


The Israeli–Lebanese border has been the site of numerous armed attacks since 2000, when Israel withdrew from 

Southern Lebanon. The 2006 war between Israel and Hizbollah killed approximately 1,000 people in Southern 

Lebanon, decimated its infrastructure, and led to the displacement of an estimated one million people in both coun-

tries. It also illustrated the region’s continuing volatility.

Although many have written about the situation in Southern Lebanon, a number of questions remain unanswered. 

Namely, in the wake of a devastating war, how do the people of Southern Lebanon feel about their security? Whom 

do they look to for protection against local and external threats? Which political parties do they support? How many 

households own weapons, and what are their views on arms control, including the regulation of non-state armed 

groups? 

This chapter presents the results of a household survey conducted in Southern Lebanon in March–May 2008 to 

explore these and other questions. Its key findings include the following: 

Some 1,000 people were killed and 5,800 injured in Southern Lebanon as a direct result of the 2006 war, while 

combat activity resulted in the damaging or destruction of approximately 69,000 homes in this area.

The people of the south, whatever their political affiliations, express strong support for state security institutions, 

with the Lebanese army and police consistently cited as preferred security providers.

Less than a quarter of the population believes that expanding the presence of the United Nations Interim Force in 

Lebanon (UNIFIL) on the border with Israel would enhance community safety.

Although it is often assumed that Hizbollah is broadly popular among southerners, it appears that support for non-

state armed groups in general—and Hizbollah in particular—is at least partially overestimated. 

The extent of civilian firearm ownership in Southern Lebanon is unknown but is probably much higher than that 

captured in survey responses. There is also evidence that arms flows to non-state groups such as Hizbollah con-

tinue despite a 2006 UN Security Council arms embargo.

There is significant support among the people of Southern Lebanon for government control of civilian weapons 

ownership, as well as the outlawing of armed militias; those who back opposition parties, such as Hizbollah, are 

much less likely to favour such initiatives.

The chapter begins by outlining the turbulent history of Southern Lebanon and Lebanon as a whole. It provides 

historical background to the 2006 war and describes the key players and principal dynamics of that conflict. The 

chapter then presents the findings of the Southern Lebanon Armed Violence Assessment, devoting particular atten-

tion to those relating to insecurity during and after the 2006 war, attitudes towards security provision, party affiliation, 

and gun ownership and control.



The conflict with Israel has been central to recent Lebanese history, but in no part of the country has this been 

truer than in the south. Some commentators blame the Lebanese civil war on outside actors—Israel, Syria, Iran, 

France, the United States, and others—but other factors were also at work. The civil war was not exclusively a 

symptom of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, but in the south that conflict does seem to overshadow all else. A capsule 

summary of Lebanon’s modern history cannot do justice to the complex dynamics and range of actors influencing 

it. In this section, emphasis is given to the major events and trends that have shaped the experience of Southern 

Lebanon from 1975 onwards.
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Lebanon did not truly gain independence from France until 1943, when the fledgling state established a confes-

sional government that was dominated by Christians, though the population was and remains a diverse mix of Shi’ite 

and Sunni Muslim, Druze, Maronite Christian, and Greek Orthodox, among many other groups. With the rise of pan-

Arab nationalism in the Middle East in the 1950s, however, Lebanese Muslims became increasingly dissatisfied with 

the sectarian political system. Ideologically driven groups also opposed the elitist, status quo character of the govern-

ment that was partly a hold-over from the pre-independence period. A brief civil war in 1958 manifested as essentially 

a Christian–Muslim conflict over the nature of the Lebanese state. US military intervention was instrumental in ending 

militia fighting but did little to address the underlying antagonisms (Rabinovich, 1985, pp. 25–28).

By the late 1960s the Lebanese political system struggled to manage the domestic effects of rivalries between 

competing Arab states and especially the Arab–Israeli conflict. Most importantly, Lebanon was by then home to some 

300,000 Palestinian refugees, mostly unwanted by the Lebanese and increasingly militarized following the establish-

ment of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in 1964. The Cairo Agreement of 1969 granted the PLO a semi-

autonomous base of operations in Southern Lebanon from which to organize their armed struggle with growing 

military and financial support from Arab governments (Cobban, 1984, p. 47). Itamar Rabinovich calls this the era of 

‘controlled tension’ prior to the collapse of the state (Rabinovich, 1985, p. 32).

