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Society

Lebanon faces health hazards as garbage crisis lingers
Paul Gadalla

Beirut

W 

ith tons of untreat-
ed refuse improper-
ly disposed of due 
to corruption and 
political paralysis, 

Lebanon’s seven-month garbage 
crisis is turning into an environ-
mental and health disaster.

Mounds of rubbish continue to 
pile up in makeshift dumps in Bei-
rut’s port area and Mount Lebanon.

Ali Chamaa, a resident of the 
Mount Lebanon town of Barja, tells 
an all-too-common tale of stopgap 
measure, saying: “The municipal-
ity is literally just throwing the 
trash into a nearby valley. Already, 
residents can smell the fumes and 
there is nothing being done to re-
cycle.”

Joseph Saba, an environmental 
engineer, said: “The government 
and municipalities have yet to dis-

close how many informal dumps 
there are and their exact locations. 
None of these sites were prepared 
to accept mounds of trash, there-
fore toxins could be seeping into 
the ground.”

The Air Quality Associated Re-
search Unit in Lebanon, formed in 
collaboration with the American 
University of Beirut, Notre Dame 
University and St Joseph Univer-
sity, issued a report in December 
warning of an unprecedented 
amount of carcinogens in Leba-
non’s air since the garbage crisis.

According to the report, samples 
taken near burning garbage were 
416 times more carcinogenic and 
carried carcinogens previously not 
found in Lebanon’s air.

Dr Elie Fares, a medical doctor 
and popular local blogger, warned 
that the fumes “will cause exacer-
bation of diseases in people with 
pulmonary ailments. Meaning if 
someone has previous pulmonary 
issues, the fumes can serve as trig-
gers to his disease and lead to ag-
gravations.”

Saba noted that the spread of dis-
ease, especially among children, is 
more worrisome. “For kids living 
near dumps, they have increased 
exposure to harmful toxins and vi-
ruses,” he said.

Although officials at the Ministry 
of Health insist there is no increase 
in illnesses compared to the last 
seven years, the Ministry of Agri-

culture pointed out the effect the 
crisis is having on farming.

“There is an increased number 
of insects resulting from the accu-
mulated waste, especially during 
the snow season, and there is now 
a risk of crops getting diseases due 
to the fermentation of the waste,” a 
source at the ministry said on con-
dition of anonymity.

Lebanon’s post-civil war envi-
ronmental record has been a poor 
one, with virtually no recycling or 
conservation scheme implement-
ed.

Beirut and Mount Lebanon’s 

trash, which amounted to 2,500 
tonnes a day, was regularly sent 
to a sanitary landfill in the coastal 
town of Nehmeh, south of Beirut, 
until the middle of last year when it 
was closed under popular pressure. 
With no substitute area for dispos-
al, garbage collection was halted 
and mountains of trash piled up on 
the streets.

Within weeks, civil society 
groups had mass demonstrations 
to demand a sustainable solution 
to the crisis. 

The Lebanese government at-
tempted to ease the situation by 

forming a crisis committee to re-
sume limited pick-ups of trash, 
which was disposed in a disorgan-
ised way in makeshift dumps.

With the government haggling 
over a plan to export the refuse, a 
solution to the crisis seems a long 
way off, which portends more dire 
consequences.

Beside the significant increase in 
cancer risks, Lebanon’s water sup-
ply is threatened with contamina-
tion. According to Saba, the longer 
the trash stays, the higher the con-
centration of toxins seeping into 
artesian wells and aquifers.

“At higher altitudes trash covered 
in snow is not swept into the sea 
and thus stays longer. The melting 
snow, bit-by-bit carries the toxins 
into aquifers and rivers, which ulti-
mately affects the drinking supply,” 
Saba warned.

“Any crops irrigated with such 
water could also carry E. coli bac-
teria and increase cases of food 
poisoning in crops that are eaten 
with the peel on, like tomatoes or 
cucumbers.”

Marine life was also at risk. “At 
lower altitudes, because of urbani-
sation, most of the water goes off 
into the sea, meaning garbage is 
being swept into our coastal wa-
ters and could harm marine life the 
longer it stays,” Saba said.

