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BEIRUT: Standing in the gutted ruins of her bar 
destroyed by Beirut’s massive port blast, 
Lebanese entrepreneur Gizelle Hassoun said she 
hopes crowdfunding can help save her business 
from the rubble. “This place was my life,” the 
46-year-old said, standing on top of piles of 
broken shutters and plaster, on what was once 
the dance floor. 

“Then just like that-bam! — there was noth-
ing left,” she said, a blown-out wall behind her 
providing a view of the tall cranes at the capital’s 
port. Nestled on the first floor of a blue villa in 
Beirut’s lively Gemmayzeh district, Madame Om 
was once a popular nightspot famed for its 
weekend parties and drag shows. 

But today the walls of the rented venue are 
cracked, part of its floor has caved in, and its 
balcony has been blown off. The bar will have to 
move. “We’re fundraising,” Hassoun said, under 
surviving snapshots of Egyptian diva Umm 
Kulthum. “So perhaps we can go back to doing 
something, get back on our feet, re-employ the 
little staff we had.” 

So far $5,000 of an $85,000 objective has 
been raised. On August 4, a huge stockpile of 
ammonium nitrate exploded on the dockside, 
killing more than 190 people, wounding thou-
sands, and ravaging large parts of the city. 

 
‘Cannot wait’  

Beirut’s nightlife districts of Gemmayzeh and 
Mar Mikhael, known for their bars, restaurants 
and art galleries, were some of the hardest hit 
neighborhoods. The army last week said it had 
surveyed 19,115 businesses and 962 restaurants 
damaged by  the explosion. 

For many, the blast was a knockout punch 
after months of financial struggle to survive 
Lebanon’s worst economic crisis in decades and 

a coronavirus lockdown. With little hope of 
compensation or loans from struggling 
Lebanese banks, savvy business owners are 
crowdfunding online to tap into donations from 
abroad. Hany Bourghol, 37, co-founder of the 
Cortado cafe, was able to take out a loan from a 
United Arab Emirates bank to fix his coffee shop 
and pay salaries. He hopes crowdfunding will 
help him pay the loan back. “We cannot wait for 
the army or the government,” Bourghol said. 
“We need to resume work.” 

The online campaign has collected a quarter 
of the $20,000 requested. A Romanian barista 
who helped Bourghol set up the cafe rallied cof-
fee houses in Romania to send donations too, 
while an aid organisation has provided free 
building materials. 

“We have had a lot of solidarity,” Bourghol 
said. The campaigns have attracted attention. 
Days after the blast, actor Russell Crowe 
pitched in $5,000 to support the Le Chef 
restaurant on behalf of late celebrity chef An-
thony Bourdain, who loved its traditional dishes. 
“I thought that he would have probably done so 
if he was still around,” Crowe said of the 
celebrity chef, who died in 2018. “Hope things 
can be put back together soon.” 

 
Determined  

But it is not just bars and cafes. After the 
climbing wall at the Flyp centre where she 
trained collapsed in the blast, Laura Karam, 24, 
took to social media. 

“We were forced to resort to crowdfunding 
and ask the climbing community outside 
Lebanon to help us out,” she said. Karam took 
pictures of volunteers in a crane unscrewing 
colourful climbing grips from the damaged 15-
metre (50 foot) high wall to reuse on a new one. 

Beirut businesses crowdfund to  
rebuild after devastating blast

Army says 19,115 businesses and 962 restaurants damaged by the explosion

Australia to overhaul 
bankruptcy laws to  
help companies 

 
 

SYDNEY: Australia yesterday unveiled its 
biggest shakeup in bankruptcy laws in 
nearly three decades, allowing small busi-
nesses to trade while insolvent and take 
more control over debt restructuring, in a 
bid to help firms through the coronavirus 
crisis. The new rules will help manage an ex-
pected avalanche of insolvencies when wage 
subsidies introduced to help companies sur-
vive the virus-triggered recession start to 
wind down early next year. 

Under the proposed rule changes, busi-
nesses with liabilities of less than A$1 million 
($708,000) will be able to keep operating for 
20 business days while they come up with a 
debt restructuring plan, rather than be placed 
in the hands of administrators. 

The changes, effective from Jan. 1, 2021, 
aim to move the system “from a rigid, one-
size-fits-all creditor in possession model to a 

more flexible debtor in possession model,” 
Federal Treasurer Josh Frydenberg said in a 
statement. The government would adopt some 
rules from the US-style Chapter 11 bank-
ruptcy process, he said, which gives struggling 
companies a window to restructure debt while 
being protected from the threat of legal action 
by creditors. 

“It is welcome news that there will be a 
quick and cheap process for small business to 
either rehabilitate or be wound up,” said 
Maria O’Brien, the Australian head of lawyer 
Baker McKenzie’s restructuring and insol-
vency practice. However, unlike the Chapter 11 
process, Australia’s new restructuring process 
will not be court-supervised, and she warned 
that the reforms, whose details have not been 
released, needed to ensure adequate over-
sight to avoid abuses. 

Australia has largely escaped the high 
number of deaths from the coronavirus pan-
demic recorded in other developed nations, 
helped by strict lockdowns, but the curbs have 
taken a steep toll on the economy. To lessen 
the impact, the government rolled out stimulus 
packages worth about A$314 billion, including 
wages subsidies, but it expects a wave of in-
solvencies when they expire. — Reuters 

“I think rebuilding this place is essential, 
just like everything else in Beirut,” she said. 
“Beirut wouldn’t survive if it weren’t for the 
businesses and everyone coming together.” 
The campaign to rebuild the climbing wall 
has raked in more than $16,000 of a 
$30,000 goal. Diala Sammakieh, 46, co-
owner of the Flyp centre, said the climbing 
wall crowdfunder was such a success that 
she set up a separate campaign for its park-
our and trampoline park. There is still far to 
go, with just $1,000 out of $50,000 
pledged.  

But she hopes part of the money will go 
towards covering employee salaries for 
three months.  

Since the explosion, it has emerged the 
authorities knew the huge quantity of am-
monium nitrate was stored at the port, but 
took no action to move it. Sammakieh, who 
also lost her home in the blast, is determined 
to rebuild her life. “We don’t believe the 
government will do anything for us,” even 
though “they’re the ones who blew us up,” 
she said. “Although they want to kick us out 
of our country, we don’t want to go.” — AFP 


