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I watched this film before, I don’t like the ending
And so, they’re back.
The same incompetent, bloodthirsty warlords that haven’t spared our lives during the Civil
War, or our hard-earned savings in recent years. To blindly assume that they will miraculously
change their behaviors and habits because the electorate gave them a slap on the wrist by
voting in 12 anti-establishment figures is an absolute stupidity, bordering on lunacy.
At this freshly elected Parliament’s inaugural session, we watched on as MP Nabih
Berri was reelected as Speaker for the seventh time; a person that represents the sad
reality of a nation having been deprived, by six previous assemblies, of change, reforms,
and progressive thinking
A Parliament of dynamism, reforms, and will to progress is the desperate hope of
Lebanon. A reformist chamber would give us the energy needed to conquer all the challenges and barriers bestowed upon us by those same elected, and now re-elected, representatives who have mismanaged, wasted, and stolen years and decades of our hard
work, dedication, and financial (and emotional) stability.
But let it be clear that the reelection of many of the same old names and most of the
same political groups does not give them license to waste and steal. The voters who provided them with renewed legitimacy bear the responsibility to hold them accountable for
squandering people’s money. It will be the final ruin of Lebanon if the people and the media will dodge this responsibility, thus allowing politicians to resume their implementation
of extractive strategies that will subsequently tax our now meager earnings, and continue
to milk and sabotage Lebanon’s state-owned enterprises (SOEs). Executive Magazine has
always advocated for the proper restructuring of our SOEs, and embedding a good governance principle to aid in creating value, growth, and wealth. We carry on with this mission
in this issue by examining the potency of the telecommunications sector.
Unfortunately, we have been disappointed time and again in our hopes and chances
for well-run institutions that deliver affordable and efficient public services. But we will
not give up the fight for a better public economy and for a better state. Meanwhile, the
private sector is taking bold measures to break away from its isolation, and building their
capacities for investment, efficiency, and growth. The launch of the Lebanese Private
Sector Network (LPSN), in which I participated, is a manifestation of the will and readiness of the private sector to hunt for long-term earnings and stability, while defending all
what remains of good values.
This entrepreneurial spirit will once again break this mold of isolation, and emerge as
the driving force towards a striving, and forward-thinking Lebanon.

Yasser Akkaoui
Editor-in-chief
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LEADER
By Thomas Schellen

GENDER EQUITY

Spring actually?
A source of hope found in female
business leaders.

To resuscitate a dying person is
a scary task. Let’s say you walk along
the coast and discover a distant cousin laying there lifeless. She is not even
breathing any longer, and you understand from how she looks that she
must have been washed ashore after
drifting in a rudderless boat under a
merciless sun for days without food,
drink, or even a cap to cover her head.
Sadly, this is not just some movie
script but an increasingly realistic
scenario as the crisis persists in Lebanon. But in such a situation, besides
making an outcry of emotional anguish, most of us will hardly know
what the right thing to do is. We
would perhaps carry the victim to
someone who can help, or try what we
have seen in some TV show to make
the victim breathe. Even if this works,
however, chances are high that we become frantic and wouldn’t know what
further aid to give for what problem,
and in what order. And if we seek to
nurse the victim back to mental and
physical health, finding and implementing adequate treatment will be
another giant leap.
Bringing an entire country back
to life is incomparably more difficult
than resuscitating a drowning friend.
Against a constant barrage of fears –
which were part rational expectations
but mostly destructive rumors – that
started even before the acute crisis
outbreak of 2019, Lebanon has survived month after month by virtue of
the people’s resilience. Some of our
troubles have, in the meanwhile, diminished or look more manageable
today than they did in 2020. However, none of the principal systemic
challenges of 2019 and the preceding
years, has yet been solved.
4

Still, there is good. In the realm of
micro-economics, meaning the individual and collective affairs of private
economic agents, the proven energy
of Lebanese industrialists, women
business leaders, and entrepreneurs,
is a source of hope (see our Gender
Equity special report for evidence).
In the financial economy, there are
meaningful efforts afoot regarding
the mobilization of finance and access to funding sources – both from
private investors and under the inclusion of International Financial Institutions. In global policy matters that
are essential predicators for the future
development of local industries and
SMEs, new initiatives aim to enhance
the alignment of Lebanese ventures
with climate, environmental, social,
and governance standards that are
defining the sustainability agenda of
entire economies, including the Lebanese one (see story on GCF and ESG).
And although one cannot honestly speak of a political economy or
macroeconomic policy involving the
government as a driver of better and
integrative development of economic
life, even the negotiations and reform
efforts of the government from the
beginning of 2022 up to the time of
the elections appear, by a dispassionate assessment, more fruitful than
what was delivered in previous attempts.
Against all professional skeptics,
habitual haters, manipulators, trolls,
and naysayers, elections have happened. But at the same time, new
global problems are looming, and the
answers to the best method for the
resuscitation of Lebanon are desperately overdue after the country has
been more than two years adrift in
the crisis of everything.
That brings urgent questions back
to mind. Does the agreement with the
International Monetary Fund, after
the recent pronunciation of a stafflevel accord seemingly more in reach

for this year than in the previous two
years, make for the right starting
point of for the country’s return to
economic life? How can the pound’s
immediate alignment with the market rate and dismissal of the insane
multiplicity of currency exchange
rates be worked out, and will a massive floating-rate shock or the opposite, the imposition of an ultra-hard
peg, be the best currency solution?
Will the reform of numerous
laws, taxes, state expenditures, and
administrative structures be the correct starting point for building a constructive partnership between society
and state, or would too many new
austerity measures and dismissals of
public sector employees overpower
the people and stultify growth? Will
the decisive spark for the development of new trust by citizens be
achieved by holding crooks accountable and starting the restoration of
looted and wasted funds? Will a restructuring of the banking sector and,
however gradual, return of deposits
to the people bring balance back to
the reality of our banking experience, even though this entire sector
has, with each passing month, looked
more dysfunctional and absurd?
There seems to be at least seven
different answers for each of these
questions for every three experts that
you ask. (You can trust and entirely
rely on Executive on this. In the recent past, we witnessed and participated in a plethora of presentations,
executive-magazine.com

economist statements, and roadmap
debates dedicated to discovering the
correct political economy route for
the recovery. The only thing more
staggering than the amount of exhibited brain power, knowledge, and
the predominance of, yes, male grey
beards, at most of those colloquiums
was the number and diversity of expert opinions.)
Given the bipolar systemic reality
of Lebanon, under which, on the one
side, there simply is no out-of-thebox solution for the country’s multifaceted political, social, and economic crisis, and which, on the other side,
involves complicated geopolitical interests and regional powers on top of
local communal fragmentations and
divergent group identities and associated partisan interests, one can make
a full-confidence bet that the parliamentary election of 2022 will not deliver easy solutions.
No functioning democracy can
deliver quick and easy solutions.
Only an extreme policy simpleton
would even ask if perfect solutions to
everyone’s satisfaction can be instantly expected from a new parliament,
be it broadly or partially representative. What aggravates this dilemma
under the Lebanese system, however,
is the institution’s track record of procrastination and inactivity, where the
country and all observers have suffered through a decade of recurrent
legitimacy vacuums, high exposure
to corruption, and a consensus modality which anyone with their partisan interests could use to stifle any
critical legislative decision, thus disabling actual negotiated compromise.
Especially when a new Council of
Ministers has to be formed, the juxtaposition of multiple self-interests
and internal and external allegiances
of elected lawmakers had historically
translated into tortuous and generally futile periods of partisan negotiations over the formation of the next
government – even in periods when
the unity of purpose and agreement
on the national good were emergency needs (which was at any political
juncture of the past three decades).

