SDF
and PYD, SA will be willing to be brought back in, and Israel
will either fight Hezbollah or back internal forces indirectly
(with an assumption of the second probability.)”

The panelist concluded; “Most likely a kind of soft parti-
tion will take place with a probability of Assad re-conquering
all Syria. Referring to each scenario, similar things do come
out, mainly Turkey getting close to the regime, for as long as
it views the PYD as a major threat, a deeper collaboration with
the regime will take place – Qatar continues to be marginal-
ized – SA would not probably be re-involved in Syria. As for
Israel, the discomfort that it feels about heavily armed
Hezbollah in Syria and Lebanon suggests tension concerning
this conflict.” 

The second panelist analyzed the likelihood of a plausible
political solution by tackling several points mainly gravitating
around the idea that what’s happening in Syria is a proxy war,
and the solution will be an agreement between the different
regional and international powers. He showed a cartoon pub-
lished in the “Libération” French newspaper showing Assad
negotiating with three crows, and said that he thinks “We’re
still in a situation of wilderness, but we are trying to find a
way out of this mess suitable for everyone. To analyze a pos-
sible political solution, we should describe the nature of the
conflict-whether it is a war, a proxy war, or a revolution. Sev-
eral analyses are possible. It started as a revolution – none
could deny the suffering of the Syrian population, the socio-
economic crisis in Syria, the institutionalization of torture,
and the boiling public opinion especially after Tunis’ and
Egypt’s revolutions. Six months later, it became a regional and
international proxy war with several interests at stake. 

There are three dimensions in a revolution – People against
people, people against regimes, and regimes against regimes
(in this case, proxy war). The Syrian situation is complex be-
cause those three dimensions are present, and the proxy wars
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became fundamental, and when it comes to proxy wars, there
is never a clear cut defeat or a clear cut history. Although
Assad’s regime will have control, it cannot go back to its pre-
vious status-co. Furthermore, will the regime keep the same
structure? It would be impossible to go back to the old Ja-
cobin model of centralization, and I do not see a partition of
Syria around sectarian lines.”

The panelist added; “If we agree on the proxy war scenario,
then it would have to end into an agreement. There will be a
Modus Vivendi between powers where all countries will have
interests without Syria being redrawn. It is a long way before
finding a solution; however, the European mood has changed.
Europeans are so afraid of refugees that they opened up to the
regime, and SA and Turkey are more lenient towards the latter,
but the regime is extremely dependent on Russia and Iran,
and cannot make a decision without their agreement. Turkey,
Iran, and SA will play a major role, and there will not be much
hope for the average Syrian citizens who were the main vic-
tims of the war, and whose interests started fading away when
the opposition was armed.”

The moderator then stated; “Syria is currently a divided
country, resembling to an extent, to that of the 1940s, 1950s,
and 1960s; meaning that these divisions invite foreign actors
to intervene.” The panelist was asked if the same will happen. 

He answered; “Now the situation is more depressing since
the old ME is disappearing and the contours of the new ME
are yet unclear, leading to chaos like revolutions, counterrev-
olutions, and the rise of Islamism.

Before, there was hope because of a brief period of democ-
racy. Today, there is disempowerment of liberal voices in Syria,
so it is difficult to rebuild a cohesive scenario other than rad-
icalism or Assad’s regime.”

The panelists concluded by saying; “Lots of US policies
and mistakes were made based on limited knowledge. Today
with Trump, there is a huge lack of understanding, and he still
thinks that he and Russia can shape the future of Syria, but
regional powers will have their say for a bigger impact on the
Middle East. Even Russia will suffer a blowback for its numer-
ous interventions in Syria.” 

EXTERNAL ACTORS IN SYRIA II
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WHAT LEBANON
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OVERVIEW

Lebanese elites remain divided over the imple-
mentation of the new electoral law based on pro-
portional representation across 15 electoral
constituencies made up of 27 sub-districts/cazas,
as they vie for reforms that would eventually boost
their community’s representation and influence.
The new bill maintains the post-civil war 50-50
allocation between Muslims and Christians (128
MPs) but stipulates that members of parliament
must be elected by proportional representation in
reorganized districts (versus the current ap-
proach). At stake was not only the problem of how
to share power among Lebanon’s religious commu-
nities and balancing their representation, but also
how to facilitate the emergence of nonsectarian po-
litical parties and allow for independent candi-
dates outside the traditional political class to gain
a foothold, a core demand for Lebanon’s increas-
ingly active civil society.

The new bill does not address some of the previ-
ously proposed reforms, such as allocating a quota
for women, allowing army soldiers to vote, reducing
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the voting age from 21 to 18, tightening the lax campaign-fi-
nancing regulations, and establishing an independent commis-
sion to supervise the elections. In addition, a flagrant discordance
has emerged involving the preferential vote (restricted to candi-
dates of the district /caza), the allocation of seats, and how the
election threshold will be calculated to determine the winners
along with the introduction of the magnetic cards.

The complexity of the new voted electoral law has only led to
a broad state of ambiguity ; how will the elector be able to vote
in the context of a controversial and unclear law? Is democracy
the mere act of voting, or should the latest be a rational act, ac-
companied by a sense of knowledge and responsibility? Was the
new bill really fashioned having in mind the abolition of sec-
tarianism and clearing the way for independent candidates out-
side the traditional political class to gain a foothold? What
will the consequences be if the new Parliament represents only
formally the Lebanese citizens? Is involved in the next legislative
election, and what is its purpose? How can good representation
and integrity in the results be guaranteed? How can the elec-
tion’s transparency be assured not only in how votes are cast
and if there is vote-buying or vote-rigging, but also how cam-
paigns are managed and financed.

