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Aiducation.
Tahreer Alzaeem was living in Gaza and preparing for 
her 12th grade final exams when she learned that she 
had won a full scholarship to AUB. “I did not know 
anything about AUB back then,” she remembers. 
Growing up, her dream had been to study medicine in 
Gaza, but her family urged her to go to AUB. So she 
did, even though it wasn’t easy. Because of the strict 
restrictions on the movement of Palestinians in Gaza, 
she arrived on campus 20 days after the beginning of 
the fall term.

Her AUB journey has not been easy either. “Those of us 
from Yemen, Syria, and Palestine are not able to go home 
to see our families the way other students do,” she says. 
To make up for this, Tahreer relies heavily on the support 
of other AUB students. “We became one family that would 
always be there for one another through thick and thin.” 

In January 2019, Tahreer was one of 16 Palestinian 
students who was told that they would no longer be 
eligible for comprehensive MEPI-TL scholarships. AUB 
made a commitment to those students that they would 
be able to continue at AUB until they graduated—and 
then launched a fundraising appeal. Hundreds of 
donors responded quickly to support students like 
Tahreer, including Sabih Masri, who established the 
Sabih Masri Scholarship.

“What I will always cherish about my time at AUB,” says 
Tahreer, who graduated with a BA in psychology in June 
2020, “is not only the quality of education it provides, 
but also the exposure to different cultures/beliefs/
identities/personalities/religions/ideas. This exposure 
helped me widen my horizons and made me tolerate, 
accept, and respect every human being no matter how 
different they are from me. If I were to choose again 
whether to continue my studies at AUB or back home,  
I would always make the same decision I made four 
years ago, for it made me the person I am today.” 

As for her future plans, Tahreer is hoping to do a 
master’s degree in the field of child and adolescent 
mental health. “I want to make a difference in the field 
of mental health back home by focusing on devising new 
ways through which mental health can be provided to 
the victims of war trauma and their families,” she says. 

To speak to someone about supporting financial aid, contact us at giving@aub.edu.lb or make a gift at give.aub.edu.lb



MainGate Fall 2020/Winter 2021 Vol. XIX, No. 1

2

7

41

51

64

4

8

52

55

57

Inspiration & Discovery

Health and Wellness

AUB Connects

In Memoriam

Views from Campus  
Letter from the President

AUB people, student life, the liberal arts,  
and research

Health and medicine

Featured alumni, class notes 

Notable 
Forbes 30 under 30 recognizes four high achieving  
and civically minded AUBites.
Nemr hosts the #AUBNecessary benefit.

CCECS staff and volunteers recall the harrowing 
aftermath of the Beirut Port blast.
Picking up the pieces of the Archaeological Museum’s 
Phoenician glass collection.
Rebuilding Beiruti buildings to preserve Beirut’s 
cultural heritage.

Post-traumatic stress after the blast

Fintech entrepreneur Nadine Mezher (BBA ’01)  
on bringing investing to the masses in the  
MENA region.

The Beirut Run

Dr. Eugene J. Gangarosa, the founding FHS dean’s 
enduring commitment to AUB.

42

Contents



The year 2020 will certainly go down 
in history as one for the books. It may 
have ended, but it is hardly behind 
us. We will continue to ask if we are 
living through a major turning point 
or just a seismic aberration in life as 
we know it. Perhaps both. One thing 
is certain: it was a very challenging 
year for people across the globe, and 
most especially for the people of 
Lebanon and AUB. In the wake of a 
radical devaluation of the Lebanese 
pound, a deadly novel virus spurring 
the most devastating worldwide 
contagion since the 1918 influenza, 
and the catastrophic August 4 Beirut 
explosion, AUB has had to make 
some of the most painful decisions 
in its history, including reducing its 
workforce and pegging its tuition to 
a devalued currency rate. With an 
additional $20 million in the financial 
aid budget for the coming spring term, 
we hope to at least ensure that the 
majority of our enrolled students will 
be able to complete their education. 

In the aftermath of the port explosion, 
we have seen a spontaneous outpouring 
of goodwill by our faculty, staff, and 
students as they participate in a wide 
array of volunteer efforts, helping to 

clean up, heal, and rebuild communities. 
On a less productive note, AUB has 
witnessed the departure of more than 
1,500 faculty and staff—including staff 
whom we could no longer afford to 
employ and faculty who needed to find 
a more stable environment abroad. We 
hope to see the best of those faculty 
returning once the storm has passed. 
More than 250 of our students have also 
left Lebanon and AUB. And we have 
seen our revenues tumble by more than 
70 percent, an amount that in almost 
any other university would have already 
triggered austerity measures leading to 
the closure of large swaths of operations. 

The pandemic may have driven us 
into our homes, but thanks to recent 
technological advances, it has not 
driven us from our work. Universities 
and businesses around the world are 
adapting to online interactions that 
present special challenges for higher 
education. Our students and faculty are 
meeting those challenges as we continue 
to build resources and capacity.

Throughout 2020, our vibrant 
green oasis on the shores of the 
Mediterranean has yearned for the 
vitality of its students, faculty, staff, 

and alumni following successive 
waves of pandemic-related closures. 
The eerily quiet campus has caused us 
to reflect a great deal, but also to take 
decisive actions to save that which 
makes this university so essential for 
a better tomorrow for Lebanon, the 
Global South, and the world. 

Fadlo R. Khuri

“We are here today because Daniel 
Bliss quietly set about doing what he 
thought best, step by step. There are 
now many thousands of AUB alumni, 
and many of them have had an 
outsized impact on the world through 
their work as diplomats, engineers, 
writers, teachers, historians, artists, 
politicians, nurses, doctors, and 
scientists. Even though solutions to the 
multiple crises we face are not going to 
be achieved by a single individual act, 
they will not be achieved without all 
of us acting individually. Step by step, 
hour by hour, we can make the world a 
slightly better place.” 

Founders Day Keynote speaker, 
Trustee Huda Y. Zoghbi, MD 
December 3, 2020

Views from Campus

For current news 
summaries, read 
e-newsletters: 
President’s  
Perspective  
www.aub.edu.lb/
President/Presi 
dentsperspective/
Pages 

AUB@Work  
www.aub.edu.lb/
communications/
aub@work/Pages

Watch the Founders 
Day ceremony here: 
www.youtube.
com/watch?v=y-
zxsXBVaMs

Dear MainGate readers, 

Campus looked surprisingly unruffled on my first return 10 days after August 4. Traces remained of  
a massive cleanup. Lower campus—OSB, Hostler, and the Irani Oxy Engineering Complex—had borne 
the brunt of the pressure wave, along with the Medical Center. The glass-and-steel ACC looked,  
well . . . like a bombsite. Upper campus damage was subtler, but equally affecting. The wave had 
barreled along Bliss Street, splintering solid doors at my Old Pharmacy office, and at the Museum, 
where a showcase of priceless glassware lay in smithereens on the marble floor. Why did it have to be 
the glass? Mercifully, there was no other casualty among AUB’s renowned archeological collection. 

More symbolic, being an authentic emblem of our university, was the stained-glass oculus of 
the south transept rose window in Assembly Hall, sucked out by the blast wave. For 99 days, it 
left a perfect, airy circle that transformed the former chapel’s daytime ambience with a dazzling 
shaft of unfiltered sunlight. Our cover photograph shows the brand-new oculus, gifted by a 
generous benefactor, waiting to be installed on November 11. A moment of restoration, but also 
a reflection on how Beirut, and its American University, was once again being tested in ways 
few other cities, or institutions, are ever tested. 

Like the natural lighting that bathed AUB’s 154th Opening Ceremony in September (pre-recorded, 
because of COVID-19), we were heartened by the many ways in which our community came together 
after the catastrophe of the Port Explosion. We dedicate this edition of MainGate to all of those who 
stepped in, the doctors and nurses, teachers, mental health professionals, artists, engineers and 
architects, food specialists, businesspeople, students, and many others. They stepped in where 
Lebanon’s failed government should have been. First by grabbing brooms and rubble sacks, then by 
staying for the long haul to help their devastated neighbors and all of society on the road to recovery. 

As MainGate magazine, and our e-newsletters President’s Perspective and AUB@Work evolve 
in response to these changing times, we would like to hear from you. Please let us know what 
you think. A print magazine or a digital magazine? Story ideas or comments? Please send your 
thoughts to maingate@aub.edu.lb with the subject line “MainGate Suggestions.” 
With hope for a better year ahead,

Martin Asser, Executive Editor
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status, political affiliation, or any legally protected characteristic, in its programs and activities to the fullest extent permitted by 
Lebanese law. This includes prohibition against sexual harassment and sexual violence as mandated by Title IX of the U.S. Education 
Amendments of 1972. Inquiries or complaints may be addressed to the Title IX Coordinator at integrityofficer@aub.edu.lb, the Dean of 
Student Affairs at sao@aub.edu.lb, or the Office of the President, College Hall, Beirut, Lebanon, +961-1-350000. For AUB’s full policies, 
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Erratum: MainGate Spr/Sum 2020, Vol. XVIII, No. 2, pgs. 26 & 27, Legends & Legacies. We regret that the captions for photos  
of Esther & Habib Kurani and Sharifeh & Amin Kurani were switched. 
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The South Transept Rose Window  
of Assembly Hall 
(November 11, 2020)

Lina Ghaibeh is a comics and 
animation artist living in Beirut. 
She is an associate professor at 
AUB, and founding director of 
the Mu’taz and Rada Sawwaf 
Arabic Comics Initiative  at AUB.
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The South Transept Rose Window
Assembly Hall, Nov. 11, 2020.
Photo by Martin Asser
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Student Founders Day Essay 

Opening Ceremony, September 7. Image of missing oculus from the Assembly Hall  
South Transept Rose Window  following the Beirut Port August 4 explosion.   
Founders Day, December 3, 2020, showing restored oculus (with thanks to the Bitar family).
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FORBES 
MENA region

TECHNOLOGY

Nadim Habr (BE ’12) is the founder and chief 
executive officer of Designhubz, a company 
that works with online retailers to create an 
immersive and interactive online shopping 
experience using web-based 3D and augmented 
reality enhancements that make current product 
images and videos seem quaint and outdated.  
IKEA has signed on with Designhubz to offer 
their customers in KSA and the Gulf a virtual 
“try before you buy” experience.

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEUR

Nataly Naser Al-Deen (PhD, cell and molecular 
biology 2020). As a scholar who received three 
consecutive fully funded US Department of State 
scholarships, Al-Deen’s research focuses mainly 
on single cell and single nucleus RNA sequencing 
in clear cell renal cell carcinoma (ccRCC) and 
breast cancer. She was selected as the only Global 
Academic Fellow to the Precision Medicine Council 
at the World Economic Forum for a year-long 
science policy fellowship in 2019. In 2015, Al-Deen 
founded Pink Steps, a health exercise support 
group for breast cancer survivors in Lebanon that 
promotes physical fitness and a healthy lifestyle.  
Al-Deen’s commitment to community service and 
her clear vision turned what was initially a  
short-term grant program into a well-established 
and successful NGO. 

MANUFACTURING AND INDUSTRY

Abbas Sidaoui (MSFEA PhD student in  
human-robot interaction). Sidaoui cofounded 
Revotonix, the first startup in Lebanon and the 
Middle East to specialize in developing fully 
autonomous mobile robots and mechatronics 
solutions. Revotonix’s first product, “Felix”, 
was a human-sized robot used primarily for 
customer support and advertising. The company 
has proposed robotics solutions to customers in 
Lebanon, Egypt, and GCC countries. Revotonix is 
currently designing a window-cleaning robot for 
a company in Chile.

LAW AND POLICY

The youngest of the recipients at age 20,  
Kamel Wehbe’s role as the first National Youth 
Liaison to the Lebanese President positioned him 
to influence overall national policy in favor of the 
youth of Lebanon while still studying economics 
and politics at AUB. Wehbe has worked on 
parliamentary committees concerned with 
human rights and school policy.  He was part of 
the team that achieved the equivalency of the 
Lebanese Baccalaureate with the International 
Baccalaureate. Wehbe is a National Public 
Speaking Champion, and founding president of 
the Young Diplomats Club at AUB.

Forbes selection criteria statement:

“We uncover the candidates’ missions 
and how committed they are to being a 
force for good and sustainability in the 
world. What impact do they want to have 
on their communities? We look for the 
innovators introducing new concepts to 
the Middle East or accelerating the use 
of new technologies. How disruptive are 
they? The inventors, the thinkers, the 
creatives. What are they contributing?”

Thousands of alumni and friends from 
around the world logged on to a star-
studded benefit on October 11, 2020, 
hosted by the Lebanese-American 
comedian known as Nemr  
(BBA ’05). #AUB Necessary netted 
nearly $500,000 for AUB4Beirut, the 
disaster response program launched 
following Beirut’s August 4 explosion 
at the port. 

Nemr’s interviews and the guest 
appearances on #AUBNecessary 
present a thoughtful, wide-ranging 
commentary on the challenges facing 
AUB and Lebanon today. In addition to 
prominent members of the AUB family, 
participants include luminaries from the 
worlds of sports and entertainment, mass 
media, social activism, medicine, and 
technology. 

Among Nemr’s guests are Golden 
State Warriors head coach Steve Kerr, 
his mother AUB trustee and writer 
Ann Kerr-Adams; award-winning 
American actor, writer, director, 
and producer Tony Shalhoub; 
Oscar nominated filmmaker Nadine 
Labaki; visionary theater director 
Peter Sellars; founder of Wamda 
and of Yamli, a start-up focused on 
linguistics and the Arabic language 
Habib Haddad, and many others…

The #AUBNecessary fundraiser can 
be viewed on AUB’s Youtube channel.    
www.youtube.com/results?search_
query=AUB+Necessary-Nemr

To learn more about AUB4Berirut 
disaster response initiatives visit:  
www.aub.edu.lb/advancement/
Development/Pages/
AUB4BeirutDisasterResponse.aspx

#AUBNecessary
IN SUPPORT OF THE AMERICAN UNIVERSITY OF BEIRUT

SUNDAY OCTOBER 11
9PM Beirut  |  11AM PSTJoin the online fundraiser 

Hosted by 

NEMR
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AUB founder Dr. Daniel Bliss standing  
on the cornerstone of College Hall, 1865
© American University of Beirut Library Archives

Legacy gifts were an important source of funds for our 
founder, Dr. Daniel Bliss. They have also provided critical 
funding during this most challenging year. Your planned gift 
is an investment in AUB and our enduring mission to serve 
the peoples of the Middle East and beyond, helping to secure 
the future of our university for generations to come. 

To learn more about planned giving at AUB, please contact 
us. We can help identify the right planned gift to benefit your 
loved ones and leave a lasting legacy at AUB.

His legacy has lasted over 150 years
                and changed countless lives...

For further information:

 US: +1-212-583-7661
 Lebanon: +961-1-350000, Ext. 2537

 plannedgiving@aub.edu.lb

  aub.edu.lb/plannedgiving

AUB Campus

PO Box 11-0236
Riad El-Solh, Beirut 1107-2020
Lebanon

3 Dag Hammarskjold Plaza, 8th Fl.
New York, NY 10017-2303
United States of America
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Professors@Work 
Rami Khouri’s new series of interviews  
with AUB professors.

Face to Face
Wassim Abiad, an esteemed HR professional who 
makes things happen.

AUB’s Phoenician Glass
Following the port explosion, the Archaeological 
Museum’s new curator, Dr. Nadine Panayot,  
picks up the pieces.

Pursuits
Rima Majed’s new academic program will take  
a critical look at international development.

Financial Aid
Antoine Sabbagh on recalibrating to meet  
the need.

The View from Abroad 
AUB grads living abroad share their hopes and 
fears for Lebanon’s future.

A New Kind of Classroom 
Professors Joseph Costantine, Rima Karami Akkary, 
and Marco Bardus discuss the shift from physical to 
virtual classrooms.

Legends & Legacies 
Murad and Jamil Baroody

University Life
Professors Carmen Geha and Najat Saliba  
on teaching for a better world.

BOLD Steps
FAFS Dean Rabi H. Mohtar’s  
Water-Energy-Food-Renewable Resources- 
Health Nexus.

Rubble to Mountains
How do you recycle 100,000 tons of rubble? 
The AUB Neighborhood Initiative and partner 
organizations find ecological solutions.

The Beiruti Building
An architectural accounting of the damage done.

Disaster Relief 
CCECS staff and volunteers recall the harrowing 
aftermath of the Beirut port explosion.
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When the work is personal
Like everyone in Lebanon, the staff 
and volunteer corps at the Center for 
Civic Engagement and Community 
Service (CCECS) remember with 
photographic clarity where they were 
August 4th just after 6 pm. Layla Khuri 
(ME ’21), a CCECS volunteer, was in the 
Chouf mountains. “We actually felt it 
from up there, a pressure wave, like a 
big gust of wind that rattled the garage 
and made our ears pop. I’m pretty 
green to this, but my mom knew right 
away because she lived through the war. 
We thought AUB had been targeted. 
Everyone, wherever they were, thought 
that they had been specifically targeted. 
We started hearing rumors of a war, 
which we believed. No one knew what 
would happen.” 

CCECS Programs Manager Hala 
Fleihan (BA ’03) remembers not feeling 
well. “I had a bad headache, and my 
brother was here from Dubai with his 
wife. So I said I’ll just take the day 
off and go to my parents’ house in 
Achrafiyeh. My daughter and I were 
outside on the balcony around 5:45 to 
5:50 pm. Then the doorbell rang and 
her curiosity led her back inside. We 
felt what seemed like an earthquake. 
Then the explosion happened, and 
this gust of wind came through. All 
I saw was the glass window falling 
on my dad as he was sleeping. I saw 
him pull the cover over himself. Then 
everything went blank.” 

“I was in my house in the South, 
in Nabatiyeh,” says CCECS Project 
Coordinator Ali Nehme (BA ’17). “I was 
away from my phone when the blast 
happened. I thought the image I saw 
was fake, edited. It took me a minute 
to process. My house is actually is 
very close to the port. My friends and 
family, we were calling each other, 
everyone. I went to a nearby Red Cross 
to donate blood.” 

Many CCECS staff and volunteers were 
directly affected by the blast. In fact, 
the CCECS office itself was damaged. 
“Fortunately, the office was empty at 
the time, in the evening, and with the 
lockdown, so no one was there,” says 
Nehme. When staff returned, after 
cleaning away the glass and debris, they 
quickly got to work transforming CCECS 
into a disaster response headquarters. 

“We put out a call for volunteers on 
our website, social media, Facebook, 
Twitter,” says CCECS Director Rabih 
Shibli. “In an hour we had more 
than 1,000 registered volunteers.” 
CCECS staff purchased gloves, 
hand sanitizers, shovels, bags, 
facemasks, and cleaning equipment 
and distributed them among the 
volunteers. “We broke into teams,” 
says Nehme, and focused on those 
neighborhoods most profoundly 
affected by the blast: Karantina, 
Gemmayze, and Mar Mikhael. They set 
up tents in these neighborhoods from 
where they could distribute equipment 
and plan their routes.  

“We met a lady, Christiane. I remember 
her story. She’s a single woman in her 
late 30s, tall, dyed-blonde hair, living 
as a long-time renter in a heritage 
house in Mar Mikhael,” says Khuri. 
“She had no family close around her 
that seemed to be looking out for her 
and was so overwhelmed. No one was 
helping her. She turned to me and 
started crying. Her house was open to 
the elements. It’s hard to think of what 
wasn’t damaged.” 

Khuri and her team taped plastic 
sheets over the windows, collected 
doors that could be recovered, cleaned 
away broken chunks of wall. “It was 
hot and we were hammering away at 
rocks, so not easy work, and a part of 
me felt frustrated because, you know, 

this is a short-term solution.” Some 
residents, long on the receiving end of 
temporary aid programs, expressed 
cynicism. Khuri remembered hearing 
one elderly woman say, “You’re just 
going to leave like the rest of them.”  

“Many elderly people were standing 
around, in a daze, bandaged, lots of 
scratches and wounds,” says Nehme. 
“A lot of them just wanted to talk. 
I remember one person’s voice full 
of gratitude and sadness saying, ‘Al 
hamdulliah ma sarlna shi bas ino 
el bait rah.’ [“Thank God nothing 
happened to us, but the house is gone.”] 

Volunteers with engineering and 
architectural expertise did quick 
damage assessments and a couple of 
houses were chosen, based on available 
funding, for rehabilitation. “The first 
was inhabited by a low-income family,” 
says Nehme. “And the second belongs 
to an old, disabled man whose house 
was significantly damaged.” 

In total, CCECS has mobilized 782 
volunteers; assessed, cleaned, and 
sealed 381 homes; assisted 1,524 
residents; and is in the process of 
rehabilitating two homes.  

“The solidarity between people was 
pretty remarkable,” says Nehme. 
“I’ve never seen the community come 
together to heal itself in the way that 
it did after the blast. We always have 
high levels of commitment, but this 
has been unprecedented. I think it’s 
because many of us, the volunteers, 
have been working in houses, in 
areas where we’ve lived, our own 
communities. We can relate to the pain 
of the people as we ourselves feel it.” 

Inspiration & Discoveries 98
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Rubble to Mountains:  
Recycling to rebuild

When 100,000 tons of rubble are 
created in an instant, it seems 
inconceivable that a recycling program 
such as Rubble to Mountains could 
effectively be put in place in a timely 
way. Making the impossible possible 
is a diverse group of businesses, 
government agencies, and NGOs—
including AUB’s Neighborhood 
Initiative, led by the indomitable 
Mona Hallak; Development Inc. SAL; 
the Lebanon Reforestation Initiative; 
UN-Habitat; UNICEF; the Beirut 
Municipality; Forward Emergency 
Room of the Lebanese Army; port 
authorities; Reel-ly; Spinneys-
Lebanon; Diageo Lebanon; Nestle 
Pure Life Lebanon; and other entities. 
“Lebanon can always do the wrong 
thing with its waste,” Hallak says, 
“like dumping it illegally by the side 
of a road or river, but why not use 
our energy and resources to address 
this disaster with a sustainable and 
environmentally friendly plan?” 
Many people agree, including more 
than four thousand volunteers.  

Business as usual would have 
meant paying an enormous sum 
for waste-removal companies to 

haul the shredded concrete, glass, 
plastic, aluminum, and metal to 
already-burdened landfills. Rubble 
to Mountains will sort and crush the 
debris and use it to rebuild quarries, 
fill cavities in mountains scarred by 
decades of mining, and help reforest 
mountainsides.  

With initial funding from UN-Habitat 
and UNICEF, interest from the World 
Bank, and a video produced by the 
World Economic Forum to publicize 
Rubble to Mountains, the project is off 
to a good start. It has already attracted 
much-needed resources, including 
ROGP, a waste management firm 
that specializes in glass and hard-to-
recycle plastics; a Finnish industrial 
debris-crusher that made its way 
to Lebanon from India; and a glass 
crusher from China.  

AUB is contributing its expertise 
and energy and will use this unique 
opportunity to advance research on 
the possible uses of construction 
and demolition materials. Dr. Issam 
Srour is already an expert in how 
to manage construction debris with 
innovative ideas such as turning 

it into roads. Dr. Nadim Farajalla, 
climate change expert, is already 
knowledgeable about the recovery of 
devastated land from activities such as 
quarrying. Dr. Najat Saliba, analytical 
chemist, could analyze the rubble 
for pollutants and address issues of 
air pollution during the sorting and 
crushing process.  

