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WHAT’S IN THE ISSUE 

A huge explosion smothered Beirut on the 4th of August. It 

is being called the worst explosion in the history of 

Lebanon. The ship, stationed at the Beirut Docking 

Warehouse, carried 2,000 tons of ammonium when it 

exploded. The blast caused extensive damage in the capital, 

took 190 lives and left many wounded. The blast upturned 

huge public outrage towards Lebanese government with 

people blaming the years of entrenched corruption and 

mismanagement as a cause of the explosion. In this political 

uncertainty, the government also resigned.  

The city, which is already facing the horrors of pandemic 

and a severe economic and financial crisis, is now bearing 

the brunt of this devastation. The disaster only drives 

Lebanon deeper into misery, putting thousands out of their 

homes. It also raises questions about how Lebanon, which 

imports nearly all vital goods, can do so with its main port 

devastated. The newsletter addresses these concerning 

human right violations and the way forward from the 

explosion in these testing times. 



 

HISTORY OF LEBANON : PAST CRISIS AND  HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS 

LEGACY OF PAST CONFLICTS AND WARS 

The civil war of Lebanon started in 1975 and ended after 

sixteen years in 1990, causing a massive loss to human life 

and property and crippling the country’s economy. The 

war came to an end when Resolution 425 was passed by 

the UNSC, calling for the creation of the UN Interim 

Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), which attempted to 

establish peace. It was estimated that the war left 200,000 

wounded, 150,000 killed and nearly millions of civilians 

displaced, some of whom never returned.1  

During these wars, about 17,000 people were said to be 

killed or were made to disappear which led the parliament 

to pass a landmark law -Law 19 ,thereby, leading to the 

creation of an independent national commission to 

investigate the matters of the disappeared. Those who are 

found responsible for these disappearances were to be 

 
1  Josh Wood, After 2 Decades, Scars Of Lebanon’s Civil Was Block Path 
To Dialogue, THE NEW YORK TIMES, (July 11, 2012), 
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/12/world/middleeast/after-2-
decades-scars-of-lebanons-civil-war-block-path-to-dialogue.html. 
2 Lebanon to form body to probe civil war disappearances, ARAB NEWS, 
(Nov.12, 2018) 
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1403736/middle-east. (last 
accessed on Aug. 25, 2020) 
3 ACT FOR THE DISAPPEARED, 
https://www.actforthedisappeared.com/about-us, (last accessed on 
Aug. 26, 2020). 

held accountable under this law.2 The law, however, was 

never implemented.3  

INSTABILITY AND SYRIAN WAR SPILLOVER 

In 2007, Lebanon crisis occured between the Lebanese 

army (Lebanese Armed Forces) and Fatah al-Islam, an 

Islamist militant organization. The Nahr al-Bared, a 

UNRWA Plestinian refugee camp became the center of 

the conflict. About 169 soldiers, 287 insurgents, and 47 

civilians were killed in the battle.4 A series of protests were 

led by various groups between 2006 and 2008. The 

violence was denounced by the Lebanese government as 

a coup attempt. In the clashes between the pro-

government and the opposition militias, at least 62 people 

died. It all came to a conclusion by the signing of the 

Doha Agreement on 21 May 20085. 

  

4 Life set to get harder for Nahr al-Bared refugees, THE NEW 

HUMANITARIAN, (Nov. 5, 2008), 
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/feature/2008/11/05/life-
set-get-harder-nahr-al-bared-refugees. (last accessed on Aug. 27, 
2020). 
5 Robert F. Worth and Nada Bakri, Feuding Political Camps in Lebanon 
Agree to Talk to End Impasse, THE NEW YORK TIMES, (May. 16, 
2008), 
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/16/world/middleeast/16leban
on.html. (last accessed on Aug. 26 2020) 

https://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/12/world/middleeast/after-2-decades-scars-of-lebanons-civil-war-block-path-to-dialogue.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/07/12/world/middleeast/after-2-decades-scars-of-lebanons-civil-war-block-path-to-dialogue.html
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1403736/middle-east
https://www.actforthedisappeared.com/about-us
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/feature/2008/11/05/life-set-get-harder-nahr-al-bared-refugees
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/feature/2008/11/05/life-set-get-harder-nahr-al-bared-refugees
https://www.nytimes.com/by/robert-f-worth
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/16/world/middleeast/16lebanon.html.
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/16/world/middleeast/16lebanon.html.


EMERGENCE OF HEZBOLLAH 

Hezbollah (Party of God) is a Shiite Muslim ideological 

group and militant group based in Lebanon. It was 

established in the duration of the fifteen-year long 

Lebanese Civil War, which broke out in 1975. With its 

history of creating worldwide fear monger assaults, 

portions of Hezbollah, and in some cases the whole 

association has been labelled as a terrorist organization 

by the Arab League and the European Union.6 It is the 

most impressive group in Lebanon because of an 

intensely outfitted volunteer army that battled a few 

wars with Israel. It became more grounded in the wake 

of joining the war in Syria in 2012 on the side of 

President Bashar al-Assad.7 In 2018-2019, Hezbollah 

fought and won parliamentary elections of Lebanon  

with majority.8 Hezbollah is deeply embedded in the 

Lebanese society and is actively involved in social and 

poitical undertakings of the state. 

