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The opening of the summer 2014 highlights sevezgional states headed by recently
elected presidents who are likely to leave theprint on the Middle East in the coming

years. In Syria, Bashar al-Assad was, as expeeiedied by an absolute majority
without any real democratic process, while in Egytid al-Fatah el-Sisiwon the

elections easily in part because the Muslim Brdtbed decided to boycott the elections.
In contrast to these publicized events, the cisisebanon over the presidential election
has caused few regional reverberations. Westernave not attributed far reaching
significance to the presidential crisis in Leban@erhaps because of the fighting
underway across the border in Lebanon’s big siSkgia, or perhaps because of the
relative stability in the Land of the Cedars durthg storm in the Arab world.

Since the establishment of Lebanon, the presidastheen elected from the Christian
Maronite community, and this practice was ratifiedhe Taif Agreement with the end of
the civil war. Insofar as the president has tradaily been considered an element
fostering and conciliation between the various amsctand factions, it is critically
important that the entire political spectrum agoeethe president. However, the two
leading camps in the current Lebanese parliaméet,March 14 Alliance, headed by
Saad al-Hariri and the Future Movement, and thech&rAlliance, headed by Hizbollah
and Michel Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement, have et reached understandings
regarding a candidate to replace outgoing Presilficitel Suleiman. Thus, since May
25, 2014, when Suleiman left the palace in Baalpds uhe end of his term as president,
the country has been left without a president apdliéical vacuum has been created.

The main players in the presidential crisis aremew to the political and military arena
in Lebanon, two inseparable aspects of the comggvernmental system. The preferred
candidate of the March 14 Alliance is Samir Geagédsy has actively opposed Syrian
involvement in the country since the Lebanese eial. A dominant leader with broad
support from the Christian community, Geagea istanal candidate for al-Hariri and his
constituency. On the opposite side is General Midloen, his bitter rival for many years
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and an ally of Hizbollah, which vehemently oppo&esgea’s election. At the same time,
Aoun and Hizbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah do eet eye-to-eye on the preferred
candidate. Hizbollah supports Lebanese army comearaleghn Kahwaji, whose views are
in keeping with its own, but Aoun himself woulddiko assume the prestigious position.
Given this inability to come to an agreement, Igsaaorthern neighbor is facing a
political deadlock.

A number of significant points for the domestic aedional context are associated with
this crisis. First, the core of the conflict betwethe different camps in Lebanon is the
issue of resistance, or in other words, armed ojpasaby Hizbollah. Since the end of the
civil war in 1990, Lebanese society has been vensisive to the possibility of further
deterioration and devastating bloodshed reminisoérthe destruction during the war
years. Therefore, moderates in Lebanon view angwehwith the ability to threaten
domestic stability as a red lone. Hizbollah andsitpporters, on the other hand, are not
prepared to give up their military capabilitiessafar as it is identified in part with the
flag of resistance. Now however, and unlike in plst, the disagreement over resistance
crosses sectors in the country and divides commegninost conspicuously the Christian
community. This is not a clear inter-communal cmtflout a conflict over the questions
that have long since crossed the line between dhemunities and created a mixture of
interests within the various groups.

Another point concerns Syria. Although Syria witkdrits forces form Lebanon in 2005
following a presence of three decades, its infleeincLebanon has continued, and in the
previous presidential elections, the two rival camp Lebanon clashed over the degree
of Syrian involvement in the country. The MarchAllance opposes Syrian interference
in Lebanon, while the March 8 Alliance supports &wetls off it. The current presidential
election is different from cases in the past irt floa the first time, the focus is not on
Syria’s involvement in Lebanon, but on the invohesrhof Lebanon in Syria. Hizbollah’s
active involvement in the Syrian civil war alongsithe Assad regime and Iran as part of
the “axis of resistance” is a critical issue on thebanese agenda. The dispatch of
Hizbollah fighters to Syrian territory has evoked unprecedented wave of criticism in
Lebanon, with Nasrallah accused of endangerinchtimeeland because of the spillover
of the civil war into Lebanon. Thus, Syria has rered central to the Lebanese political
agenda, albeit in a new context.

Another question is the regional aspect, since iffs the war in Syria, Lebanon too is a
playing field, however smaller and less violent, ftiddle East power struggles. Iran and
Saudi Arabia are fighting for influence and powertine Arab world while mobilizing
numerous resources to achieve their goals; Lebasodivided in a corresponding
manner. The March 14 camp, with s a strong Saudntation, is led by the pro-Saudi
Hariri. In contrast, the March 8 camp, and espBcidizbollah, relies on Tehran and
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focuses on its interests. The two regional powerdetstand Lebanon’s importance,

particularly because of its physical proximity anatural connection to Syria, and are
attempting to shape it according to their respectieeds. To a large extent, all of the
sides are waiting for events in Syria to unfolddese they realize that the results of the
war there will have implications for domestic prsses in Lebanon. Even now, the
damage from the war is evident in Lebanon, withdhesal of masses of refugees, and
the ensuing economic, cultural, social, and denpigcaeffects that compound the

spillover of violence from Syria.

The future of the current crisis may be envisiobaded on the past. In 1952, 1988-89,
and 2007, Lebanon did not elect a president aafipminted time, and the presidential
vacuum was accompanied by domestic flare-ups ofingrintensities. Now too the
current situation is highly volatile and bears ddasble risk of a flare-up. While there
are restraining elements on both sides and cdreing taken to avoid violence, reflected
in the joint agreement to appoint the governmenfTammam Salam last year, it is
difficult to predict whether the atmosphere is midintly stable. Now, other powerful
actors that did not play a role in the past havered the equation, led by Islamists
arriving from Syria who are working hard within thentext of the Sunni-Shiite conflict,
as in Syria and Irag.

In conclusion, it is evident that the current &isi Lebanon presents a concrete danger,
internally and externally, that could have an intfgacthe region in general and Israel in
particular. The events are overshadowed by the rdmamatic developments in Syria,
Irag, Egypt, and elsewhere, but their dangerousentiai cannot be ignored. The
escalation of the internal conflict in Lebanon ane spillover of violence could bring the
civil war in Syria deep into Lebanon, as has oamlithus far along its borders and at
certain points in major cities. This state of intrconflict in Lebanon is undesirable for
Israel and Lebanon’s other neighbors in the regamg Israel must prepare for its
consequences with a variety of possible future ates
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