The project began within days of the 
blast and is expected to take about 18 
months. When it is completed, 100,000 
tons of rubble will be refashioned 
into sustainable mountainsides, 
outdoor furniture, and possibly 
a one-kilometer stretch of road in 
Lebanon. The debris-crusher will be 
donated back to Beirut Municipality 
to improve routine recycling in the 
city and have a sustainable solution 
for demolition debris. Another result 
might be a new understanding of what 
can be achieved in the face of a dark 
situation when a problem-solving idea 
is combined with collaboration at the 
highest levels. 

Watch the WEF video:  
www.facebook.com/worldeconomicfo-
rum/videos/672710903367995

University Life

Teaching and learning  
in the shadow of uncertainty 

Carmen Geha, associate professor of public 
administration at AUB, deputy director of 
Khaddit Beirut

Najat Aoun Saliba, professor of chemistry at 
AUB, executive director of Khaddit Beirut

The explosion in the port of Beirut on August 
4, 2020, changed our lives forever. We were 
instantly catapulted into a new reality—one 
in which malignant negligence produced an 
event so grossly destructive as to be utterly 
base and immoral. This cataclysmic crime 
and its terrible aftermath pose a fundamental 
question to educators: How do we go back 
into the classroom after this? As teachers 
it is incumbent upon us to find new ways, 
new skills, and new tools to navigate a new 
reality for a devastated community facing an 
unknown future. So far, our experience tells 
us that students are learning while coping 
with overwhelming feelings of insecurity, 
unseen dangers, and uncertainty. As teachers 
we must open up the classroom to new ways 
of connecting and learning while also staying 
connected to the reality of life in Beirut at 
this moment. 

Like a multitude of disasters and crises 
that have plagued the citizens of Lebanon 
since the country’s inception, the explosion 
was manmade and avoidable. On August 
4, when 2,750 metric tons of ammonium 
nitrate ignited, schools, hospitals, healthcare 
centers, businesses and homes—whole 
neighborhoods—were reduced to rubble. What 
was not obliterated in the blast was the spirit 
of the Lebanese people. Although we are all 
tortured with a sense of impending doom, 
we are fighting hard against hopelessness. 
On September 10, more than a month after 
the blast, when clouds of smoke arose from 
the port and continued for the next two days, 
residents panicked not knowing whether to 
close their windows to avoid inhaling the smoke 
or keep them open to prevent the shattering of 
glass in the event of an explosion. That sense of 
uncertainty and panic—the essence of post-
traumatic stress—is now our new normal. 

As educators and professors, our job is to 
shape young minds to think critically and 
face the extraordinary challenges of these 
times, locally and globally. We cannot do 
this job if we shield students from their 
immediate environment. The ivory tower 
must now be relegated to the past. As citizens 
of a democratic republic we have more than 
a right to speak out; we have an obligation 
to make sure that our voices are heard. As 
educators we need to provide a foundation for 
our students to become tomorrow’s leaders—
civically minded activists prepared to fight 
against forces that weaken our society—
corruption, sectarianism, aid dependency, 
and victimhood. Our students need a safe 
environment to ask questions that they have 
never been permitted to ask. They have a right 
to bring up topics that are considered taboo or 
unfit for the classroom. As professors we need 
to help our students develop a broader and 
deeper understanding of their world through 
the humanities, research, and science. As 
educators in this institution we must be as 
brave and forward-thinking as we are asking 
our students to be. 

The day after the explosion a number of 
AUB professors came together and founded 
Khaddit Beirut (the shake-up) as a national 
initiative working towards an evidence-based, 
community-led, and locally driven roadmap for 
the recovery of Beirut. The journey begins with 
an acceptance that we know very little about 
our new reality and that we cannot excuse 
ourselves from the exercise of trying to build a 
better model of our devastated city. Our hope is 
that a combination of resolute intention, careful 
preparation, confidence, and humility will 
propel us toward the breakthrough our country 
so desperately needs. 

Professor Najat Saliba

Professor Carmen Geha

Two examples of courses focused on 
building tools to help navigate life 
after the explosion:

Analytical Chemistry
This course analyzes standards of 
safety and explores methods to identify 
potential chemical hazards at the port. 
Through evidence and scientific analysis, 
recommendations are formulated for 
what needs to be done. This process 
promotes an awareness that can be 
shared outside the classroom to curb 
public fears. Evidence is used to promote 
public advocacy and to petition for 
information about the government’s 
plans to manage potentially hazardous 
material at the port. 

Gender and Policy 
This course examines the increase 
of gender-based violence and the 
marginalization of women’s issues in 
the wake of the explosion. It explores 
existing approaches by the international 
community to providing aid and the 
shortcomings of the state in gender 
equality. The course uses research and 
the formulation of new ideas to ensure 
that any aid advances gender-inclusive, 
rather than exclusive and polarized, 
policies and societies.

 This cataclysmic crime 
and its terrible aftermath 
pose a fundamental 
question to educators. 
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Learning a life lesson:  
Never give up when an emergency strikes 

When the COVID-19 pandemic 
threatened to interrupt 14 consecutive 
years of the International Biodiversity 
Day at AUB (IBDAA) poster forum 
and student competition on women 
and climate change, AUB chemistry 
professor and director of the Nature 
Conservation Center (NCC) Najat 
Saliba and her undergraduate students 
learned an important life lesson—
emergencies generate creativity and 
determination, and magic happens 
when caring professors work closely 
with committed students and give 
them responsibilities to shoulder.  

The event is sponsored annually by 
AUB’s NCC and usually packs the 
open-air courtyard in front of FAFS 
in the lower campus. In its last year 
outdoors in 2019, 350 students from 
universities across Lebanon formed 
four-person groups that researched 
and proposed novel ideas on how to 
preserve the environment, which they 
shared with hundreds of participating 
students, 60 judges from Lebanon and 
abroad, and a growing interested public. 

“When AUB shut down classes on 
campus in favor of online learning 
in mid-March,” Dr. Saliba recalled in 
an interview, “we feared we would 
have to cancel this year’s IBDAA. We 
did not immediately know what to 
do.” She met with the small group of 
student coordinators who managed 
the project, and after a brief discussion 
amidst some bewilderment about 
their options, “We decided on the spot 
that this was a challenge we would 
meet,” senior-year student and project 
coordinator Celine Al-Nemer recalled. 
“We would have to quickly figure 
out how to hold the IBDAA poster 
competition online.” In the next two 
months, dozens of student volunteers 
had to recreate online mechanisms 
for hundreds of students at multiple 
universities. With the assistance of 

Professors Saliba and Wassim el-Hajj, 
they identified the online UnHangout 
platform developed by MIT, which 
allows dozens of teams in different 
countries to simultaneously present 
their projects online, usually grouped 
into different sessions. Other students 
and the public can view the proposals, 
as can the judges who also interact 
with the student presenters.  

For six weeks the students worked 
furiously to overcome the challenges 
they suddenly faced: informing and 
attracting AUB classes and other 
universities to participate, allowing 
students in varying internet situations 
to log on to the platform with their 
different laptops and permissions 
requirements, and making sure they 
could all use their browsers, cameras, 
and microphones. They had to be 
absolutely certain they could pull off 
the online IBDAA 2000  presentation 
in April. “We tested so many things 
every day, trained and educated 
students, and tested again and again,” 
Al-Nemer recalled.  

Professor Saliba never lost confidence 
in her students, “because I saw the 
benefits for them at the personal, 
moral, and career levels,” she recalls. 
“I challenged them to keep trying to 
make it work, and to never give up. 
They pushed me, like I pushed them, 
but still I had to prepare myself for the 
possibility that it might not succeed.” 

It did succeed, with just a few minor 
glitches. One-hundred and seventy 
students from seven universities 
presented 49 different projects that 
explored many aspects of women 
and climate change, or either topic 
on its own. The range and ingenuity 
of the projects lived up to IBDAA’s 
reputation, bringing together the 
world of ordinary families with the 
potency of chemistry, engineering, 

and entrepreneurship to urgently 
find new ways to conserve our 
deteriorating natural resources.  

Proposal topics included natural hair 
dyes, classroom teaching projects, 
bamboo make-up pens, transforming 
waste to nourishment for animals 
and humans, women and water 
management, reducing the usage of 
plastic bottles, and the pandemic’s 
impact on air quality and on the 
health of healthcare workers. Sixty 
judges in groups of three assessed 
each project by listening to the student 
presentations and then questioning 
the students. The public event spanned 
four sessions over two afternoons, and 
winners were chosen for project design, 
business application, research value, 
and the humanities.  

The online event even proved 
to have some advantages over a 
live event. It allowed more judges 
and students outside Beirut and 
Lebanon to participate in or watch 
the presentations, and a few expert 
keynote speakers added this year 
spoke in those time gaps created by 
the online format. Participants had 
a chance to ask questions and join 
discussions with the speakers. 

In retrospect, students and professors 
commented that this year’s online 
IBDAA showcased the usual ingenuity 
of students while demonstrating 
the human will to succeed in the 
face of adversity. Students said they 
especially valued having a voice 
and a role in finding ways to make 
the event succeed online. “This was 
different than doing research or being 
in [student] clubs, because it made 
me feel that my decision is valued 
here, my voice can be heard, and most 
importantly that what we do can make 
a change,” one student participant said. 

Another student was inspired by 
“the experience of seeing different 
projects all tackling one theme. Trying 
to protect the environment, people’s 
lands and rights, is very empowering 
and satisfying, because it makes us 
feel how we are all connected to the 
same problem.” A student noted that 
COVID-19 heightened the awareness of 
the threats that climate change poses 
to all people, who all feel the same 
pain, and who might now recognize 
the need to contribute to a common 
response by the entire world. Another 
student noted that the pandemic, like 
climate change, most severely impacts 

women, especially poor and low-
income women, which expanded many 
participants’ awareness of the gender 
dimension of these and other issues. 

“We’re proud and thankful that 
we had the opportunity to be part 
of this new era,” Celine Al-Nemer 
noted, adding that many students 
who worked on IBDAA 2000 are now 
applying lessons they learned to the 
many projects underway to address 
the extreme adversity Lebanon faces 
this year. One plan underway will 
see IBDAA 2021 focus on the recently 
damaged neighborhoods of Beirut, 

including outdoor poster contests in 
the Gemmayzeh and Karantina areas. 
“The biggest lesson I learned,”  
Al-Nemer concluded, “was that 
nothing is impossible, no matter how 
hard the challenge may seem at first, 
if we work together and set our minds 
to finding solutions. We learned never 
to give up.” 

by Rami G. Khouri 
and Marwan Issa 
Khouri is Director 
of Global 
Engagement, 
Adjunct Professor 
of Journalism, 
Director of Anthony 
Shadid Archives 
research project, 
Senior Public Policy 
Fellow (Issam 
Fares Institute); 
Issa just graduated 
from AUB with 
a BA degree  
in Media and 
Communications 
and was a student 
in Khouri’s narrative 
writing course.

IBDAA 2021 will focus on humanitarian 
aspects of rebuilding Beirut: heritage 
conservation, engineering, community 
health, the environment, small to medium 
business support, arts, and education. 



“In addition to the Moodle-posted recorded lectures, a portal 
was created for students to post questions and concerns 
which are addressed in regularly scheduled live sessions 
where students also report on their course progress 
and discuss the merits and challenges of the learning 
environment. Regularly scheduled hands-on sessions give 
students the opportunity to recap basic principles and 
apply them to practical problem solving. These sessions 
can include interactive activities for projects, assignments, 
and even examinations. During the summer semester 
several undergraduate students participated in online 
internships. In a workshop-like format applied design ideas 
were generated that are now the basis of students’ final 
year projects for this academic year. We have 
been able to enhance undergraduate research 
activities through regular online sessions that 
encourage students to think about how the 
material can be applied to research opportunities 
as a way to earn extra credit for their 
respective courses in electromagnetics and 
radio-frequency systems.” 

Joseph Costantine 
Associate Professor  
Department of Electrical and 
Computing Engineering 

Unchartered territory:  

Educators create 
new pathways

“As nervous as I was with switching to 
the online environment, I managed 
to keep the focus on course materials. 
I made sure that I had recordings of class 
sessions knowing that some students 
have an unreliable internet connection. 
I also increased the frequency of 
checking for student comprehension and 
engagement during my two-and-a-half 
hour seminar. I made myself available 
via group WhatsApp calls, and I followed 
up with students individually if I noticed 
that they were less interactive in class. 
Effective teaching whether online or in 
person is about connecting with your 
students in order to understand them 
as learners so that you can provide the 
support they need.”  

Rima Karami Akkary 
Associate Professor  
Department of Education  
Director of the TAMAM Project 

“Early in the fall semester, within my health 
communication theory course, in a class focused on 
communication for healthcare organizations, I asked 
students to book access to campus for a kind of ‘treasure 
hunt.’ This activity aimed to look for communication 
outputs and materials (e.g., banners, posters, printouts) 
on campus that are utilized by organizations such 
as AUB and AUBMC to influence health-related 
behaviors. This event provided a much-appreciated 
opportunity for first-year students to meet each other, 
as they did not have any occasion to do so. For students 
not in Lebanon, I live streamed and recorded this 
event via Webex, so that they could feel part of the 
group. This was just one activity of the many that I try 
to do to engage my students. My classes are usually 
based on discussions of the materials and readings 
students prepare at home beforehand. In my health 
communication theory course I also use Flipgrid, a 
platform that creates video questions and responses 
using a TikTok style interface.” 

Marco Bardus 
Assistant Professor  
Department of Health Promotion 
and Community Health 

The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 
has renamed the Carnegie Middle East Center in 
honor of former AUB president Malcolm H. Kerr. 
At the naming ceremony last October Carnegie 
President William J. Burns said, “Malcolm Kerr’s 
intellectual honesty, generosity of spirit, and 
genuine belief in the promise of the region and its 
people have been an example to many scholars 
who came after. The Malcolm H. Kerr Carnegie 
Middle East Center will carry on his legacy.”

Dr. Bechara Choucair has been selected by US 
President Biden to lead the COVID-19 vaccination 
effort. He will join the Biden Administration as 
White House COVID-19 vaccination coordinator.

AUB Trustee Kim Ghattas’s book, Black Wave, 
was named as one of the 100 notable books of 
2020 by the New York Times Book Review.

Dr. Nathalie Khoueiry-Zgheib, an associate 
professor of pharmacology and toxicology at the 
Faculty of Medicine, received the prestigious 2020 
Abdul Hameed Shoman Arab Researchers Award 
in the medical and health sciences category. 

Engineering alumnus Waddah Malaeb 
(BE ’16, ME ’18) won Stars of Science 2020, a 
rigorous competition that the Qatar Foundation 
organizes to “inspire an entire Arab generation 
to innovate and create.” His winning invention 
was the Ductal Organoid-on-a-Chip or DLOC. 

Of the six scientists selected for the 2020 
L’Oréal-UNESCO For Women in Science Levant 
Young Talents Program, two were from AUB.  
PhD candidate Haneen Dwaib is working to 
find the leading mechanisms of cardiovascular 
dysfunction; Dr. Farah Nassar is a post-
doctoral researcher investigating the effect of 
waterpipe and cigarette smoking on colorectal 
cancer, the third most common cause of death 
among cancers in Lebanon.  

AUB Mastercard Foundation student Ubah Ali 
was selected in the category of leadership as 
one of the BBC’s 100 Women of 2020. Ali is 
a co-founder of Solace for Somaliland Girls, 
a foundation committed to eradicating all 
forms of female genital mutilation (FGM) 
through education and empowerment. 

MainGate asked AUB’s newly appointed Director 
of Global Engagement Rami Khouri about his 
new series of interviews with AUB professors. 

“In October 2020, AUB launched Professors@
Work, a 20-minute podcast audio interview 
where I speak with individual AUB professors. 
We did this to back up our conviction that AUB’s 
original scholarly research is its most important 
and unique contribution to Lebanon, the Arab 
region, and the world. 

No other single institution in the world does as 
much original research or preserves as much 
archived knowledge as does AUB about every 
sector of life and society in the Middle East—
politics, history, art, biodiversity, education, 
religion, sociology and anthropology, philosophy, 
medicine, public health, nursing, nuclear power, 
military confrontations, engineering, business 
and entrepreneurship, youth culture, the needs  
of the elderly, refugees, civic activism, 
agriculture, environment, ongoing revolutions, 
and every possible endangered turtle egg nest 
east of Suez, to mention only the headlines. 

What makes this research significant is that in one 
way or another it touches the real-life concerns of 
ordinary people in the Middle East and around 
the world. Water pollution or salination remedies? 
We’ve got them. Better refugee education in camps? 

We’ve studied that. Nutritional danger signs 
among rural and urban youth? We’ve done books 
and conferences on those. New techniques of 
brain surgery on premature babies? Come to the 
AUB Medical Center for that. And almost anything 
else you can think of . . . (The only major field of 
study that AUB never adopted is law, though our 
political science, history, and other professors 
routinely study the application or weaknesses of 
laws in Arab lands, leaving the training of lawyers 
and judges to other universities.)

AUB has built its reputation over the past 
155 years on three pillars that are anchored in 
faculty research: generating knowledge about 
Middle Eastern life and society, teaching students 
our newly gained understandings of our world, 
and reaching out to public policy-makers, private 
business, civil society, and others beyond our 
campus who can use this knowledge to build 
stronger, safer societies—for young kids, the 
elderly, middle-class shopkeepers, and every 
baby turtle up and down our coastline.  

If you want to touch AUB as AUB touches 
people’s lives in the Arab region, tune in to 
Professors@Work and marvel at the thrills of 
men and women who expand humankind’s 
repository of knowledge about ourselves.” 

bit.ly/3smRWvO

Professors 
@Work
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A shattering blow to AUB’s 
Archaeological Museum

On the morning following the  
August 4 Beirut explosion, Dr. Nadine 
Panayot braced for the worst as she 
entered Post Hall, home of AUB’s 
Archaeological Museum. Weeks before 
her September 1 appointment as the 
new museum director, Panayot was 
leading a volunteer team of her former 
students in museum studies and 
cultural heritage management to assist 
with blast destruction at two of eight 
damaged museums in Beirut: the AUB 
museum and the Sursock Museum. 
The morning presented an emotionally 
difficult assignment for someone who 
has dedicated her life to the preservation 
of some of the world’s most precious 
ancient artifacts, but the job could not 
have been in better hands. 

As she entered the building, Panayot 
immediately saw that several windows 
were smashed and the huge 118-year-
old door that opened onto the main 
exhibition space had been blown off 
its hinges. She was greatly relieved 
that the door had not crashed onto 
the magnificent Bronze Age and 
Phoenician terracotta figurines nearby 
but rather had fallen in the other 
direction, into an empty hallway. As 
she made her way inside, Panayot 
found rows of display cases with their 
precious contents seemingly intact, 
causing her to speculate that the 
timber may have borne the force of 
the shockwave. Then she arrived at 
the far end of the museum—the space 
that had been curated to tell the story 
of “Glass through the Ages.” Display 
cases showed Phoenician, Roman, and 
Islamic manufacturing techniques, 
and everyday and ornamental uses of 
ancient glass. The centerpiece was a 
two-meter-wide cabinet of five shelves 
that showcased 74 exquisite examples 
of domestic glass—lamps, vases, 
bowls, and drinking vessels. 

Phoenician Gallery Case #2 lay face 
down on the marble floor, surrounded 

by a carpet of ancient polychrome 
smithereens mixed with the smashed 
glass shelves of the display case. Still 
visible among the thousands of shards 
were elegantly fashioned bottlenecks, 
curved handles, and spouts. This was, 
in essence, a crime scene, and nothing 
could be touched until forensic 
experts arrived. “I immediately got 
in touch with the British Museum 
and several international institutions, 
and I asked for the help of the Institut 
National du Patrimoine in Paris, which 
was kind enough to put together 
a mission financed by the Aliph 
Foundation,” said Panayot. Within 
days, a glass restoration expert arrived 
with directives for best practices and 
with proper picking and packing 
materials. “Out of 74 pieces, only 15 
can be restored. Of the 15, only 8 can 
be moved, meaning they can travel 
to be restored. The rest are too fragile 
to move,” Panayot further explained. 
“We are in conversation with two 
prestigious institutions to do an in-
house restoration—possibly in the 
spring—of the 15 unique and priceless 
pieces that date back to the early 
Roman period (27 BC–476 AD).” 

Although Panayot is relieved that 
the damage was limited to just one 
display case, she laments the loss to 
Lebanon’s cultural heritage. “This 
was one of my favorite cases. I always 
brought the children to talk about the 
glass manufacturing process and the 
beauty of each iridescent glass piece 
with its rainbow colors.” The word 
“iridescence” is derived from the Greek 
goddess of rainbows, Iris, and refers to 
the colors seen on excavated glass, which 
change according to lighting and the 
burial conditions of each piece. Centuries 
of heat, humidity, soil type, and length of 
time underground determine how such 
pieces appear today.

When asked how the recovery project 
came together, a warm smile spread 

across Panayot’s face. “Something 
amazing happened as we were 
sitting on the floor picking up every 
shard, every sliver, some of them 
just millimeters big. Coming together 
trying to fix something had a totally 
unexpected effect on everybody—the 
museum staff, the building engineers, 
the curator, the restorer, the volunteer 
team of students with master’s degrees 
in museum studies and cultural 
heritage management, and even people 
who were following us live on social 
media. Watching all of these people 
come together in common cause had a 
healing effect on all of us.”  

As for the pieces that cannot be 
restored, Panayot says, “They can go 
to scientists for petrographic analysis 
and to different specialists, not just 
archeologists, but writers and artists 
to tell the story and to be fair to these 
objects. These pieces have survived 
two thousand years. They’ve been 
through the Beirut tsunami of 551, all 
the wars—civil wars and world wars—
all the attacks, all the bombings, and 
now with one blast, they’re all gone. 
This is what hurts the most.”

 These pieces 
have survived two 
thousand years. 
They’ve been 
through the Beirut 
tsunami of 551, all 
the wars—civil wars 
and world wars—
all the attacks, all 
the bombings, and 
now with one blast, 
they’re all gone. 



R+D
Abbas Sidaoui  
Electrical and 

Computer Engineering, 
2021/2022

Life before his PhD: I grew up as 
a normal kid in a family that reveres 
knowledge and science. I have been 
hooked by the idea of having smart 
robots helping us with tasks and 
improving our lives since childhood. 
In 2011, I started my undergraduate 
studies in mechatronics engineering 
at Rafik Hariri University. I graduated 
in 2014 first in my class, and 
continued my master’s studies in the 
same university. My first experience 
with robots was in 2012, when I 
won my first robotics competition. 
Although it was a simple line-
following competition, it opened my 
eyes to how fascinating robots could 
be and how important their role will 
be in the near future. I then won 
local and regional awards in several 
robotics competitions. My passion for 
robots grew and I decided to pursue 
my PhD in human-robot interaction. 
In 2016, I enrolled in AUB’s PhD 
program where I am focusing on 
human-robot interaction under the 
supervision of Dr. Naseem Daher and 
Dr. Daniel Asmar. 

What matters most: During my 
studies, I have discovered that 
we have a huge gap in our region 
between research and industry. I have 
met plenty of brilliant students and 
scientists who are not given the right 
opportunity to show their real talents 
here, so they decide to invest their 
time and skills abroad. For me, being 
able to drive a change that allows me, 
along with my fellow young scientists, 
to contribute to a better future is what 
matters the most.

Research: My research focus is 
human-robot interaction. In short, 
I am working on a framework 
for human-robot interaction that 
combines the cognition, flexibility, 
and problem-solving abilities of 
humans with the strength, endurance, 
productivity, and precision of robots 
to overcome autonomy challenges. I 
have published my work in premier 
international robotics conferences and 
journals, won awards in Japan and 
Italy, and have been recognized in the 
MIT “Innovators under 35 MENA” and 
Forbes “30 under 30 Middle East” lists.

