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BEIRUT: The humid summer air of Beirut
has started to reek as uncollected trash piles
up in the streets after protesters shut down
Lebanon’s largest landfill at a time of political
paralysis. Residents walking by the garbage
spilling out of dumpsters and into the paths
of passing cars lift their shirts or scarves over
their noses to protect themselves from the
smell. The growing heaps have been dusted
with white poison powder to keep away rats
and insects, but the measure does little to
combat the odor.  Ordinarily, the city’s trash
is disposed of at the Naameh landfill in the
mountains southeast of Beirut, the endpoint
for waste produced by around half of
Lebanon’s four million citizens. But for days,
local villagers fed up of living next to the site
have blocked entry, preventing any new
trash from being dumped and insisting they
will not leave until the facility is shut down
for good.

“In Beirut, it’s only been four or five days
of garbage and people already can’t take it.
We have been dealing with Lebanon’s trash
for the last 17 years,” said Youssef Halabi, a
resident of Aramoun village near the landfill.
“We can’t open our windows because of the
gases coming off the dump,” the 28-year-old
said to nods from fellow residents at the
protest tent on the road leading to the site.
“I’ve invited ministers to come to my place
and see if they can tolerate it.”

Trash mountain 
The Naameh landfill opened in 1997 in a

verdant valley outside Beirut. It was meant to
receive trash from the capital and the heavi-
ly-populated Mount Lebanon area for only a
few years until a comprehensive solution

was devised. But that plan never came to
fruition, as efforts to pass waste legislation
withered in Lebanon’s notoriously fractured
and stagnant parliament.

As nearly 20 years ticked by, the valley
that was originally expected to receive only
two million tons of waste swelled into a trash
mountain of over 15 million tons.  Residents
living nearby say daily life is unbearable and
allege gases produced by the site cause
health problems. “This area suffers from high
cancer rates, residents have incurable dis-
eases, skin diseases, breathing problems,”
said Raghida Halabi, 41, a resident of Abey,
another village by the landfill.

Last year, angry locals set up a similar
protest, blocking access to the landfill and
prompting a trash crisis. They ended the
protest after the government pledged it
would permanently close Naameh this year
on July 17, but when the trash kept coming
they resumed their demonstration. “I think
that our ministers and officials need to learn
to respect the law and apply it,” the Abey
resident said. “All that we’re doing is enforc-
ing it.” To further complicate matters,
Lebanon’s contract with waste management
company Sukleen also expired on July 17,
and the government has not indicated
whether it will renew it or find a new compa-
ny. 

‘Another Naameh’ 
Marwan Rizkallah, a Lebanese solid waste

management expert, said the Naameh crisis
is symptomatic of a larger trash problem.
“The amount of waste being disposed of
should be reduced,” he said. “If plans were
adopted before or if other treatment meth-

ods were adopted before, we could have
dumped much less waste into that landfill.”

He said a new landfill site will be needed,
but Lebanon also has to adopt recycling and
better home sorting of trash so the organic
matter that constitutes more than 50 per-
cent of its garbage can be composted. “We
cannot just create another Naameh,” he said.
“We have to find another location, that is
true, but as well we need to adopt different
treatment technologies, we need to reduce
the amount of waste generated, we need to
recycle more.”

All that will require government action,
which seems unlikely in the short-term, with
the parliament and cabinet both politically
paralyzed and the presidency left vacant for
over a year. Meanwhile, Environment
Minister Mohamed Mashnuq, who did not
return calls for comment, has urged munici-
palities to dispose of trash however they can.

Residents have begun burning the
expanding trash piles and there are fears
garbage will be dumped in Lebanon’s hun-
dreds of illegal dumpsites. Despite the grim
picture, Rizkallah said there could be a silver
lining if the crisis encouraged Lebanese to
consider the amount of waste they produce
and the problems created. “People are talk-
ing about it, because they see it on the
streets, and maybe this is the only positive
thing.” The crisis is front-page news in
Lebanon, with Beirut residents expressing
outrage online. One widely-circulated post
shows Lebanon’s flag altered to show a trash
bag replacing the iconic cedar tree. “It’s rais-
ing awareness, in a very negative and bad
way,” Rizkallah said. “But still it’s raising
awareness.” — AFP 

