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Weakening of the Lebanese health sector
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Since fall of 2019, Lebanon has been experiencing
multisectoral crises. Allegations of corruption, the
October 17 revolution, economic crisis, COVID-19
pandemic, Beirut port blast, the fuel tank explosion, and
many other challenges put the country in a chronicle of
tragedies (1). With an annual inflation of 84.9% in 2020
and a 90% loss of the Lebanese pound value, the World
Bankidentified the Lebanese economic crisis as one of the
3 most severe in the world since the mid-19th Century (2).
Today, Lebanon can be described as a near-collapse State,
with shortage of water, electricity, fuel, food, medication,
and other essential life-saving services.

The Bloomberg Healthcare Efficiency Index ranked
Lebanon 23rd in the world healthcare efficiency in
February 2019 (3), but the healthcare system has now
been weakened. The minimum wage decreased from
US$ 585 to US$ 43 in 2021 and there has been massive
emigration of healthcare workers, negatively impacting
the healthcare system. The decrease in fee value, workers’
trapped savings in banks, the difficulty in getting to the
workplace due to fuel and electricity shortages, and the
lack of basic medications have forced healthcare service
providers to search for better opportunities abroad.
The average nurse’s salary became US$ 75 while they
still work for 40 hours per week. Many of these nurses
have been forced to accept unfair salary cuts or unpaid
salaries, while the highly educated and experienced ones
are migrating abroad for more attractive job offers.

As hundreds of doctors leave the country, many units
like the pediatric cardiac critical care, fetal medicine, and
brachytherapy now lack the capacity to provide services
and this has serious implications for patient care and
on-the-job training for the next generation of healthcare
workers. More than half of young doctors or residents
in the country now prefer to undertake their residency
abroad, where better research and training opportunities
are available. United States, Canada, France, Belgium,
Germany, and other Arab countries are the most common
destinations.

On the other hand, the highly privatized healthcare
system in Lebanon provides inequitable medical services
only to patients who can afford them. Lebanon, which was

once known for its developed screening programmes and
preventive medicine, now suffers a shortage of laboratory
kits, vaccine, and screening kits. A non-invasive prenatal
test can cost almost 10 times the minimum wage, making
patients to avoid screening tests such as human papilloma
virus (HPV) co-testing and mammogram because they
cannot afford them. The fuel shortage constitutes a
barrier to patients who require annual medical visits
and the COVID-19 pandemic has played a crucial role
in the decision to postpone screening tests and medical
visits. All these factors have contributed to the surge of
advanced diseases and undiagnosed abnormalities, with
potential more serious impact in the coming years.

Moreover, hospitals are experiencing shortages of
drugs, medications and medical supplies, as well as
electricity cuts, which may force them to shut down. For
example, on 14 August 2021, the American University of
Beirut Medical Center was obliged to shut down due
to fuel shortage and this may have caused the death of
40 adult and 15 child patients who were on ventilators
(4). Similarly, Makased University Hospital was forced
to close its doors due to electricity cuts. The fuel tank
explosion on 15 August 2021 exposed the severity of the
medical shortages, as some hospitals could not provide
intravenous acetaminophen and antibiotics for the basic
care of victims. The Lebanese healthcare system could
not treat all the victims of the explosion and was forced
to transfer some of them to Tiirkiye, Jordan, and Kuwait.

The Venezuelan experience is similar to that of
Lebanon (5); the economic crisis and the shortage
of foreign currency left the country with a lack of
equipment, food, and medicines.

As young providers and experienced medical doctors,
we are witnesses of this crisis in the health sector. We
are therefore making an urgent appeal to help save and
protect our healthcare system. Lebanon is facing an
existential threat and needs urgent help to stop this free
fall of the healthcare system. We advocate the supply of
solar-powered electricity, drugs and medical equipment,
and staffing support, to hospitals and health centres to
help restore the standards of quality care in the country.
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