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The South in All Lebanon

More than 6,000 students from
the schools of the liberated south of
Lebanon visited Beirut on Sunday
June 25, 2000. They came from
Marjeyoun and Qleya, from Adais-
seh and Bint Jbeil and Aitaroun,
from the Jezzine - from all the vil-
lages of the south that have been
rejoined 1o the rest of Lebanon. The
6,000 students poured into the
capital at the invitation of MP Bahia
Harirt whose aim was to have “the
South of Lebanon in all of Leba-

»

noim.

The idea evolved out of one of
Mrs. Hanrt’s trips to the newly lib-
erated area when she realized that
the children there were unfamiliar
with the rest of the country. She
sent mvitations through the schools
to children age ten or above. On the
schedule were breakfast in Sidon, a
tour of downtown Beirut, including
a visit to the Planet Discovery Chil-
dren’s Museum, and lunch at Souq
al-Barghout.

“For most of us, this is our first
trip to Beirut,” said sixteen-year old
Fadi Waheb from the Hasbaya Pub-
lic School for Boys, which sent al-
most 100 of its students. “We all
grew up during the war and felt very
separated from the rest of Leba-
non,” he said. “We felt forgotten
since there was no government
presence, and no one came to visit.”
Impressed by the reconstruction

Member of Parliament Mrs. Bahia Hariri surrounded by students during their
visit to Baalbeck.

under way in the Beirut Central
District, Fadi ventured to add that,
“Maybe the government can fix the
South too, because most of it is
deserted and destroyed.”

Each student was given a flag and
a cap with the words “All for the
homeland” - taken from the na-
tional anthem - printed across the
top. The Beirut Central District was
transformed into a party zone with
children singing arm in arm, dancing
the dabkeh, and waving hundreds of
caps and flags. At sites such as
Niyjmeh and Martyr’s squares, the
Roman Bath, Parliament, and relig-
ious buildings guides were on hand
to explain their history. Outside the
Children’s Museum jugglers and

fire-eaters and a magician per-
formed.

Speaking to the media at intervals
throughout the day, Mrs. Hariri re-
peatedly referred to the importance
of national unity and to the wonder-
ful way in which the excursion
brought together all the regions and
religious groups of Lebanon to par-
ticipate in a positive and uplifting
activity. Mrs. Harin said, “In my
opinion, this activity falls within the
framework of the return of the
South to Lebanon, reaffirms the
sense of national belonging, and re-
inforces the restoration of true citi-
zenship. This is the duty of Leba-

nese society.”
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To underscore this theme,
teachers, who were given copies of
the national anthem, prepared the
students for a show of national
pride in front of Parliament. The
flag waving and anthem singing
seemed to have worked. Many felt
they were being re-integrated into
their country. “The trip is helping us
to love Lebanon,” said 18 year-old
Zeinab Haidar from a public school
in Aitaroun. “It’s showing us that
the country cares for the children of
the South. Now we feel Lebanese.”

Even teachers benefited from the
urip. Teir Harfa public school
teacher Nidal Ataya explained that
for more than twenty years
instructors taught about the
country’s heritage blindly from
school books because they had
never visited the places they were
teaching about. “I feel like a bird in
a cage that finally has been freed to
roam. We're being introduced to
Lebanon, our homeland, for the
first time, and we’re thankful to
Mrs. Hariri for that,” Ms. Ataya

said.

At the end of the day, as the
hundreds of buses made their way
back to the south by way of the
scenic sea road, the children gave
voice to their happiness. “This is the
first time I visited the capital,
Beirut,” said twelve-year old
Hussein Hamouch from Adaisseh.
“I have dreamt of this day for so
long because I have heard so much
about Beirut, and I have been seeing
it on TV for years.”

Similarly, thirteen-year old Ali
Hussein Amine from Aitaroun
offered that, “For so long I have
dreamed about seeing the cities of
Lebanon. I would like to have some

Baabda.

