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El-Akhbar Braille breaks 
barriers for Egypt’s blind
Marwa al-A’sar

Cairo

E 

gypt, like many other 
Arab countries, is not 
known for the quality of 
services to its blind com-
munity. However, El-Akh-

bar Braille, a new monthly maga-
zine, aims to be the first officially 
licensed publication written by 
journalists with visual impairments 
to serve Egypt’s more than 3 million 
blind people.

El-Akhbar Braille Editor-in-Chief 
Ahmed el-Maraghy said he had 
long wanted to publish a publica-
tion designed for Egypt’s visually 
impaired community. After several 
false starts, the first edition of El-
Akhbar Braille was published in late 
April.

“Ten years ago, I met a visually 
impaired man who works on print-
ing in Braille. Through him and 
others I learned that there was a 
huge potential market for this. Ever 
since then I have been trying to is-
sue a magazine for the visually im-
paired,” Maraghy said.

Maraghy previously published a 
magazine for the visually impaired 
titled Enferad but it was not offi-
cially licensed by the government 
and quickly lost funding. El-Akhbar 
Braille is the first such publication 
for the blind to be officially licensed 
by the Egyptian government.

“Since then I tried several times 
to publish magazines in Braille but 
the attempts failed due to fund-
ing till the chairman of Akhbar el-
Youm, Yasser Rizk, adopted the 
idea, offering us all the facilities we 
needed,” Maraghy said.

Akhbar el-Youm is one of Egypt’s 
best-known newspapers, first pub-
lished in 1944 and with a circula-
tion estimated to be in the millions. 
It is state-owned and its editor-in-
chief is appointed by Egypt’s Shura 
Council.

“Afterward, we obtained a li-
cence, the first of its kind in the 
Arab world, from the Supreme 
Council of Journalism in Egypt,” 
Maraghy added.

A number of sponsors in addi-
tion to Akhbar el-Youm funded 
the magazine. “We needed fund-
ing as printing a paper in Braille 
costs almost four or five times more 
than printing an ordinary paper,” 
Maraghy explained.

Egypt’s visually impaired com-
munity expressed joy at the news 
that there would be a magazine 
published in Braille.

“As someone with visual impair-
ment, I used to hold the newspaper 
and find myself unable to know 
what is inside. I have always hoped 
to have a publication that I can read 
myself without depending on any-
one,” El-Akhbar Braille Managing 
Editor Ahmed Riyad Abu Hemeela 
said.

A sighted person flicking through 
the magazine might think it was 
full of blank pages but the raised 
dots that make up the Braille writ-
ing contain a wealth of information 
for Egypt’s blind community.

“In the first edition, we published 
an interview with the minister of 
youth, one with a star actress, sto-
ries on sports and politics, a feature 
on human development, a section 
for literature, another for women 
and one for children,” Abu Hemeela 
said.

“We aimed to offer a cultural and 
news service for a considerable seg-
ment of the society other than the 
few books they could read.”

The preparation of the magazine 
took about three months, most of 
which was spent on dealing with 
the details to obtain an official li-
cence and establishing the maga-
zine’s structure and contributors.

“We faced problems with the cen-
sorship authority as they objected 
even to the idea of a Braille maga-
zine because they had no employ-
ees who could read Braille until they 
hired someone,” Abu Hemeela said.

“We started with publishing 
1,000 copies, targeting visually im-
paired persons in civil society or-
ganisations, libraries at universities 
and schools and societies for people 
with disabilities. And we are plan-
ning to print 3,000 this month.”

Maraghy, the only fully sighted 
journalist on staff, concurred.

“Not only did they write the 
magazine content, they shared in 
distributing it to special places as 
well. The whole model is run by this 
extraordinary squad of five visually 
impaired journalists and one man-
aging editor,” he said.

Abu Hemeela was chosen to rep-
resent the magazine staff during a 
recent youth conference in which 
El-Akhbar Braille received presiden-
tial recognition.

“The president promised me per-
sonally to support the magazine,” 
he said.

Journalist Nahla Suliman, one of 
the five staff reporters, described 
her experience with the magazine 
as a “dream.”

“For me, it is a dream come true 
as I have always wished to work in 
the field of journalism and I hope it 
remains a lovely reality of having a 
specialised magazine for the visu-
ally impaired,” she said. “It is the 
first step.”

El-Akhbar Braille’s plans entail 
printing half the magazine in Braille 

and the other half in Arabic for 
sighted friends and family members 
to be able to read it. The magazine 
staff also hopes to have a website 
built for the magazine with audio 
recordings of stories to reach the 
country’s visually impaired online 
community.