PROTEST IN 2019-2020 

THE LIQUIDITY CRISIS: POUND DEVALUATION 

Since August 2019, the financial crisis in Lebanon has 

been affecting the whole Middle Eastern nation. The 

U.S sanctions targeting the government of Syria and 

Hezbollah worsened the situation of the crisis.  

Due to the Lebanese pound devaluation which was 

caused by the acute USD shortages within the nation 

the black-market exchange rate of the USD continued 

to increase causing dollar shortage in the nation which 

led to the closing of 785 restaurants and cafes between 

 
6 Israel's Netanyahu warns Hezbollah after Syria attack, ALJAZEERA, 
(Aug 20, 2020), 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/08/israel-netanyahu-
warns-hezbollah-syria-attack-200804134620711.html. (last 
accessed on Aug. 26, 2020) 
7 Syria: The story of conflict, BBC NEWS, (March 11, 2016), 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-26116868 (last 
accessed on Aug. 24, 2020)  
8 Background on Lebanon’s Hezbollah, REUTERS, (August 4, 2020) 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-tribunal-hariri-
hezbollah-fac/background-on-lebanons-hezbollah-
idUSKCN2500LF, (last accessed on Aug 20, 2020). 
9 Xinhua, 785 restaurants shut down in Lebanon amid economic crisis, 
THE FINANCIAL EXPRESS, (Feb. 18, 2020), 
https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/public/index.php/world/asia

September 2019 and February 2020 resulting in 25,000 

employees losing their job.9  

The inflation rate in Lebanon exceeded by 50% in 30 

consecutive days, making it the first country in the 

Middle East and North Africa to see such inflation in a 

short period.10 

Sowing to the pound devaluation, the prices of the 

consumer goods have been increasing by 58% which 

resulted in the worst economic crisis in decades which 

made the GDP of Lebanon fall from 55 billion USD to 

44 million USD in just a year. 11  

RESULTING CIVIL AND POLITICAL UNREST 

The financial crisis led to the Lebanese protests of 2019-

20. The dip in exchange rates followed by the protests 

/785-restaurants-shut-down-in-lebanon-amid-economic-crisis-
1582034505 (last accessed on Aug. 25, 2020) 
10 IbtissemGuenfoudm, Lebanon becomes 1st country in 
Middle East and North Africa to enter hyperinflation, ABC 
NEWS, (28 July 2020), 
https://abcnews.go.com/International/perfect-storm-
lebanon-1st-country-middle-east-
north/story?id=72028194. (last accessed on Aug. 25, 2020) 
11 Dadouch, Sarah ,Unrest escalates in Lebanon as currency collapses and 
prospect of hunger grows, THE WASHINGTON POST, (April 29, 2020), 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/unrest-
escalates-in-lebanon-as-currency-collapses-and-prospect-of-
hunger-grows/2020/04/28/9d17f512-8897-11ea-80df-
d24b35a568ae_story.html. (last accessed on Aug. 25, 2020).  

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Financial_crisis
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lebanon
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_East
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/08/israel-netanyahu-warns-hezbollah-syria-attack-200804134620711.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/08/israel-netanyahu-warns-hezbollah-syria-attack-200804134620711.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-26116868
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-tribunal-hariri-hezbollah-fac/background-on-lebanons-hezbollah-idUSKCN2500LF
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-tribunal-hariri-hezbollah-fac/background-on-lebanons-hezbollah-idUSKCN2500LF
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-tribunal-hariri-hezbollah-fac/background-on-lebanons-hezbollah-idUSKCN2500LF
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https://thefinancialexpress.com.bd/public/index.php/world/asia/785-restaurants-shut-down-in-lebanon-amid-economic-crisis-1582034505
https://abcnews.go.com/International/perfect-storm-lebanon-1st-country-middle-east-north/story?id=72028194
https://abcnews.go.com/International/perfect-storm-lebanon-1st-country-middle-east-north/story?id=72028194
https://abcnews.go.com/International/perfect-storm-lebanon-1st-country-middle-east-north/story?id=72028194
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/unrest-escalates-in-lebanon-as-currency-collapses-and-prospect-of-hunger-grows/2020/04/28/9d17f512-8897-11ea-80df-d24b35a568ae_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/unrest-escalates-in-lebanon-as-currency-collapses-and-prospect-of-hunger-grows/2020/04/28/9d17f512-8897-11ea-80df-d24b35a568ae_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/unrest-escalates-in-lebanon-as-currency-collapses-and-prospect-of-hunger-grows/2020/04/28/9d17f512-8897-11ea-80df-d24b35a568ae_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/unrest-escalates-in-lebanon-as-currency-collapses-and-prospect-of-hunger-grows/2020/04/28/9d17f512-8897-11ea-80df-d24b35a568ae_story.html


ultimately led to the resignation of the Prime Minister 

and his cabinet.12  

The first series of mass civil demonstrations erupted on 

17 October 2019 and they expanded into a countrywide 

condemnation of sectarian rule, a stagnant economy, 

unemployment, endemic corruption in the public 

sector, legislation which was perceived to shield the 

ruling class from accountability and failure of the 

government to provide basic services such as water, 

electricity, and sanitation. 13 The situation has further 

worsened due to the COVID-19 pandemic in the 

nation. Salaries have not been paid to many; the poor 

are left with no money and abundant hardship. Around 

250,000 migrant workers in the nation lost their jobs 

and have been left homeless.  

