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- Syrian refugees : here to stay, however miserable — Economist — Jan 9t

2021

Joe Biden will find ample potential for acrimony in the Middle East —
Financial Times — Jan 20" 2021
- The Lebanese conundrum — Daily Star —Jan 12" 2021
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Good morning...I am Hoda, Mahmoud.A.Baki's wife.l would like to thank
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- Syrian refugees : here to stay, however miserable — Economist — Jan gt
2021

On december 26th a scuffle broke out between Syrian refugees and residents of
the Lebanese town of Bhanine, north of Tripoli. That night the row, allegedly over
unpaid wages, turned ugly. Shots were fired. Armed villagers then set fire to the
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refugees’ tents, causing them to flee and sleep rough in nearby fields. When they
returned the next morning their makeshift camp was little more than a patch of
charred debris.

The past year has been difficult for everyone in Lebanon. The country has
endured covid-19, the collapse of its currency and a huge explosion at Beirut’s
port in August. But the consequences of all this have been particularly bleak for
the 884,000 Syrian refugees living there. The United Nations estimates that 89%
of them live in extreme poverty (up from 55% in 2019). That means they make
under 309,000 Lebanese pounds a month—a sum that is less than half the
minimum wage and worth a mere $36 at unofficial exchange rates.

Some Lebanese politicians, including a former foreign minister, Gebran Bassil,
have whipped up public anger towards refugees, blaming them (wrongly) for
Lebanon’s economic collapse. The outrage in Bhanine was not an isolated
incident: in November, after a Syrian refugee killed a Lebanese man in the
northern town of Bcharre, hundreds of Syrians fled amid calls for their expulsion.

Yet for all their difficulties, Syrians in Lebanon are not clamouring to return home.
The number of registered refugees has fallen by 23% from its peak of 1.1m in
2014, a decrease of 263,000. Only 55,000 of those have returned to Syria, though.
At the average pace over the past five years, it will take until around 2041 for the
last Syrian refugee to leave Lebanon.

Eager to speed their exodus, the Lebanese government has increased pressure on
refugees, stepping up deportations and restrictions. In November, when Bashar
al-Assad’s regime in Syria hosted a garish conference urging refugees to return to
his shattered country, Lebanon was the only Arab state to send a delegation.
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Researchers from the Immigration Policy Lab at Stanford University and ETH
Zurich, a Swiss university, and the London School of Economics and University of
California, Santa Barbara, argue that such measures will fail. In a working paper
published in November, they found that 63% of Syrian refugees in Lebanon hope
to return home one day. Just 5%, however, expected to do so within the coming
year, a stark gap between what refugees intend to do and what they are actively
preparing to do. Moreover, they found no correlation between the well-being of
refugees in Lebanon and their desire to return home.

What matters, they argue, are the conditions not in Lebanon, but in Syria—and
those are increasingly bleak. Extortion starts at the border, where the Syrian
government requires every citizen returning home to convert $100 into the
debased local currency. Once inside, Syrians encounter queues in which people
wait for hours, sometimes days, to obtain essentials such as bread and fuel. Those
returning face the threat of forced conscription by a regime starved of manpower,
and of arbitrary detention by a regime starved of cash. A Syrian activist group,
founded by a former inmate in the notorious Sednaya prison, reckons the
government has squeezed $900m in bribes out of detainees’ families since the
war began.

The trend is similar in Egypt, Jordan and Turkey, which together host two-thirds of
the 6.6m registered Syrian refugees (see map). Turkey has been the most
hospitable, offering access to education and social services, though official and
public hostility is mounting. Egypt and Jordan have been less generous, but still
offer more support than Lebanon. Regardless of conditions, the results are the
same: in all three countries the number of registered refugees has stayed roughly
the same since 2017. Without a real change in Syria, the refugees scattered across
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the region (and in Europe) are probably there to stay. And as long as Mr Assad is
in power, no real change is expected.

Joe Biden will find ample potential for acrimony in the Middle East —
Financial Times — Jan 20" 2021

In March 2010, then vice-president Joe Biden, a stalwart supporter of Israel,
arrived in Jerusalem with a brief from President Barack Obama to try to revive
moribund peace negotiations between Palestinians and Israelis. Benjamin
Netanyahu, then and now Israel’s prime minister, had reluctantly agreed to a
temporary moratorium on Jewish settlement expansion in the occupied West
Bank.

Yet Mr Biden had no sooner pledged unyielding US support for Israel than the
Netanyahu government unveiled a big expansion of settler housing on Palestinian
land annexed to occupied Arab East Jerusalem after the 1967 Arab-Israeli war.
Instead of kick-starting stalled negotiations, Mr Biden got a kick in the teeth he is
unlikely to have forgotten.

