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Foundation Maharat 

 2020 10, September Beirut, 

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Ms. Michelle Bachelet, 

Letter from Maharat Foundation on serious violations of public freedoms and access to 

information following the Beirut explosion on August 4, 2020 

 

On August 4, 2020, the explosion of Ammonium Nitrate that had been long stored at the port 

of Beirut led to a catastrophe across the city and its suburbs. Massive destruction hit the 

capital, over 180 persons were killed, 6000 were injured, dozens went missing and thousands 

of citizens were rendered homeless. Many human rights have been violated, notably the right 

to life and physical integrity, the right to access to media and information and the right to 

peaceful assembly and protest. Other human rights pertaining to food, residence and health 

have also been violated, a reason that should have urged the government to offer immediate 

assistance and support to the victims, as well as to redress their losses without any 

discrimination. 

Although the healthcare system has been strongly affected by the explosion that destroyed 

and disrupted the operation of 3 major private hospitals and one governmental hospital, it 

managed to mitigate the horror of the blast by providing first aid services for around 6000 

persons at once. Initiatives led by civil society and individuals have succeeded in providing 

limited assistance for stricken Lebanese areas that were directly affected by the blast. 

The International Community was quick to respond to the catastrophe by sending emergency 

aids that included field hospitals, medical and food supplies. 

Notwithstanding, governmental bodies have made minimal effort and merely responded to 

the situation. This clearly indicates a decline in the role of the government, a fragile disaster 

management planning and an absence of efficient communication mechanisms, despite the 

establishment of a Disaster Management Unit affiliated with the Council of Ministers, 

assigned to coordinate with all bodies and departments, pursuant to Circular no. 3 issued on 

22/01/2019. This Unit is yet to launch any plan for facing the current disaster. The Lebanese 

government has declared on August 5 a state of emergency that grants sweeping powers to 

the army, followed by an announcement made by the military authority leading the army of 

the measures taken to implement the state of emergency. The announcement included 

measures that should be followed by media outlets in order to control any analysis, theories 

and speculations that may be broadcast on their screens with regard to the explosion.  

On August 18, the state of emergency was extended in accordance with a letter issued by the 

Secretary General of the Council of Ministers without going back to the Council of Ministers 

as the main reference in such cases and without any reasonable motive or justification that 

calls for a similar decision. 

In this context, Maharat Foundation seeks to emphasize, through the present letter, on a wide 

range of human rights that were severely affected and violated due to the explosion since the 

declaration of the state of emergency up until now. These violations are the result of 
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reluctance expressed by the Lebanese government to respond to the needs arising from this 

disaster, as well as to listen to people’s demands and prevent their rights from being violated. 

The following cases have been documented and validated: 

I. The Right to Access to Credible and Timely Information  

UN Convention against Corruption, which Lebanon has ratified in 2009, seeks to promote 

integrity, accountability and good governance of public affairs and funds, as well as 

principles of equity, responsibility and equality before the law. State parties to this 

convention call for active measures in order to better inform their people, enhance 

transparency in public management and ensure easy access to information; 

To this day, the Access to Information Law passed by the Lebanese Parliament on 

10/02/2017 has not been applied in public administrations. It fails to incorporate in-kind 

assistance offered to the Lebanese government, as it only requires the disclosure of cash 

transactions in the context of tendering. This makes it difficult for the media and public 

opinion to verify information, acknowledge and effectively distribute aids in order to protect 

the rights of the poorest and most vulnerable people. 

 As opposed to Lebanon’s fundamental commitments with regard to the above-mentioned 

convention, the government and affiliated bodies are ambiguous, quiet and lack transparency 

and planning in the following major areas: 

 Type and amount of aids received by the government, the people or institutions that 

benefit from them, the mechanism and standards that regulate their allocation. 

 Health and environmental risks arising from the chemical explosion, in addition to the 

resulting pollutants emitted into the air, water and soil. 

 The fate of imported foods and consumption goods that have been exposed to several 

factors due to the blast, such as high temperature and pollutants, which could make 

them unfit for human consumption. 