Sectarian tensions ignited once more in 1975, precipitating a bloody multi-phase, multi-party civil war that would 

last until 1990, claim around 150,000 lives, and decimate representational government. The inter-sectarian militia 

violence soon drew in foreign actors. Syrian troops intervened in 1976 in an attempt to quell the fighting. Threatened 

by the proximity of Syrian forces and responding to PLO attacks, the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) invaded the country 

in 1978, progressing as far as the Litani River, the traditional dividing line between Northern and Southern Lebanon. 

Though the IDF withdrew in response to UN Security Council resolutions (UNSC, 1978a; 1978c), Israel maintained 

influence through allied Christian Lebanese militias, leading to ongoing violence in the south. The Security Council-

mandated UN Interim Force in Lebanon was largely unable to provide security (ICG, 2006).

Following an assassination attempt on the Israeli ambassador to the United Kingdom and a bus bombing in Israel, 

the IDF bombed and then invaded the country once again in June 1982 in an attempt to expel the PLO from Southern 

Lebanon. The fighting also brought Israel into direct battle with Syrian, leftist, and Lebanese Muslim forces. In August, 

a multinational force composed of Italian, French, and US troops arrived to oversee the withdrawal of PLO fighters 

from Lebanon (ICG, 2006). By 1985 Israel had withdrawn most of its troops but established a Security Zone within 

Southern Lebanon, which it deemed crucial for its security and in which IDF troops patrolled. But much of Southern 

Lebanon remained in the hands of an Israeli-allied militia (the South Lebanon Army), which faced growing opposi-

tion from the emerging Shi’ite Islamist militia, Hizbollah.

Hizbollah came to dominate the Shi’ite landscape in Lebanon, supplanting the Amal Movement as the principal 

militia force in the south (see Box 10.1). It also waged low-intensity warfare against IDF forces in the Security Zone, 

prompting Israel to launch two short, but intensive, military campaigns in Southern Lebanon in July 1993 and April 1996.

Following failed US mediation between Israel and Syria over Lebanon, Israel unilaterally abandoned the Security 

Zone in 2000 in the face of protracted guerrilla engagement from Hizbollah. The Lebanese government left a power 

vacuum in the border area that was soon filled by Hizbollah and Amal fighters with the government’s blessing. But 

the south remained unstable and poorly serviced by the government (Norton, 2000, pp. 35, 39, 40).

Hizbollah and Amal meanwhile pursued new grievances with Israel over the Shaba Farms, an Israeli-occupied 

area in the disputed Golan Heights zone. Only months after the IDF withdrawal in 2000, escalating Israeli–Palestinian 

violence sparked an engagement between the IDF and Palestinians on the Israel–Lebanon border, prompting 





Hizbollah to launch its first operation in Shaba, killing three Israeli soldiers (Norton, 2000, p. 41). In response, Israel 

resumed violations of Lebanese airspace and waters. While tensions remained acute for the next six years, casualties 

on both sides were low. This was a period of ‘harassing fire, aggressive patrolling, and heated rhetoric’ from both 

parties within informally agreed boundaries (Butler, 2006, pp. 57–58). 

In July 2006, Hizbollah initiated a series of attacks and cross-border incursions that killed a number of Israeli military 

personnel and civilians. Two IDF personnel were kidnapped and taken back to Lebanon for the purposes of pris-

oner exchange (Butler, 2006, p. 64). An unsuccessful Israeli rescue operation led to the deaths of five more IDF 



soldiers. Israel then initiated a 34-day systematic bombing and ground campaign designed to completely destroy 

Hizbollah’s fighting capacity. The campaign failed to achieve its objective, however. 

Israel reported 12 IDF and 43 Israeli civilian deaths as a result of the 2006 conflict. Fatalities in all of Lebanon were 

estimated at between 1,000 and 1,200, the ‘vast majority’ of which were probably civilians, and between 4,000–4,400 

non-fatal injuries (HRW, 2007, p. 4; LHRC, 2009). Southern Lebanon’s infrastructure had also been decimated, and 

an estimated one million civilians were displaced (AI, 2006, p. 2). It was the deadliest engagement between Israel 

and Lebanon-based forces since the Israeli invasion of 1982.

