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The showdown between Hizbullah and its allies in 8th March movement and their 
adversaries in the March 14th movement in the streets of Beirut and the Mountain eroded 
the political camouflage of the main camps – thus giving way to open Muslim sectarian 
strife. The complete neutrality of the Lebanese army and the Christian elite signalled the 
beginning of a process of open linkage between regional sectarian politics and the thinly 
dormant internal conflict; raging since former PM Rafiq Hariri’s assassination. Moreover, the 
withdrawal of Walid Jumblatt from inter Muslim strife has exposed Sunni-Shia rivalry as a 
race to win the street and grab, or preserve, power within a declining state. Therefore, 
instability, inherited or manufactured, represented a fight linking internal with regional and 
international, actors while using sectarian, religious, political and national institutions to 
achieve the dominance of one’s camp. 

This paper aims to survey the declared positions of the main protagonists since the Doha 
accord of 2008, and show that the Syrian internal conflict, raging since the spring of 2011, 
has undermined most the remaining layers of state sovereignty. Borders, national interest, 
loyalty to the state and its institutions faded while competing non state actors took liberty 
in crossing to Syria to achieve sectarian agendas. Therefore, the major parties of the Shia 
community supported the regime of Bashar al-Assad politically at first, then Hizballah took 
the lead in 2013 in crossing the border to fight Syrian rebels. Likewise, Lebanese Sunni 
sympathisers sheltered the Syrian Sunni refugees, then granted some form of humanitarian, 
financial, logistical and irregular military support to the Syrian opposition. This polarisation 
overlapped with sectarian fault-lines in Muslim majority areas, such as West Beirut, Tripoli, 
Arsal, Middle Bekaa Valley and Sidon. These trouble spots suffered bouts of sectarian 
fighting, while drawing the Lebanese army and security services into the fray – to contain 
and police trouble hot spots or fight mostly Syrian, Lebanese and Palestinian Sunni fighters. 

The scope of refugee problem in Tripoli and North Lebanon 

Tripoli and the Akkar district, bordering Syria, have sheltered the exodus of hundreds of 
thousands of Syrian refugees since the eruption of Syria’s civil war in March 2011. Lebanon’s 
government refusal to set up camps has led to the spread of refugees, mostly women and 
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children, as far as Batroun district – some 25 km south of Tripoli.1 Furthermore, a local 
government official (mukhtar) of a town of around 2500 people confessed to helping some 
350-400 refugees who reside in terrible and crowded conditions while “keep an open door 
policy to whomever asks for elementary documentation – out of human compassion”. Still, 
Tripoli houses many numbers who can intermingle and work in small businesses and manual 
jobs, while awaiting better opportunities in Lebanon and abroad.2 The security fear of 
infiltration led Lebanese police to arrest scores daily on the ground of failing to possess 
identity cards. Moreover, the close relationship between Salafi Sheikhs of Tripoli and Sheikh 
Ahmed al-Assir of Sidon, who is on the run, with some backers of Syrian opposition fighters 
in Arsal district, in East Bekaa valley, have pitted those communities against the Lebanese 
Army and Hizballah at the same time. It is debatable whether Saudi and GCC assistance to 
arm Lebanon’s security forces will counter the help Hizballah takes from Iran – in a way to 
direct attention to extremist jihadis; while avoiding lumping Sunnis as enemies of the state.3 
This issue carries immense weight since the military court issued a lenient verdict on former 
Minister Michel Samaha, in May 2015, after convicting him of transporting explosives from 
Syria as well as plotting to target Sunni religious and political figures during Ramadan season 
of 2012. As a consequence, this community erupted in denouncing what it perceived as 
twisting the arms of the judiciary by Syrian regime, Hizballah and allies in March 8 camp.4 

