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Tamman Salam is in charge 
of forming a new cabinet in 
Lebanon after the 
resignation of Prime Minister 
Mikati on 22 March 2013. 
 
 

The resignation of Lebanon's Prime Minister Najib Mikati on 22 March 
2013, following an irreparable break with his government, has highlighted 
the country's political instability, largely due to regional dynamics and the 
intransigence of Hezbollah, its main component. The governmental crisis 
in Beirut comes at a moment of growing regional tensions, particularly in 
Syria, whose crisis has spilled over into Lebanon. In this context of political 
polarisation, Prime Minister-designate Tammam Salam faces the difficult 
mission of forming a new cabinet. He will need to tackle an institutional 
void and the failure of the country's political parties to find consensus on 
an electoral law intended to serve as a basis for the parliamentary 
elections scheduled for June 2013.  

The coming months will prove crucial for Lebanon, as for the region as a 
whole. While alliances are being forged to bring down the Syrian regime 
and weaken its Lebanese partner, Hezbollah, it is clear that Hezbollah's 
intransigence sacrificed the government, and the underlying intention 
was to deflect attention from Syria.  

Political impasse leads to the resignation of Prime Minister Najib Mikati  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Prime Minister Mikati 
resigned over his 
government's failure to 

Prime Minister Mikati officially resigned over his government's refusal to 
extend the tenure of Ahraf Rifi as the head of the national police force, the 
Internal Security Forces (ISF)1, and over the government’s reluctance to 
appoint members to the supervisory commission, a body charged with 
organising the June 2013 parliamentary elections. Rifi, a Sunni Muslim, 
close to the influential Hariri family and a vocal opponent of the Syrian 
regime, is also a staunch critic of Hezbollah. He cooperated with the 
Special Tribunal for Lebanon, an international criminal tribunal that 
indicted four Hezbollah members for the assassination of former Prime 

 
1  ISF ( الداخلي األمن لقوى العامة المديرية  ) is the national police and security force. 
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adopt a new electoral law 
and its refusal to extend the 
mandate of police chief 
Ashraf Rifi. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With no agreement on a 
new electoral law, forming a 
new government coalition is 
impossible.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The scheduled June date for 
elections also appears 
unlikely. 

Minister Rafic Hariri. Rifi also contributed to the arrest of former 
information minister Michel Samaha in August 2012, following his 
botched, Syrian-directed attempt to carry out attacks in Lebanon. Rifi is 
known to have kept a close watch on Hezbollah activities in Syria, and his 
departure weakens country's main opposition party, the Future 
Movement, and effectively empowers the authority of the Lebanese 
intelligence agency, the General Security Directorate2, led by the Shi'a 
Abbas Ibrahim, known to be close to Hezbollah. The imminent retirement 
of the Commander of the Lebanese Armed Forces, the Maronite Christian 
Michel Kahwagi, brings more uncertainty to the field of national security. 

The other issue at the heart of the dispute that led to Mikati's resignation is 
the controversial 'Orthodox gathering proposal' for the electoral reform, 
supported particularly by Christian parties who view it as an opportunity 
to improve their score in the forthcoming polls. Under the draft law, 
Lebanon would become a single electoral district, with each religious 
group electing its own representative in a proportional representation 
system. This system departs from the 1960 electoral law based on a 
winner-takes-all system that has divided Lebanon into 26 districts, with 
citizens voting in their district of origin3. Significantly, the new proposal 
would also diminish the influence of Walid Jumblatt, the leader of the 
Druze known as the 'kingmaker' in Lebanese politics. Jumblatt had been 
allied to the coalition led by Hariri, but shifted to one dominated by 
Hezbollah, in order to secure his position. For the moment, there is no 
consensus on the electoral law: as Sunni MPs reject the proposal, the bill's 
adoption appears impossible. Yet the heated debate has also highlighted 
the flaws of the 1960 law. The majority of political groups now advocate a 
mixed law, based on majority and proportional representation, but the 
exact form of the law is disputed. With the formation of the cabinet 
delayed, the proposed June date for elections appears unlikely.   

Domestic disputes fuelled by neighbouring crisis in Syria  
 
 
 
 
Lebanon has maintained an 
official policy of 
disassociation from the 
Syrian civil war, but the 
country is seriously affected 

Since the 2005 Cedar Revolution, which led to Syria's departure from 
Lebanese politics, the country has been polarised between the Hezbollah-
led March 8 coalition, which supports the regime of Syrian President 
Bashar al-Assad, and the March 14 coalition, which is led by the Future 
Movement and supports the Syrian opposition. Hezbollah is a crucial link 
in the Iranian-led 'axis of resistance' that has helped the Syrian regime to 
maintain military supremacy since unrest erupted. Hezbollah's arms were 
repatriated from Syria to southern Lebanon while fighters were sent to 
Syria to support the Assad's forces. A central point of contention between 

 
2 The primary function of General Security is to collect intelligence related to national 
security and public order. It is responsible for monitoring the access of foreign nationals 
to Lebanese territory, and their residence permits. It also carries out media monitoring. 
3 The 1960 law was amended following the Doha agreement of 2008, which ended a year 
and a half of political crisis in Lebanon. The law was intended to be used only once for 
the 2009 elections. 



A power vacuum in Lebanon 

3 

                                                              

by the deteriorating crisis.  
 
