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October 2009:

The official cash rate
had been at a
49-year low.

Signs of economic
recovery led the RBA
to lift its cash rate.
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. bar + restaurant
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National Finalist 2008 - Australian Bar Awards: Best Bar
Manager
National Finalist 2008 - Australian Bar Awards: Best Drink
Selection
National Finalist 2008 - Australian Bar Awards: Best Bar Food

National Finalist 2008 - Australian Bar Awards: Best
Bartender

Regional Finalist 2008 - Restaurant and Catering Awards: Best
Specialty Cuisine

Regional Finalist 2008 - Restaurant and Catering Awards: Best
Themed Cuisine

World Finalist 2008 - 42 Below Cocktail World Cup

Winner 2008 - Courier Mail People’s Choice Award: Brisbane’s
Best Bartender

National Finalist 2007 - Australian Bar Awards: Best New Bar
National Finalist 2007 - Australian Bar Awards: Best Drink

Selection

National Finalist 2007 - Australian Bar Awards: Best Bar
Team

National Finalist 2007 - Australian Bar Awards: Bartender of
the Year

National Finalist 2007 - Australian Bar Awards: Bartender of
the Year

Regional Finalist 2007 - Restaurant and Catering Awards: Best
New Restaurant

Regional Finalist 2007 - Restaurant and Catering Awards: Best
Themed Cuisine

National Finalist 2008 - Cosmopolitan Magazine: Australia’s
Hottest Bartender

p. (07) 3268 2223 f. (07) 3268 2224
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a. Shop 7.13 Portside Wharf 39 Hercules Street, Hamilton QLD 4007
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Ph: 4722 3960

Shop 214 194 Merrylands Rd
: Merrylands
Westfield Penrith NSW 2160

Ph: 9682 1343
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Lebanese Elections

Tinkering with the Truth Gaught in the Cross-Fire

MY first impression of Lebanon in the early 70s, was
positive: a tiny, extremely fertile country, whose peoples,
despite their racial, religious and linguistic mix, had arrived
at a modus vivendi that worked. Though the vestiges of
recent colonial masters - Ottoman Turks and French - were
everywhere in evidence, Lebanon was prosperous, and to
the superficial observer, stable. With only a token army, and
no territorial designs on any of its neighbours, it was coping
- inexpertly and grimly but coping - with the settlement of
the more than two hundred thousand Palestinian refugees
from the wars of 1948 and 1967; and trying to remain free
of terrorists despite the PLO fighters whom Jordan expelled
into Lebanon in 1971
In an article published in Annals in March 1976
['The Struggle for Lebanon’l | noted in the context of the so-
called ‘civil-war' in Lebanon that began in April 1975, how
the Australian press flung around words like ‘Right Wing’
when referring to the Christian Lebanese, and ‘Left Wing’
.when referring to the Muslim forces opposing them
They are still at it .
Lebanese people in Australia whose ancestors
laboured well and hard to make it the ‘lucky country’ for us
all, have good reason to feel that their former homeland has
been hard done by as the world’s media put their collective
.electronic thumbs into the Lebanese pie -

The Spin
In reporting the lead-up to the recent elections, the ABC,
and the Australian media generally, following the lead of
international media, have resorted wittingly or unwittingly,
to scaremongering and peddling half-truths. A BBC hand-
out that was laden with unconscious irony said that ‘some
believe unfair tactics are being applied ahead of the
‘elections -
The scenario presented to viewers, listeners
or readers ahead of the recent elections was of a ‘Pro-
Western coalition’ or ‘American aligned coalition’ fighting
for its democratic life against a bloc variously described
as the ‘Syria-lranian aligned opposition, which includes
Hizbollah,’ or as ‘dominated by the Iranian-backed militant
group Hizbollah ;" or as ‘the Hizbollah-Amal Coalition,’” as
if it were entirely Shiite led and controlled by Iranian and
.Syrian interests -
There was rarely, if ever, mention of the Free
Patriotic Movement [FPM] of General Aoun, the former
Commander in Chief of the Lebanese Army, and former
Prime Minister and Acting President, described by the BBC
‘as ‘a maverick Christian leader -
Kamal Dib, a Canadian economist writing just
before the election .
commented: ‘The two camps in Lebanon are presented in
much of the Western media as pro-West and pro-democratic
on the one side, and as undemocratic and anti-West on the
‘other -
Voters, and especially Maronite Catholics, and
other Christians vacillated over whom they could put their
faith in: General Michel Aoun who after fifteen years of
exile in France returned to his homeland in 2005 when
the Syrians pulled out, or the former leader of the Forces
Libanaises, Samir Geagea, imprisoned by the Syrians on
what are generally considered to have been trumped up

