Sports in the service of terrorism:
Hezbollah’s Sports Mobilization conducts extensive sports
activity, using it for indoctrinating and preparing youth to
join the ranks of Hezbollah
July 15, 2019

Overview
Since its inception, Hezbollah has attached major importance to activity among Shiite
youth in Lebanon intended to prepare the younger generation to join the ranks of
Hezbollah. This activity is part of a variety of services provided by Hezbollah to the Shiite
population of Lebanon, creating a Shiite “mini-state” within the Lebanese state. Hezbollah’s
activity among the younger generation is carried out by various institutions: two
educational networks operating among the Shiite population in Lebanon (kindergartens,
elementary schools, junior high schools, and high schools); the Education Mobilization,
which indoctrinates the students of the Lebanese educational systems (including colleges
and universities); the Imam al-Mahdi Scouts, Hezbollah’s youth movement; and the Sports
Mobilization, an institution which promotes extensive sports activity.
The Sports Mobilization is engaged in forming sports teams and initiating sports events on
behalf of Hezbollah among the Shiite population in Lebanon. The Sports Mobilization places
the emphasis on soccer games due to their tremendous popularity. In addition, the Sports
Mobilization promotes sports branches improving the skills of the youth which will join
the ranks of Hezbollah (martial arts, running, and shooting). About half of the sports
competitions are held on dates of symbolic significance for Hezbollah (such as the
anniversary of the IDF’s withdrawal from southern Lebanon, Shahid Day, etc.). The sports
competitions are used for the glorification of Hezbollah’s shahids, and teams and sports
facilities are named after them. In this regard, according to a statement by Sports
Mobilization head Hajj Jihad Atiya, Hezbollah perceives sports as a means of inculcating
its values in the youth and attracting it to its ranks, based on the connection between
sports and the jihadi-military sphere (Jihad Atiya in an interview to the Al-Manar Channel,
January 6, 2015).
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A martial arts event dedicated to the “Shahids of the Holy Defense” (the name used by Hezbollah
to refer to its operatives killed in Syria). The event was held in the hall of the Abu al-Fadl sports
club (Abu al-Fadl is an important figure in Shiite Islam), in the village of Burj Qallawiyah in
southern Lebanon. Photos of Imam Ruhollah Khomeini and Khamenei were prominently
displayed at the award ceremony. Khomeini, the Father of the Islamic Revolution in Iran (right)
and Iranian leader Ali Khamenei (left) are two figures considered by Hezbollah as the source of
legitimacy for its actions.1

Poster showing a
coffin wrapped in
the Hezbollah flag

Right: Soccer team named after a Hezbollah shahid whose picture appears on the team’s
uniform. The sign in the background reads, “Tournament of the shahid commander Al-Hajj Imad
(?)…” (Facebook page of the village of Tair Debba in southern Lebanon, July 9, 2016). Left: Photo
from a table tennis tournament named “Shahids of the Way to Jerusalem,” held on March 4,
2018, in the village of Braiqah in southern Lebanon. The poster in the background shows a coffin
wrapped with Hezbollah's flag.

Apparently, the United States has not designated the Sports Mobilization as a terrorist
entity and has not imposed sanctions on it. This despite the fact that it is a Hezbollah
institution promoting sports activity in order to indoctrinate youth prior to their enlistment
to Hezbollah. Furthermore, Muhammad Fneish, the Minister of Youth and Sports in the
Lebanese government, is not included on the American sanctions list although he is a senior
Hezbollah figure and in spite of the fact that his ministry sponsors Hezbollah’s sports activity.
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See the ITIC's Information Bulletin from July 11, 2019, “The Imam al-Mahdi Scouts Association:
Hezbollah’s youth movement which indoctrinates youth with Iranian radical Shiite Islam and serves as
a source of youngsters who join Hezbollah”
1
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Minister of Youth and Sports Muhammad Fneish (center) receives a plaque of appreciation from
the Sports Mobilization in the Al-Zahrani sector at the opening ceremony of the Sports
Mobilization’s summer activities (Al-Saksakiyeh website, June 2019)

