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TYRE, LEBANON - Naife Saleh follows the same ritual each day.  
 
Forced out of her home by Israel's persistent bombing of southern 
Lebanon, she goes to the Tyre city hall and stands outside its heavy 
metal gate, along with a handful of equally desperate women, 
seeking a coupon she can exchange for aid.  
 
After six days of trying, she is getting nowhere in her quest for help 
for herself and her five children.  
 
"I've come here four or five times," she said as the merciless July 
sun beats down on her. Beads of sweat line her forehead below her 
multicolored hijab.  
 
"We fled from Ramiye," she said, describing her village in Lebanon's 
deep south just a stone's throw from Israel's northern border. "I have 
five children; the youngest is 1 month old. I've never begged anyone 
for  
anything, but now I'm desperate. I brought nothing with me. I barely 
had time to put my shoes on."  
 
Like hundreds of thousands of civilians in southern Lebanon, Saleh 
and her family face ruin after the loss of their home and their 
possessions in the worsening clash between Hezbollah and Israel. 
She has joined a vast  
flow of refugees heading north, away from the border, where the 
fighting and bombing are heaviest.  
 
Impending disaster  



International aid officials have warned of an impending humanitarian 
disaster. Lebanese aid workers are finding it extremely hazardous to 
bring aid into the south, where roads and villages are coming under 
Israeli  
fire. 
 
Tyre, a picturesque coastal city about 12 miles from Israel, has been 
almost emptied of its inhabitants.  
 
Close to 115,000 people lived here before the intense Israeli 
bombardments that have rained down on southern Lebanon since 
Hezbollah kidnapped two Israeli soldiers and killed eight others on 
July 12. 
 
The vast majority have fled, and city officials say that just 20,000 
residents remain in their homes. But the city has soaked up 30,000 
evacuees from villages such as Ramiye that are deeper south and 
have borne the  
brunt of the fiercest Israeli-Lebanese violence in decades.  
 
"I'm staying with another family that fled," Saleh said. "We're 
squatting in a home with the owner's permission. If I had money, I'd 
flee." She said local city officials were doing nothing to help the 
influx of refugees cope. 
 
Her complaints about official indifference provoked Abdel-Mohsen 
al-Husseini, the director of the Tyre municipality, who had been 
standing nearby and listening.  
 
"We don't have anything to distribute," he yelled, clearly agitated. 
"We get 5 percent of the people's needs, and they blame us. The 
problem is the government (in the capital, Beirut), not us. Why are 
they blaming us?"  
 
There were signs that the central government based in Beirut was 
trying to distribute relief supplies but faced overwhelming logistical 
problems.  
 



Distributing supplies  
A few streets away in the concrete yard of a school, Hassan Debouk 
was frantically trying to coordinate the distribution of badly needed 
food supplies from Beirut.  
 
Looking harried, the 50-year-old municipality worker skimmed 
through handwritten lists of how much food has been bagged and 
where it has gone.  
 
He looked out at a handful of men standing near a neat pile of black 
plastic bags. Each bag contained 4 pounds of rice, 4 pounds of 
lentils, 100 tea bags, lard, vegetable oil, a tin of canned meat and 
powdered milk.  
 
"Every two families get one handout," he said, apologizing for his 
grimy appearance. "This won't last a few days." 
 
The problem, he said, is not the lack of food aid in the country. It's 
the difficulty of trying to transport it down to the south along roads 
ripped open by Israeli missiles and rendered almost impassable.  
 
In the free-fire zone that has become southern Lebanon, roads — 
and anything on them — have become prime targets.  
 
'It's just too dangerous'  
Four Red Cross workers were wounded Monday in the southern 
village of Qana after two ambulances were struck by Israeli missiles. 
Fleeing families in vehicles with white flags also have been hit. Four 
U.N. peacekeepers were killed Tuesday night in Khiam.  
 
"We don't have any means to transport humanitarian assistance 
outside of Tyre," Debouk said. "It's just too dangerous. People are 
coming here, filling their cars and heading out to the towns. Each car 
takes 10-25  
portions only." 
 



Just then, Mustafa Tayeh drove into the distribution center in his 
beat-up, 1970s-model green Mercedes. He hurriedly loaded boxes 
into his car.  
 
"There are about 45 families still up there," he said of his hometown 
of Jal al-Bahar, on the outskirts of Tyre. "They're hitting the roads all 
around us, but the town is still OK. I've got to go."  
 
He pulled away as quickly as he could.  
 
Last Wednesday, the first convoy of U.N. aid arrived in Tyre from 
Beirut. Ten trucks carrying medical supplies and 90 tons of flour 
rolled into a city in desperate need of assistance.  
 
"We're hoping this will be the tip of the iceberg," said Khaled 
Mansour, chief U.N. spokesman. The municipality will distribute the 
aid based on a list of people in town it has been compiling, he said.  
 
"But it's only enough to feed 21,600 people for a week," Mansour 
said. "And it's only bread."  
 
Most stores in the city remain shuttered, although the vegetable 
market is open and fresh fish appears in abundant supply. Prices 
have doubled and in some cases tripled, but at least there's food for 
sale. Farther south in the countryside, the situation is a lot worse.  
 
"We ran out of food; we had a little water but no bread," said Ali 
Chahine, a 54-year-old clothing-store owner from Dearborn, Mich., 
who was visiting relatives in the now-besieged southern town of 
Yaroun when hostilities broke out.  
 
"People are really suffering," he said. "We couldn't go out to buy 
stuff because nobody was open. It was the worst experience of my 
life."  
 
Chahine is one of the lucky ones. He risked a perilous journey north 
to Tyre, where he was waiting to board a ferry to Cyprus and safety.  
 



Saleh, still drenched in sweat as she waits in vain in front of city hall, 
doesn't have that option.  
 
"This life isn't fit for dogs," she said. "I wish I didn't leave my home. 
If I'd died in my house, it would have been more honorable." 
 


