Lebanon exercise report – by Daran Jones
These are the highlights of the Lebanon exercise, the facts and data collected is being collated and written into a final assessment report portion of the final report.
We arrived in Lebanon late on Monday evening and initially there was some panic as to where our greeting party was. After contacted Ahmed on his mobile he and his interpreter Samah soon found us and drove us to the hotel. It turned out that there had been a misunderstanding in the communications about our travel arrangements and Ahmed and Samah had been waiting at the airport since 8pm that evening. The communication issue seemed to be a going concern during the week.
Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday mornings we had arranged to meet them at 0930 in the foyer of the hotel. Each time, due to a variety of problems either traffic or work related, we were kept waiting, on one occasion until close to 11 am. I’m not complaining as I expected these things would happen and the time wasn’t wasted as I used it to make efforts to communicate via the Internet, which was not always possible.

During these days Ahmed and Samah looked after us incredibly well, better than expected. I think they felt a little to blame for the container being stuck for so long at customs, and it felt as though they needed to keep us occupied. Nevertheless they did a wonderful job of hosting us and keeping us occupied. We visited a few select tourist locations including a castle predating Jesus, a cave, down town Beirut and parliament square where the last assassinated prime minister is laid in state.

Apart from the obvious pleasantness of this touring I felt uneasy about the container and was keen to get my hands on it, the contents and to begin distributing it. 

Under the instruction of John and Gill, Ahmed, Samah and myself used some of this time to familiarise ourselves with the pump and how to operate it and solve any immediate problems with it. I feel confident that I am adequately familiar with its operation for its use and implementation for Sierra Leone.

It was a fantastic experience, if a little uneasy at times, but extremely valuable in relation to the course and specifically to assessing humanitarian aid within a displaced group of people. The final report will have details of all the findings during this visit.
On Thursday I managed to visit two separate camps both of very different living conditions and situations, both camps were in the north of Lebanon near Tripoli. Tripoli is a concentrated Muslim city compared to Beirut which shares its city walls with a menagerie of religions. 

The Bedawi camp was the first which is an established camp, a little like a large town or suburb, built within the walls of Tripoli (not unlike what Nahl-el Barred camp resembles a year ago), separated at each entry and exit point by a military checkpoint. Some manned seemingly more professionally than others. We visited three separate community projects within the Bedawi camp, one being a newly established Medical Clinic, which offered free and cheap medical facilities to the Palestinians. They told us of a plan to expand this clinic which is being suppressed by the owner of a small building the size of a garage, who is unwilling to sell this to the organisation cheap enough. 

The second project was a school and home for orphans primarily made up of girls. They had prepared and practised an introductory song followed by one of the children reciting from memory some passages from the Qur'an, the children then proceeded to dance and sing a story of the Palestinian plight, this was a very touching and passion filled story especially when relayed in song by children.

Suffice it to say that they were treating us like dignitaries, and this made me feel a little uncomfortable as I did not see myself as one, this served to humble me further and elevate my perception of their humanity and hospitality. Unaccustomed to this type of behaviour I was keen to get my hands dirty, so to speak, and begin the task of issuing the boxes, assessing the responses and evaluating the aid.
The third and final project we were shown at the Bedawi camp was a school for deaf and dumb children and teens that were being taught sign language and encouraged to become part of and contribute to their community. Each project was unique in its own right, and each was as needy as the last. I expressed my interest in each, especially the sign language school as I studied sign language at college some years ago. I was asked to demonstrate the English alphabet and give the meanings which were recorded on film for them to refer to if necessary.
(Figure 1 above showing ‘normal living conditions’ in a Palestinian refugee camp, this is what the Nahl-al Barred camp resembled before the attacks)

The second camp we visited was the Nahl al Bared camp that was attacked by a year ago which resulted in the total destruction of this camp. Now living in substandard accommodation, a little like the Garages one see's in the UK in a long line, only these were much smaller and often housed families of up to 14 all sharing one room. With just one entrance some had additional windows but few had air circulation. Certainly from first impressions there was evidence of some hygiene problems, due primarily to the living conditions and compounded by the lack of detergent, clean water, space and education. The medical injuries on some of the children resembled bed sores and the poor hygiene of the rest of the inhabitants were evident by their general poor hygiene and clothes.
On arrival at the Hahl Barred Camp we spent some time waiting to be cleared for entry by the Palestinian army, this checkpoint seemed a secure point of entry, compared to some that dotted across the country at the entrances of towns and villages etc. The container was also parked here. After some negotiating and additional poorly translated explanations of the content of the container due to my inadequate knowledge of Arabic, the Guards decided that the container could not be allowed into the camp without proper higher authority, the chap responsible to give this order was unavailable. They agreed to release some 40 or so boxes into the camp. This took a short additional wait while a vehicle was sourced from the camp to drive to the army checkpoint and unload some boxes.

What happened next was a bit disturbing for us. After the day had ended Gill and I discussed the days events and agreed that it was very distressing to witness the people of this camp living in the poor conditions they were subject to. After meeting with a few dignitaries from Humanitarian Actions Society, who do much work with the Palestinian refugee camps, we meet with a teacher whose English language skill was better than some and his translating became invaluable for the duration.