10 am Tuesday, 10 am Saturday: 
On Tuesdays, I am most likely testing 
a code on a robot and wondering why 
it is working properly. On Saturdays, 
I am often testing the same code and 
wondering why it is not working  
this time!

Most admires: I admire people who 
do not give up on their dreams and 
fight to achieve them, no matter how 
many obstacles they face. The person 
I admire the most is my father, who 
passed away five years ago. He is my 
strength and source of motivation.

Why this topic interests him: 
I believe that after computers and 
mobile phones, the next big revolution 
is “robots” that are able to live in 
harmony with people, provide them 
with services, and improve the quality 
of their lives. I want to contribute to 
building a future in which robots are a 
part of our daily lives.

Administering student financial aid 
might seem like a routine job, but in 
this turbulent year, it is anything but. 
Not only is the need exponentially 
greater at AUB due to the global 
pandemic and Lebanon’s dire economy, 
but there is a pervasive atmosphere of 
anxiety and dread following the August 
4 explosion. According to Director of 
Enrollment and Financial Aid Antoine 
Sabbagh, “Everything converged on 
us this year. More and more people are 
in need even in categories of society 
that normally would not have needed 
financial aid, such as doctors and 
engineers who were well off until the 
economic downturn.”  

Working closely with university 
leadership to keep financial aid 
awards fair and flowing, Sabbagh 
will administer an additional $20 
million in aid in the spring term to help 
compensate for Lebanon’s currency 
collapse last summer. With annual 
tuition revenue tracking to reach less 
than $25 million in the 2021 spring 
term from a high of $190 million 
annually before the crisis, AUB had 

no choice but to adjust the exchange 
rate from the official but no longer 
tenable rate of 1,515 LBP to the Banque 
du Liban electronic platform rate of 
3,900 LBP. And while Lebanese banks 
continue to service existing student 
aid loans, they will not offer new 
loans, and US FAFSA loans which are 
transacted in US dollars are now firmly 
out of reach for Lebanese students.    

Knowing the hardship these changes 
have imposed on students and their 
families, Sabbagh and his team have 
been working around the clock to 
make sure that the vast majority of 
AUB’s enrolled students will be able to 
complete their education. “I’ve aged 
10 years in 6 months,” says Sabbagh, 
adding, “but it’s a battle well worth 
fighting.” Having spent two decades in 
management and teaching positions 
at OSB, Sabbagh is keenly aware of 
the value of a diverse, multicultural 
student body and how financial aid 
supports that. “AUB’s commitment to 
student diversity has been a pillar of its 
mission since its inception. Financial 
aid is a critical means to that end.”   

Steering the financial aid ship  

in choppy seas 

“The financial aid budget will increase 
by over 20 million USD in the coming 
spring term compared to the current 
fall term. This is a necessity and a 
priority as the financial needs of our 
students, particularly those from 
Lebanon, have grown dramatically 
in light of the multiple crises the 
country has been facing. Through 
this increase, we expect to assist over 
60 percent of our most-deserving 
undergraduate students, so that as 
many students as possible can be 
helped to complete their degrees.  
This budget increase also includes 
notable support for medical and 
master’s students.”

Interim Provost Zaher Dawy, Message 
to Students, December 14, 2020

Antoine Sabbagh

  It’s a battle well 
worth fighting. 

Inspiration & Discoveries 20 2120



2322Inspiration & Discoveries 22

The Beiruti building
Take a stroll down Rue Gouraud in 
the afternoon and look up at the 
sandstone buildings painted blue or 
green or left their natural reddish-
brown color. You might notice some of 
the features of the “Beiruti building”: 
the thin, marble balconies and their 
distinctly patterned ironmongery—a 
mix of Italian, French, and Ottoman 
styles—the tall windows and their 
bi-folding green shutters; the triple 
archways; the grand, central salon; 
the tiled roofs; the reliefs of flowers 
and vegetation. It is a blend of foreign 
and local elements that characterizes 
the city’s architectural heritage, a 
heritage now crumbling in wake of the 
August 4th explosion. While foreign 
influence has often been the bane of 
the country’s politics, for architects, 
it’s served up a smorgasbord of 
materials and styles that local 
builders have picked from to produce 
something uniquely Beiruti. 

The path to the Beiruti building began 
in the early nineteenth century, when 
new construction began to slowly 
creep beyond the city’s medieval 
walls. They were single-room 
dwellings of sandstone brought by 
donkey and cart from quarries in 
Achrafiyeh and Msaidbe, with roofs 
made from nearby branches covered 
in soil, mixed with thorns, and 
compacted with limestone. 

In the early twentieth century, French 
architects introduced concrete and 
cement as building materials. “So in 
the 1920s, we started having mixed 
structures,” explains Serge Yazigi, 
one-time lecturer at AUB and head of 
the architecture firm Yazigi Atelier. 
The outer walls remained sandstone, 
he says, while builders made the 
columns behind those walls out of 
concrete. Eventually the sandstone 
was replaced by concrete entirely, and 
wood beams were swapped for steel 
to support the tuiles de Marseille, red 
roof tiles imported from France. 

Many of these new structures, meant 
to house a burgeoning bourgeois class 
of merchants, like those in Gemmayze 
and Mar Mikhael, kept their central 
halls whose architectural origins are 
obscure. But instead of ferneh, a local 
material, they began to cover their 
floors with marble brought from Italy. 
And as it became more acceptable 
for women to appear in public, the 
thin balconies were lengthened 
along with the windows. “These new 
middle-income people started sitting 
on their balconies,” Yazigi says. Stucco 
paint from Italy replaced kilis, a local 
material, and the colorful homes dotting 
downtown Beirut came into their own. 

“The central hall house that we 
celebrate today as our national icon, 
the source of our architectural identity, 
is a hybrid suburban structure 
resulting from the integration of 
wrought iron I-beams and roof 
tiles from France, mechanically 
sawn timber from Romania, cast 
iron balustrades and hardware 
from England, and marble tiles 
from Italy. The triple arch, the most 
distinguishing feature of the new type, 
is considered to be a Venetian import.” 
says AUB Architecture Professor 
Robert Saliba. 

“[The Beiruti building] belongs to a 
period where industrial materials 
began being imported, but the formal 
synthesis is local. The Beirut identity 
blossomed before modernity outside 
the medieval walls. There was an 
effort to build something shared. 
Houses couldn’t be distinguished by 
sect,” Yazigi says.  

What is unique and unifying about 
Beiruti architecture has been 
under assault since the civil war, 
culminating this past August with 
the explosion at the port. The film of 
pulverized concrete has been wiped 
from building facades, the chunks of 
balconies removed from car roofs, the 

glass swept from the street, yet many 
heritage buildings still lie in ruin. 

According to UNESCO, 640 buildings 
were damaged by the explosion, 
with 60 of those being on the verge of 
collapse. “The buildings that were built 
prior to the mandate period using only 
sandstone, these were the ones affected 
the most,” Yazigi says. Many were 
already in desperate need of repair. 

The idea that Lebanon’s cultural 
heritage should be protected first 
gained legal standing in 1933; 
Antiquities Law No. 166 provides for 
the protection of historic sites built 
before 1700. Those built afterwards 
must go through a formal application 
process, which, according to AUB 
Urban Planning Professor Mona 
Fawaz, has been complicated by 
politics. “Every listing is a negotiation 
process,” she says. 

Building permits came into existence 
in 1951; prior to that time homes 
were erected ad hoc and at will. A 
year later came Beirut’s first and 
only master plan. “The idea was to 
have a dense urban core that gets 
less dense as you spread outwards. 
Bashoura, Mar Mikheal, Gemmayze, 
were all zoned for higher density,” 
says Fawaz. Many of the buildings 
in those neighborhoods managed to 
get on the historic building registry, 
thanks in large part to the efforts 
of preservation-minded NGOs and 
activists, many of whom work at or are 
affiliated with AUB. 

 The idea was 
to have a dense 
urban core that 
gets less dense 
as you spread 
outwards. 
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“It was the war that broke the 
architectural identity thread,” says 
Yazigi. The close of the civil war 
opened the door to mass destruction 
and reconstruction. Developers 
coming from the Gulf, where whole 
cities sprung from desert in a short 
time span, were of the mind that new 
construction, rather than preservation, 
made the most financial and aesthetic 
sense. Politics, money, and developer 
might coalesced, and the old souks in 
the oldest part of the city were razed and 
rebuilt in the style of the new Arab Gulf. 

Then more laws were changed; in 
2004, the exploitation factor for new 
construction in historic neighborhoods 
was raised, giving developers more 
of a profit incentive to fight historic 
listings or let them fall so far into 
disrepair that they eventually collapse. 
And when they do collapse, the new 
buildings erected in their place often 
make no effort to continue Beirut’s 
architectural tradition of mixing the 
new and foreign with the old. Rather, 
new buildings are often imported 

concoctions of glass, steel, and 
concrete that break entirely from the 
surrounding aesthetic.

“We don’t speak of individual 
buildings anymore but of fabrics, 
groups of buildings that reflect that 
same period and have a specific 
historical character. After the civil war 
and reconstruction, all these buildings 
were being demolished to be replaced 
by high towers that tore the urban 
fabric in these areas,” Saliba says.  

“In Cairo, Istanbul, Algiers, Marrakech, 
Rome—these places have protected 
their historical districts. In the Sultan 
Ahmad district in Istanbul, you can’t 
build more than two stories,” says 
architect and AUB lecturer Habib Debs. 

In the absence of government 
regulation, Beiruti preservationists have 
stepped in, forming NGOs and liaising 
with international donors through 
organizations like UNESCO to document 
damage, secure funds, and draw up and 
execute rebuilding plans.  

AUB’s own Center for Civic 
Engagement and Community Service 
(CCECS) is working with NGOs to 
train local laborers in architectural 
salvage and restorative work. And the 
Beirut Urban Lab, also run out of AUB, 
documents and analyzes the city’s 
ongoing transformation. 

“When the French went elsewhere they 
called what they built colonial,” says 
Yazigi, “but not here. Here we call it the 
mandate period because we took what 
they brought and integrated it. The 
essence has remained a Lebanese one.” 

 It was the war 
that broke the 
architectural 
identity thread. 

Ottoman Period Central Hall House - Mar Mikhail

After the Blast - Mar Mikhail



You can’t spend much time with FAFS Dean 
Rabi H. Mohtar these days without hearing 
about the Water-Energy-Food-Renewable 
Resources-Health Nexus—or WEFRAH. What 
is WEFRAH? “It’s a platform where issues 
related to water, energy, food security, and 
health are addressed holistically,” explains 
Mohtar, “enabling us to better understand 
their complexities, reduce interdependencies, 
increase resilience, and promote ecosystems 
and human health and well-being.” It’s also 
an Arabic word that means “abundance” and 
ties in with Mohtar’s philosophy: abundance 
through synergy.

For too long, the issues at the heart of WEFRAH 
have been ignored or addressed by people 
working in silos. “I’ll give you an example,” 
says Mohtar. “The current business model for 
food production is tons per hectare. That’s 
the only number people look at. It does not 
account for inputs, the water and energy 
used, the environmental cost, and completely 
ignores the nutritional value of what is being 
produced.” Because of climate change and 
rising populations, it is expected that by 2050, 
the global demand for water, energy, and food 
will increase by 50 percent, 54 percent, and 75 
percent respectively. “We simply can’t meet 
that demand if we carry on as we have been 
doing. We have to change how we manage 
our primary resources. There really is no 
alternative,” says Mohtar. 

The urgency is especially acute in Lebanon, a 
country that imports 80 to 85 percent of its food 
and where over 50 percent of the population 
lives below the poverty line. The reliance on 
food imports makes Lebanon vulnerable. 
The solution, however, lies not in food self-
sufficiency, but in being smart about what is 
produced in Lebanon and what is imported. “We 
need to embrace our geography, our climate, 
and our skills to achieve a healthier trade 
balance,” says Mohtar. “We need to get back to 
our roots―to the Mediterranean diet―which is 
healthy and environmentally friendly.”

To do this, Mohtar and his colleagues are 
developing a WEFRAH community that 
embraces all seven AUB faculties.  

Under the WEFRAH umbrella, professors 
from a wide range of disciplines including 
agriculture, arts and design, big data, 
engineering, biological and physical sciences, 
anthropology, and public health are tackling 
critical issues, leveraging technology and 
expertise with extensive on-the-ground 
experience. Some researchers are developing 
machine-learning approaches for precision 
irrigation to reduce water and energy 
consumption in field irrigation. Another group 
of researchers is developing a system that uses 
restaurant food waste (as feed supplements) 
and fishpond water (for irrigation) to grow 
fish. The research for both of these projects 
and many others is being done at AREC, AUB’s 
247-acre farm in the Beqaa Valley. “AREC is 
not just a place for research,” explains Mohtar. 
“It’s a place for community engagement and 
entrepreneurship for the entire university.” 

AREC is also a place for experiential learning. 
FAFS, the Global Confederation of Higher 
Education Associations for Agricultural and 
Life Sciences (GCHERA), and the W. K. Kellogg 
Foundation are working with a global network 
of universities to promote the EARTH University 
model for experiential learning and community. 

Since fall 2019, FAFS students have participated 
in the Global Design Team, capstone 
community projects developed with Texas 
A&M University and Purdue University on 
topics including pine nut harvesting, pesticide 
deployment control, and water sanitation. 
Students enrolled in the six undergraduate 
and 13 graduate degree programs being 
offered by the FAFS Departments of 
Agriculture, Landscape Design and Ecosystem 
Management, and Nutrition and Food Sciences 
are learning skills that will enable them 
“to make a difference in the world.” Mohtar 
explains, “The issues we are addressing have 
an immediate impact on people’s lives and 
urgently need to be addressed not just in 
Lebanon but regionally and around the world.” 

Various AUB centers such as the Center for 
Civic Engagement and Community Service and 
the Nature Conservation Center use AREC as a 
training facility for farmers and Syrian refugees. 

MSFEA faculty have established a green energy 
poultry house for research and training at AREC. 
It is also used for research and training by NGOs 
and international institutions such as the FAO, 
Caritas, the René Moawad Foundation, Beyond 
Association, and ICARDA. 

Community engagement is at the core of 
FAFS. “Our faculty has a mission, similar to 
that of US land grant institutions, of serving 
the community, of working on issues that 
will improve people’s lives,” says Mohtar. 
Many of the faculty’s outreach activities are 
organized by the Environment and Sustainable 
Development Unit (ESDU), the engagement arm 
of FAFS. One recent initiative is the Women’s 
Economic Participation (WEP) project to empower 
and build capacity among aspiring women 
entrepreneurs by providing them with access to 
new knowledge, including technical, soft, and 
leadership skills, confidence, and mobility.

Although the situation in Lebanon and the 
region is dire—scary, even—there is some 
good news. Researchers are working with 
the World Bank Group, the FAO, ESCWA, and 
the Center for Mediterranean Integration to 
revitalize the agriculture sector and provide 
opportunities for digital agriculture in the 
Mashreq region. USAID’s Office of American 
Schools and Hospitals Abroad (USAID/
ASHA) has awarded AUB-FAFS a grant related 
to water resource management research at 
AREC. Google is funding research on applying 
artificial intelligence to improve irrigation water 
management. Another project, being funded 
by the FAO, is studying evapotranspiration 
(how water is transferred from the land to the 
atmosphere by evaporation) in the Beqaa Valley 
in Lebanon. “There is enormous interest from 
investors and donors in issues related to food, 
water, nutrition, and environment,” says Mohtar. 
“I am optimistic. I see enormous opportunities.”

Bold Steps

Psst,  
have you 
heard 
about 
WEFRAH?
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Legends & Legacies

Father and son 
Murad and 
Jamil Baroody, 
legends in 
pharmacy and 
diplomacy

Murad Baroody

When he died in 1979, Jamil M. 
Baroody (BA Chemistry ’26) was 
lauded as “a wise and enthusiastic 
guardian of the ideals and objectives 
of the United Nations”  in recognition 
of his extraordinary career at the 
UN: he was the senior member of 
the delegation of the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia for 30 years. Jamil’s 
association with the UN dates back 
to 1945, when he was one of 20* 
AUB alumni (graduates and former 
students) who attended the United 
Nations Conference on International 
Organization in San Francisco that 
established the world body.

Jamil’s father, Murad (BA Chemistry 
1874, MA Pharmacy 1879), was also 
well known during his lifetime. He 
was fluent in four languages (Turkish, 
English, French, and Arabic) and 
established what became the largest 
retail and wholesale pharmacy in 
Beirut serving not just the residents 
of Beirut but also visitors to the 
region. The pharmacy is mentioned, 
for example, in the 1892 edition of 
Murray’s Handbook for Travellers 
in Syria and Palestine, a popular 
guidebook at the time. One of the 
people who visited Murad’s pharmacy 
was Silas Mainville (S. M.) Burroughs, 
the celebrated American-British 
pharmacist who cofounded the 
pharmaceutical company Burroughs 
Wellcome & Company with Henry 
Wellcome in 1880. Burroughs traveled 
widely, including to Syria. In a letter 
he sent to the Chemist and Druggist, 
the leading journal for pharmacists, 
in 1891, he described a visit to Murad 
Baroody’s pharmacy in Beirut. 
Burroughs noted that there were many 
well-known English products for 
sale, including Howards quinine and 
cocaine, Pears soap, and Eno Fruit 
Salt.  Murad also sold and exported 
locally sourced products, including 
essential oils, soap, olive oil, and 
orange-flower water. 

In addition to being a world-renowned 
pharmacist, Murad was also very 
interested in archaeology. Although 
he had no formal academic training 
in the discipline, his excavations in 
Tell el-Husn, south of Souk El-Gharb, 
were impressive enough that SPC/
AUB awarded him an honorary 
master’s degree in 1914. Murad 
donated two Greek inscriptions to 
the AUB Archaeological Museum 
before he died that are still part of 
the museum’s collection: a white 
sandstone tombstone from Beirut that 
is displayed outside the entrance of 
the museum, and a basalt slab from 
southern Syria that can be seen just 
inside the entrance (under the stairs) 
of Post Hall. 

When Murad died in 1918,  
his much older brother, Bahij 
(MA Pharmacy ’14), took over the 
pharmacy. Jamil worked briefly at the 
pharmacy after he graduated from 
AUB before moving to London and 
then on to New York and a career in 
diplomacy and public service. Jamil 
never lost his interest in chemistry, 
though. His son Robert still has a 
couple bottles of a perfume (Bouquet 
Bayou) that his father formulated a 
long time ago.

  Jamil M. 
Baroody was 
lauded as a wise 
and enthusiastic 
guardian of 
the ideals and 
objectives of the 
United Nations.  

A white sandstone tombstone from Beirut. The deceased, two Christian priests, combined their pastoral mission with the 
function of notaries (νομικοί). As such, they were probably responsible for writing private documents in accordance with 
the law under the authority of the Bishop of Berytus. (Aliquot J. and Yon J.-B., 2016. Inscriptions grecques et latines de 
l’American University of Beirut, Berytus LVI, 153, 6).

A basalt slab from southern Syria. The text is part of a series of documents commemorating the construction of funeral 
monuments by villagers to honor deceased benefactors. In the Middle East, similar testimonies are found between the 
second and fourth centuries in southern Syria, where they are written in verse. The climate of insecurity to which the text 
alludes could be due to the incursions of the nomadic tribes in the steppe and desert regions located to the east of these 
two regions. (Aliquot J. and Yon J.-B., 2016. Inscriptions grecques et latines de l’American University of Beirut, Berytus 
LVI, 188, 110)

Jamil Baroody and Ambassador Bush at the UN 1971

Jamil Baroody at the UN General Assembly 1978

Jamil Baroody with Eleanor Roosevelt 1948

* List of the 20 AUB alumni/former 
students who attended the 1945 San 
Francisco Conference:

Iran
Ghassem Ghani (MD 1919)

Iraq
Abdul Majid Abbas (student 1934) 
Mohammad Ibrahim Adham (student 1939) 
Darwish Al-Haidari (student 1927) 
Abdul Jabbar Chalabi (student 1926) 
Salih Mahdi Haidar (student 1933) 
Fadhel Jamali (BA 1927) 
Hashim Jawad (BA 1932) 
Majid Khaddouri (BA 1932)

Lebanon 
Angela Jurdak Khoury (BA 1937, MA 1938) 
Zobhi Mahmassani (student 1924)
Charles Habib Malik (BA 1927)

Saudi Arabia
Ahmad Abdul Jabbar (BA 1943) 
Jamil M. Baroody (BA 1926)

Syria
Naim Al-Antaki (student 1924) 
Fares Al-Khouri (BA 1897) 
Nazem Al-Koudsi (student 1920) 
Raja F. Hawrani (student 1925) 
Toufik Huneidi (student 1940) 
Farid Zeineddine (BA 1925)
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Published 
& Produced
Theater

2. Activate Disaster 
December 4, 2020 
A virtual dramatic reading and talkback  
Conceived and directed by Sahar Assaf

Presented by AUB’s Fine Arts and Art History Department and 
the AUB Theater Initiative in collaboration with the Department of 
Emergency Medicine at AUBMC.
Personal reflections on the mass casualty response to the August 4 
Beirut explosion by members of the Emergency and Anesthesiology 
Departments at AUBMC.

3. Atwater: Fixin’ to Die  
November 2, 2020 
A virtual dramatic reading of a one act play

Written by Robert Myers 
Co-sponsored by AUB’s Center for American Studies 
and Research, the Theater Initiative and the Global 
Engagement Initiative

A one-man tour de force about the polarized politics introduced 
into US presidential campaigns in 1988 by George H. W. Bush’s 
colorful campaign manager Lee Atwater. The reading was followed 
by a talkback with Myers and the opposing presidential candidate’s 
real-life campaign manager, USC law professor Susan Estrich. 

1. The Foreigner 
Directed by Nadia Hassan

“‘Positions!’ ‘Curtain-up!’ ‘Lights!’—blackout.  That was how it felt for the 
cast and crew of The Foreigner in March of 2020 when a mere two weeks 
from opening night, lockdown meant lights out for our production. The 
play, a brilliant comedy by Larry Shue, was being co-produced by CASAR 
and the AUB Theater Initiative and would have been my directorial debut. 
I believe that comedic theater is somewhat undervalued and underutilized 
on the Lebanese scene. Comedy is healing, elevating, and has a unique 
power for social and political commentary. This year has been a very hard 
year for theater in Lebanon; on top of economic challenges and COVID-19 
restrictions came the horrific August 4 explosion, which destroyed 
numerous venues and threatened to silence the art form. But I do believe that 
as long as there are passionate theatre makers, theater will not die, and while 
the road to recovery is long, it has already begun. Long live the theater!”
Nadia Hassan (BS ’04)

The AUB Theater Initiative was cofounded in 2013 
by Robert Myers, professor of English and director of 
the Alwaleed Center for American Studies (CASAR), 
and Sahar Assaf, assistant professor of theater in 
the Department of Fine Arts and Art History (FAAH). 
The Initiative began as a collaboration between 
the Departments of English and FAAH to stage an 
English-language translation of Rituals of Signs and 
Transformations, by Sa’dallah Wannous, which was 
supported by the MacArthur Foundation and Silk 
Road Rising Theater in Chicago. Formalized in 2016 by 
President Fadlo Khuri and FAS Dean Nadia El Cheikh, 
the Initiative functions as a vital interdisciplinary 
network dedicated to the artistic production and 
academic development of theater. 

Art

Modernizing Collaborations in West Beirut:  
Farid Haddad and Jay Zerbe (1969–1970)

An online exhibition-publication of AUB Art Galleries (Fall 2020) 
focusing on events that took place in West Beirut around AUB in 
1969–1970 and featuring the collaboration between two artists: 
the Lebanese Farid Haddad and the American Jay Zerbe. 

