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INTERVIEW

T  en years ago, before 
Dr. Bilal Nsouli as-
sumed his post as the 
first official Chemical, 

Biological, Radiological and 
Nuclear (CBRN) National Co-
ordinator for Lebanon and  
National Focal Point for the 
European Union (EU) CBRN 
Centres of Excellence (CoE) In-
itiative, little existed in terms 
of CBRN risk mitigation poli-
cy in the country. In his own 
words, “this was the first time 
we started CBRN response, 
before this no one knew what 
CBRN meant.”

In 2012, the Lebanese Prime 
Minister made the decision to 
formalize the process of becom-
ing part of the EU CoE Initiative 
through Dr. Bilal’s appointment 
as the National Focal Point. At 
that time, Dr Bilal was Director 
of the Lebanese Atomic Energy 
Commission, an institute work-
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ing under the aegis of the Na-
tional Council of Research. With 
the Prime Minister’s support, 
Dr. Bilal assembled a National 
Team, composed of the army, 
interior security forces, gener-
al security, state security, civil 
defence forces, and of course 
the Lebanese Atomic Energy 
Commission (LAEC). The Prime 
Minister’s decision included a 
provision to allow this structure 
to be assisted by any  minis-
tries if needed. As such Dr. Bilal 
was able to call upon technical 
ministers from the Ministries 
of Foreign Affairs, Health, Envi-
ronment, Agriculture, Industry, 
Economy and Industry as well 
as members of academia from 
different universities.

1	 “On the 4th of August 2020, a pair of explosions of a 2,700 tonnes of ammonium nitrate housed at the port of the city of Beirut, the capital of Leb-
anon, struck the city, killing more than 200 people, wounding more than 6,500 and causing widespread damage”. Source: https://www.theguardian.
com/world/ng-interactive/2020/nov/12/beirut-blast-a-night-of-horror-captured-by-its-victims

In this extensive interview 
with F3 Magazine, Dr. Bilal re-
counts t this feat, which was 
not an easy task. Not only 
did he have to deal with gov-
ernment agencies that were 
working in silos, but he also 
had to contend with issues 
of information security, whilst 
simultaneously attempting to 
attract external donors. 

Even with the support of gov-
ernment’s formal mandate, it 
was impressive to see what 
Dr. Bilal and the CBRN Nation-
al Team  achieved in such a 
short period of time. Despite 
the challenges of the last cou-
ple of years – including the 
tragic Port of Beirut explo-
sions in August 2020, which 
killed more than 200 people 
and left many more wound-
ed1 – Lebanon is investing 
resources and adopting a 
systematic approach to tackle 
CBRN risks. 

Lebanon has also managed to 
attract the interest of several 
external partners, including 
the European Union, the Unit-
ed Nations, Canada, the Unit-
ed States, France and many 
other national and internation-
al organizations, to build ca-
pabilities in the field of CBRN 
risk mitigation, resulting in an 
impressive number of projects 
coordinated by Dr. Bilal and his 
CBRN National Team.

LET’S START FROM THE 
BEGINNING. WHAT DID CBRN 
PREPAREDNESS LOOK LIKE 
BEFORE THE EU COE INITIATIVE?

“We started the effort to join 
the European Union Centres 
of Excellence Initiative for 
CBRN risk mitigation in late 
2010 – before 2010 the only 
time CBRN was used was 
within another project with a 
significantly different context. 

In 2008, we had a project with 
the European Union (EU) – 
funded by the EU Delegation 
in Beirut through a financial 
arrangement with Lebanese 
Customs – in order to set up 
a system for combatting traf-
ficking of radiological and 
nuclear materials. The imple-
mentor of this project was the 
International Atomic Energy 
Agency – as the nuclear se-
curity office at that time – and 
coordination came from the 
Programme Management Of-
fice of the Presidency of the 
Council of Ministers.