Structure of the study2
The study includes the following sections:
The ideological basis for engaging in sports
Sports Mobilization’s activity
Sports as an indoctrination tool
Funding sources of the sports activity
Replicating the Lebanese model by Iran
Appendix: List of the ITIC's publications on Hezbollah’s civilian infrastructure
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The ITIC wishes to thank Alma Center for providing information that assisted it in writing the current
document.
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The ideological basis for engaging in sports
Hezbollah, which creates a Shiite “mini-state” among the Shiite population, seeks to cater to
the residents’ needs in all spheres of life. Therefore, since its inception, it has established a
social-civilian system, parallel to the military wing, which includes extensive activity in the
fields of education, culture, health, finance, sports, construction, agriculture etc. This
activity is designed to turn Shiite society into a “Resistance Society” (i.e., a society which
is entirely mobilized to support Hezbollah3) and at the same time prepare the younger
generation to enlist in Hezbollah’s ranks.
Out of this all-inclusive perception, Hezbollah created the institution of the “Sports
Mobilization,” which is engaged in promoting sports activity among Shiite youth. The
ideological basis for the engagement in sports is anchored in statements of senior Shiite
clerics who stressed the importance of balance between physical and spiritual power.
Hezbollah makes extensive use of a quote by Imam Ruhollah Khomeini, the Father of the
Islamic Revolution in Iran: “I am not an athlete myself but I like athletes” (Sawt al-Farah
website, December 15, 2012).

Quote by the Prophet Muhammad, “Teach your children to swim, to shoot and to ride a horse,”
at the entrance to a skeet shooting event on behalf of Hezbollah’s Sports Mobilization
(Lebanese News Agency, March 13, 2018).
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Sheikh Naim Qassem, Nasrallah’s deputy, described Hezbollah’s social conception as follows:
“Resistance, as far as we are concerned, is a social view incorporating all aspects: military, cultural,
political and media-related resistance” (Naim Qassem, “Resistance Society: The Will of Shahada and
Creation of Victory,” Dar al-Ma’aref al-Hikmiya, 2008, p. 8).
3

158-19

Sports Mobilization’s activity
Like many other Hezbollah civilian entities, the Sports Mobilization was established in
Hezbollah’s first years of existence (the ITIC does not know the exact date of its
establishment, but it was probably sometime in the early 1990s). Like most of the
foundations and institutions composing Hezbollah’s civilian infrastructure, the Sports
Mobilization is also subordinate to the Executive Council. It is headed, at least since 2013, by
Hajj Jihad Atiya (Wadi Press website, May 11, 2019). Under Hajj Atiya are the officials in
charge of sports activity in each of Hezbollah’s activity areas among the Shiite population.
Compared with other Hezbollah civilian foundations and institutions, the Sports Mobilization
keeps a low media profile (it has no official website, Facebook page or Twitter account).

Types of sports activity
The ITIC described the characteristics of the Sports Mobilization’s sports activity by
analyzing its activities from 2011 until late June 2019. Since it has no website, Facebook page
or Twitter account, the information was found by searching for the term “Sports
Mobilization” along with secondary searches such as “Hezbollah’s sports activity.” A total of
400 events of various kinds were documented during this period (championships,
tournaments, ceremonies, sports days, festivals, inauguration of new facilities, etc.). The
most common sports branch was soccer (195 events, about 49% of the total). Then table
tennis and martial arts (50 events, about 12.5%), and running or walking (37 events, about
9.25%).
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Sport events as a means to preserve Hezbollah’s battle legacy

Photos from the 2012 race between the outposts of the Ali al-Taher Ridge east of Nabatieh. The
race was held to commemorate the IDF’s withdrawal from southern Lebanon. It ended in the
reenactment of the waving of Hezbollah’s flag above the IDF’s Dlaat Outpost on the Ali al-Taher
Ridge, on October 29, 19944 (Al-Khiyam website, May 31, 2012)

Other sports on the Sports Mobilization events were futsal (25 events, about 6.25% of the
total); swimming, diving, and rappelling (17 events, about 4.25%); all kinds of shooting:
sports shooting, skeet shooting, and paintball (16 events, about 4%); basketball (11
events, about 2.75%); billiards and volleyball (nine events, about 2.25%); power sports:
weight lifting, javelin throwing, and tug of war (seven events, about 1.75%); badminton,
gymnastics, tennis, board games, and pétanque (one event each, about 0.25% of the
total).
The distribution of the sports branches indicates that Hezbollah chose to focus on soccer
(about half of all the events), being the most popular sport, in order to attract participants
for the competitions. Along with it, Hezbollah nurtures sports branches which can assist in
preparing the youth for military service in its ranks (such as martial arts, running,
rappelling and shooting).

