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The "Second Liberation" of Lebanon. A Victory of Hezbollah? 

 

"The Lebanese army has succeeded in what the [other] states did not get in their war on 

terrorism and terrorists."1 With these words, President of the Republic Michel 'Awn announced the 

"triumph" of Lebanon in its fight against terrorism. The message to the nation came on 30 August at 

the end of the Fajr al-Jurūd operation (Jurud's Dawn), conducted by the Lebanese army against 

jihadist armed groups operating in the arid and impervious regions of the mountain chain running to 

the East of the inhabited centres of 'Arsal, Ra's Ba'albek and al-Qa', on the north-eastern border with 

Syria. It is a mountain range consisting almost exclusively of barren and inhospitable mountains 

(from which the toponymal jurūd, which literally means "barren mountains"). And just because of its 

impervious and harsh character, until recently the region was a kind of no-man's land. With the onset 

of the Syrian crisis, such characteristic allowed the jihadist groups to operate in an almost 

undisturbed manner in what had become the jihadist corridor between the two countries.  

According to President 'Awn, the military operation, which led such territories back to the state 

control, was a victory for all Lebanese people. The operation involved 5,000 Lebanese soldiers and 

was conducted in cooperation with Hezbollah and the Syrian army, who acted on the Syrian side of 

the west border on the al-Qalamun chain (operation In 'udtum 'udna)2. Determinants for success of 

the joint operations were the surprise and the intensity of fire.  

"We would have liked to celebrate with the soldiers kidnapped by the terrorists," 'Awn said, 

"but Lebanon will remain faithful to its martyrs." In this regard, on the following day, 'Awn called on 

the competent authorities to open an investigation to shed light on responsibilities and circumstances 

that had led to the kidnapping and killing of the Lebanese soldiers in Jurud mountains of Arsal. "This 

is a matter of respect," the Head of State said, "for blood poured out by our martyrs and for their 

families' sufferings."3 

 

Surrender of Da'ish and evacuation agreement towards Deir Ezzor 

The operation launched by Hezbollah on 19 August in cooperation with the Syrian army, 

followed by the operation of the Lebanese army encirclement, ended with a ceasefire in the morning 

of Sunday 27 August in the framework of an agreement reached between the Party of God and those 

jihadists still present on the Jurud mountains. The latter decided to accept the evacuation agreement 

and to surrender to Hezbollah. Negotiations that put an end to the Jurud battle were conducted by 

Hezbollah with the consent of Damascus. Lebanese state's leadership was also aware of the 

negotiation.  

Nabih Berri has revealed that General Abbas Ibrahim, Lebanese General Security Director (al-Aman 

al-'Āmm), had informed both the Lebanese President and the Prime Minister before the negotiations 

begun.  

The final agreement guaranteed to the jihadists a handover to Deir Ezzor, at that moment 

under siege but still under full control of Da'ish. In return, as a precondition, the jihadists had to 

provide all the information needed to recover the bodies of Lebanese soldiers and Hezbollah's 

fighters, as well as the Iranian Mohsen Hajji. It was thus possible to find again, west of the Mira 

Valley, the remains of five members of the Party of God and eight Lebanese soldiers, whose bodies 

                                                 
1  http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/705060/ 
2  The name of the operation on the Syrian side resembles a part of the eighth āya of the sūra Isrā’: “If we return [to sin] 

we will return [to punish].” 
3  https://www.annahar.com/article/652489 

http://www.almayadeen.net/news/politics/705060/
https://www.annahar.com/article/652489-%D8%B9%D9%88%D9%86-%D8%A7%D8%AD%D8%AA%25%20D8%B1%25%20D8%A7%D9%85%D8%A7-%D9%84%D8%B4%D9%87%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%A9-%D8%A7%D9%84%25%20D8%25%20B4%D9%87%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%25%20B9%D8%B3%D9%83%25%20D8%B1%D9%8A%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A3%D8%B7%D9%84-%D8%A3%D8%B7%D9%84%D8%A8-%D9%25%2085%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%84%D8%B7%D8%A7%D8%AA-%D8%A7%25%20D9%84%D9%85%D8%AE%D8%AA%D8%B5%D8%A9-%D8%A5%D8%AC%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%AD%D9%82%D9%8A%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%AA
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were then transported by the Lebanese Red Cross to the military hospital in order to conduct DNA 

testing. 

