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BEIRUT: More than two weeks after a massive
explosion tore through Beirut killing 181 people and
leaving entire neighborhoods in ruins, Sandra
Abinader still jumps at the slightest sound. “The
other day, I was trying to open a jar and the pop-
ping sound made me jump back and scream. I felt
for a second I needed to run away.” Despite recog-
nizing the magnitude of her ordeal, Sandra, 18, said
she was not interested in seeking professional help. 

“We’re used to dealing with our problems on our
own,” she said, stoically. Her attitude is common in
Lebanon, a country hardened by past wars and
sectarian conflict and where stigma still rules atti-
tudes towards mental health. But the blast caught
Lebanon at an extremely vulnerable point following
months of severe economic crisis compounded by
the coronavirus pandemic. 

Now practitioners are warning of a national
mental health emergency as people begin to show
signs of trauma from the explosion, including night-
mares, flashbacks, crying, anxiety, anger and
exhaustion. Psychologists say this is being exacer-
bated by the constant stream of images on

Lebanese TV and social media showing the blast
and its bloody aftermath.

“Every time we say it can’t get worse in
Lebanon, it somehow does,” said Jad Daou, a vol-

unteer with Lebanese mental health NGO Embrace,
who mans the phones at its crisis clinic. “A lot of
people are feeling hopeless about the entire situa-
tion here in Lebanon.” The explosion was a tipping
point. Embrace, which usually receives between
150-200 calls a month, says more people have been

reaching out since the blast. The group has sta-
tioned volunteers in one of the affected neighbor-
hoods and has started home visits.

Many mental health professionals have mobilized
in the wake of the blast to offer their services and
post tips on social media, but some are struggling to
cope themselves. “I never had psychologists say, ‘we
are not ready to talk at this moment. I need time to
heal for myself,’” said psychologist Warde Bou
Daher. “But the trauma affected everyone ... they
need to heal their own wounds before being able to
help others.” While Sandra insists she has not cried
once since it happened, her cousin cannot hold back
tears as she recounts her experience of the explo-
sion, which wounded 6,000 people and was so loud
it could be heard as far as Cyprus, 100 miles away.

When the blast hit, Lourdes Fakhri ran from the
supermarket where she works to her home in the
Karantina neighborhood near the port, one of the
worst affected, fearing that her family had been
killed. “There was rubble everywhere, so high. I
could picture them all lying there on the floor, with
our house on top of them.” Lourdes’ parents and six

siblings survived but the feeling of terror has
remained with her.

For older Lebanese, the blast triggered memories
of the 1975-1990 civil war and the 2006 war with
Israel among others. Many have never dealt with
their traumas and don’t know how to help their chil-
dren, said Ola Khodor, a 25-year-old child psychol-
ogist. “A lot are telling their children that nothing
happened, that it was a game,” Khodor said. “The
child deserves to know the truth - not the very
detailed truth, but they deserve to know what
exactly happened to allow them to grieve and to
process the event like they need to.”

Experts say trauma begins to set in several
weeks after an event, as people progress out of a
period of “acute stress”. Unicef on Friday estimated
that half of the children they have surveyed in
Beirut are already showing signs. One father told
Reuters that when his four-year-old son came back
home for the first time after the explosion, he
invented a game called “pretend boom” in which his
playhouse was hit by an explosion and rabbits
needed rescue from the broken glass. — Reuters

Beirut faces mental health crisis after blast

BEIRUT: Aida Merhi, a resident of the badly-affected Karantina neighborhood of the Lebanese capital, shows her damaged house to the director of Medecins du Monde’s (MDM) mental health program, after the
earth-shaking explosion which killed over 170 people and wounded more than 6,000. — AFP 

Practitioners warn of widespread psychological trauma

Nightmares, 
flashbacks

and fatigue

DAMASCUS: War-torn Syria’s
government yesterday blamed a
“terrorist” attack on a gas
pipeline near Damascus for a
nationwide blackout, in the latest
such alleged assault on its energy
infrastructure. Caretaker electrici-
ty minister Zuhair Kharboutli said
a pipeline explosion in the
Damascus area late Sunday “led
to an electricity blackout across
Syria”, according to state news
agency SANA.

The caretaker oil and mineral
resources minister, Ali Ghanem,
said the explosion of the gas
pipeline, between Adra and Dmeir,
was “the result of a terrorist
attack”, but provided no further
details. Kharboutli said the explo-
sion was the “sixth of its kind on
the pipeline in that area”, without
giving a timeframe. SANA pub-
lished pictures of firefighters
working to put out a blaze, fol-
lowed by images a mangled land
pipeline missing a large chunk. 

Damascus residents told AFP
they woke up on Monday with no
electricity in their homes. Mid-
morning, Kharboutli told SANA
that power had started to partially
return to several provinces and
had been restored to parts of
central Damascus. “Power has
returned to several vital installa-
tions in Damascus including hos-
pitals and some residential neigh-
borhoods,” he said. The Russia
and Iran-backed Damascus gov-
ernment in 2018 expelled the last
rebels and jihadists from Dmeir, a
town about 40 kilometers north-
east of Damascus.