“The introductory text accompanying the project argues that the 
exchange between Haddad’s constructivist aesthetics and Zerbe’s 
more humanistic or expressionist drawings could be viewed 
as a pictorial manifestation of the processes of modernization 
unfolding in the region.”
Octavian Esanu, Curator, AUB Art Galleries

Download the electronic publication:  
www.aub.edu.lb/art_galleries/Documents/Haddad-Zerbe.pdf

The Munition Plant 
Jay Zerbe

The Funny Swiss Wig in My Heart 
Farid Haddad

1

2

3

1

1. MISSIONS 
IMPOSSIBLE: 
HIGHER EDUCATION 
AND POLICYMAKING 
IN THE ARAB WORLD

Missions Impossible: Higher Education and Policymaking in the Arab World (AUC 2021) 
by former AUB President John Waterbury. This study skillfully integrates international 
debates on higher education with rich and empirically informed analysis of the 
governance and finance of higher education in the Arab world today. None of the 
momentous challenges Arab universities face is unique either in kind or degree; 
insufficient resources, high dropout rates, feeble contributions to R&D, inappropriate 
skill formation for existing job markets, weak research incentive structures, 
weak institutional autonomy, and co-optation into the political order. It may be that 
the concentration of these pathologies and their depth is what sets the Arab world 
apart. This book explores and dissects the manifold dilemmas that lie at the heart of 
educational reform and examines possible paths forward. 

2

2. THE QUIET 
AMERICANS: 
FOUR CIA SPIES 
AT THE DAWN OF 
THE COLD WAR— 
A TRAGEDY IN 
THREE ACTS

The Quiet Americans: Four CIA Spies at the Dawn of the Cold War—A Tragedy in Three 
Acts (Doubleday 2020) by Scott Anderson. This story chronicles the exploits of the CIA’s 
four original spies, who were charged with running covert operations across the globe, 
trying to outwit the ruthless KGB in Berlin, parachuting commandos into Eastern Europe, 
plotting coups, and directing wars against Communist insurgents in Asia. All four agents 
were driven largely by principle and had brave, brilliant starts in the Office of Strategic 
Services, the CIA’s forerunner, during the Second World War. The author shows how each 
was thwarted by the wrong-headedness of their political overlords. The intertwined lives 
of these men began in a common purpose of defending freedom, but the ravages of the 
Cold War led them to different fates. 

3

3. ONCE UPON  
A TIME IN ALEPPO

Once Upon a Time in Aleppo (The Hippocrates Press, 2020) by Fouad M. Fouad, translated 
from the Arabic by Norbert Hirschhorn and Fouad M. Fouad. Fouad is a medical doctor 
and an associate professor of practice at AUB’s Faculty of Health Sciences. He is also a 
published poet. Once Upon a Time in Aleppo, his collaboration with Norbert Hirschhorn, 
also a medical doctor and published poet, is described by reviewer, poet, and physician 
Rafael Campo as a collection of “harrowing, haunted poems.” The poems were written 
by Fouad mostly in 2011–12, before he and his family left Aleppo for Beirut. Fouad and 
Hirschhorn, who are close friends, worked together to translate the poems from Arabic, 
creating English versions that Hirschhorn describes as “new-born from the originals, 
doing honor to their parents.” 

4

4. A PATH CALLED 
SERENITY

A Path Called Serenity (Solemn Dolphin, 2020) by Bassam Tabshouri. This is a rich and 
inspiring e-book packed full of wisdom and insights from cultures around the world—
an explanation of how, to quote Dostoevsky, “beauty will save the world.” This book 
is a multidimensional journey along art, music, and dance via 200 paintings and over 
230 links to music and videos. One reviewer writes that the book is “a beautifully written 
and very uplifting book on how to cope in difficult times of economic crises, Corona, and 
other stressful situations”. Another reviewer comments, “His timing is ideal; therapists 
are swamped with clients who are having a difficult time coping and finding their 
sense of direction.”  
stmaryrasbeirut.church/2020/01/path-called-serenity-new-e-book-bassam-tabshouri/ 

5

5. BETWEEN BEIRUT 
AND THE MOON

Between Beirut and the Moon (Influx Press, 2020) by Naji Bakhti is a coming-of-age 
story about a young man in post–civil war Beirut who dreams of becoming an astronaut. 
He battles with his father, a book-hoarding journalist with a penchant for writing 
eulogies; his closest friend, Basil; a Druze who is said to worship goats and believe in 
reincarnation; and a host of other misfits and miscreants in a city attempting to recover 
from years of political and military violence.  

Written Word
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Ask a staff member on campus about Ask a staff member on campus about 
Wassim Abiad, and they are likely to Wassim Abiad, and they are likely to 
mention a time he gave sound advice mention a time he gave sound advice 
for a work problem or his skill in for a work problem or his skill in 
negotiating deals for AUB employees. negotiating deals for AUB employees. 
Over thirty years at AUB, he has Over thirty years at AUB, he has 
become a master at both. become a master at both. 

Abiad graduated from AUB in 1989 Abiad graduated from AUB in 1989 
with a degree in public administration, with a degree in public administration, 
although unbeknownst to him, although unbeknownst to him, 
his career had already started. his career had already started. 
Chairperson Dr. Maroun Kissirwani Chairperson Dr. Maroun Kissirwani 
had seen something in the young had seen something in the young 
man and selected him to come man and selected him to come 
work in the department, increasing work in the department, increasing 
his responsibilities even while he his responsibilities even while he 
was a student.  was a student.  

At graduation, Dr. Kissirwani told Abiad At graduation, Dr. Kissirwani told Abiad 
he had recommended him for a position he had recommended him for a position 
at the university. “I told him I was at the university. “I told him I was 
going to do a master’s degree and travel going to do a master’s degree and travel 
to Saudi Arabia,” Abiad remembers, to Saudi Arabia,” Abiad remembers, 

“but as I was about to leave, he said, “but as I was about to leave, he said, 
‘I think you should just check it out. This ‘I think you should just check it out. This 
is a good position for you.’” Thirty years is a good position for you.’” Thirty years 
later, Abiad has grown with AUB’s later, Abiad has grown with AUB’s 
human resources department to be the human resources department to be the 
assistant director of HR, employee and assistant director of HR, employee and 
government relations. government relations. 

It wasn’t surprising Kissirwani It wasn’t surprising Kissirwani 
recognized Abiad’s trustworthiness, recognized Abiad’s trustworthiness, 
as during the war years, he had as during the war years, he had 
been in charge of his family while been in charge of his family while 
his father worked abroad. The war his father worked abroad. The war 
was ending as he started as a job was ending as he started as a job 
analyst, soon after College Hall was analyst, soon after College Hall was 
bombed. “We were able to recover bombed. “We were able to recover 
almost all of our critical data and almost all of our critical data and 
files,” he remembers. As recruitment files,” he remembers. As recruitment 
manager, Abiad was trained to study manager, Abiad was trained to study 
the employment market in order the employment market in order 
to write job descriptions, evaluate to write job descriptions, evaluate 
candidates, and set salary scales, candidates, and set salary scales, 
and over 25 years he has helped bring and over 25 years he has helped bring 

in thousands of employees to AUB and in thousands of employees to AUB and 
AUBMC. Today he oversees everything AUBMC. Today he oversees everything 
related to the staff and to their related to the staff and to their 
relationship with AUB’s employee relationship with AUB’s employee 
syndicate. “When there is a problem syndicate. “When there is a problem 
with an employee,” he says, “I try to with an employee,” he says, “I try to 
find a way to solve the problem.  find a way to solve the problem.  

An uplifting part of Abiad’s work is the An uplifting part of Abiad’s work is the 
program of employee discounts and program of employee discounts and 
free gifts he has built that make him free gifts he has built that make him 
something of an HR legend during the something of an HR legend during the 
holidays. He personally visits airlines, holidays. He personally visits airlines, 
restaurants, hotels, and stores to make restaurants, hotels, and stores to make 
connections and negotiate packages connections and negotiate packages 
for AUB workers. “I call it the art for AUB workers. “I call it the art 
of the possible,” he says. “I always of the possible,” he says. “I always 
try to negotiate for AUB, but I never try to negotiate for AUB, but I never 
imagined my style would work in imagined my style would work in 
another situation.”  another situation.”  

Abiad is responsible for the ceremony Abiad is responsible for the ceremony 
recognizing the service of AUB recognizing the service of AUB 
employees every year and also for the employees every year and also for the 
buffet that follows. “It looks like a buffet that follows. “It looks like a 
$45-per-person feast,” he says proudly. $45-per-person feast,” he says proudly. 

“But I have negotiated a much lower “But I have negotiated a much lower 
price. I try to do the best for AUB, price. I try to do the best for AUB, 
maybe even better than I do for myself.”  maybe even better than I do for myself.”  

The government relations part of The government relations part of 
Abiad’s job has him helping faculty Abiad’s job has him helping faculty 
members overcome government-related members overcome government-related 
obstacles as well as entry and residency obstacles as well as entry and residency 
issues, which, as many of us know, can issues, which, as many of us know, can 
happen at any time. “Even at midnight, happen at any time. “Even at midnight, 
I’m ready to help,” he says. I’m ready to help,” he says. 

The biggest challenge now is the The biggest challenge now is the 
uncertainty employees face because of uncertainty employees face because of 
COVID-19 and the economic situation. COVID-19 and the economic situation. 

“We need to preserve our human “We need to preserve our human 
resources for the AUB of the future,” resources for the AUB of the future,” 
says Abiad. “We know it’s a difficult says Abiad. “We know it’s a difficult 
time, but I am always looking for time, but I am always looking for 
solutions, for what is possible.”  solutions, for what is possible.”  

Face to Face
The art of the possible

Pursuits
Critiquing the 

development world
In 2013, the US Government Office of Inspector 
General issued an audit report of USAID 
Lebanon’s Developing Rehabilitation Assistance 
to Schools and Teacher Improvement Program 
(DISRATI). DISRATI’s aim was to support 
Lebanon’s public education system by training 
teachers, repairing dilapidated school buildings, 
and furnishing schools with computers. The 
report found that DISRATI had fallen far short 
of its target metrics and was not sustainable. 
“What do we do with all these computers 
when we don’t have reliable Internet or 
electricity?” one teacher who participated in 
the program remarked.  

Conceived in a Washington conference room, 
DISRATI is a classic example of what can go 
wrong when aid programs designed in Western 
capitals are applied in the Global South. To 
better grasp the problems with this approach, 
AUB—whose host country Lebanon is often 
on the receiving end of these programs—is 
establishing a critical development studies (CDS) 
program. “We are saying that we are not just 
case studies but knowledge producers,” says 
Assistant Professor of Sociology and program 
lead Rima Majed. 

“We don’t want to reproduce the mainstream 
paradigms. When we talk about poverty and its 
alleviation in international development, you 
can’t study poverty without studying wealth. 
You need to study the rich to understand why 
people are poor,” Majed says. It’s an approach 
that draws from critical theory, which has 
seen a resurgence in academia, forming the 
philosophical basis for a wide array of social 
movements. The idea is that the structure of 
development organizations reflects cultural 
biases that lead to DISRATI-like outcomes. 

The new CDS program aims to question the 
whole system through which development 
programs are conceptualized and implemented. 
“Gender issues, for example, aren’t going to 
be fixed with a quota system, but with an 
examination of the patriarchy,” Majed says.  

The idea for the program came to Majed and 
colleagues four years ago after finding that 
students interested in topics that development 
professionals focus on, like conflict and 
migration, had to patch together their own 
curricula. CDS will fill the gap as a one-year 
degreed program for development professionals 
that forces them to think critically about their 
work. Further, they won’t have to travel far 
beyond the university’s walls to see aid workers 
in action or participate in the field as interns. 

“The grant we received [from the Carnegie 
Corporation of New York] is not just to start a 
program but to create this scholarly space, to get 
a first cohort of scholars and host a conference 
and workshops that bring scholars together 
and produce a publication, with scholars in the 
region getting priority,” says Majed. 

While the American University of Cairo offers 
a development studies program, it does not 
explicitly encourage students to critique how 
the development sector operates. The program 
at AUB will be the first in the Arab world to offer 
such a critical perspective. For Majed, Beirut, 
with its relative intellectual freedom, is the only 
Arab capital where such a program can exist. 
Despite the country’s many troubles she says, 
“we still have spaces for liberty.” 

 We are not 
just case 
studies but 
knowledge 
producers. 
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MSFEA PhD candidate Jessica Hanna and 
alumnus Haitham Hassanieh, PhD (BE 
Computer and Communications Engineering ’09) 
are among the top ten innovators under the age 
of 35 named by MIT TechReview. Hanna   is the 
lead PhD student on the eDiamond project which 
has developed a first-of-its-kind noninvasive 
continuous wearable glycemic monitoring 
reconfigurable multi-sensor system.  Hassanieh, 
now an assistant professor at the University of 
Illinois, is on the list for the second time for his 
invention of a new sensor for self-driving cars.  

Innovators Under 35 celebrates promising 
innovators who develop new technology, or 
innovate utilizations of existing technologies, “in 
order to solve the world’s biggest problems.” 

iu35.technologyreview.ae/winners/2020among 

 

AUB Professor of English and Director of AUB’s 
Center for American Studies and Research 
Robert Myers and LAU Associate Professor of 
Literature Nada Saab won the Sheikh Hamad 
Award for Translation and International 
Understanding’s first prize in the category 
of translation from Arabic to English. The 
award, founded in Qatar, is an international 
prize that aims to enrich the Arabic culture, 
honors translators, and acknowledge all who 
contribute to building bridges between nations 
and peoples. Myers and Saab won for their 
translation of Sentence to Hope: A Sa’dallah 
Wannous Reader, Yale University Press. 

www.hta.qa/en/round/9/2020 

AUB Global Health Institute is the first 
institution of its kind from the Arab region to 
join the M8 Alliance, a select group of leading 
global health institutions. 

By the Nu     bers

By the Books
Course: MCOM 229 – Sex, Gender & Media in the Middle East: The Arab Woman 

SYLLABUS CLASS TIME INSTRUCTOR’S BIO

August 4 Explosion

1. earthquake.usgs.gov/earthquakes/eventpage/us6000b9bx/executive 
2. globalnews.ca/news/7251265/canadian-beirut-explosion-earthquake/ [3] message from Medical Center Director Joseph Otayek, August 5, 2020 
3. message from Medical Center Director Joseph Otayek, August 5, 2020 
4. aub.edu.lb/President/Documents/Messages/aubmc-august-7-2020.pdf 
5. www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)31750-5/fulltext 
6. www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)31750-5/fulltext 
7. www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)31750-5/fulltext 
8. reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/lebanon-beirut-explosions-situation-report-4-28-august-2020 
9. www.cnn.com/videos/world/2020/08/06/beirut-lebanon-explosion-ammonium-nitrate-russian-ship-robertson-pkg-intl-ldn-vpx.cnn 
10. www.enr.com/articles/49905-beirut-wrestles-with-blast-damage-estimated-at-up-to-15-billion

6:07 pm Time of the explosion

3.3 magnitude earthquake How the explosion registered according to the US Geological Survey 1

3.5 magnitude earthquake How the explosion registered according to the German Geosciences Centre GFZ2

500 Number of people treated at AUBMC within 24 hours of the blast3

48 Number of hours some AUBMC doctors, nurses, and staff worked without a break caring for the injured4

At least 200 Number of people killed 5

More than 6,000 Number of people injured6

300,000 Number of people made homeless 7

200,000 Number of housing units affected 8

2,750 metric tons Amount of ammonium nitrate that exploded 9

Up to $15 billion Estimate of the damage that the explosion caused to structures and infrastructures 10

How do sex and gender shape our cultural 
imagination and social identities? How are 
they used to organize and control societies, 
and how do they become sites of resistance 
and dissidence? 

Professor Sara Mourad has structured the 
syllabus to answer these questions, taking 
the figure of the “Arab woman” as the object 
of inquiry. The “Arab woman” has occupied 
a prominent place in western imagination 
for centuries. She has also been a prominent 
figure in local nationalist, Islamist, and 
secular socio-political imaginaries. Her 
social condition and political status—in Arab 
societies and the diaspora—have been objects 
of scholarly and popular interest.

Because of COVID-19, this class is being 
taught completely online. Class time is spent 
watching videos, discussing readings, and 
listening to guest speakers. Students consider 
the meaning and relevance of gender and 
sexuality as categories of analysis before 
moving on to examine how discourses of 
imperialism, nationalism, Islamism, and 
multiculturalism have constructed the Arab 
woman as a particular kind of subject—as 
an other. In the third and final unit of the 
course, the focus is on Arab women’s self-
representation. By looking at a variety of 
cultural productions—including memoirs, 
blogs, Instagram pages, and films—students 
analyze the politics of representation at play in 
women’s first-person narratives. 

Sara Mourad (BA ’08), PhD, is an assistant 
professor of media studies and co-director 
of the Women & Gender Studies Initiative. 
She earned her PhD at the University of 
Pennsylvania’s Annenberg School for 
Communication in 2016. She is working on 
a book on women’s narratives in postwar 
Lebanese public culture and also on a book of 
essays about motherhood and the question of 
time in feminism.
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The view from abroad
There are more Lebanese living 
outside than inside the country—by 
some estimates, there are 12 million 
Lebanese in the diaspora and 4 million 
in Lebanon. That’s been the case for so 
long that it’s become possible to think 
of Lebanon as existing beyond its own 
borders, as no more a Mediterranean 
coastal state than a collection of 
diaspora communities in the Gulf, 
Africa, Asia, Oceania, the Americas, 
and Europe. 

While the media has trained its lens 
on the crises unfolding inside the 
country, for this piece, MainGate turns 
its attention to that parallel Lebanon 
to get a sense of the hopes and fears 
felt abroad. 

For Rita Tohme (BS ’10, MS ’13), 
who left Lebanon in 2013 to pursue a 
doctoral degree in molecular medicine 
at Case Reserve Western University 
School of Medicine, there is cause for 
optimism. Growing up in Lebanon, 
she believed sectarianism to be as 
inevitable or inflexible as genetic 
inheritance, like one’s height or eye 
color. “All I ever heard on TV were 
political figures calling for the divide 
of the country, and my whole life I’ve 
lived through that thinking it was 
inherent in people’s minds, even 
mine,” she says. 

The October 2019 uprising made it 
clear to her that she was not alone in 
her thinking. “I always wanted to live 
outside sectarianism, where merit 
supersedes religion, and I thought 
I was the only person having these 
thoughts.” 

Since then, she’s been as engaged with 
her homeland as she can be while 
pursuing a postdoctoral fellowship in 
molecular medicine at the Cleveland 
Clinic. She’s liaised with AUB 
professors involved in activism on the 
ground, joining chemistry professor 
Najat Saliba on two initiatives, the 
Environment Academy and Khaddit 
Beirut. Through the former, she has 
been speaking to Lebanese living 

in the country who are working to 
find innovative ways to address the 
country’s environmental challenges. 
“We’re soliciting proposals from the 
Lebanese public about solutions to 
environmental issues and connecting 
with diaspora experts,” she explains. 
While at Khaddit Beirut, she’s been 
involved in surveying those affected 
by the blast to get a sense of their 
healthcare needs. 

The spark of activism, lit for Tohme 
when she entered her doctoral 
program and joined the graduate 
student council, has helped her remain 
optimistic about Lebanon’s future. “I 
would love the take-home message to 
be that the real revolution starts from 
within, with education. That’s what I 
truly believe, that Lebanese have the 
power to make change.” 

For Dina Abou Salem (BA ’00, MA 
’04), a journalist and communications 
professional based in Los Angeles, 
there’s not much room for optimism at 
the moment. “While I still hope for a 
better Lebanon, I am losing [that hope] 
along the way as Lebanon’s political 
and sectarian divides and economic 
crises worsen,” she writes in an email 
to MainGate. 

Abou Salem used to make annual trips 
to Lebanon with her daughter. Those 
visits ceased when the uprising began. 
“After the Port explosion though, I did 
travel to Beirut [without her daughter] 
for two weeks to help folks with the 
clean-up and I did bring cash dollars 
to a couple of families from their 
relatives in Los Angeles.”

Still, she remains heartened by the 
collective diaspora response in Los 
Angeles and elsewhere. “The diaspora 
community has not given up on the 
country,” she wrote. In downtown Los 
Angeles there have been vigils, and 
two days after the blast on August 6th, 
the colors of the Lebanese flag lit up 
the façade of City Hall.

Akram Miknas (Sophomore Diploma 
’65) last visited Lebanon in October 
2020, on the day of the Solidarity 
revolution. Based in Bahrain, he 
considers the state of the country 
from the standpoint of an investor. 
He owns 30 McDonald’s franchises 
in Lebanon and a marketing agency, 
Fortune Promoseven, that serves 
multinational clients like General 
Motors, Nestle, and Emirates Airlines. 
His businesses employ a combined 
four thousand Lebanese. 

“Because of the dollar becoming a rare 
commodity, you cannot even maintain 
McDonald’s in the proper way,” he 
says. “You cannot pay your suppliers in 
dollars and they won’t take Lebanese.” 
The franchises, which rely on the 
global supply chain of McDonald’s for 
everything from fish to french fries, have 
been forced to operate on credit for the 
time being. Several were also damaged 
in the explosion. 

Miknas counts himself lucky 
compared to the many Lebanese in the 
country facing far greater hardships 
and even those among his friends 
in the diaspora who’ve invested the 
bulk of their savings in the country 
and subsequently lost everything. 
“The people I know who sold their 
businesses outside [the country] and 
put their money in Lebanon are today 
really in bad shape.”

Yet he concludes with a note of 
optimism. “I believe in my country, 
the background, the people,” he says. 
Though he doesn’t plan to continue 
investing in the country until it 
stabilizes politically. “A lot of us are 
still carefully optimistic, but not more 
than that.” 

Elissar Antonios (BS ’87), the chief 
executive officer at Citibank UAE, 
sees the country’s ongoing migration 
since the civil war as having changed 
its basic character. “The DNA of the 
country has changed, and I personally 
worry how much more it’s going to 
have changed after this latest crisis in 

terms of mentality, exposure to diverse 
people, and opinions.” 

However, she notes that her personal 
relationship with the country remains 
unchanged. “I don’t think it will ever 
change. I continue to dream of the 
Lebanon we grew up on. A country of 
diversity, a country of inclusiveness,” 
she says.

While she grew up in the UAE, she 
insisted that her children attend 
AUB. “We wanted to ensure that 

anchoring of belongingness to the 
country, which doesn’t come unless 
you live there. It’s not just the 
country of their grandparents.”

She and her husband intend to retire 
in Lebanon. “We want to go back and 
live there, not just be buried there. 
People often live their whole lives 
abroad then come back to be buried in 
their villages.” 

She says that the explosion pulled the 
diaspora together but acknowledges 

a general sense of cynicism about 
the country’s prospects. Despite that, 
Antonios affirms her optimism: “If the 
diaspora’s not optimistic, then what?”

 Because of the 
dollar becoming a 
rare commodity, you 
cannot even maintain 
McDonald’s in the 
proper way. 



On March 4, 2020, former AUB student Nafez Zouk of Oxford Economics gave a talk at the Issam Fares Institute 
for Public Policy and International Affairs. This quiz is based on his findings.

Quiz

1. Lebanon’s gross public debt is 160% of 
its GDP. 
True or false?

2. Holding the fixed exchange rate down 
devalues the currency. 
True or false?

3. Borrowing for emerging markets is a 
function of development. Countries that 
do not have their own natural resources 
have to borrow money in order to grow. 
True or false?