This year, in addition to the wellknown political challenges and utter
economic emergencies, the election
outcome engenders many worries
that the sharp down-the-middle split
of the new parliament will only prepare the ground for more political
antagonism. These fears cannot be
discounted, and the fact that international observers from the EU to the
UN, as well as the highest officials of
the Lebanese state, are making it their
first priority in post-election statements to proselytize for an urgent
agreement on a new Prime Minister- designate and swift formation of
a new Council of Ministers (CoM) -can only stoke those worries.
All of the above economic, policy,
and political news reinforces the point
that in a body’s society and its economy, a gazillion facets are interconnected, and resuscitation of the whole
begins way before elections, with the
public-minded efforts by countless
private agents. Public actors in the best
of all worlds would then submit to the
wisdom of the private crowds who
have told them that they are tired of
their petty power games, ineffectiveness, and evident corruption.
Whether such is a realistic hope
for a working majority in the newly
elected assembly or not, the country
cannot bear another period of political
paralysis or sharp disagreements over
ideological positions. Moreover, Lebanon has seen enough brainstorming in
the search for an economic paradigm.
There are two things that need to be
understood now:
1. A nation is a complex cultural,
social, economic, and political ecosystem, and any new direction has to
draw on diverse inputs and gather momentum. The discussion cannot afford
but adhere to and strengthen democratic processes and broad participation across Lebanon’s internal cantonal lines of identity and belonging.
2. Mistakes will be made, never
mind what Council of Ministers
will come and whatever model for
reform and rescue will be applied.
In view of Lebanon’s horrendous
current conundrum, the best thing

to do right now, will be to start acting based on existing knowledge
and available economic road map
resources. Developments should be
monitored constantly and policy errors rectified as fast as possible. But
to do nothing will be the biggest
mistake imaginable.
Above all, what is required is a
fundemental societal, economic, and
political spring today. But what is this
spring? Among beginning learners of
English that come from a Germanic
language background, there is a didactic pun on the word spring: a recent migrant to the United States, still
uncomfortable with the new language
spoken there and surly in his general
outlook on his economic future, takes
a walk where he meets a fellow expat
with a stronger language proficiency and cheerful disposition. When
the second émigré smiles and says,
“Spring in the air,”, the first one bitterly retorts, “Spring yourself!” Playing on the difference in the primary
meanings of spring in English, (the
season of new growth), and spring
in German, which is the imperative
of springen, “to jump, leap,”, the joke
actually reveals the common root of
both words as describing something
vibrant that is emerging – but at the
same time something that requires a
massive leap of faith.
The cultural pillars of Lebanon’s
multi-faceted historic identity all affirm one thing: when obstacles tower
all around, tackling them requires a
leap of faith, activating the hidden
resources of the human mind and
tapping into the principle of hope
that is the beginning of development,
vitality, and prosperity. The regional
protest spring of 2011, and the spontaneous autumn protests of 2019 in
Lebanon are the slowly germinating
seeds of new cultures that hitherto
have appeared to be hidden to the
point of being invisible to ordinary
minds and superficial observers (of
which there is an abundance). The
elections of 2022 give hope that the
seeds of democratic change will be
sprouting faster and better than has
previously been expected.
5
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LEADER
By Thomas Schellen

TELECOM

Virtual lights against
a tide of darkness
Leveraging telecom for society’s gain

If owning Lebanon’s digital future was the objective of a massively
multiplayer online game, the MMO
design could easily be for a win-lose
contest where one winner could
walk away with some virtual trophy
and be rewarded some non-fungible
token (NFT) or an amount in stablecoin. But the reality of Lebanese
telecommunications is not a political
game, multiplayer or otherwise – despite it having appeared as such over
the years. The impact of telecommunications and the wider ICT sector
on the real economy and the wellbeing of society is such that it is paramount to change the telecom game
from a lose-lose past into a win-win
future.
With many contradictory elements and an ironic political twist
at the end of its long first round,
the economic and social telecommunications narrative meanders
madly from the activation of mobile
telephony as a phenomenally productive infrastructure innovation
and landmark for the attraction of
large syndicated finance in the midto- late 1990s to the day of October
17, 2019, when another attempted
exploitation of telecom for state tax
income triggered the people’s thawra
as a national moment of constructive
and peaceful rage.
The sadly ironic twist of the latter unjust taxation attempt is that the
outrage over it might have translated
into a broad economic good – had
such vigorous and inclusive public
protests been happening back in the
days of 1998, 2000, or 2002, when
Lebanon had a substantial regional
edge as an early adapter of mobile
telephony and information and
6

communication technology (ICT).
The edge is a memory, but the digital
story with its enormous economic
upside potential is as important, or
more important, for Lebanon today
as it was in the early GSM days.
What is this telecommunications tale as of spring 2022? One way
to approach it would be to think of
three fields of force or axes of gravity that pull on the sector. One such
force field is what non-economic
psychologists call the people’s “coping mechanisms” during a crisis, the
second source of gravity is the behavior of the dominant institutions
and the leaders behind those institutions, and the third fundamental
force in play is the tremendous pull
of digital economic growth (see interview on page xxx) that makes it
imperative to implement a telecommunications strategy as the foundation of developing the digital future.
THE MARKET’S
BALANCING POWER
The first force field is being constituted by the economic coping
mechanism of the market, specifically taking the case of the handset
market. This aspect of the communications sphere seems to exert itself

rather well through the instrument
of the, significantly informal, market, albeit within the limitation and
overall manner of market forces,
meaning this largely self-adjusting
platform is neither inherently social
nor moral, but practical. It primarily involves individual participants,
such as the millions of phone users
and the many small retail device sellers.
Consumers have been adjusting their telecom-related purchase
choices to their continued communication needs while commanding
increasingly few financial resources
in form of cash or credit. With cash
as an almost singular purchasing
tool at the disposal of this market,
distributors/retailers would bring
new types of budget market handsets
and adjust their ancillary offerings
(see story on page).
Since 2020, the handset market
has been exposed to minimal adulteration by state intrusions such as
indirect taxes – effectively diminished during the crisis – or the realization of higher customs levies.
The handset market appeared to find
a new equilibrium informally as the
crisis subjected it to the forces of demand and supply in a pure way.
executive-magazine.com