On Monday 28 August, a convoy of 17 buses and 10 cars, made available by the Syrian Red 

Crescent, departed from the village of Qara evacuating those nearly 350 jihadists (and their family 

members) still in the eastern Lebanon mountain chain. The convoy proceeded in an uninterrupted 

12-hour drive, from the Syrian-Lebanese border to the Syrian-Iraqi border.  

Before the Lebanese soldiers' burial was recovered and the truth about their fate got out, 

Lebanese Defense Minister Ya'qub al-'Araf, had categorically denied any ongoing negotiations with 

the jihadist organization, merely declaring: "The political decision is behind the army and its 

command. Our men are those who released Lebanon from the idea of terrorism."4 For his part, 

Foreign Minister Jibran Basil said: "The Lebanese army's victory over Da'ish was accomplished. 

There was no negotiation but [only] Da'ish's surrender."5 

 

The "Second Liberation" lay the foundations for strengthening the Beirut-Damascus 

axis 

Hezbollah's role has been at the centre of a controversy because, according to some, it would 

have blackmailed the Lebanese government to force it to contact the Damascus government and 

participate in negotiations with Da'ish. The Secretary-General of the Party of God reiterated that 

everything was done in the interest of Lebanon and that the military solution would not make it 

possible to find the martyrs' bodies. But the following day's controversy falls within the normal 

dialectic of a context that, as has been noted by many, witnessed Hezbollah's military and political 

victory. In a television talk Hasan Nasrallah announced that 28 August 2017 will be remembered as 

date of the "Second Liberation" (al-taḥrīr al-thānī). "We drove away Zionist occupation and Takfiri 

terrorism from Lebanon."6 A direct parallel to what was the "first" liberation, namely the withdrawal 

of the Israeli army from southern Lebanon in 2000, the previous main victory in Hezbollah's history.7  

In the midst of controversy, during the festivities organized on Thursday 31 August in Ba'albek, 

Nasrallah stated that it would have been possible to free the area from July if Hezbollah wanted to, 

and that Hezbollah was ready for this. As Nasrallah pointed out, the decision to involve the Lebanese 

army in the battle against the jihadists was delayed by "political considerations", while the army was 

already ready to intervene. In this regard, Hezbollah secretary criticized those in Lebanon who tried 

to name the merits of the operation.  

According to Nasrallah, Hezbollah had received a request for timing in combat operations as long 

as the Lebanese state had not taken the decision to take part in the final battle. However, the overall 

judgment from Hezbollah's leader was positive, given that the Lebanese army's participation in the 

battle was an extremely important and significant development: "This sovereign decision is one of 

the positive achievement by President 'Awn, a man of courage and an independent leader." 

Hasan Nasrallah wanted to launch a criticism and, at the same time, an appreciation for the 

Beirut government led by Sa'ad Hariri, who, despite his political and economic ties with Riyad, 

succeeded to reconcile his political group's stance with the country's security interests. Hezbollah's 

predominant role in the joint operation between the Lebanese army and the United States was the 

reason why the United States criticized Beirut government, threatening to cut supplies to its army.  