Sites and dates of sports events
Hezbollah’s sports events took place among Shiite population centers throughout Lebanon.
Priority was clearly given to southern Lebanon, Hezbollah’s stronghold (306 events,
about 76.5% of the entire number). A total of 57 events (about 14.25%) took place in Beirut
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On October 29, 1994, Hezbollah operatives managed to infiltrate into the IDF’s Dlaat Outpost. They
hoisted the flag on one of the embankments and threw an IED into the observation post. They then
fled unscathed. The event was widely covered by the media and became part of Hezbollah’s battle
legacy.
4
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and 33 (about 8.25%) in the Bekaa Valley. Only few were held in the Hermel region and in
northern Lebanon.
About a quarter of the events (109) took place on commemoration dates related to
Hezbollah: Withdrawal Day (the anniversary of the IDF’s withdrawal from Lebanon), Shahid
Leaders’ Day, the Shahid Day, the anniversary of the Second Lebanon War, etc. About a
quarter of the events (99) took place on Shiite holidays: anniversaries of the birth of
Prophet Muhammad’s family members, Al-Ghadir, Ashura, etc. A few of the events (17) took
place on national Lebanese holidays or Christian holidays: Lebanon’s Independence Day,
Christmas, New Year’s Eve, etc. Several events (eight) were held on commemoration days
associated with Iran and with political events: Iran’s Islamic Revolution Day; the
denunciation of Trump's declaration on the recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel.

Scope of the sports events
Since 2011, there has been an almost steady increase in the number of events
organized by the Sports Mobilization: 2011 – 14 events; 2012 – 13 events; 2013 – 18 events;
2014 – 27 events; 2015 – 60 events; 2016 – 54 events; 2017 – 83 events; 2018 – 84 events;
during the first six months of 2019, the Sports Mobilization organized 53 events.

Annual scope of sports events
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The annual increase in the scope of Hezbollah’s sports activity is part of a general trend of
increase in the scope of activity of Hezbollah’s civilian institutions. The appointment of
senior Hezbollah figure Mohammad Fneish as Minister of Youth and Culture in Lebanon’s
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governments since late 2016 may also have contributed to the rise in the scope of activity of
the Sports Mobilization over the past years (see below).

Sports as an indoctrination tool
Hezbollah’s Sports Mobilization takes advantage of sports events as a tool to inculcate the
values of Hezbollah and Iran in the younger generation and as a means to gain the
support of the Shiite population. Two interconnected values emphasized in the sports events
are shahada (heroic death for the sake of Allah) and the glorification of shahids.
Glorification of shahids finds expression in various ways:
Naming sports events after a shahid or a group of shahids (“the Shahid Hajj Maher
Cup,” “Shahid Tournament of the Village of…, etc.).
Naming sports teams after a certain shahid or a group of shahids.

The picture of a shahid after whom the soccer team is named appears on the team’s uniform. The
sign in the background reads, “Tournament of the Shahid Commander Al-Hajj Imad (?) […]”
(Facebook page of the village of Tair Debba, southern Lebanon, July 9, 2016)

Naming courses and sports facilities after shahids (“Shahid Playing Field of the
Village of …”)
Inviting shahids’ families to sports events.
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Photos from the first sports festival named after the “Shahids of the Holy Defense” (Hezbollah’s
shahids in Syria), which was held on November 4, 2016, in Burj al-Barajneh in Beirut's southern
suburb (Facebook). The event was attended by shahid family members who were photographed
with players of the teams named after the shahids (the two photos below). The event was
sponsored by private businesses and a company affiliated with Hezbollah: Al-Bayan Library (top
left), the Skaike Café (top right, bottom left), and Al-Amana Petroleum (bottom right).5