THE POTENTIALLY
DEVASTATING GRAVITY
OF OLD INSTITUTIONS
Similar to the effective absence of
tax distortions in the handset market,
state interference in the operational
side of telecommunications was inactive during the crisis. Likely due
to political reticence, the sector applied the official pre-crisis exchange
rate and thus had a reprieve from
the madness of arbitrary multiple exchange rate issuances until the 2022
parliamentary elections (which is the
time of this writing).
With fee collections being implemented at the official exchange rate,
communication costs of the population
during the crisis were beholden to a
level that stood out as an island of affordability and good value for money
on the consumer side. In parallel, it
placed the aggregating figurative and
literal burdens of “keeping the lights
on” to the state-owned providers.
For example, this inequitable
situation is reflected in the growing
inefficiency of customer care service
deliveries by the duopoly of mobile
operators Alfa and Touch. Still, if Executive’s experience with the operators’ communication departments is
symptomatic, it also is responsible for
a general deterioration in their corporate cultures.
In any case, the political fears that
underlie the state’s hesitancy to adjust
tariffs have increasingly become juxtaposed with the need to increase the
short-term revenues from the sector
and offset the incompletely covered
operating costs of the state assets in
the telecommunications sector.
As the deep plunge in revenue
per user from the maximum extraction model used before the crisis has,
of course, not been sustainable, today,
the need for tariff adjustments appears
to loom ahead as a precarious balancing act. In finding such required balance, the relevant institutions – by
default distrusted in the politically
contaminated
telecommunications
sector – will have to address the risk
of operational breakdowns due to ex-

haustion of resources on the one hand
and the risk of widespread unrest up
to the level of street confrontations in
response to placing yet another cost
burden on the people for whom their
phone and internet usage are both a
vital economic enabler and the only
remaining means of preserving their
mental health and social ties.
How this, under prevailing ownership and decision-making processes, deeply political problems will
be approached after the elections is
of paramount importance – but so
far, long on vague promises, fears,
and badly deficient information. The
numbers of a more than five-fold increase in lira terms seem hackneyed,
in the best-case lacking finesse and,
in the worst, void of elements that
would make for a good transitional
plan. Executive calls for extreme
transparency and multi-stakeholder
communication in the urgently needed devising and implementation of
such a plan.
While not the only need of Lebanon, and perhaps not even the most
pressing or fundamental one in the
immediate crisis, an indisputably
needed step forward is to initiate a
new round of digital economic development. And it is feasible and required
to activate this development as soon as
possible. As experts invested in the
sector show in conversations with Executive (see story page xx), they have
a strong understanding of the factors
that caused the malfunctioning of the
erstwhile mobile telecom miracle of
the 1990s, of the current financial limitations, and the overall direction that
the sector needs to take.
In this latter regard, the recovery
of telecom is an interconnected story
where the best chances of breaking the destructive patterns of the
past can be gained when everything
is constructively connected to everything: ethical standards and best
practices, industry, tech entrepreneurship, innovation, design, civil society, legislation, policy-making and
enforcement, and even the dreaded
craft of day-to-day politics.

At the core will have to be partnerships, and it seems that the best
bets would be public-private-partnerships (PPPs) with large strategic
partner companies. In the views of
the experts, there are good chances
to forge such partnerships with regional or multi-national telecom
power-houses with brand values
in the billions of dollars – notably,
more than one regional player has
matured to such a level, as assessed
by brand studies – and negotiation
power that no Lebanese state could
ever achieve because of the market’s small size.
These new-generation PPPs,
however, will have to be what Lebanese PPP expert Ziad Hayek calls
“true partnerships” that are constructed not as alternative procurement contracts but as frameworks of
mutual obligations and benefits in the
face of radical uncertainties as well
as significant societal and economic
risks, from pandemics to tech innovation shocks.
The other vital ingredient will
be the human element. Cost it what
it may, we need to retain not only
our experienced engineers but also
our customer care teams, we need
to invest in educating new tech and
managerial talent, and build trust in
leaders with the skill and authority to
negotiate public telecommunication
goods in the interest of the country.
It will not be easy to negotiate
good deals for Lebanon in the years to
come. But seeing many capable persons in the telecommunications sector and ICT industry, among potential investors, academia, civil society,
and even politicians, this magazine
is of the opinion that the moment
has come – and the last good chance
it may be – where a diverse people
who are determined and professional
optimists could forge a win-win telecommunications path. Hopefully, it
would hopefully enable digital potential in anything from e-government
and online procurement to the global
and local productivity gains hidden
in the digital future.
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BRANDVOICE
BRANDVOICE

Philip Morris International introduces
lil SOLID 2.0 by IQOS, in Lebanon
• COLLABORATION BROADENS THE COMPANY’S PORTFOLIO OF SMOKE-FREE PRODUCTS
INTENDED FOR ADULT SMOKERS WHO WOULD OTHERWISE CONTINUE TO SMOKE.
• PHILIP MORRIS WILL COMMERCIALIZE LIL SOLID 2.0 DEVICE AND ITS ACCOMPANYING
FIIT CONSUMABLES IN THE LEBANESE MARKET.
• WITH THIS LAUNCH PHILIP MORRIS ACCELERATES THE ACHIEVEMENT OF A SMOKE FREE
FUTURE IN LEBANON.
Beirut, Lebanon – February 28, 2022—Philip Morris International (PMI) announced today it will begin commercialization of KT&G’s smoke-free alternative, lil SOLID 2.0 introduced by IQOS, in Lebanon. The announcement follows an agreement signed in January 2020 between PMI and KT&G, the leading South Korean tobacco and nicotine
Company. PMI will launch KT&G’s lil SOLID 2.0 device and its accompanying Fiit consumables in Lebanon.
Lil SOLID 2.0 heats real tobacco with a stainless-steel pin to generate an aerosol without smoke, ash, or fire.
The device allows three consecutive uses and up to 25 uses with a single charge1. The lil SOLID device will be
introduced by IQOS and enriches PMI’s existing portfolio of smoke-free alternatives in Lebanon, which includes
the IQOS tobacco heating system that has been available in the market since February 2020.
“Our ambition is that all those adults who would otherwise continue to smoke switch as soon as possible to
better alternatives and abandon cigarettes to the benefit of their health, public health and society at large,”
said Taylan Suer, General Manager for Philip Morris Lebanon. “The ongoing expansion of KT&G’s products outside
of South Korea will complement our already strong smoke-free portfolio, providing adult smokers with an even
broader range of taste, price and technology options.”
KT&G products to be distributed by PMI outside of South Korea, such as lil SOLID 2.0 and Fiit, are subject to a careful
assessment prior to commercialization to ensure they meet the applicable regulatory requirements in the markets
where they are launched, as well as PMI’s high standards of scientific substantiation to confirm the absence of
combustion and significant reductions in emissions of harmful chemicals compared to cigarettes.
This in an important milestone toward delivering a smoke-free future where cigarettes are replaced by smokefree alternatives that are a better choice than cigarettes for those adult smokers who would otherwise continue
to smoke. While IQOS continues to be the leading brand in PMI’s smoke-free category, this collaboration can further benefit adult smokers by providing greater choice and driving accelerated adoption of smoke-free products
for those adults who would otherwise continue smoking.