That is perhaps just as well. There is much rumination about how Mr Biden, who
takes office as US president today, can retrieve the nuclear deal with Iran — from
which his predecessor Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew in 2018. But the
incoming president may face bigger problems with America’s traditional allies in
the Middle East than its adversaries. In addition to Israel, there is ample scope for
acrimony with Saudi Arabia and Turkey, whose leaders, like Mr Netanyahu, were
shielded from the consequences of wilful and ruthless behaviour by Mr Trump. In
case Mr Biden did not remember 2010, Mr Netanyahu has probably jogged his
memory by approving another big settlement expansion. Israel’s irredentist right,
intent on colonising the West Bank and expanding settler numbers, got much of
its wishlist under Mr Trump. By contrast, the right sees the Biden team as a
reincarnated Obama administration under which Israeli-US relations became
poisonous. Mr Biden is not expected to reverse Mr Trump’s signature move of
relocating the US embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to the contested city of
Jerusalem. More probably the new president will reopen the US consulate-
general in the city’s Arab eastern half as a sort of embassy to the Palestinians, to
whom he will also restore American aid.
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Last year, the Trump administration, in its self-styled “deal of the century”, gave
US blessing in principle to Israeli annexation of all Jewish settlements. This adds
pressure on Mr Netanyahu, facing a fourth election in two years while charged
with corruption, to honour his promise to expand Israel’s borders. The veteran
Israeli premier, more risk-averse than his rhetoric suggests, has preferred
incremental colonisation of the West Bank to an overt land grab that would
damage Israel’s international legitimacy. But he is fighting for his political life.

The Biden team opposes unilateral annexation, but this issue is nowhere near top
of its crowded agenda. Yet it is tangled and treacherous enough to soak up a lot
of diplomatic energy — and even to jeopardise Israel’s recent breakthroughs in
relations with Gulf Arab states.

Saudi Arabia, the Gulf and Arab leader, has yet to commit to formal diplomatic
and commercial relations with Israel. This would be a tricky decision for the House
of Saud, custodians of Islam’s holy cities of Mecca and Medina. Doing so would
risk being seen as condoning Israel’s dominion in Jerusalem, holy to Muslims and
Christians as well as Jews.

But the main issue for the new US administration, may well be the ruthless and
reckless behaviour of Mohammed bin Salman, the young crown prince and de
facto ruler of the kingdom. During the campaign, Mr Biden threatened a review of
the 75-year old US-Saudi alliance.

Prince Mohammed, who was stunned by Mr Trump’s defeat, is essaying
statesmanlike moves in regional and oil politics as Mr Biden moves onstage. Yet a
realistic appraisal of US interests in the Gulf — factoring in not just the rise of
American shale oil output but re-engagement with climate change goals — could
see US ties to Saudi downgraded anyway.
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And then there is Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Turkey, a wobbly Nato ally that buys
Russian missiles and busts US sanctions on Iran, while deploying hard power
across the region. This multi-barrelled adventurism is, no doubt, powered in part
by Mr Erdogan’s need to expand his neo-Islamist base and win over the
ultranationalist right. But the US (and Europe), who find Ankara unpredictable and
hostile, need to realise the past pattern, which saw Turkey as a subordinate
power, has ended. The desire to see Turkey treated as an autonomous actor with
legitimate regional interests has widespread support beyond the Erdogan camp.

For now, the Turkish strongman, like Prince Mohammed and Mr Netanyahu, is
presenting his more amiable face to the new US president.

Indeed, when Mr Netanyahu tweeted congratulations to Mr Biden, he reminded
him of their “long and warm personal relationship”. Martin Indyk, a Middle East
mainstay of both the Bill Clinton and Obama administrations, replied tartly that
while it is true that the Israeli premier has known the incoming president for
decades, “it’s also true that Joe Biden has known Netanyahu for nearly 40 years”.
Well enough to know not to turn his back.

- The Lebanese conundrum — Daily Star — Jan 12™ 2021

Lebanon is probably the only country in the world that is teetering on the brink of
total collapse while, at the same time, is desperately resisting international efforts
to save it. The scene is truly Kafkaesque: an international community making
frantic and repeated efforts to stop a Lebanese meltdown, while the Lebanese
governing cabal is even more frantically trying to thwart these efforts.

Yet, there are rational reasons for this irrational situation.