 Health and medical protection and follow-up on the victims of the explosion, as well 

as their right to hospitalization and treatment, in particular those who have been left 

with permanent disabilities. 

 Mental health protection and follow-up on those who have been affected by the 

explosion. 

 Measures and programs aimed at protecting vulnerable categories, such as children, 

the elderly, people with disabilities and poor families. 

Some security and judicial apparatus are also disseminating misleading news, news taken out 

of context or tendentious news in an attempt to misguide the public opinion and leak 

fragments of information collected from the investigations. 

We urge Lebanese authorities to be transparent and clear in managing this crisis, and to allow 

the media, research centers and activists access to credible information. We also urge them to 

allow access to the explosion site and its surrounding in order to collect the necessary 
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samples that would help in examining those products and draw out their impact on public 

health. 

II. The Right to Information and Protection of Journalists 

The Beirut explosion has wounded dozens of journalists. Numerous press and media 

institutions were left with damages while some of them have been destroyed, such as The 

New Arab and Annahar head office. More than 10 press agencies and institutions were left 

with enormous physical damages. 

The state of emergency declared by the government on August 5 pursuant to a decree has 

restricted journalists ’freedom of movement and their right to follow up on the ongoing 

surveys and rescue operations on the blast site. A statement issued by the Lebanese Army 

Command has warned the media from spreading any analysis or interpretations regarding the 

explosion, without referring to the Lebanese Army for validation. The state of emergency 

allows the supreme military power to place media publications under pre-publication 

censorship. 

 Around 15 journalists were assaulted and abused by the Lebanese Internal Security Forces 

(ISF) and Parliament police while covering the angry civil movement on August 8, only a 

few days after the explosion. Dressed in civil clothing, those forces have made concerning 

violations by targeting journalists who were covering the protests, injuring some them in their 

head, using rubber balls and sharp instruments against them and confiscating their cameras. 

Security and judicial apparatus have not conducted a single transparent investigation on the 

violations made by the ISF and the crimes that targeted journalists, indicating a scandalous 

violation of press freedom that promotes impunity under official coverage. 

III. The Right to Peaceful Protest and Expression, as well as Protection of 

Protesters from Excessive use of Power, Rubber Balls and Live Ammunition 

On August 8, 2020, the surrounding of the Lebanese Parliament in Downtown Beirut was 

crowded with a myriad of protesters who took to the streets as a response to the Port 

explosion and the indifference expressed by Lebanese authorities amidst pressing demands to 

overthrow the government. Security and military forces have excessively used force against 

protesters, among whom dozens were left injured. Ambulances and the Lebanese Red Cross 

managed to hospitalize the majority of injured victims, while severe cases were rushed to 

hospitals for surgery. 

The ISF used excessive and unnecessary violence and force during their interventions. Yet, 

according to Paragraph 2 in Article 4 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights, the state of emergency does not justify any restriction on people’s right to life and 

personal security. 

The ISF also resorted to live ammunition, rubber balls from a close distance, and fired 

excessive tear gas cartridges, in an attempt to oppress protesters. Violent acts escalated to a 

dangerous level, almost leading to death in some cases due to severe injuries in sensitive 

areas, such as the eyes, face and chest. Buckshot pellets, typically used in hunting, were 

among the used weapons and up until now, not a single investigation has been conducted in 

this regard. A group of doctors known as the “White Shirts” has documented those violations 
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in a press conference, during which they shared a number of shocking pictures and live 

testimonies. 

The “White Shirts” stated that for a few hours, the Ministry of Health said it would not pay 

the expenses of hospitals treating injured protesters on Saturday, before reneging due to 

pressure. 

We urge authorities to make dialogue with civil activists and immediately open 

comprehensive, independent and transparent investigations into the excessive use of force 

during the violent confrontations that took place in Downtown Beirut on August 8 and lasted 

3 days. Protesters who fell victims of unnecessary violence and misuse of excessive force 

shall have the right to remedies and justice with regard to the damages they endured, as well 

as to prevent the impunity of offender. 