PHILIP MORRIS INTERNATIONAL: DELIVERING A SMOKE-FREE FUTURE
g a transformation inPhilip
the Morris International: Delivering a Smoke-Free Future Philip Morris International (PMI) is leading a transformation in the
tobacco industry to create a smokefree future and ultimately replace cigarettes with smoke-free products to the benefit of adults
ts to the benefit of adults
who would otherwise continue to smoke, society, the company, its shareholders and other stakeholders. PMI is a leading interna. PMI is a leading international tobacco company engaged in the manufacture and sale of cigarettes, as well as smoke-free products, associated electronic
ucts, associated electronic
on, versions of PMI’s devices
IQOS and accessories, and other nicotine-containing products in markets outside the U.S. In addition, versions of PMI’s IQOS
Administration (FDA) under
Platform 1 device and consumables have received marketing authorizations from the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) under
g of a version of IQOSthe
andpremarket tobacco product application (PMTA) pathway; the FDA has also authorized the marketing of a version of IQOS and
r for these products is
itsapconsumables as a Modified Risk Tobacco Product (MRTP), finding that an exposure modification order for these products is aps that, while not risk-free,
propriate to promote the public health. PMI is building a future on a new category of smoke-free products that, while not risk-free,
evelopment, state-of-theare a much better choice than continuing to smoke. Through multidisciplinary capabilities in product development, state-of-theconsumer preferencesart
and
facilities and scientific substantiation, PMI aims to ensure that its smoke-free products meet adult consumer preferences and
nicotine-containing vapor
rigorous regulatory requirements. PMI’s smoke-free product portfolio includes heat-not-burn products, nicotine-containing vapor
r sale in 70 markets in
key
products
and oral nicotine products. As of September 30, 2021, PMI’s smoke-free products are available for sale in 70 markets in key
eady switched to IQOScities
and or nationwide, and PMI estimates that approximately 14.9 million adults around the world have already switched to IQOS and
stopped smoking. For more information, please visit www.pmi.com and www.pmiscience.com.

Number of uses can vary according to the use environment and the battery status.
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Te l e c o m
By Thomas Schellen

DESPERATE BID FOR A PROFITABLE FUTURE

To learn or not to learn from the past abuses of the telecommunications sector
On a sunny morning in spring 2022, confusion reigns for but a moment. Executive has an
appointment to interview Imad Kreidieh, the
chairman and general director (CDG) of stateowned enterprise (SOE). Still, the company’s gates
are closed and plastered with snap labor strike
announcements. However, a brief conversation
through the closed gate’s metal bars later, and we
can enter via a broad and uninvitingly bare courtyard into the telecommunications infrastructure
operator’s and services provider’s sprawling administrative complex.
Walking into the building, a visitor with some
background in navigating public offices and varied
ministries in Beirut will quickly feel ‘at home’ – if
one can ever develop any homey feelings in a structure that seems to have been designed in the past
century for signaling the greater glory of a mighty
state to its anonymous supplicants. The setup is admin-perfect for echoing those ‘wells of silence’ that
people easily stumble into when trying to communicate with their state: you pass an empty reception
desk in a mentally chilling, sub-utilitarian foyer,
ride in elevators that are adorned with large, albeit in one case cracked, mirrors, and then proceed
10

along lengthy CCTV camera-embellished hallways
– a common hallmark of local edifices of government bureaucracy.
One can only imagine how the corridors might
look bursting with human activity (on non-strike
days?), but the first individuals to greet visitors
today are the obliging personnel at the security
station in front of the executive suite on the head
office’s upper floor. Then a surprise: instead of the
micro-culture-shock-inducing contrast that one
commonly suffers when stepping from the average government ministry’s drab corridors into the
ostentatious offices of the respective minister, the
vestibule and office of Ogero’s CDG exudes a cool
corporate air, type top-management utility.
Instead of the one of over-the-top luxury of
your average political dragon’s lair, the place feels
more functional than representative, with an atmosphere just on the accommodating side of austere. Also, verbally, with Kreidieh’s first comments
on his employees’ strike expressing explicit support
for their action, the conversation starts with an encouraging vibe of realism.
Ogero, the oldest state-controlled corporate
unit in the byzantine telecommunications mosaic
executive-magazine.com

of Lebanon, thus presents itself as a suitable waypoint on the quest to unravel the dystopian mysteries of a sector that has for three decades been key
to many ups and downs of the Lebanese economy
while situated on the frontlines of policy conflicts
and shrouded in allegations of corrupt shenanigans
and brutally counterproductive political influences.
INSTITUTIONAL MEMORIES
As Lebanon is moving toward (or at least hoped
to get to) the end of its crisis of everything, one hypothetical economic value proposition of the telecommunications sector can be shouted out loudly
as conditio sine qua non, an indispensable condition: a prosperous future is unimaginable without
vital knowledge economy inputs and digitization.
However theoretical a multi-year vision of digital
GDP improvement for Lebanon might be, and to
what degrees such ideas and realities might diverge
in the end, a competitive telecommunications industry and solid, multi-faceted communications
infrastructures are by the wisdom of international
economists and local telecom experts (see interview on the envisioned dimensions of the regional
digital upside on page xxx and comment piece on
page xxx) both decisive and irreplaceable for a productive economy in Lebanon’s future.
But can Lebanon rebuild technical capacities
that have recently been tethering on steep funding
cliffs or ever hope to recoup a comparative regional
telecom edge that the country has not held for over
20 years? On operational grounds, the current picture is as dismal as one can imagine, judging by
the many worrisome developments that Ogero’s
Kreidieh, along with civil society advocates, and
this year also, the minister of telecommunications,
have been sharing in interviews and social media
messages over the past two years.
Among these well-publicized headaches are,

for example, Ogero’s pain of losing qualified engineers and the SOE’s inability to resolve the financial struggles of its employees who, according to
Kreidieh strive, despite their woefully insufficient
remunerations, to provide the last reasonably stable and affordable bright spot in the lives of their
compatriots, acceptable internet access. To other
day-to-day worries, Kreidieh also can talk in detail
about the high frequency of thefts of cabling and infrastructure components by possibly desperate but
certainly not public-minded crooks, the constant
need to find fuel for running Ogero’s nodes, and the
ridiculousness of the fact that less than $20 million
dollars could equip all of the networks with renewable energy by the installation of photovoltaics.
Beyond the operational struggles and the fiscal
incapacitation of having nowhere near the needed
2022 funding allocated to Ogero for OPEX (Kreidieh cites a hard ceiling of $2 million, a fraction
compared to the 2019 operations and maintenance
budget of $42 million),
let alone CAPEX (zero in
[...] a prosperous
2022 versus $20 million
future is unimaginable
in 2019), however, loom
two existential questions
without vital knowledge
which existentially coneconomy inputs
cern telecommunications,
and digitization.
all connectivity, the information technology industry, and the entire future of Lebanon.
First question: can past telecommunications
policies and practices in the government-controlled sector teach us lessons to lead the country
into a profitable digital future?
The second question concerns the value proposition of the digital future and, as such, is a tripartite question: what value proposition would be
currently adequate when trying to monetize the
financially dysfunctional telecommunications industry of Lebanon as a public asset; how and how
fast can this industry be capitalized for public economic good and profitability; and how important
will this asset be in the context of a new and more
digital economy on the condition that it is properly
positioned and managed?
THOSE WHO DO NOT LEARN
The first question has a short answer and a
longish one in the opinion of every industry stakeholder and telecommunications expert whom Executive approached during our inquiry into the
value of this public asset. The short answer is yes;
11
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the past political mistakes regarding telecommunications are apparent, and repetition can be avoided.
The longer answer expands on the short one by
insisting that policymakers repent for, henceforth
shun, and by all means swear off ever thinking
again about short-term revenue and public coffers
when dealing with telecom.
THE DECISIVE NO-GO TERM IS “CASH COW”
“Many people used to believe that the telecommunications sector is a cash cow for the government,” laments, for example, politician Ghassan
Hasbani. Before entering the political field, Hasbani,
a former deputy prime minister of Lebanon, had
held consulting roles and senior corporate positions
with several regionally essential telecommunications operators in the 1990s and 2000s. According
to him, the cash cow approach meant that mobile telephony earnings were “wrongly applied as a tax revenue rather than being used as an economic driver.”
By Kreidieh’s judgment, freely expressed with
choice words such as “insane” and “completely stupid” to describe past and recent handling of the telecom industry as a tool of extractive economic and
fiscal behavior, the cash cow treatment of telecommunications could not have been more misguided.
Under a virtuous strategy, the unexpectedly
strong cash flows generated from mobile telephony
operations in the early years “would have been invested to a large extent into improving the quality
of service with innovative products and services.
This would have engaged the economy into a positive loop. But instead of investing and promoting a
proper environment for startups and companies to
grow, we considered the telco sector as a cash cow
and started financing the rest of the administration
through monies that were generated by the telco
sector,” Kreidieh says.
12