While the new electoral law has been widely welcomed and
described as “the best possible”, critics stressed that the voting
system “reinforces current political powers” and does not allow
for any fundamental changes. They noted several shortcomings,
including what they described as a “distortion of proportional-
ity” and turning it into a majority system that weakens the dy-
namics of change. In fact, the adoption of the small and medium
constituencies and the mechanism in counting the votes, with
the possibility of forming incomplete lists, are elements that
would all lead to the loss of the true meaning of proportionality. 

How is it possible to talk of proportional representation when
in 2009: more than 90% of the Shiaa and Alaouite voted
for March 8 lists. And more than 80% of Sunna and Druze
voted for March 14 lists. And more than 75% of Arminian
electors voted for March 8 lists. As for the Christians, the par-
liamentary blocs do not reflect the electors’ mood as shown in
several regions. 

As part of its focus on enhancing democratic practice through
transparency, accountability and good governance, la Maison
du Futur in cooperation with Konrad Adenauer Foundation
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(KAS) are organizing a one-day roundtable discussion among
speakers involved in the elaboration of the new electoral law ei-
ther by contradicting or by supporting it, aiming to address the
context of the new electoral law, its interpretation, implementa-
tion, and the election threshold. 

The workshop will feature interventions by MP Ghassan
Moukheiber, former minister Ziad Baroud, Mr. Khaled
Chehab and Ms. Lara Saade and will be moderated
by Dr. Nawaf Kabbarah. The estimated time is 12 to 15
minutes for each intervention, followed by a coffee break, a
60 to 90 minutes discussion with the audience, and a discus-
sion lunch.

y
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MIDST the conflicts engulfing the region, the geographical  
changes that they are entailing, the intertwining alliances

that are taking place between regional forces and international
powers, the growing Sunni-Shia divide, the intensified political
strain between the Iranian and the Saudi axes, the antagonism
that is festering in Gulf countries, the burgeoning extremist
outlaw military militias, and the repercussions that this situa-
tion might be leading to on the Lebanese scene, the upcoming
general elections slated for spring 2018 under a new electoral
law, are more important than ever. 

In addition to the ambiguity of its mechanism, the new
electoral law has been described as the best possible formula,
yet many questions are being raised as per the reforms it has
introduced, and if it will produce new political elite. A growing
concern reigns over whether this law has been tailored to gen-
erate a legislative power that will work on legitimizing a reality
that no longer reflects the Lebanese realm, especially since this
new complex bill was hammered out by Hezbollah which
stands to gain the most from it. Some even went as far as to
say that we cannot foresee the political purpose of this law
unless we adopt a big-picture-thinking and try to understand
it as the end product of the 2016 settlement that led to the
election of the President of the Republic and the formation
of a Government. Furthermore, any analysis of the upcoming
elections that does not take into account the 2009 elections
will fell short of its real political goal ; the impending elections
will mainly be a reaction to the previous elections’ outcome,
even though the anti-Hezbollah parliamentary majority at
that time did not play a full-fledged role due to the political
reality and the security threats Lebanon was facing, namely
after the 7th of May 2008 events. 

This time, Hezbollah will not accept to be defeated in the
elections, as it was the case in 2009, even if it has the capacity
to paralyze any parliamentary victory against it. Hezbollah will
not accept that the upcoming electoral process doesn’t reflect
its local political achievements as well as its regional military
victories that also serve the interests of Tehran, its main ally. 

Is it therefore true that the new electoral law was tailor
made for Hezbollah and its allies, to consecrate the hegemony
of the party on all electoral and political milestones? Is it true
that the new law distorted the proportional system and trans-
formed it into a majority system through two measures- a
preferential vote for one candidate instead of two, to be casted
on the level of the caza instead of the constituency, in addition
to authorizing incomplete lists provided that the number of

A
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candidates represents 40% of the seats allocated to the rele-
vant constituency? Can the proportional system be in har-
mony with the sectarian quota? Did political players use
attractive reform slogans to cover their quest for preserving
their personal interests? Does the new electoral law reflect the
ambitions and the reform path that the Lebanese citizens were
aspiring for? Toward what Lebanon will the results of these
elections lead us?

In an attempt to tackle these questions, Maison du Futur,
in cooperation with Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, held a round-
table discussion in Le Gabriel Hotel on Monday December
11 under the title ; “The New Electoral Law: Toward What
Lebanon”, with the participation of the former Deputy
Speaker of the Parliament Elie Ferzli, MPs Ghassan
Moukhaiber, Ahmad Fatfat, former ministers Ziyad Baroud
and Dimianos Kattar, in addition to Lara Saadé,
Khaled Chehab, and other experts, with Doctor
Nawaf Kabbara as the session’s moderator.

President Amine Gemayel inaugurated the
meeting by welcoming the guests and stressing on
the bitterness of the current period on the regional
and international levels, “The situation calls upon
us as an elite to think about the political, social
and economic future as well as the future of the
Parliament, the mother of all institutions.”
Gemayel said that; “The invitation to this debate
reflects MDF willingness to shed light on the new
electoral law from the perspective of its possible
outcomes that will shape the future political life
in Lebanon and the regional and international alliances the
country will therefore conclude.” Gemayel hoped that the
speakers will be able to clarify the ambiguity of the voting
mechanism and the announcement of the elections’ results,
as well as explain the scope of the possible electoral alliances
in addition to the impact of the elections’ results on the po-
litical game on the one hand, and on the Lebanese entity on
the other hand.

