
3August 28, 2015

News & Analysis Lebanon

Samar Kadi

From rubbish comes hope

I 

t looked like a battlefield. 
Thousands of protesters who 
flocked into Beirut Central 
District for an anti-government 
demonstration in late August 
turned to find the capital on 

the brink of chaos.
The aftermath of violent clashes 

between rioters who hijacked a 
mass non-violent movement and 
security forces begged one ques-
tion: What’s next for Beirut?

The demonstrations that de-
manded sustainable solutions to 
Lebanon’s garbage crisis, crip-
pling electricity shortages, dwin-
dling water supplies and rampant 
corruption drew comparisons to 
neighbouring Iraq, which saw 
widespread anger and weeks of 
protests over the poor quality of 
services and corruption.

By midday on August 25th, it 
became clear that Lebanese Prime 
Minister Tammam Salam would 
try to follow the lead of his Iraqi 
counterpart, Haider al-Abadi, who 
introduced a reform programme 
aimed at curbing corruption.

Decisions issued by Salam re-
vealed that the roar of the streets 
registered with the country’s last 

functioning executive body in light 
of the 15-month presidential vacu-
um.

Salam ordered the dismantling 
of a massive concrete wall near the 
Grand Serail in Beirut 24 hours af-
ter it was erected by security forc-
es. The cabinet rejected the win-
ning bids to manage Lebanon’s 
waste after citizens criticised the 
hefty costs and accused politicians 
of managing the call for tenders for 
personal financial gain.

The cabinet also passed two de-
cisions during an emergency ses-
sion, despite political disputes that 
prompted five ministers from the 
Hezbollah-led March 8 coalition to 
withdraw from the meeting.

By ordering the removal of the 
wall, which was likened by activ-
ists to that in the occupied Pales-
tinian territories, Salam was mak-
ing a statement that no barrier will 
stand between the people and him-
self.

By rejecting the winning bidders 
for the management of the coun-
try’s waste, the cabinet heeded 
protesters’ demands for account-
ability, transparency and sustain-
able solutions to the garbage crisis.

Salam has also shown that the 
political paralysis resulting from 
disputes between Lebanon’s rival 
coalitions can no longer stand in 
the way of pressing day-to-day is-
sues.

By granting $100 million to the 
underprivileged northern city of 
Akkar, the cabinet overcame pa-
ralysis and abandoned consensus-
based decision-making to make 
way for the people’s demands.

Services are still poor and the 
foul odour of garbage still per-
vades the city, but hope is also in 
the air. Activists lauded the cabi-
net’s refusal of winning bidders 
and praised Salam for dismantling 
what they described as the wall of 
shame.

With these “victories” in hand, 
it is important the movement 
tighten its structure and narrow its 
demands, by focusing on reforms 
that target public service sectors 

responsible for providing water, 
electricity and clean streets.

If this new civil opposition be-
comes mired with calls for popu-
lar uprising and an uprooting of 
the confessional sectarian system 
of government, it could find itself 
crumbling under the expansive-
ness of its own demands.

To understand this, one must 
only look at the protests. Crowds 
rallied around calls for public sec-
tor reform but demonstrators were 
not united by hasty calls to over-
throw the cabinet out of fear of 
plunging the country into chaos.

Protesters are aware that Leba-
non’s sectarian power-sharing sys-
tem, which has trapped the coun-
try in a cycle of corruption and 
nepotism, cannot be dismantled 
overnight.

Political parties benefiting from 
the system will work to hijack the 
movement, as shown by violent ri-
oters who were deliberately tasked 
with disbanding the march.

The unregulated prevalence of 
illegitimate weapons among Leba-
non’s militias and the state of tur-
moil ravaging the region have also 
raised fears of potential unrest.

As the leadership of the “You 
Stink” movement, the main body 
behind the demonstrations, hud-
dle together to re-evaluate strate-
gies ahead of future protests, my 
advice to them is this: Don’t get 
tangled up in losing wars. Fight the 
small battles that could actually 
bring about productive change.

Hashem Osseiran is a reporter 
based in Beirut.
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Tammam Salam speaks at a press conference, 
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T 

hey arrived in large num-
bers from across Lebanon, 
in a rare spontaneous 
display of non-sectarian 
anger, expressing deep-

rooted frustration over government 
impotence, political deadlock, cor-
ruption and crumbling infrastruc-
ture.

Thousands of protesters gathered 
outside the Beirut seat of govern-
ment on August 22nd having been 
overwhelmed by the country’s de-
teriorating living and economic 
conditions.

