Lebanese govt approves plan to fly
home expats trapped abroad by virus
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BEIRUT: The Lebanese Cabinet on Tuesday approved plans for special flights to
bring home expatriates trapped abroad by the coronavirus disease (COVID-19)
outbreak.

Ministers agreed the repatriation initiative as Lebanon recorded 17 new cases
of infection, taking the total to 463. One COVID-19 patient in his 40s with
underlying health issues was reported to have died. Twelve people in the
country have now lost their lives after contracting the virus.

During the Cabinet session, proposals were passed to “repatriate Lebanese
expatriates wishing to leave their countries of residence due to the spread
of the COVID-19 pandemic. This would allow an exceptional opening of the
airport for Middle East Airlines (MEA) flights to organize the repatriation
process.”

The flights will take place as soon as medics have received newly ordered
COVID-19 test kits which will allow them to check if returnees have been
infected.

The Lebanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs is currently finding out how many
individuals want to return to Lebanon at their own expense.

With Lebanon now into the third week of restrictions on movement to help
prevent the spread of COVID-19, reports were emerging of shops reopening and
traffic returning to the streets in regions outside of the capital Beirut.

In the northern city of Tripoli there were demonstrations outside the office
of the Tripoli and north mufti, Sheikh Malek Al-Shaar, against the
deterioration of living conditions. Protesters waved banners stating, “people
are hungry but are not begging.”

With many businesses closed and people forced to stay at home under
government orders, some Lebanese have found other methods of making money.
Omar Hijazi, the owner of a large sanitaryware store in Beirut, set up a
vegetable stall in front of his shop after being told to shut. He told Arab
News that he needed to provide food for his family and had “to pay for loans,
rent, and expenses to support his little child.”
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He said Lebanese security forces had imposed measures on him to allow him to
sell the vegetables which included covering and sterilizing them.

“The merchandise in my store is worth $100,000, yet by the end of the month I
am not able to pay $100. Two days ago, I started selling vegetables, which is
not my profession. I am totally devastated yet selling vegetables will
procure food and beverages for my family until the crisis is over,” he added.
However, many people in Lebanon have been supporting health workers, with TV
campaigns seeing generous donations for Rafik Hariri University Hospital's
medical and nursing teams, and also toward the Lebanese Red Cross.
Municipalities, and political and public figures have also been working to
distribute aid to families in need.

However, the Consumer Protection Association warned that poor people in the
country could soon have no choice but to leave their homes to make money
regardless of the dangers of contracting COVID-19.

Association head, Dr. Zuhair Berro, said: “The poor do not care about the
coronavirus. They are more concerned with their livelihood. We are witnessing
a deterioration in living standards.”
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Godfather of the Assad regime takes
Rafik Hariri secrets to the grave
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PARIS: The warning from Abdul-Halim Khaddam to Lebanese prime minister Rafik
Hariri was unequivocal: “Beware of these crazy people .. they can harm you.”

As the man who served for 30 years in the upper echelons of the Syrian state
under President Hafez Assad and then his son Bashar, Khaddam knew what he was
talking about; in February 2005, Hariri was assassinated in Beirut by
terrorists linked to the Syrian regime.

Khaddam, the former Syrian vice president who died from a heart attack early
on Tuesday at the age of 88, recounted the story to Saad Hariri when the
murdered man’s son visited him in his Paris residence a few months after the
assassination.

In May 2015 Khaddam openly accused Hezbollah and Syrian regime members of the
assassination. Officials from the tribunal investigating Hariri’s murder also
visited Paris to question Khaddam.

For three decades in Syria, no one was closer to the Assad family than
Khaddam, the Sunni Syrian Baathist from a middle-class family in the
Mediterranean resort town of Baniyas.

Once seen as a possible successor to Hafez, instead he helped Bashar tighten
his grip on power after he took office in June 2000.

In the days following the elder Assad’s death, Khaddam pushed through decrees
elevating Bashar’s military rank to general and making him commander of the
armed forces — key moves in the uncertain process of succession.

A lawyer by training, Khaddam was foreign minister for 14 years before
becoming vice-president in 1984. He also took part in shaping Syrian policy
in Lebanon. A former French ambassador to Syria, Jean Claude Cousseran, told
Arab News Khaddam was the hard-line politician closest to Assad’s father, and
a hard-liner also on the Lebanese question. Many Lebanese detested Khaddam
because he represented the Syrian occupation and all its tragic consequences.

Yves Aubin de la Messuziere, another former French ambassador who headed the
Middle East desk at the French Foreign Ministry, told Arab News he remembered
Khaddam accompanying Bashar Assad on a state visit to Paris in 2000, when
president Jacques Chirac had invited him after the death of his father.