The Executive Director of Maison du Futur Mr. Sam
Menassa took the floor to thank all those who answered the
institution’s invitation. He mentioned that; “While preparing
for this meeting, many people were asking about the worthi-
ness of discussing the electoral law when elections might not
be conducted, while others asked about the advantage of hold-
ing these elections when their results are pre-determined after
the first settlement that led to the Presidential elections, and
the second settlement that led to the PM Saad Hariri rescind-
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ing his resignation. Others fear that these elections would lead
to the victory of a party that will transform the Lebanese entity
and make a structural change within the State through new
legislations and laws”. Menassa added; “No matter how many
questions are raised regarding the purpose of the new electoral
law, its mechanism and its objectives, we at MdF consider it
as an important step towards fully functioning democratic in-
stitutions in Lebanon, yet seek through this workshop, to an-
swer these questions and to focus more specifically on the
technical dimension that is still ambiguous, with the hope of
being able to share during this discussion new ideas that will
light up a candle in the darkness that surrounds us.”

The Administrative director of KAS, Hana Naser, said in
her opening statement; “I am honored to inaugurate this
workshop in the name of the resident representative of the
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung in Lebanon, Doctor Malte Gaier,
in cooperation with Maison du Futur, to discuss the new elec-
toral law, in the context of the Foundation’s program that aims
at promoting democratic practice through ensuring trans-
parency and accountability. Lebanon applied different elec-
toral laws, starting with the big constituencies, the medium
constituencies and the small constituencies’ laws, with all the
changes that affected the number of electoral seats, and fol-
lowed by the Taef laws that brought us to the current electoral
law.” Naser added; “The new electoral law introduced many
reforms, including holding the elections in one day, using
transparent ballot boxes, ensuring the Lebanese expacts’ right
to vote, allowing civil society entities to monitor the elections,
and voting behind isolators, while other measures remain in-
complete like the high uncontrollable financial threshold.”
Naser considered that; “The legislator has lost his bet when
it came to decreasing the voting age to 18 years and guaran-
teeing a representative quota for women and for the youth, in
addition to adopting one preferential vote only.”

Naser concluded by saying; “It doesn’t seem that the pro-
portional system will promote the democratic practice, espe-
cially with the absence of a clear understanding of the new
law amongst the voters.”

The New Electoral Law:
The new electoral law divided the country into 15 big con-

stituencies and 27 small constituencies. Candidates run for
election in closed and complete or incomplete lists taking into
account the sectarian distribution of seats where the voter
should choose the list he/she supports. In reference to the vic-

Hana Naser.
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tory of a list and the counting of the number of seats a list
obtains, the law adopted the electoral threshold that is calcu-
lated through dividing the number of seats on the number of
voters. Lists which scores are below this threshold will be in-
eligible, and the threshold will be recalculated after deducting
the number of votes the ineligible lists obtained. The remain-
ing seats will be allocated to eligible lists that scored the high-
est fraction of the votes remaining from the first division (the
division of the number of seats by the number of voters). This
same process is repeated until all remaining seats are allocated.
After determining the number of seats won by each eligible
list, the names of candidates are arranged in one list from top
to bottom according to the percentage of preferential votes
obtained by each candidate in the relevant caza. The percent-
age of preferential votes for each candidate is calculated ac-
cording to the division of these votes by the total of
preferential votes in the relevant caza. In case of a tie in pref-
erential votes, the oldest candidate shall win, and if both can-
didates are the same age, a drawing will be held at the Highest
Registration Committee. The seats’ allocation to winning can-
didates shall start at the top of the list of all candidates. The
first seat shall be allocated to the candidate with the highest
percentage of preferential votes, and the second seat to the
one with the second highest percentage regardless of the list
he/she belongs to, and the same applies to the remaining seats
until all the seats of the constituency are allocated to the can-
didates belonging to the eligible lists.

Mr. Nawaf Kabbara, the session moderator
wondered about the use of this roundtable dis-
cussion after the adoption of the electoral law.
He said that this question does not negate the
importance of discussing the new law because
the latter is moving the country toward a new
phase through producing new political elites,
while the current political forces are seeking to
reproduce themselves. He added that the impor-
tance of shedding light on the new electoral law
lies in the fear different sectarian communities
have for their interests, and their apprehension
about the change that might result from these
elections, in addition to the anxiety felt by social
forces from any change that might affect them
as a result of this new law. On the other hand,
Kabbara also wondered to which extent the Lebanese voter will
be democratic and whether he/she is aware of his/her rights and
obligations like contributing to citizenship. He considered that
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the Lebanese citizen is a voter rather than an elector, due to
clientelism and favoritism. Kabbara said that the Lebanese
voter should understand what it means when the people are
the source of all powers, and should know that when he will
vote behind the isolator, he will be delegating his power to oth-
ers who will represent him. Finally, the moderator talked about
the electoral deadlines, describing them as political rather than
constitutional since they are changed according to personal in-
terests and determined according to the timing that can be ex-
ploited by a specific party at the expense of others. He then
gave the floor to Former Minister Ziyad Baroud who started

his intervention by stating; “We have
been discussing the electoral law for
the past few years, and we are still
doing so until now, which is a positive
thing since it proves that despite the
fact that the political kitchen that pro-
duced this law was limited to a re-
stricted circle without the
participation of many political actors
and legal advisors, yet the mere fact
that it has been endorsed is a credit to
the current authority.” Baroud clari-
fied that having a new law, regardless

