
The corridors are dark in Lebanon’s Public Transport
and Railway Administration. A few employees scroll
through mobile phones in mostly empty offices lined

with filing cabinets covered in dust. In a country with
almost no public transport, these civil servants have little
to do. Yet the administration still has a budget of 13 billion
Lebanese pounds ($8.64 million). Public sector waste is a
huge problem for Lebanon, which suffers from one of the
highest levels of public debt in the world.

With Lebanon suffering weak economic growth, some
leaders are raising the alarm about the unsustainable
state deficit, financed mostly by local banks. International
donors aiming to meet later this year are expected to
demand reform. But with parliamentary elections
approaching in May, Lebanon’s sectarian power-sharing
system will make it hard to deliver cuts. The World Bank
said in a 2016 report that the system - long used by
politicians to bestow patronage and shore up their sup-
port - was partly to blame for waste.

Public spending in total climbed from $6.5 billion in
2005 to $16 billion in 2016, said Nassib Ghobril, chief
economist at Byblos Bank. “There is a huge waste, there
is overstaffing,” he said. Lebanon’s debt-to-GDP ratio
was 155 percent at the end of 2017, one of the highest in
the world, the World Bank projected. Servicing that debt
took over the public sector wage bill as the biggest part of
state spending late last year, Ghobril said.

Lebanon’s transport administration is located in a
sprawling complex near central Beirut, dotted with rusting
trains from the days when the country had a railway, and
roamed by a pack of wild dogs. “We have massive plans to
revive reform and activate the public transport sector,” its
director, Ziad Nasr, told Reuters, including restoring the
railway and setting up a proper bus service. The plans are
on hold due to lack of funds, he said.

The current public bus service for the country of 4 mil-
lion people is a fleet of 40 buses. The bus drivers are
employed by the transport administration but few get
behind the wheel, some because they are afraid they will
be attacked by the drivers of private minibuses, who domi-

nate the sector. “I haven’t driven a bus for more than a
year and a half and there are others who haven’t driven for
10 years,” said one of them, asking not to be named.

No meaningful role
The transport agency is just one of more than a dozen

government departments that are funded but have no
meaningful role, said Mohammed Shamseddine, senior
researcher at Information International, a Beirut-based
consultancy working on market research and public policy.

The Elissar agency was set up to develop Beirut’s south-
western suburbs but all work stopped in 1997 due to polit-
ical disputes and difficulties securing financing.

Although the development project was shelved, the
agency has retained an annual budget of 3.4 billion pounds
($2.25 million) and roughly 40 employees, said
Shamseddine. The agency declined to talk to Reuters. But
its former director Fadi Fawaz, now an economic adviser to
Prime Minister Saad Al-Hariri, said the government plans
to relaunch the project this year. “For 20 years, (it) has
seen no progress,” he admitted. 

The power-sharing system, part of an agreement that
ended Lebanon’s civil war in 1990, can extend informally
to balancing civil service staff ratios along sectarian lines,
the World Bank’s 2016 report said, making it difficult to lay

off staff. “Each of these administrations has a general
director and employees and abolishing it means infringing
the rights of the sects to which these civil servants
belong,” said Shamseddine, who has been gathering data
on the issue.

Some agencies close down only after the last employ-
ees have retired, he said. He gave the example of an
agency set up to promote Lebanon’s once famous silk
industry that halted all activities in 1975 when the civil war
erupted but was only officially closed in 2000. The postal
administration has 60 employees and a 6.8-billion-pound
($4.50 million) annual budget, despite the fact that almost
all its functions ceased in 1998 when the postal service
was privatized. It still designs the postage stamps, howev-
er. “There was no strategic vision about what to do with
the employees after privatization,” its director, Mohammed
Zuheir Youssef, told Reuters. But he added: “The state
can’t cause indignation in society and fire them all.”

Sclerosis
A deep split between Lebanon’s most important politi-

cal blocs has caused more sclerosis: Elections have been
postponed twice, there was no formal government from
2014-2016 and no budget from 2005 until last year. A
deal between rival parties allowed parliament to appoint

the current government in 2016. Whether the May elec-
tions will help solve problems or simply paper them over is
not yet clear. For now it may have made things worse,
however.