The magazine’s editorial board 
said it wanted to work with blind 
Egyptians, a large percentage of 

whom are not literate in Braille, to 
foster a real sense of community.

That is why one of our planned 
activities is to teach people in vil-
lages and remote areas how to read 
through cooperating with civil soci-
ety,” Abu Hemeela said. “This is just 
the start.”

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.
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Braille.

The president 
promised me 
personally to 
support the 
magazine.”

El-Akhbar Braille Managing 
Editor Ahmed Riyad 
Abu Hemeela

O
ther than the 
occasional world 
record claim for 
having produced the 
biggest bowl of 
hummus or the 

largest shawarma sandwich, 
Lebanon typically has little to 
brag about. However, among the 
pillars of Lebanon’s somewhat 
modest economy are its banking 
and service sectors, which have 
always reached beyond the local 
market to the wider Arab region.

Among these services is the 
medical tourism industry, whose 
reputation for excellence has 
been fuelled by Lebanon’s 
first-rate medical schools and the 
long-standing tradition of 
Western expertise gained by 
Lebanese doctors during years 
spent honing their craft abroad.

However, Lebanon’s reputation 
for medical excellence was 
recently shattered by the case of 
Farah Kassab, a 33-year-old Iraqi 
national who died while undergo-
ing a liposuction operation in one 
of Lebanon’s pre-eminent plastic 
surgery centres.

The surgeon and owner of the 
clinic in question, Dr Nader Saab, 
a self-proclaimed authority on 
plastic surgery in both Lebanon 
and the region, was widely 
regarded — and not always 
positively — for his ambitious and 
sometimes intrusive marketing 

campaigns, which some said had 
undermined the authority of the 
medical profession.

Nevertheless, the death of 
Kassab has drawn attention to 
not just Saab’s controversial 
marketing techniques but to a 
system of potential corruption 
that risks Lebanon’s position as a 
leading destination for medical 
tourism, as well as endangering 
more innocent lives by incompe-
tent medical professionals and 
poorly enforced safety standards.

While all medical procedures 
carry an inherent risk, reports 
into Kassab’s death point to a 
propensity for undue haste on 
the part of her surgeon and an 

intensive care unit ill-equipped 
to cope with accidents that haste 
can produce. While the latter 
might not be solely responsible 
for Kassab’s death, the fact that 
Saab attempted to move Kassab 
to a better-equipped emergency 
clinic is enough for many to 
suggest some degree of culpabil-
ity.

While Lebanon may be a 
trailblazer in medical tourism 
within the Arab region, it is 
certainly not alone. Many 
countries, including Jordan, are 
trying to overtake it, a task made 
easier as a result of Kassab’s 
death.

Turkey, which ranked sixth in 

Cosmetic surgery shows the ugly face of Lebanon
the field of medical tourism, 
receives more than 152,000 
visitors every year, spending 
more than $1 billion on medical 
procedures ranging from hair 
transplants to plastic surgery.

Given the abysmal track record 
of success in medical malpractice 
cases, as well as the pressures 
exerted on the judiciary system 
to downplay anything that may 
undermine a cornerstone of the 
Lebanese economy, Saab might 
still survive this storm and return 
to his trade.

A month into the incident, the 
issue is still pending a judicial 
and medical investigation to 
determine whether Saab was 
negligent or if Kassab’s death was 
the result of health complica-
tions. Saab has mustered his 
media and political network and 
counterattacked to restore his 
image. He obtained a temporary 
judicial order preventing the 
Lebanese media from investigat-
ing his alleged misconduct, 
further validating suspicions of 
corruption and flaws in the 
Lebanese system.

Kassab’s case came to light 
because she was an Iraqi national 
from a rich family. This cannot be 
said about poor souls who lose 
their lives in operation rooms or 
at emergency rooms deemed to 
be of insufficient interest by the 
media.

In all cases the death of Kassab 
and the face of Nader Saab 
plastered on billboards and 
magazines will remain a harsh 
reminder of Lebanon’s true ugly 
face, one no plastic surgery can 
repair.

Makram 
Rabah

View point
Lebanon’s 
reputation 
for medical 
excellence 
was recently 
shattered 
by the case 
of Farah 
Kassab.

While Lebanon may be a 
trailblazer in medical tourism 
within the Arab region, it is 
certainly not alone. 

Facts about cosmetic 
surgery in Lebanon
There are 87 registered 
cosmetic surgeons in 
Lebanon and estimated to be 
just as many unregistered.

A cosmetic surgeon can 
perform about 20 surgeries 
a week.

Customers can borrow 
$500-$5,000 for a 
procedure.

Despite political and 
financial difficulties, 
demand for cosmetic 
procedures remains 
undimmed.

Specialist beauty loans are 
available from many banks.