“The Lebanese people who have 
been enduring unemployment, 
poverty, foreign interference in 
their internal affairs are just fed up. 
They are literally suffocating. Even 
the air they are breathing is pol-
luted,” sociologist Mona Fayad told 
The Arab Weekly.

“The garbage crisis, which came 
in the middle of summer, at a time 
when tourism should have been 
flourishing, was the straw that 
broke the camel’s back.”

The peaceful demonstration, 
staged to protest the month-long 
garbage crisis in which rubbish 
piled up in the streets of Beirut and 
Mount Lebanon villages, turned 
sour when a group of people, be-
lieved to be politically motivated, 
tried to break through barbed wire 
separating the crowds from the 
Grand Serail, which houses the 
prime minister’s office and cabinet 
seat.

Slogans shifted from denouncing 
corruption of political leaders and 
failure to secure basic services to 
calls for the resignation of the cabi-
net, the sole functioning constitu-

tional institution in the country.
Fayad warned against falling into 

the “political trap”.
“The civil movement should 

draw a clear demarcation line sepa-
rating their social rightful demands 
from any political agenda or axis, in 
order to avoid being exploited by 
the rival political parties,” she said. 
“They should cling to their neutral 
stance, while holding the govern-
ment accountable strictly for meas-
ures it takes on issues that affect 
everyday life like water, electricity, 
etc.”

“You Stink” campaign organisers, 
who called for the protests, blamed 
the violence on “troublemakers”, 
but acknowledged that they need-
ed to coordinate better to prevent 
manipulation of their actions. “The 
undisciplined elements who ig-
nited the riots were seeking to un-
dermine our peaceful demonstra-
tion in order to justify the state’s 
violence against us. I believe they 
acted in complicity with the state,” 
said Lucien Bou Rjeili, from “You 
Stink” campaign.

“The fact is that we are not in a 
democratic country anymore but in 
an oligarchy. We are ruled by peo-
ple who do not accept any criticism 
or tolerate freedom of expression,” 
Bou Rjeili said.

Some 402 protesters were injured 
in violence in which riot police used 
tear gas, smoke bombs and rubber 
bullets to disperse the crowds. As 
many as 99 policemen were wound-
ed.

“We were surprised by the extent 
of the state’s barbarism. Attacking 
a peaceful demonstration with tear 
gas and rubber bullets is unaccep-
table. We knew that they (politi-
cians) have no ethics and no morals 
but not to that extent. They have 
crossed all red lines, all limits,” Bou 
Rjeili said.

The “You Stink” campaign, refer-
ring to the garbage crisis as well as 
official corruption, is determined to 
keep up its fight and planned addi-
tional demonstrations.

“We need to get more organised. 
But of course we will continue (pro-

tests) for the sake of the people 
whose blood was spilled and who 
were beaten up just for expressing 
themselves,” Bou Rjeili argued.

Analysts are sceptical about 
the ability of “You Stink” to force 
change.

“They will not be allowed to suc-
ceed. Anything that transcends over 
sectarianism or could unite people 
on a national cause is doomed,” said 
political analyst, Amin Kammour-
ieh. “Only sectarian movements 
which are cleared by the politicians 
could be organised without any 
problem.”

Kammourieh argued that any 
achievement by the civil society will 
pose a serious danger to the ruling 
elite and Lebanon’s sectarian sys-
tem. “If it is allowed to succeed on 

one issue, the public would be en-
couraged to push for other issues,” 
he said. “Today it is the garbage, 
tomorrow it would be electricity, 
the day after it would be a call for a 
non-sectarian electoral law.” 

He warned that sectarian rheto-
ric, violence and any other means 
will be used to scuttle the cam-
paign. “If the demonstration is 
held outside the (Grand) Serail, 
they would claim it is against the 
Sunnis, if it is outside parliament 
it would be blasted as targeting the 
Shias, etc., Kammourieh said. “The 
sectarian regime is too strong to be 
challenged or undermined by the 
civil movement.”

Under Lebanon’s sectarian sys-
tem, the state’s top three positions 
are allocated to the main sects. The 

president of the republic is a Chris-
tian Maronite, the prime minister a 
Sunni and the speaker a Shia.

Fayad was as sceptical as Kam-
mourieh about the success of the 
movement in initiating change. She 
said the majority of demonstrators 
have no political agenda and simply 
wanted to protest against decaying 
conditions in Lebanon. However, 
they soon discovered that it was a 
bigger challenge than they could 
handle.

“It is obvious that they are po-
litically immature and lack a strat-
egy of action,” she said, “and that 
makes them an easy target for po-
litical manipulators.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Lebanon sees non-sectarian protest for change

A Lebanese engineering unit removes a concrete wall that was installed by authorities, near the main 
government building, in downtown Beirut, on August 25th.
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