To him, the trajectories of the past twenty
years are blatantly clear: worse decisions were being piled upon bad ones. The vicious cycle commenced when the government canceled 10-year
build-operate-transfer contracts and prematurely
retook control of the mobile operator duopoly in
the early 2000s.
In the following period, attempts at privatization of the mobile operators through license auction
in the mid-2000s could have created “a totally different situation than what we find ourselves in today,” Kreidieh says, and a window for competition
and the blossoming of a different ecosystem could
have been opened. “There
is no doubt in my mind that
[...] privatization would privatization would have
transformed the telecomhave transformed the
munications sector into a
telecommunications
very serious economic levsector into a very serious erage for the whole country.
It has been the case in all
economic leverage for
different countries where
the whole country.
economies grow with the
help of technologies.”
This chance was missed, however, and
so were opportunities to bring order to the
opaquely government-run affairs of telecommunications in the later 2000s and early 2010s.
Owing to political obstruction, the institutional
launch of the regulator, years delayed (see interview about the role of the Telecommunications Regulatory Authority on page xxx), was
rendered meaningless. Likewise, plans to break
up the operator duopoly and incite competition
through the creation and partial flotation of a
third operator, Liban Telecom, under the inclusion of Ogero as an awardee of the third license,
did not come to fruition.
“The creation of the regulatory authority
was a second chance after the misery that took
place when the government decided to claim
back the two privately owned [mobile] operators
LibanCell and Cellis. The Lebanese administration obviously again missed that opportunity
to set up a proper environment to develop the
telecommunications industry,” Kreidieh opines
and concludes, “In a summary, we missed (our
chance) when the administration claimed back
the operators, missed it again when failing to implement and put in place a regulatory authority
and we missed a third opportunity which was the
implementation of [telecommunications] Law
431 and creation of a third mobile operator.”
executive-magazine.com

A BETTER FRAMEWORK
Plotting the missed takeoff points along a cognitive timeline makes it evident that the telecommunications’ protracted government ownership
and value-extraction was of a grave error. Can
privatization and public-private-partnership (PPP)
reopen the door of digital opportunity and innovation that the country needs?
At least in the framework sense, there is some
prospect of investment and development by a new
competition law, Amine Salam, the minister of
economy and trade, tells Executive. According to
Salam, this law, the concept of which has been bandied around unsuccessfully for twenty years, has
been highlighted by the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) as a critical piece of legislation for invigorating the future economy of Lebanon.
Salam says that the new law comprises two
competition-enhancing aspects: the abolition of
state protectionism of exclusive agencies and lifting restraints in the public sector. “Some people
thought the law would only be about removing
constraints of exclusive agencies from the private
sector. This is one [part of it], but the more important aspect of this legislation is that for the first
time in more than 55 years, we have opened the
public sector to private investment,” he boasts.
Elaborating further, he emphasizes: “This law
opens up the entire public sector for FDI. Anyone,
foreign or local investors or a joint venture between
a foreign and local investor, can now apply and coinvest together to do a telecom project or an energy
project. They can start a new airline or open a new
casino, [or] go into a water desalination project.”
BUT NO READY MOLD
Yet, legislative innovation and leveling of the
competitive arena, it would be a long shot to expect a short and straight path to successful telecom
privatization or any PPP wins today. Even the theory of telecom privatization under a PPP model –
without even venturing into the nitty-gritty of negotiations, valuations, and building of contractual
trust – does not lend itself to a straightforward application under present circumstances, says Ziyad
Hayek, international PPP consultant and the former secretary- general of Lebanon’s Higher Council for Privatization and PPP (HCP).
While he asserts that the existing PPP law of
2016 is sufficient to manage a partnership process
and also agrees that the telecom sector is a rare area
where privatization would make sense, he points to
a strong semblance between the current situation

and a post-conflict environment where there is “no
financials, no clarity, nothing to base anything on”
from a valuation and project perspective.
“A decision to privatize the sector under these
economic circumstances is nonsense. We would not
get enough for what we have,” concurs Kreidieh.
Given that there is no clarity even on the degree
to which international accounting standards are
applied in the country, “everything related to financial statements and accounting today in Lebanon
is just a matter of opinion,” Hayek tells Executive.
He goes on to warn that conflicts would be programmed if a license auction under a conventional
telecom privatization strategy were attempted.
“If the government were
to auction a license without
Anyone [...] can
having a base of calculating
now apply and covalue, they would be makinvest together to do a
ing a big mistake. If the price
paid for a license turns out to
telecom project or an
be too low, the government
energy project.
is going to regret [issuing
the license] as it will be bad
for the country. If the price is too high, the government’s problems will be with the company that
bought the license,” Hayek says, advising that the
tendering terms for telco PPP packages would need
to be invented from scratch and fine-tuned in direct negotiations with the prospective private sector participants to make sure that the terms of the
agreement are acceptable to both sides.
THE OBFUSCATION OF VALUE, THE UNKNOWN WHEN, AND THE WHY NOT NOW
Hasbani agrees that a proper assessment of
the telecom sector is not feasible as “the net present value of the company’s returns could generate
in the coming 20 years is very low because of the
current situation.” He, therefore, argues against an
immediate attempt to privatize in favor of a twophased approach of corporatization followed by
privatization. Adding a political economy angle to
the question, he frames his vision for the telecommunications sector in the context of the big dispute
over state debts and depositors’ compensation.
“The first things to do post-election are to
start implementing law 431, start unbundling the
structure [of the sector], create Liban Telecom as
a stand-alone corporatized entity for the fixed operations with published financials, [and put] the
regulatory authority into a proper position so that
it starts covering its own costs from license fees, [by
way of] issuing licenses to the two mobile opera13
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tors and the fixed operator,” he says.
In a second implementation phase, he advocates for “gradual privatization and handover of
some of the value to the Lebanese public who lost
money in the banks.” This would require the government to list telecommunications entities, provide
a stable stock price environment, and allocate shares,
albeit with initial selling restrictions, to depositors to
compensate for their losses in the banks.
Once the share values of the state assets turned
listed companies claw back some of the ground lost
in the economic crisis, the sale of shares would be
allowed, Hasbani says, adding that an international
strategic investor in the telco assets could become at
first a partial owner of the listed entities and later on
be obliged to offer buying shares from compensated
depositors if these want to cash out their holdings.
Overall, the main objective in the governmental telecommunications strategy should neither be
revenue generation with the state as operator and
ultimate beneficiary – a path that long was heading
towards diminishing revenues due to mismanagement – nor the achievement of high receipts in a privatization of the sector. Instead, “privatization will
be about improving the service, lowering the cost
burden, shifting it away from the government and
enhancing the economic benefits of telecommunications through price competition,” Hasbani insists.
THE PRIVATIZATION CHORUS’S SUBTLY
DIVERGING TUNES AND CHALLENGES
Like Hasbani and Kreidieh, civil society representative Albert Konstanian sees privatization
as the right path for a reversal of the cash cow approach and the activation of the telecom industry
under a competition and innovation enhancement
formula. This focus would treat telecom privatization as a sectorial play, not a financial one, he believes, meaning that “revenue for the government is
not really an objective because the selling price today would be the net present value of the future cash
flow and no investor is stupid enough to overpay.”
Having researched a study on SOEs and their
valuations in late 2019 unfair use of publicly available data and acknowledging that his estimations
of SOE valuations at the time are far from helpful today, he regards privatization as a no-brainer
for some SOEs (such as the state carrier MEA and
Casino du Liban), as totally nonsensical for others
– namely the utilities and transportation. But in a
third category, among which he sees the telecom
entities, privatization is prudent if strong regula14

