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Ageing in Lebanon 
Abla Sibai 

In Lebanon today, older people have to live with the trauma of the recent past. Many of them need 
the support of social seNices. Photo Panos Pictures/M. McEvoy © 

In 1970, the United Nations esti
mated the proportion of the popu
lation in Lebanon who were aged 

60 and older at 7.4%, and in 1985 
they estimated it at 7.8%. The figure 
for 1995 was 8.3%. 

As a small country which has 
only recently emerged from 16 years 
of war and foreign intrusions be
tween 1975 and 1991 , Lebanon has 
made only a few limited studies of 
its increasing numbers of elderly 
people. Usually they either remain 
"invisible" within the total popula
tion studied or are not seen as a 
group that is worthy of the attention 
of researchers and analysts. Social 
security systems for meeting their 
needs are lacking, and there are no 
technical and administrative units 
responsible for planning specific 
services for them. 

Health professionals, including 
social workers, receive no formal 
training in the care of the elderly, 
and no reliable data exist on the 
supporting role of the family. While 
cultural and ethical values still 
protect the majority of the older 
people of Lebanon, it is likely that 
changes in family structure, the 
declining numbers of children and 
the increasing numbers of women 
who go out to work have weakened 
the family as a care institution. 

Incessant warfare brought with it 
stressful experiences and events that 
had a devastating impact on individ
uals and on society as a whole, 
disrupting normal patterns of daily 
life, the family and the social struc
ture. Deaths in the family, injuries, 
destruction of property, kidnappings 
and associated threats were widely 
experienced by the entire popula
tion, but older people tended to feel 
more deeply the loss or threatened 
loss of their autonomy and well
being. Many were left homeless and 
jobless while their savings were 
eroded, resulting in chronic financial 
strain and deprivation. Often they 
received none of the support that 
they might have expected from 
younger relatives, who were more 
likely to have migrated out of the 
country. 

Studies have shown that constant 
exposure to the stresses of war has a 
long-term impact on the health of 
middle-aged and elderly people. For 
both men and women, the risk of 
early death, particularly from cardio
vascular disease, is significantly 
higher and this is especially true for 
those in the lower social and eco
nomic categories. When fighting 
first flared up in 1975, the majority 
of Lebanon's present elderly popula
tion were in the prime of their pro-
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During Lebanon's years of 
war, securing water, food and 
shelter became overwhelming 
burdens for many old people. 
Imagine what it was like for a 
70-year-old living in a l Oth 
floor apartment with no 
electricity- therefore no lifts 
- to have to carry up water 
and ordinary supplies for 
years on end. 

ductive life; they are still suffering 
from the consequences. 

During those years of war, tasks 
of everyday life such as securing 
water, food and shelter became an 
overwhelmjng burden. To under
stand this we only have to imagine 
what it was like for a person aged 
over 70 to live in a lOth floor apart
ment with no electricity - therefore 
no lifts - and to have to carry up 
water and ordinary supplies for years 
on end. 

Clearly, there is need for positive 
social action in Lebanon in support 
of the elderly who today still carry 
with them the traumas of the recent 
past. More broadly, society in gen
eral should take note that wars and 
civil strife can break out almost 
anywhere, and that people in the 
older age groups are frequently 
among the "invisible" yet most 
vulnerable of the victims. Raising 
public awareness about the plight of 
these victims should be placed 
firmly on the agenda of the interna
tional community. • 

Dr Abla Siboi is a lecturer in the Faculty of 
Health Sciences, the American University of 
Beirut, Beirut, Lebanon. 