UN Security Council Resolution 1701 marked the official end of the war. It called for a ‘full cessation of hostilities’ 

between Hizbollah and Israel, the withdrawal of Israeli forces, the withdrawal of Hizbollah to the north of the Litani 



River, and the co-deployment of 

Lebanese and UNIFIL forces in the 

south (UNSC, 2006b). The resolu-

tion also imposed an arms embargo 

on non-state groups in Lebanon 

(see Box 10.2).

Despite the end of open warfare, 

the factors that led to conflict per-

sist, including disputes over territory 

and the involvement and interests 

of foreign supporters. Both Hizbollah 

and Israel continue to be in violation 

of UN Security Council resolutions. 

The Israeli government has claimed 

its right to continue to collect recon-

naissance from fly-overs and has 

threatened overwhelming retaliation 

for any further attacks on its territory. At the same time, Hizbollah has reportedly embarked on a ‘massive, unprec-

edented recruitment, training, and rearmament campaign’ in preparation for what it expects to be the inevitable next 

military engagement with Israel (Blanford, 2008). 

For these reasons the post-conflict label is hard to apply to Southern Lebanon. Both parties remain in a state of 

high readiness, have suggested that future conflict is likely, and continue to call for the destruction or elimination of 

one another. There is no ‘peace process’ to serve as a guide for conflict resolution, generally a prerequisite for mov-

ing from war to peace. While several countries, led by the United States, have begun to support the reform of 

Lebanon’s state security apparatus as a means of counter-balancing Hizbollah’s semi-autonomy (Worth and Lipton, 

2008), it is not clear how this effort will play out in the south of the country.

To understand both the immediate and the ongoing effects of the 2006 war on Southern Lebanese civilians, a rep-

resentative sample of households in Southern Lebanon2 was surveyed about their experiences during and after the 

war. Civilians often bear the brunt of armed conflict in ways that leave lasting personal, economic, educational, and 

psychological effects. An attempt was made to assess some of these impacts using standardized survey tools in the 

hope that the findings could be used to raise awareness about the current needs of the South Lebanese population. 

Box 10.3 describes the survey methodology while Box 10.4 discusses the sample demographics.

The following sections present some of the principal findings of the Southern Lebanon Armed Violence Assessment. 

The chapter focuses on arms and security issues, including public attitudes towards gun ownership and the govern-

ment regulation of civilian weapons and non-state armed groups.
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More than half of survey respondents reported human rights abuses and other traumatic events during the war; 17.9 

per cent stated that they had been in a life or death situation. Fifteen respondents (1.2 per cent) said that someone 

in their family had been killed, while 3.4 per cent said they themselves had been seriously injured in the war. IDF 

actions were blamed for all war-related deaths (11 of the 23 deaths that were reported).10 Based on these results, it 

is estimated that 1,000 (+/- 600) individuals were killed in Southern Lebanon as a result of the 2006 war. This figure 

is in the range of previous estimates from NGOs, the media, and the Lebanese government. It does not include war-

related deaths that occurred elsewhere in Lebanon.

Only one respondent disclosed being raped and only two individuals reported incidents of physical assault not 

associated with bombings, one by the IDF and one by ‘an old husband’. There may have been under-reporting of 

sexual assault given that all of the female interviewers resigned during the first week of interviews due to their hus-

bands’ concerns about security, and so par-

ticipants were interviewed by all-male 

research teams. Moreover, the literature 

indicates that victims of sexual abuse are 

routinely reluctant to disclose such viola-

tions, even when interviewed by women 

(Lunde and Ortmann, 1992).

Injury as a result of the war was more 

common. Survey results indicate that 0.9 per 

cent of all individuals suffered significant 

physical harm as a result of the war, repre-

senting 4.7 per cent of total households. It is 

estimated, therefore, that 5,800 (+/- 1,400) 

people were injured as a direct result of the 

war.11 Estimates of the number of war casu-

alties are probably too low, however, as 

interview teams were not allowed to enter 

Bint Jbeil, reportedly a hard-hit location.



One problem that was widely covered by the media during the war was the bombing of private homes. Since the 

advent of the war, 21.9 per cent of surveyed households reported being homeless for a period of time.15 More than 

half of the households surveyed, 57 per cent, reported some form of property damage or loss. Of the 807 incidents 

disclosed during the interviews, 97 per cent were attributed to actions by the IDF (80 per cent of total incidents were 

caused by bombs or missiles). The survey results also reveal that 3.3 per cent of households suffered property damage 

as a result of earthquakes. It is estimated that 69,000 homes (+/- 3,700) were damaged or destroyed because of the war. 