                                                 
4  http://www.14march.org/news-details.php?nid=ODIwMTg1 
5  https://www.annahar.com/article/648705  
6  http://www.imlebanon.org/2017/08/28/nasrallah-hezbollah-second-liberation-isis-lebanon/ 
7  Actually, the withdrawal of Israeli troops on 25 May 2000 is still subject of controversy. Lebanon claims that the 

withdrawal was not complete as a portion of the territory (Shab'a Farms) are still controlled by Israel. The latter, for its 
part argues that Shab'a Farms belong to Syria and not Lebanon. 

http://www.14march.org/news-details.php?nid=ODIwMTg1
https://www.annahar.com/article/648705
http://www.imlebanon.org/2017/08/28/nasrallah-hezbollah-second-liberation-isis-lebanon/
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"If the Lebanese state withdrew from the al-Jurud battle," Nasrallah said, "it would have been the 

end of the state and its institutions." On the contrary, the Lebanese Prime Minister "agreed to execute 

President Awn's decision and to proceed in the army's battle to free the Jurud area." 

Hasan Nasrallah also said he had recently travelled to Damascus in order to meet with Syrian 

President Bashar al-Asad and personally expressed the highest appreciation for the sacrifices 

suffered by the Syrian army in the battle to liberate Lebanon from terrorist groups. The Syrian 

contribution would come after Hezbollah's request and despite the fact that the operation did not 

constitute a priority for Damascus. Nasrallah's presence in the Syrian capital was also intended to 

closely follow negotiations with Da'ish. In this regard, he revealed that "Syrian leadership revealed 

itself to be dubious about the transfer of Da'ish fighters from al-Qalamun to Deyr Ezzor but, 

nevertheless, has under taken this difficult choice for the sake of Lebanon."  

The future developments must be read taking into account such relationship between 

Hezbollah and Damascus and the outlook of a renewed axis Beirut-Damascus. Hezbollah will do its 

utmost to capitalize on the military victory, turning it into political results, especially in the context of 

the internal balance in Lebanon. It is no coincidence that, in his speech, Nasrallah strongly 

emphasized the importance of structuring the military cooperation established between Lebanon and 

Syria during the Jurud battle. "Coordination with Syria," said the leader of Hezbollah, "is in our 

interest and, for this purpose, it is necessary to accelerate in this direction so that the West, which 

has changed its position, does not precede us." Accordingly, "it is necessary for Lebanon to make a 

sovereign decision with regard to coordination with Syria, far from any Western pressure." 

The question of the rapprochement between Beirut and Damascus has been addressed in 

positive terms by Nabih Berri. On Wednesday 30 August, at the celebrations held in Beirut for the 

39th anniversary of Imam Musa al-Sadr's disappearance, Nabih Berri explicitly stressed that 

Lebanon needs to build a strong partnership with Syria, starting with a counter-terrorism 

coordination. Bearing in mind that Berri's party (Amal) has been one of the most influential pro-Syrian 

party in Lebanon since the early civil war, his words are neither new nor unexpected. In the wake of 

the military joint operation's success, Berri said that Syria is the "only landing place" for Lebanon, as 

well as its geographical projection in the Arab world. For these reasons, according to Berri, Lebanon 

should establish a strong partnership not only with Syria, but also with Egypt and other neighbouring 

countries. In a sarcastic tone, the Lebanese Parliament Speaker said: "For the very first thing we 

coordinate with Syria so as to fight terrorism and drain its sources; then, we will thank the United 

States, the United Kingdom and France."8 

 
The reactions 

Reactions to the deal with Da'ish and the ways in which this matter was handled triggered 

many controversies in Lebanon and abroad. Furthermore, there have been reactions of disdain 

about the mere possibility of dealing and compromising with terrorists. In a note from the al-

Mustaqbal parliamentary group (Hariri's party) issued on Wednesday 30 August, heavy allegations 

of betrayal against Hezbollah have been reported, guilty of exploiting the bodies of Lebanese soldiers 

for their own political plight, seeking to push the Lebanese state to officially co-ordinate with the 

Damascus government. Such tones and words were not used by Prime Minister Hariri, who preferred 

to emphasize the importance of the role played by the army, saying that the real priority was to get 

rid of Da'ish's presence in Lebanon.  

