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	Iran fear drives Saudi stance on Hizbollah, analysts say

By Andrew Hammond 

Iraqi Analyst Mustafa Alani says they (Saudis) look at Hizbollah as an extension of Iran. They cannot believe Hizbollah took the strategic decision (to kidnap Israeli soldiers) without at least the knowledge, if not green light, of the Iranians 

Saudi criticism of Hizbollah and Iran for provoking Israel’s blitz of Lebanon is driven by fear of rising Iranian influence in the region, say analysts. 

State media last week quoted an official source as saying “elements” in Lebanon and “those behind them” were responsible for an Israeli offensive on its northern neighbour to stop strikes by Shi’ite guerrilla group Hizbollah. The comments provoked heated debate over the weekend in the Arab media, where sympathy towards resistance to perceived US-Israeli hegemony in the region runs high. 

“Saudi Arabia doesn’t want the same chance for Iranian intervention in Lebanon as has happened in Iraq,” said Saudi political analyst Dawoud Shiryan. 

“It was a surprise that Saudi Arabia took the initiative without waiting for the others (Arab nations). But it fits with their desire to have a role in stopping the military operations,” he said, adding Saudi Arabia had become a major backer of the Lebanese government in recent years. 

Sunni Muslim Saudi Arabia last year spoke out forcefully about the influence of Shi’ite Iran in Iraq after the Shi’ite majority came to power in Baghdad in elections. 

Riyadh has also taken a strong public stance backing international concerns over Iran’s nuclear programme. 

“They look at Hizbollah as an extension of Iran. They cannot believe Hizbollah took the strategic decision (to kidnap Israeli soldiers) without at least the knowledge, if not green light, of the Iranians,” said Iraqi analyst Mustafa Alani. 

Clerics agree: Saudi clerics, whose strict Sunni ideology demonises Shi’ite Islam, also expressed suspicion of Hizbollah’s motives. “We should not raise our hand in respect to just anyone who fights the Israeli-American forces,” said an editorial comment on the Web site of leading hardline cleric Nasser al-Omar. 

“Hizbollah is not fighting on behalf of Sunni Muslims in Palestine or elsewhere, it is a tool in the hands of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard let loose to realise an Iranian agenda.” 

But many Saudis are not so pleased with their government’s response. Saudi Arabia has long been the bane of opposition groups around the Arab world who say Riyadh should make more use of its political and economic weight to ensure that Palestinians regain lands seized by Israel in the 1967 Middle East war. Many see Hizbollah and Palestinian groups as fighting to stop Israel and its US ally imposing an unfair resolution. 

“He’s a hero,” a taxi driver called Badr said of Hizbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah. “Don’t listen to what they (Arab leaders) are saying in their statements - they are all cowards, and all they care about is keeping their positions in power.” A statement signed by more than 200 Saudi Shi’ites said, “We are shocked at Arab and international silence over what’s going on. We call on all Arabs and Muslims to stand together firmly and courageously by the innocents in Lebanon and Palestine.” reuters