tion underpin it, publicly determining strategies,
and powerful, independent regulatory institutions.
On such grounds, privatization would not only
be the best but practically the only sentient choice
for telecommunications as a fast-moving industry where innovation plays a central role and best
practices have been established around the world.
“Telecom is not meant to be run by the government. It should definitely be privatized, but there
are many preparatory steps. For me, the objective
of privatization is first to boost investment and
second to enhance competition. Those are the two
main objectives,” he emphasizes.
Despite strongly favoring privatization as the
final objective, Kostanian takes the same view as
his political and industrial peers to not rush into
the process. Specifically,
he regards it as untimely
[...] privatization
before the sharp decline in
would not only be the
monthly revenue per user
best but practically the
– which he estimates as
having fallen from $18 to
only sentient choice for
telecommunications as a $20 before the crisis, to the
neighborhood of $3 or $4
fast-moving industry [...] – is halted and an upward
RPU trajectory initiated.
In other preparatory requirements for telecom
privatization, he sees a need for reorganizing the
sector structurally. In his opinion, distinctions between operators of mobile and fixed networks and
separate data services providers are a legacy of the
20th century and are not appropriate anymore, because these realms have converged.
A phase-wise transformation and privatization
emerges as a consensus view of the experts that divulged their telecom visions to Executive – but that
does not mean that this transition will be free of
hurdles and divergent options. Kostanian, for example, sees the 2002 telecommunications law 431
as requiring a revision and significant update. In
contrast, Kreidieh and Hasbani see it as basically
still ready to deploy out of the box – the latter being extremely mindful of the law’s tortuous and
lengthy adoption process in its original iteration
and arguing that only a few technical terms in the
text would need to be updated.
Under phased privatization, the near-term
management of the infrastructure is the retention
of state ownership, reduction of infrastructure
costs by consolidation, and the provision of this
infrastructure to corporatized operators under a
wholesale concept. However, albeit designed to be
executive-magazine.com

temporary, this concept could be applied in different ways and could have a bad ending in the pitfalls
of monopolistic behavior.
Hasbani says he has confidence that prominent strategic players would not be deterred by
Lebanon’s old track record of breaking its BOT
contracts and would instead be enticed by today’s exceedingly rare opportunity to acquire an
existing mobile network from a state-owner. According to him, privately held telecom assets will
typically be put on the market when they are not
doing well, but state-owned networks in a privatization deal are tasty morsels. “The upscale
and delta of improvement is usually much bigger
when buying a state-owned entity.” An additional
benefit of enrolling a larger international player
with extensive market power – much more market power than the Lebanese state could muster
as the owner of a relatively small network – as a
strategic partner would be able to implement
infrastructure investments at a lower cost.
Nonetheless, there is a great deal of uncertainty about every financing aspect throughout
the coming year, and this uncertainty casts doubts
on the likelihood of much-needed investments.
Financial experts, telecom stakeholders and international observers invested in the Lebanese case
declaring in unison that the time for a privatization by sale is not now because no fair valuation is
possible. However, the sector’s current valuation
question is a delay factor, not a deal-breaker. A
long-term view is of value in countering negative
expectations rooted in the experience of high inflation and extreme volatility of the currency.
“The problem is not the currency but the
other risks. Once Lebanon can stabilize the currency at any level, and issue reliable regulations,
making sure that there is a stable and independent TRA that allows the investor to know what
they get into, the next step is having a judiciary system that protects them; all this reduces
investment risk. Once all this is in place, the
Lebanese telecom market still has great growth
potential,” Hasbani says.
Whether this potential is viewed through the
narrow lens of the ICT industry’s role – where
Hasbani estimates that the direct GDP contribution of ICT could be in the two to three percent
range five years from today – or through wider
lenses under which Kreidieh envisions that the
contribution to GDP from digitally- enabled
telecommunication services should be between

8 and 13 percent of GDP after five years, or
an even more engulfing view under which in a
Lebanese knowledge society and e-government
enabled polity (e-government development still
being the ardent wish of technology stakeholders from the ICT industry chief lobbyist Camille
Moukarzel to a host of corruption fighters and
civil society advocates of transparency) everything is connected to everything in terms of
econometrics and telecommunications is the
tech backbone of a massive, long-term digital
upside and an immeasurable but dominant slice
of overall societal income and wealth.
In this context, it also is worth noting what
Kreidieh says about the most significant danger
to the sector, the value of human capital, and having a solid vision. On the one hand, he is openly
more fearful of losing people than of seeing the
daily deterioration of Ogero’s material assets.
“Physical assets are easily replaceable. But whenever you lose a good engineer, you have lost him
for good. This is more serious and why I consider the brain drain as the most imminent danger
for the telecommunications sector in Lebanon,”
he says, but juxtaposes this on the other hand by
emphasizing strong existing opportunities such
as the provision of cloud services and having the
company become a payment solutions provider,
emulating successes of African regional telecom
heavyweight MTN as an enabler of banking services or even the Chinese model of WeChat.
“There is always something to be done in the
telecommunications industry. There is always
hope, and the salvation of Lebanon is technology, the brains that go with it, and telecommunications,” he enthuses, all the while acknowledging how being optimistic in all circumstances is
a LebenaseLebanese business stereotype. Nonetheless, he says it with verve. “We have a chance,
but we need decision- makers with vision and
guts to make it happen.”
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A CONTINUOUSLY BATTERED INFRASTRUCTURE

