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Emergency preparedness is a critical pillar of the
International Health Regulations (IHR), a legally binding
instrument underlying the global health security regime
that came into effect in 2005 (1). Lebanon, a small country
of 10 452 km2 bordering the eastern Mediterranean (2),
ratified the THR in 2007 (3) after the devasting effects of
a sudden military conflict in 2006 that severely impacted
the recovering health system. Moreover, the Lebanese
health system infrastructure was only just recovering
from 15 years of civil war that ended in 1990 (4). Since
2005, the country has also faced a complex refugee crisis
potentiating the risk of disease outbreaks since 2011 (5), in
addition to a severe financial crisis that has degenerated
into social unrest since October 2019, and more recently
the COVID-19 pandemic since February 2020.

This constant instability, coupled with frequent
security breaches, necessitated a rapid reinforcement of
the health system to build its resilience and respond in an
adequate and timely manner to potential and real health
risks, and an almost continuous crisis mode.

Within the framework of the National Health Reform,
the government progressively reaffirmed its leadership
and stewardship and in the health sector. Accordingly, the
Ministry of Public Health’s (MoPH) capacity for disease
surveillance and early warning and response rapidly
increased. The primary health care (PHC) network was
expanded to include more than 230 centres in 2020, and
the public hospitals system was progressively expanded
to reach a total of 27 hospitals by 2019, providing around
12% of total bed capacity in the country (4). More
importantly, the MoPH developed and reinforced its
private public partnership, adopting the Collaborative
Governance approach. This approach, coupled with an
accelerated THR implementation, reinforced the health
system’s resilience, allowing it to withstand repeated
public health shocks.

The latest public health shock caused by the Beirut
port explosion resulted in more than 6000 casualties,
around 180 deaths, more than 30 missing persons, in
addition to an estimated 300 000 residents driven out
of their demolished homes, and massive economic
losses estimated at US$ 15 billion (6). The long-standing

resilience of the Lebanese people and health system,
anchored in the private-public partnership and fostered
by the Collaborative Governance approach, allowed a
rapid absorption of all casualties, although the area most
affected by the blast lost around 500 beds in hospital
capacity, since 3 hospitals were rendered completely non-
functional, and 3 only partially functional. Nevertheless,
the casualties - with support from the Lebanese Red
Cross and the community - were rapidly referred to
hospitals (private and public) outside the area affected
and even outside Beirut, as needed. With WHO support,
the severely damaged central warehouse was evacuated
within the first 24 hours and medications safely stored
in an alternative warehouse; a rapid needs assessment
with cost estimation for rehabilitation of the 5 most
affected hospitals was completed within 5 days from
the blast; an Emergency Medical Team coordinator and
a communication consultant were deployed within the
first 96 hours of the explosion; and trauma and surgical
supplies for 2000 patients were deployed within 26 hours
(7). Such supplies were immediately distributed to the
10 hospitals that were treating the highest number of
casualties. Additionally, 24 tons of personal protective
equipment were also dispatched within 72 hours of
the explosion. The daily situation report, initially
produced for the COVID-19 outbreak, was expanded to
include updates on the response to the Beirut blast, and
WHO issued US$ 2.2 million from its Central Fund for
Emergencies within 72 hours, and outreach to donors
was started immediately (7).

The support of WHO to the health sector in this
unprecedented crisis was prompt. Such actions were
greatly facilitated by the good rapport established by the
WHO country office with the MoPH team and all health
partners. A long and diversified experience of the WHO
country team in public health emergencies, coupled
with Country Office leadership and intense regional
and headquarters teams support, reaffirmed the WHO
leadership in health emergencies. Since the military
aggression in Lebanon in July 2006 and the current
complex crisis, a long journey of institutional capacity
building in emergency preparedness and response in
Lebanon has been supported by WHO. In fact, lessons
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learned from previous response to health emergencies 18th century, “By failing to prepare, you are preparing
has most likely paid off in the current structured and to fail” (8); preparedness is the journey to successful
critical support. As stated by Benjamin Franklin in the response.
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