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Lebanon, small 
country mired 
in tragedies 
BEIRUT: Lebanon, a small multi-confessional country
which endured a devastating 15-year civil war, has
often been caught in the crossfire of regional conflicts.
The tragic explosions at Beirut port on Tuesday struck
with the country mired in its worst economic crisis for
decades, marked by the collapse of its currency and
angry popular protests. Lebanon has had more than
5,000 cases of coronavirus, with 65 dead. 

Between Israel and Syria
The civil war raged between 1975 and 1990, with

Lebanon under Syrian domination for two decades until
its troops withdrew in 2005. Lebanese political institu-
tions have long been paralysed by discord between pro-
and anti-Syrian camps. In 2013, the powerful Shiite
movement Hezbollah announced it was fighting along-
side the regime of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad,
further dividing the Lebanese political scene.

Iran-backed Hezbollah is the sworn enemy of Israel,
against which it fought a month-long war in 2006. The
Syria conflict has sporadically spilled over into
Lebanon, with several attacks rocking the capital
Beirut and other regions. The most visible impact of
the Syrian war in Lebanon, a country of around 4.5
million people, has been the influx of an estimated 1.5
million refugees. Lebanon and international organiza-
tions have on several occasions sounded the alarm
over the economic and social burden posed by the
massive inrush.

Multi-confessional 
The country with the cedar tree stamped on its flag

is one of the Middle East’s smallest, covering an area of
about 10,000 square kilometers. Flanked to the west
by the Mediterranean, it shares borders with Syria and
Israel. Lebanon is considered relatively liberal in a gen-
erally conservative region, but religion remains all-
important. A crucible for 18 religious communities, its
governance has been dictated by a power-sharing deal
between the main sects. Lebanon is a parliamentary
republic, with a 128-member house evenly split
between Muslims and Christians. In line with the
“national pact” dating from independence from France
in 1943, the president must be a Maronite Christian, the
prime minister a Sunni Muslim and the parliament
speaker a Shiite Muslim.

Colossal debt 
For the first time in its history, Lebanon announced

in March it was defaulting on its debts. According to
ratings agency Standard and Poor’s (S&P), it is sagging
under a debt of $92 billion, equal to nearly 170 percent
of its gross domestic product, one of the highest debt
ratios in the world. In May, Lebanon launched negotia-
tions with the International Monetary Fund aimed at
securing crucial aid, under a plan to rescue the econo-
my adopted by the government. Talks have since
stalled. Since October 2019, Lebanon has been rocked
by mass protests against what is seen as a corrupt and
incompetent political system.

The country lags in development in areas such as
water supply, electricity production and waste treat-
ment. A welcome lifeline for Lebanon came in 2018,
when aid pledges worth more than $11 billion were
made at a Paris conference. But the pledged money has
been blocked due to a lack of promised reforms.
Nearly half of Lebanon’s population now lives below
the poverty line and 35 percent are out of work,
according to official statistics. —AFP

BEIRUT: An entire port engulfed in fire, ships ablaze at
sea and crumbling buildings: the site of the massive
blast in Beirut’s harbor area resembled a post-nuclear
landscape. Soldiers cordoned off the area, littered with
glass and debris from the explosion which officials said
was the result of fire catching in a warehouse where
hundreds of tons of ammonium nitrate were stored. 

A woman in her twenties stood screaming at secu-
rity forces, asking about the fate of her brother, a port
employee. “His name is Jad, his eyes are green,” she
pleaded, to no avail as security forces would not let
her enter. Nearby another woman almost fainted while
also asking about her brother who worked at the port.

Ambulance sirens rang throughout the area as
vehicles ferried the dead out for at least three hours
and fire trucks rushed in and out of the blast zone.
Inside the port itself, the hangars looked like charred

cans, everything destroyed beyond recognition as fire-
fighting helicopters flew overhead, dumping water.
Abandoned luggage was strewn across the area. Next
to one untouched bag lay an unattended corpse. Every
parked vehicle within a radius of several hundred
meters sustained damage from blast, so big that it was
felt in Cyprus, 240 kilometers away.

‘Corpses everywhere’ 
The cars closest to the site of the explosion were

reduced to scrapyard metal, their wailing alarms and
flashing lights adding to the chaos. Exhausted firemen
were rushing to the scene, some searching for col-
leagues sent in earlier to put out the initial fire that
was raging before the bigger explosion shook the city.
With the help of the security forces, civil defense
teams scoured the area for corpses, as officers

screamed at reporters who were trying to document
the disaster. “What are you taking pictures of? There
are corpses everywhere,” said one of them. The con-
firmed death toll stood at 73 at 2:00 am but with more
than 3,000 wounded and hospitals struggling to cope,
a much higher final count seemed inevitable. Members
of the security forces broke down in tears when one of
their colleagues was brought to them dead on a
stretcher. A fellow police officer pulled out a picture of
the deceased with his fiancee, as his comrades wept.