By Paul Stenhouse

I

charges in 1994, and released in 2005 -

N

*Paul Stenhouse*

Voters were offered a choice between what

they were led to believe was a ‘pro-Western’ democratic

government [supported by Geageal, and a ‘pro-Syrian,

pro-lranian government’ [supported by Aoun], that would

‘bring the influence of Shiite Iran’ to the country the minute

Hizbollah took control -

The ‘pro-Western coalition’ declared that a victory

for Hizbollah would ‘drive Lebanon into the arms of Iran

which could use it as a front in the Islamic republic’s

. ‘confrontation with Israel -

This played on the fears that many Lebanese -

Christian and Sunni - shared about Iranian influence in

the country. It also conveniently begged the question of

the Saudis real plans for Lebanon, and their real attitude

towards Israel -

After allthe smoke and mirrors, claims and counter-

claims, and fearmongering by special-interest groups, was

anyone really surprised to learn that the ‘Hizbollah-led

?'opposition’ was defeated by the ‘pro-Western coalition

That, overall, only one opposition seat was lost is

a wonder, granted the heat generated by the anti-Aoun spin

put on news emananting from Western media. What has

gone largely unreported in Western media is that General

Aoun increased his personal tally by seven, to 27 seats. He

got more than 50% of the Christian vote, and has the largest

bloc of the Maronite Catholic vote -

The opposition was not, needless to say, ‘headed

by Hizbollah'. The Free Patriotic Movement led by Michel

Aoun headed this coalition, which included Hizbollah, Amal,

and some other Christian parties. Hizbollah was contesting

only 11 seats in a 128 seat parliament. It got them, and

never looked like not getting them .

Fuad Siniora, Prime Minister of Lebanon is

allegedly an employee of the Hariri family, and managing

director of four Hariri banks. Under the Prime Ministership

of Rafik Hariri, assassinated in 2005, Lebanon saw its debt
rise to $55 billion by 2008 .

Don't the Western Powers and the IMF think

it appropriate to demand an enquiry into the massive

misappropriation of funds that has plagued the Lebanese

government since 1975? The much applauded victory of the

‘Pro-Western coalition’ has put any enquiry on hold for yet

another term .
On the BBC's website at the time of the election
there were profiles of Prime Minister Siniora, President
Suleiman and Hizbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah, but we
could find no profile of the Free Patriotic Movement leader
Michel Aoun .
With the Tehran Times, we may take some
consolation from the fact that ‘this is a rare election in the
Arab world, where usually one party ends up winning 99
.‘percent of the vote -
That will give cold comfort to Michel Aoun whose
character has been besmirched by accusations that he is ‘on
the Iranian payroll, a side-kick of Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah
‘[leader of Hizbollahi, a buddy of Syria etc
Curiously none of his enemies has been game
enough to submit these slanders to an independent judicial
body, and as Kamal Dib notes, none of the slurs has led to
“a diminution in Aoun’s popularity -

What Lay Behind the Spin
Now that long-suffering Lebanon has, yet again,
been denied its opportunity for reform, for bridging the
sectarian divide, and for freeing itself from the shackles of
outside interference in its affairs, it may help to reflect on
.what lay behind the spin that won the day for the victors
The ‘pro-Western coalition’ whose victory was
lauded by Prime Minister Fuad Siniora as ‘an exceptional
day for democracy in Lebanon,” is a Sunni-dominated and
Saudi and Egyptian-backed movement called Mustagbal,
‘Future’]l led by Saad Hariri the son of the assassinated
former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri
The Jerusalem Post, pulling a long bow, described
the Saudis as one of the ‘moderate Arab allies’ of the U.S.
That is a dangerous fiction .
The U.S. and the Israelis with their focus on Iran
and its dysfunctional President Ahmadinejad, still seem
unaware that fall-out from the war in Iraq has produced a
ripple effect among Sunni Muslims in Turkey, Syria, Jordan,
Kuwait - and Lebanon .
The U.S. and U.K. invasion of Iraq, despite what
President Bush's advisers may have thought, was not
simply a war to topple a vicious dictatorship on behalf of
an oppressed minority. It was a war between two long-
.standing Muslim foes: Sunni and Shia .
A number of fatwas by Saudi Grand Mufti, Abd-al-
Aziz ibn Abd-Allah ibn Baaz (died May 13, 1999) declared
Shias to be apostates, and one by Abdul Rahman al-Jibrin,
a member of the Saudi Higher Council of Ulama sanctioned
the killing of Shias ‘a call that was reiterated in Wahhabi
‘religious literature as late as 2002
Whether the U.S. and Great Britain understood it or,
they were siding with the Shia majority, and not necessarily
with democracy. Their intervention brought a new balance
of power to the region
The effect of a Shia dominated Iraq on the U.S.'s
‘moderate ally’ Saudi Arabia, was predictable. Damage
control became a priority. When Prince Saud al-Faisal, the
Saudi Foreign Minister, visited the U.S. in 2005 he warned
that the conflict in Iraq could bring ‘other countries in the
‘region into the conflict -