Hezbollah usually publishes details about the lives of shahids associating them with
sports; for instance, publishing that the shahid Mohammad al-Zain was a goalkeeper in Bint
Jbeil’s soccer club (@WSSPORT1 Twitter account, August 22, 2017); or publishing that the
shahid Qassem Shamkha was a player in the Al-Ahed soccer club (Al-Mayadeen Channel,
November 4, 2016); or the dissemination by the Sports Mobilization of a photo of the shahid
Ali al-Asheq’s member’s certificate in the Al-Fajr sports club (Facebook page in memory of the
shahid Ali Hadi al-Asheq, October 8, 2017).

The shahid Ali al-Asheq’s member’s certificate in the Al-Fajr sports club (published by the Sports
Mobilization; Facebook page in memory of the shahid Ali Hadi al-Asheq, October 8, 2017)

In addition to the association of sports activity with shahids, sports events, teams and
facilities are named after key figures in Shiite Islam (Imam Al-Mahdi, Imam Ali bin Abi
Talib, Sayyida Zaynab, Abu al-Fadl al-Abbas etc.). Many sports events are held on days of
symbolic significance, such as commemoration dates and holidays. In the political sphere,
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Al-Bayan Library, a bookstore also selling stationery in the Burj al-Barajneh neighborhood. Skaike
Café is a café in Beirut’s southern suburb. Al-Amana Petroleum is owned by Hezbollah’s Martyrs
Foundation.

5
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Hezbollah associates sports events with its involvement in the Syrian civil war by naming
sports events after the Shahids of the Holy Defense, a name by which Hezbollah refers to its
operatives who were killed in Syria (Facebook page of Mohammad Adel Yassin, May 31, 2015;
Ya Sour website, July 27, 2017; Al-Chehabiya municipality website, March 26, 2018).
Some of the sports facilities are located near religious worship sites. Some of the sports
events are held on sites of significance and historic importance for Hezbollah. For
instance, the monument in memory of Sayyid Abbas Mussawi, former Hezbollah’s secretarygeneral; or the Ali Taher Ridge, the site of Hezbollah’s attacks against the IDF, which became
part of Hezbollah’s battle legacy (Al-Khiyam website, May 31, 2012; Tufahta Book Facebook
page, November 18, 2016). Sports events are used as an opportunity to disseminate
Nasrallah’s speeches and Hezbollah’s songs, which are played in the background (Ya Sour
website, February 26, 2012; April 14, 2014; and April 21, 2016). At least in one case,
participants of Hezbollah’s soccer summer camp were taken for a tour at the jihadi
museum in Mleeta, southern Lebanon, where there are Hezbollah exhibitions for
indoctrination purposes (Facebook page of the Al-Manar academic institute, August 29,
2014). It should be noted that besides the inculcation of terrorism and religious radicalism,
Hezbollah also uses the sports events to inculcate positive social values, such as fair conduct
in sports, the war against smoking, war against indiscriminate shooting, assistance for the
disabled, etc.

Participants of the Al-Wa’ed al-Sadeq (i.e., the Second Lebanon War) soccer summer camp in
Nabatieh visit the Mleeta Museum in southern Lebanon (Facebook page of the Al-Manar academic
institute, August 29, 2014).

Apart from an occasion for shahid worshiping, Hezbollah considers the sports events an
opportunity to have its supporters meet its military operatives. Thus, for example, in the
opening of a race which was held in Al-Housh (in southern Lebanon) on the occasion of the
2018 Shahid Leaders’ Day, a speech was delivered by Hajj Abu Mustafa Haidar, a
Hezbollah operative who participated in the battles in eastern Syria (“field commander
158-19
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and hero of the Deir ez-Zor Airport”) (Ain Baal website, February 19, 2018). Similarly, in
2015, the Sports Mobilization organized a sports day on the beach of Tyre. Photos from the
event show Hezbollah operatives who did not bother to hide their identity, or even made a
deliberately attempt to call attention to it (Tyre website, September 15, 2015).