After the war, financial assistance was 

provided by government agencies, NGOs, 

and political organizations. Of those house-

holds in the study that reported property 

damage, 81 per cent said they received 

compensation for their loss. Of these, 71 per 

cent received money from the Amal-affiliated 

Council of the South (Majlis al-Janoub), 

while 39 per cent received funds from 

Hizbollah or Jihad al-Binaa, Hizbollah’s 

reconstruction arm.16

Although Hizbollah and allied parties (the 

March 8 political coalition) have dominated 

recent elections in the south, it is unclear 

how much popular support the various 



political parties have in the region. Elections are not a valid indicator of support in any part of the country since 

Lebanese electoral law and administrative rules restrict people from changing their voting district from where they 

were born to where they currently reside (Salamey and Tabar, 2008). In addition, political polls have generally relied 

only on registered voters, not the population at large, excluding certain groups that are, in effect, disenfranchised 

(e.g. Palestinian refugees and undocumented workers).17 Lebanese political parties have a vested interest in claiming 

they have strong popular support. Lebanon has a confessional government, much like the power-sharing arrange-

ment in Northern Ireland. If political parties can demonstrate that they are popular, they can claim a greater share 

of political power (e.g. ministerial posts) and government resources.

When asked whether they identified with or supported a particular political party, respondents were allowed to 

state any political party or organization without being prompted; this was an open-ended question, specifically 

designed to avoid guiding the respondent in his or her response. Less than 2 per cent of households refused to answer 

when asked their political affiliation. Just over 60 per cent of respondents stated that their household was not affili-

ated with a political party at all. Of the 40 per cent who reported supporting a political party, slightly more than 80 

per cent supported ‘the resistance’, Hizbollah, or ‘opposition parties’. Just over ten per cent supported Amal. The term 

‘resistance’ refers to the defence of Lebanese interests against Israel, including the return of disputed border territory 

(Shaba Farms); it often means Hizbollah, which has been closely associated with the resistance in recent years.

Some caveats in interpreting survey results in this area are required. First, as noted earlier, interview teams were 

not allowed to enter Bint Jbeil and El Khyiam. Both of these towns are considered Hizbollah strongholds, so the 

study’s estimates of support for the party are probably biased downwards. Secondly, Hizbollah and its allies may 

enjoy a degree of support for certain actions the party (or its militia wing) undertakes, such as resistance against 

Israel, that is not expressed as support for the party. Strong support for Hizbollah’s social services arm may also 

affect responses to the question of political affiliation. Hizbollah’s invasion of West Beirut in May 2008, criticized by 

many across Lebanon’s political spectrum, appears to have had minimal influence on study findings as almost all of 

the interviews had been completed by the time the violence erupted.

Only the primary respondent was given the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire. Of particular note, nearly 60 per cent 

of primary respondents stated that they experienced a recurrent thought or memory of a hurtful or terrifying event 

related to the conflict either ‘sometimes’ or ‘a lot’. Also of particular concern, 3.5 per cent said they had difficulty 

performing work or daily tasks either ‘sometimes’ or ‘a lot’. 

The quality-of-life findings suggest that survey respondents were relatively satisfied with most aspects of their 

day-to-day lives. Particularly surprising was that, despite the recent war, most responded positively regarding their 

current sense of safety: only 3 per cent were unhappy or extremely unhappy in this regard. Safety was ‘very’ or 

‘extremely important’ to 94.3 per cent of respondents. There appears to be a significant gap between the insecurity 

that Southern Lebanese, as a whole, have experienced in the recent past and their individual perceptions of insecu-

rity in 2008. The rearming of Hizbollah and continuing tensions with Israel do not seem to have affected their opinion 

of the current security situation. 

Attitudes towards security varied according to the question but showed a strong preference for state security institu-

tions. With respect to local security and crime, survey respondents indicated they were most likely to turn to the 

Lebanese police for assistance. As shown in Table 10.1, 91.5 per cent of respondents said the Lebanese army should, 



ideally, be responsible for security. Almost 90 per cent felt that improving the capacity of the police or other govern-

ment security services would make their community safer. By contrast, only 23.6 per cent thought that expanding 

UNIFIL’s presence on Lebanon’s border with Israel would enhance community safety.

