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Could Natural Gasin the M editerranean
Spark the Third L ebanese War?
Oded Eran

Speaking about border issues between Israel andnbabat the Institute for National
Security Studies (INSS) annual conference (Janddr2018), Defense Minister Avigdor
Liberman said that the Lebanese government hacedssu tender for natural gas
exploration in the Mediterranean, and that by ateda Block 9, which was awarded to a
number of well-known international companies, bgkuh to Israel. Liberman called
Lebanon's move a provocation and a serious miskiikewords sparked a fiery response
from Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah, and theiamiedboth Israel and Lebanon
reported that the organization was threatening ttack Israel's drilling rigs in the

Mediterranean.

Conflicts over maritime borders are not unique éb&non and Israel, and as in this case,
many of them derive from competition over econonegources — whether fishing zones
or oil and natural gas fields. The United Natiorm@ntion on the Law of the Sea grants
a state exclusive economic rights over an are&htrg 200 nautical miles from its coast
(Exclusive Economic Zone). Israel began drilling it economic waters more than
twenty years ago, and since 2003 natural gas ba®d from the sea into Israel. The big
breakthrough in this area, and with it the eruptwdrthe conflict, came in December
2010, when a consortium of companies announceddibeovery of the gas in the
Leviathan field. That same month Israel and Cyigeaed an agreement on delineation
of the maritime border between them (since theads between the two countries is less
than 400 nautical miles), although in the summe2@#0 Lebanon had already rushed to
register documents with the UN delimiting its mian# border with Israel. In June 2011
Lebanon again turned to the UN, expressing its siipa to the agreement between
Israel and Cyprus "that violates [according to Ledd the sovereign and economic
rights of Lebanon and could imperil internationabpe and security, particularly if one
of these States [presumably referring to Israel @gpgrus] should decide unilaterally to
exercise sovereign authority over the region thleddnon considers an inalienable part of
its exclusive economic zone." Israel replied ory 1, 2011, attaching the coordinates to
delineate its maritime border with Lebanon. Thesgaptween the Lebanese and Israeli
claims create a disputed area of 850 sq. km.
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In late 2011, Israel, out of a willingness to coomise, began to look for diplomatic
ways to resolve the developing dispute. In intenisterial consultations, the decision
was taken not to grant new licenses for the areferudispute in order to facilitate a
compromise solution. It was decided not to use UNI& a channel for discussion
between Israel and Lebanon, since the mandate eofFtrce does not refer to the
maritime border, and Israel prefers to avoid UN iatoh. The Israel interest in
mediation led to several contacts by third par@es] ultimately American mediation was
the preferred option.

In February 2012, State Department Deputy Specialoff for Middle East Peace
Frederic Hof, who was heavily involved in develomtein Syria in the framework of
the Arab Spring, undertook the task of mediatienaél reiterated to him its willingness
to resolve the dispute by reaching a compromighract talks with representatives of the
Lebanese government. In April 2012, at separateting=ein London (in view of the
Lebanese refusal to participate in a joint meetirigf submitted a proposed compromise
involving division of the disputed area. On May2R]12, then-Minister of Foreign Affairs
Avigdor Liberman approved the American proposakrethough it granted Lebanon a
larger share of the area. To this day no offi@sjponse from Lebanon has been received,
although according to reports of US diplomats inteot with the Lebanese government,
they discussed inter alia depositing the proposdl the UN. From this it appears that
the proposal was acceptable to the Lebanese goeatnm
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A year after the submission of the original Amenicaroposal, the new American
mediator proposed additional ideas. While not cleduether they were his or the
Lebanese government’s, they completely distortedbtiginal proposal. The guiding line
for these ideas was the creation of a buffer zatesden Israel and Lebanon outside the
area claimed by Lebanon. Apart from the fact that idea was completely unacceptable,
it could also cause serious economic damage todmathtries by preventing exploration
and agreed exploitation of gas in the disputed &gpaoling of exploration and
development efforts in cross border areas is célladization”).

In spite of the failure of US mediation, Israel inned to refrain from issuing tenders for

the disputed area. However, in March 2013 the LesamMinistry of Energy published a

map of the maritime economic zone divided into tkk" jargon for areas that are the
subject of tenders. The map showed that the Lebagegernment completely ignored

the Israeli position and the proposed American acomgse, and that in three blocks, 8, 9,
and 10, and particularly in block 9, there was rclg@netration of the area claimed by
Israel. After years of delays in approval of theder process in Lebanon, largely due to
the presidential and government crisis in the aguaictivity was now renewed.