Paul Gadalla is a Beirut-based 
reporter.

Cairo

R 

aouf Adli, a Christian 
textile worker in his mid-
50s, is fortunate enough 
to have a church close to 
his home in Giza prov-

ince near Cairo where he and his 
family can pray.

“It takes me a short ride from my 
home to be at the church to attend 
the mass every week,” Adli said. 
“This is a real blessing in a country 
like Egypt, in fact.”

Many other Egyptians, however, 
travel tens, and sometimes hun-
dreds, of kilometres for Christian 
services. A lack of churches leaves 
the religious life of most of the 
country’s Christians unfulfilled 
and praying in a church simply a 
dream.

Christians make up almost 10% 
of Egypt’s population of 90 mil-
lion. There are, however, only 
2,869 churches in the country, ac-
cording to the state-run Central 
Agency for Public Mobilisation and 
Statistics (CAPMAS).

An 80-year-old law states that 
Christians need official permission 
to build churches or renovate exist-
ing buildings. Most of the time, au-
thorisation is not given. Christians 
sometimes evade the requirement 
and carry out construction in se-
cret and this often ignites tension 
with Muslim neighbours.

“This is not a problem of the 
present time but it dates decades 
back,” said Kamal Zakhir, a Chris-
tian analyst. “This problem start-
ed in 1935 when the government 
made it necessary for Christians to 
get permission before building new 
churches or renovating old ones.”

This requirement has resulted in 
a situation in which the number of 
Christians is far greater than cur-
rent church facilities can accom-
modate. Repeated calls to allow 
Christians to build churches have 
been mostly ignored.

Restrictions, observers say, on 

Egyptian Christians’ freedom to 
construct new churches offer in-
sight into the state of religious free-
dom in Egypt, a country where the 
majority Muslim population can 
easily build mosques. There are 
108,000 mosques in Egypt, CAP-
MAS said. That is one mosque for 
about every 750 Egyptian Muslims. 
The Christian/church ratio is one 
church for every 3,140 Christians.

Some of Egypt’s villages and 
neighbourhoods do not have 
churches, despite the presence of a 
large Christian population.

When Adli goes to his nearby 
church there is little space in the 
pews for his family. Sometimes 
they stand throughout the service.

“Sitting or standing by me in-
side the church are always people 
who travel a long way to attend 
mass,” Adli said. “They tell me that 
they do not have churches in their 
neighbourhoods or villages.”

Change appears to be taking 
place. Christians have received 
backing from Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who was the 
first Egyptian president to go to the 
papal seat in Cairo for Christmas 
services in 2015. He did the same 
when Coptic Christians celebrated 
Christmas this year.

Sisi recently inaugurated a num-
ber of development projects when 
Kamel al-Wazir, the head of the 
army’s engineering unit that over-

saw the implementation of the 
projects, told him that one of the 
new communities established on 
the outskirts of Cairo had a house 
of worship in it.

“What type of house of wor-
ship?” Sisi asked.

“A mosque, Mr President,” Wazir 
answered.

“A church must be established, 
too,” Sisi said.

Nevertheless, Christians say 

they want the right to have their 
own churches be guaranteed by 
law, not by a president who will 
one day leave the position. Chris-
tians hold about 6% of the seats of 
parliament and Christian lawmak-
er Mona Mounir says she and her 
colleagues will soon submit such 
legislation.

“The law will give Christians the 
right to build, renovate and enlarge 
their churches,” Mounir said. “The 
government cannot deny Chris-
tians a right strongly considered 
theirs in their capacity as citizens 
of this country.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egyptian Christians say there are too few churches
Khaled Osama

An Egyptian policeman stands in front of the Saint Peter and Saint Paul Coptic Orthodox church in the Abbasiya district of Cairo.

The number of 
Christians is far 
greater than current 
church facilities can 
accommodate.

In the Beirut suburb of Jdeideh, garbage is being organised into 
packaged batches.

With the 
government 
haggling over a plan 
to export the refuse, 
a solution to the 
crisis seems a long 
way off.

Christians make up 
almost 10% of 
Egypt’s population 
of 90 million.


