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Lebanese initiative born out of the trash crisis
Samar Kadi

Beirut

P 

iles of garbage blocking 
streets and the nauseating 
stench of putrefied waste 
could very well be a source 
of inspiration. It definitely 

inspired Rima Salameh, a journalist 
turned eco-warrior, whose Recycle 
Today for a Better Tomorrow ini-
tiative is gaining momentum a year 
after the garbage crisis in Lebanon 
sparked public protests and unrest 
that nearly brought down the coun-
try’s government.

While recycling at the source is a 
well-established practice in many 
countries, it is not very widespread 
in Lebanon where all types of 
waste, except for hazardous hospi-
tal materials, are dumped in land-
fills. Salameh’s initiative aimed at 
introducing recycling at the source 
to reduce the amount of waste sent 
for final disposal.

“The garbage crisis triggered 
something in me. I felt it was outra-
geous that in this century you still 
face such a crisis so I said to myself 
I should do something,” Salameh 
said.

Lebanon’s trash crisis erupted in 
July 2015 when the country’s main 
Naameh landfill was closed with no 
plans in place to absorb the daily re-
fuse from the Beirut area’s 2 million 
residents. In March, the govern-
ment approved an emergency plan 
to open three landfills near Beirut 
as a temporary solution.

Salameh first targeted her im-
mediate neighbourhood and the 
offices of the Daily Star newspaper 
where she was employed.

“I got a paper company to pro-
vide free recycling boxes and the 
garbage collection company, Suk-
leen, to collect the recyclable paper 
from the office,” she said. “At home, 
I talked to neighbours, put up signs 
and provided recycling guides to 
residents in my buildings and two 
adjacent blocks to teach them sort-
ing their rubbish and had a compa-
ny come once a week to pick up the 
recyclables and it worked.”

Reduce waste, reuse where possi-
ble and recycle everything that can 
be recycled is the bottom line that 

drives Salameh’s initiative.
“The aim is to save as much as 

possible from trash going to the 
landfill. It is a two-way recycling 
stream including mixed paper and 
cardboard, which would go in one 
bag and other recyclables like glass, 
metal and plastic that goes in an-
other bag,” she said.

There are rules for recycling 
that Salameh disseminated to her 
neighbours and colleagues. “Re-
cyclables should be clean — rinsed 
a little under tap water — because 
when paper, for instance, gets con-
taminated, even slightly, no one 
would take it and it would end up 
in the landfill.”

Salameh engaged residential, 

business and commercial commu-
nities along Rue Verdun, a main 
artery in Beirut, in recycling. She 
enlisted the support of Beirut Mu-
nicipality, the Verdun Traders and 
Establishment Association and re-
cycling company Re-Serving.

The 1km avenue includes a mix of 
residential buildings, offices, cafés, 
restaurants, shops, cinemas and 
schools, which started recycling 
their waste when the pilot project 
was launched in January.

Salameh said: “I recruited volun-
teers from schools and universities 
and trained them to help in rais-
ing awareness and disseminating 
the project. They did door-to-door 
campaigning, distributed flyers and 
put up recycling posters before we 
started the weekly collection of 
recyclables, which is done by Re-
Serving.”

Salameh distributed recycling 
boxes to shops and businesses 
along the street and put up outdoor 
recycling bins on main corners. 
Beirut Municipality allocated two 
environment officers to monitor 
proper implementation of recycling 
directives, guide people and make 
sure that they are not mixing up 
garbage.

“It took a great deal of time and 
effort,” Salameh said. “We had 
trouble at the beginning as we were 
seeing mixed garbage but with fol-
low-up visits people started grasp-
ing the importance of recycling and 
are more committed now.”

Salameh’s initiative was mostly 
welcomed, especially by compa-
nies and businesses along Rue Ver-
dun that produce a considerable 
amount of paper waste. “We are 
already recycling and have been 
doing it for years,” noted Dania 
Eido, an employee at Cedrus Bank. 

“We have one box for papers that 
we consume a lot at the bank. It is 
a great idea and I hope people are 
committed and doing it.”

Not all businesses showed as 
much enthusiasm and commit-
ment. “We have too much work 
here. We forget to separate the 
waste. We just don’t have time for 
that,” commented a manager in a 
cloth shop next to the bank.

“It is not easy to have people 
abide by instructions in a country 
where even laws are constantly 
violated,” remarked Ahmad, a 
salesman in a watch shop. “People 
complain about garbage piling up 
but they do nothing about it. Some 
even think that why should they 
bother to help others, namely recy-
cling companies, make profit.”

Salameh is determined to expand 
a culture of recycling.

“Zero-waste Verdun is my target 
with organic waste eventually go-
ing for composting,” she said. “Res-
idents in other areas are following 
us [on Facebook] and asking when 
you will come to our neighbour-
hood.

“I wish everybody would start 
recycling because, once garbage 
is separated, we would be solving 
half the problem. People, I believe, 
have become more mature and 
aware following the crisis. In other 
countries the focus is no longer on 
recycling but on reducing waste. In 
Lebanon, we stay way behind but 
for the time being it is a good start.”

Recycling boxes are being prepared before distribution to 
businesses, shops and restaurants along Beirut’s Rue Verdun.