On February 2, 2017, Israel complained to the UNualiebanon's intention to grant
licenses and declared its intention to defendights. It also expressed "openness to
dialogue and cooperation with neighboring and rah¢\states regarding the delimitation
of the northern limit of its territorial sea andcixsive economic zone." Following reports
by the Lebanese Oil Authority, on December 21, 204iael again complained to the
UN Secretary General about the granting of licensedlock 9 to a consortium
comprising the French company Total, the Italian,E2dd the Russian Novatek, without
Israel's consent, entirely contrary to Israel's ifp@s and its call for dialogue and
cooperation. Israel also announced that it would permit any non-consensual,
unauthorized economic activity, and expressedeitgeat that the Lebanese government
was ignoring its call for dialogue. Israel remindat involved third parties, i.e., apart
from Lebanon itself, that any activity "that wouliblate Israel's sovereign rights or
otherwise involve them in non-consensual or unai#zbd economic activity in this
maritime area...would expose them to significantilighy’ On February 9, 2018, Total
announced that it and its partners are aware ofctmdlict and therefore would not
operate within 25 km of the disputed area.

On January 26, 2018, Lebanon replied with its ogttef, which completely rejected all
Israel's claims and announced: "The Republic ofabelm will not hesitate to avail itself
of its inherent right to self-defence if an armethek occurs against the economic
activities carried out in its maritime areas. Itllwmot hesitate neither to take all
appropriate measures against Israel or its prisabeessionaires, including Energean Oil
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& Gas, should they decide to take advantage of theivities in the so-called Israel
blocks 13 and Alon D, where the Karish field isdtexl, to exploit the natural resources
of the Lebanese seabed by way of directional dglli Energean, which is registered in
Greece, won the Karish and Tanin drilling rightdate 2016, following a ruling by the
Supreme Court regarding dilution of the holdingPefek and Noble Energy.

In addition to the verbal escalation, the Lebartassed to various institutions in France,
including legal ones, hoping to conduct a publimpaign to prove their case in the
conflict with Israel. Lebanon had already contacteébrmer French president with a
proposal for French mediation between Lebanon arakl, but nothing was done. Acting
Assistant of the US Secretary of State for MiddéstEAffairs David Satterfield recently
visited Israel and Lebanon, in preparation for theit by Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson, and it was reported that he raised thbjext of gas. The US effort was
necessary due to the increasing harshness of téatsh particularly from the Lebanese
side, and the danger of descending into armed icgnithere both winner and loser
would pay a heavy price.

The charged situation highlights a number of isstiég first is the sense of power felt
by Hezbollah, which played an important role ingeming the Assad regime and its
recovery after it lost considerable territory tee tiiarious opposition forces. Although
Hezbollah's intervention exacted a heavy priceuméan life, its position in Lebanon has
not weakened, and the general elections in Lebandmay 2018 will likely strengthen

its political status. Iran's growing influence ihetregion following the nuclear deal
(JCPOA) is also perceived as an achievement forbélksh, while Iran's gradually

increasing foothold in Syria, which has made itigniicant player in shaping that

country's future, naturally impacts on its junioarfmer and proxy, Hezbollah. The
strongly worded Lebanese letter of last month imiméscent of the tone of threats
adopted for many years by the Hezbollah leader &fad$asrallah on the subject of
natural gas in the Mediterranean, but which hadasmot accompanied the dialogue —
albeit indirect — between Lebanon and Israel. I'sradecision to reinforce the border
fence with Lebanon and in certain sections to baildall (without changing the course
of the Blue Line) was met with threatening languigen the Lebanese government.

On the other hand, senior Israeli security persiowhe have spoken recently about Syria
and Lebanon, including at the INSS annual confezehave clarified that if there is

another military campaign, Israel will exact a hegwice for all attempts to attack its

civilian population, and it will not permit fightghto continue for several weeks, as
happened in summer 2006.
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The verbal exchanges, the violent rhetoric of tlebdnese government, and Lebanon’s
disregard for Israeli attempts to resolve the mattehe maritime border justify external
involvement to prevent further deterioration. Tleelgity events between Israel and Syria
of February 10, 2018 do not relate to the issuectly, but they will complicate efforts
toward a compromise. While Israel would welcome Apsn efforts to calm the
situation, it is harder to predict the Lebanesetrea. Competition between rival political
forces in Lebanon has always taken precedence tbeenational interest and caused
much damage, including economic. Had the Lebanesergment accepted the US
compromise proposed in 2012, the Lebanese econmuidvihave received a significant
boost, and in turn would have benefited other megjioeconomies. The American
administration can minimize the risk of armed cimfby bringing Lebanon back to the
idea of talking to Israel — even indirectly — abauffair compromise that would suit
Lebanon.