 

DISAPPEARANCES , ILL-TREATMENT AND TORTURE 

OF LEBANESE CITIZENS 

Human rights violations are longstanding and persisted 

throughout the elected political parties have often failed 

to strengthen the protection of Human Rights.14 

Individuals continue to be prosecuted for peaceful 

speech, protestors are beaten by the police and there 

seems to be continued torture by security forces. 

Women's rights are damped in the state, they continue 

to face gender discrimination in the society.Child 

marriage and marital rape are still legal in the country. 

Schools deny admission for children with disabilities, 

74% of the Syrian refugees that are residing in Lebanon 

from decades lack legal status. The right to health of 

residents is in shackles due to the waste management 

crisis which leads to the open burning of waste.15 Several 

reports and survey prove ill torture of citizens by the 

Lebanese security forces and armed forces. If ever 

charges are levied against them, they are usually dropped 

with no proper investigations.16 

As a ray of hope, legislation creating a National 

Preventive Mechanism to monitor and investigate the 

use of torture was passed in 2016 and Anti-Torture Law 

was passed in 2017. Although these appear to be 

progressive steps, they fall short in implementation and 

addressing the issues completely.1718  

 

 
12 Ben Hubbard and Hwaida Saad, Lebanon, Mired in Crises, 
Turns to a Professor as Prime Minister, THE NEW YORK TIMES, (Dec. 
19, 2019), 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/19/world/middleeast/leban
on-prime-minister-hassan-diab.html. (last accessed on Aug. 26, 
2020).  
13 Lin Noueihed and Dana Khraiche, Nationwide Protests Erupt in 
Lebanon as Economic Crisis Deepens, BLOOMBERG,  (Oct.18, 2019, 
3:46 AM), https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-10-
17/whatsapp-protests-erupt-in-lebanon-as-economic-crisis-
deepens. (last accessed on Aug. 26, 2020).  
14 Lebanon: Political Parties Shun Rights Issues, HUMAN RIGHTS 

WATCH,  (April 26, 2018), 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/04/26/lebanon-political-
parties-shun-rights-issues. (last accessed on Aug. 27, 2020) 

15 Id. at 13.  
16 Lebanon: Deaths, Alleged Torture of Syrians in Army Custody, 
HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH, (July 20, 2017), 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/07/20/lebanon-deaths-
alleged-torture-syrians-army-custody. (last accessed on Aug. 27, 
2020) 
17 Lebanon: New Torture Law Positive, But Incomplete, HUMAN RIGHTS 

WATCH, (November 13, 2017), 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/11/13/lebanon-new-torture-
law-positive-incomplete. (last accessed on Aug. 27, 2020) 
18 Lebanon: New Law a Step to End Torture, HUMAN RIGHTS 

WATCH, (October 28, 2016), 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/10/28/lebanon-new-law-step-
end-torture. (last accessed on Aug. 27, 2020) 
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BEIRUT BOMBINGS 2020- THE BLASTS AND THE NEGLIGENCE INVOLVED 

THE CHAIN OF EVENTS: WHAT LED TO THE BLAST?  

The countdown to the blasts started when the Rhosus, 

a Russian-chartered, Moldovan-flagged vessel carrying 

almost 3000 tonnes of ammonium nitrate19 from 

Georgia to Mozambique, docked in Beirut in 2013. 

Though claims filed by two companies about 

outstanding debts followed by judicial order, the Rhosus 

was impounded by the port authorities in December 

2013. The ship was then declared unseaworthy and was 

unloaded in 2014. The Rhosus sank in the port’s 

breakwater20 in 2018.  

After unloading the hazardous material in the country’s 

capital, there were multiple instances where the top state 

executives were informed of the potential threat and 

were asked for re-export or approve the sale of the 

hazardous chemical by the customs but they only issued 

inconclusive responses. Senior customs officials had 

already issued early warnings to the customs authorities 

three months after the ship’s arrival. A judge for Urgent 

 
19 Samia Nakhoul, Leila Bassam , Exclusive: Lebanon's leaders were 
warned in July about explosives at port - documents, Reuters (Aug 11, 
2020), https://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-security-
blast-documents-excl/exclusive-lebanons-leaders-warned-in-july-
about-explosives-at-port-documents-idUSKCN2562L7. (last 
accessed on Aug. 27, 2020).  

Matters, Jad Maalouf, wrote to the Ministry of Public 

Works and Transportation, warning of a potential 

mishap even before the cargo was unloaded. Even the 

Military intelligence inspected the material and found it 

highly explosive with nitrogen levels of 34.5%. In spite 

of all the warnings, the shipment was moved to 

Warehouse 12, where it remained unattended for nearly 

7 years.  

