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Ghassan Tueni and the ‘hour of judgment’ come

Beirut

J 

ust over three years ago, 
Lebanon lost the journalist, 
publisher and political figure 
Ghassan Tueni, who died at 
the age of 86. Though he had 

lived through the first year of the 
Arab uprisings, Tueni had done so 
in a much diminished state due to 
declining health. There was much 
that was symbolic in this state of af-
fairs.

As editor and publisher of the 
Lebanese daily Al-Nahar, Tueni 
was adept at navigating the rough 
waters of a Middle East that the 
“Arab spring” overwhelmed. While 
no admirer of the region’s regimes, 
Tueni knew them all intimately, un-
derstanding well how Lebanon had 
paid a heavy price for their rivalries.

However, the title of his most 
well-known book, Une Guerre Pour 
les Autres, about the Lebanese 
1976-90 conflict, created a misun-
derstanding. While Tueni remind-
ed people that the title was A War 
for the Others, implying that the 
Lebanese had fought on behalf of 
outsiders, he was dismayed to see 
many of his countrymen render-
ing it The War of Others, suggesting 
they were innocent bystanders in a 
struggle not theirs.

To many Lebanese the situation 
in Syria is a reflection of their own 
reality decades ago. Yet even a man 
such as Tueni, who had observed 
many horrors in the Arab world, 
must have been supremely shocked 

by the unrestrained savagery in 
Syria.

Perhaps Tueni might have been 
tempted to echo the late Malcolm 
Kerr, the assassinated president of 
the American University in Beirut, 
who had famously written in the 
introduction to his classic book The 
Arab Cold War: “Since June 1967, 
Arab politics have ceased to be fun. 
In the good old days most Arabs re-
fused to take themselves very seri-
ously and this made it easier to take 
a relaxed view of the few who pos-
sessed intimations of some immor-
tal mission.”

Tueni had written thoughtfully 
on the post-1967 Arab world, char-
acterised by rising radicalism and 
violence in the wake of the Arab-
Israeli war that year but surely Syria 
took matters to new heights. This 
might have revived in Tueni anoth-
er memory: his one-time allegiance 
to the Syrian Social Nationalist 
Party of Antoun Saadeh, who had 
sought to establish a Greater Syria 
in the territories of Syria, Lebanon, 
Jordan, Iraq and Palestine.

Tueni would give up on the SSNP, 
which had essentially turned into 
a plaything of Syria’s intelligence 
services. Yet his experience with 
the party made him particularly in-
cisive about the discontents of Arab 
nationalism and Ba’athism, the 
great ideological enemies of pan-
Syrianism; and more particularly 
about the criminality at the heart of 
the Assad regime.

Tueni would always retain an un-
easy relationship with Damascus. 
His newspaper for a long time was 
a house of many mansions, hiring 
journalists both critical of Assad 
rule and more open to compromis-
ing with it. This ambiguity served, 
paradoxically, to ensure that Al-
Nahar remained a lonely corner of 
Lebanese sovereignty during the 
Syrian presence.

When the Syrians were com-
pelled to withdraw from Lebanon 
in 2005 all that changed. In June 
2005 Samir Kassir, a bright light of 
the newspaper, was assassinated in 
Beirut by a bomb placed under his 
car. I lived near where he was killed 
and watched as Tueni’s son Gebran 
looked down with dread at what re-
mained of Kassir. Six months later, 
Gebran Tueni would also be killed.

Ghassan Tueni, who had already 
buried two children, now buried a 
third. However, he had the dignity 
to declare at the funeral, “Let us 
bury hatred and revenge along with 
Gebran.”

Those who had killed Gebran, 
most likely the Syrians or their Leb-
anese allies, also aimed to eliminate 
Al-Nahar. And in many regards they 
succeeded. The newspaper contin-
ued to operate under an ageing and 
ailing Ghassan but, after his death 
in 2012, it lost much of its life force. 
Today it is headed by his grand-
daughter, Nayla, along with Tueni’s 
other grandchildren, but they have 
shown little inclination to ensure 
that the newspaper remains at the 
very heart of national deliberations.

Perhaps that is because newspa-
pers themselves have changed. Or 
it could simply be that Tueni was ir-
replaceable. Gone are his consum-
mate skills at balancing Al-Nahar’s 
very diverse journalists, allegiances 
and sources of funding, all helping 
to guarantee the Tuenis retained 
control and independence.

But Tueni transcended his news-
paper and came to represent, with 

all his gifts and faults, the great 
potential of the Lebanese. Almost 
nothing he did left anyone indiffer-
ent. Two decades ago a close friend 
of mine told me that he was prepar-
ing a biography of Tueni as a door 
into the history of modern Leba-
non. It was an excellent idea but a 
superstitious Tueni sought a delay 
in the project until after his death.

Today, Tueni is dead and there 
is much in his remarkable life that 
can help us to better confront our 

uncertain present. Writing of Leba-
non, he once asked, “In the country 
of untruth, does the hour of judg-
ment ever come?” It has for Tueni, 
and not many will argue that the 
verdict is negative.

Michael Young is a commentator 
and analyst based in Beirut. He 
is the author of The Ghosts of 
Martyrs’ Square: An Eyewitness 
Account of Lebanon’s Life 
Struggle.
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Garbage crisis latest of Lebanon’s woes

Beirut

A 

garbage crisis has be-
come the latest of 
Lebanon’s many prob-
lems, exacerbated by 
an inefficient cabinet 

torn by political divisions. While 
Lebanon’s rival politicians wrangle 
over how to manage the country’s 
waste, mounds of trash have been 
piling up in the streets of Beirut 
and the cities and towns of Mount 
Lebanon district amid high sum-
mer temperatures, triggering an-
gry protests by residents who fear 
health hazards.