From this project, we formed 
a follow-up steering commit-
tee. It was composed of the 
Programme Management Of-
fice of the Presidency of the 
Council of Ministers, the Eu-
ropean Union, IAEA and ben-
eficiaries. This project focused 
on capacity building for com-
batting the illicit trafficking of 
radiological and nuclear ma-

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ammonium_nitrate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Port_of_Beirut
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beirut
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lebanon
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terials. One of the Work Pack-
ages of this project was plan-
ning the emergency response 
to  potential incidences of 
seized smuggled radiological 
or nuclear materials at the 
Lebanese borders. 

We started to discuss this is-
sue only focusing on emer-
gency response. Later on, 
IAEA and the EU proposed 
widening the response plan to 
encompass CBRN response. 
This was the first time we 
heard about CBRN in Leba-
non. It was in mid-2008.”

WHAT WERE THE MAIN 
CHALLENGES THAT YOU 
ENCOUNTERED DURING THIS 
EARLY PHASE OF THE PROJECT?

“From the beginning the secu-
rity issue was put on the ta-
ble: it was difficult to divulgate 
information that was needed 
for the gap analysis. At that 
time, we were very transpar-
ent, and we discussed the 
issue with the different di-
rectorates that showed some 
restriction about divulgat-
ing different information. We 
told them clearly, if we wish 
to knock the socks off poten-
tial donors, we need to show 
them where we are, what we 
are doing, what our vision is 
and what we need from them. 
We need to show them our 
seriousness and professional-
ism. If not, you cannot attract 
donors.”

IT IS CERTAINLY IMPRESSIVE 
THAT YOU AND YOUR TEAM 
WERE ABLE TO ESTABLISH 
CBRN GOVERNANCE AND 
INTERAGENCY COORDINATION 
SO RAPIDLY IN LEBANON. WHAT 
DO YOU THINK IS THE SECRET 
TO THE COUNTRY’S SUCCESS?

“For CBRN risk mitigation, if 
you appoint a National Focal 
Point (NFP) from a list of given 
stakeholders, this NFP cannot 
put the all the stakeholders 
around the same table; we 
need a higher political cov-
er. Th Prime Minister’s Office 
is at the head, and it means, 
as NFP, I can work under the 
umbrella of the Prime Min-
ister’s Office, I can make the 
necessary meetings, by invit-
ing whoever is needed. And, 
you can head a meeting by 
representing the Prime Minis-
ter’s Office. If you do not have 
this capacity, if you are not 



51

CHEMICAL, BIOLOGICAL, RADIOLOGICAL AND NUCLEAR RISK MITIGATION 
THE PAST, THE PRESENT AND THE FUTURE ARE IN OUR HANDS

really the guide and if you’re 
not strongly supported by the 
political system. you cannot 
work properly

For example, I was able to 
send letters of invitation di-
rectly to the different minis-
tries and directorates, with-
out going through another 
structure. If you are able to do 
this, it means what you’re say-
ing is coming directly from the 
Prime Minister.

The second key of success? 
We need to offer the direc-
tories and ministries serious 
projects where they can see 
the difference before and af-
ter. Directories and ministries 
need to follow up and to be 
involved in activities and dia-
logue.”

AIDED BY THE EU COE 
INITIATIVE, LEBANON 
ESTABLISHED A 
COMPREHENSIVE CBRN 
NATIONAL ACTION PLAN (NAP) 
FOR THE YEARS 2017-2020 
THAT INCLUDED PREVENTION, 
PREPAREDNESS AND RESPONSE 
TO CBRN RISKS. NOW YOU ARE 
PLANNING A WORKSHOP TO 
UPDATE THE NAP NEXT JUNE. 
CAN YOU GIVE US AN INSIGHT 
ON HOW THE PRIORITIES 
OF LEBANON IN TERMS OF 
CBRN RISK MITIGATION HAVE 
CHANGED?

“Priorities are something dy-
namic, it depends on the 
threat and risk. For example, 
from the beginning, in 2012-
13, our top priority was chem-
ical weapons used by non-
state actors (NSAs), because 
in Syria and our neighbouring 
countries, there was evidence 
of this issue. The top priority 

was how to protect Lebanon 
and the Lebanese population 
from any NSAs coming from 
Syria to Lebanon.