The rigmarole went on for seven years, until 20th July 

2020, when the General Directorate of State Security, 

who oversees port security, sent a letter21 to President 

Michel Aoun and Prime Minister Hassan Diab. This 

letter concerned the report made by the Prosecutor 

General Ghassan Oweidat as a result of a judicial 

investigation carried out in January 2020. The report 

found that the chemicals were in need of immediate 

containment. It also highlighted plausible concerns of 

the chemical being detonated, used in a terrorist attack, 

and effecting mass-poisoning. The capital of the 

country was predicted to meet a catastrophic end time 

20 Id.  
21 Samia Nakhoul, Beruit Blasts: Documensy show President & PM were 
warned of explosion risk in July, THE WIRE ( August 11, 2020) 
https://thewire.in/world/lebanon-blast-documents-president-
pm-reports (last accessed on Aug 25, 2020) 

https://thewire.in/world/lebanon-blast-documents-president-pm-reports
https://thewire.in/world/lebanon-blast-documents-president-pm-reports


and again, but the present, as well as the previous 

governments, paid no heed to the same. The letter was 

subjected to the circuitous procedural requirements and 

14 days later, the countdown ended.  

The northern port of Beirut was jolted with two massive 

blasts, striking with the force of a 3.5 magnitude 

earthquake, according to Germany’s Geosciences centre 

GFZ22. The intensity was such that it alarmed people 

living as far as 200 kilometres (180 miles), in Cyprus. On 

4th August 2020, this ammonium explosion in the 

Beirut port took away around 200 lives and injured 

almost 6000 people23. The Lebanese government 

reported shortly after the incident that there appeared 

to be a detonation of more than 2700 tons of 

ammonium nitrate confiscated from a Russian cargo 

ship in 201424. The blasts were capped by an orange 

cloud25 that is normally seen in explosions of nitrates 

when toxic nitrogen dioxide gas is released. It sent 

massive shockwaves, creating a global panic that 

prophesied a nuclear war.  

Post-explosion, after the smoke cleared up, Lebanon 

found itself in the wake of civil unrest that forced the 

government to resign. PM Hassan Diab loses face as he 

continues evading accountability, pleading ignorance to 

the potential threat of the chemicals, seeking false safety 

in hierarchical loopholes, and accusing the previous 

government of higher negligence. 

 

  

 
22 Beirut Explosion: Two huge explosions kill more than 70, thousands 
wounded, THE ECONOMIC TIMES (Aug 7, 2020), 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/worl
d-news/massive-explosion-shakes-lebanons-capital-
beirut/articleshow/77356143.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest
&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=cppst. (last accessed on 
Aug. 27, 2020).  

23 Ted Regencia, Linah Alsaafin & Ramy Allahoum, Endemic 
corruption caused Beirut blast, says Diab, ALJAZEERA (Aug 11, 2020), 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/08/beirut-police-fire-
tear-gas-protesters-regroup-live-updates-200810010528285.html. 
(last accessed on Aug. 27, 2020).  
24 Supra 1.  
25 Supra 1.  



CHAOS AND CONSPIRACY THEORIES THAT 

FOLLOWED  

Immediately after the blasts, conspiracy theories and 

conjectures started to resonate through social media and 

the official statements of many governments. 

Explanations that held the cause to be an Israelian 

doing26, planned attack27, or terrorist bombing28 flooded 

the media.Soothsayers may sigh in relief, for war is avoided 

but Lebanon remains ridden with human rights violations 

and its population is at the mercy of an unapologetic, ruthless 

government.   

RIGHTS VIOLATED  

The right to peacefully protest and dissent is crushed by 

the government. It has also put the officials overseeing 

the storage and guarding facilities at the Beirut port 

under house arrest29, without following due process and 

specifying the charges. With thousands of injured and 

the pressure of the pandemic building up, the inexorable 

threat of a severe health crisis dawning over an 

overburdened healthcare system becomes imminent by 

the day. The government has also withheld information 

about the toxic cloud of nitrous oxide hanging over the 

city through vague and inconsistent documentation. 

The air quality has acutely deteriorated with high 

toxicity30, leading to the issuance of stringent guidelines 

to not approach the area of the explosion. 

There has been the mass displacement of people inside 

and outside the country who lost their homes and have 

been reduced to derelicts. There is also a risk of famine 

in the whole country due to the nearing crisis of 

imminent food shortage as the major post is shut down. 

The severe wreckage of property, human life, and 

political apparatus has engulfed Lebanon in entirety.  

