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A series of unfortunate events has recently rocked Lebanon. The October 17, 2019 uprising took
place against the political ruling class and the management of the country’s affairs.! The political
stability index in 2019 was —1.64 with the score ranging from —2.5 (weak) to 2.5 (strong). Civil
unrest arose due to monetary collapse, state bankruptcy, devaluation of the local currency and
deep recession.” The resulting financial and social instabilities have forced a great number of
well-trained and highly skilled physicians and health-care workers to leave the country seeking
better employment opportunities.’*. Major medical centers in the country have uncollected debt
mainly from the government accounting for hundreds of millions of US dollars that are likely to
be written off due to the financial crisis.”

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic could not have hit Lebanon at a worse
time, adding insult to injury when the health-care system was unprepared, and resource
depleted.® To prevent a massive first wave of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus
2 (SARS-CoV-2) cases, the government employed a complete shutdown of the country.”
This led to further economic depression and increase in joblessness and poverty. Reversal of
measures were gradually implemented in an attempt to rescue a flailing economy, as schools
and places of worship were reopened, and all shops were allowed to re-operate at up to 50%
capacity. Curfew hours were reduced, and the public was encouraged to maintain social distanc-
ing and wear masks. The outcome was almost catastrophic as COVID-19 numbers soared to 224
cases/d compared with a median of roughly 40 cases/d, burdening the health-care system even
further.® To make matters worse, an unexpected devastation took place, where an enormous
explosion at the Port of Beirut on August 4, 2020, happened, resulting in more than 5000 inju-
ries, around 200 deaths, and 300,000 people made homeless. Several university medical centers
and tertiary hospitals located within 1.5 km radius were severely damaged and were put out of
business for weeks and possibly months. Other major medical centers outside this radius were
overwhelmed with casualties despite being partially damaged.” Intensive care units, already
saturated with critical COVID-19 patients, had to cope with seriously wounded individuals.
What they experienced was close to a logistical nightmare, necessitating the re-allocation of
patients among various wards and critical care units.

Most of the medical supplies imported to the country were stored at the Port of Beirut
facilities. Some stocks were buried under rubble, while others destroyed. The World Health
Organization (WHO) estimates 17 containers with essential medical supplies destroyed, 500
hospital bed equivalents lost, 3 hospitals rendered nonfunctional, and 3 hospitals substan-
tially damaged.'® The blast was caused by an estimated amount of 2750 tons of highly explo-
sive ammonium nitrate poorly kept under suboptimal conditions.!! The potential
environmental consequences and their health effects are under evaluation and assessment
by a special taskforce formed by the minister of health on August 7, 2020. The political
repercussions of the massive explosion were tremendous. People went down to the streets
in protest leading to violent confrontations with the armed forces. This resulted in large
numbers of casualties and further loss of life on both sides. The humanitarian aftermath
was even graver, where thousands of families became homeless; many had close relatives
and friends missing, numerous businesses were destroyed, and some were unable to procure
food or obtain their daily medications.

Both the political and humanitarian consequences have yielded additional pressure on an
already fragile, overburdened, and resource depleted health-care system. Two weeks after the
explosion, the Lebanese Ministry of Public Health announced 3241 new confirmed COVID-
19 cases, representing almost one-third of all cases in Lebanon since the start of the pandemic
on February 21, 2020. On Thursday August 20, a new record number of confirmed daily cases
reaching 605 was announced.!? This prompted the government to implement a 2-wk national
partial lockdown starting August 21, with a curfew in effect from 6 PM to 6 AM.'* The effective-
ness of a partial lockdown at this stage of the pandemic is debatable. Data from Lombardy,
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Veneto, and Emilia-Romagna, the 3 most affected regions of Italy,
showed that less rigid lockdown led to an insufficient decrease in
mobility to reverse an outbreak, such as COVID-19. Tighter
restrictions led to a greater decrease in mobility, enough to bring
down transmission promptly below the level needed to sustain the
epidemic.'

Several questions were raised. Are the restrictions imposed
by the lockdown enough to halt or slow the epidemic? Is the
duration of 2 wk appropriate and satisfactory? Can a full lock-
down be implemented given the current state of the economy?
Many oppose the lockdown due to their need to work and earn
their living. Others believe that we should let this pandemic run
its course as initially illustrated by Sweden when the govern-
ment refused to implement any lockdown measures and aimed
to attain herd immunity recording the most coronavirus deaths
per capita in Europe in a seven day average between 25 May and
2 June with a mortality rate reaching 5.29 deaths per million
inhabitants a day."”

According to Nassim N. Taleb, the author of the best-selling
book Antifragile,'® Lebanon has the potential for being antifragile.
This means that the country is capable of rejuvenating to a better
version after experiencing disorder or destruction, owing to the
Lebanese culture and its people’s resilience in the face of adver-
sity.!” Lebanon is usually referred to as the phoenix, a mythological
bird that cyclically regenerates or is otherwise born again from
ashes.! The country’s long history is full of major crises that have
threatened its sheer existence, yet the Lebanese have managed to
rebound and rebuild their country and economy in an improved
and more suitable form.!* Pandemics have often resulted in a
series of political and economic ramifications as well as health con-
sequences.”! 2 Lebanon is not be the only nation hit by the
COVID-19 pandemic while facing difficulties and unfavorable
conditions. The Lebanese situation should be monitored and
evaluated to help understand how to revive countries witnessing
similar conditions during a major pandemic. However, what the
health-care system in Lebanon is experiencing may be beyond
the ability of the phoenix to recover.
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