We began to distribute some boxes, closely watched by all of the dignitaries, (see fig 2 below).  The camp or community leader of this part of the camp was involved in selecting who would receive this first batch, he chose those worse off than most (how exactly this was done is beyond me, as they seem all as needy as each other). After some blatant PR photo shots were taken, this felt uncomfortable even with my understanding of the need for such things. Ahmed and I distributed the trailer full of boxes some 40 – 50 or so.
 (Fig 2 distributing Aquabox’s, note the building to the rear of the picture, this is one of the living quarters for a whole family from the corner of the building on the left ‘central to the picture’ to the edge of the door just out of shot.)
Only a few hundred meters away we could clearly see the rubble that was once their home. (Fig 3 & 4 Below. A year on and some progress was being made, where Islamic relief were delivering water to the water tanks supplied by a selection of Muslim Aid, Islamic Relief, The Humanitarian Action Society and the UN).
.
Figure 3, shows the remains of a main street of the Camp

Fig 4, Remains of one of the buildings in better condition than most
John and Gill were able to talk to the camp leaders and representatives of Humanitarian Action Society and some religious leaders of the camp as well as a few locals, while Ahmed and I were given a tour of those living quarters that had been given an Aquabox. The first of many, an old woman who’s floor of her very humble dwelling now housed the content of a gold box was overwhelmed with gratitude and made no bones about it, bringing a frog to ones throat she continued to thank me over and over, this was the general reception by most who received the box. When questioned if the contents were suitable they exclaimed how everything in the box is just what they needed. Some were a little more reserved with their emotions and feelings of gratitude and readily suggested other items such as Hygiene and clothing specifically for babies. Others were much more standoff-ish and we received an acknowledging nod in thanks, this was i assumed was due to several reasons, including poor spoken or language skill, embarrassment and humility. Each receiver was grateful in their own way and it was obvious to see some alleviation and moment of happiness and distraction for them.
A few more noted givers of thanks were that of a middle aged woman who on finding a pair of reading glasses was brought to tears as this meant she could now read the Qur’an, the book that Muslims live by and use to guide their lives, something she had not been able to do herself for some time. Another, a man seemed dumbfounded as he walked toward us exclaiming to all who listened that he had tools, looking in disbelief at the saw, hammer and trowel in his hands as if it were gold dust.

There were some altercations and at one point a fight broke out as one family questioned why they were not getting an Aquabox. It transpired that this family were in receipt of an income of $1000 per month, which in these circumstances made them almost millionaires.

This exchange went on for some time with a variety of people giving thanks for the boxes and the content. As we left this camp that evening there sat an uneasy sensation in ones gut. Eating dinner that evening was quite a task, the food seemed difficult to swallow, and our appetites were affected.

Day two of the distribution process was planned a little better, given that the container was already at the camp. We left earlier than usual for the week and after the two hour journey we arrived at the camp in good time for 10am.

The boxes had been unloaded and were waiting for us in a community meeting area near the living area of the refugees. (Fig 5 below).
Fig 5: Box distribution Friday.
The receivers had been chosen using a lottery system, in that tickets were given to the camp residents the night before, these were chosen by the camp leaders and based on the dire circumstances of each family. As each box has been designed for a family of four some families were receiving 3 and 4 boxes. The average family in this situation is 7 to 8. Some families are as low as two but some have as high as 16 members, all of who live in the small concrete sheds with asbestos roofing. Designed to be a temporary shelter there are plans from the government to build roads and begin rebuilding the homes of the refugees.
There was unclear information available as to the reliability of the drinking water. The river that runs through the old town (the destroyed part) which separated the new town (where the refugees currently live), is undrinkable. This is partly due to the damage to the water course further up stream but also due to the explosives used in the attacks. There are rumours that biological weapons were uses to specifically poison the water course, there has been no testing of this water.

John, Gill and I deliberated and questioned the suitability of the pump they had brought and there was much to-ing & fro-ing of the decision to keep it at the camp for use, or return it to the UK. As the water was being supplied by Islamic aid it was thought to be clean and safe for use. The residents of this part of the camp insisted that the chlorine in the water was causing many of their family members to die, it was their opinion that cancer was the main cause brought on by the over dosage of chlorine. Knowing what little I do of water, chlorine and dosages, I took it upon myself to test the water. First Gill carried out a test as directed on the instructions on the water from Islamic Relief that was being stored in a large Water tank. And I independently carried out the exact same test on the same water supply. Our results showed that there was zero levels of chlorine in the water which raised questions about its suitability for drinking water, especially considering the refugees were informed that the water was chlorinated. Even after chlorination and filtration there is still a detectable level of chlorine in the water. Unless of course Islamic Relief had a method so intense that filtration reduces the chlorine level to a non detectable level. 
As John, Gill and I could not adequately rely on the water quality present we advised the camp elders to use the Aquabox’s as directed, which although meant using chlorine tablets, the fitted Carbon filter would remove the residue to a safe and more aesthetic drinking level. Additionally the decision was made to leave the hand pump attached to the water tank in this community shared area where people can take water from the tank via the Pump or pour directly into the Aquabox. This was deemed to be safest thing to do under the circumstances.
The assessment in the refugee camp identified some key issues with regard to the box and the aid in relation to the demographics, location and quality control. All the information is currently being collated and being fed back to the Management team and Trustees and will be included in the final report.
I left the water testing kit I took with me with Muslim aid and they will arrange for periodic tests of the water system as advised and feed this back to me. Additionally the assessment of aid will continue and members of Humanitarian Action Society and Muslim aid will be feeding back further information as requested and any developments to me in the future, specifically to do with Aquabox humanitarian Aid.
We have begun planning for the next stage of the assessment exercise where Claire Warren a fellow Emergency and Disaster Management student and I will be visiting Freetown and spending several days in Kenema, south of the city where we plan to deliver more Aquabox’s and assess the aid’s suitability. After this assessment the plan is to visit a new recipient of Aquabox including two projects to the north of the capital, Freetown.