 
More than 400 000 Syrian 
refugees reside in Lebanon, 
and the northern city of 
Tripoli has suffered from 
sectarian clashes that have 
spilt over from Syria. 
 

the March 8 and March 14 coalitions is UN Resolution 1701, which calls on 
Hezbollah to give up its arms. Faced with such international and domestic 
pressure, Hezbollah's survival depends on maintaining the upper hand in 
security and political issues.4 Lebanon has sought to contain sectarian 
strife between its Shi'a and Sunni populations5, and has until now 
maintained an official policy of 'disassociation' and 'neutrality' toward 
Syria, as expressed in the June 2012 Baabda declaration. When the Syrian 
seat was awarded to the opposition at the latest Arab League Summit, 
Lebanon dissociated itself from the decision. 

Lebanon's President Michel Suleiman has called on the Syrian opposition 
to stop using Lebanon for military operations. He has noted his support 
for a tripartite reliance on 'the army, the people and the resistance'6 to foil 
Israeli threats — a phrase coined by Hezbollah — and he has emphasised 
Lebanon's refugee crisis, brought on the large number of Syrians crossing 
the border daily.  As of 2 April 2013, the number of Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon had reached 403 1997.  

Clashes have also plunged the northern city of Tripoli into intermittent 
sectarian violence, pitting Alawites — who support Assad — against Sunni 
— who oppose him and his regime.  Over the past two years, the 
neighbourhoods of Jab al-Mohsen (an Alawite stronghold) and Bab al-
Tabbaneh have served as a proxy Syrian battleground. Clashes have led to 
123 deaths, with some 920 injured. The Free Syrian Army (FSA) circulates 
in Tripoli, receiving and transferring arms. The group's co-fighters from the 
radical jihadist group Jabhat al-Nusra8 (which recently pledged allegiance 
to al-Qaeda) declared their intention to create a 'Lebanese Nusra' front to 
combat Hezbollah, which they believe promotes Shi'a hegemony in the 
Arab world. 

Prospects for a new government coalition  

 
 
 
 
Prime Minister-designate 
Tammam Salam is 
struggling to form a cabinet, 

Binding consultations with the Lebanese parliamentary groups provided 
Tammam Salam, an independent MP allied with the March 14 coalition, a 
strong mandate to serve as Prime Minister-designate and form a new 
cabinet of ministers9: Salam secured 124 of the 128 possible expressions 
of support, also from the March 8 coalition. Salam is seeking to name 
ministers who will not run for elections or belong to political parties. His 
approach has been rejected by Hezbollah MPs, who strongly favour a 

 
4 A government led by the Future Movement might change dynamics in the region. The 
Syrian opposition would have more leeway to use northern Lebanon as a buffer zone. If 
the deadlock in Syria persists, there are speculations of an Israeli invasion in southern 
Lebanon and in Beirut's southern suburbs. 
5 Lebanon does not have official census data since 1923 but a recent study conducted by 
Statistics Lebanon, a Beirut-based research company, found that 27 % are Sunni, 27 % 
Shi'a, 5 % Druze, and 41 % Christian. 
6 Formula established by Hezbollah. 
7 http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php 
الشام ألهل النصرة جبهة 8   'Support Front for the Syrian People' 
9 Known for his affinities with Saudi Arabia, his appointment could mark a Saudi 
comeback in Lebanese politics at the expense of the Syrian regime. 

http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php
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while rival political factions 
fail to agree on a new 
electoral law.  
 
 
 
 
 
The current parliament's 
mandate could be extended 
beyond June 2013. 

'national unity government', which would allow Hezbollah to control 
Lebanon's stance on Syria. The Future Movement, on the other hand, 
advocates a government of 'technocrats', mainly tasked with drafting an 
electoral law. The Future Movement is also determined to limit the cabinet 
ministerial statement on the Syrian crisis to the wording of the Baabda 
Declaration with no reference to the 'people, army, resistance' description. 

Failure to agree on these issues led President Suleiman to sign a decree on 
6 April 2013 suspending the 1960 electoral law for one month. The legality 
of this decision is highly contested. Should the Parliament fail to find an 
agreement on the electoral law, the future government would be 
compelled to extend the parliament's tenure, adding legal insecurity and 
political friction to an already volatile situation.  

Policy options 
 
 
 
 
 
The European Union should 
reiterate its support for 
Lebanon's independence, 
territorial integrity and 
national institutions. 
 
 

The EU High Representative for Foreign and Security Policy Catherine 
Ashton has noted her concern about 'the deteriorating situation in 
Lebanon [...] and the lack of consensus among political forces in Cabinet 
and in Parliament [...] while security incidents continue to test the stability 
of the country'10. On 26 March 2013 Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
voiced 'support for the Lebanese President's leadership in preserving the 
security and stability of the country, following [...] the resignation of Prime 
Minister Najib

In view of the risks of prolonged political instability in Lebanon, the 
European Parliament could consider the following policy options: 

 Lend political support to Prime Minister-designate Tammam Salam as 
he works to form a cabinet and bring political stability to the country. 

 Call on all political factions to agree on an electoral law so 
parliamentary elections can be held on schedule, as recommended 
by the European Union and the international community. 

 Support Lebanon's policy of dissociation from the Syrian civil war, and 
call on Syria and other countries to respect Lebanon's territorial 
integrity. 

 Call for increasing the EU's material and political support to alleviate 
the risk that the increasing number of Syrian refugees poses for 
Lebanon's socio-economic and political stability. 

 Support strengthening Lebanon's national security institutions, 
notably the police (ISF) and the Lebanese Armed Forces. 

 
10http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/136482.p
df  

 

http://www.un.org/sg/
http://www.un.org/sg/offthecuff/index.asp?nid=2756
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/136482.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/136482.pdf

