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The cancellation of  the Bisri  dam project is  a  stunning victory for 

Lebanon’s  environmental  activists. And they ha ve no intention of 

stopping.  

 

On September 5 ,  the World Bank announced the cancel lat ion of  i ts  loan 

for the Bisr i  Dam Project ,  pul l ing key funding from the country ’s  most 

controversial  construct ion plan.  In the end,  the incompetence of  the 

government came to the help of i ts  oppon ents.  The World Bank declared 

that the Lebanese administrat ion had not managed to f inal ise  key 

agreements at  the given deadl ine.  I t  complained about the “non -

complet ion of  the tasks that are precondit ions to  the commencement of 



construct ion",  a l though an e xtension had been granted s ince July.  Among 

the unf inished duties was the f inal izat ion of  an ecological compensation 

plan.   

 

Controversy had marked the Bisr i  Dam project  s ince i t  was proposed in 

1953.  The plan came c loser to  real izat ion in 2014 when the government 

approved the World Bank leading the project  under i ts  Water  Supply 

Augmentation Project  of  Lebanon. Of the total  cost  of 617 mil l ion dol lars, 

474 mil l ion were to be provided by the project  funds.  A 244 mil l ion dol lar  

port ion of  the loan has now been cancel led.   

 

“This  project  a l lows the pol i t ical  e l i te  to c la im big achievements,  

especial ly  at  a  t ime when the legit imacy of  the pol i t ical  system in 

Lebanon is  being real ly  shaken”,  said Roland Nassour ,  one of  the key 

act iv ists  of the Save Bisr i  campaign.  The dam was supposed to be bui l t  

in a val ley 30 ki lometres south of  the capital  Beirut and was reportedly 

intended to supply  dr inking water  as wel l  as  irr igat ion for  1 .6  mil l ion 

residents.  But locals  and environmental ists  feared irrevers ible  damages 

to  the region’s  r ich ecosystem. Furthermore,  the dam project  had been 

surrounded by al legations of  corruption as Gebran Bassi l ,  the son - in- law 

of  President Michel Aoun and former energy minister ,  pushed plans for 

the construct ion of the Bisr i  dam along with 13 other  barrages.   
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Nawal Meouchi  was among the Le banese who had been coming regular ly 

to  Bisr i  to  protest  the potential ly  harmful  project .  The 72 -year-old lawyer 

from Bikfaya,  a town northeast of  Beirut ,  often demonstrated with other 

members of her  family.  She now rejo iced about the “upl i f t ing news in a 

t ime when there is not much that gives us hope”,  point ing to Lebanon’s 

unprecedented economic cr is is ,  hyper inf lat ion and the August 4  

explosion in Beirut ,  which ki l led more than 200 people and devastated 

large parts  of  the capital .  The World Bank in i ts  ca ncel lat ion statement 

expl ic i t ly  declared that  “undisbursed amounts from the Bisr i  project 

could be used most effect ive ly to  respond to the emerging needs of  the 

Lebanese people“  in the wake of  the disastrous blast .   

 

“We have been seriously demonstrat ing for 18 months” ,  said Meouchi 

about the success of  the Bisr i  act iv ists ,  “people from al l  over  the country 

were involved,  inc luding lawyers and environmental ists .”  The mother  of 

three chi ldren pointed to the importance of  “ facts  and f igures”  which the 

act iv ists  presented in the media:  “The World Bank could no t ignore us.”  



Nawal Meouchi  pledged to now concentrate on the next task at  hand:  

stopping the proposed Selaata power plant,  another  pet project  of  

Gebran Bassi l  and his  Free Patr iot ic  Movement (FPM),  a lso mired in 

controversy.   

 

Paul  Abi  Rachid wi l l  surely be on board then,  as the 52 -year-old lawyer 

has been at  the forefront of  v ir tual ly  every environmental  batt le  s ince 

1988.  “Back then,  few people placed any importance on the 

environment” ,  explains the founder of T .E.R.R.E.  L iban ,  an NGO devoted 

to the creation and implementation of  environmental  education in the 

country.  Today,  Rachid presides over the Lebanon Eco Movement,  an 

umbrel la  organizat ion for  60 NGOs in the f ie ld.   

 

 

 
Pierre Abi Chahine fought for years until the concrete factories of Chekka installed filters.Photograph: Thore Schröder 
 

 

 

“There is a  l ink between the environment,  the economy and the social  

l i fe  of  the c i t izens” ,  explains  Paul  Abi  Rachid referr ing to the example of 

B isr i ,  where not only the l ive l ihood of  farmers in the region was at  stake. 