Political beliefs did not strongly alter attitudes on security. Of those supporting a political party, 89.9 per cent 

stated that the army should be responsible for overall security, compared to 92.4 per cent of those who were not 

affiliated with a party. There was a somewhat greater difference of opinion between supporters and non-supporters 

with regard to local security and crime. If personally threatened with violence, 85.4 per cent of party supporters 

stated that they would go to the police, compared to 92.7 per cent of non-supporters. In relation to stolen property, 

these tendencies were reversed, with 82.4 per cent of party supporters, versus 68.2 per cent of non-supporters, 

indicating they would seek police assistance.



The odds ratios presented in Table 10.2 illustrate some important differences between party and non-party sup-

porters in relation to security. For example, as just noted, both groups, by large margins, said they would first seek 

assistance from the police if threatened with injury or death. Nevertheless, party supporters were more than eight 

times more likely than non-supporters to indicate that they would first turn to community elders. In essence, while 

both supporters and non-supporters heavily favour the police in such situations, party supporters are much more 

likely, when selecting another actor, to choose community elders.

Of all respondents, 56.5 per cent agreed that the departure of Palestinian refugees from the country would make 

them safer. Survey respondents, by an overwhelming margin, did not think that a comprehensive peace agreement 

with Israel would improve their security (4.4 per cent asserting it would versus 85.4 per cent stating it would not). 

There was little difference between party supporters and non-supporters in this regard (4.6 per cent and 4.2 per cent 

agreement, respectively).

When asked if they thought owning a weapon would make their family safer, 41.9 per cent of respondents stated it 

would make them either ‘much safer’ or ‘a little bit safer’. Despite this, when asked a series of questions about their 

personal gun ownership, only 4.7 per cent admitted to owning a weapon. Many survey participants were evidently 

reluctant to disclose such information. In several cases, guns were visible in the home during the interview, but the 

respondent insisted that they did not have any weapons.



Anecdotal evidence such as this, coupled with other research,18 suggests that the survey findings are probably a 

gross undercount of gun ownership. South Lebanese consider the topic of guns and gun ownership politically sen-

sitive and, with some exceptions,19 are reluctant to discuss it with others. Among the respondents who did admit to 

owning a weapon, only 26.4 per cent stated that they had an arms licence. Among those who said they did not own 

a weapon, 50.2 per cent stated they did not need one, with 21.7 per cent stating that they did not like guns (multiple 

responses were allowed). Most respondents said they would not know where to acquire a weapon if they wanted 

one. The second-most common response was ‘the black market’, with 5.0 per cent stating this source.

Responses to questions on gun policy were mixed. Of the respondents, 47.1 per cent said they thought greater 

control over legal firearms licences would make their communities safer. When asked about collecting illegal guns, 

42.0 per cent agreed that this, too, would enhance community safety. Overall, a significant percentage of individuals 

said that security could be improved by outlawing armed militias, enforcing gun regulations, and pursuing other 

arms control initiatives among civilians. If their satisfaction with their safety is as high as they claim, most respondents 

ought not to view such changes as potentially important to their overall safety. That they do may mean that political 

considerations are at play. Supporters of opposition parties are significantly less likely to back gun control efforts, with 

non-aligned and pro-government respondents viewing such initiatives much more positively.

Support or non-support for any political party also appears to influence attitudes regarding guns and gun regula-

tion, with non-party supporters far more likely to favour regulation. Of those who did not identify with a specific 

party, more than half (55.4 per cent) ‘strongly agreed’ or ‘agreed’ that greater control of legal firearms licences would 

make their communities safer; only about one-third (32.0 per cent) of party supporters held the same view. When 

asked whether harsher punishment for illegal weapons possession would improve community safety, non-party 

supporters were much more likely to ‘strongly agree’ or ‘agree’ (55.7 per cent vs. 35.1 per cent of those who sup-

ported a party). Non-party supporters were also more likely to agree that collecting illegal guns from their owners 

would make communities safer (50.3 per cent vs. 27.8 per cent). When asked whether outlawing armed groups would 

enhance community safety, 46.2 per cent of non-supporters concurred, compared to 25.1 per cent of party supporters 

(19.9 per cent of non-supporters strongly agreed with this statement against only 2.5 per cent of party supporters).

