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Play it again, Salam. Lebanon’s garbage protest won’t spurn crisis

T
here is an endearing 
scene in the Holly-
wood classic Casa-
blanca in which the 
police prefect (Claude 
Rains) berates the 

night club owner (Humphrey 
Bogart) as his officers cause 
mayhem behind him while closing 
down an illegal casino.

“I am shocked, shocked to find 
that gambling is going on in here,” 
says Rains’ Captain Louis Renault 
as one of the casino’s workers 
hands him a wad of bills.

“Your winnings, sir,” says the 
casino employee.

“Ah, yes, thank you,” he replies.
Surely Lebanon has almost 

reached this farcical level in which 
the script writers are going to be 
sent over. As I write this, Lebanese 
Prime Minister Tammam Salam is 
in New York discussing “progress” 
as his tiny homeland cannot deal 
with its own garbage crisis while 
regular water and electricity 
remain strangers to most folks in 
Lebanon.

Salam has an opportunity 
though and one he is patently 
squandering. Never before has 

the subject of colossal corruption 
been so aptly placed under the 
spotlight. Yet this diplomatic 
turtle, who is largely liked but 
considered ineffective, refuses to 
move at the required pace.

The conspiracy theories are 
abundant. But the “You Stink” 
movement has made headway into 
at least voicing an opinion, which 
is simply that the current confes-
sional carve up of Lebanon is an 
outdated system.

The tacit deal struck between 
the corrupt political elite and the 
masses no longer works. The 
former was supposed to help itself 
to what was considered to be a 
reasonable bung in return for 
keeping peace in the country and 
making sure basic services at least 
function.

However, it is unlikely that the 
current format of protesting is 
likely to hurl Lebanon into the 
abyss.

Recent protests saw more than 
400 injured but with no real 
impact on the establishment or the 
media, which the establishment 
controls.

What the protests are doing, 
however, is creating the basis of 
chaos for the Hezbollah bloc and 
its allies to argue that Michel Aoun 
is the solution. Aoun has been 
promoting himself as the next 
Christian president for Lebanon, 
while the Sunni-led opposition 
bloc has come out and largely 
supported the movement in its call 
for a complete overhaul of the 
system. But it is Lebanon’s own 
Magna Carta that will be the first 

victim of any coup if the Aounists 
get their way.

Some have recently linked the 
growing demonstrations sur-
rounding the garbage crisis with 
the apparent intention of Hezbol-
lah and Aoun to annul the post-
Taif constitutional system.

The problem for Aoun, though, 
is if he were to succeed in doing 
this, it might cause too much civil 
unrest and possibly a crisis in the 
country. Central to the problem of 
instability is corruption and how 
politicians, bereft of the large cash 
payments from Arab countries, 
have had to diversify from 
embezzling public funds to the 
private sector.

It says a lot about the state of the 
country though when one of the 
dons culpable of having his hand 
in the till, Druze eccentric Walid 
Jumblatt, openly admits his 
“wrongdoing” and makes the 

point that journalists have done a 
poor job if it is only his name on 
the list.

You cannot make it up.
For the moment, the momentum 

of public support the “You Stink” 
movement has is impressive. But 
the political players are waiting 
patiently to see how much stamina 
the followers have, while their 
own compromise plan to handle 
the waste will garner more support 
once the rains come — and 
contaminated water from the 
rubbish permeates the water 
system.

Of most of these youngsters in 
the movement who I have spoken 
to, none are bothered which 
political camp gets chucked out of 
the boat, such is their anger and 
determination for change.

Lebanon needs a new system 
from scratch though and this is 
really the most far-fetched 
scenario for an outcome. If the 
movement can produce chaos, 
then the instability may well be 
the basis of suspending the 
cabinet altogether and allowing 
the army to temporarily run the 
country — not a bad thing at all. 
Most Lebanese are confident that 
the soldiers could at least organise 
water, electricity and garbage 
collection.

In fact, it could be the beginning 
of a beautiful relationship.

Martin Jay is a senior writer and 
associate editor at Newsweek 
Middle East and is based in Beirut. 
Follow him on Twitter: 
@MartinRJay.

Martin Jay

View point
Lebanon 
needs a new 
system from 
scratch

It is unlikely that the 
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Lebanon into the abyss Lebanese demonstrators gather at Beirut’s 

Zaitunay Bay during a protest against the 
privatisation of public spaces, on September 1st.

Decades after Sabra and Shatila massacre, 
impunity still unchallenged

Beirut

T 

hirty-three years 
ago, a massacre 
that shocked the 
world unfolded in 
Beirut’s Palestin-
ian refugee camps 
of Sabra and Sha-
tila. More than 

1,500 Palestinian civilians were 
killed by Israeli-allied Christian 
militiamen during Israel’s 1982 in-
vasion of Lebanon.