of its content, allowed Lebanon to avoid three deadlocks – the
legislative vacuum, the renewal of the mandate of the Parlia-
ment, and the implementation of the 1960 law. He added that
this new law introduced the proportional system, and is con-
sidered a quantum leap after the majority system that charac-
terized the Lebanese political life for the past decades, and he
continued; “In spite of the numerous comments on the new
law, the latter is a positive achievement that we have to invest
in since it will lead to a wider participation and a better repre-
sentation compared to the majority system. There is resent-
ment amongst electors against limiting elections to one list and
then to one preferential vote within the caza rather than the
district, therefore this vote should rather be called the classify-
ing vote because it classifies the lists.” When asked if electors
are ready, the former Minister replied; “The technical compli-
cations of the law, referred to as the law’s architecture, are more
at stakes for the electoral campaigns’ staff than for electors. The
pre-printed ballot papers including the pictures of candidates
will facilitate the voting process. The voter chooses his list and
determines his preferential vote. The law in its 19th article states
that the mission of educating electors on the content and
mechanism of the new law is entrusted to the Supervisory
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Commission on the Electoral Campaign, and I am sure that
the Ministry of Interior is preparing a similar initiative.”

Baroud said that the “technical” renewal of the deputies’
mandates after the endorsement of the law was due to the
magnetic card. “Until now, we did not breach any legal dead-
line with the exception of the one related to this card. Thus,
will the absence of the magnetic card affect the elections? In
fact, article 84 of the new law mentioned the magnetic card,
while article 95 stipulated the possibility of using the civil ex-
tract or the passport, which means that the elections will be
conducted without the magnetic card on the election date that
was postponed for three consecutive times, which means prior
to May 21st, 2018.” 

Regarding the results of this new law, Baroud stated; “Pro-
portionality is always an expression of diversity and aims at
representing all the community, and the electoral architecture
cannot determine the results in advance, therefore surprises
can always happen.” Baroud added; “Breakthroughs made by
new untraditional candidates will breach the lists of tradi-
tional political parties, whether those parties like it or not,
even in limited percentages. The majority system used to de-
termine the fate of 109 seats out of 128 prior to the elections
date, yet the situation changed now and political parties will
witness surprises in many regions where they will not be able
to achieve a total victory as it was the case in the past. Al-
though the eligibility threshold increased and differs from a
constituency to another, the elections might exclude political
minorities, and this has nothing to do with the proportional
system.” He expected that alliances will begin to take shape
at the beginning of the New Year ; “Knowing that political
forces are trying to conduct the elections prior to their date
to be able to benefit from the momentum of this historical
moment that serves their interests.”

“After eight years of striving for a new electoral law, reforms
are still shy. In fact, adopting a women quota, decreasing the
voting age, and lifting bank secrecy are still not endorsed, and
this will lead to raising the electoral expenditure cap and to
the absence of control. The establishment of an independent
electoral commission was a theoretical request that was un-
fortunately not adopted under the justification that there was
not sufficient time to establish such an entity. Baroud consid-
ered that this justification is not acceptable; “In Tunisia, this
commission was established within five months. After the re-
newal of the mandate of the Parliament for an additional 11
months, I think that we would have had sufficient time to do
so in Lebanon too if the intentions were good.”

NEW ELECTORAL LAW
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Doctor Kabbara gave the floor to the engineer Khaled
Chehab who started his intervention by saying that since
2001, political forces began to take into consideration a new
electoral law. Many projects were studied, including small con-
stituencies and sectarian qualification. Mr. Chehab retorted;
“Yet we adopted a proportional representation formula that
leads to a better representation of all citizens.” He denied the
accusation as per which the authorities prepared a tailor made
law and considered that the best proof is the success of “Beirut
Madinati” in harvesting 30 thousand votes in the municipal-
ities’ elections, while all political parties obtained 50 thousand
votes. According to Chehab, this is the best possible law for;
“The majority of the articles in the 2008 law are kept the
same in the new one, with a simple modernization that is the
preferential vote which leaves the results inconclusive. The ab-
sence of a common criterion for the electoral quotient in all
constituencies is one of the defects of this law; in addition to
the fact that it authorizes the formation of incomplete lists
that should at least include 40% of the number of seats allo-
cated to big districts where 13 candidates can run for office
while 5 candidates run for office in the smallest district. I con-
sider that the voter will not go into the details of the compli-
cated architecture of the law, knowing that the voting process
became easier for the voter.” After a detailed explanation of
elections in Minyeh, Doniyeh, Tripoli district, he concluded
by stating; “This law did not reflect our expectations, but it
is the best law that could be produced.”

Lara Saadé talked about the advantages and disadvantages
of the law that she described as, “the discretionary law rather
than the proportionality law.” She said; “One of the positive
aspects of this law is that it buried the law of 1960 and made
it easier for voters to elect their candidates through choosing
one list with a preferential vote and using the pre-printed bal-
lot. The law also enhanced the ability of Christians to have an
impact on their seats, since that they are able to directly vote
for 49 seats out of 64. As for the disadvantages, this law dis-
torted the proportional system because its effects are the same
as those of the majority system – the caza as a reference for
nomination and victory, the absence of a clear criteria for the
division of constituencies, and the distribution of the prefer-
ential vote in one caza in some regions, or in two cazas in oth-
ers. The law also deprived a large number of electors to vote
for their candidates due to the preferential vote, in addition to
the fact that the electoral quotient differs from a constituency
to another which affects true representation. The law neglected
many reforms like the women quota; be it in candidature or

Khaled Chehab.
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in the number of seats. It also disconnected the immigrants
from the Lebanese society by giving them 6 seats to vote for,
which is a clear violation of the Constitution, in addition to
the adoption of the magnetic card that is not considered a re-
form because it might lead to cards confiscation or forgery”.
Saadé concluded by saying that the biggest challenge that will
be faced by the constitutional council, with many expected ap-
peals, is the ambiguity of the vote counting process.

