TEL AVIV UNIVERSITV

TELAVIVNOTE LaIMDC

AN UPDATE ON MIDDLE EASTERN DEVELOPMENTS

The Moshe Dayan Center for
Middle Eastern and African Studies

Editors: Dr. Brandon Friedman, Dr. Daniel Zisenwine, and Dr. Daniela Traub
Volume 20, Number 7 July 15, 2026

UNIFIL’s Termination: A Force Set Up to Fail?

Jonathan Franco

The year 2026 marks the last year of operations for the United Nations Interim Force in
Lebanon (UNIFIL). After almost fifty years in place, the United Nations (UN) Security Council
decided to discontinue its mandate starting in 2027. This article argues that the force has been
unable to fulfill its long-term mission due to a structural difficulty: it has never benefited from

local and international consensus necessary for its success.

UNIFIL was created by the Security Council in March 1978. The backdrop was “Operation
Litani”, an Israeli invasion of Southern Lebanon aimed at destroying the infrastructure of the
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) south of the Litani River.! Resolution 425, which
established UNIFIL, defined the force’s threefold mission: confirming Israel’s withdrawal from
Lebanon, restoring international peace and security in the area, and assisting the government
of Lebanon in returning its effective authority there.>? UNIFIL’s original mandate spanned only
six months but was later extended periodically until 2025. In August 2025, the Security Council
broke from its pattern and adopted Resolution 2790 (2025), which prolonged UNIFIL’s
mandate “for a final time” until the end of 2026, effectively terminating the mission in 2027.3

The 2024 Israel-Hizballah war served as the trigger for the force’s final abandonment. Long-
lasting local criticisms of UNIFIL climaxed in light of that conflict: Israeli and pro-Israeli
outlets accused UNIFIL of failing to prevent armed attacks on the Jewish state from Lebanese
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territory, and of restricting the Israeli army’s freedom of operations in the area.* Conversely,
Hizballah and some other sources in the Arab world blamed UNIFIL for failing to protect
Lebanon from Israeli encroachments, either because it was too weak or because it was tilted to
suit Israel’s needs.” The Trump administration in Washington, implementing an “America
First” policy and cutting back support for international organizations, was happy to ride this
momentum and see an end to the almost 50-year-old “interim” force.®

While the decision to discontinue UNIFIL was taken in 2025, the obstacles preventing the
fulfillment of its mandate date back to its very creation. Political scientists and international
relations experts have long examined what makes a peacekeeping operation effective, and
many of them point to the importance of local and international support. Namely, a
peacekeeping operation depends on cooperation from the belligerents in the field, as well as on
declarative and material support from the global community.” Much was also written about
how UNIFIL has lacked both.® However, these sources mainly discuss UNIFIL’s difficulties
after it had been created. By contrast, this article returns to UNIFIL’s formative years (1978-
1982), to demonstrate that, even before the first peacekeeper set foot in Lebanon, the force
never had the necessary consensus to fulfill its long-term missions of “restoring international
peace and security” and “assisting the government of Lebanon in ensuring the return of its
effective authority in the area”.

Lack of Local Support: the PLO and Israel

In terms of local cooperation, one early problem was posed by the PLO. The organization was
initially willing to tolerate UNIFIL’s deployment for the sole purpose of removing Israeli forces
from Lebanon in the aftermath of Operation Litani. According to Abdallah Bishara, Kuwait’s
representative to the UN in 1978 and a close partner of the PLO’s UN delegation, “The orders
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of the organization [the PLO] were not to resist anything Lebanon wanted, because the focus
was on the withdrawal of the Israeli forces and not getting into details regarding the draft [of
Resolution 425]”.° However, the organization’s leadership rejected resolutions 425 and 426.
Seeking instead to retain its operational freedom throughout Southern Lebanon, the PLO aimed
to constrain UNIFIL’s area of deployment and activity.!® Violent clashes sometimes erupted
between the organization and UNIFIL, resulting in UN personnel casualties or injuries.'!

Israel’s attitude was equally unhelpful. Shortly before the adoption of Resolution 425, Defense
Minister Ezer Weizmann told the American Deputy Chief of Mission to Israel Richard Viets
that the introduction of a UN force to Southern Lebanon would be “a total waste of time”.!? In
the years preceding Operation Litani, the governments of Yitzhak Rabin (June 1974 — June
1977) and Menachem Begin (June 1977 — August 1981) felt that international peacekeepers
would not only prove ineffective in preventing attacks on Israel from Southern Lebanon, but
also inhibit Israel’s operational freedom there.!*> After UNIFIL’s deployment, the skeptical
Israelis were easily convinced that the force was indeed useless and harmful in that it was
overly indulgent in its treatment of the Palestinian guerrillas.'* The Israelis preferred to rely on
the militia of Christian Major Saad Haddad in Southern Lebanon to protect Israel’s northern
border, rather than cooperate with UNIFIL.!> Haddad’s fighters, meanwhile, took a hostile
stance against UNIFIL, preventing its stationing inside their enclaves, restricting the force’s
movement, organizing protests against the peacekeepers, opening fire at UNIFIL’s positions
and patrols, and even encroaching upon the force’s area of operations. '

Lack of International Support: The Gap Between Beirut and the International
Community