“The garbage crisis 
triggered something 
in me.”
Rima Salameh, a journalist 

turned eco-warrior

Salameh is determined 
to expand a culture of 
recycling.

Iraqis seek to preserve their ‘Garden of Eden’ 
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

“C 

an you imagine what 
it is like to live in the 
midst of water. It is 
more than wonder-
ful,” Oum Ali said, 

recalling her childhood in al-Ahwar 
marshes of southern Iraq, once 
home to a vibrant wetland ecosys-
tem.

In the 1960s, Iraq’s marshland, 
often called the “Garden of Eden”, 
had thick and nearly impenetrable 
vegetation that protected and iso-
lated its inhabitants, the Marsh Ar-
abs, from outside powers. However, 
war, development and aggressive 
water control projects dried out the 
unique wetland, triggering a cam-
paign to include it on UNESCO’s 
list of endangered natural heritage 
sites.

“My family moved to the marsh-
land when my father, who was a 
teacher, was assigned to one of the 
public schools there, said Oum Ali, 
60. “Life was so different from the 
city. There were no cars and no con-
crete buildings but small reed hous-
es scattered across the marshes and 
we used to commute in small boats 
called mashaheef.”

“It took us a while to get used to 
living so primitively but we even-
tually appreciated that kind of 
life. With my sisters and brothers, 
we used to go fishing and hunting 
ducks and birds that you could only 
find in the marshes.”

The marshes, as depicted by Oum 
Ali, no longer exist. They ended 
when Iraq and its neighbouring 
countries began water programmes 
along the Tigris and Euphrates riv-

ers for irrigation and hydroelectric 
power.

The final blow came in 1991 in the 
wake of the first Gulf war,  when 
former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hus-
sein established a series of projects, 
including dams, dikes and canals, 
in the marshes. These prevented 
water from flowing into the area, 
depriving the ancient fertile area of 
its life source.

The projects were meant to pun-
ish the Marsh Arabs for support-
ing Shias who rebelled against 
Saddam’s forces.

Only 4% of the wetland, which 
covered an average of 9,650 sq km 
in Iraq, remain. Efforts to restore 
the wetlands began after the 2003 
US-led invasion of Iraq as the gov-
ernment sought to exploit the area 
for tourism purposes.

Environmentalists, civil society 
activists and local authorities in the 
southern provinces campaigned to 
include the marshes and the nearby 
ancient city of Ur on the list of Pro-
tected World Heritage of UNESCO.

Artist and environmental activ-
ist Rayya Radi said: “Al-Ahwar is an 
unusual world by itself, rich with 
history and heritage closely linked 
to the life of our ancestors and we 
cannot stay idly over its demise.”

Omar Sattar, another activist, 
stressed the importance of listing al-
Ahwar among world heritage sites, 
saying such a designation would 
secure a bigger quota of water from 
the Tigris and Euphrates. The cur-
rent flow is limited to surplus water 
allocated to irrigation.

“Once it becomes an internation-
ally protected reserve, it will also fa-
cilitate UN monitoring,” Sattar said.

Compounded with a drought that 
has stretched for two decades, the 
draining of the marshes pushed 

Marsh Arabs, who owned livestock 
— mainly cows or buffaloes — and 
depended on fishing for a living, to 
move out.

“The migration of the Marsh Ar-
abs towards the city is bad news for 
the area. I am doubtful that they 
will ever return, even if the marsh-
es were restored to their previous 
state. They simply got used to city 
life,” said environmental journalist 
Ahmad Saadi.

Water levels in the marshes are 
1.1 metres, compared to 2.7 metres 
in the 1990s. The demise of the Iraqi 
marshes has been compared by the 
United Nations to the deforestation 
of the Amazon.

Iraq’s efforts to restore the wet-
land came a bit “too late” when Iraq 

signed the international treaty for 
the conservation and sustainable 
use of wetlands, Ramsar, in 2007, 
according to Jassem Assadi, envi-
ronmental expert with the Ahwar 
al-Iraq organisation.

A key commitment of Ramsar 
member countries is to identify 
suitable wetlands and take steps 
necessary to manage them effec-
tively and maintain their ecological 
character.

“In Iraq, one part of al-Ahwar 
called Howiza was selected as a 
Ramsar site and Ahwar al-Iraq was 
contracted by the Ministry of Envi-
ronment to design a plan to man-
age the site,” Assadi said. “We have 
sought the assistance of Canadian 
experts and proposed a plan of ac-

tion which was accepted along with 
Iraq’s membership.”

Samira Abed Shabib, director-
general of the project for restoring 
al-Ahwar at the Ministry of Water 
Resources, said the ministry reo-
pened water channels feeding the 
wetlands in 2004 after they had 
been blocked for several years.

“The resuscitation of al-Ahwar 
has become a national demand and 
Iraq’s signing of the Ramsar con-
vention has increased momentum 
to restore the wetlands to its former 
glory,” Abed Shabib said.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Al-Ahwar marshland in southern Iraq, a unique ecosystem in the region, is fading away.

In the 1960s, Iraq’s 
marshland, often 
called the “Garden of 
Eden”, had thick and 
nearly impenetrable 
vegetation.

Only 4% of the 
wetland, which 
covered an average of 
9,650 sq. km 
in Iraq, remain.


