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Lebanon's future hinges on battle of billionaires

AT the centre of Lebanon's political crisis is a compelling personal drama: a battle between two
billionaires.

From the outside, one could reasonably assume these two men - both Sunni Muslims, both with good
connections to the West - would be natural allies.

Najib Mikati, the current Prime Minister, and Saad Hariri, the man he replaced, both have spots on the Forbes
rich list.

Mikati's wealth is estimated at $US3 billion ($2.9bn), made largely from telecommunications. Hariri is listed at
$US1.7bn, made from construction and investments.

But the two men are pitted against each other in a gruelling political fight that may determine the future of
Lebanon, a volatile country of only four million people.

Mikati is firmly in the camp of Hezbollah, the militant Shia organisation that not only has a grip on Lebanese
politics but a private army that dwarfs the official army.

Hariri is Hezbollah's public enemy No 1. He was so concerned that Hezbollah would try to assassinate him
during the last election that he spent much of the campaign in Saudi Arabia.

The battle between the two has been brought into sharp relief following the assassination of Lebanon's
intelligence chief, Wassam al-Hassan.

Hassan had uncovered a bomb plot organised by Syria's Assad regime targeting Sunni elements in Lebanon. He
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The body of top intelligence chief General Wissam al-Hassan is buried next to assassinated Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri, in downtown Beirut.
Source: AFP
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had also investigated the 2005 car bomb that killed Rafiq Hariri, Saad's father and a former prime minister. In
multi-ethnic Lebanon, the tradition is that the prime minister is Sunni, which precludes Hezbollah, and which
therefore seeks an "acceptable" Sunni leader.

"Mikati is trying to play the balance between his Sunni background and Hezbollah," Egyptian academic Nabil
Abdel-Fattah told The Weekend Australian.

"It is very dangerous for him. If he continues in this way he will lose his supporters in Syria."

Abdel-Fattah says if Mikati loses this support it makes civil war "probable" as the role he plays - to keep content
the Sunnis who oppose Hariri - will disappear. Israeli academic Jonathan Spyer says Mikati is a close ally and
associate of the Syrian regime and was offered the prime ministership on that basis, although he has at times
displayed an independent stance.

"Saad Hariri, on the other hand, is an ally of the West and Saudi Arabia, and the leader of the political force in
Lebanon which wishes to challenge the Iran-Syria-Hezbollah ascendancy in the country," he says.

Although Abdel-Fattah says civil war is a real possibility, he also says a surprise alliance between Hezbollah and
Hariri is not impossible.

"Hezbollah's leaders are very pragmatic," he says. "If it is in the interests of the Shia to make a deal with Hariri's
Sunnis, they will do it. These coalitions in Lebanon are day by day."

Spyer believes the fate of the Assad regime will be crucial for Lebanon. "I do not think that the killing of
Wassam Hassan will precipitate a breakdown of the situation in Lebanon, because Hezbollah is still too strong
for its internal opponents to challenge," he says.

"But if the Assad regime continues to grow weaker and falls or seems about to fall, then Hezbollah's Sunni
opponents are likely to seek a 'renegotiation' of the power balance in Lebanon.

"At that point, more serious violence will become likely. Predicting the result of this confrontation is not possible
at this stage, but it could lead to a drawn-out conflict."

Hezbollah, which describes itself as "a resistance movement", is in the unusual position of wanting the status
quo.

Says Spyer: "Hezbollah wants stability and quiet, based on its own position of unassailable dominance in
Lebanon."

 