De la Messuziere, an Arabist , recalled waiting in a side room of the Elysee
Palace with an angry and impatient Khaddam while the two presidents had their
one-to-one meeting. “Why is it taking so long, what are they doing?” he
asked, in a loud voice.

In 2005, Khaddam was a vocal critic of both the Hariri assassination and
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Syria’'s foreign policy in general, and he resigned from the Baath party.

Khaddam moved to Paris in December 2005, claiming that he needed medical
treatment, and established a residence on the exclusive Avenue Foch, where
his home was guarded round the clock by French police.

In 2011 he became one of the most prominent opponents of Bashar Assad and his
war against his own people. From his Paris base, Khaddam tried to carve out a
role in the opposition to Assad but struggled to win the trust of other
dissidents because of his decades of work in the Baath party.

As the uprising continued, Khaddam said Syrians would have to take up arms in
self-defense unless the world intervened to protect them, and he accused
Assad and his family of instigating sectarian strife.

Khaddam’s presence in Paris was not popular with French public opinion, and
criticized by many French officials who opposed his policy in Lebanon.
Nevertheless, his vocal opposition to Bashar Assad had to some extent
rehabilitated him.

Khaddam will be buried in France, where his funeral will be organized by the
Paris municipality. His son Jihad is stranded in Turkey by the coronavirus
pandemic, and his other son Jamal is recovering from open heart surgery in
Paris.
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Oman reports its first death from
coronavirus -state TV
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CAIRO: Oman’s health ministry reported on Tuesday its first death from
coronavirus, a 72 year-old Omani man, state TV said on Twitter.
Oman reported as of March 31, 192 coronavirus cases in the sultanate.
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Lebanon’s coronavirus Crisis Spurs
race to tackle looming ventilator
shortage

Tue, 2020-03-31 19:35

DUBAI: As the coronavirus pandemic sweeps the world, many countries are
finding themselves in dire need of a machine that until now was used to
support the odd patient with severe respiratory conditions.

In the Middle East, the problem is especially acute given the region’s
history of conflict, instability and weak governance.

Buying ventilators in large numbers (at a rate of $25,000 per unit) was never
a priority for governments with long, pressing to-do lists.

But now, suddenly, across the Arab region people face a choice between
waiting and watching, or doing something on their own before coronavirus
cases overwhelm their country’s health system.

In Lebanon, several groups of people have taken the second option. Their
objective is straightforward: To build an affordable ventilator, a machine
that mechanically assists a patient in the exchange of oxygen and carbon
dioxide by a process of artificial respiration.

One of the initiatives is the brainchild of Dr. Hussein Al-Hajj Hassan, 30,
who launched a Facebook drive to create an artificial ventilator entitled “A
Breather for All Lebanon.”

Together with two alumni of the Lebanese University’s Faculty of Engineering,
Hisham Issa and Hussein Hamdan, both engineers currently working abroad,
Hassan has made it his mission to manufacture the machine.

“We might not be capable of serving everyone in hospitals, but there’s a
possibility of manufacturing the machine here,” Hassan, who holds a Ph.D. in
engineering from IMT Atlantique in France, told Arab News.

“So we conducted a study on the expertise we needed, whose results I posted
on my Facebook page. The post went viral and people started calling me.”
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To ensure its suitability for use by hospitals, the ventilator will be
fabricated as per the specifications contained in a nine-page document issued
by the UK’s Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency (MHRA).
“We’re working to meet the MHRA specifications,” Hassan said. “We’re working
in an incremental way, setting milestones and going forward toward each of
them.”

According to the three engineers, although their ventilator is now in an
advanced stage of development, they are struggling with the lack of
availability of key components in Lebanon.

“If you want a perfect medical device, you need medical equipment, which
isn’t available here, so we’'re trying to find alternatives,” said Hassan.
Once the team has fabricated a successful prototype, ramping up production to
meet the shortage of ventilators should not be a problem, he added. “What’s
important is that the prototype meets all the requirements,” he said.
Hassan believes the Arab region is aware of the dangers of a shortage of
ventilators at this time, pointing to countries such as Jordan, Palestine,
Morocco, Algeria and others that have contacted hinm.



/ : ¥

/

v us---.‘;‘,.-_..
!

N

Employees of a prlvate company spray sanltlslng 11qu1d around a bank in a bid
to limit the spread of the cornonavirus Covid-19, in the Lebanese capital
Beirut. (AFP/File Photo)

“It’'s nice to see that people are aware,” he said. “Lebanese people are
skilled and full of energy. This, coupled with their determination, will
enable them to achieve their goal.”