 

 
26 McKenzie Sadeghi, Fact check: No evidence Beirut blast was an Israeli 
attack, USA TODAY (Aug 6, 2020), 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/factcheck/2020/08/06/
fact-check-no-evidence-beirut-blast-israeli-attack/3297756001/. 
(last accessed on Aug. 27, 2020).  
27 Julian Borger, Alarm at Trump's unsubstantiated claim that Beirut 
blast was an 'attack', THE GUARDIAN (Aug 6, 2020), 
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/aug/05/donald-
trump-beirut-explosion-remarks?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other. 
(last accessed on Aug. 27, 2020).  
28 Marianna Spring, Beirut explosion: How conspiracy theories spread on 
social media, BBC NEWS (August 5, 2020), 

https://www.bbc.com/news/53669029. (last accessed on Aug. 
27, 2020).  
29 Lebanon: Set Impartial, Expert Probe of Beirut Blast, HUMAN 

RIGHTS WATCH (August 6, 2020), 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/08/06/lebanon-set-impartial-
expert-probe-beirut-blast. (last accessed on Aug. 27, 2020).  
30 Pippa Neill, Major air pollution concern following Beirut explosion, AIR 

QUALITY NEWS (August 8, 2020), 
https://airqualitynews.com/2020/08/05/major-air-pollution-
concern-following-beruit-explosion/. (last accessed on Aug. 25, 
2020) 
 
 



 

SIMILAR INSTANCES IN THE PAST AND THEIR IMPACT ON INTERNATIONAL LAW 

The recent blasts in Beirut have made shockwaves 

around the globe. However, unfortunately, such 

accidents and disasters have taken place in the past too. 

As citizens of Beirut demand accountability from their 

government regarding this tragedy, it is important to 

reflect on previous such disasters and what they taught 

us.  

INDUSTRIAL DISASTERS/ ACCIDENTS IN THE PAST 

I. BHOPAL GAS TRAGEDY 

The Bhopal gas tragedy occurred due to a chemical leak 

in Bhopal in the state of Madhya Pradesh in India in 

1984. It is widely recognized as the worst industrial 

disaster in the history of the world. On 3rd December 

1984, about 45 tons of the toxic methyl isocyanate gas 

escaped from an insecticide plant which was owned by 

 
31 Bhopal disaster, industrial accident, Bhopal, India [1984], 
ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNIca,  
https://www.britannica.com/event/Bhopal-disaster (Last 
accessed on Aug. 21, 2020). 
32Stuart Diamond, The Bhopal Disaster: How It Happened, THE NEW 

YORK TIMES, ( January 28, 1985) 
https://www.nytimes.com/1985/01/28/world/the-bhopal-
disaster-how-it-happened.html (Last accessed on Aug. 21 Aug 
2020). 

the Indian subsidiary of the American firm Union 

Carbide Corporation.31 The leak resulted in a massive 

death toll of between 15,000 to 20,000 people and led 

to chronic health problems and birth defects for the 

people living in the area. After intense investigations, it 

was found that the leak occurred due to negligence and 

non-compliance of various safety procedures by the 

greatly understaffed plant in Bhopal.32 

In June 2010, the Chief Judicial Magistrate, Bhopal 

convicted all 8 accused including the then Chairman of 

Union Carbide, Keshub Mahindra.33 They were held 

guilty under several provisions of the criminal law of 

India.34 

 

 

33Debayan Roy, SC to begin hearing in Bhopal gas tragedy: All you 
need to know about 36-yr-old case, THE PRINT,  (February 11, 
2020) https://theprint.in/india/sc-to-begin-hearing-in-
bhopal-gas-tragedy-all-you-need-to-know-about-36-yr-old-
case/362531/ (last accessed on Aug. 25, 2020) 
34 State of Madhya Pradesh v. Warren Anderson and Others, Cr. 
Case No. 8460, 1996. 

https://theprint.in/india/sc-to-begin-hearing-in-bhopal-gas-tragedy-all-you-need-to-know-about-36-yr-old-case/362531/
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II. THE CHERNOBYL DISASTER 

The Chernobyl disaster was an accident that occurred at 

the Chernobyl nuclear power station in the erstwhile 

Soviet Union in 1986, and is the worst disaster in the 

history of nuclear power generation. The accident was a 

result of a flawed reactor design that was operated with 

inadequately trained personnel, when technicians 

at reactor unit attempted a poorly designed 

experiment.35 

Workers shut down the reactor’s power-regulating 

system and its emergency safety systems, and they 

withdrew most of the control rods from its core while 

allowing the reactor to continue running and the chain 

reaction in the core went out of control. The resulting 

steam explosion and fires released at least 5% of the 

radioactive reactor core into the environment, with the 

deposition of radioactive materials in many parts of 

Europe.36 

III. FUKUSHIMA DAIICHI NUCLEAR 

DISASTER 

The Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster was a nuclear 

accident that occurred at Japan’s Fukushima Daiichi 

Nuclear Power Station in 2011. The accident was 

triggered after a major earthquake, a 15-metre tsunami 

disabled the power supply and cooling of three 

Fukushima Daiichi reactors, causing a nuclear accident 

on 11 March 2011.All three cores largely melted in the 

first three days. The disaster is regarded as the most 

severe nuclear accident after the Chernobyl disaster of 

1986.37 

IMPACT ON INTERNATIONAL LAW 

The Chernobyl incident sent shockwaves across the 

international community and was responsible for 

changing the attitudes of many countries towards 

nuclear safety. The International Atomic Energy 

 
35 Chernobyl disaster, nuclear accident, Soviet Union [1986], 
ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA, 
https://www.britannica.com/event/Chernobyl-disaster (last 
accessed on Aug. 21, 2020). 
36 Chernobyl Accident 1986, WORLD NUCLEAR ASSOCIATION, 
https://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/safety-and-
security/safety-of-plants/chernobyl-accident.aspx (last accessed 
on Aug. 21, 2020). 