4. What is the official number for the dollar 
amount of reserves held by Lebanon’s 
Central Bank (BDL)? 
A. 30 billion  B. 24 billion  C. 18 billion  
D. 5 billion  E. None of the above

1. TRUE Lebanon’s local currency debt is 100% of its GDP, issued by the Ministry of Finance in lire.
Lebanon’s foreign currency or dollar debt is 60% of its GDP, mostly held in Eurobonds.

2. FALSE Holding the currency rate down overvalues the currency. Lebanon’s fixed currency was too strong 
for underlying economic fundamentals, making imports cheaper than exports.

3. TRUE  |  4. E. There is no consensus on the dollar amount of reserves held by the BDL.
5. A. 2, B. 3, C. 1, D. 4  |  6. A. 4, B. 5, C. 1, D. 3, E. 2

L-R: Khalil Gebara, IFI; Nafez Zouk, Oxford Economics

5. Match the country to its percentage of debt to GDP.
A. Greece

B. Sudan

C. Japan

D. Venezuela

1. 234.18%

2. 181.78%

3. 176.02%

4. 172.02%

6. Match the category to the percentage of Lebanon’s 2018 
budget.

A. Debt servicing

B. Wages/pensions

C. Capital expenditure

D. Other

E. Electricite du Liban

1. 5%

2. 9%

3. 17%

4. 34%

5. 35%

AUB launched its first President’s 
Innovation Challenge during a 
turbulent year, in part to “assert 
that the will to construct is stronger 
than the will to destruct,” in the 
words of Mouhamad Rabah, CEO of 
the Beirut Digital District (BDD). In 
the pitching and award ceremony 
that took place over several hours 
in the BDD’s Talal and Madiha Zein 
AUB Innovation Park on October 
28, start-up ideas were presented by 
132 entrepreneurs with 13 finalists 
making presentations finely honed 
to one-minute elevator pitches, plus 
five minutes of interrogation by a 
panel of judges. 

AUB professors Massoud L. Kraiche 
and Hassan Zaraket took first 
place with its $30,000 in prize 
money for their medical device 
Acoustosens. Five years in the 
making, Acoustosens is a scalable, 
low-cost, at-home, saliva-based test, 
which has recently been tailored 
to include testing for COVID-19. 
Unlike most other testing devices, 
Acoustosens does not require 
amplifying the virus in order to 
test. “Our sensor is our edge,” 
Kraiche explained. The second 
prize of $15,000 went to PETCRETE, 

which works on transforming used 
plastic bottles into fibers that can 
reinforce concrete, replacing steel 
reinforcement. Two third-place 
winners received $5,000 each: 
RAM Polymer, a novel composite 
surgical mesh for hernia repair; 
and Synkers, an online learning 
platform that connects students 
with personal tutors.

Each winner will have access to full 
incubation and mentorship support 
at AUB Innovation Park. 

Watch a short video on the award 
ceremony here:  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=L-
guRisiKtcI

On October 27, 2020, the Next Step 
program at AUB’s Continuing 
Education Center celebrated the 
graduation of its first group of 
students. A groundbreaking program—
the first of its kind in the region—
Next Step offers an inclusive and 
transformative three-year curriculum 
for young adults with intellectual 
challenges. The program builds 
skills in independent living, money 
management, and employment. 
Students receive vocational training 
and complete internships with 
affiliated organizations before 
receiving a certificate that will help 
put them on track for rewarding and 
productive careers.

“We are all filled with pride toward 
our students,” said Sawsan Wazzan 
Jabri, president of the Next Step 
program and owner of Diet Center 
Lebanon. “When I look at our kitchen 
buzzing with our students working 
alongside our staff, I realize how 
resilient we in Lebanon will always 
be and I feel that all is fine in the 
world. Our dreams are growing and 
our journey has begun, and with 
this amazing team of administration, 
teachers, and parents, Next Step has 
taken off at AUB.” 

Watch excerpts from the graduation 
ceremony here:  
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=UuEW3K2W-oA

The President’s 
Innovation 
Challenge
And the winner is …

For intellectually challenged young adults, a step  
toward a brighter future 

 The will to 
construct is 
stronger than the 
will to destruct. 
Mouhamad Rabah, CEO of Beirut  
Digital District

First prize winners AUB professors Massoud L. Kraiche and Hassan Zaraket 
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Health
& Wellness

Under Discussion
Clinical psychologist Olivia Shabb on treating 
patients affected by the explosion at the 
Beirut port.  

Unseen stressors 
AUB’s new Mental Health Council promotes 
mental health access and awareness in the AUB 
community. 

The health of Lebanese youth 
Dr. Fadi Maalouf discusses his efforts to take the 
measure of adolescent mental health in Lebanon. 

Check Up 
AUBMC Professor of Dermatology and Chair of the 
Department of Dermatology Abdul Ghani Kibbi 
(BS ’76, MD ’81) on the causes of and treatments 
for psoriasis. 

Sahtein 
Sara Assi’s recipe for labneh balls.
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Health and Medicine
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SPC graduates its first women students.
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New address, phone, or email? New work title or workplace?  
New academic degree or certification?

Update your information at alumni.aub.edu.lb
Sign in and scroll down to UPDATE INFORMATION or click on “First Time Login” to register.

Stay connected to one of the world’s great alumni networks

The AUB Online Community

Digital or Print? 
We understand the value of a good print magazine,  

but if you would prefer to receive only the digital magazine, email us at maingate@aub.edu.lb

MainGate digital can now be read on your phone, tablet, or desktop computer. 
Check it out at: sites.aub.edu.lb/maingate
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Under Discussion 

Faces of TRAUMA
How would you characterize the 
effect of the blast on your patients 
generally?  
We can expect three phases. First 
is the acute phase after the blast. 
In this period, we saw a lot of acute 
stress disorder which is characterized 
by hyperarousal. This is when the 
nervous system is riled up, creating 
constant anxiety, difficulty sleeping, 
and the sense of being easily and 
powerfully startled. The explosion 
occurred at 6:08 pm on a Tuesday 
when families were reuniting at home. 
The sense of this cherished space 
being safe and trusted was shattered. 

Once the patient has been stabilized, 
the second phase begins. This involves 
the experience of processing events 
and is followed by overwhelming grief. 
The shock has mostly passed, and now 
people must settle into a reality that’s 
so jarringly different from what they 
would have expected or chosen. The 
blast cut short or warped the arc of so 
many people’s lives. You have a lot of 
families who have totally renovated 
and rebuilt their homes, yet they can’t 
get themselves to step foot in them. 
Some of these families have emigrated.  

The third phase is about reconnecting 
and making meaning. I don’t think 
we’re quite there yet. It’s really based 
on getting your bearings back and 
plugging into support systems. It 
involves reflection on how the event 
has altered or shed light on your values 
and reoriented your sense of purpose.  

Can you give examples of sleep issues?  
I had one patient who couldn’t sleep, 
not only because her nervous system 
couldn’t settle down, but because she 
couldn’t decide on which space in 
her room was safest to sleep in. She’d 
say, “I can’t sleep near a window; 
that could make me vulnerable. But if 
there’s an explosion, the glass will be 
blown far away, so maybe far, but not 
too far from the window is best.” She 

went through all these calculations to 
figure out where she would be most 
likely to survive. 

People affected by the blast—even 
those within the same family—
have presented a wide variety 
of PTSD symptoms. Could you 
elaborate on that?  
In a family or with a couple, one 
person’s coping style might be 
very alienating to someone else. 
There was a couple whose home 
was totally destroyed. The woman 
became hyperaroused and extremely 
emotional, while the man fell into this 
hypercompetent state of emotional 
suppression we call hypoarousal. 
She experienced him as callous and 
emotionally unavailable, whereas he 
found her emotionality overwhelming 
and threatening in terms of what they 
needed to do to get back on their feet.  

Can you say more about people’s 
experiences of home?  
People were killed or injured by their 
own windows shattering. Everyday 
items they had trusted and found 
comfort in were weaponized against 
them. They had to make peace with 
a space that they felt had betrayed 
them, that killed their spouse or 
their child. One woman had to go 
back to her home and scrub her 
deceased husband’s blood prints off 
the bathroom wall. How do you make 
peace with a space after that? You 
try to get patients to think of spaces 
not as perpetrators but as victims of 
the same crime. In some ways, you 
anthropomorphize homes so you can 
give them the same compassion and 
forgiveness you might give to a person.  

What might predict a person’s 
response to trauma?  
The way people have been conditioned 
to regulate emotions affects how 
they respond to trauma. A lot of our 
emotional regulation is learned as 
we grow and develop. So if I grew up 

in a household where people weren’t 
interested in my inner life, then 
I’m predisposed to suppressing  my 
feelings. That’s hypoarousal, meaning 
you’re not suffiiently attuned to your 
emotional system. But if I grew up in 
a household where people modelled 
unexamined reactivity, then I might be 
predisposed to hyperarousal.  

What are some of the 
particularities of doing trauma 
work in the context of the blast? 
Some people come in as parents 
who want to be functional, to model 
normalcy for their children. Their 
chief complaint is not, “I want to feel 
better,” but rather, “I need to be a 
competent mom again.” Immediate 
goals of treatment are therefore geared 
to people’s familial roles, because 
they are not presenting as an injured 
individual, but as the linchpin of an 
injured system.  

In phase one and two, one of the 
most heartbreaking aspects of the 
work has been addressing people’s 
perseveration over the choices they 
made in the bloody disorientation that 
followed the blast. For example, one 
woman was with her children next to 
the window watching the smoke from 
the port when the blast happened. 
She was knocked down, and when 
she came to, her children were badly 
injured. She assumed her husband 
was fine since he had been away 
from the windows, so she grabbed 
her children and ran to get help. For 
hours afterwards, she was unable to 
entrust her children to anyone since 
the streets were filled with terrified, 
severely injured people trying to 
find their own bearings and the 
children themselves were too terrified 
to separate from her. Afterward, 
neighbors found her husband critically 
injured. He died soon after being taken 
to the hospital. This woman was living 
with excrutiating, unrelenting guilt 
about having prioritized the children.  

Another woman dropped her kids off 
for a playdate. After the explosion she 
managed to reach the building, but 
seeing the destruction, she believed 
that her children had died. Instead 
of looking for them, she switched off 
and began shuttling the wounded to 
where they were more likely to access 
hospital care. Later she found that her 
children were alive under the rubble, 
and she couldn’t forgive herself for not 
searching for them. But at the time, 
she simply couldn’t face the idea of 
finding their bodies.  

So we try to bring context and 
compassion to the choices that people 
made in the aftermath of the explosion, 
to make sense of the experience and fit 

it into a narrative that is morally and 
existentially calmer.  

You’ve said that this is a collective 
trauma. Does that require a 
collective sort of therapy?   
In this case, I am not the usual 
impartial witness to someone else’s 
trauma. I have my own internal 
processes to deal with, and sometimes 
what I’m feeling interacts with what 
I’m hearing and witnessing in a way 
that I have to be mindful of. It’s been 
an unfathomable period of human 
loss, and we’re all part of this injured 
and fraying tapestry.  

The collective trauma has created 
collective reactions: community-

wide disbelief, community-wide 
anger, community-wide grief, a 
renewed cry for change on a systemic 
level, a communal plea to live in a 
country and society where there is 
fundamental care and public safety.  

Indeed, people did engage in a 
collective sort of therapy by mass-
volunteering to clean up streets and 
repair homes after the blast. It was 
heartwarming. People were longing 
for this collective experience of healing 
and connection and wanting to be a 
part of the reconstruction. Even now, 
there’s a collective energy in people and 
organizations seeking opportunities to 
support, to rebuild, to heal.   

 The sense of 
this cherished 
space being safe 
and trusted was 
shattered. 

Olivia Shabb,  
is a licensed 

clinical 
psychologist and 
faculty member 

of the Psychiatry 
Department at 

AUBMC. She has 
been treating 

patients affected 
by the explosion 

at the Beirut port.
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Unseen and unspoken,  
the stress you need to address

“We wake up and check the numbers: 
the lire rate, the number of COVID-19 
cases, our body temperatures,” says 
Ali, a student who discovered the 
benefits of mental health counseling 
before this “roller coaster year.” 
He continues, “I have personally 
handled this period even better than 
my first year at AUB because of the 
counseling I received when I got here 
before all the crises started. This 
is not because there’s less stress, 
it’s about the help I received from 
the Psychiatry Department and the 
Counseling Center. The stress will 
never disappear, but what can change 
is how we handle it. I’m now working 
two part-time jobs while pursing my 
engineering studies. Seeking help and 
asking for help was a life-changing 
experience for me.” 

Perhaps no one appreciates the 
benefits of mental health care better 
than the founding co-chairs of 
AUB’s new Mental Health Council 
(MHC), Dean of Student Affairs Talal 
Nezameddin and Department of 
Psychiatry Chair Fadi Maalouf. At 
the launch of the MHC on October 9, 
2020—the eve of World Mental Health 
Day—they described the Council’s 
mission and introduced a roundtable 
moderated by the chief of the Division 
of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 
and Psychology, Leyla Akoury Dirani. 
Representatives from different walks 
of university life—students, faculty, 
and staff—participated.

Dean Nezameddin discussed AUB’s 
groundbreaking mental health 
services for students, starting with the 
Counseling Center in 2002. “Mental 
health really does matter and AUB 
has been a leader in Lebanon and 
the Arab world for a long time,” said 
Nezameddin. “Our first challenge was 
to break the taboo of psychological 
support. Student suicides and other 

life-threating incidents prompted the 
creation of a mental health emergency 
protocol and response team. This 
led to collaboration between the 
Counseling Center, the Student Affairs 
Office, the Psychiatry Department, 
the Protection Office, the HIV Office, 
and Family Medicine. President John 
Waterbury endorsed the initiative 
and many recommendations were 
introduced, including improving 
criteria for mental health patients.” 
Progress was slow until President 
Fadlo Khuri made mental health a 
top priority of his administration. At 
the launch of the MHC Khuri spoke of 
the stigma of mental illness: “Mental 
Health is one of the most challenging 
and intractable issues. It’s the disease 
that no one can talk about. If it’s 
ignored, it doesn’t go away, it gets 
worse. Like cancer, it’s a disease that 
needs to be treated.”

Interim FM Dean Razi Zatari reported 
that one in four people in Lebanon 
are affected by mental illness. Many 
symptoms start at around age 14 but 
go unnoticed and untreated. Nearly 
90 percent of Lebanon’s mentally ill 
have no access to treatment. Chair of 
Psychiatry Fadi Maaloof warned that a 
mental health pandemic would follow 
the viral pandemic. “With multiple 
crises—the Beirut explosion, the 
pandemic, the economic crisis, and 
political and civil unrest, we are at 
quadruple risk,” he said.

On the agenda for the MHC are a 
number of initiatives: coordinating 
services between departments; 
expanding health insurance criteria 
to cover treatment costs; enhancing 
wellness and prevention measures; 
providing support for vulnerable 
groups, such as individuals with 
existing conditions, learning 
challenges, or other special needs; and 
broadening the patient base beyond 

students, faculty, and staff to the 
neighboring community.

Among AUB’s new mental health 
services are the Employee Assistance 
Program, which offers counseling 
for faculty and staff that is free, 
confidential, and easily accessible; 
and psychiatric services at the 
Counseling Center, where students can 
now see a psychiatrist free of charge 
without needing to be referred to the 
Medical Center. 

“We want to make sure we are ‘caring 
for our caregivers.’ In best-case 
scenarios, hospitals are stressful 
workplaces. In the context of a 
pandemic, where people are dealing 
with a new virus, anxiety and fear are 
even more palpable. When healthcare 
workers enter the hospital, they know 
they might be in contact with patients 
who have COVID-19. They are afraid 
that they might take the virus home 
to their loved ones. Through the 
Employee Assistance Program, we 
teamed up with Dr. Fadi Maalouf and 
the Psychiatry Department to provide 
mental health services to AUBMC 
healthcare workers. Since the services 
are delivered through Employee 
Health (outside of the psychiatry 
department) they are better received 
because unfortunately, mental health 
continues to be considered a taboo in 
our society.” 
Director of Employee Health,  
Carine Sakr 

“Uncertainty is a major theme that we 
identified as leading to the building up 
of anxiety. There are many challenges 
impacting student mental health, 
including, but not limited to, learning 
new things, such as remote teaching, 
learning, and virtual services; 
tutoring or medical care that might 
not be accessible virtually; family 
and social services that might not be 
available; social interaction feeling 
disconnected; students feeling alone 
and not supported; and worries about 
the looming financial and economic 
situation. All of which are negatively 
affecting student success and wellbeing.”   
Director of the Counseling Center, 
Chant Kazandjian

“Over the past year we’ve been living 
through a series of disasters . . . 
With pandemics, when national or 
international systems fail, hospitals 
pay the price. When the Beirut blast 

happened, it disrupted our response 
to other disasters. Worse, it made 
everyone—faculty, staff, students, 
members of the community, lose their 
sense of security and safety.” 
Director of Operations, Emergency 
Department, Mazen El Sayed

“We’ve had to reexamine the way we 
live, the way we teach, and the way 
we provide our services.  As educators 
having to move to a virtual teaching 
environment, we’re doing a lot of 
questioning—what are we teaching, 
and how can we do it the best way 
possible with the new tools at our 
disposal? We also have to think about 
our role mentoring and supporting 
our students—academically and 
personally. And we need to be attuned 
to the additional stresses for new 
young faculty members, mothers with 
kids at home during the lockdowns, 
and single parents. The work/life 
balance is in flux. Figuring it out is 
not a luxury; it’s a must if we are to 
sustain our high standards for what 
we do and how we do it.”    
Assistant Professor of Landscape 
Design and Associate Dean of 
Student Affairs, Nayla Al Akl

“As working mothers, we are stressed 
and worried. Starting with the street 
protests, we’ve had to worry about 
getting to work. Are the roads open 
or closed? With COVID-19, we had to 
move our offices and work from home, 
where we struggled with an internet 
connection, trying to reach all of our 
students, and online teaching—which 
was new not just for the students 
but for the parents and teachers—all 
while taking care of our kids. With 
the economic crisis there was the 
additional worry of whether or not our 
salaries would cover our basic family 
expenses. Could we maintain?”  
Assistant to the MSFEA Dean, 
Magguie Chammas

“In terms of the services our team 
provides to employees, it’s an amazing 
team—a team that provides a safe 
space for our patients. I’m a clinical 
psychologist and we’re very big 
on boundaries—how much do you 
share with your patients, how much 
emotion do you show? This situation 
has pushed us to question things 
that we have taken for granted in 
our profession. We’ve talked with 
residents, students, and staff in 
individual sessions and in group 
sessions. We’re listening and we’re 
here to help people tailor our services 
to their own needs.” 
Clinical Psychologist, Psychiatry 
Department, Dinah Ayna 

“As a mental health epidemiologist, 
I am concerned with accurate 
measurement. Many of the thoughts 
and emotions we experience vary with 
internal and external pressures and 
can change frequently. For example, 
if I had collected data on July 30, five 
days later, following August 4, that 
data would likely have been obsolete. 
The silver lining this past year has 
been new collaborations—writing 
new grants with new stakeholders for 
evidence-based mental health action. 
I am working in a very supportive 
environment in my department and 
in my faculty. That kind of support 
encourages a researcher to try and 
continue with their mission even 
under duress.”  
Associate Professor, Department 
of Epidemiology and Population 
Health, Lilian Ghandour 

Thoughts from the roundtable . . . 
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A complicated disaster 
When the explosion occurred at the 
Beirut port, a family driving through 
the winding streets near Gemayze 
was tossed around inside its vehicle. 
The father and his two sons, six-
year-old Ahmad* and eight-year-old 
Zein,* suffered contusions, sprains, 
and bruises. Weeks passed and while 
these minor injuries healed, Zein’s 
interior life darkened. “He would 
cling to his father, he wouldn’t get in 
the car,” says Psychiatry Department 
Chair Fadi Maalouf. Meanwhile, his 
brother Ahmad appeared calm and 
content. Thus, the conundrum: What 
was it about Zein that made him more 
vulnerable to trauma than his brother? 

Since his return to Lebanon from 
the University of Pittsburgh in 
2009, Maalouf has been trying to 
answer this question. He and his 
team of researchers have conducted 
prevalence and screening studies of 
adolescent populations in Beirut and 
other parts of Lebanon, generating a 
set of baseline mental health statistics 
for the country that otherwise would 
not exist, and which international 
public health organizations like the 
World Health Organization can draw 
from to make regional public health 
policy recommendations. 

In 2012, Maalouf and Assistant 
Professor of Epidemiology and Applied 
Biostatistics Lillian Ghandour ran a 
small-scale study in Beirut to assess 
the prevalence of psychiatric disorders 
in adolescents living in Beirut. The 
data collection team fanned out across 
the city, knocking on doors at random, 
so long as they could access them 
(high-security buildings were left out 
of the study). “Reactions varied. Some 
people viewed the opportunity to 

talk to a researcher as an opportunity 
to vent. Others flatly refused. Either 
they were busy, or they felt it was too 
intrusive,” says Maalouf.

The study found the incidence of 
psychiatric disorders among the Beirut 
adolescent population to be around  
25 percent, higher than in the 
politically stable Gulf, but lower than 
in those areas that have experienced 
intense ongoing conflict, like Gaza; 
refugee communities have much higher 
rates of mental illness than individuals 
residing in their home countries. “It’s 
anywhere between 30 and 50 percent 
for Syrian refugees,” says Maalouf.

Yet the most the troubling statistic for 
Maalouf was that a mere six percent of 
those suffering from a mental health 
issue were actively seeking treatment. 
“As a follow-up to the study, we 
focused on access to care and making 
care available to children. We looked 
at integrating mental health services 
into the school system and arrived at 
an intervention, in collaboration with 

Harvard Medical School, that focuses 
on building resilience in children and 
adolescents.” That intervention was 
found to reduce feelings of depression 
and anxiety. 

In 2018, Maalouf and Ghandour 
ran a countrywide screening study, 
interviewing more than 1,500 families 
and finding 30 percent to be at risk 
of developing mental illness, with 
over 90 percent of those at risk never 
having sought treatment. Now, in the 
wake of the blast, this sampling of 
families whose pre-blast risk profiles 
have been determined is poised to be 
reassessed by Maalouf and Ghandour. 
“We are in the process of calling these 
families post-blast to determine who 
developed PTSD or depression,” says 
Maalouf. They can then determine the 
correlation between risk profile and 
the manifestation of symptoms. 

Like the chaotic nature of the blast 
itself, the damage done to the psyches 
of Lebanese has been random 
and unexpected. And many are 

facing their traumas alone. “A very 
significant stressor is the exodus of 
families who’ve left the country. Kids 
grieving the loss of their friends, their 
relatives. Collective loss is a common 
theme. It makes it more challenging 
to overcome because to overcome a 
collective loss requires a collective 
effort,” says Maalouf.

*Names have been changed to protect 
individuals’ privacy.

 We are in the 
process of calling 
these families 
post-blast to 
determine who 
developed PTSD 
or depression. 



Check Up:
Q. What causes psoriasis? Is it 
stress-related? Hereditary? Does 
it occur more among a certain 
demographic?
A. We didn’t know the cause until 
recently. But over the past two 
decades, a lot of research has led us 
to conclude that it’s an autoimmune 
condition. There’s certainly a 
genetic aspect. Its inheritance 
mode is polymodal, so there are 
several genes involved. Certain 
triggering factors such as stress and 
infection are required for psoriasis 
to manifest on the skin. When it 
does, psoriasis can take a variety of 
clinical manifestations, one is guttae 
psoriasis—which is small and teardrop-
shaped. This type of psoriasis is usually 
precipitated by an infection. 