The explosive mix of international, regional and local settings 

Any visitor to North Lebanon can see the Syrian city of Tartus from many spots in mountains 
overlooking the shore – with the naked eye and at night. The Russian logistical base in that 
city, Syria’s army’s many battles with Sunni fundamentalists until 2005 and Lebanese state 
bumpy relationship with “Tripoli: the second capital after Beirut” have overlapped to 
produce a sorry state of affairs in that area. Rafic Hariri’s assassination in 2005 turned 
Sunnis en masse to his al-Mustaqbal movement in elections, but the military onslaught 
against West Beirut and Druze Mountain by Hizballah and allies, in 8-11 May 2008, have 
rekindled old wounds between Alawis and Sunnis in Tripoli. As a consequence, many clashes 
occurred engulfing whole many areas, culminating in the bombings of Assalam and Attaqwa 
mosques in August 2013 with fifty dead and four hundred injured. A deal was reached, with 

1 UNCHR reports. Moreover, this author witnessed hundreds of Syrian refugees in Batroun General Security 
branch, on several occasions in April 2015, who were trying to sort out their legal status inside Lebanon. The 
officers were working under the pressure of sheer numbers and limited resources. 
2 Personal interviews with Syrian workers in bakeries, furniture shops, restaurants and specialised factories. A 
few of those claimed to have come from families who owned factories in Syria or professionals, and asked for 
help to move to better jobs or travel abroad. 
3 Saudi Arabia and France agreed to offer $3 billion worth of weapons to the Lebanese army – with unclear 
plans how to execute this plan. Also, Riyadh promised additional $1 billion aid. A case in point was delivering 
37 Land Rover Defender jeeps to the army in mid May 2015 (see al-hayat, 18 May 2015). 
4 Ibid. A statement by former Minister Faisal Karami, of Tripoli, appeared to show some kind of re-alignment by 
endorsing the guilt of Mr Samaha – in spite of the Karamis positon in March 8 camp. 
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regional seal of approval, whereby leaders of Alawi militias left the city and Sunni leaders of 
hot spots ended up in detention or sent abroad.5 

Elite investment vs absence of local and central authority 

The failure of Lebanon’s Parliament to elect a new president since May 2014 has put 
another nail in the future of the political system – built on the Tai’f Accord of 1991. Former 
PM Saad Hariri’s brief return to Beirut in August 2014, from a three year self-imposed exile, 
did not translate into rejuvenating his power base – especially in North Lebanon. Local 
competitors have invested heavily to buttress their power base, and to fill a deep seated 
vacuum in the economic, cultural, educational and religious structures. Here are some 
examples. First, the old city of Tripoli is no longer the throbbing heart of business activity, 
thus leaving remnants of workshops, boarded cinemas, derelict buildings and few shoppers 
in the jewellery quarter. Second, khans and old mosques are neglected while impoverished 
inhabitants and Syrian refugees occupy empty space. Third, tourists are absent from these 
sites and historical hammams cry for visitors. Fourth, there is a tendency for capital to 
encroach on historical buildings to knock them down and erect car parks or other 
commercial facilities – thus wiping out what is left of the old city’s Mameluke treasures.6 

Furthermore, the expansion of new affluent neighbourhoods around Tripoli Expo has come 
at a high price for the environment, urban planning and added to the pressure on 
infrastructure – in the absence of bridges, tunnels and traffic control. The northern elite is 
creating a space of modernity in the absence of the state, while leaving the old city to the 
hard power of the army to confront the impoverished – who are prey to exploitation to 
extremism and political manipulation. Here are some examples. Firstly, al Mustaqbal 
movement of Hariri is trying to keep its core support and control the street in the face of 
Sunni competitors, Hizballah and its allies bankrolled by Iran and extremist religious 
elements.7 The bombing of the two mosques in August 2013 and the arrest of some 
bandleaders may have hardened Sunni religious feelings and pushed some into the Salafi 
camp. Secondly, religious feeling and affiliation is stronger in the region as sectarian battles 
have been raging in Syria, Iraq, and now in Yemen. A survey of Tripoli yearly book fair in 
April 2015 found that Syrian Sheikh Mohammad Rateb al-Nabulsi has pulled few thousands 