To be followed next week




Page 31 Saturday 10 October 2009

Il

oo
Ghe NMiddle East Ferald

Yo e gl O ) ¢ el Y\ idua

News

Still Standing. Aoun after the Elections by Gary C. Gambill

Lebanese Christians and Shiites alike have historically
ingrained anxieties about domination by the Sunni Arab
world and comparatively little history of conflict with each
other. Both fear the consequences of permanently resettling
mostly Sunni Palestinian refugees who 400,000-the 300,000
live in Lebanon. Both are deeply unnerved by the growth
of Sunni Salafi jihadist groups in Lebanon, the inability of
the Sunni-dominated Internal Security Forces (ISF)[18] to
contend with the threat,[19] and Hariri>s close relations with
Salafi clerics, all of which contributed to the 2007 uprising
by Salafi-jihadists in the Nahr al-Bared Palestinian refugee
camp that took hundreds of lives -

Aounists argue that Sunni Islamism not only poses a
greater security threat than Hezbollah (which, in contrast
to the wartime militias of Jumblatt and Geagea, has never
fought a major engagement with state security forces and
cooperates closely with the army),[20] but also a greater
socio-cultural threat. During the occupation, it was Sunni
clerics who lobbied to ban books and prosecute singers
on blasphemy charges, not Hezbollah. Notwithstanding
its fervently Islamist beliefs, Hezbollah adopted a
secular political platform after the end of the civil war
(opportunistically, perhaps) that overlapped substantially
with Aounist views on combating rampant corruption,
clientalism, and other rampant national ills. The FPM and
Hezbollah were the only major political groups excluded
from government throughout the Syrian occupation.(21)

Of course, aligning with Hezbollah was also politically
expedient for Aoun, as every other route to exerting
influence at the national level was blocked to him. It was
also, to be sure, politically expedientfor Hezbollah, enabling
it to advance its ambitions under a non-sectarian cloak.
However, in Lebanese political culture it is considered
perfectly normal to align with objectionable allies in
the pursuit of power, and the two firebrands had more in
common than most (e.g. modest roots, strong credentials
fighting external enemies of Lebanon

While the FPM was obliged to drop its longstanding
rejection of Hezbollah>s right to bear arms in order to win
its friendship, their memorandum of understanding was no
more supportive of this right than the Siniora government>s
own official policy statements. Of course, FPM officials
claim that their alliance with Hezbollah is far more than a
quid pro quo. According to the most elegant narrative, the
disarmament of Hezbollah cannot be achieved until the
majority of Shiites feel they have a partner in building a more
inclusive Lebanon that will be prosperous for all and a state
that can defend all of its citizens. Another variant of this
argument holds that Aoun>s engagement with Hezbollah
serves as a firewall against the eruption of a Sunni-Shiite
civil war in Lebanon (which would ostensibly be more likely
if the Shiite community is cornered -

Destructing Aounism
The coalition>s strategyforfighting Aoun hadtwo interrelated
tracks. The first was to persuade Hezbollah that its interests
were best served by returning to a quid pro quo arrangement
with March 14 that would leave Aoun in the lurch, while
the second was to persuade the Christian public that its
interests were best served by turning against Aoun. For
eighteen months, the coalition rejected opposition demands
for a national unity government, not so much because this
would unduly impede the cabinet (the absence of Shiite
ministers was a far greater constraint), but because such a

political settlement would have bolstered Aoun>s alliance
with Nasrallah, vindicated his brinksmanship in the eyes of
the Christian public, and increased his clout in pursuing the
presidency and advantageous electoral districting (unless
agreement on a compromise president and a new electoral
law was reached concurrently). Although public opinion
polls[22] and two massive demonstrations (both larger
than the March 2005 protests)[23] in late 2006 indicated
that the large majority of Lebanese wanted a national
unity government, the coalition rejected any negotiated
.compromise that granted Aoun this kind of political capital
The stream of anti-Hezbollah rhetoric from March 14
politicians over the past three years was fueled mainly by
the group>s alignment with the FPM, not its conflict with
Israel or violations of state sovereignty (and certainly not
by the expectation that strident rhetoric will encourage
its disarmament). With Western economic and security
assistance to the Siniora government soaring, Syria on
an apparent collision course with Washington, and Sunni-
Shiite hostilities in Iraq at a peak, most in March 14 were
convinced that regional and international dynamics would
force Hezbollah to capitulate. There was a widespread
presumptionthatthe International IndependentInvestigation
Commission (IlIC) probing Hariri>s deathwould soonuncover
conclusive evidence of Syrian complicity. In exchange for a
reprieve, Assad would then be obliged to lean on Hezbollah
(and Amal) to cut a separate deal with March 14. Some
imagined that growing sectarian tensions in Lebanon would
so threaten Syria>s Alawite-dominated regime that Assad
.would have no choice but to bring Hezbollah to heel