IV. The Right to Independent and Indiscriminate Investigations that Guarantee 

Prosecution of All those Responsible for the Explosion, Effective Remedies 

and Punishment 

Conventions and instruments secure people’s right to life and effective remedies for all those 

affected. The Human Rights Committee General Comment no. 36 stipulates that, “the right to 

life has crucial importance both for individuals and for society as a whole. It is most precious 

for its own sake as a right that inheres in every human being, but it also constitutes a 

fundamental right.” 

The right to life should not be interpreted narrowly. Rather, “it concerns the entitlement of 

individuals to be free from acts and omissions that are intended or may be expected to cause 

their unnatural or premature death, as well as to enjoy a life with dignity.” 

Dozens of people’s lives have gone in vain in the Beirut blast. The government could have 

avoided such losses by implementing simple measures dictated by applicable laws, such as 

re-exporting the explosive materials that were stored, destroying them, or even ensuring that 

necessary precautions be taken by those guarding the materials. 

The negligence of government officials over the years is the main reason behind the storage 

of highly explosive materials at the port of Beirut that led to an unprecedented explosion. 

This act in itself is a breach of Lebanon’s commitments, pursuant to Article 6 of the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

According to Article 2 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, each State 

party to the Covenant undertakes “to ensure that any person whose rights or freedoms as 

herein recognized are violated shall have an effective remedy, notwithstanding that the 

violation has been committed by persons acting in an official capacity.” Moreover, Article 14 

stipulates that, “all persons shall be equal before the courts and tribunals.” 

Using petitions and other forms of plea, active organizations and individuals requested that 

objective investigations be conducted under international supervision. These investigations 

include remedies for the victims and prosecution of every person intentionally or 

unintentionally involved in the explosion. They must disregard the immunity granted to 

ministers, MPs and judges in accordance with Lebanese laws that distinguish Lebanese 

people and grant government officials legal immunity that protects them from punishment. 
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OHCHR has called upon Lebanese authorities on August 7, 2020 to respond and listen to the 

victims ’demands by holding the perpetrators accountable, mainly by leading an objective, 

transparent, comprehensive and independent investigation into the causes of the explosion. 

A legal study conducted by Maharat Foundation has revealed that more than 4 major 

challenges impede the process of serving justice, securing reparations for victims and 

prosecuting government officials involved in the explosion. The main challenge is the 

immunity system granted to ministers, MPs, judges and security apparatus, as well as the 

incompetence of the judicial council in looking into cases of neglect and delinquency. 

We kindly ask you to urge Lebanese authorities to listen to human rights organizations and 

people’s demands on leading an international investigation that would serve justice, prevent 

impunity and provide reparations for the victims. 

Recommendations 

 Urging the government to set out a contingency and rescue plan, as well as to launch 

an effective and transparent communication mechanism that guarantees 

indiscriminate access to information and aids. 

 Calling upon Lebanese authorities to inform the people on all health and 

environmental risks arising from the chemical explosion, in addition to pollutants 

emitted into the air, water and soil; Informing the people on the fate of imported foods 

and consumable goods that have been exposed to several factors due to the explosion, 

such as high temperature and pollutants, which makes them unfit for human 

consumption.  

 Calling upon Lebanese authorities to conduct transparent investigations into the case 

of media and protestors assaults during the 8
th

 of August movement and the protests 

that followed, which involved excessive use of force, live ammunition to oppress 

protesters and rubber balls from a close distance, causing severe injuries in vital body 

organs, eyes, face and chest. 

 Pressuring Lebanese authorities to listen to human rights organizations and people’s 

demands on conducting an international investigation that would provide remedies for 

the victims, serve justice and prevent impunity, against the backdrop of a weak legal 

and political system that prevents local judges from leading a comprehensive 

investigation.  

 Urging the Lebanese legislative power to make legislative and constitutional reforms 

that would enable transparency, accountability, justice, and effective remedies for all 

those affected, all while preventing impunity of those responsible.  