Beirut swims in trash 
after landfill protest

Capital reeks of garbage, locals suffer 

BEIRUT: Waste management workers cover a pile of garbage using white pesticide in the Palestinian refugee
camp of Sabra.— AP 

Iran deal won’t affect
backing for Damascus

DAMASCUS: An international agreement on Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram will not alter Tehran’s staunch support for the Syrian gov-
ernment and may even strengthen Damascus, Syria’s foreign min-
ister said yesterday. Speaking at a conference in Damascus on
“confronting terrorism”, Walid Muallem said those who hoped to
persuade Iran to abandon Syria’s government would be disap-
pointed. “There is a lot of talk about the Iranian nuclear agree-
ment and its impact on the Syrian crisis,” he said. “There are those,
led by the United States, who think that this agreement will
enable the West to influence Iran’s positions on the Syrian crisis,”
Muallem added, dismissing that as “delusional”.  “Iran’s attitudes
on the crisis in Syria have not changed,” the minister said.

Tehran “provided all kinds of support to the Syrian people in
their struggle against terrorism before the nuclear deal, and dur-
ing it, and will continue to do so after it.” In fact, he said, the
agreement could end up strengthening Syria.  “Iran has entered
the world stage through the widest doors, and the more power-
ful our ally is, the more powerful we are.” The nuclear deal
between Iran and six powers led by the United States has led to
speculation that broader cooperation on regional issues might
now be possible. But Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei has already insisted Tehran will continue to oppose
“arrogant” US policies.  “US policies in the region differ from Iran’s
by 180 degrees,” he said last week. Tehran is a longstanding ally
of President Bashar Al-Assad’s embattled government in
Damascus and has remained a strong supporter throughout the
uprising against him.

It has supplied money, weapons and military advisers to
Assad’s government.  Also yesterday, Muallem thanked another
key government ally, Russian President Vladimir Putin, for sug-
gesting the creation of a new regional and international alliance
to fight “terrorism.” Damascus considers all those seeking Assad’s
ouster “terrorists” and is not part of the US-led coalition fighting
the Islamic State group with air strikes in Syria. Muallem said it
would take “a miracle” to create a new regional anti-terrorism
alliance in the short-term. “But in the medium-term, the security
imperatives imposed by the reality of the spread of terrorism...,
and it rebounding against its supporters, will require neighboring
countries to work with Syria to create such an alliance.”— AFP 

Syrian oppn groups 
agree Assad must go

BRUSSELS: Syria’s two main opposition groups settled longstanding
differences yesterday to agree that President Bashar Al-Assad must step
down in any deal to end the country’s bloody conflict. The issue has
dogged efforts to get the exiled but widely recognized Syrian National
Coalition and the National Coordination Committee for Democratic
Change (NCCDC), which is tolerated by the Syrian authorities, to agree a
common platform. The two groups said in a statement after a meeting
in Brussels that peace “can be achieved through a political process
undertaken by the Syrians themselves, under the auspices of the UN.”
This solution would involve “a fundamental and comprehensive change
of the current political regime, including the head of the regime and all
its leaders, pillars and security agencies.”

They said they had now “agreed a road map for the salvation of
Syria, including the basic principles of a political settlement, to be
adopted by their respective competent bodies.” This would be based
on the 2012 Geneva accord which envisaged a transitional government
of national unity with full powers to run the country and organize elec-
tions. Up to now, the NCCDC had appeared to leave the door open for
Assad to play a role in a transitional government but the National
Coalition was bitterly opposed and restated that position again yester-
day. “We do not see any role for Assad or members of his government
in a transitional body,” Hisham Marwa of the National Coalition told a
press conference in Brussels after talks there.  “They should be brought
to justice and not be rewarded by being involved in any transitional
body,” he said.

NCCDC executive bureau member Khalaf Dahowd said the most
important thing was the overall agreement, not Assad’s role. “We have a
political agreement which gathers all the political camps. We do not
think these things should prevent us from finding common ground.”
His colleague Safwan Akkash said “Assad’s role is secondary” while the
fate of other members of the regime “will be discussed.” The NCCDC,
which is also known as the National Coordination Body, is part of the
country’s “tolerated” opposition, operating inside Syria but under tight
restrictions. It has often been at odds with the National Coalition, accus-
ing it of being beholden to outside interests. More than 230,000 people
have been killed in Syria since the conflict began in March 2011 with
anti-government protests which morphed into a civil war. — AFP 