March 14 leaders were also confidant that Lebanon>s
deepening crisis would lead the Christian public to turn
against Aoun. Since most FPM supporters have a secular
nationalist outlook, they were expected to grow disillusioned
by Aoun>s indirect alliance with the Islamic Republic of
Iran and increasingly sectarian rhetoric. Since Christians
are culturally Westernized and fearful of abandonment by
America and Europe, March 14 leaders warned that Aoun>s
campaign to bring down the Siniora government would
needlessly antagonize Western capitals that supported
Lebanon financially and guaranteed its sovereignty. Bush
administration officials chimed in with warnings of an
aid cutoff[24] should March 14 share power and public
threats of «grave consequences» for Aoun.[25] The FPM>s
predominantly middle class support base rendered it
vulnerable to concerns that political instability would lead
to a drop in foreign investment. In an environment where
Hariri and Jumblatt (and Geagea, to a lesser extent) were
raising militias and warning that Hezbollah was leading
the country to civil war, FPM supporters were expected to
abandon Aoun in droves.One result of this overconfidence
was the fact that the coalition made little concerted effort

to defuse the alienation that feeds public support for the
FPM. Beyond the constant reiteration of the need to combat
Syrian and Iranian influence in Lebanon, as one prominent
pro-March 14 commentator complained last summer, the
coalition «fashioned no serious agenda to which Christians
are attracted.»[26] March 14 Christians were far too weak
and divided to challenge (or even speak freely about) the
entrenched interests of their Sunni and Druze patrons.
Whereas Aoun pulled no punches in rejecting Palestinian
resettlement and bemoaning the festering problem of
Christians displaced by Jumblatt>s militia during the civil
war, his rivals made awkward attempts to cover the same
political ground without offending their allies. Unable to
project political influence at the national level, their visibility
declined to the point of being characterized in foreign
media descriptions of the coalition with such humiliating
addendums as «assorted Christians.»[27] While Aoun>s
popularity appeared to waver under the strain of the crisis
(with some opinion polls indicating that his favorability
ratings among Christians dropped as low as 41% during the
spring of 2007),[28] the coalition never delivered the coup
de grace by presenting a viable alternative -

The August 2007 parliamentary by-election to fill the seat
of recently murdered Industry Minister Pierre Gemayel was
a midterm test of the coalition>s strength vis-a-vis Aoun,
though its idiosyncrasies defied easy generalization. The
father of the deceased, former President Amine Gemayel,
was running for the seat in his home district, against a
virtually unknown FPM candidate, before an overwhelmingly
Christian electorate that is deeply distrustful of the Syrians
and hadn>tvoted againstthe Gemayelfamilyindecades. The
FPM, on the other hand, benefited from local alliances with
Greek Orthodox political boss (and former interior minister)
Michel Murr and the district>s Armenian minority. The FPM
won the election by just 418 votes. Predictably, March 14
leaders interpreted the tally as indicating a 20% drop in
popular support for Aoun, while FPM officials spun their
capture of a seat long considered unwinnable (they didn>t
even bother contesting it in 2005) as an unprecedented feat
of political strength -

The by-election may have weakened Aoun>s claim to speak
for the large majority of Christians, but it also shattered the
frequency voiced mantra that he is «finished.» Althoughthere
was widespread Christian anxiety over Aoun>s tactics,
this had not yet translated into a decisive loss of public
support and certainly would not do so if his brinksmanship
produced a favorable settlement. Prospects for averting
such a settlement dwindled as European governments
swung decisively in favor of diplomatic engagement with
Damascus and it became increasingly evident that the UN
investigation into the assassination of Hariri was not on
track to produce indictments of Syrian officials. As hopes for
a favorable regional dynamic or decisive public backlash
against Aoun faded, the coalition faced greater pressure
from commercial interests and regional capitals to settle
for the best possible political compromise -

The coalition>s only hope of further enflaming public anxiety
was to provoke Hezbollah into an armed confrontation with
fellow Lebanese. In May 2008, with strong encouragement
from Washington, Siniora>s (Shiite-less) cabinet issued a
decree declaring Hezbollah>s private telecommunications
network to be «illegal and unconstitutional» - an initiative

To be followed next week
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