Sports day organized by the Sports Mobilization on the Tyre beach. The event was attended by
Hezbollah military operatives with clothing items which betrayed their affiliation. Right: Shirt
and hat with Hezbollah’s emblem. Left: Dog tag and a typical Shiite pendant
(Tyre website, September 15, 2015)

The stage decorations in sites where the sports events take place also contribute to
indoctrination. In venues where events are held, there are Hezbollah flags, photos of
Hezbollah and Iranian leaders, such as Sayyid Hassan Nasrallah, Ali Khamenei, Ruhollah
Khomeini, and others. In addition, there are photos of Hezbollah shahids and scenes from
the Battle of Karbala. Events held by the Sports Mobilization include routine items such as
reading Quranic verses, speeches, and playing the Lebanese national anthem and the
Hezbollah anthem. All these create an atmosphere which helps inculcate Hezbollah’s
messages (Al-Manar Channel, April 19, 2011; Facebook page in memory of the shahid
Mohammad Hassan Shahadi, May 21, 2014; Facebook page of Ali al-Masri, May 21, 2017).
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Photos from a table tennis tournament named “Shahids of the Way to Jerusalem,” held on March
4, 2018, in the village of Braiqah in southern Lebanon. The father of one of the shahids took part
in the award ceremony. In the background, photos of shahids, a poster showing a coffin wrapped
with Hezbollah's flag, and a picture of the Battle of Karbala.

Funding sources of the sports activity
The Sports Mobilization does not reveal the funding sources of its sports activity. According
to information on various websites, it seems that the funding sources are mainly educational
institutions

(schools

and

academic

institutes),

local

private

businesses

and

municipalities. Sometimes, registration fees are also charged from the participants in the
sports completions.
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Charging fees for sports activity: Notice on the opening of a martial arts club by the Sports
Mobilization in the religious/social club (Hussainiya) in the village of Yuhmur in southern
Lebanon. The monthly payment for participation in the activity is LBP 20,000 (about USD 13)
(Sada Yuhmur Facebook page, July 20, 2018).

Government support
It appears that in addition to the abovementioned funding sources, the Sports Mobilization
enjoys government support, which increased during the tenure of senior Hezbollah
official Muhammad Fneish as the Minister of Youth and Sports. Muhammad Fneish is a
Shiite born in 1953 in the village of Ma’roub, in southern Lebanon. He has an undergraduate
degree in Mathematics from the Faculty of Sciences and an undergraduate degree in Political
Science from the Faculty of Law and Political Science in the Lebanese University. He joined
Hezbollah immediately upon its establishment and has held several positions in
Hezbollah’s leadership. Among his other positions, he was member of the Political
Committee, in charge of external relations, chairman of the Political Bureau, member of the
Shura Executive Council, and the official in charge of the south of Lebanon during the First
Lebanon War. In 1984, he was captured by the IDF and held in the Ansar detention camp
in southern Lebanon.
In 1992, Muhammad Fneish was elected to the Lebanese Parliament as member of the
Loyalty to the Resistance bloc (Hezbollah’s faction) in one of the Shiite seats of the Tyre
electorate. Since 2005, Fneish has served in ministerial positions in the Lebanese
governments on behalf of Hezbollah. In December 2016, he was appointed Minister of
Youth and Sports in Sa’ad Hariri’s cabinet. In late January 2019, he was reappointed to this
position in Sa’ad Hariri’s new cabinet. Apparently, he is not included on the American
sanctions list although he is a senior Hezbollah figure and in spite of the fact that recently
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(July 9, 2019), three senior Hezbollah figures holding positions in the Lebanese political
system were added to the list (two of them are MPs in the Loyalty to Resistance bloc6).