On the international side, the countries directly involved in Lebanon’s rescue
operation -- France, on behalf of the European Union, and the United States --
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have special interests of their own for doing so. France created Lebanon a
hundred years ago as its main foothold in the Middle East, and Lebanon is still the
only country in the region that is, at least partly, in France’s sphere of influence.
More importantly perhaps, Lebanon is host to a large refugee community, mostly
Syrian and Muslim, so France and Europe are particularly concerned that a
Lebanese meltdown will trigger a mass movement of these refugees toward
Europe. The United States, on the other hand, fears that the failure of Lebanon
would present an opportunity for Daesh [ISIS] and other Islamic groups, already
present in force in western Syria and the northern border of Lebanon, to
rejuvenate. Moreover, a failed Lebanon might draw Israel into a war with
Lebanese Hezbollah, while the United States is embarked in a process aiming to
draw the maritime borders between Israel and Lebanon that will permit Western
companies to drill for gas and oil in this sea area.

On the Lebanese side, we find a government mired in corruption and
incompetence. In a recent global Gallup poll (2019) which asked if people thought
corruption was widespread throughout their respective governments, 94 percent
of Lebanese answered in the affirmative, the highest percentage in the world.
Furthermore, this percentage has been high (not less than 83 percent) at least
since 2006 when the polling started. In another recent international Gallup poll
(2019) the question was asked whether people thought their government does a
good job ensuring the safety of their food, water and power lines, Lebanon
ranked third from the bottom beating only Yemen and Afghanistan for the lowest
ranking. Things, of course, got worse in 2020, especially after the Beirut Port
explosion which is said to be the strongest nonnuclear explosion in modern
history, and which left thousands dead and injured and physical damage
estimated in the billions of dollars.

The French initiative that was presented by President Emmanuel Macron during
his visit to Lebanon last August included a priority condition for financial
assistance: the formation of a government of independent technocrats. This was

35



the most alarming part of the initiative to Lebanese political groups. The system
they were working to establish involved assigning different ministries to specific
groups, long term, thus allowing the creation of stable corrupt infrastructures
inside ministries. The past political confrontations that accompanied the
formation of governments, therefore, were mostly on what groups would get the
most lucrative ministries. A government of independents, however, holds the risk,
of not only cutting off the inflow of illicit income to politicians, but also exposing
their past illicit activities. In other words, giving in to western pressure in this
instance would not only mean less enrichment, it may also result in ruined
political careers, and maybe jail. The Lebanese elite’s resistance to change has,
therefore, stiffened.

The present French initiative is, of course, the last in a series of similar
international efforts led by the French to assist the Lebanese economy. All were
conditional on the undertaking of reforms that would minimize corruption. All
failed. The Lebanese resistance was insurmountable.

But in the present face-off, the international community has stronger weapons
than it had in the past to face the stiffening Lebanese resistance. The French-
European coalition is now backed by the heavy artillery of American sanctions
designed to fight terrorism (Patriot Act of 2001 and later measures), prosecute
human rights offenders and corrupt individuals around the world (Magnistky Act),
punish individuals and entities conducting business with the Assad regime in Syria
(Caesar Act), and in effect pursue any person, institution or country the U.S.
deems as deserving to be sanctioned. Sanctions under the general umbrella of
terrorism (assisting Hezbollah) that were imposed last September on two senior
Lebanese politicians were apparently effective in inducing Lebanon to begin a
long -- awaited negotiation with Israel on the maritime border between the two
countries. Further sanctions imposed, two months later, on another leading
politician, this time under the Magnitsky Act, did not seem to facilitate the
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formation of the government of independents, but further sanctions might be in
the pipelines.

How can this status quo be broken?

Many in Lebanon believe that Iran is holding off the formation of a government,
the first step in the French initiative, pending the formal accession of Joe Biden to
the presidency of the United States on the 20th of this month. Iran, the argument
goes, wants to use Lebanon as one of its bargaining chips in the coming
negotiations on the Iran nuclear deal that Biden has indicated will be pursued by
his administration. But since any negotiations that may take place on this subject
will not probably be initiated anytime soon after the beginning of the Biden
presidency, and will take a long time to reach the serious bargaining stage and the
exchange of chips between the two sides, this scenario implies that Lebanon will
be without a government for a long time, too long for Lebanon not to fall into the
chaos that none of the parties concerned wants.

The truth of the matter is that the Lebanese conundrum is difficult to solve given
the political cabal that has ruled Lebanon for the past couple of decades.
Changing the cabal is not easy either. Early Parliamentary election, as demanded
by some of the opposition, is unlikely to be approved by the present Parliament
and, in any case, will probably result, at best, in a small change in the Parliament’s
composition that is insufficient to make a major difference.

So, we’re left with what Macron knew all along: we must work with what we
have, the old corrupt cabal of politicians, but this time with the sword of
Damocles hanging over their heads. The threat of sanctions and the lure of
asylum might prod them to forego some illicit income in order to elicit some
foreign assistance.
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Who knows? It might work.

Riad Tabbarah is a former Ambassador to the United States.
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