Now, the priority has changed. 
After the Port of Beirut explo-
sions, the priority is totally 
different. Now, the priority is: 
to know where we have dan-
gerous chemicals of security 
concern; where we have du-
al-use chemicals; to revisit 
the regulations governing the 
licensing process of different 
practices related to these ma-
terials; and to see how to de-
stroy and neutralise disused 
and dangerous chemicals. 
These are the top priorities, 
it’s something huge, and part 
of the update will be centred 
on that. From this priority, we 
can extract a lot of activities.”
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CAN YOU TELL US MORE ABOUT 
THE LESSONS LEARNED AND 
THE ACTIVITIES RELEVANT TO 
THE CBRN RISK MITIGATION 
POLICY THAT WERE TRIGGERED 
BY THE PORT OF BEIRUT 
EXPLOSIONS?

“First of all, we were surprised 
by the vulnerability of the 
system in the Port of Beirut, 
and we were also surprised 
by the governance system at 
the Port. At the Port, we have 
different directorates who 
needed to coordinate with 
each other, and from what we 
heard after the explosion, it 
was really surprising. 

From our point of view there 
are two different things: first-
ly, how do we improve coordi-

nation in the CBRN response 
and, secondly, what do we 
need to learn? This explosion 
taught us a strong lesson that 
we need more coordination 
between all directorates in 
Beirut, and this needs to be 
done through a Memoran-
dum of Understanding (MoU).

We also need a new govern-
ance vision in the Port of 
Beirut: this wasn’t a case of 
someone forgetting to send 
a notification to another. We 
need to re-evaluate the whole 
system of port governance 
to avoid another explosion 
somewhere in Lebanon. We 
need to know how differ-
ent directorates coordinated 
with each other.Their manner 
of coordinating didn’t work 

because this explosion hap-
pened, those materials had 
been stored for years in Bei-
rut. This means you have a 
governance problem.”

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE, I 
WOULD LIKE TO ASK YOUR 
OPINION REGARDING HYBRID 
THREATS IN RELATION TO CBRN. 
WE HAVE SEEN IN THE NEWS 
THAT CYBER-THREATS ARE ALSO 
IMPACTING THE CBRN WORLD 
IN SOME COUNTRIES. WHAT 
DO YOU THINK ABOUT THIS 
THREAT FROM THE CBRN RISK 
MITIGATION PERSPECTIVE?

“Lebanon has made an effort 
during the past four years in 
close cooperation with France 
to establish a National Com-
mittee dealing with cyber se-
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curity. We have prepared a 
National Policy and National 
Action Plan for cyber secu-
rity for Lebanon, which was 
endorsed by the Council of 
Ministers in 2018. This cyber 
security plan covers chemi-
cal industries in Lebanon (as 
there are no nuclear or sensi-
tive biological facilities in Leb-
anon).

In the future, cyber securi-
ty and CBRN will be directly 
linked through relevant chem-
ical industries and some criti-
cal infrastructure dealing with 
CBRN materials, for example 
in the storage of radioactive 
waste, in order to avoid any 

sabotage or theft of this ma-
terial by non-state actors. 

There is an intersection be-
tween CBRN and cyber secu-
rity, so cyber security needs 
to take into account the whole 
spectrum – the financial sec-
tor, telecommunications and 
CBRN.”

DR. BBILAL, IF YOU COULD 
LEAVE US WITH ONE MESSAGE 
FOR THE INTERNATIONAL 
COMMUNITY IN TERMS OF CBRN 
SECURITY, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

“In most countries, CBRN is 
implemented with the support 
of donors, not national budg-

ets. I believe that our countries 
need to be aware of the im-
portance of that issue and we 
need a part of national budget 
to be used for strengthening  
national capabilities, together 
with cooperation with inter-
national donors. My second 
message? We need to coordi-
nate all national activities. We 
need to carry out activities 
within the endorsed National 
Action Plan, because, if not, 
we won’t be efficient at all – 
we will duplicate activities and 
not make use of the existing 
resources correctly. We need 
coordination between donors 
and stakeholders, and to form 
a multilateral approach to as-
sistance.”
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