In highly politicized environments it is often difficult for outsiders, or even insiders, to acquire a clear understanding 

of public opinion. Election results tell only part of the story, while political polls may not represent the population 

as a whole. Regardless of whether it is intentional, the misrepresentation of public attitudes by political actors is 

common and can soon take on the quality of received wisdom. Unquestioned assumptions about public attitudes 

towards security may, in turn, inform policies and actions that have harmful consequences for stakeholders—or that 

can backfire on security actors.

Based on direct contact with the public under controlled conditions, household surveys provide one means of 

clarifying the views of community members about their own security, their trust in state and non-state actors, and 

their outlook for the future. The results of such studies sometimes call for a reassessment of prior assumptions. The 

Southern Lebanon Armed Violence Assessment gave the people of the region an opportunity to speak on matters of 

direct consequence to them. What they said suggests that some correctives to widely held beliefs may be warranted.



Shortly after the Southern Lebanon Armed Violence Assessment had been completed, a second study sought to 

gauge opinion on arms and security issues in Lebanon. This study, conducted by Charney Research in July 2008 for 

the International Peace Institute (IPI), assessed attitudes in the whole country, not just Southern Lebanon. Participants 

rated Hizbollah’s ability to provide security much lower than that of the Lebanese government. Almost two-thirds of 

respondents (65 per cent) thought that the Lebanese government could ‘provide security and stability in [their] neigh-

borhood’, while only 34 per cent believed that Hizbollah could. The figure for the Lebanese army was 93 per cent. 

In addition, more than three-quarters (76 per cent) believed that only the army, ‘not any of the non-governmental 

groups’, should bear arms. The occupation of West Beirut by Hizbollah and its allies in May 2008 appeared to have 

had a negative effect on public attitudes towards the group, with 58 per cent stating that it was unjustified, compared 

to 40 per cent in favour. Fifty-nine per cent said they thought the events of May 2008 had weakened Hizbollah’s 

political popularity (Charney Research, n.d.).

Given strong Shi’ite representation in the south, one would have expected the attitudes towards security and 

armed groups expressed in the Southern Lebanon Assessment to have differed from those of the IPI survey. Shi’ites 

were thought more supportive of ‘armed resistance’ against Israel. Because active participation in the resistance 

generally entails gun ownership and—in the current situation—a relationship with Hizbollah, it was believed that 

Shi’ite southerners would be less inclined to support the intervention of governmental institutions in security matters. 

In addition, Southern Lebanese generally have more direct contact with UNIFIL and more experience with Israeli bom-

bardment; it was expected that both these factors would influence attitudes about security provision.

In fact, the results of the Southern Lebanon Assessment show some remarkable similarities to those of the 

country-wide IPI survey. In particular, the people of the south stated a strong preference for state security institutions, 

with the Lebanese army and police consistently cited as preferred security providers. This was true irrespective of 

the respondent’s political affiliation. On one point, however, there is a marked difference between the two studies. 

Most of those interviewed for the Southern Lebanon Assessment appeared quite sceptical of UNIFIL’s peacekeeping 

potential, indicating, by a margin of two to one, that they did not think that an increased UN presence on the border 

with Israel would improve community safety. The IPI study, by contrast, showed 80 per cent support for the UN peace-

keeping force (Charney Research, n.d.).

The Southern Lebanon Assessment challenges another common belief. Although it is often assumed Hizbollah is 

broadly popular among southerners, it appears that support for non-state armed groups in general—and Hizbollah 

in particular—is at least partially overestimated. The actions of Hizbollah or other non-state armed groups in the region 

may not reflect the will of most southerners.

The ownership of small arms in Lebanon, and Southern Lebanon in particular, has a long history. Political instability 

over the course of many generations, with its attendant violence, has fostered a lingering perception of insecurity in 

the Lebanese population. The Lebanese civil war of 1975–90, the inability of the Lebanese state to protect its citizens, 

and the persistence of militias in the region have all encouraged individuals to hold arms for protection. As described 

elsewhere in this chapter, violence remains a feature of the Lebanese political landscape, fuelling arms acquisition 

by private citizens and militias. Media reports in the run-up to the 2007 presidential election, for example, indicated 

that arms purchases had risen sharply amidst increasing sectarian tensions (Blanford, 2007).