Hezbollah’s senior member Muhammad Fneish, Minister of Youth and Sports
(website of the Lebanese News Agency, July 8, 2019)

During Muhammad Fneish’s tenure as Minister of Youth and Sports, his ministry’s
involvement in the Sports Mobilization’s events increased. In 2011-2016, only four Sports
Mobilization’s events were found in which the Ministry of Youth and Sports participated; but
in 2016-2019, eleven such events were found (an almost threefold increase within a shorter
period of time). The involvement of the Ministry of Youth and Sports was mostly reflected in
sponsorship and sometimes in the presence of the ministry’s senior officials in the
sports events, mainly heads of associations of various sports branches but sometimes even
the minister himself. Moreover, in March 2019, the Sports Mobilization in southern Lebanon
organized an instruction workshop for sports clubs on “How to get in touch with the
Ministry of Youth and Sports.” Part of the workshop was facilitated by the advisor to the
Minister of Youth and Sports, Ali Fawaz (Facebook, March 10, 2019). Apparently, the
sponsorship by the Ministry of Youth and Sports and the participation of the ministry’s senior
officials in Hezbollah’s sports events were also reflected in practical assistance.

��������������������
����

Muhammad Ra’ad, a Hezbollah senior member and head of the Loyalty to Resistance bloc, and the
other is Amin Shari, a Loyalty to Resistance MP.
6
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Minister of Youth and Sports Muhammad Fneish (center) receives a plaque of appreciation from
the Sports Mobilization in the Al-Zahrani sector at the opening ceremony of the Sports
Mobilization’s summer activities (Al-Saksakiyeh website, June 2019)

Replicating the Lebanese model by Iran
Like other Hezbollah civilian institutions, entities similar to the Sports Mobilization were
established among other Iranian proxies. Following are several examples:
Iraq: Shiite militias operating in Iraq, which are partly Iranian proxies, established
institutions for promoting sports as part of their civilian infrastructure. Thus, for
example:
 The Popular Mobilization, the umbrella framework of the Shiite militias,

established an institution named The Sports Unit of the Popular
Mobilization.” This entity has a modus operandi similar to that of Hezbollah’s
Sports Mobilization (Facebook page of the “Popular Mobilization’s Sports
Arena”).
 Asaib Ahl al-Haq (literally: League of the People of Righteousness): In the

past, this militia maintained a “Sports Unit” which was subordinate to the
Educational Department (it is possible that this unit no longer exists).
 Sayyid al-Shuhada Battalions: This militia established a body engaged in

youth and sports. The activity of this body is similar to that of Hezbollah’s
Sports Mobilization (website of Sayyid al-Shuhada Battalions).
Yemen: The Houthi rebels (Ansar Allah) have a Sports Mobilization Bureau, similar
to Hezbollah’s Sports Mobilization in Lebanon (Al-Thawra website, February 21, 2019).
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Appendix
The ITIC's publications on Hezbollah’s civilian infrastructure
(February-July 2019)
The ITIC is engaged in a research project whose aim is to map and elaborate on Hezbollah’s
civilian infrastructure. The following publications have been issued as part of this project:
“Hezbollah launched a campaign to raise money for military purposes using the
Islamic Resistance Support Association” (February 2019).
“Hezbollah’s Martyrs Foundation: purpose, mode of operation and funding
methods” (April 2019)
“Hezbollah’s Foundation for the Wounded: purpose, modus operandi and funding
methods” (May 2019)
“Hezbollah’s socioeconomic foundations: Al-Qard al-Hasan, a quasi-bank that
provides interest-free loans, mainly to members of the Shiite community” (June 2019)
“Jihad al-Bina Association in Lebanon: A Hezbollah social foundation engaged in
construction and social projects among the Shiite community, being a major
component in Hezbollah’s civilian infrastructure” (June 2019)
“The Imam al-Mahdi Scouts Association: Hezbollah’s youth movement which
indoctrinates youth with Iranian radical Shiite Islam and serves as a source of
youngsters who join Hezbollah” (July 2019)
“Hezbollah operates networks of private schools indoctrinating the Shiite
community in Lebanon with the ideology of the Islamic Revolution in Iran and with
loyalty to Hezbollah and the path of terrorism” (July 2019)
“Hezbollah’s Education Mobilization: An institution engaged in the indoctrination
of Shiite students in Lebanon’s state and private educational systems, in preparation
for their joining Hezbollah upon graduation” (July 2019)
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