In its classical form, psoriasis occurs 
in larger batches and is distributed 
over the scalp, hands, feet, or 
genitalia. It usually affects the scalp. It 
can spread over a large area and areas 
can adjoin to form something that 
looks like a map in an atlas. This type 
of psoriasis can be triggered by all 
sorts of stress, like the death of a close 
friend or family member, or like being 
in a warzone. Many psychological 
states, like anxiety and depression, 
can trigger it. Psoriasis by itself can 
cause depression or anxiety, especially 
when its widespread, because of the 
effect it has on one’s appearance. For 
example, I treated a banker who had 
an itchy scalp and very bad dandruff. 
He was embarrassed at business 
meetings when large thick flakes 
would appear on the shoulders and 
the lapels of his jacket. He was afraid 
that people might think that he hadn’t 
showered or didn’t have good hygiene. 
The effects of psoriasis are bidirectional 
in that the condition can be caused by 

or can cause anxiety and depression. 
Still, not everyone who has psoriasis 
can point to a stressful situation. 

Q. Can it be prevented?
A. If you have the genetic makeup for 
it, you cannot prevent it. But you can 
try and identify the triggering factors 
that will exacerbate the condition. 
Of course, there’s no cure. I tell my 
patients, regardless of how bad it 
is—and bad depends on the affected 
surface area—I tell them it’s a lifelong 
disease. If you don’t adhere to the 
treatment, then your psoriasis is not 
going to be under your control. It’s a 
chronic condition. I try to help them 
make peace with that fact. It’s not 
a skin-limited condition. There is 
evidence now from various research 
studies that it has other co-morbidities 
which can be seen in patients 
with moderate to severe psoriasis. 
Such patients may have associated 
comorbidities such as risk of 
cardiovascular disease and metabolic 
syndrome. 

Q. How common is it? How many 
psoriasis patients do you see in a 
month, roughly? 
A. I tell people that the bread and 
butter of dermatology is acne, 
psoriasis, and eczema. Among ethnic 
groups, prevalence can range from 
1 to 11 percent, Scandinavia being 
on the higher end. In Lebanon, 
although we don’t have a database, 
my estimate is that about four to five 
percent of the population in Lebanon 
may have psoriasis. I see in the 
range of 10 to 15 new psoriasis cases 
per month. I get referrals from other 
dermatologists for cases ranging from 
mild to severe. Most cases, I’d say 60 to 
70 percent, are mild. 

Q. Can a person self-diagnose and 
treat the condition? How?  
A. Well, of course, public awareness 
has grown so much that I often get 
patients who are aware that they have 
psoriasis when they come in. They 
Google or do research. We exert a lot 
of effort to increase public awareness. 
The WHO made a resolution in 2016 
to recognize that psoriasis negatively 
impacts quality of life. The WHO 
underscores public awareness. You 
don’t just treat the psoriasis, you treat 
the comorbidities, the stress. October 
29 is world psoriasis day. Across the 
globe, organizations are sponsoring 
public health initiatives to educate 
the public about psoriasis and how it 
affects sufferers. 

Q. And how do you treat the 
condition? 
A. First, I define what type of 
psoriasis I’m dealing with. Then I 
go over quality of life issues, the 
psychosocial component. I take all of 
this into account before I decide on 
the treatment. Mild cases are treated 
with topical cortisone. For moderate to 
severe psoriasis, topical creams aren’t 
practical because of the surface area 
involved. For moderate to severe cases, 
we use a special type of cabinet, like 
what is used for tanning; it’s calibrated 
with UV light and takes about six to 
eight weeks to have an effect. Or we 
use an anti-cancer drug, methotrexate, 
given as an oral tablet weekly, which 
also takes six to eight weeks to act. 
Over the last ten years or so, we have 
come up with a more powerful class 
of treatments called biologics. These 
are immune modulators that work 
effectively with psoriasis. Many 
dermatological societies advocate for 
these as a first line of treatment. 

Patients can grow frustrated and 
stop treatment. Before I prescribe any 
treatment, I make sure the patient 
understands how important it is to 
adhere to the regimen. I think of it as a 
contract between doctor and patient to 
ensure that both sides are in absolute 
accord. The contract must be honored 
for the treatment to work.  

Q. How serious of a condition 
is psoriasis? Does it require 
immediate treatment? Can it be left 
untreated for a time?  
A. It’s not a life-threatening situation. 
It does not require the emergency room. 
But it must be treated when there are 
increased co-morbidities involved. 
Severe psoriasis can have a big 
psychosocial impact. It can affect how 
someone moves around in the world—
or cause them to just stay home. 

Q. Did the Aug. 4 blast see a rise in 
psoriasis and other dermatological 
problems? 
A. No, not really. Even though it was 
a very stressful situation, I really did 
not see any difference in the number 
of cases of psoriasis that I would 
normally see. That’s my personal 
experience so far. 

 Severe psoriasis can 
have a big psychosocial 

impact. It can affect 
how someone moves 
around in the world—
or cause them to just 

stay home. 

Abdul Ghani Kibbi  
(BS ’76, MD ’81) 

Professor of 
Dermatology 

and Chair of the 
Department of 
Dermatology at 

AUBMC
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Assi was awarded her BS 
degree with distinction 
in AUB’s Nutrition and 
Dietetics Program. 
As a research assistant 
at AUB, she studied 
healthy eating habits 
and exercise in young 
school-age children. 
She spent four years 
as a clinician in private 
practice before giving 
in to her lifelong passion 
for cooking. Four 
years ago, Assi started 
what is now a very 
popular Instagram 
page to promote 
easy and convenient 
recipes that fit into a 
healthy lifestyle.  
[@healthyliciousbySara] 
She makes public 
appearances to 
demonstrate cooking 
techniques and tips. 
Publication of her first 
cookbook is expected 
in 2021. 

Send your recipe 
submissions to 
maingate@aub.edu.lb

Labneh balls are a perfect addition to your 
breakfast and dinner table, a must in every 
Lebanese home and a traditional ‘mouneh’ 
item that any home cook can prepare.

INGREDIENTS:

• 2 kilograms (4 ½ lbs) goat yogurt
• 1 kilogram (2 ¼ lbs) cow yogurt
• 1 tsp salt

PREPARATION:

Mix ingredients and place in a large 
cheesecloth. Tighten into a ball and hang 
for 12 hours to drain the excess liquid. 
After 12 hours, place the cheese cloth in 
a sieve above a bowl and transfer to the 
refrigerator for another 12 hours. Remove 
the labneh that has formed from the 
cheesecloth bag and place on a large plate. 
Refrigerate for six more hours, then form 
the labneh into small balls and spread 
them over the cheesecloth so that they dry 
out well. Place in the refrigerator again for 
approximately 4-8 hours depending on the 
type of yogurt used.

When the labneh balls are ready to be 
preserved, dip them in the seasonings 
you prefer. Good options include chili 
flakes, dried mint, dried basil, zaatar, 
toasted sesame seeds, nigella seeds, 
chopped walnuts, dried oregano, and 
sumac. (Traditionally the Labneh balls are 
preserved without any coating.)

Place the labneh balls in jars and add olive 
oil until the balls are completely covered.

Preserve in the refrigerator or at room 
temperature.

Makes approximately 50 labneh balls.

Serving suggestions:

Best served with pita or markouk bread, 
olives, fresh mint, tomato, cucumber, and 
a cup of hot tea!

GOOD FOR YOU? The expert weighs in . . .

Labneh is a good source of meatless 
protein, calcium, and vitamin A, all of 
which are important for bone and muscle 
health. Rich in probiotics or beneficial 
bacteria, labneh can help optimize gut 
health and contribute to the prevention 
and treatment of many digestive tract 
disorders and diseases. Since labneh 
cheese is strained and fermented, it may 
be lower in lactose than other dairy 
products and therefore a good choice for 
people who are lactose intolerant. Labneh 
balls can be easily added to your diet in a 
variety of ways–as a breakfast sandwich, 
a finger food for lunch or a snack, 
or a simple addition to your dinner salad—
loading it with nutrients and making it 
more appealing.

Sahtein
Labneh Balls
Sara Assi (BS ’11)

Per Serving–100 g (one small ball):
Calories (kcal): 300 
Protein (g): 9  
Fat (g): 20 (6 g, saturated) 
Carbohydrates (g): 8 
Calcium (mg): 230  
Sodium (mg): 350
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global village a better place. 
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Alumni Profile

A fintech wiz,  
and she’s just getting started . . .

Nadine Mezher (BBA ’01) could 
recognize the problem—financial 
investing in the MENA region was 
out of reach for the young, the non-
wealthy, and most of all, for women. 
She was living in Dubai, having given 
birth to her third child, when she 
also recognized a solution. Two of her 
sister’s friends had contacted Mezher, 
asking for help analyzing the potential 
in Dubai for an online financial 
services company.

“They were two Lebanese men 
living in Canada, with extensive 
experience in finance,” Mezher says. 
“They noticed when they asked 
acquaintances in the MENA region 
about their investment strategy, the 
answer was usually that the person 
had a savings account or maybe a 
dream of investing in real estate. They 
could see how immature the investing 
culture was in the region.”

When Mark Chahwan and Jad 
Sayegh traveled to Dubai, they 
met with Mezher and explained 
their idea for an online company. It 
would be a full digital experience 
utilizing robo-advisers and featuring 
low-fee investing and low account 
minimums. As Mezher offered her 
help with customer insights and 
market segmentation, she found 
herself becoming passionate about 
the possibilities. Then the Dubai 
International Financial Center (DIFC) 
announced the launch of the region’s 
first fintech accelerator. In 2017, 
Chahwan and Sayegh asked Mezher to 
join them.

“They approached me with the 
proposal that I come in as a cofounder. 
I believed in the idea, there was the 
connection to the region, and the 
timing was right.” The result is Sarwa, 
an online financial adviser that 

“takes the hurdles out of investing, 
while helping you maximize returns 
at a risk you’re comfortable with.” 
The minimum to open an account is 
$500, they’ve already grown over 400 
percent, and have 25,000 registered 
users. Among other accolades, Sarwa is 
number 28 on the Forbes “Middle East’s 
50 Most-Funded Startups” list for 2020, 
with almost $10 million in funding. 
Mezher is the chief marketing officer.

“We’re trying to change the fintech 
mentality here,” Mezher says while 
listing the challenges they’ve faced. 
“We’re trying to make investing 
accessible for the young and give 
them a retirement plan. We’ve had to 
sit with regulators and the government 
to work on laws and regulations. We 
introduced full digital onboarding, 
facial recognition, and e-signatures, 
all practices that weren’t common here 
before, and already the landscape is 
different from when we started. We 
even have direct competition now, when 
before it was mainly going against big 
banks and real estate developers.”

Mezher is also well versed in 
the challenges of being a female 
entrepreneur. “We have to learn to 
voice what we bring to the table,” she 
says, “instead of waiting for someone 
else to recognize our work and give 
us credit. Although, in Dubai, we 
might have it better than elsewhere. 
I also have male partners, which 
opened doors for us. It’s encouraging 
that there are more women in senior 
positions now, and more in STEM 
in general, but we still have a long 
way to go to close the gaps.” Still, 
she says Sarwa’s own client base is 
unbalanced. “Getting more female 
investors is my north star. I’m very 
interested in financial independence 
for women and giving them a way to 
build wealth.”

Mezher says she grew up with the 
entrepreneurial spirit and started 
working in her family’s office at age 
14, like the rest of her siblings. After 
college she accumulated fifteen years’ 
experience in design, marketing, and 
communications strategy and had 
already worked on projects with the 
government of Dubai when she met 
her Sarwa cofounders. According to 
her husband, she helped inspire him 
to make the leap as well. He left his 
job as head of strategy in the public 
sector and launched his own company. 
“We’re a dual start-up family now,” 
she says.

In spite of Mezher’s success with 
Sarwa in Dubai and Abu Dhabi and 
the plans to expand to Saudi and 
beyond, Lebanon is never far from 
her thoughts. Having lived in many 
countries, from Italy, France, to the 
UAE, Mezher is able to adapt her 
approach to different market affinities. 
She grew up in Saudi but went back 
to Lebanon from age 11 to 21, which 
included her time at AUB.  

“AUB was unique,” she says. “It’s so 
gorgeous and gave me such a strong 
sense of community and belonging. 
Even today when I see that logo on a 
LinkedIn profile, I get, I don’t know . . .” 

Mezher points out that even while 
a student at AUB, she worked in the 
development office and got her first 
internship in a bank. It gave her a 
strong foundation both personally and 
professionally. Now, as with so many 
in the diaspora, Mezher marvels at 
the difficulties family and friends face 
back home and is impressed with the 
resilience of the young living through 
so much hardship. 

“But at the same time, they live life 
to the fullest,” she says. “There’s 

still a joie de vivre that’s magic, 
maybe brought on by the struggles 
themselves. Or maybe it’s because 
Lebanon is a mid-point between 
East and West.” Mezher struggles 
to articulate the “thing” that makes 
someone Lebanese. “It’s the people 
that define a country. The beauty of 
the culture is precisely that mix. That 
of course, plus the hospitality, family-
orientation, the coffee, the food, and 
the music, and so much more . . . One 
day,” she says firmly, “I hope we will 
open Sarwa in Lebanon.”

 We have to learn 
to voice what we 
bring to the table 
instead of waiting 
for someone else 
to recognize our 
work and give us 
credit. 



WAAAUB  
Around the Globe

Abu Dhabi Chapter

Comedy Night 
Meet-up with the comedian  
Ali Hasbini 
July 1, 2020

Atlanta 
Painting for a Cause  
Socially distanced painting session  
with Teresa Abboud 
July 5, 2020
AUB4Beirut Walk/Run  
Cochran Shoals Trail 
September 19, 2020

Virtual Christmas Event  
Dec 13, 2020

Cleveland 

History of Lebanese Wines 
In support of Khaddit Beirut’s  
Free Community Health Center 
December 6, 2020

Christmas Bake Along 
December 13 and 19, 2020

Germany Chapter 

Standing Together 
Zoom Call with Psychologist  
Renata Wacker 
Coping with the Beirut explosion  
August 11, 2020 

Virtual Trivia Night 
December 20, 2020

Health Sciences Chapter

Virtual Trivia Night 
In support of the Community Fund 
December 26, 2020

Kuwait Chapter

Fitness Challenge: Be fit for a cause 
July and August 2020 sessions

Kuwait Chapter (cont’d)

Workshop on Emotional Intelligence 
Facing the COVID-19 crisis 
July 9-11, 2020

Michigan

Crisis Abroad: COVID-19 and the 
Beirut Blast 
Dr. Allisar Rady  
(BS ’84, MS ’86, MD ’89, MPH ’03) 
Psychologist Dima Ayass 
September 26, 2020

Midwest

Economic Crisis in Lebanon 
Dr. Hicham Safieddine (BA ’84) 
August 1, 2020

New England

Vigil for Lebanon 
August 16, 2020

A Night of Arabic Caligraphy 
December 11, 2020

Northern California

NorCal Bakes 
In support of N. California  
Endowed Scholarship 
December 7, 2020

Philadelphia/Delaware Valley  
and New England

AUB Flows Together 
Vinyasa Yoga Class  
to Lebanese Beats 
November 11, 2020

South Lebanon Chapter

Produced but Never Eaten  
Food Waste: Facts and Solutions 
Webinar with Professor and 
Researcher, Dr. Hussein Hassan 
December 22, 2020

Washington, DC

Navigating the Stressors of COVID-19 
Social Injustice and Politics  
Here and in our Country of Origin 
Hala Lababidi Buck (BA ’65) 
June 25, 2020

Considering Women’s Leadership in the Time of Corona 
May Rihani (BA ’68) 
July 2, 2020

We did not let a pandemic keep us from celebrating Reunion 
2020! We connected in the cybersphere from June 6–15. 
Activities included a video welcome from President Khuri, 
a series of virtual talks by AUB deans, and digital musical 
performances by renowned artists, such as Guy Manoukian, 
Joseph Attieh, and more.

Stay tuned to the alumni online community for news of the 
2021 Reunion: alumni.aub.edu.lb

A sampling of enriching and fun, virtual and in-person ALUMNI EVENTS

More than 250 alumni and friends 
in 12 countries took part in the 
AUB4Beirut Run on September 18-
20. A pandemic-safe, outdoor event 
that included hiking, biking and 
walking. The “run” raised more than 
$105,000 for AUB4Beirut Disaster 
Response initiatives. WAAAUB 
chapters in Canada (Montreal and 
Ottawa), Cyprus, Germany, Kuwait, 
Lebanon, Singapore, the UK, and the 
US (Atlanta, Houston, Indiana, Greater 
Los Angeles, Midwest, North Carolina, 
Orange County, and Philadelphia/
Delaware Valley) rallied their members 
and organized special activities. 

“Our WAAAUB chapters and global 
alumni were great,” said AVP for 
Alumni Relations – North America 
and WAAAUB General Secretary 
Lina Jazi, who ran five kilometers 
herself. “COVID-19 did make it a bit 
challenging, but our alumni have 
overcome many challenges in the 
past, so we were not going to let 
a pandemic keep us from getting 

together—properly socially distanced, 
of course—to support AUB.” 

Several participants commented on 
how much they enjoyed being with 
other alumni and friends especially 
during these challenging times. “We 
all want to help our alma mater and 
the people of Lebanon,” said Jazi. 

AUB’s Alumni Relations Office is 
already working on plans for next 
year’s AUB4Beirut Run. We hope you’ll 
join us!

The AUB4Beirut Run

North Carolina Chapter

Baskinta, Lebanon  We all want 
to help our 
alma mater and 
the people of 
Lebanon. 
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In 2014, you cofounded a design 
studio called CatalyticAction. What 
prompted you to do this instead of, 
for example, getting a job with an 
existing design studio?
I have always been much more 
interested in speaking to people 
and understanding their needs. I 
wanted to work on the projects that 
were important to me, and to work 
in the way that I believe matters. 
CatalyticAction started in 2015 with a 
small playground project in Lebanon, 
an idea a couple of us had when 
completing our master’s degrees 
at University College London. We 
wanted to prove how architecture 
could be a tool to empower vulnerable 
communities and impact current 
humanitarian practice.  

What is it about CatalyticAction 
that is different from other design 
studios?
We are a nonprofit that works to 
empower communities through 
strategic and innovative community-
led interventions. We adopt a 
participatory approach to design, 
where the users are at the center 
of the process. We focus on the 
co-design process as much as on 
the quality of the final product. 
We follow specific values in all 
phases of our approach, such as 
revealing and valuing community 
knowledge, culture, needs, visions, 
aspirations, and skills; supporting 
local businesses by prioritizing the 
use of local materials and labor; 
and enabling equal engagement in 
decision-making processes among all 
community members. 

What do you remember most  
about AUB?
The people—I loved some of the 
courses I took with professors like 
Howayda al-Harithy, Robert Saliba, 
and Mona Fawaz. They became 
mentors to me. They focused a lot on 
contextual analysis and how people 
shape the built environment. That 
approach made sense to me. AUB 
made me more curious about why 
things are the way they are.

You’re working on a project now 
in Karantina, a neighborhood very 
close to the August 4 explosion, 
with AUB’s Neighborhood 
Initiative, Psychology Department, 
TDH Italy, and UNICEF. Can you 
speak more about that?
The Kan Ya Makan project was born to 
address the needs we identified when 
visiting and talking to the community 
of Karantina right after the explosion. 
There is a lot of concern about the 
impact that the explosion is having on 
children’s mental health and well-
being. We know the area well and have 
had strong ties to the community since 
2016, when we worked closely with 
children to implement a playground 
in the park. We believe that children 
have a right to feel safe, to play, and 
to have a voice in the recovery of 
Beirut. Through artistic and playful 
participatory activities that alternate 
between the real and imagined, 
children will be questioning notions 
of self, society, and recovery; how 
they are impacted by their spatial 
environment; and how to translate 
imagined worlds into realities. We 
are also working with children’s 
caregivers and key local stakeholders. 
Together we are co-creating a safe 
social space for, and with, children 
and their communities. 

• Graduated from AUB (BAR ’12)
• Cofounded CatalyticAction (2014)
• Received bronze award, LafargeHolcim competition  

for sustainable construction for Middle East Africa (2017)
• Shortlisted for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture (2017–19)
• Received the Artful Integrators Award (2020)
• Member of the LafargeHolcim Awards jury for  

Middle East and Africa (2020)

StandingOUTstanding

Joana Dabaj: Making small 
changes, having a big impact

Dr. Eugene J. Gangarosa has been 
working to make our global village a 
better place for more than 70 years. 
It is that passion and drive that have 
inspired him to work tirelessly on 
behalf of the “have nots”—the 85 
percent of the world that is “unserved 
or underserved in its health needs.” 
As Gangarosa points out, so many 
deaths in the developing world are 
preventable: they are due to “diseases 
of filth, poverty, and poor sanitation.”  
When people have access to safe 
water, fewer people—especially 
children—die of these diseases.  

The Gangarosa family recently made 
a planned gift to AUB to establish 
the Gangarosa Family Endowed 
Chair for Safe Water and Sanitation. 
“AUB means so much to me,” says 
Gangarosa, “and has had a pivotal role 
in shaping my career in many ways.” 
He goes on to explain that another 
reason that he and his family decided 
to establish an endowed chair is that 
“hopefully other AUB professionals 

will feel as strongly as I do about the 
importance of AUB impacting their 
careers and be motivated to make their 
own endowments and perpetuate their 
own names.” 

The endowed chair at the Faculty of 
Health Sciences, the faculty’s first 
endowed chair, will focus on water, 
sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) in 
the Global South–especially the needs 
of the Arab world. The individual 
selected to be the Gangarosa Chair 
at FHS will work closely with 
Dr. Christine Moe, the Eugene J. 
Gangarosa Professor of Safe Water 
and Sanitation and the director of 
the Center for Global Safe Water, 
Sanitation, and Hygiene at Emory 
University. Gangarosa hopes that 
the Gangarosa Chair at AUB will 
eventually lead to the establishment of 
a WASH Center at AUB—and that it and 
the WASH Center at Emory University 
will be part of a network of WASH 
centers around the world helping to 
make “our global village a better place.” 

The Gangarosa name is already well 
known at AUB. Dr. Gangarosa was 
founding dean of the Faculty of Health 
Sciences from 1978 to 1981. It was in 
1980 that Gangarosa met Professor 
Iman Nuwayhid, who stepped down 
as FHS dean in September 2020. 
Gangarosa and Nuwayhid have stayed 
in touch over the years, united by a 
shared commitment to social justice. 
It is a commitment that incoming FHS 
Dean Abla Sibai shares. 

Another important connection that 
the Gangarosa family has to AUB is 
the Steinway grand piano that Rose 
Gangorosa, a devoted pianist and 
music teacher, donated to Marquand 
House when she and her husband left 
Beirut in 1981. The Gangarosa family 
will always be connected to AUB 
through both science and music.

The Long View  

Dr. Eugene J. Gangarosa: Making  
our global village a better place

1. Eugene J. Gangarosa, “A Global Perspective 
of Health, Vintage 1979,” Human Resources for 
Primary Health Care, American University of 
Beirut, 1980.

Dr. and Mrs. Gangarosa at FHS’s 60th anniversary 
celebration in 2014
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Partnerships for AUB:  
The Association of Specialization and Scientific Guidance 
“Since 2014, ASSG [The Association of 
Specialization and Scientific Guidance] has 
partnered with AUB believing that AUB is 
the most important institution in Lebanon 
and the region in preparing highly 
qualified persons capable of playing a role 
in the development and progress of the 
nation,” explains ASSG Secretary General 
Abdulaziz Sweidan. 