The crisis started when the 
country’s main landfill in Naameh, 
south of Beirut, was closed on July 
17, without an alternative dumping 
ground made available. The com-
pany in charge of garbage collec-
tion, Sukleen, had its contract ex-
pire alongside the dump’s closure.

Although the garbage crisis could 
have been anticipated, Lebanon’s 
government has failed to agree on 
a national waste management so-
lution, deadlocked by internal divi-
sions over politics, especially since 
the Syrian conflict erupted more 
than four years ago.

Angry residents have taken to 
setting garbage piles and contain-
ers aflame, cutting off Beirut’s 
streets, as demonstrators have 
blocked the country’s main coastal 
highway leading to the south to 
protest a plan to dump rubbish 

from the capital — home to more 
than half of Lebanon’s population 
— at sites around the country.

Beirut MP Mohamad Kabbani, a 
member of the Sunni Future Move-
ment, blamed the government’s 
inefficiency on “corruption and 
carelessness”.

“There is no politician who has 
a vision to deal with any of Leba-
non’s political and economic prob-
lems. We are suffering from the ab-
sence of planning in any sector in 
Lebanon, not only the waste treat-
ment,” Kabbani said.

He said “crippling” conditions 
were placed on new bidders for 
garbage collection, discourag-
ing many to come forward. “One 
condition was that bidders should 
themselves secure a dumping 
ground, and thus become prey to 
politicians,” he said.

He argued that corruption was 
thriving under Lebanon’s sectar-
ian system, affecting all aspects of 

public life. “It is complete political 
chaos and nobody cares,” Kabbani 
said. “If I want to criticise (Chris-
tian Maronite Foreign Minister) 
Gebran Bassil (from the rival Free 
Patriotic Movement), for example, 
they would say I am attacking the 
Maronite community. I can only 
criticise those from my own reli-
gion or sect.”

While Beirut was drowning un-
der massive piles of rubbish, in the 
port city of Sidon, 40 kilometres to 
the south, a garbage problem does 
not exist.

Sidon, home for more than 
250,000 people,  resolved its waste 
management issue almost three 
years ago, when a private company 
established the country’s first solid 
waste treatment plan.

“It is by far the best possible solu-
tion, among all available options,” 
said Karim Hammoud, the plant’s 
deputy general manager. “By the 
end of the year, we will have zero 

waste at the Sidon plant.”
The plant, which has a capacity 

to process 550 tons of garbage dai-
ly, uses the mechanical biological 
treatment technique to manage the 
waste. Hammoud explained that 
organic (food) waste is separated 
before being processed into com-
post used by farmers as fertilisers, 
while the gas emanating from the 
waste is used to produce electricity 
to run the plant and light several 
streets in Sidon.

The non-organic components, 
including glass, cardboard and 
plastic, are processed separately 
and recycled for export and indus-
trial use.

While politicians disagree over 
the best option to manage the 
waste, Hammoud insists that the 
mechanical biological treatment 
procedure remains the most effi-
cient and hazard-free solution, the 
other options being to continue 
landfilling or resort to incinerators.

He argued that using landfills 
is not a proper solution, even if 
dumps were built in a hygienic way 
with rubber lining to prevent leak-
age of liquids produced by waste 
into the soil.

“Landfilling was seen as a plau-
sible option in the past, but with 
technological development, it was 
proven that such a technique was 
causing a lot of diseases and ill-
nesses, including cancer,” Ham-
moud said. He explained that more 
than 50% of Lebanon’s waste is 
composed of organic components, 
which, when exposed to the sun 
heat, emit different types of gases, 
including extremely harmful sulfu-
ric gas.

Incineration of garbage was also 
brushed aside by Hammoud as a 
non-starter, unsuitable to manage 
Lebanon’s unsorted waste. “It is 
a very costly procedure, which is 
mostly used in advanced countries 
with sorted garbage and organic 

waste not exceeding 25%, which is 
not the case of Lebanon.”

“When you have large percent-
age of highly humid organic waste, 
it does not really burn, besides the 
fact that garbage should be sorted 
and separated before going into the 
incinerator,” Hammoud said.

Sidon’s solid waste management 
plant could be duplicated in other 
parts of Lebanon to resolve the ev-
er-dragging garbage problem. But 
this solution or any other appears 
to be delayed due to exacerbating 
political bickering and rivalry.

In the meantime, pedestrians 
and travellers in Beirut’s streets 
are wearing masks to guard against 
foul smells and to avoid breathing 
toxins emanating from the rubbish 
piles rotting in the summer heat.

Social media users have been 
lambasting the government and 
posting sarcastic jokes about the 
situation.

 “You stink like the trash in the 
street,” one Twitter user said of 
government officials. A photo, 
shared on Facebook, showed the 
Lebanese flag in which the coun-
try’s national symbol, the Cedar 
tree, was replaced by a “garbage 
tree”.

While politicians are still wres-
tling over a waste management 
policy, a village in Mount Lebanon 
has also found an innovative way 
to get rid of its organic waste, by of-
fering it to cattle and chickens.

Could releasing chickens and 
livestock onto Beirut’s street be a 
solution to the mounting garbage 
problem?

Samar Kadi

There is no politician 
who has a vision to 
deal with any of 
Lebanon’s political 
and economic 
problems

Social media users 
have been 
lambasting the 
government and 
posting sarcastic 
jokesA Lebanese resident in Beirut wears a gas mask to protect against 

the smell from piles of garbage in the streets.