He had also been part  of the campaign to c lose the Naameh landfi l l  south 



of Beirut pr ior  to  2015:  “This  was our  awakening.”  The ensuing  waste 

cr is is  –  or  rather  the ineptitude of  the government to  f ind an alternative 

dumping s i te  –  pushed people in the capital  to  the streets in the so -cal led 

“You St ink”  protests .  “This  in turn was a precursor  for our  revolut ion” ,  

said Abi  Rachid about the  mass demonstrat ions that erupted al l  over  the 

country in October  2019.  The thawra was also caused by massive 

wi ldf ires,  another  environmental  issue.  Thus the connection between 

ecological  problems and social  unrest  becomes c lear .   

 

While  the revolut ion has s ince galvanized support for environmental  

act ion,  some successes in the past have been reached by hard -f ighting 

indiv iduals ,  men l ike  Pierre Abi  Chahine.  The 70 -year-old former 

petroleum engineer  looks far  from how people in Europe might imagine 

an environmental  act iv ist .  Chahine dr ives a big Cadi l lac  Sedan and used 

to own an oi l -recycl ing factory in his  native town of  Chekka in North 

Lebanon.   

 

I t  was the dai ly  pol lut ion of  the nearby cement factor ies that pushed him 

to  act ion in the ear ly  1990s.  “T hey emitted 80 tons of dust every day” ,  

says Abi  Chahine in his  garden that over looks the plants  and the  

Mediterranean Sea.  Abi  Chahine lobbied local pol i t ic ians and government 

off ic ia ls  to push for  a reform plan.  After  a few years,  the operators of 

the factor ies were legal ly  obl iged to instal l  f i l ters .  Today the air  of 

Chekka is  mostly  dust - free.  “But I  had to fo l low up the process because 

the factor ies were then expanded”,  says Abi  Chahine who also used 

Facebook groups in his  campaign.   

 

Only two years ago,  new f i l ters  were instal led in the Chekka factor ies.  

Asked about the s low response by the author it ies  to  the issue Pierre Abi  

Chahine shrugs:  “This  is  because we are in Lebanon and because I  was 

alone.”  In spite of the many frustrations he is now content with the 



result :  “ I t  shows that you can achieve some change in this  country,  i f  you 

are pers istent.”   

 

 

*

Youssef Rami Fadel founded the Guardians of the Peaks to protect the scenery around his native town Tannourine.Photograph: Thore Schröder 
 

 

 

Important factors for  success are also local  credibi l i ty  and connections. 

Youssef Rami Fadel  has both.  L ike Pierre Abi  Chahine,  the 31 -year-old 

native of  the mountain town Tannourine also does not look much l ike  a 

typical  environmental ist .  He once studied to become a Maronite  pr iest 

and now works as a trekking guide and Air -BnB host.  His  apartment is 

decorated with a se lf -painted icon of Jesus and a cur ious col lect ion of 

foreign coins,  stones and f igur ines.  

 

Fadel  founded the group Huras al  Qumam, the Guardians of  the Peaks,  

to  f ight another local  dam project for  which a quarry near  his home was 

being proposed.  “They needed 1.5 mil l ion cubic meters of rocks to  f i l l  the 

lake” ,  he explains,  “ they wanted to t ake i t  from a locat ion c lose to here,  

at 2 ,200 meters.”  With the help of  Geologist  Dr .  Samer Zaatit i  and the 

power of  their  local  contacts ,  Youssef  Rami Fadel  and his  fe l low 



campaigners managed to convince the Tannourine munic ipal i ty  to  scrap 

the project ,  thus also saving the habitat  of  many jackals,  foxes and hyena, 

among other  species.  “My v i l lage is my home,  as are these mountains.  I f  

someone wants to  destroy them that is  l ike  an attack on me”,  says Fadel .  

 

While  he places key importance on local  engag ement,  Fadel  a lso 

acknowledges the need to intervene nation -wide.  Along with his father 

he travel led three hours weekly to  Bisr i  to  jo in the demonstrat ions.  The 

cancel lat ion of  the dam project  shows that they have to continue,  on the 

local  and the national  level ,  says Youssef  Rami Fadel :  “This  success is  a 

great motivat ion for  al l  of  us.”  
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