But the Islamic State group

retains a presence in the vast
Badia desert east of the town. The
Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights said it was not immediately
clear who was behind the
overnight attack that had caused
several explosions between Adra
and Dmeir that were so loud they
could be heard in Damascus. A
host of pro-government forces are
stationed in the area, said the
Britain-based war monitor. Russian
forces are present at the Dmeir
military airport, while Iranian
forces and allied fighters held
positions around the town and on
the edge of the Badia desert.

Rockets, frogmen
The pipeline explosion was the

latest in a string of alleged attacks
against the government’s energy
infrastructure. In February, the
government said “terrorists”
attacked four different oil and gas

facilities with rocket fire in the
central province of Homs. In
January, it said divers had planted
explosives on offshore pipelines in
the Mediterranean Sea of the
Banias refinery, but that the dam-
age had not halted operations.

In June 2019, Damascus said an
unnamed foreign party had
attacked and damaged six under-
water pipelines connecting oil
tankers to the Banias terminal.
There was no immediate claim of
responsibility for any of those
attacks. Government-held areas of
Syria have suffered repeated
power cuts in recent years, with
the authorities last month blaming
the electricity rationing on
Western sanctions and on a “sharp
rise in temperature”. In April, the
oil ministry said power cuts were
due to the “security situation in
the Badia region,” leading to the
suspension of work at several gas
wells there.  Syria’s war has killed
more than 380,000 people and
displaced more than half the pre-
war population since it started in
2011 with the repression of anti-
government protests. — AFP 

Childhood packed 
in rucksack; young 
refugees at risk 
BELGRADE: A group of boys sit on a sunny patch
of grass in a park in downtown Belgrade, but they
are not here for a picnic. They are “unaccompanied
minors”-the official name for the most vulnerable
category of migrants who travel thousands of miles
without adult supervision-and they came to meet a
smuggler to ferry them across the next border.
Although the so-called Balkan route was officially
closed in the wake of Europe’s migrant crisis five
years ago, the region is seeing a fresh tide of travel-
ers, even amid the coronavirus pandemic. 

Some 30,000 refugees and migrants were regis-
tered in Serbia in the first half of 2020, almost three
times the number for the same period last year,
according to official data. Among them, 1,200 are
minors travelling alone, the youngest at just seven
years old. In the Belgrade park, a green-eyed 14-
year-old from Afghanistan describes leaving home
in February after the Taliban took his father, two
older brothers and two uncles to the mountains and
killed them.

“My mother decided that I had to go,” Ahmed,
whose name was changed for this story, told AFP.
Since then, he has travelled more than 4,000 km
across five borders, mostly on foot. “When we
crossed from Afghanistan to Iran, we took the
mountain route. It was snowing, and 12 people from
our group froze to death,” the child recalled, with a
trembling voice.

PTSD
Youngsters like Ahmed face myriad dangers on

the migrant trail, which involves linking up with
smugglers, evading border police and finding places
to sleep in foreign cities.  Almost a third of unac-
companied children passing through Serbia have
experienced violence-either physical, psychological
or sexual, according to data from Doctors Without
Borders (MSF). They describe “blackmail, torture or
rape, mostly during the trail,” former MSF psychol-
ogist Natasa Toskic said.

The majority of the children Toskic worked with
had developed issues like anxiety, depression, sub-
stance abuse and behavioral problems such as self-
harming. “The percentage of those who developed
PTSD is larger than the ones that didn’t,” she said.
Official refugee camps can be dangerous too.  After
Serbia went into lockdown to battle the coronavirus
earlier this year, it sealed migrant centers shut. In
June, a video emerged showing security guards
slapping and beating minors with batons in
Bogovadja camp, a site which has only one social
worker for 330 children. In March, six adult
migrants were arrested in a centre in Bosnia on sus-
picion of raping several teenagers in the camp.

Violent pushbacks
Linking the Middle East to Europe, the Balkans

became a thoroughfare for migrants in 2015, when
hundreds of thousands flowed through the region in
hopes of reaching Western Europe. The route was
shuttered under a 2016 agreement between the
European Union and Turkey, which agreed to house
the refugees in return for 6 billion euros in aid. But
traffickers continue to carve paths through the
peninsula, crossing seas, rivers and mountains, and
often packing up to 20 migrants in a single vehicle.

As a hub for smugglers, Belgrade remains a
major intersection, from which trails branch out
towards neighboring Croatia, Bosnia and Hungary.
Smuggler fees range up to $10,000, often putting
families in huge debt, said Vladimir Sjekloca, of the
NGO Crisis Response and Policy Centre. “They can
only pay a small amount of the needed money to the
traffickers,” effectively leaving the youngsters “in a
form of slavery”. — AFP 

BELGRADE: A group of migrants rest at a park in
downtown Belgrade.  — AFP 

DAMASCUS: A handout picture shows Syrian firefighters putting out a
burning pipeline between the areas of Adra and Al-Dhamir in the
Damascus area. — AFP 

Blackout in Syria after 
‘terrorists’ attack pipeline 