Association (IAEA) has since adopted multiple legal 

instruments regarding nuclear safety, which set new 

standards towards disaster mitigation, emergency 

response and improving nuclear and radiation safety.38 

The Convention on Early Notification of a Nuclear 

37 Fukushima Daiichi Accident, WORLD NUCLEAR ASSOCIATION, 
https://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/safety-and-
security/safety-of-plants/fukushima-daiichi-accident.aspx (last 
accessed on Aug. 21, 2020). 
38 E. Van. Trigt, 30 Years After Chernobyl – Nuclear Safety and 

Security, PEACE PALACE LIBRARY, (May 2016) 
https://www.peacepalacelibrary.nl/2016/05/30-years-after-



Accident and the Convention on Assistance in the Case 

of a Nuclear Accidentor Radiological Emergency were 

both signed at a special session held by the IAEA after 

the Chernobyl disaster in 1986.39 

Before the disaster at Chernobyl, international law 

regarding nuclear energy essentially consisted of 

international technical recommendations, which were 

not binding on States, unless they were incorporated in 

domestic law, or were part of bilateral or multilateral 

treaties.40 The Convention on Nuclear Safety was 

adopted in 1994 after the Chernobyl incident and aims 

for the contracting parties to adopt high levels of safety 

standards by establishing fundamental principles of 

safety.41 

INTERNATIONAL NUCLEAR LIABILITY REGIME 

The Chernobyl disaster had an impact on the 

international nuclear liability regime as the nuclear 

disaster exposed the weaknesses of the existing nuclear 

liability laws. The liability thresholds at that time were 

low that they needed to be adjusted. 

With the existing legal framework it was not possible to 

award legal damages to injured parties (individuals as 

well as states) and thus it was evident that the existing 

legal framework was inadequate and needed to be 

changed. This led to the Convention on Third Party 

Liability in the Field of Nuclear Energy also known as 

the Paris Convention, 196042, which was mainly signed 

by Western European countries and the Vienna 

Convention on Civil Liability for Nuclear Damage, also 

known as the Vienna Convention, 196343 which was 

mainly signed by Eastern European countries.44  

 
chernobyl-nuclear-safety-and-security/ (last accessed on Aug. 21, 
2020). 
39 Convention of Early Notification of a Nuclear Accident, 
International Atomic Energy Agency Information Circular, 
November 18, 1986; Convention on Assistance in the Case of a 
Nuclear Accident or Radiological Emergency, International 
Atomic Energy Agency Information Circular, November 18, 1986,. 
40 Andre de Guttry, Marco Gestri, International Disaster Response 
Law, August 2012, 
https://peacepalace.on.worldcat.org/search?databaseList=&quer
yString=351109374#/oclc/812106837 (Last Accessed on Aug 21, 
2020). 

 

In order to harmonize the existing legal framework, the 

IAEA and the Organization for Economic Cooperation 

and Development (OECD) created a bridge between 

the Paris and the Vienna Conventions by adopting 

the Joint Protocol (1988)45 which became effective in 

1992. The Joint Protocol ensures that there won't be a 

conflict between the two conventions - only one of the 

two conventions will apply to a nuclear incident. Which 

convention is applicable is determined by the territory 

where the liable nuclear operation is located. The 

convention, to which the liable state is a party, is 

41Supra note 9. 
42 Convention on Third Party Liability in the Field of Nuclear 
Energy, July 1960, United Nations. 
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%20151
9/volume-1519-I-13706-English.pdf 
43 Vienna Convention on Civil Liability for Nuclear Damage, May 
1963, 1063 U.N.T.S. 265.  
44Supra note 9. 
45 Joint Protocol Relating to the Application of the Vienna 
Convention and the Paris Convention, International Atomic 
Energy Agency, September 21st, 1988.  



deemed applicable to the situation at hand. The amount 

of its liability is also determined by the same 

convention.46 

Unfortunately, many nuclear power states have not 

ratified the legal instruments that have been either 

adopted, updated or created since 1986, such as the 

Joint Protocol (1988).47 

INTERNATIONAL LAW COMMISSION’S WORK 

The International Law Commission (ILC) in 2006, 

identified the topic “Protection of persons in the event 

of disasters” for inclusion in its long-term programme 

of work. In 2016, the ILC adopted draft articles on the 

protection of persons in the event of industrial disasters 

and submitted it to the General Assembly.48At its 71st 

session, the General Assembly decided to 

includeProtection of persons in the event of disasters in 

its provisional agenda of its 73rd session, and invited 

Governments to submit their comments concerning the 

recommendation by the Commission to elaborate a 

convention on the basis of the draft articles.49 The 

Assembly subsequently decided to include the item in 

the provisional agenda of its 75thsession which will be 

held in September, 2020.50 

Although progress has been made since these incidents, 

the subsequent disasters after it show that there still 

remains a need to harmonize the international legal 

framework on this matter. In order for a harmonization 

and an effective global legal framework for nuclear 

liability law, it is also necessary for nuclear power 

countries to ratify the international legal 

instruments and comply with and implement the legal 

nuclear liability framework and IAEA strategies.51 

 