Diving through bottlenecks and unanswered questions.
Crumbling. Crippled. Delicate. These are
some of the words used to describe the ailing
state of Lebanon’s infrastructure for the past two
years by experts, media outlets, and international
and local organizations. On the operational side,
telecoms in Lebanon are characterized by high
usage fees and low fixed network quality. Fees for
both data and voice services have sparked outrage,
most notably in October 2019. While these fees
have been dropping in comparison to other costs
of living since the beginning of 2020, this welcome
relief was attributable entirely to the depreciation
of the Lebanese pound and decreeing a hike of tariffs was the last thing that the Lebanese Council of
Ministers did before constitutionally reverting to a
“caretaker cabinet” status after the May 2022 (yes,
under the country’s convoluted state ownership of
telecommunications operators, communication
tariffs astoundingly are the cabinet’s business).
This political decision on higher tariffs, however overdue for preservation of crumbling network infrastructures in the mobile and fixed-line
sectors, brings back the memory that connectivity
charges have long been exorbitant when compared
with regional benchmarks. According to McKinsey & Company’s 2018 report detailing Lebanon’s
Economic Vision, mobile data and voice levies in
Lebanon were around two to three times more
16

expensive than in Morocco and Egypt - while the
country, perhaps even more shockingly, according
Speedtest.net’s Global Index measured between
April 2021 till April 2022, ranked 159th out of 181
assessed countries worldwide in fixed broadband
speed, behind Iraq and Syria. In absolute numbers,
the average fixed broadband speed, as measured,
was said to be around 7.91 Mbps in Lebanon, at
a time when the five top jurisdictions – notably
all small, developed territories – achieved average
speeds far exceeding 180 Mbps and the global average speed had risen to 63.46 Mbps as of April 2022.
A SERIES OF INVOLUNTARY STRESS TESTS
It has to be noted that Lebanon did invest into
upgrades of its telecommunications infrastructure
especially in the 2010s – but some of these upwards
developments were halted by budget constraints while
still incomplete and others have been impaired due to
unforeseen disruptions of society and economy. In this
sense, a major surprise blow to the country’s telecom
infrastructure occurred just after the Covid-19 pandemic hit in the first quarter of 2020. As the pandemicinduced lockdowns forced most of the population to
shift from their usual behaviors and exclusively conduct their work, education, and entertainment online,
usage pressure on the broadband infrastructure increased tremendously, as demonstrated in the governexecutive-magazine.com

ment’s decision to order for the doubling of internet
speeds by state-owned provider Ogero.
The forced shift to digital living and working actually can serve as an indicator of the importance of
constantly maintaining and improving the national
telecommunications infrastructure, and furthermore
as signal that full commitments of the key telecommunications stakeholders have the potential to generate massive benefits to Lebanese society and enterprise community (which was during the evolution of
the pandemic further proven by the role that internet
Ogero played in the creation and implementation of
the Impact e-government platform).
However, a 2022 report and survey conducted by
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung and Arabnet, highlighted
that the degradation of the Lebanese infrastructure had
an overwhelming effect on local startups. The impact
has been widely felt across the ecosystem, with 91.3
percent of respondents having confirmed that the decline in the quality of infrastructure services had in fact
affected their productivity, with 37 percent reporting
missing targets as a result.
Similarly, support services - business incubators,
NGOs, education institutions, internet and banking
service providers - have unanimously complained
about infrastructure failings challenging their ability to
operate effectively.
Thus, as dips in reliability and coverage were frequent at the height of the data explosion during the
pandemic, the involuntary stress test of the broadband
infrastructure unmasked weaknesses and deficiencies
but also ascertained that the provision of internet connectivity, albeit realized imperfectly, is of fundamental
importance for the society and economy, and that care
and development of this infrastructure is therefore a
primary public need.
Due to the country’s currency collapse, the telecoms industry soon faced another internal hard blow
on top of the pandemic. Staff members of Lebanon’s
two mobile operators, Touch and Alfa, officially went
on permanent strike, an act of objection to their salaries
now being paid in Lebanese pound but provided at the
official FX rate of 1,507 to the dollar while the cost of
many goods and services was effectively indexed to the
parallel market rate where the pound was depreciating
from one daily low to the next, which meant some salaries were merely sufficient to cover daily transportation
costs to the office.
The third punch, and what could have been the
knockout one, came in the Beirut Port explosion, which,
along with destroying telecom infrastructure components in the immediate urban blast zone and neighboring districts of the capital, ripped through the new headquarters of operator Touch in downtown Beirut.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS STILL LOOM
Apart from noting the damages to the telecommunications infrastructure, it is worth to recall that
a report by the World Bank, EU, and UN put the
economic cost of the damages of the August 4, 2020
man-made catastrophe in Beirut at $3.8 to $4.6 billion, with losses to financial flows of $2.9 to $3.5
billion. On the other hand, proper assessment of
the aftermath of the catastrophe and its impact on
telecommunications infrastructure includes recognition of the rapid actions that were taken by several entities to ensure continued communication services to Lebanon’s busiest districts. This included
operators Touch and Alfa installing makeshift base
stations in the areas that
would otherwise have
[...] internet
suffered total communiconnectivity, albeit
cation breakdown and
realized imperfectly, is of also international NGOs
fundamental importance such as Telecoms Sans
Frontier which immefor the society and
diately acted to provide
economy [...]
support and assistance.
Teams deployed to Beirut
in collaboration with the United Nations Disaster
Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) and the
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) rapidly restored
reliable communications in the area of the disaster.
In combination, the three heavy punches inflicted upon the physical integrity, maintenance
quality, and load of the telecommunications infrastructures appear so massive that a total knockout
of all mobile and fixed infrastructures for data and
voice communications around Beirut and the entire country has been averted under the conditions
of these incidents and the epic economic crisis that
has beset. Seeking to understand the current and
future needs in the preservation and continued
securing of telecom infrastructure, Executive over
more than two months reached out incessantly to
top management of operators Touch and Alfa but
was only given a written response on the extent of
blast damages by one operator. Interview requests
and inquiries into current, pressing infrastructure
issues met with polished and politically correct answers (if any) that largely obscured the current and
impending challenges faced by the mobile communications sector with regard to infrastructure.
“Touch network was severely impacted in the
close areas surrounding the explosion at the port,
where more than five sites were completely damaged,” the operator acknowledged in an emailed
statement, providing as further details that dam17
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ages to 20 sites in other strongly affected areas and
outages involving in excess of “40 sites in the neighboring areas” required one month of repair work
that was further impeded by limited availability of
spare parts and lack of funds due to budget cuts.
ENTER 2022
Against the undeniable and excessively documented reality of massive detriments that have
been disabling the Lebanese economy in recent
months, examples being the removal of fuel subsidies by the central bank of Lebanon, Banque du
Liban, in course of 2021, skyrocketing energy costs
and exorbitant inflation suffered by households, it
is a no-brainer to see the country’s vital telecommunication infrastructure as having been badly,
continually, and increasingly impaired.
It is not just that internet cuts have been creeping up around the country due to insufficient
amounts of diesel being at hand to run the generators that run base stations, telecommunication
towers, internet switches, and the like. Imad Kreidieh, chairman and director general of Ogero, has
since before the end of last year not been shy to repeatedly hit out at the Ministry of Telecommunications, alleging that political red tape was to blame
for the supply delays, and threatening to resign if
the situation did not improve.
At the end of 2021 and again in February of
2022, Johnny Corm, the Minister of Telecommunications, confirmed the existential struggle for fuel
as being one of the sector’s big problems, as he publicly warned that network operators were unable to
power critical infrastructure and that the cost of
fuel, previously a mere 7 percent, has been projected as soaring to two thirds of the state-owned
sector’s budget this year.
Much publicized additional headaches about
the existing infrastructure have arisen from the
mundane matter of physical pilferage of copper
cables and organized thieving intrusions into cable
shafts. Instead of providing the vital public good of
connectivity, the fruits of these intrusions end up
on the black market to the great disadvantage of
society. “Every day, there is a robbery, to the extent
where we have asked for support from local municipalities to help safeguard the equipment; however,
even they no longer have the capacity,” Corm was
cited in Arabic media.
While many of these cables could be replaced,
the cash-strapped telecom provider has halted preventive and significant maintenance due to its inability to acquire equipment and spare parts as they
18