Another Lebanese innovator who is not counting on divine providence is Jad
Berro, who said it became obvious to him about two weeks ago that the
coronavirus pandemic was not going to spare Lebanon.

He began working in mid-March on a prototype of a basic automated bag valve
mask.

“Lacking enough medical information at the time on mechanical ventilation,
the general thought was that something simple could solve the imminent
problem of ventilator shortage,” he told Arab News.

FASTFACT

800,000

Number of ventilators needed globally

“I make a living out of making products and prototypes, so we had a basic
ventilator running (within a few days). This was a record by any standards.”
Elaborating on the contraption, Berro said: “The prototype can control the



tidal volume, breaths per minute and the inhale-to-exhale ratio, with
monitoring of excess pressure and internal self-tests to guarantee that the
mechanism is functioning normally at all times.” But the functions are “very
basic” and cannot be a replacement for a ventilator, he admits.

Berro said he halted production out of “ethical and moral concerns” as using
it would have meant hooking patients to a device that had not been properly
tested and did not offer any guarantee it would work for extended periods of
time.

“What’s needed is a unified basic design that’'s proven and tested, after
which it might be possible to actually manufacture the machine,” he said.
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Employees of a Lebanese public health company pose with their protective gear
on in Beirut March 24, 2020. (AFP/File Photo)

“Numbers in Lebanon show that we have close to around 600 ventilators. The
absolute worst-case surge requirement would be around 2,800. The crisis is
global and the deficiencies are the same worldwide.”

It is estimated that worldwide, about 10 percent of patients with COVID-19
infection need ventilators.

Reports say about 880,000 more ventilators will be needed to deal with the
demand caused by the global coronavirus pandemic.

Berro said efforts are being made to technologically enable one ventilator to
service multiple patients of similar lung capacities.

“As global manufacturers are gearing up production of ventilators and medical
devices, we can expect a slight relief,” he added.
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“China seems to have successfully flattened the curve and might be able to
send ventilators and medical supplies to other parts of the globe. A used
ventilator is certainly better than a makeshift one.”

Another Lebanese ventilator prototype has been unveiled by MP Nehmat Frem two
weeks after he initiated a project in collaboration with a group of
specialized engineers and doctors.

The machine, targeted for use in intensive care units (ICUs) in Lebanese
hospitals, is being built to high specifications, incorporating the latest
technological features developed by Phoenix Co., an affiliate of Lebanon’s
INDEVCO Industrial Group.

“We decided to fight with all our means in Lebanon,” said Frem, who is also
the group CEO. “We wouldn’t have accepted the prospect of dying without doing
anything, so we decided to put in all our efforts and strength, and it’s
starting to yield results.”

Clinical trials of the ventilators are estimated very soon, he said, adding
that plans are simultaneously afoot to manufacture face masks.

n

“We still need some progress on the human-to-machine interface, which is the
design,” he told Arab News.

“We’re fabricating the most complicated version of the ventilator — that is,
the one used in ICUs.”

Phoenix Co.’'s project had kicked off with a six-hour briefing by doctors,



which was followed by the creation of a small taskforce comprising doctors,
suppliers and biomedical engineers.

The challenge for Lebanon and other Arab countries, according to Frem, will
be in purchasing material used to build ventilators in the needed quantities.
“I presume the coronavirus crisis will add stress on suppliers in Europe, the
US and the Far East,” he said.

“So we’'re now in sourcing mode — to locate what’s available, starting with
our main suppliers.”

Frem feels Lebanon is not prepared for a sharp spike in COVID-19 cases,
noting that at the current rate, “we’ll have big numbers in 50 days, which is
worrying.”

Nevertheless, “it’s encouraging to see the fantastic work of startups and
engineers,” he said. “We have to get rid of this ‘can’t do’ attitude in the
Middle East once and for all. We’ll never surrender.”

Berro offered a similar take on the looming ventilator shortage amid the
regional coronavirus crisis.

“Arabs survive on imports in times of prosperity as well as in times of
crises,” he said. “This isn’t acceptable and needs to change.”
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TUNIS: Tunisia’s President Kais Saied on Tuesday ordered the release of 1,420
prisoners in an amnesty to combat the spread of the coronavirus in prisons, a
presidency statement said.

Tunisia has declared a general lockdown to slow infection rates, and has
confirmed 362 cases of the coronavirus, with nine deaths.

The government said in a separate statement that it would provide food
assistance to thousands of families in their homes, starting Friday, for a
period of about two months.

Saied last week ordered the army to deploy in the streets to force people to
respect the lockdown.
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