 

 

  

 
46Supra note 9. 
47Mohit Abraham, Nuclear Liability: A Key Component of the Public 
Policy Decision to Deploy Nuclear Energy in Southeast Asia, AMERICAN 

ACADEMY OF ARTS AND SCIENCES, 2014. 
https://www.amacad.org/sites/default/files/academy/multimedi
a/pdfs/publications/researchpapersmonographs/nuclearLiability.
pdf (last accessed on Aug. 27,  2020). 
48Draft articles on the protection of persons in the event of 
industrial disasters, International Law Commission, 2016. 

https://legal.un.org/ilc/texts/instruments/english/draft_articles
/6_3_2016.pdf (last accessed on Aug 22, 2020). 
49Protection Of Persons In The Event Of Disasters (Agenda item 
90), Sixth Committee , UNGA . 
https://www.un.org/en/ga/sixth/73/disasters.shtml  (last 
accessed on Aug. 22, 2020). 
50Id. 
51Supra note 9. 



 

INTERNATIONAL TREATIES AND CONVENTIONS REGULATING HAZARDOUS 

SUBSTANCES. 

There are safety guidelines, tools, and provisions issued 

by the United Nations with regards to reduction in the 

risks associated with industrial and chemical disasters. 

The UNECE’s Convention on the Transboundary 

Effects of Industrial Accidents52 provides certain 

principles and guiding materials that are available to all the 

countries so that they can ensure adequate industrial 

safety with regard to chemicals and other dangerous good. 

The storage and handling of hazardous substances like 

ammonium nitrate (listed in Annex I) is also covered in 

the Convention. This helps in providing a system to 

measure and identify risks associated with certain 

industrial activities so that the necessary emergency 

protocols can be established to prevent accidents. It is 

high time that countries like Lebanon strictly incorporate 

these guidelines to improve their industrial safety 

 
52 Convention on the Transboundary Effects of Industrial 
Accidents, No.36605, April 19, 2000.  

standards and to prevent any such accidents from 

occurring in the future.  

One of the key principles of the Industrial Accident 

Convention is that the countries which are neighbors of 

the nation where accident has occurred shall cooperate 

and communicate so that they use the 

UNECE’s Industrial Accident Notification System to 

request and render assistance.  

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction53 

advocates measures for the substantial reduction of 

disaster-related risks associated with life and property. 

It focuses on adoption of measures which address the 

three dimensions of disaster risk (exposure to hazards, 

vulnerability and capacity, and hazard’s characteristics) 

to prevent the creation of new risk, reduce existing risk 

and increase resilience.  

 

53 The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, March 14, 
2015  https://www.undrr.org/implementing-sendai-
framewoek/what-sendai-framework  



 
54 UN Recommendations on the Transport of Dangerous Goods, UNECE.  
https://www.unece.org/?id=3598 (Last accessed on Aug. 26, 
2020). 
55UN Manual of Tests and Criteria, 2019 
http://www.unece.org/trans/danger/publi/manual/rev7/manre
v7-files_e.html (Last accessed on 25 Aug, 2020). 

Another convention is the UN 

Recommendations on the Transport of 

Dangerous Goods (TDG)54 which provides a 

detailed guideline for the transport of hazardous 

substances. Among other chemicals and 

substances, it also regulates the storage of 

ammonium nitrate.  Furthermore, the TDG sub-

committee which is responsible for developing 

these recommendations has also developed 

certain test criteria55 for transporting and 

characterizing various ammonium nitrate 

products while also taking into consideration the 

Globally Harmonized System of Classification 

and Labelling of Chemicals.  

Similarly, the UN International Maritime 

Organization has also recommended certain 

specific guidelines in the form of the 

International Maritime Dangerous Goods Code56 

for the handling and storage of ammonium 

nitrate compounds and other dangerous 

substances near port areas.   

Thus, it can be concluded that despite these 

international norms in place, the nations often fail 

to provide a safe environment for storing and 

treating the chemical. The Beirut disaster calls for 

all the nations to ratify and implement the treaties 

and conventions on hazardous substances to 

mitigate the risks of such catastrophes in the 

future.   

 

  

56 International Maritime Dangerous Goods Code, 2019  
http://www.imo.org/en/Publications/IMDGCode/Pages/Defau
lt.aspx (Last accessed on 25 Aug, 2020). 



 

THE WAY FORWARD  

1947 Texas, 1984 Bhopal, 2015 Tianjin and 2020 Beirut-We don’t seem to have learnt anything. The 

explosion in Beirut is the latest sign that the neglectful Lebanese governments have not been providing for the 

people for years. 

 

The Beirut blast is undoubtedly the deadliest industrial 

accident after the Bhopal Gas Tragedy of 1984. The 

same questions arise today, which arose at the time of 

the Bhopal tragedy 35 years ago: How was this allowed 

to happen? Who is responsible and accountable? How 

do we guarantee that no such disaster happens again? 