From 6pm September 16th to 
8am September 18th fighters affil-
iated with the Christian Lebanese 
right-wing Phalange Party swept 
through the camp and carried out 
the massacre as Israeli military 
leaders were in position over-
looking the shantytown. Reports 
indicated that Ariel Sharon – later 
prime minister but then Israeli 
defence minister — witnessed the 
slaughter.

Militiamen were ordered by 
the Israeli Army to “clean” Sabra 
and Shatila of Palestinian fighters 
under the pretext they remained 
after the evacuation of Palestine 
Liberation Organisation (PLO) 
chairman Yasser Arafat from 
Beirut.

The massacre occurred shortly 
after the assassination of newly 
elected Lebanese president and 
Phalange Party leader Bachir Ge-
mayel. It was assumed – wrongly 
— that Palestinian militants had 
carried out the assassination.

The Israeli Army was reportedly 
aware of atrocities committed by 
the militiamen in the camp but 
refrained from stopping them.

The massacre was not the first, 
nor the last, crime against Pales-
tinians in the protracted Arab-Is-

raeli conflict. In this case, how-
ever, attempts were made to end 
the impunity of perpetrators and 
bring justice and compensation to 
the victims and their families.

International law professor 
Chibli Mallat, who was among the 
attorneys representing 28 survi-
vors of the Sabra and Shatila mas-
sacre in a case filed in Belgium 
against Sharon, noted that three 
decades later the families of the 
victims have not been compensat-
ed and their suffering has fallen 
into oblivion.

“It is a fact that this horrible 
massacre took place and until 
now no serious remedy for the 
victims has been provided,” Mal-
lat told The Arab Weekly.

“The repetition of large-scale 
violence and excessive use of 
force is basically linked to the fact 
that those who were responsible 
for such crimes have not been 
held accountable for what they 
have committed.”

A lawsuit filed in 2001 under 
Belgium’s Universal Jurisdiction 
Law did not end with Sharon in 
prison for his part in the massacre 
but his indictment by Belgium’s 
Supreme Court in February 2003 
set a precedent for prosecuting 
Israeli officials accused of war 
crimes.

The case was dropped, howev-
er, when Belgium, under pressure 
from the United States, changed 
the legislation that had allowed 
it to try war crimes committed 
globally. Sharon died in 2014 
without facing charges related to 
the massacre.

“Obviously the main person 
responsible for this massacre can 
no longer be reached and be pun-
ished effectively but the challenge 
that the Supreme Court had posed 
to Sharon at the time succeeded 
to a large extent, prompting Israel 

to withdraw its ambassador from 
Belgium,” Mallat said.

Sharon’s death should not lead 
to the loss of the right to compen-
sation for the victims’ families, a 
claim that was acknowledged by 
the Israeli government in negotia-
tions in the stalled peace process, 
Mallat said.

“When we worked on the 
Sabra and Shatila case, one of the 
interesting documents that we 
checked was an Israeli memo that 
included a clause in the now-
defunct peace process to include 
some special compensation to 
the victims of Sabra and Shatila,” 
he said. “This makes the need for 
compensation a reality yet to be 
fulfilled.”

However, Mallat said, an envi-
ronment of endemic impunity has 
left Israel undeterred in commit-
ting daily violations of Palestin-
ians’ fundamental human rights.

“Impunity is massive. It hap-

pens every day in West Bank 
settlements… It happens every 
day in the killing and the use of 
excessive force against Palestin-
ians,” Mallat stressed.

“The Israeli government re-
mains totally unpunished despite 
flagrant and obvious violations of 
fundamental human rights of the 
Palestinians.”

Mallat said crimes against Pal-
estinians occurred well before the 
Sabra and Shatila massacre. “The 
onslaught on the West Bank, for 
instance, has been massive since 
1967. It has displaced tens of thou-
sands of people, impoverished 
them and taken their land to build 
settlements without compensa-
tion” he said.

“Each and every one of the 
settlers should be prosecuted 
criminally and requested to pay 
compensation for the harm done 
to West Bank Palestinians.”

Mallat argued that impunity 
and violence are interrelated in a 
cycle that has to be broken. Unless 
leaders are held accountable for 
their actions, the violence will 
continue.

“The more you bring people to 
justice the less there is resort to 
violence. 

The only way to move forward 
is to increase the fear of these 
people who are committing 
horrendous acts and make them 
worry that at one point they could 
be ending up in jail,” he said.

Nonetheless, Mallat hailed the 
Belgian Court case that indicted 
Sharon as a landmark towards 
ending impunity for war crimes.

“International justice is a very 
slow process but I think this day is 
coming slowly but surely,” Mallat 
said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.
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A Palestinian woman carries a portrait of a relative who was killed 
during the Sabra and Shatila massacre.