Politicians with their minds on votes rammed through a
popular public sector pay rise in its first state budget in 12
years last year. They also passed new taxes to cover the
extra spending, budgeted at $917 million. But the truth is
nobody really knows how much it will cost because there
are no accurate data on how many people are on the state
payroll. A ministry set up at the end of last year to fight
corruption and waste lacks a budget, a building, employ-
ees, powers or an organizational structure. “We didn’t ask
for money. The budget is already heavily burdened,” said
the minister, Nicholas Tueni. —Reuters 
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The Iraqis who have come home to Mosul’s Old
City knew it would be hard living in the rubble
left by the battle against Islamic State, but there

is one aspect of their surroundings they are finding
unbearable seven months on. “I don’t want my children
to have to walk past dead bodies in the street every
day,” said Abdelrazaq Abdullah, back with his wife and
three children in the quarter where the militants made
their last stand in July against Iraqi and US-led coali-
tion forces. “We can live without electricity, but we
need the government to clear the corpses - they’re
spreading disease and reminding us of the horrors
we’ve just lived through.”

The stench of death wafts from rubble-filled corners
in the dystopian wasteland of what was once West
Mosul, from rusting cars still rigged with explosives
and from homes abandoned as those who could, fled
the bloody end of the militants three-year rule. The
corpses lying in the open on many streets are mainly
militants from the extremist group who retreated to the
densely-packed buildings of the Old City, where only
the most desperate 5,000 of a pre-war population of
200,000 have so far returned.

Local residents and officials in predominantly Sunni
Mosul say there are also thousands of civilian bodies
yet to be retrieved from the ruins, a view which has put
them at odds with the Shiite-led government in
Baghdad. “There are no more civilian bodies to be
picked up in Mosul,” said Brig Gen Mohammad
Mahmoud, the head of Mosul’s Civil Defence, first
responders who report to the Interior Ministry and are
tasked with collecting them and issuing death certifi-
cates. The Civil Defense says it had collected 2,585
civilian bodies by mid-January - many of them still
unidentified - and has completed operations. It does
not want to waste resources on the militants. “Why
should we have to give terrorists a proper
burial?”Mahmoud said.

The standoff over the dead threatens to stoke the
anger of a population already beaten down by a gru-
elling war and the militants’ draconian rule in a place
where Islamic State initially found some sympathy. The
final civilian death toll is also a highly sensitive political
issue in Iraq and beyond.

Common graves
The municipal government has had to set up its own

specialized team to field requests filed by city residents
to find more than 9,000 missing people, most of them
last seen in the Old City and assumed to be buried
under the rubble. The team is working through a back-
log of 300 bodies, dispatching groups to collect them
when it can. But these are just the ones where exact
coordinates have been given by neighbors, family
members or passers-by who saw the bodies.

“We don’t know how many more are under the rub-
ble,” said Duraid Hazim Mohammed, the head of the
municipal team. “If the family or a witness who saw the
people die doesn’t call us to tell us exactly how many
bodies are at a site, we have no way of knowing if one,
five or 100 bodies are buried there.” Locals say com-
mon graves were dug as the battle raged. In the court-
yard of Um al-Tisaa mosque in the Old City, they say
100 of their neighbors were buried in groups of shal-
low graves. “I buried between 50 and 60 people
myself, by hand, as planes flew overhead and bombed
the city,” resident Mahmoud Karim said.

Several families have since come to excavate the
bodies of their relatives, to bury them in proper ceme-
teries. “But others, we don’t know where their families
are,” Karim said. Some are dead, while others are
among the thousands lingering uneasily in refugee
camps or paying high rents elsewhere in the city. The
municipal government in Mosul has not given an exact
figure for civilian casualties, but its head, Abdelsattar
Al-Hibbu, told Reuters it coincided with estimates of
10,000 civilians killed during the battle, based on
reports of missing people and information from officials
about the dead. The toll includes victims of ground
fighting and coalition bombing.

Asked for comment, a US coalition spokesman
directed Reuters to publicly available reports of inci-
dents. A tally based on those reports showed that the
US military acknowledges 321 deaths based on “credi-
ble allegations” in dozens of reports of civilian casual-
ties from coalition air strikes conducted near Mosul. A
further 100 reports of casualties from coalition air
strikes near Mosul, each referring either to one or to
multiple deaths, were still under investigation, the data
showed.

Fighters
While the most visible problem in Mosul is the

corpses of fighters left in the streets, residents say they
have also found bodies of suspected Islamic State fam-
ily members in their homes. The owner of a house in the
Old City, who asked Reuters to withhold his name for
fear of retaliation from officials, said he had asked the
Civil Defense for weeks to come and remove two bod-
ies from the main bedroom of his basement home. They
were badly decomposed but the clothing was clearly
that of a woman and child.