Member of Parliament Ghassan Moukhaiber
began his speech as follows; “The new electoral law
became a fact today, and it was the best possible law
that could usher the country to a new phase and
give hope to the Lebanese people.” He added; “As a
political and cultural elite, we should invest in the
next phase to work in order to promote democracy,
and this will only be possible when we overcome
three challenges.”

He clarified that the first challenge is the democ-
racy challenge that emanates from a simple idea as
per which democracy extends beyond elections. He
stressed on the need to hold the elections and break
the culture of postponing or canceling them. He
added; “We won’t be able to achieve this objective unless we
amend the Constitution to ensure elections’ sustainability and
avoid any meddling in the deadlines except in cases of emer-
gency or for reasons related to the higher interest of the coun-
try.” He talked about the importance of developing democratic
tools other than the Parliament like local councils and a Sen-
ate, and he mentioned that the Administration and Justice
Commission is working on preparing the local councils’ oper-
ational system which is a very important initiative although
not sufficiently covered by the media. Such councils can
change the political system and create a new level of demo-
cratic practice. As for the Senate, Moukhaiber said that it is
the first time this project is seriously debated. “There is a need
to mobilize this discussion because the Senate can establish a
democratic system that guarantees the sectarian and civil in-
terests, decrease the fears that sectarian communities have, and
allow for non-sectarian representation.” Finally, he talked about
the need to develop the Parliament’s rules of procedure since
the current ones are the reason behind permanent corruption.

The second challenge is fair and efficient representation. “I
will not delve into the legal details, yet I will start by talking
about the people’s understanding of this law in light of the
many questions they are raising,” said Moukhaiber. “Never-
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theless, holding the elections under this law is better than no
elections at all, and after we achieve this milestone, we will
have to work on developing another electoral system that aims
at widening the voters’ base through decreasing the voting age
and adopting the women quota, especially in candidature.

The third challenge is related to ensuring free and impartial
elections, since the new law includes many gaps in this con-
text, especially when it comes to funding, advertising, electoral
culture awareness efforts, and biometric card adoption.”

He finally considered that the political system failed polit-
ically and technically in the electoral law file, and civil forces
also failed in making an impact, thus the need for a continu-
ous development of the electoral system.

Before beginning the debate, the moderator Nawaf Kabbara
said; “The common Lebanese identity is not a sectarian iden-
tity. We have several civil identities, and this law helps people
to vote in light of political programs, which is something pos-
itive. As for the women issue, I think that the current women
parliamentarians represent the people and embody a concrete
reality. Women should run for office without a quota.”

MP Ahmed Fatfat opened the discussion by saying; “It was
clear in the speakers’ interventions that the law does not adopt
the same criteria in all districts when it comes to votes’ count-
ing, which violates the Constitution that consecrates the prin-
ciple of equality between all Lebanese citizens. Sectarian
quotas in the Parliament are allocated to candidates not to vot-
ers, and I agree with what Mrs. Saadé said about this law being
founded on a discretionary basis rather than proportionality.
On the other hand, it seems as if we are talking about an ideal
country under the reign of democracy, while we all know that
this is not the case. In 2009, opposition candidates were not
allowed to run for elections in the South. The problem has
nothing to do with the level of democracy of the voter, but is
rather linked to how the electoral process is conducted in gen-
eral which can affect the democracy of the elections. With the
exception of the pre-printed ballots and the Lebanese expacts
participation in the elections, that will not take place in this
round, I don’t think that this law was an achievement, espe-
cially that in some regions, the voting will have the effect of
the majority system and in others the effect of a proportional
system. We will discover in the end that Hezbollah will get
hold of the Parliament since it has the capacity to ensure a big
majority in the regions under its control, as well as a capacity
to make a breakthrough in other regions, especially amongst
Christians, Druze and maybe Sunnites. The fear does not em-
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anate from the electoral law but from the Parliament it will fos-
ter, and from the legislations that this Parliament will endorse,
which might change the identity of Lebanon.”

The journalist Kasem Kassir replied to Mrs. Saadé’s in-
tervention; “For Hezbollah, the Bekaa region is the most dif-
ficult one should another strong and representative list of
candidates be formed.” He considered that the preferential
vote is very important, and that it will mobilize the two main
Shiite parties, Amal and Hezbollah, to mobilize their con-
stituents to guarantee the victory of their candidates. On the
other hand, he added; “We are talking about the need to abol-
ish sectarianism, but at the same time, we also say that the
Christian voter became capable of choosing Christian
deputies. Can’t Christians be represented by a Sunni, Shiite
or Druze deputy if the latter has the same vision? Christians
can choose their representatives without being restricted to
Christian candidates.” He concluded by saying that this law
is challenging to all forces, especially to the civil society and
leftist groups.

Former Minister Baroud had a comment in the context of
this debate; “What Mr. Kassir said about the Bekaa is an il-
lusion and will not occur because the electoral quotient is
high, as it is the case in Sidon where the quotient reaches
20%. In addition to that, the preferential vote of each voter
will be given to the candidate coming from the same religious
community, and this is neither a positive measure nor a re-
formist one. Due to high electoral quotients, the civil society
forces will not be able to make a change unless, they all unite.”