5 Assafir, 17 April 2015. A report  on the departure of Retired Brigadier ‘Amid Hammoud “due to accusations of 
detained band leaders of Tripoli flash points” against him – in a bid by some quarters to tame Hariri’s power 
base in Tripoli. Hammoud acted as an advisor of security for Hariri in the north – while gaining in stature since 
resigning from the Lebanese army in 2008 in protest to perceived idleness towards Hizballah. 
6 This author conducted interviews with a few remaining Christian Jewellers and furniture traders as well as 
cares of Hammam al-Abed and Hammam Izzeddine in October 2014. A week later, a round of fighting erupted 
between Lebanese army units and irregular gunmen – lasting a week. By comparison attamaddon weekly 
reported on 14 May 2014 that one volunteer guide accompanied 75 tourists visiting the old quarter in April 
2014. 
7 The last two March 14 figures assassinated in Beirut were from Tripoli: Mohammed Shateh and security chief 
Wissam al Hassan. Also, MP Khaled Dhaher and other Sunni religious figures were on the hit list of convicted 
Michel Samaha. 
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of keen visitors compared to few scores who attended literary or academic debates.8 This 
marks a clear indication on seeking a way to reconcile religion with science and modernity 
by followers of Sufi, Salafi and traditional trends. Thirdly, Safadi Foundation state of the art 
new cultural centre aims to complement this MP’s Foundation work in north since 2001. It is 
significant to note that it houses offices for Spanish, Russian, British cultural and language 
centres and has strong ties and funding from these countries and UN agencies.9 Fourthly, 
former PM Najib Mikati has undertaken projects in religious, educational, artistic social 
philanthropy – with a view to cement political future. His new al-Azm University will enrol 
students in September 2015 while his businesses employ a sizable local work force.10 In 
Beirut, another Sunni billionaire Fouad Makhzoumi has been trying to leave a mark in the 
political sphere. Lastly, GCC investments occurred directly in real estate, through local 
partners, religious societies as well as the support of schools and mosques. This influx of 
capital is empowering a new elite in Sunni areas, while Iran and some Iraqi religious 
authorities (Maraji’) are spreading investment and religious indoctrination to the few Shia 
areas in the north. As a consequence, a new tendency is developing in that outside capital 
can execute development projects faster than the weak central government – despite the 
high cost of attached religious indoctrination, political subordination and the resultant 
eroding of national unity and state authority. 

Conclusion: International and regional conflicts are keeping the pressure on Lebanese sects 
to rally with their outside backers. Syria’s civil war, in particular, is causing strong 
polarisation in Lebanese society as its outcome may decide Lebanon’s destiny. Hizballah has 
been allowed to cross to help Syria’s regime while Salafis of Lebanon have been prevented 
from doing the same – resulting in clashes with Lebanese army in Sidon, Arsal and Tripoli. 
Any major power shift in Syria is bound to translate into re-writing of the National Pact and 
Tai’f Agreement to reflect the new realities. Or, the redrawing of borders to reflect sectarian 
secutities/insecurities may find solutions to some problems while at the same time creating 
other ones.  

8  Visits by the author to this event in Tripoli Expo where publishers, scouts clubs, charities, universities, 
insurance companies and other businesses booked stalls.  
9 Interview of the head of the social programs in Safadi cultural centre, Ms Samira Baghdadi, on 15 April 2015.  
I was shown how to train youth leaders, past projects of repairing social ties in war torn and poverty stricken 
quarters of Tripoli, agriculture project in Akkar district and computer and women empowerment courses. 
10 A visit by the author to Beit al Fann (Arts centre) acquired and renovated by Mikati in the port of Tripoli to 
cater for art exhibitions and literary events.  
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