‘Don’t know what to do’ 
A ship anchored off the port was ablaze from the

mushroom of fire, causing panic among the authorities
fearing the fuel onboard would trigger another
tragedy. Sitting on a sidewalk near the site of the blast,
at least 10 crew members of two cargo ships damaged

in the explosion were waiting to be treated by medics.
“The ship is sinking in the water, the explosion caused
an opening in it, and there are serious injuries on
board,” said an Egyptian member of the crew of one
of the ships, Mero Star. “We heard firecrackers and
we saw smoke coming out of a warehouse ... and after
a few minutes the explosion happened,” said another
crew member, who asked not be named.

Syrian and Egyptian crew had arrived at the port
on Tuesday on board a ship carrying cargo from
Ukraine, and many were planning to head back home
on Tuesday. “From the day we set sail six months ago,
we had been looking forward to this day of homecom-
ing,” said one Syrian seafarer.  Another Egyptian crew
member said he was planning to go back home on
Wednesday after months at sea. “But I will not be able
to,” he told AFP. “I don’t know what to do.”—AFP 

Apocalyptic scenes as blasts ravage Beirut

This combination of pictures shows a fireball exploding while smoke is billowing at the port of the Lebanese capital Beirut. Two huge explosions rocked the Lebanese capital Beirut, killing over 100 and wounding dozens of people. —AFP

BEIRUT: An aerial view shows the massive damage done to Beirut port’s grain
silos (center) and the area around it a day after a mega-blast tore through the
harbor in the heart of the Lebanese capital with the force of an earthquake,
killing more than 100 people and injuring over 4,000. —AFP photos

BEIRUT: A wounded boy lies on the ground amid debris as smoke billows in the
background at the scene of a massive explosion that hit the port of Beirut in the
heart of the Lebanese capital on August 4, 2020.

BEIRUT: Damaged cars are pictured in front of billowing smoke behind the grain
silos at the port of Beirut following a massive explosion that hit the heart of the
Lebanese capital. 

BEIRUT: Wounded men are evacuated following an explosion at the port of the
Lebanese capital Beirut, on August 4, 2020.

World offers support and 
condolences to Lebanon 
after devastating blasts 
BEIRUT: Close allies and traditional adversaries of
Lebanon paid tribute on Tuesday to the victims of
massive, deadly twin blasts in Beirut, as condolences
and offers of help poured in. Lebanon’s Prime
Minister Hassan Diab called on “friendly countries” to
support a country already reeling from its worst eco-
nomic crisis in decades and the coronavirus pandemic.

UN chief Antonio Guterres expressed his “deep-
est condolences ... following the horrific explosions
in Beirut” which he said had also injured some
United Nations personnel. US President Donald
Trump said “it looks like a terrible attack” and that
US generals had told him that the powerful explo-
sions appeared to have been caused by a “bomb of
some kind”, without offering evidence. Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo tweeted that “we are monitoring
and stand ready to assist the people of Lebanon as
they recover from this horrible tragedy”. 

In the region, Gulf nations were among the first to
react, with Qatar promising to send field hospitals to

support the medical response.  Qatar’s ruler Emir
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani wished “a speedy
recovery for the injured,” while the United Arab
Emirates’ Vice President and ruler of Dubai, Sheikh
Mohammed bin Rashid Al-Maktoum, tweeted “our
condolences to our beloved people in Lebanon.”
Kuwait said it would also send emergency medical aid.

Egypt expressed “deep concern” at the destruc-
tion, and Arab League chief Ahmed Aboulgheit
offered condolences, stressing “the importance of
finding the truth about the explosions”. And unusual-
ly, neighboring Israel offered humanitarian aid-to a
country with which it is still technically at war.
“Defense Minister Benny Gantz and Foreign
Minister Gabi Ashkenazi, on behalf of the State of
Israel, have offered the Lebanese government-via
international intermediaries-medical and humanitar-
ian aid, as well as immediate emergency assistance,”
a statement read.

‘Stay strong, Lebanon’ 
Jordan’s Foreign Minister Ayman Safadi said

Amman was ready to provide any help Lebanon
needed, while Iran said it was “fully prepared to
render assistance in any way necessary”.

“Our thoughts and prayers are with the great and
resilient people of Lebanon,” Iranian Foreign

Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif tweeted. Stay
strong, Lebanon.”

Syria’s President Bashar Al-Assad wrote to
Lebanese President Michel Aoun that “on behalf of
the Syrian Arab people, we extend our sincere con-
dolences to you and the Lebanese people”. Outside
the region, President Vladimir Putin said that
“Russia shares the grief of the Lebanese people,”
according to a Kremlin statement. “I ask you to con-
vey words of sympathy and support to the families
and friends of the victims, as well as wishes for a
speedy recovery to all affected.” French Foreign
Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian said the country was
“ready to provide assistance according to the needs
expressed by the Lebanese authorities”.

Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson called
the pictures and videos from Beirut “shocking”.
“All of my thoughts and prayers are with those
caught up in this terrible incident,” he wrote on
Twitter. “The UK is ready to provide support in
any way we can, including to those British nation-
als affected.” Canadian Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau wrote on social media to say “we think of
all those who were injured in this tragic explosion,
as well as those who are trying to find a friend or
family member or who have lost a loved one. We’re
ready to help you.” —AFP