Brigadier Nizar Abdel Kader said; “I agree with what MP
Fatfat said. The issue is not technical, nor is it related to pos-
itive or negative aspects of the law. The main issue is the am-
biguity of this law that remains a mystery to us until now,
although we are educated! Till that mo-
ment, I can’t imagine how the elections
will be conducted under this law.”

Doctor Antoine Kourbane from USJ
said; “There is no such a thing as an ideal
electoral law. I personally support the ma-
jority system in small constituencies, yet
I have a comment on what Mrs. Saadé
mentioned. I think she is reading the new
law in the context of the Orthodox draft
law that would have brought us back to
religious sects while we consider ourselves
as Lebanese citizens. I vote for a nation
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representative, not for a Church representative or my sect’s
representative! The Parish Father represents the sectarian
community and all what remains belongs to the nation. The
Taef agreement took a historical step when it stipulated on
the fact that we shall not count one another! Where is the
problem if Christians are incapable of directly choosing a
number of Christian deputies? I think that as intellectuals,
we have an obligation not to evaluate this law from a sectarian
point of view”. 

Mr. Hassan El Husseini said; “I agree with what Mr. Fat-
fat said about the fact that this law will enable Hezbollah to
control the Parliament, yet this victory will not be in the
hands of one group but in the hands of a governing associa-
tion that has an interest in crippling the proportional repre-
sentation system. The original version of this law did not
include all the gaps that were later identified, namely those
related to the preferential vote. It is a shame that a person be-
longing to a particular community cannot give his preferential
vote to a candidate from another community. In addition to
this, the geographic criterion adopted to divide constituencies
is very weird, the objective being to protect the interests of
this governing association and secure its control over the leg-
islative power as well as the executive power.”

Mr. Rabih Haber said; “I thank Maison du Futur for shed-
ding light on key topics that are of interest to all of us, espe-
cially the new electoral law. The major issue is that people do
not understand this law, nor candidates do, and this is very
scary. I don’t believe we are able to hold elections prior to their
date because the law mechanisms are very complicated and
need to be clarified. Political parties are still not ready to form
their lists. No one noticed that under this law; polling cannot
predict the winners. In spite of this, the general results are clear.
I know from now 99.99% of those who will be elected in all
regions. This law will allow the Shiite parties to obtain 80 seats,
and they will thus win back what they lost in the 1960 law. As
to their direct allies, they will guarantee between 25 and 30
seats. On the other hand, the remaining forces will be scat-
tered. The future movement and the Kataeb party will see their
seats decreasing, while the Lebanese Forces will be able to in-
crease their seats. In brief, the situation will be as follows – a
big Shiite bloc versus small fragmented blocs. What does this
mean strategically? This law will lead to new laws and legisla-
tions that will change the Lebanese entity. We will be giving a
deed to someone and allowing him to act as he pleases. When
this law was ratified, all parties thought they will be able to
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have an additional number of voters or deputies, and this was
a big illusion. This law is bad because it is a distorted propor-
tional law, and I wish we kept the 1960 law.”

In response to the comments that were addressed to her,
Mrs. Saadé answered; “When it comes to the participation of
youth in political life, I think this law made it harder on them
because of the high fees to qualify to run. On the other hand,
the Kataeb party presented a draft law based on the single con-
stituency. In reference to what Mr. Kassir said about the Bekaa,
it is theoretically possible for the Hezbollah opposition to win
through the proportional system, yet there is a great difficulty
on the field to convince the Shiite voter to cast its ballot in
favor of candidates from another sectarian community. As for
what I said about the Christian voter, I meant his ability to have
an impact in choosing the seats allocated to his community. I
did not say that Christians should not vote for non-Christians,
and I did not analyze the new law from the Orthodox draft law
point of view. What I said is that in the context of our system
based on consensual democracy, it is inevitable to have a quota
system, and in Lebanon the adopted quota is a sectarian one.
Our electoral law is a sectarian law that aims at ensuring the
representation of sectarian communities, and it’s through this
angle that I spoke about Christians.”

In reference to promoting youth participation, former Min-
ister Baroud said that Tunisia decided to choose the youngest
candidate in case of a tie, and adopted a youth quota. He
added; “It is a shame that for electoral funding, we are held
accountable at the moment the electoral campaign starts not
prior to that. The financial expenditures will remain uncon-
trollable as long as we keep bank secrecy.”

Mr. Antoine Messara, President of the Lebanese Associa-
tion for Political Sciences, took the floor to say; “I think that
holding the elections on time is more important than the law
itself due to the need to abolish the culture of postponing elec-
tions. For me, sound representation is linked to three factors.
The first one is the electoral law; the second one is the electoral
administration that includes integrity and sound management
of the elections by relevant authorities, and this is what we call
electoral arbitrage, and the third factor, and that is the most
important one, is the behavior of the voter because a good elec-
toral law might lead to bad results, while a bad electoral law
could in some cases be rectified by the voter’s conduct.”