It seems likely that the weapons ownership rate of 4.7 per cent, measured in the Southern Lebanon Assessment, 

is a substantial underestimate. This figure contrasts with the 37.5 per cent of MENAANSA focus group participants 

who said that their household owned one or more guns (MENAANSA, 2006, p. 53).20 It is also at odds with observa-

tions made during the Southern Lebanon study of (unacknowledged) weapons in the home. While the Southern 

Lebanon Assessment does not cast much light on levels of gun ownership in the south, it does reveal significant 

support for stricter government control of civilian weapons, as well as the outlawing of non-state armed groups. 

Responses to questions on gun policy varied according to the question and the political affiliation of the respondent. 

Supporters of opposition parties were the least likely to back gun control efforts, with non-aligned and pro-government 

respondents viewing them much more favourably. Similar divisions were found between supporters of any political 

party and non-supporters, with the first group expressing the greatest scepticism. Both sets of respondents agreed, 

however, that strengthening the Lebanese police and other security institutions would improve the security of their 

communities.

The reluctance of many opposition supporters to embrace the regulation of civilian weapons or the prohibition 

of non-state militias reflects political divisions in the south and the country as a whole. Hizbollah, whose flag features 

a Kalashnikov, has long argued that its independent military capacity is essential to the armed struggle against Israel. 

It has consistently stated that it intends to keep its weapons and, moreover, launched its takeover of West Beirut in 

May 2008 in response to government moves to shut down its military communications network.

In this context, one surprising—and important—finding of the study is that, whatever their political inclinations, 

the people of Southern Lebanon express strong support for government security institutions. That would suggest 

that additional support for Lebanese security institutions is warranted. At the same time, the population’s doubts regard-

ing UNIFIL’s relevance to regional security suggests that the international community’s faith in peacekeeping may, 

in this case, be misplaced. Nevertheless, the contrasting views on weapons regulation underline a critical fact of 

Lebanese life, namely that the country remains prey to political instability. Until the root causes of political violence 

are addressed, many in Southern Lebanon appear reluctant to submit their weapons to governmental control. For the 

moment, the declared faith in public security providers has its limits.

The people of Southern Lebanon have survived protracted sectarian conflict, Israeli occupation, and, in the summer 

of 2006, a devastating war. Independent reports of widespread property damage and some 1,000 deaths in the south 

are supported by the findings of the Southern Lebanon Armed Violence Assessment. The study also helps to shed 

light on shared views on arms and security. Hizbollah remains a defining element in this equation, but the Southern 

Lebanon Assessment reveals that the opinions and experiences of the people of the region are somewhat more diverse 

than previously assumed.

While survey respondents reported, as of May 2008, high levels of satisfaction with their quality of life and sense 

of personal safety, as a group they were cautious on the question of government gun control, including the prohibition 

of non-state militias. Many pro-government and non-aligned participants said they supported such measures; among 

adherents of opposition parties, including Hizbollah, this was more exceptional. For now, many southerners appear 

to favour minimal interference from government in the private ownership of arms. Yet at the same time, whatever their 



political inclinations, survey respondents indicated they looked primarily to government security institutions, specifi-

cally the Lebanese army and police, to provide security. This support came at the expense of non-government militias, 

including Hizbollah’s military wing, and the international peacekeeping force UNIFIL. Although Southern Lebanon has 

long been characterized as a Hizbollah stronghold, its people appear to have more confidence in state security insti-

tutions than previously believed. 

Notwithstanding widely held beliefs about their popularity among the people of the south, the study also reveals 

that the support enjoyed by armed non-state actors, most importantly Hizbollah, is probably overestimated. The 

extent of the party’s influence over the social, economic, and political life of Southern Lebanon should not be under-

estimated, but it cannot be assumed that its actions reflect the will of most southerners.

The people of Southern Lebanon stand at a critical juncture. Despite recent upheavals, many in the region support 

the regulation of civilian gun ownership and the banning of non-state armed groups. There is even greater—almost 

unanimous—support for state security institutions, including the Lebanese army and police. Aspirations, perhaps, for 

a better future, one in which the Lebanese state can provide security for all its citizens. As of early 2009, Lebanon 

was calm, yet pro-government and opposition forces remained at odds. Tensions with Israel also persisted, fuelled by 

reports that Hizbollah has rearmed since the 2006 war. In Lebanon, as in so many ‘post-conflict’ countries, insecurity 

clouds the horizon. 
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LAF      Lebanese Armed Forces
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