There was no wide support for UNIFIL’s creation on the international level; either, let alone
for its long-term missions. Resolution 425 was adopted by a majority of 12 out of the 15
Security Council members. Two permanent Security Council members, the Soviet Union and
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China, acceded to Lebanon’s request not to veto the draft; however, they refused to participate
in the force or support its creation. Even some of the member states that voted in favor of the
draft, such as Kuwait, expressed concerns about its incomplete form, which did not state how
long UNIFIL was going to remain in Lebanon.!” The Arab bloc reluctantly accepted the
creation of UNIFIL, not for the sake of any long-term mission, but solely to ensure Israel’s
prompt withdrawal from Lebanon. Hasan Kamel, at the time an adviser to the Qatari
government, explained to American officials in Doha that the Arab states were likely going to
support the adoption of Resolution 425 because “this seemed the only practical way to get the

Israelis to evacuate, as humiliating as this is to the Arabs”.!®

Arguably, the only party that truly wanted to see UNIFIL remain in place for many years was
the Lebanese government. The 1970s were a troubled time in Lebanon’s history, owing to both
an internal civil war that began in 1975 and the Israeli-Palestinian confrontation that unfolded
on Lebanese soil. Beirut had lost effective control over major parts of the country, and the
Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) had dissolved as soldiers either fled to their homes or defected
to the warring militias.!® Therefore, the government hoped to “outsource” security across the
country. In 1976, Beirut welcomed the Arab Deterrent Force (ADF), a largely Syrian Arab
League peacekeeping operation set up to help the Lebanese government reassert authority.?
Despite effective action elsewhere in Lebanon, the ADF could not be deployed in the south due
to Israeli resistance; the Israclis saw the Syrians as a strategic threat and refused to accept a
Syrian military presence on their Lebanese border. Through American brokerage, Syria and
Israel made a tacit agreement in 1976 known as the Red Line Agreement: Israel would turn a
blind eye to Syria’s intervention in Lebanon, in exchange for a Syrian guarantee to keep its
units far enough north.?! When UNIFIL was deployed in Southern Lebanon, Beirut saw it as
the long-sought external force that could substitute for Lebanese authority until national
reconciliation was achieved.

Conversely, many nations, including even the United States, which sponsored resolutions 425
and 426, saw UNIFIL as a short-term mission to oversee the Israeli withdrawal, soon to be
replaced by the LAF.?? This is why Resolution 426 allocated an initial period of only six months
for UNIFIL’s mandate, a remarkably short time in terms of peacekeeping. Officials of the UN
and various countries pressed Beirut to promptly reconstruct the LAF to relieve UNIFIL of its
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duties, or at least to join its efforts in the south, which the government failed to do.?* After the
expiration of UNIFIL’s original mandate in September 1978 and on many subsequent
occasions, the Security Council would receive a UNIFIL progress report provided by the
Secretary-General, in which he would recommend extending the force’s mandate, to satisfy
Lebanon’s wishes. The Security Council would then authorize only a short extension of two to
six months until the next review. During these discussions, even countries supportive of
Lebanon and UNIFIL, such as the United States, France, and Britain, would express their
displeasure that UNIFIL’s mission was still incomplete and that Beirut had failed to assume
control of the south.?* UNIFIL was thus caught between a Lebanese government that embraced
it as a long-term solution and an international community that had never committed to one.

All in all, UNIFIL lacked the necessary consensus to carry out its mandate long before 2024.
Locally, the force was injected into an active warzone, where the PLO, Israel, and the Lebanese
militias had little incentive to accommodate it. International agreement was also unavailable,
as the Soviet Union and China refused to back its creation, and even supportive member states
took issue with its long-term missions. These disagreements hindered the force’s success, even
before other significant problems that many other peacekeeping operations face (for example,
a lack of adequate military power or insufficient authority to open fire when necessary). The
lack of consensus regarding UNIFIL’s creation and mandate led to an additional problem: a
lack of clarity regarding the scope, length, and nature of its mission. Therefore, UNIFIL was
doomed from the beginning to be an unpopular and ineffective force.

Jonathan Franco is a postdoctoral fellow at the Moshe Dayan Center (MDC) for Middle
Eastern and African Studies.

The opinions expressed in MDC publications are the authors’ alone.

All rights reserved to the Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern and African Studies at Tel-
Aviv University. Materials may be republished for non-commercial use only, with attribution
to the author and the Moshe Dayan Center at Tel-Aviv University, and include a reference and
hyperlink to the original article on the Moshe Dayan Center's website, http://www.dayan.org.

2 Kurt Waldheim, In the Eye of the Storm (Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1985), 191; Selim al-Hoss, The Time of
Hope and Disappointment [Lxslls o/ (4 j] (Dar al-Alam lil-Malayyin, 1992), 215; Fouad Boutros, Fouad
Boutros: The Memoirs [ </ S3al - b 3154 (Dar al-Nahar, 2009), 285-86; Richard B. Parker, Memoirs of a
Foreign Service Arabist (New Academia Publishing, 2013), 240-41.

24 Yearbook of the United Nations (1978) (UN Department of Public Information, 1981), 295-311; Yearbook of
the United Nations (1979) (UN Department of Public Information, 1982), 321-38; Yearbook of the United
Nations (1980) (UN Department of Public Information, 1983), 347-58; Yearbook of the United Nations (1981)
(UN Department of Public Information, 1985), 283-91; Yearbook of the United Nations (1982) (UN Department
of Public Information, 1986), 428-33.


http://www.dayan.org/