ASSG is a nonprofit association founded 
in 1969 to contribute to the revival of 

Lebanon. It provides specialization 
opportunities for outstanding students who 
need financial assistance, believing that 
there is no more valuable investment than 
investing in a human being especially in 
a country like Lebanon where its wealth is 
in its people. 

The association also assists orphans 
through its Sanabel Institution for the Care 
for Orphans (founded in 1985) and the 
elderly through the Elderly Care Institution 

(founded in 1995). In 1986, ASSG created the 
“Alumni Club” to organize and mobilize its 
graduates. It is also active in the arts and 
supports social development initiatives.

Thirty-five AUB students have received 
SSG-AUB scholarships since 2014. ASSG 
and AUB are also partnering to provide 
graduate assistantships for up to five 
graduate students each year. 

Class Notes

1950s 1960s 1970s
Adel Afifi (BS ’51, MD ’57) writes, 
“After a busy and rich 53 years in 
teaching, clinical practice, research, 
and administration spent mainly 
at AUB and the University of Iowa, 
I retired in July 2007, as professor 
emeritus in the Carver College of 
Medicine of the University of Iowa. 
I have kept busy in retirement 
doing things that I have always 
wanted to do, including writing a 
book (Medieval Islamic Medicine 
and Medical Luminaries) and an 
autobiography of sorts (Glimpses of 
My Life and Career and the People 
Who Made Them: A Palestinian 
Story). In October 2020, I celebrated 
my 90th birthday with my daughter 
and son and their families.

Arshalouys (Arlene) Keshishian 
Hancock (BSN ’59) writes, “I moved 
from Lebanon in 1962 and continued 
my nursing career in California. I 
worked at one time in California with 
our own Dr. Nelson who was the 
attending physician at AUH when I 
was a student (what a small world!). 
I am proud to be an AUB graduate. 
I could never have imagined being 
otherwise. AUB stands high and 
strong with its high accreditation, 
education, and the uniqueness  
of its Lebanese culture. I have retired 
from nursing today, but I have never 
stopped helping those who need my 
skills in nursing. The legacy of AUB 
will never die as long as I live.”

Haig Der-Houssikian (BA ’61, 
MA ’62), PhD, writes, “I have been 
employed at the University of Florida 
(UF) since 1967. My research interests 
have been in Sub-Saharan Africa. My 
teaching has included morphology 
and syntax, sociolinguistic subjects, 
and the Swahili language. During 
my tenure at UF, I was director of 
linguistics and later chair of the 
Department of African and Asian 
Languages and Literatures. I met 
my wife, Gaylynne Hall (BA ’62), 
at AUB. Our years at AUB have 
remained highlights and the most 
impactful in our lives. I retired 
in 2003. Our hearts go out to the 
people of Beirut and Lebanon for the 
hardships endured in recent times.” 

Gregory Mestanas (BA ’63), PhD, 
immigrated to the US on a Fulbright 
scholarship after graduation to 
attend Long Island University 
and the University of Maryland. 
He is a member of the American 
Psychological Association’s Societies 
of Clinical Psychology and Clinical 
Neuropsychology. He directed 
clinical programs in mental health 
for inpatient and outpatient settings 
and has supervised doctoral interns 
from American and European 
universities. He was in independent 
practice as a psychologist/behavioral 
health consultant for some 50 years 
in Annapolis, where he is currently 
retired and lives with his family. He has 
authored a book and articles on health. 

Avedis Boyamian (BS ’70) writes, 
“I have always admired AUB, an 
outstanding educational institution 
where I had the privilege to study. 
AUB shaped me, built me, and 
prepared me to be the man I am. 
After graduation, I worked for 
Fortune 100 companies and after 50 
years of rewarding work, I retired 
from Textron as VP for international 
business development. The people 
that I met as clients or associates 
became my lifelong friends. Houry, 
my wife of 47 years, has been my 
rock and inspiration. She is an 
educator and principal of a private 
school in the greater Boston area. We 
have three wonderful children and 
six adorable grandchildren.”

Georges Karawani (BEN ’70, 
MEN ’72) is a director of special 
projects and renewable energy for 
Parkland Corp. and consults in the 
carbon economy as president of 

Consultation Energy & Biodiesel Inc. 
He worked for Imperial Oil Ltd. in 
Montreal for 30 years and then for 
Olco/TransMontaigne in the field of 
storage of petroleum products and 
biodiesel and renewable energy. He 
is currently involved in developing 
fuel by pyrolysis of plastics and fuel 
oil by pyrolysis of tree barks. Georges 
has been married for 42 years and 
has two sons (both engineers) and 
two grandsons. He is a fan of blues 
jazz and regularly attends shows 
during the Montreal Jazz Festival. 

Kanaan Venkataraman (MEN ’72)  
writes, “I am currently vice president 
of digital operations support for 
WesternGeco, Schlumberger, based 
in Houston. My career started 
immediately upon completing 
my master’s degree in electrical 
engineering from AUB. I have worked 
for the same company for over 48 
years! However, thanks to mergers 
and acquisitions, my employer 
has changed names a few times: 
Geophysical Services Inc.  
(a subsidiary of Texas Instruments), 
Halliburton Geophysical Services, 
Western Atlas, and finally, 
Schlumberger. Imagine, all this 
following just one job interview  
in Beirut in 1972! My wife Rekha and 
I lived in London, Cairo, Madrid, and 
Dallas before calling Houston home.”  

Mirza H. Alqassab (BA ’73) writes, 
“After graduating from AUB, I secured 
a Fulbright fellowship from the US 
Department of State and a scholarship 
from the University of Oregon, where 

Mamdouh G. Salameh (BA ’63), 
PhD, has worked in a variety of 
fields, ranging from broadcasting 
with the Jordanian Broadcasting 
Service and the Voice of America to 
pharmaceuticals with Upjohn and 
Astra, and culminating in a move 
to the UK to oversee business for 
Imperial Chemicals Industries (ICI) in 
the Middle East. In 1988, he earned a 
PhD in the economics and geopolitics 
of oil and energy. He has authored 
four books on oil and was invited by 
Boston University to contribute to the 
Encyclopedia of Energy and also the 
Handbook of Energy. He is currently 
a visiting professor of energy 
economics at ESCP Europe Business 
School in London.

Waddah Chehadeh (BE ’64) 
writes, “Following graduation, I   
earned a master’s degree in highway 
engineering at the University of 
Surrey in England. I then returned 
to Syria and practiced general civil 
engineering for 17 years before 
moving to Kuwait, where I was an 
engineering adviser to the Kuwait 
Fund for Economic Development for 
31 years. During this period, I visited 
93 countries, followed up on 110 
development projects, and received 
the Order of National Merit of 
Burkina Faso. Currently I am retired 
and living in Northern California, 
where I have written a book entitled 
Astounding Memories in Developing 
Countries. I am in regular contact 
with my 1964 classmates and other 
AUB alumni.”

Abdul (Bob) Odeh (BA ’65) earned 
an MA from the University of Toronto 
(1968) and a post-graduate diploma 
from Ottawa University (1971). During 
his 50-year career, Bob worked for 
the Canadian government, UNDP, 

and the Kuwait Fund for Arab 
Economic Development in Africa 
and South East Asia. He is now a 
volunteer advisor with the Canadian 
Executive Service Organization 
(CESO). He lives in Ottawa with his 
wife and does consulting. He is the 
author of CIDA and the Arab World: A 
Profile in Development Cooperation. 
The highlight of his career was in 
2015 when he worked for Oxfam 
Quebec in Jerusalem and the West 
Bank as senior monitoring and 
evaluation advisor.

Muhammad Aref Abu-Zaki  
(BS ’68) writes, “Immediately 
after graduation, I worked in 
Saudi Arabia with Consolidated 
Contractors Co. constructing 
roads and bridges. In 1972, I did 
post-graduate study at Melbourne 
University before joining Dar al 
Handasah in 1973, where I worked 
until 1990 in the Transportation 
Department in Lebanon (design), 
Jordan (construction supervision), 
and Oman (technical assistance to 
the government). I then worked with 
the Oman Ministry of Transport 
until 2017. I am now the CEO and 
owner of New DHR Est., which offers 
professional services in engineering 
consultancy, arbitration, legal 
translation, and training engineers 
and quantity surveyors.”

Ahmad Awdeh (BA ’68, MA ’86) 
writes, “My wife and I are an elderly 
couple, doing well in these difficult 
times. We raise our prayers more 

often than usual these days: for the 
pandemic to be lifted today rather 
than tomorrow, that the victims of 
the Beirut blast have a refuge before 
winter, and that the Lebanese have a 
government true to its people. We take 
our morning exercise on the Corniche 
by the sea three days a week.”
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Diana Chaker (BA ’80, MA ’84) 
writes, “2020 has been harsh on 
everybody. I lost my job teaching 
English at N. P. C. Hamra branch. 
I was also affected by the port 
explosion. I live in Achrafieh near 
Roum Hospital facing the port; the 
house suffered a lot of damage: 
broken glass, windows, aluminum, 
doors, closets, furniture, curtains, 
cracks in walls and ceilings, etc. 
I’m still fixing my house! Will our 
governors and rulers compensate us 
for our loss? Will they wake up one 
day and feel remorse? Will they ever 
be sorry for what they have done? I 
just wish things would be better for 
me and for others.” 

Jamal Alomari (BE ’81), PhD, 
writes, “These days are challenging for 
everybody. Students and teachers are 
facing unprecedented difficulties. My 
students and I are no exception. In my 
new position at Khawarizmi University 
Technical College in Amman, I have 
been trained on virtual classroom 
teaching using Google and Google 
Cloud Platform. It is a challenge to 
prepare a new course so that it is 
clear and enjoyable for students. I say 
‘enjoyable’ because students today 
require that the material be put in a 
presentable and ad-like format.” 

Hani Riman (BBA ’85, BS ’89) 
writes, “I am living in my dear village 
of Ainzhalta with my wife and two 
children. My son (23) has his own 
agriculture company; my daughter 
(27) and wife have a flower shop 
which, unfortunately, is closed now 
because of COVID-19. I miss AUB a lot. 
I would love to do a master’s degree in 
agriculture but am reluctant because 
of the cost of tuition.”

Abbas Bou Diab (BBA ’87), Certified 
Anti-Money Laundering Specialist 
(CAMS) professional, writes, “I have 

I earned an MS degree in economics 
in 1975. During my 40-year career 
(1975–2015) in the oil industry, money 
and banking, academic teaching, 
management consultancy, and 
managing businesses, I lived and 
worked in Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, UAE 
(Abu Dhabi), Malaysia, Singapore, and 
Egypt. I recently wrote a book titled  
Life After Oil: The Survival Predicament 
of the Gulf Arab States; a preview is 
available on Google Books (online).”

Loutfi Echhade (BBA ’73), retired 
senior partner with EY, is a financial 
advisor and independent member of 
the Board and Audit Committees of five 
joint stock companies in Saudi Arabia, 
including three that are listed on the 
Saudi Market. He is also a member 
of the IMA Board of Regents and the 
Professional Standards Committee 
of the Texas State Society of CPAs. 
He previously served as head of the 
WAAAUB Board’s Outreach Committee 
and was a member of the WAAAUB 
Business Chapter. His three children, 
Basil (BBA ’07), Dena (BBA ’10), and 
Leila (BBA ’12), graduated from the 
Suliman S. Olayan School of Business.

Camille Khattar Hedrick (BA ’74) 
writes, “I graduated with honors in 
1974, but there was no graduation 
ceremony that year due to the 
unrest. I come from a long line of 
AUB graduates, including my uncle, 
Camille Khattar (BBA ’29),  
and my late father, Nasri Khattar 
(BBA ’30), well known for his 
innovative designs of Unified Arabic 
(R) fonts. After graduation, I went 
to Paris on my way to the University 
of Pennsylvania. I ended up staying 
in Paris for 25 years. In 1999, I 
moved to Dallas, Texas, with my 
then-employer, a French company. I 
retired in 2016 but continue to work 
in marketing communications and 
tutor French students online.”

Helen Hatab Samhan (MA ’75) 
writes, “After 40 years of work in 
Arab American affairs, including 
decades at the Washington, DC-
based Arab American Institute, I 
am enjoying retirement. Volunteer 

advocacy is still part of my life, as is 
fundraising for my community choir. 
I became a ‘Sitti’ in 2015 and love 
watching my granddaughters grow. 
I am grateful to be connected with 
many friends, including AUB alums, 
and to have the luxury to read good 
books and keep busy in the kitchen. 
2020 has taught me the value of 
flexibility and priorities. I pray each 
day for Lebanon and for its future, 
and that of my own country.”

Leila Amad Bissat (BA ’76) 
writes, “Having worked in the field 
of books for more than 17 years, 
I decided to write my own travel 
books after wandering the world 
along many roads of faith, artworks, 
and craftsmanship witnessing the 
socioeconomic and cultural changes 
taking place in our planet. I have 
been involved with many AUB 
groups over the years, including the 
Zaki Nassif Music Program. I am now 
an elected member of the AUB Board 
of Trustees for three years. I hope I can 
fulfill my mission to serve our alma 
mater in these difficult times, being 
faithful to its values and remaining in 
touch with its broad community.” 

Nada Ashoo (BA ’78) writes,  
“I cofounded the AUB San Diego, 
California, alumni chapter 
and am currently serving as 
chapter president. When I am not 
volunteering, I am the proud small 
business owner of SoBelle Chocolate 
Favors. I started SoBelle Chocolates 
back in 2006, with a desire to 
introduce people to traditional 
Lebanese chocolate favors. After 14 
years in the industry, the business 
has flourished both domestically 
and internationally. Serving the local 
AUB alumni community coupled 
with growing SoBelle Favors has 
been a true source of happiness and 
pride in my life.” 

Ziad El-Hoss (BBA ’78, MBA ’82) 
writes, “I worked at Fransabank in 
Beirut for four years before moving to 
Toronto, where I worked for The Bank 
of Nova Scotia. I have been living 
in Bangkok since 2013, initially on 

assignment by the bank as a chief risk 
officer. I retired in 2019. My message to 
AUB students is to enjoy and cherish 
the time spent at the university as it 
will probably be the best time of your 
life! AUB will give you the necessary 
tools to shape your future and, in 
the process, you will hopefully make a 
difference that will have a positive impact 
on your country, family, and friends.” 

Badih Ghusayni (BS ’78, MS ’80) is 
the founder and editor-in-chief of the 
International Journal of Mathematics 
and Computer Science. He and his 
wife, Neda Timani, who is the IT 
coordinator at Universal College, Aley, 
have two children, both AUB alumni: 
Ryan (BS ’13, MD ’17), who is a third-
year resident in neurology at Duke 
University, and Aleni (BS ’17, MS ’19), 
who was a research assistant at AUB 
during the 2019–20 academic year. 

Ioannis Violaris (BA ’78), PhD writes, 
“Since graduating in 1978 with a BA in 
economics, I have earned a master’s 
degree in international management 
and a PhD in economics. I have been 
a lecturer at a number of universities 
and colleges in Cyprus. I am currently 
the director of academic programmes 
at City Unity College and lecture at 
Frederick University, the  
European University, and the 
Neapolis University.” 

Rola Farchoukh (BA ’79) writes, 
“I enrolled in a master’s program in 
educational psychology at the urging 
of my advisor, Dr. Sayyegh. More 
than 25 years later, I am still working 
in and enjoying the field. I am the 
head of section of one of the most 
prestigious schools in the UAE: Al 
Mawakeb. I am a proud parent of two 
daughters. I strongly believe that if you 
have children, and you want them to 
become properly educated, cultured, 
respectful, and successful, AUB is the 
best place for their education.  
I miss AUB and Beirut and genuinely 
wish a swift and sound recovery for 
our precious Lebanon.” 

1980s

1990s
Chawki Elzein (BS ’88, MD ’92) 
did his general surgery residence at 
AUBMC in 1997, adult cardiac surgery 
training at University Hospitals of 
Cleveland in 1999, and pediatric 
cardiothoracic surgery training in 
2000 at Advocate Children’s Hospital, 
Oak Lawn, Illinois. He is currently on 
staff at Advocate Children’s Hospital 
and a clinical associate professor of 
surgery at the University of Illinois 
and the University of Chicago. He 
and his wife, Nadine Alayli Elzein, 
have three daughters: Lana (17), Talia 
(15), and Farah (10).

Rola Lababidi (BA ’92) writes, 
“What I acquired at AUB transcends 
the boundaries of the knowledge 
gained and required for the 
attainment of my degree. It equipped 
me with a fluid mindset that has 
armored me to tackle life-related 
issues with flexibility, adaptability, 

and perseverance. My professional 
passion to educate and make a 
positive difference in the lives 
of students is deeply rooted and 
strengthened by the skills I attained 
at AUB. This passion has paved 
the way for me to experience the 
essence of teaching across different 
frontiers. Long live AUB! Your legacy 
will surely be passed on to many 
generations to come!”

Antoine (Tony) Saliba (BBA ’92) 
writes, “After graduating from AUB, 
I completed an MBA degree at the 
University of Massachusetts in 1998. 
I spent the following 15 years in the 
banking industry moving between 
different postings within corporate 
banking between Lebanon and the 
GCC. I moved to Canada with my wife 
and two children in 2012. I have since 
been living in Toronto and working 
in corporate finance at the Royal 
Bank of Canada.”

Usama Aghabi (BA ’96) writes, 
“My time at AUB, of course, had 
its ups and downs, but all in all I 
learned a lot, both professionally 
and personally. I am now a father 
and a husband, currently residing in 
Jordan. I have worked in advertising 
for most of my career and have 
owned and managed three agencies. 
I am now a consultant for a company 
that is based in Iraq. I hope that 
humanity will survive these weird 
times under the coronavirus.” 

been working at BLOM Bank Qatar 
LLC since November 2008. I am  
the executive director for 
compliance and anti-money 
laundering (AML) oversight.”

Paul-Alexander Mardirian  
(BArch ’89) writes, “I left for 
Germany in 1990. I did freelance 
work until 1997 in a commercial 
kitchen planning company, which 
designed and equipped the cafeterias 
at Frankfurt Airport. On the side, 
I did small-scale graphic design 
work. Since 1997, I have worked 
at Frankfurt Airport as an export 
clerk in the documentation section 
of a cargo ground handler. I got 
married in 2000 to a lovely German 
woman; our daughter was born in 
2001. My wife had a bad accident 
in 2015, which changed our daily 
routine considerably. I’m currently 
on extended sick leave, indulging in 
writing novels (so far unpublished).” 

Jad Damaj (BA ’00) writes, “My 
three years at AUB were the best 
years of my life. After graduation, 
it was a master’s in economics at 
McGill and then a move to Kuwait 
and then Dubai, my home today.  
An investment banker for 16 years,  
I am now part of the senior 
leadership team at Majid Al Futtaim, 
responsible for driving their strategic 

2000s
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investment agenda. My wife and I are 
blessed with two lovely daughters, 
Sara and Thea. Sara was born with 
spina bifida, but she is a fighter and 
is doing great despite the challenges 
she faces daily. Looking forward 
to keeping the connection with my 
great alma mater.”

Khalil Aboufaycal (BA ’03) writes, 
“After graduating with a BA in 
economics, I moved to the US, where 
I completed an MA in economics at 
Boston University. I am currently 
working as head of budget and cost 
control at Petrofac. My wife, Mariam 
Maalouf, and I have three boys: 
Alexander, Dimitri, and Mikael. 
They are all connected to AUB 
through my beautiful memories and 
alumni reunions.”

Rami El Ali (BBA ’04, MA ’06) 
writes, “I taught at AUB as a full-
time philosophy instructor for two 
years before leaving for the US 
to do a PhD in philosophy at the 
University of Miami. I specialized 
in the philosophy of the mind, 
the philosophy of technology, 
and phenomenology. In 2014 I 
returned to Beirut as a tenure-track 
assistant professor of philosophy at 
LAU. My time here has been spent 
growing LAU’s philosophy program, 
preparing a virtual reality lab for 
the School of Arts & Sciences, and 
working as an activist in Beirut.” 

Neamat Sidani (BBA ’05,  
MBA ’10) writes, “I am living in 
Liege, Belgium, and pursuing a PhD 
in management at HEC ULiege. I miss 
my AUB years and would love to 
keep in touch or meet again with my 
undergrad and graduate classmates—
whether in Lebanon or in Europe. My 
AUB years were the best and most 
unforgettable years of my life!”

Shadi Dadenji (BS ’06, BS ’07) 
writes, “After the best five years 
of my life at AUB, I left to study at 
the Vancouver Film School in the 
game design program. In 2013, I 
moved to Poland and landed a gig 

at CD Projekt Red. I later worked 
at Guerrilla Games in Amsterdam 
before returning to Canada to join 
a start-up focused on creating a 
gaming-oriented programming 
language: SkookumScript. When it 
was acquired by Epic Games in 2019, 
I reconnected with former colleagues 
who had founded a surgical VR 
training start-up. Now I get to do the 
same type of devwork that I did in 
games but have it apply to something 
more real and meaningful!”

Roy Janho (BEN ’07, MEM ’08) 
writes, “I am writing from the corner 
of my three-month-old baby’s room, 
which I turned into an office now 
that I am predominantly working 
from home. How the times have 
changed! I remember my first year at 
AUB like it was yesterday. Despite the 
daily commute in the horrible traffic, 
the struggle to find a parking spot, 
and the long hours at AUB either 
studying or mingling, I have sweet 
memories that made every moment 
worthwhile. I worry that distance-
learning students will not be able to 
experience the magnificence of AUB 
campus life. I hope you are all well 
and living life to the fullest.” 

Khalil Khraibani (BBA ’09) writes, 
“I can still remember my first day 
during orientation—it was the 
beginning of the most life-changing 
years of my life. Today, I am doing 
business in Côte d’Ivoire. I have 
founded four companies so far, 
modestly ventured in a couple of 
startups in Lebanon and Europe, and I 
am currently studying for my doctorate 
degree in Luxembourg. Oh, and I’m 
the father of an awesome four-year-old 
little boy who makes me the happiest 
and luckiest man on earth.”

Carla Younes (BBA ’09) lives in 
Lausanne, Switzerland, where she is 
the global communications manager 
for Philip Morris International (PMI). 
She has worked at PMI since 2011. 
Carla got married in July 2019 and 
spends her time between Paris, where 
her husband lives, and Lausanne.  

Samar Temsah (BA ’10) is an ethnic 
studies adjunct instructor at the 
Community College of Denver where 
she teaches undergraduate courses. 
She received her MA in American 
Studies (2016) from the University of 
Southern Denmark. Her MA research 
primarily focused on popular culture 
and identity politics, specifically 
looking at nationalism and country 
music post-9/11. She previously worked 
at CASAR at AUB as an American 
studies instructor; in the educational 
field, with both pre-school and high 
school students; and in the corporate 
world, specifically in the banking and 
executive search industries.  

Michel Abou Nabhan (BA ’12) 
writes, “I am currently a senior 
consultant at Deloitte ME in the 
Human Capital Service Line based out 
of Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. I got married 
on August 15 in my hometown of 
Zahle in the presence of my family 
and friends.”  

Elsa Azar (BBA ’12) went straight 
to Paris after graduation to do a 
master’s degree in marketing and 
communications.  She returned to 
Lebanon in 2013 to begin her seven-
year career at Leo Burnett Beirut. She 
left Leo Burnett Beirut, where she had 
risen to the position of communication 
director managing P&G brands, to 
move back to Paris. She is currently 
doing a second master’s degree in 
digital strategy. Elsa hopes to one day 
return to Lebanon.