  

                                                 
8  http://www.risalaradio.com/index.php/local-news/2484-2017-08-30-15-16-55  

http://www.risalaradio.com/index.php/local-news/2484-2017-08-30-15-16-55
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Operation Fajr al-Jurud has caused heavy clashes on Wednesday 23 August, in the 

Palestinian refugee camp of 'Ayn al-Helwe, near Sidon. The camp, which is outside the control of 

the Lebanese authorities and target for the balance between various Palestinian factions, has been 

a refuge for jihadists from Syria and Lebanon itself for years. Here they are able to organize, 

provoking, with some regularity, riots and heavy armed clashes with other Palestinian factions, 

particularly against Fatah's security forces.  

At international level, a strong protest came from the Iraqi Prime Minister who firmly 

condemned the idea that evacuated jihadists would move along the Syrian-Iraqi border, thereby 

compromising the security of Iraq that is still putting effort into fighting jihadism. For their part, the 

United States, which provide important support to the Lebanese army, has severely criticized the 

Beirut government for its participation in the joint operation with Hezbollah and Syria. Pressures that 

have been made concrete with both the threat of cutting military supplies and the attempt to change 

the nature of the UNIFIL mission.  

On August 23, one week after the mandate of the mission was resumed, US and Israeli 

ambassadors to the United Nations criticized UNIFIL for not being able to intercept and counter 

Hezbollah weapons supplies from Iran and Syria. In essence, ambassadors have called for the 

mission to abandon its nature of neutral interposition force to turn into a direct and, if necessary, 

aggressive response force to Hezbollah. However, on August 30, the Security Council renewed its 

mandate, accepting some of the changes proposed by the United States, without overturn the neutral 

nature of UNIFIL interposition. 

On the same days as the Lebanese army participated in the joint operation to eradicate the 

jihadist stronghold, Israel launched an impressive military exercise on the border with Lebanon. Such 

exercise was the largest in the past twenty years, involved all the armed forces and intelligence, and 

simulated a new invasion of Lebanon in a war against Hezbollah. The military exercise involved up 

to 750,000 men, including crews and reservists, simulating the evacuation of several Galilean towns. 

 

Analysis, assessments, and forecasts 

The military operation lasted for ten days and, without any doubt, it was a major success of 

Lebanon as a whole. Terrorists operating at the Syrian-Lebanese border constituted a serious threat 

to both Lebanon and Syria. The area has been a land of nobody since the beginning of the Syrian 

crisis, allowing various jihadist groups to move indiscriminately between the two countries and to set 

up a safe operating base. The presence of counterweight forces that in recent months have gradually 

reduced the range of jihadists located in the area has finally allowed the Lebanese state to achieve 

an important security outcome: after several years the state restored its control over the territory. 

Such territory consists of barren and stony mountains, and is ideal shelter for undisturbed 

clandestine activities. In parallel to the gradual liberation of Deir Ezzor, Syria too achieved a strategic 

success with the closure of one front, open since the beginning of the Syrian crisis. Such border 

zone created a lot of problems for both Damascus's and Beirut's governments. 

As often happens when there are opportunities to profit by, many in Lebanese government, 

institutions and politics have tried to take over the victory. Others criticized the excessive role of 

Hezbollah in the operation, as well as its manners of conduct. However, Hezbollah itself emerges as 

the undoubted winner of the battle. From the looks of the triumphal tones, many seem to have sensed 

such battle as a stand-alone war, apart from the surrounding context of fighting in Syria. The episode 

of soldiers caught near Arsal in 2014 has been an open wound that has sparked fierce controversy 

and heavy accusations, especially with regard to Tammam Salam who was the Prime minister at 

that time. The demand to open an investigation to find out the responsibilities of that abduction has 

become a symbolic political battle for Hezbollah and its allies.  
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An important issue that emerges, especially from the words of Hezbollah and his allies, is about 

the need to restore the Beirut-Damascus axis, which, as evidence of its success against the jihadist 

stronghold, has proven to be effective in safeguarding the neighbouring countries' security. Since 

the beginning of the crisis in 2011, Hezbollah has used a fairly pragmatic approach to Damascus, 

trying to mark distances from what could be, at the time, a potential next-to-fall government but, at 

the same time, maintaining the alliance with what was its nearest iron ally. Now that the illusions of 

the so-called "Arab Spring" have been buried by tragic consequences of a destructive motion, and 

also considering the failure of every project aimed at overthrowing the Damascus government, 