Baalbeck.

friends in Saida and Beirut so that I
can visit them and they can visit

»

me,

In responsce to Cntreati(:b from the
children and owing to the success of
the trip, Mrs. Hariri scheduled a
second trip for July 18, with an
itinerary that included a visit with
the country’s president at his palace
in Baabda and a tour of the Roman
ruins at Baalbeck. After welcoming
the 8,000 children and adults to the
Baabda palace, President Emile
Lahoud told them that, “My heart
swells when I see you here, assured
that you are safely back in the
national fold.” Mrs. Harin also
welcomed the children to the palace,

Mrs. Bahia Hariri with President Emile Lahoud at the Presidential Palace in

describing the place as “the epitome
of freedom, justice, equality, and
unity, as well as of hope.” The
children, who carried flags and
pictures of the president, cheered
and sang the national anthem, while
Lahoud shook hands with the
visitors, having assured them earlier
that, “You have returned to your
homeland, and now you are no
different from any other Lebanese
citizen.” Assuredly, the two tnps
launched by Mrs. Hariri have
contributed in a major way to
inspiring such a conviction in the
hearts of thousands of school-
children from the south of

Lebanon.
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Flariri Alumnus Repays Loan With A Single Payment

When Hariri alumnus Haleem
Zihenni contacted the Foundation
in October 2000, it was about re-
paying his loan and thus fulfilling a
deeply felt obligation to the Hariri
Foundation. Although it is not un-
usual for Hariri alumni to do this,
what was unusual was the fact that
Haleem wished to repay his total
loan amount with a single check.

Haleem, who com-
pleted a B.S. in Civil
Engineering under
Harini Foundation
sponsorship at the
University of Dayton
in 1988, wrote in a
letter accompanying
his check that, “I can-
not adequately express
my gratitude to the
Foundation for grant-
ing me the funds nec-
essary to continue my
education. In fact, my
education helped to
mold me into the suc-
cessful businessman
that I am today. I am
grateful and happy to
repay the Foundation
so other Lebanese students will
have the benefit and opportunities I
was so fortunate to have received.”

Haleem’s career progressed rapidly
from his initial appointment in 1988
as assistant site engineer for a small
New York contracting company
specializing in general construction,
to the assumption of duties covering
all facets of the business, and then
to becoming vice president of the
company in 1991. During his eight
years with the firm, he facilitated the
completion of over 100 million
dollars worth of public improve-
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ment projects throughout New
York State.

In fall 1996 Haleem formed Omni
Contracting Company, Inc., a gen-
eral contracting business that now
employs over 50 people and has
work in hand worth over 40 million
dollars. Haleem’s company per-
forms high quality construction
work for various New York State

Haleem Zihenni at the office of his construction company, Omni
Contracting Company, Inc. in Yonkers, New York.

public agencies and enjoys an ex-
cellent reputation for its ability to
perform quality work within con-
tractual time limits.

Because of the success which
Haleem’s business acumen and
engineering skills have brought him,
he was able to raise his brothers
Antoine and Albert and send them
to college. Antoine, an electrical
engineer, and Albert, a civil
engineer, both work with Haleem in
his business. Haleem also helps to
support his family and other
relatives in Lebanon.

Rafic A. Bizn, President, the
Harin Foundation-USA, says of
Haleem’s loan repayment that,
“Haleem has joined the ranks of
those Harirt alumni who are con-
tinuing the work of the Foundation
by repaying their loans and thus
making funds available for current
Foundation activities. Such activities
include the sponsorship of Lebanese
high school students
in summer research
and leadership
programs in the
United States. Haleem
and his fellow alumni
deserve our thanks
and the thanks of the
current generation of
Lebanese students for
the role they play in
continuing the work of
the Foundation.”

Haleem concluded
his letter to the
Foundation with these
sentiments: “Again, I
thank the Hariri
Foundation for giving
me the opportunity to
continue my schooling. As a result
of this, I will always remain in-
debted to the Hariri Foundation
and, God willing, I will repay my
gratitude by continuing the tradition
of giving for the advancement of
the Lebanese people. In fact, I
recently set up the Haleem Zihenni
Foundation for the purpose of
helping those less fortunate. Last
but not least, I hope this domino
effect will continue for generations
to come.”