Messara added; “The Lebanese citizen is a voter not an
elector, and this is due to favoritism and to the culture of sub-
jection. This become clear when behind the isolator, the voter
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will cast the ballot paper given to him.” He highlighted the
fact that; “The responsibility to change this situation is up to
the voter, since he has an obligation to make strict decisions
when it comes to electing his legislative representatives.” Mes-
sara considered that boycotting elections is the worst measure
to take since in this case, the voter will be indirectly voting
for the candidates he doesn’t want to vote for, and will allow
them to win. He concluded; “There are electoral blocs in cer-
tain Lebanese regions, and this will affect the results of the
elections, yet this is not the case in other regions. I don’t think
that these forces will be able to form alliances.” In reference
to the Constitutional Council, he said; “Since 2009 and until
now, we gained experience in the electoral issues, yet the
biggest threat is that the upcoming elections will witness many
appeals because the law stipulates several mechanisms that re-
quire a high level of experience amongst those who will be re-
sponsible for sorting the votes and announcing the results.”

Mr. Rabih Haber took the floor again to add; “We had
an excellent experience with the civil society in “Beirut Mad-
inati”, and if we had a true proportional system, this list would
have succeeded. However, this opposition obtained 20% only
through the elections, and this situation will remain as is-
those who run for the legislature against the current authori-
ties will obtain 20 to 30%. What is very particular in all sur-
veys is that the civil society is only present in one caza, and
that is the Shouf Caza where the civil society movement sup-
porters represent 11 thousand votes. In the rest of the regions,
the civil society is divided.”

Brigadier Khaled Hamadeh said; “This law emerged from
the need for a sound representation, especially when it comes
to the Christian community. This law ranges between a com-
pulsory sectarian quota and a proportional representation with
closed lists, and this is how it became meaningless. It is a mat-
ter of choosing between two visions to rule Lebanon. When
the issue of Hezbollah weapons was brought up, everyone had
an ambiguous position because of electoral interests. I want to
evaluate this law from a constitutional perspective through
evaluating its compliance to the Taef agreement. Did the law
adopted the provinces as constituencies? Does this law respect
the sectarian quotas? Will it lead to the adoption of a secular
law, and will it be binding for the next Parliament to abolish
political sectarianism? It seems through the current shape of
the law that the upcoming Parliament will fell short of these
ambitions. Dividing Beirut in this way will lead to making it
more sectarian. Merging Tyr caza to Sidon villages will give
predominance to the Shiite vote, and this is a form of admin-
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istrative distortion. The villages of Sidon should be merged
with Sidon and not with Tyr where the social fabric is totally
different. We did the same thing with Marjayoun, Nabatiyeh,
and Hasbaya that were a symbol of coexistence; nevertheless
they will become sectarian through this electoral law. Will the
merger of constituencies abolish family representation to the
detriment of national representation, or to the detriment of a
more totalitarian political party representation? An electoral
constituency is not a geographical area that can be divided ar-
bitrarily, but a space where people live, and this was not taken
into account by the law. What is the use of a law that does not
lead to a national authority? What is the use of a law that does
not guarantee the security and stability of the country? I think
that if someone dared to criticize the visit of Kais Al Khazaaly
to Lebanon before the elections, no one will dare to after the
elections. Finally, I would like to say to Mrs. Saadé that the
Lebanese Constitution did not consecrate consensual democ-
racy that is rather an obtrusive concept.”

The activist Assem Shaya said; “Everyone agrees that this
law is bad because it does not ensure proper representation or
fair representation, and does not find a solution to electoral
participation. Will we be able to overcome the 55% voter
turnout that we reached in 2009? What is the percentage of
voter turnout that allows us to consider the elections as legit-
imate? If only 6% or 16% of the population voted, will the
elections be qualified as legitimate? I think that the electoral
law as a whole makes it impossible for a new elite to win par-
liamentary seats. How would a single voter be able to form a
list against a big party that doesn’t have a disbursement ceiling
and is capable of benefiting from the authority’s tools”

Mr. Fares Sassine commented; “There is a general agree-
ment on the fact that holding the elections is better than no
elections at all, despite the several gaps identified in this law.
Elections will take place, and we need to work on improving
them through a new Government, a Government of good per-
sons that the Lebanese people can trust, in addition to ensur-
ing the Security Council’s international supervision of the
elections to guarantee transparency.”

Mr. Wael Kheir said; “Twenty years ago, a French diplomat
asked me what I think about the sectarian system in Lebanon.
When I gave him an unclear answer he said; “Beware, if you
abolish the sectarian system, you will be abolishing democ-
racy.” What he meant back then is that in the absence of po-
litical parties, democracy in Lebanon is based on sectarian
communities. We have to protect our sectarian system while
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working on achieving a certain balance. What was wrongly
named as the Orthodox law is the two lists’ law- before the
elections, the voter goes to the ‘mukhtar’ to ask him to register
his name either on the secular list or on the sectarian one. This
system makes it possible for those who don’t consider them-
selves part of the sectarian system to have access to power. I
think that we need to consider this issue for the future. As for
the current law, it is a complicated one. I came to this work-
shop thinking that I will be able to understand the law at the
end of our debate, but this did not happen. I am still unable
to fully grasp its details and complexities.”

Kassem Kassir took the floor again; “I don’t support any
party, and allow me to say that this workshop does not en-
courage people to participate in the elections. We need to ben-
efit from this law and stop saying that these elections will lead
the country toward destruction, because this will discourage
citizens. As intellectuals, we need to encourage people to vote.
I don’t agree with brigadier general Hamadeh who said that
the social fabric of Tyr is different from that of the villages of
East Sidon! The latest were part of Zahrani and are closer to
Tyr than to Sidon. In any case, our objective is to achieve na-
tional cohesion, and for this reason, we need to encourage the
merger of cazas.”

