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BEIRUT, Lebanon: After a blast of historic pro-
portions at Beirut’s port last year, Lebanon only
escaped a second chemical inferno by chance,
the German company clearing the dockside has
said. Michael Wentler, a chemical expert man-
aging Combi Lift’s Beirut operation, said thou-
sands of liters of dangerous substances stored
in decaying containers for more than a decade
at the port had turned the area into a minefield
of chemical hazards. “We found substances that,
if mixed together, would lead to an explosion,”
he told AFP on Wednesday, recounting an as-
signment he said compared to no other.

“The port is lucky, because the containers
have a distance” between them, Wentler added.
There were a series of subsequent blazes in the
port since the August 4 explosion, that killed
more than 200 people and devastated swathes
of Beirut. Heavy lift transport company Combi
Lift in November signed a contract with
Lebanese authorities to deal with the hazardous
substances at the blast site. This month, Wentler
and his team finished treating 52 containers, in
a process he said revealed the lethal chaos that
has long prevailed at Beirut harbor.

“I have never seen a situation like this before
in my life,” Wentler said, describing festering
chemical mixtures so corrosive they burned
gaping holes right through massive shipping
containers. “You have like a sea or a river of yel-

low and green substances that came out” of
some containers, he added. “These chemicals
were bubbling”. The containers-which have
been at the port for more than 10 years-were
stored haphazardly in seven different locations.
Most were located in an open-air cargo zone at
the opposite end of the blast site. Interim port
chief Bassem al-Kaisi said in November that
Beirut could have been “wiped out” if the sub-
stances caught fire.

Mysterious shipments 
The August 4 blast was caused by tons of am-

monium nitrate that had been inadequately stored
for more than six years. Authorities are yet to ex-
plain why the large fertilizer shipment ended up
in Lebanon, and why it stayed there so long. The
origin of chemical substances treated by Combi
Lift is no clearer. “None of the authorities seem
to know anything about these shipments,”
Wentler said, apart from the date they entered
the port. “I don’t think the port authorities know
what they have on site, inside the port.”

Last year’s blast severely disfigured the con-
tainers, which were already decaying and punc-
tured with acid burns after years of neglect. “It was
not possible to lift or move many of the containers,
because their condition was so bad,” Wentler said,
meaning experts had to move the chemicals by
hand. Wentler said he was saved by a hazmat suit

when hydrochloric acid burned through the bottom
of a barrel he was lifting and splashed to the
ground. Hydrochloric acid, a corrosive and toxic
substance, made up 60 percent of the chemicals
Combi Lift came across, Wentler said.

The firm also had to handle thousands of
liters of acetone, which is highly flammable, and
containers of hydrogen peroxide, a liquid sub-

stance, which if mixed together could lead to an
explosion, Wentler said. By chance, the contain-
ers of acetone and hydrogen peroxide were
stored in separate locations, Wentler added. The
“most dangerous” chemicals treated included
hydrofluoric acid, which can be deadly if it en-
ters the bloodstream or makes contact with the
skin, according to Wentler. —AFP

Beirut was ‘lucky’, says German 
company clearing blast-hit port

Dangerous substances stored in containers at the port turned it into a minefield

BEIRUT: This file aerial photo shows the massive damage done to Beirut port’s grain silos (center) and the
area around it, one day after a mega-blast tore through the harbor in the heart of the Lebanese capital. —AFP 

Turkey rejects US 
appeal to release
rights leader
ANKARA: Turkey yesterday rejected a US call to release jailed
civil society leader Osman Kavala, accusing Washington of in-
terference. Kavala, a businessman and philanthropist who has
been imprisoned for more than three years without a conviction,
is being tried on charges related to a 2016 coup attempt and
2013 protests against President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The 63-
year-old was acquitted in a case related to the 2013 protests last
February. He was then immediately rearrested and charged with
the 2016 coup plot. A Turkish court last month also overturned
his earlier acquittal and a judge last week combined the two
cases into one.

The US State Department on Wednesday called the charges
against Kavala “specious” and demanded his “immediate re-
lease”. The Turkish foreign ministry fired back at Washington by
demanding that it “respect” the independence of its courts.
“Turkey is a state governed by the rule of law,” the ministry said
in a statement. “No country or person can give orders to Turkish
courts.” The exchange underscored the tough stand Turkey
could face on human rights issues from the new administration
of US President Joe Biden. —AFP

Erdogan’s call for 
constitution revamp 
shakes up politics
ANKARA: Four years after Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan as-
sumed sweeping powers, he has wrong-footed his opponents once again by
calling for a new constitution, sparking accusations of trying to set up a di-
version from the country’s woes. Taking seemingly everyone off guard, Er-
dogan mentioned early last week during one of his near-daily speeches that
“it may be time for Turkey to reopen the debate about a new constitution”.
The timing aroused immediate suspicions over the intentions of a man who
has been at the apex of Turkish political life since 2003, first as prime minister
and since 2014 as president.

The 66-year-old Turkish leader is facing a sudden burst of student
protests, an economy that was under strain even before the coronavirus
pandemic struck last year, and polls showing a melting support base. The
current constitution was changed in a controversial 2017 referendum
which created an executive presidency. It went into force barely a year
later when Erdogan won re-election, with the amendments allowing him
to consolidate his power. Since then the only politicians demanding con-
stitutional changes have been members of the opposition, all calling for a
return to the previous parliamentary democracy.

Few think this is what Erdogan has in mind. “This is only an attempt to
change the agenda so that the economy, the pandemic, farmers’ concerns,
traders’ worries and rights violations aren’t discussed,” Idris Sahin, deputy
chairman of the opposition Democracy and Progress Party (DEVA), told AFP.
DEVA was launched last year by Ali Babacan, a former Erdogan ally who
won the West’s trust as economy minister.

‘Not sincere’ 
Sahin dismissed Erdogan’s move as “absolutely not a sincere idea”, de-

scribing it instead as a belated response to opposition parties’ attempts
to dilute the executive presidency. He surmised that the president’s team
realised that “for the first time, they weren’t setting the agenda. They
lagged behind the opposition.” Last month, Babacan and Kemal Kilic-
daroglu of the main opposition CHP party agreed to work together on a
“strengthened parliamentary system”. Aware of these efforts weeks before
the president took his stand, Erdogan’s coalition partner Devlet Bahceli of
the ultranationalist MHP branded attempts to tinker with the executive
presidency as “proof of desperation”.

Bahceli also suggested changing the law on political parties, further fu-
elling speculation that he wields outsized power despite being Erdogan’s jun-
ior partner, and was a major instigator behind the president’s call for a new
basic law. The MHP leader soon also backed the move. But, like DEVA’s Sahin,
a Western diplomat was sceptical that Erdogan is angling for actual changes.

“In the short term, the main objective seems to be to divide the oppo-
sition by forcing parties to take a stance on the constitutional debate which
will probably be framed along the lines of ‘with or against Turkey’,” the
diplomat told AFP.

‘Not serious’ 
Some think that if Erdogan does have anything specific in mind, it could

be about scrapping an electoral rule that requires a presidential candidate
to garner more than 50 percent of the vote to avoid a second round. “At this
stage, this is not a serious or a well-developed proposal,” said Galip Dalay
of the Robert Bosch Academy and Chatham House. But “if he goes for the
change of constitution, his main goal would be to change the requirement of
the election of the president,” Dalay said. Aysuda Kolemen of Berlin’s Bard
College agreed, projecting a scenario in which the opposition would have to
rally behind a single candidate to challenge Erdogan in the next presidential
vote, expected in 2023. —AFP