 

Had it not been for the ignorance and lackadaisical 

attitude of the government, the tragedy could have been 

averted. The display of sheer ignorance of the values of 

transparency and accountability by the government has 

also contributed to the occurrence of the disaster. This 

incident calls for improvement in regulations 

concerning hazardous substances not just in Lebanon 

but around the world at large.  There is a dire need for 

comprehensive laws concerning liability and 

 
57 Explosives Act (2020).  
58EUROPEAN PATENTS OFFICE https://www.epo.org/about-
us/office/social-responsibility/environment.html (last accessed on 
Aug. 22 2020).  
59 Id.  

accountability in the chemical market to prevent such 

instances in the future.  

 

Most countries have rigorous legislations such as the 

Canadian Explosives Legislation (Part 20),57 the U.S.-

EPO 550-F,58 and the EU-Seveso Directive, regulating 

the manufacture, storage, and transfer of the said 

compound. The federally supervised storage of 

ammonium nitrate in Canada is so stringent that an 

explosion of Beirut type is highly unlikely.59  In those 

countries where similar accidents have occurred in the 

past, laws setting out safety standards for ammonium 

nitrate were revised and strengthened.60  

What Beirut lacks is an effective set of domestic and 

international legislation regulating the storage of 

hazardous substances. The blast of August 4, 2020, is 

60 Paul J. Weber, We don't seem to learn': Beirut explosion echoes US 
tragedy  A,P NEWS (August 6, 2020). 
https://apnews.com/b2b00875e7aad10b1b7836d61b5ce368 (last 
accessed on Aug. 21, 2020).  

https://apnews.com/b2b00875e7aad10b1b7836d61b5ce368


not the only disaster that has occurred due to the 

mismanagement of chemical substances. The 

maltreatment of toxic chemicals in recent years has led 

to many accidents including at least a dozen unregulated 

fires and blinding flashes at gas stations and factories. 

Furthermore, businesses and individuals use this 

material to fuel private generators as the electric grid in 

Lebanon can only fulfil half of the electricity 

requirements of the state. Power lines linking large-scale 

private generators to homes and businesses drape the 

streets like twigs and add to the dangerous chaos.  

 

The only way to address this concern is by ratifying the 

international treaties and conventions on hazardous 

substances and ensuring their implementation across 

the state. The executive machinery shall not only ensure 

that the laws are being enforced and implemented, but 

shall also be held accountable for the actions that stem 

from negligence and ignorance. Accountability coupled 

with stringent punishments may go a long way in 

uprooting the negligent and incautious attitude of the 

government.   

WHAT DOES INDIA NEED TO LEARN? 

India imports approximately 300,000 tonnes of 

ammonium nitrate in a year.61 A small part of this is used 

for mining explosives and the rest is used for making 

fertilizers. Though we have laws in place, there are 

 
61 V. Kamalakara Rao, Concerns over ammonium nitrate stock in Vizag, 
THE TIMES OF INDIA (August 7, 2020) 
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/vijayawada/concerns-
over-ammo-nitrate-stock-in-vizag/articleshow/77400130.cms 
(last accessed on Aug. 22 2020).  
62Ammonium Nitrate Rules, 2012.  

certain concerns. The Ammonium Nitrate Rules, 

2012 which govern chemical use do not apply to 

chemical packages weighing less than five kilograms in 

amount.62 The regulations are silent on the number of 

days for which port authorities may retain the 

ammonium nitrate confiscated on their premises. They 

do not provide for the treatment or disposing 

mechanism for the confiscated goods. The rules 

regulating the prosecution of violators, fines, or 

termination of orders are silent.63 The lack of dissuasion 

mechanism and provisions entailing a criminal liability 

adds to the concern. Another issue is the country's 

emergency preparation for potential incidents involving 

the chemical compound. These loopholes in legislations 

raise concerns on whether India can effectively deal 

with the storage, handling, transporting, and production 

of ammonium nitrate.  

 To avoid an incident similar to the Beirut explosion, 

there is a need to seal the lacunae in the legislative 

framework and strengthen the implementation of laws. 

Effective legal provisions on the storage, processing, 

and transport of chemicals in India are necessary. 

Some of the measures that can aid in building a robust 

framework for managing chemicals are as follows: 

▪ Formulating an efficient method of dissuasion. 

▪ Creating an exhaustive licensing policy at the 

central and national levels. 

▪ Ensuring periodic inspections of areas that 

house such explosives. 

▪ Conducting training programmes for drivers, 

cleaners, and security agencies to ensure that 

they are well-versed with the safety protocols 

concerning stored chemicals. 

▪ Creating a robust chemical storage protocol, 

including where and when it should be stored 

  

63Nivit Kumar Yadav, Beirut blast lessons: Time for India to strengthen 
handling of explosives, chemicals, Down To EARTH (August 7, 2020). 
https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/governance/beirut-blast-
lessons-time-for-india-to-strengthen-handling-of-explosives-
chemicals-72707 (last accessed on Aug 26, 2020). 
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