Lea Atallah (BBA ’13) writes, “I 
joined AUB ten years ago. I am 
now a quality and RA manager at a 
multinational American company in 
the MENA region. AUB empowered 
me with the soft skills needed to 
perform at a young age, educational 
platforms to reach international 
organizations, and leadership skills 

that I developed from volunteering 
work, giving me enough courage to 
lead primary NGOs. I am enjoying 
new adventures climbing high peaks 
and jumping from mountains. I am 
also an author writing for (and on 
behalf of) women with hearts of gold. 
My advice: the more you give love, 
the more you win.”

Amir Kamra (BE ’14) writes, “After 
graduating, I worked for two leading 
contractors in Dubai as a civil field 
engineer before transitioning to 
the consulting industry at PwC 
Dubai, where I currently work as a 
consultant in the “Transformation 
and Projects” platform. My years at 
AUB gave me ambition to explore life 
all over the globe. Although I have 
traveled a lot, I have strong memories 
of my time at AUB. I have a story to 
tell about every spot on the campus. 
I’m very grateful for what AUB’s 
education has helped me achieve.”

Joe Akl Korbane (MEN ’14) writes, 
“I am currently working as a solar 
consultant and trainer at an NGO in 
Lebanon, preparing and delivering 
lectures related to solar energy and 
solar power systems and doing 
training on-site. I earned the Pro-
Green Diploma in Green Technologies 
in 2019, specializing in energy. I 
previously worked as an electrical 
design engineer at a start-up company 
in Lebanon. I also worked for three 
years as an instructor and coordinator 
at the American University of the 
Middle East and the American College 
of the Middle East in Kuwait.” 

Dominique Tegho (BA ’14) 
writes, “After completing my BA in 
economics, I switched careers to 
dance and choreography. I am now 
living in Berlin and have just started 
a master’s degree in choreography 
at HZT. I hope one day to be able 
to share my love of dance and 
choreography in Lebanon.”

Ziad Yamut (BA ’14) writes, 
“As a library assistant at AUB’s 
Engineering Library and because 

I live close to AUB, my workplace 
and I were affected by COVID-19 
and the August 4 explosion. Social 
distancing, sanitizing, and mask 
wearing were and are a part of our 
daily lives. As an alumnus and 
employee, I feel committed to the 
place where I studied and currently 
work and to supporting AUB’s 
mission of offering learning and 
providing services.” 

Amal Maayeh (BA ’15) writes, 
“I have been working in the 
humanitarian field in Jordan for the 
past five years. I have worked with 
different international organizations, 
like the Danish Refugee Council, 
European Union, and Mercy Corps. 
I recently joined the International 
Committee of the Red Cross. AUB 
is always in the back of my mind. I 
literally talk about AUB every other 
day—at work, with friends, with 
family, and even when I meet new 
people. AUB, my second home, is 
the reason why I am here today and 
is the reason for everything I have 
achieved so far.”

Sara Baba (BA ’16) founded and 
manages The Art of Wellness, a 
distinctive health and wellness 
exhibition held in Lebanon’s 
most prominent venues. She is 
also the cofounder and CEO of 
Afk’art World, a multi-brand 
online concept store dedicated to 
marketing products by Lebanese 
designers—and a proud member of 
the International Foundation for 
Women’s Empowerment (IFWE). 
Sara writes, “women are the largest 
untapped reservoir of talent in the 
world. They are an essential part 
of the solution to a healthier and 
sustainable economy.” She hopes her 
own experience will inspire other 
women to follow their passions and 
give back to society.

Samira Chatila (BS ’16) writes, 
“After graduating from LAU in 2019 
with an MA in education, I worked 
for three years as a researcher and 
project manager in Beirut, Lebanon. 
I am currently a doctoral student in 

the Comparative and International 
Development Education Program at 
the University of Minnesota, Twin 
Cities (UMN). I am also the only 
recipient of double fellowship awards 
to pursue my studies at UMN.”

Maria Khalil (BS ’17) writes, “After 
graduating with my degree in food 
science and management, I moved 
to California, where I earned an 
MS in food science and an MBA. 
I have gained valuable industry 
experience in the US and have also 
been fortunate enough to hone 
my leadership skills throughout 
my career. I am thankful for the 
opportunities AUB and FAFS have 
given me and look forward to 
finding ways to engage with AUB 
meaningfully once I enter  
the workforce.”

Mohamad Ghadban (ME ’19) 
writes, “THANK YOU AUB for 
offering a high-quality education and 
for being a door opener to the world. 
The three years I spent there, and 
the valuable research skills I gained 
during my ME degree in mechanical 
engineering, led me to where I 
am right now: a PhD fellow at the 
University of Alberta doing research 
in lithium ion batteries, which is the 
future energy source for a greener 
world. I will always be grateful to 
AUB and will work hard to represent 
it in the best way possible.”

2010s

To reach out to these alumni, 
and others, visit the AUB 
Alumni Online Directory. 
Search for fellow AUBites  
and contact them through  
the platform. 
If you need assistance 
registering or logging in, contact 
the Office of Alumni Relations at  
alumni@aub.edu.lb.
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Ali Ghandour was born in Beirut in 1931 
and passed away there on August 29 at the 
age of 89. Appointed to the Board of Trustees 
in 1979, Ghandour was made emeritus in 
2008. His sharp intellect, business acumen, 
generous philanthropy, and deep concern 
for AUB helped steer the university from the 
fragile civil war years to decades of robust 
recovery and growth.  

A 1950 graduate of the International 
College (IC), which was then AUB’s college 
preparatory school, Ghandour spent his 
freshman year at AUB before moving 
to New York University’s Academy of 
Aeronautics, where he earned a BS degree in 
aeronautical engineering in 1954. He began 
his professional life as an engineer and 
quickly ascended to top leadership positions. 
Working with the Arida family to establish 
Lebanese International Airways, Ghandour 
was LIA’s chief engineer from 1956–61. 
Political pressures in Lebanon eventually 
led him to Jordan, where King Hussein 
asked him to help establish an airline. In 
1963, Ghandour cofounded Royal Jordanian 
Airways (formerly known as Alia), where 
he served for many years as chairman and 
president. He also served as the civil aviation, 
critical air transport, and tourism adviser 
to King Hussein. Ghandour participated 
in the founding of several airlines and 
organizations, including Royal Wings and 
Arab Wings (Jordan), Arab Air Cargo, the 
Royal Jordanian Academy of Aeronautics 
in Amman, Arab Wings Amman, the Royal 
Jordanian Falcons, Sierra Leone Airline, and 
Jet Airways, India, where he was also a board 
member. His other board and leadership 

positions included chairman of the Teybet 
Zaman resorts in Petra, Jordan, founding 
chairman of the Arab Studies program 
at Georgetown University, co-chairman 
of Aviation Pioneers and Consultants in 
Lebanon, and president of ARAM Trading 
and Technology. He had a wide range of 
philanthropic interests and served on the 
boards of Reaching Hearts for Kids, the Royal 
Society of Fine Arts, the Royal Endowment 
for Culture and Education in Amman, the 
American Center of Oriental Research, the 
King Hussein Foundation, and the World 
Aerospace Foundation Organization. 

Among his many awards are Grand Cordon 
of the Order of Al Nahda of Jordan; Grand 
Decoration of Honour in Silver with Sash 
for service to the Republic of Austria; Tanda 
Kehormatan, Indonesia; Commandeur 
de l’Ordre national du Mérite de la Legion 
d’honneur, France; Commendatore 
dell’Ordine al merito della Repubblica 
Italiana, Italy; the National Order of the 
Cedars, Lebanon; the 2014 WAAAUB 
Distinguished Lifetime Achievement Award; 
and the shield of the International College. 
At AUB he established the Ali Ghandour 
Endowed Scholarship and the Ali Ghandour 
Reading Room at Jafet Library. He is a founder 
of the AUB Zaki Nassif Music Program and 
a cofounder of the AUB President’s Club. In 
late 2019, Ghandour’s family honored him 
by establishing the Ali Ghandour Center for 
Leadership, Diversity, and Civic Engagement 
at IC. He is survived by his wife Iltaf; his five 
children Raghida, Asma, Fadi, Amal, and 
Iman; five grandchildren, and one  
great-grandchild. 

Our late cherished 
Trustee 

Ali Ghandour

“The AUB is always 
dear to my heart . . . 

because of the sacred 
mission of service 
that the University 

continues to carry out 
in a troubled land. 
Regularly we are 

reminded of heroic 
deeds beyond the 
call of duty on the 
part of the faculty, 

students, and alumni 
in the service to the 

community.” 

Trustee Ali 
Ghandour  

Address to alumni, 
1983

Alumni

Raja Ghandour (BA ’60). Born in Aynab, 
Lebanon, on August 16, 1934, Ghandour 
died of lung cancer in Montreal, Canada, 
on March 4, 2020. Following graduate 
studies in the library sciences at McGill 
University, she enjoyed a long career in a 
field greatly impacted by technology and 
digitalization. Ghandour helped establish 
McGill’s undergraduate library, developed 
job descriptions for all positions in the 
university system, sat on a parliamentary 
board to computerize university libraries 
throughout Quebec, and finally, headed 
McGill’s prestigious Library of the 
Institute of Islamic Studies. Upon an early 

retirement, she went on to become a docent 
at the Museum of Fine Arts. At McGill, she 
had been reunited with fellow alumnus 
Andre Dirlik (BA ’61). They married and 
celebrated their sixty years together by 
dedicating a bench in front of Jafet Library 
where they first met as students in 1958. 
Ghandour was known for providing the 
perfect Arabic proverb to suit any occasion 
or circumstance. While at work she proved 
to be a modern woman. In her home, she 
retained the traditions which she cherished. 
Her husband and friends applauded her 
“conscious schizophrenia.” She will be 
greatly missed.

Raffy Hovanessian 
(BS ’58, MD ’62). Born in Jerusalem, 
Hovanessian passed away in Fort Lee, New 
Jersey, on May 27, 2020. While a student at 
AUB, he founded the still active Armenian 
University Students’ Association of Beirut. 
He was also a founder of WAAAUB’s 
Midwest Chapter. Hovanessian continued 
his medical education in internal medicine 
and gastroenterology in New Jersey and later 
at Johns Hopkins University in Maryland. 
During the Vietnam War era he served as a 
major in the US Army and as chief of staff 
of the Ireland Army Community Hospital 
in Fort Knox, Kentucky. He and his wife, 
Vicki Shoghag, then settled in Northwest 
Indiana near Chicago, where Hovanessian 
established a successful private practice. 
A fellow trustee and member of the Board 
of Directors of the Armenian Assembly of 

America (1986–88), Hovanessian served in 
leading roles in American and Armenian 
Medical and Benevolent organizations. He 
established continuing medical education 
in Armenia, Javakhk, and Artsakh, and 
he helped establish the Asian American 
Medical Society in Merrillville, Indiana. A 
distinguished physician, community leader, 
and philanthropist, Hovanessian was the 
recipient of several awards including the 
Ellis Island award and the NAACP National 
Award. He received a citation for exemplary 
leadership and service in the United States 
Congressional Record in 1994. The Armenian 
American Health Professional Society 
honored him as Ambassador to Humanity 
and Medicine in 2014. He is survived by his 
wife, Vicki; their children Armen, Ani, and 
Aileen; and seven grandchildren.

Mary Markley Roberts Craighill  
(MA ’62). Born in Shanghai, China, to 
Episcopal Church missionaries, Craighill 
passed away in Lexington, Virginia, on 
July 25, 2020, at the age of 84. Through 
extensive Princeton University affiliations 
and work in Beirut teaching at AUB and at 
what is now called the Lebanese American 
University, Craighill and her family had 
close generational ties to the Dodge and the 
Kerr families. After earning her bachelor’s 
at Swarthmore College and her master’s 
degree in history at AUB, Craighill married 
her husband, Peyton, and joined their 
team ministry in Tainan, Taiwan, first as 
a couple and then with their two children. 
Upon returning to the US in the late 1970s, 
she nurtured a growing interest in lay 

ministry and Christian education, first in 
Princeton, then in Sewanee, Tennessee, as 
the family moved, and then in the suburbs 
of Philadelphia, where Craighill served 
as the director of Christian education at 
the Church of the Redeemer in Bryn Mawr 
before joining the staff of the Episcopal 
Diocese of Pennsylvania as the Director 
of Lay Ministry. In retirement she and her 
husband never ceased their world travels 
off the beaten path. They returned to 
Taiwan for a two-year ministry at St. James 
Church in Taichung, then settled back in 
Pennsylvania before moving to a retirement 
community in Virginia. Craighill is survived 
by her brother Markley Roberts, her 
children Cecily Craighill Davis and Peyton 
Craighill, and a granddaughter.

Raja Ghandour  
(BA ’60)

Raffy Hovanessian 
(BS ’58, MD ’62).

Mary Markley 
Roberts Craighill 

(MA ’62)
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Alumni Munir F. Nasr (BS ’61, MD ’65). Born 
in Hammana, Lebanon in 1940, Nasr 
passed away on March 7, 2020, in Norfolk, 
Virginia. He graduated from AUB with 
high distinction and membership in 
the Alpha Omega Alpha Medical Honor 
Society. He completed a residency in 
obstetrics and gynecology at AUBMC, 
followed by a fellowship at the University 
of Iowa. He then joined the faculty of the 
University of California, Los Angeles, 
for two years before returning to AUB, 
where he pioneered the practice of 
gynecologic oncology. From 1973–86, 
Nasr provided high quality care to 
countless women irrespective of their 

ability to pay. In 1986, he moved to 
Norfolk, Virginia, where he joined the 
faculty of Eastern Virginia Medical School 
and later Virginia Oncology Associates. 
Known as an excellent surgeon and a 
compassionate physician, Nasr was also 
recognized as an exceptional teacher, 
mentor, counselor, friend, and pillar of 
the Lebanese-American community. He 
trained generations of physicians who 
carry his legacy around the world. Dr. 
Nasr is survived by his wife of 45 years, 
Annie Nasr, his son Dr. Nadim Nasr, two 
grandchildren, and numerous family 
members in the United States  
and Lebanon.

Leila Tai (BA ’65; student name, 
Chahrouri). Tai passed away on April 2, 
2020, at the age of 77, following a ten-year 
battle with Parkinson’s disease. After 
earning her degree in art at AUB, she 
received an MA in art education with a 
specialty in metal work and jewelry at the 
University of Wisconsin. She then moved 
to New York, where she studied with top 
designers at Tiffany & Co. and Bulgari. 
Known for her work with plique-à-jour 
enamels, metals, and gems, Tai received 
the grand prize in the American Jewelry 
Design Council’s New Talent Contest in 
2009. Though not a new designer, the 

Council felt compelled to acknowledge her 
extraordinary body of work. Tai designed 
fine jewelry pieces for Van Cleef & Arpels 
and Jean Viteau, and fashion jewelry 
for Trifari, Monet, and Liz Claiborne. 
Throughout her life, she drew creative 
inspiration from nature, and her exquisite 
floral designs and renderings of beetles, 
dragonflies, and butterflies were widely 
admired. Tai taught at the Parsons School 
of Design, the Pratt Institute, the Fashion 
Institute of Technology, and at workshops 
and jewelry academies nationwide. She is 
survived by her husband, Peter Shenkin, 
and brother Samir Chahrouri.

Munir F. Nasr  
(BS ’61, MD ’65)

Leila Tai 
 (BA ’65; student 

name, Chahrouri)

Alumni Mohammad Wehbi (BS ’91, MD ’96) 
was born on December 8, 1972 in Beirut, 
and passed away on November 12, 2020 
in Atlanta, Georgia. After AUB, Wehbi 
interned and completed his residency 
at Atlanta Medical Center in Atlanta, 
Georgia, where he was named intern 
of the year, outstanding chief resident, 
and attending physician of the year. 
Following a gastroenterology fellowship 
at Emory University, he began his career 
as a GI physician based mainly at the VA 
hospital. At Emory he rose through the 
ranks to Associate Professor of Medicine 
and Associate Program Director for the 
GI fellowship program while serving 
as Chief of gastroenterology at the VA 
hospital. During his tenure at the VA 
and Emory, Wehbi was continually 
recognized for excellence in patient care 
and dedication to his craft. Among his 
awards are the VA’s prestigious HeRO 

award, the Golden Apple teaching award, 
and the Fellows’ Recognition award 
from the division of digestive diseases. 
An active member of academia and of 
the American Gastroenterology Society, 
Wehbe published in refereed journals 
and presented at national conferences. In 
2014, he joined Atlanta Gastroenterology 
Associates, the largest GI private practice 
group in the state and one of the largest 
in the country. Wehbe served as president 
of the WAAAUB Atlanta Chapter from 
2010-13 and as vice president from 2006-
10, as president of the Atlanta Chapter 
of the National Arab American Medical 
Association (NAAMA), and on the Alif 
Institute Board of Directors. A devoted 
father to his daughters Laila and Sophie, 
Wehbe is also survived by his parents, 
Abdul-Hussein and Khairieh Wehbe, 
 and his siblings Izzat, Sawsan, Alia, 
 and Hassan. He will be greatly missed.

Mohammad Wehbi  
(BS ’91, MD ’96) 

Ann Hutchinson Gordon (MA ’67). Born 
in Chicago in 1928, Gordon died in Dayton, 
Ohio, on October 12, 2020, of natural 
causes. She earned a BA in English from 
Stanford University in 1950 and worked in 
New York City for two years before moving 
to Beirut in 1953. The following year in 
the small northern village of Jebrayel, 
she married David Crockett Gordon, a 
long-time member of the AUB History 
Department. Ann Gordon taught as an 
instructor in the English Department 
from 1965–1975. Under the supervision of 
Professor Bernard Blackstone, she earned 
an MA in 1967, with a thesis on the poetry 
of T. S. Eliot. Her son, Matthew, was born 

in 1957, her daughter, Victoria, in 1959. 
The family departed Lebanon, with great 
sadness, in 1975 shortly after the onset 
of the civil war, living first in Princeton, 
New Jersey, then in Yellow Springs, Ohio. 
Gordon, a fierce tennis player and great 
reader of modern fiction, especially 
William Faulkner, sustained long 
friendships with a wide circle of people 
over many years. Smart, funny, energetic, 
and perpetually upbeat, she will be sorely 
missed. She is predeceased by her second 
husband Eugene Aleinikoff (d. 2019), and 
survived by her son Matthew, his wife and 
their two children, five step-children, and 
several grandchildren. 

Ann Hutchinson 
Gordon  (MA ’67)
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Mary Rowland Robinson was born in 
Ashtabula, Ohio, in 1927 and passed away 
on March 30, 2020, in Durham, North 
Carolina, at the age of 92. She earned her 
undergraduate degree at Duke University 
and a master’s degree in education 
from Columbia University. The award 
of a Fulbright Scholarship to study in 
Germany ignited her lifelong passion for 
international travel. In 1981, Robinson was 
selected by the US State Department and 
the American Association of University 
Women to participate in an exchange with 
Sierra Leone. She had a long successful 
career in higher education administration 
at various universities including AUB, 
Duke, West Virginia, Oregon State, Eastern 
Washington, and Western Washington. 
Appointed as the first Dean of Women 
at AUB in 1960, her steadfast advocacy 

for women during her near-decade-
long tenure resulted in substantial 
progress toward the university’s goal 
of fostering successful, independent 
female students. A staunch believer in 
the values of volunteerism, Robinson was 
a dedicated volunteer at the United Way 
and at the YWCA from Beirut, Lebanon, 
to Bellingham, Washington, where she 
served as a board member. In 2016, she 
was honored as a “History Maker” at 
AUB’s 150th anniversary celebration at 
the United Nations. She spent her final 
years in Durham joining the Congregation 
of Duke University Chapel, and enjoying 
lectures, opera, parties, and bridge games. 
Her trailblazing support of women, infinite 
curiosity, and joie de vivre continue to 
inspire and encourage her many devoted 
friends, nieces, and nephews. 

Mary Rowland 
Robinson 

Friends

Our Legacy: 
The Cynthia Myntti Graduate Endowed Fellowship

“It was thrilling to be a student at AUB in 
the 1970s: world-class faculty, international 
and politically engaged students, and the 
chance to live in Beirut, a fascinating city,” 
remembers Cynthia Myntti, former and 
founding director of the Neighborhood 
Initiative and FHS professor of public health 
practice, 2010-17. “The experience profoundly 
affected my life.” Yet it was also a bit 
challenging: “There was no funding available 
for American graduate students, so I had to 
take out a bank loan and work while I was a 
student to pay for my room and board.” 

It was that experience that prompted Cynthia 
and her husband, Dr. Norbert Hirschhorn, 
to make a planned gift to AUB to establish 
an endowed fellowship that will support US 

citizens doing graduate degrees in the social 
sciences or humanities related to the Middle 
East. “We hope this will give select young 
Americans the opportunity for deep learning 
about the Middle East through graduate 
studies at AUB. My experience at AUB is that 
this deep learning comes from coursework, 
thesis research, and enduring friendships.”

“I have had the good fortune to study at 
several wonderful universities, but AUB is 
the one I wanted to support—especially now,” 
Cynthia explains. “I hope this fellowship will 
enable some American students to have the 
opportunity that I had.” 

Drs. Cynthia Myntti and 
Norbert Hirschhorn

Naomi A. Topalian DIPLM ’52
Nadia Gebran Fernayni BA ’53
Ophelia O’Connor DIPLM ’53
Bulos B. Butrus BA ’55
Iskandar Emile Bashir BA ’56
Mr. Robert Tabib BBA ’56
Colonel Leonard W. Wegner, Jr. MA ’58
Dr. James J. Tenn MD ’61
Farid El Khatib BA ’62
Nazih Kheirallah Shammas BEN ’62
Nasser M.B. Hadidi BS ’65
Leila S. Shenkin BA ’65
Tagelsir Doleeb BA ’66, MA ’69
Gabriel Fouad Ferneini BA ’66
Fouad Youssef Kamil BEN ’66
Musa H. Anz BA ’67, MA ’70
Adel Jamil Saghir BA ’68
Rabi Fouad Sulayman BS ’64, MD ’68
Ihsan Z. Badawi BEN ’70
Tawfik Fawzi Jarrah BA ’70, MA ’77
Gilbert B. El Kareh MS ’70
Andreas X. Koufteros BA ’70
Amal Akl Abdul-Latif BA ’70
Kayan A. Sharif BS ’70
Rima Abdul-Jabbar BA ’71
Tahsin Fawzi El Jarrah BS ’72, MS ’73
Nelly Latif Deeb BA ’73
Marion Hochar Ibrahimchah BA ’75
Maher Idriss BBA ’81
Bassam H. Nasr BS ’74, MS ’77, MD ’81
Ahmad Jarrah BEN ’85
Iman M. Charara BS ’86, MD ’90
Hani Mouin El Zayn BA ’98
Aiman A. Suleiman BS ’11, MS ’14

We Remember includes deaths from March through September 2020.

We Remember
FRIENDS

Mary H. Bliss
Herbert L. Bodman, Jr.
H. Raymond Chandler
Yvonne Sursock Cochrane
Norris Darrell, Jr.
Russell R. Dynes
Imad Shawki Gholmieh
Jean Claude Jean Ghosn
Ibrahim Mohamad Toufic Hakim
Alan W. Horton
Saleh Kamel 
Dina Haddad Kanaan
Jamileh El Khatib
Ali Khrabut
Fouad G. Major
Imad Sami Melki
Raymond Iskandar Najjar
Abdulkader Taha Nourallah
Rania Othman
Riad Najib Rayyis
Tamim Saleh Sahli

NON-DEGREE ALUMNI

Omar Barazi
Shaker Jirjis Kanaan
Hayat Hasan Sbaiti 
Najwa Bahige Takieddin
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Lina Ghaibeh is a comics and animation 
artist living in Beirut. She is an associate 
professor at AUB, and founding director 
of the Mu’taz and Rada Sawwaf Arabic 
Comics Initiative  at AUB.
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