Answering Shaya, Haber replied; “The political parties will
not be able to form more than one list because this will not
serve their interests, as it will lead to decreasing the represen-
tation threshold. This law totally eliminated independent can-
didates. It is possible for Former Minister Baroud to be ranked
second or third in preferential voting. Therefore, will it be use-
ful for parties to include Baroud in their lists? The logical an-
swer is no. This law will eliminate independent candidates in
more than one region. Parties will be the main actors in form-
ing electoral lists and the rest will only be a decorative asset
because those who can obtain 10 thousand votes or more can
threaten the head of the list.”

Baroud replied; “We find ourselves facing different elec-
toral architectures. The term “independent” is not used in the
context of this law that is based on the concept of lists. Polit-
ical parties could need independent candidates to avoid the
emergence of parallel lists. This law will lead to multiple lists
because in some regions, winning one seat cannot happen un-
less a whole list is formed.”

Mr. Husseini said ; “In reference to the advice of the
French diplomat, I think that we shouldn’t use the sectarian
system as a justification to paralyze ourselves and not try to
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break this vicious circle. I think we need to adopt the Ortho-
dox law, but implement it in an opposite manner through giv-
ing each community the right to choose representatives of the
other community.”

Mr. Menassa took the floor; “In each meeting, I either feel
that the Lebanese people have a strong dose of naïve opti-
mism, or live in denial. We are talking about an electoral law
as if the issue was limited to technical details and appropriate
votes’ counting. Unfortunately, we are still thinking within the
same traditional framework, and we will not be able to solve
our issues unless, we think outside the box. My question to
all of you is the following. If we adopt the best electoral law,
will we be able to solve the issues of Lebanon? Will MPs be
able to rule under the hegemony of one party and the threat
of weapons?”

At the end, deputy Moukhaiber concluded; “I am the active
pessimist. Building democracy requires a set of measures to be
taken into consideration, and what we need to think about
today is how to develop such measures. The current law became
a reality, and despite its gaps, it ensured a space for an electoral
culture and opened a window for civil forces and independent
forces for them to unite and organize themselves in order to
achieve a breakthrough and access power. The biggest challenge
is to develop alternatives to this electoral system.”

At the end of the workshop, President Amine Gemayel
said; “Allow me to thank Doctor Nawaf Kabbara for moder-
ating this session, and I also thank MP Moukhaiber and For-
mer Minister Baroud, as well as Mrs. Lara Saadé and Mr.
Khaled Chehab. This session could be an introduction to an
objective approach that could pave the way for a new phase
of development of the Lebanese system. We try to reconcile
between the pluralistic, sectarian, and sometimes tribal
Lebanese society, and our democratic ambition. The discus-
sion was objective and valuable, and it represents an introduc-
tion to further debates about the Lebanese system
development and the hopes of the youth in building a nation
that can keep up with modernity.”

The Vice president of the Parliament Elie el Ferzli had a
brief intervention, during lunch, which stressed on the impor-
tance of holding on to Lebanon’s sectarian communities that
represent “the cultural and religious wealth” of our country,
and that embody the message of coexistence that is a main
pillar of the Lebanese entity. He paid tribute to the serious
commitment of MdF to give priority to democracy without
which there is no future for Lebanon.
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EXHIBITION
SUZANI

TEXTILES
MAISON DU FUTUR, BIKFAYA
[JUNE 27th, 2017]

At the invita-
tion of the “Mai-
son du Futur”
(MdF) and the
Municipality of
Bikfaya-Mhaidse,
the Suzani exhibi-
tion of Uzbek
(Tashkand) her-
itage fabrics –
from the Private
Collection of
Mrs. Lynna Kalo – was inaugurated at MdF in
the presence of its Chairman President Amine
Gemayel and his spouse Joyce Gemayel, Presi-
dent Fouad Siniora and his spouse Huda Siniora,
Head of Bikfaya-Mhaidse Municipality Nicole
Gemayel, Head of the Syndicate of Public Works
and Construction Contractors Fouad al-Khazen,
and an audience of luminaries and dignitaries.

After touring the exhibition – which will be
open to the public Monday to Friday from 15.00
till 18.00, Nicole Gemayel welcomed the atten-
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dees and applauded Mrs. Kalo’s efforts
to promote arts and heritage, and link
Lebanon to the rest of the world. “This
occasion saw the Maison du Futur’s
halls hosting artistic event instead of ac-
ademic debate conferences, though art
and debate are opposite sides of the
same coin”, she said. She added: “We
will bring this art from Bikfaya to all the
Lebanese. Here in Bikfaya, we are in a
continuous workshop, encouraging the
community engagement in civic and
civil life, improving services and launch-
ing local development projects. As much
as we are proud of our latest project the
“Biclean” waste management plant for a
waste free town, we hold on to the town
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traditional festivals, from the Flowers and Spring festival to
the Peach festival, to Christmas festival, along with a series of
sports, youth, and scientific activities.

Mrs. Kalo thanked la MdF and the Municipality, stating
that this rare collection was delicately composed of harmo-
nious patterns and colors, revealing the craftsmanship of
those who created it. She pointed out that the “Buqaj” – in
Turkish – or “Suzani” – in Persian – means the expensive gift
offered to the bride on her wedding day as part of her dowry.

“Suzani” (from Suzan which means in Persian needle) is
a type of embroidered and decorative tribal textile considered
to be the golden heritage of Uzbekistan’s artistic folklore, and
this small collection of hand-made fabrics with colored silk
threads shows the originality of embroidery in different parts
of Uzbekistan.

EXHIBITION OF SUZANI TEXTILES
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