“Civil Defense refused, because they say the woman
and child are Daesh,” he said using the Arabic acronym
for Islamic State. “They said they’re punishing me
because they think I supported Daesh.” —Reuters
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Locals mobilize 
to defend Afrin
against Turkey

Ammunition belts slung over their
shoulders, voices cracking from the
chanting, dozens of young Syrian

Kurds amassed in Afrin’s town square to
enlist in the “resistance” movement against
a Turkish-backed assault. They wore mis-
matched military gear, some in jeans and
others with scarves wrapped around their
faces. A few admitted it was the first time
they had ever touched a weapon, but said
they felt compelled to defend their home-
town. “Afrin is where I grew up, just like my
parents and my grandparents before me.
This is why it’s a duty for me to fight for it,”
says Asmaa, 19.

The first-year journalism student at
Afrin University decided last month to
leave her studies behind and respond to a
call to arms by local Kurdish authorities.
Town officials called for a “mass mobiliza-
tion” of civilians to fight an assault by
Turkish troops and allied rebels on the
Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) in
Afrin. They estimate hundreds have joined
so far - some deployed to the front lines
while others have volunteered for hospital
shifts or rescue teams that search for sur-
vivors after bombardment.

Asmaa, a black-and-white scarf
wrapped around her neck, says she enlist-
ed to take part in the fighting. “Today, I
don’t see myself as a student. I see myself
as a fighter,” she says assertively. The
crowd around her splits into two lines -
one for young men and one for women -
and begin marching through Afrin for an

impromptu military parade. As shopkeep-
ers look on, the youth wave YPG flags and
chant, “No to occupation!” and “Long live
the heroic resisters!”

Fighting, food distribution 
“There has been an increasing number

of volunteers, and each young man or
woman can choose which institution they
want to volunteer for depending on their
experience and capacities,” says Rezan
Haddu, a media adviser to YPG in Afrin.
“Some volunteered as YPG fighters, others
provide logistical support like food, trans-
portation, and clothes,” he tells AFP. Turkey
and allied Syrian rebels began their cross-
border assault on the Afrin region on Jan
20, and most of the fighting has been con-
centrated along the mountainous frontier.

Ankara has blacklisted the YPG as a
“terror” group for its ties to the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), which has waged a
deadly and decades-long insurgency
against the Turkish government. Local
authorities had to act quickly to hold off
the offensive, says Jinda Tulhaldan, a leader
in the Kurdish Youth Movement’s Afrin
branch. “We give them a week of military
training and teach them how to use
weapons,” says Tulhaldan. “We know a
week isn’t enough, but we were attacked
and had to defend our city with whatever
we had in front of us.”

The Afrin region juts out from Syria’s
northern Aleppo province, but it is gov-
erned under a semi-autonomous system
established by Kurdish factions in 2013.
Under that system, people between the
ages of 18 and 32 must spend one year in
military conscription, says the YPG’s
spokesman in Afrin, Birusk Hasakeh.
Hasakeh says “hundreds” of recruits had
now fully enlisted in the YPG and allied
groups, including members of local gov-
ernment who had closed public office and

taken up arms. “Others decided to prepare
tea and food to distribute to the fronts,
and others are volunteering in the hospi-
tals,” he says.

‘First time I carry weapons’ 
“We were trained in light weapons

from the youth center in Afrin,” says Tirij
Hassan, a 22-year-old attending the
recruitment rally. “It’s the first time I carry
weapons, but I’m happy about it because
I’ll be defending Afrin, its people, and its
children.” Turkey says it does everything it
can to avoid hitting civilians. According to
the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights,
68 civilians have been killed including 21

children since Turkey launched operation
“Olive Branch” last month. At least three
civilians have also been killed by rocket fire
from Syria onto Turkish territory.

More than 100 YPG fighters and about
the same number of pro-Turkey rebels
have also died in the fight, the Britain-
based monitor said. “Turkish warplanes are
bombing Afrin. They are bombing civilians
and attacking us and our forces,” says
Farhad Akid, a 21-year-old agricultural
engineering student in the Afrin city center.
“As young men, we’ve pledged ourselves
to resist, to protect Afrin and our people.
We won’t allow a single Turkish occupier
to enter our blessed land.”—AFP

Syrian Kurds attend an impromptu parade in Afrin as civilians enlist to fight an
assault by Turkish troops and allied rebels on the Kurdish People’s Protection
Units (YPG) in Syria’s border region on Jan 28, 2018. —AFP 