Hezbollah may resume the call to restore the so-called "Axis of Resistance". Compared to pre-2011, 

the Beirut-Damascus-Tehran axis has strengthened in terms of capabilities and field experience, 

won - or is about to win - its war and is seriously aiming to involve Baghdad. Therefore, it is a 

downward setting for those who intend to strengthen such alliance. 

But what Hezbollah will try to do in the short-term is to capitalize on military success and turn 

it into political results within the Lebanese arena, especially in view of the upcoming political 

elections. Ever since Hezbollah decided to intervene militarily in the Syrian crisis, his leading cadres 

have been exposed to strong criticism of domestic opponents, as well as some doubts and 

discontent among its own sympathizers. However, the progressive achievements against the jihadist 

groups during the last year have allowed the Party of God to maintain the foresight and the 

usefulness of its controversial choice to intervene directly in the Syrian conflict. Other than that, 

whoever wins on the ground, it is all very well for him to maintain the goodness of his strategy 

choices. Thus, Hezbollah has the opportunity to regain unchallenged consensus among the 

Lebanese, presenting itself as the force that achieved to secure the country in respect of the jihadi 

threat. 

Indeed, the scope of what Hezbollah has repeatedly called "Second Liberation" goes beyond 

the mere justification of its military intervention in Syria. This time, the extent of its success is not 

only on the outside but rather involves Lebanon domestically. The success of the Jurud battle is 

functional to a grand return as protagonist of the Lebanese political arena. The rhetoric of the Second 

Liberation aims to re-bring credit to the "Resistance" function which had been gradually fading since 

the "first" liberation (May 2000) under the effect of inexorable passage of time and international 

pressures. Resistance is the ultimate priority of Hezbollah's political speech. It is the cornerstone of 

its own policy under which he has gained sympathy and consensus among large sections of 

population, far beyond the usual confessional boundaries within Lebanese parties operate. Thus, in 

the rhetoric of Resistance, the Liberation is the natural and fair landing of those who resist in the 

name of Justice.  

In this picture, Hezbollah's narrative aims to bring this latter success into a wider interpretation 

context, by virtue of victories on the ground, strategic leadership skills, operational capabilities of its 

militants and concrete Iranian support. Such second liberation is therefore an intermediate step in a 

story that finds its logical coherence in the action of the Resistance and in the scope of the Liberation. 

A narrative that depicts Hezbollah and its militants as the only political formation capable of bearing 

important sacrifices - including blood - to do the "dirty work" that others do not want or cannot afford 

to do: fighting the occupant, facing the terrorists, dealing with Da'ish, and so on. And it cannot be 

doubted that such renewed speech will take a hold on the Lebanese.  

In this light, the timely reaction of its sworn enemies (United States and Israel) cannot be 

ignored. On the very days when the jihadists were about to be defeated in the Jurud Mountains, 

Washington pushed for a change in the UNIFIL mandate in order to make it more aggressive against 

Hezbollah. And, in the meanwhile, Tel Aviv launched the massive military exercise on the border 

with Lebanon.  
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The hostile and prompt nature of these reactions come in addition to the widespread conviction in 

the Arab public that the United States and Israel are behind Da'ish and other jihadist groups. All 

factors that contribute to strengthening Hezbollah's narrative and, of course, do not serve to a 

process of relaxation. 

 

 