are imported from abroad using foreign currencies.
“We are not doing maintenance because we do not
have the funds for it,” Kreidieh told reporters.
At the opposite end of the situation, matters of
infrastructure and development of new technical
capacities in the ground, air, and under the sea
involve investment needs for further submarine
cables, possible consolidation of existing network infrastructures, and the general aspect of
the ever-advancing telecommunications technology. Investment by the private sector is much
needed to complement and upgrade existing infrastructures (fiber rollout, 5G, submarine cable,
data centers, etc.) and increase the overall competitiveness of IT in Lebanon.
Political and civil society stakeholders have
told Executive that such investments would be
both relatively easy to implement because of the
country’s small size and existing hard telecommunications infrastructure
[...] investments would and be very feasible and
productive because of the
be both relatively easy
positively formidable costto implement because
benefit ratio of expanding our digital economy.
of the country’s small
It would nonetheless have
size and existing hard
been valuable to gain the
telecoms infrastructure
insights of the long-time
guardians of mobile infrastructures, operators Touch and Alfa, for assessing
the current state and best path forward in this regard. As mentioned above, Executive’s attempt at
obtaining interviews from the CEOs or CFOs of
Alfa and Touch, however, did not meet success.
One fact that is known is that the government’s
ambitious program for complete roll-out of fiberoptic telecommunications cables around the country was only completed to a minor portion when
the plug was pulled by Ogero because funds for the
$300 million endeavor were no longer available.
International telecom operators and private
sector conglomerates with wide footprints are today seen as optimally prepared to fuel innovation and
adopt best practices to foster and grow the local IT
ecosystem, yet, at time of this writing, much remains
to be learned as to how the government will look to
utilize the telecommunications industry to fuel the
economy, whether it be privatization, liberalization,
or continuing its cascade of milking the telecom cash
cow. But as the dust settles following Lebanon’s parliamentary elections, many of the reforms required to
lift the sector back on its feet can be categorized in the
meantime as loading…
executive-magazine.com
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THE HUMBLER BUT VITAL HANDSET

The cost-conscious hunt for new down-market smartphones.
The past two years have seen a shift in buyer preferences in the Lebanese handset market.
Anecdotal indicators – in absence of trustworthy
statistics – show that residents are resorting to
longer device usage before buying a replacement
handset, and opt for seeking to repair malfunctioning but still serviceable smartphones.
When buying a new smartphone, they have
been down-shifting from flagship and high-end
models to perhaps less sleek, less powerful, and less
glittery but utilitarian devices, seemingly infusing
moments of rational choices into the country’s previous culture of business glitterati and at-any-price
buyers of the latest ICT gadgets.
Thus, where once the latest iPhone and Samsung Galaxy flagship (great for the casual showoff) was considered a reputational necessity and
the, mostly bygone, bling brand Vertu glowed in a
few select showrooms, there appears today to only
be subdued hampering for the global top brands’
latest flagship models by the few that have intact
purchasing power.
For the vast majority of Lebanon’s four-plus
million mobile phone users, the game has turned
into a cost-conscious hunt for new down-market
smartphone makers and, at best, their plastic flagships, many with names that the image-conscious
Lebanese buyer in the past might not even have
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cared to know the correct pronunciation of.
It is not quite clear how the overall burdens
of communication costs, which have for many
years been exorbitant in terms of government levies that were more or less poorly camouflaged as
mobile phone and data connectivity charges, will
develop once the government gets serious about
telecommunications sector reforms (see overview
story page xxx), adjusting the telecommunications
charges.
But for the time being, the handset market exhibits a new equilibrium that is reflective of people’s applied coping strategies in the Lebanese electronics market, which like all markets of imported
durable consumer goods, has long had to contend
with Lebanon’s comparably small size and communal fragmentation, along with being plagued with
exclusive dealership and import rights.
The latter barrier is rooted in a legal decree issued in 1967, which allowed importers of durable
consumer goods such as electronics to assert exclusive agency rights in the Lebanese territory. The
Lebanese parliament voted in early 2022 in favor
of a new competition law that according to Amine
Salam, the minister of economy and trade, abolishes legal backing of exclusive dealership privileges
in connection with opening the entire private and
public sector to competition.
executive-magazine.com

“This law, according to various studies, will affect pricing in Lebanon by decreasing prices up to
40 percent. Once the competition law is in full execution, you will definitely see between 20 and 40
percent decreases in prices of goods and services
where the problem was in the past that a few business tycoons were controlling markets with pricing
and distribution,” he tells Executive.
A HARDWARE FREE-FOR-ALL
On the hardware side, from computers to
smartphones, the market practices have long circumvented some of the restraints that exclusive
agencies posed more strongly in other import segments. “The market is free for all; you will find four
importers for HP, three for Lenovo, and nearly six
for Apple products,” says Bernard Feghali, owner,
and operator of specialty electronics shop EnterSpace in Jbeil. He describes the ability to import
computer products as a matter of a small operator’s
network, with the main shared denominator of taxes and import duties affecting all resellers.
“Independent businesses can import any brand
provided the supplier abroad can cover their needs,”
says Fouad Karam, owner of Mass Electronics, a
radio, and cellphone business also located in Jbeil.
According to him, manufacturers that have entered
partnerships with Lebanese distributors may exclusively deal with those local channel partners,
but third-party resellers, namely in the GCC, are
allowed to act as wholesalers for retailers in Lebanon.
Whereas the state’s control over telecommunications operators has been undeniable since before the
first two build-operate-transfer contracts were signed
in 1994, the handset market has by comparison been
freewheeling. The bypassing of exclusive agencies in
the mobile phone market in this sense was mirrored
by the fact that governmental efforts to curb the wild
flows of smartphones and portables into the Lebanese
market during the 2010s have not lasted long.
In an attempt to force official declarations and
registrations with tax authorities on inflows of mobile handsets, the Ministry of Telecommunications
in 2013 decreed that phones would not be logged
into the country’s two mobile networks if there was
no record of import duty having been paid by an
importer or even the end-user. All mobile phone
users in Lebanon received alerts demanding payment of import duties and registering their phones’
International Mobile Equipment Identity, or IMEI,
a unique phone identifier code, with the telecom’s
ministry within 60 days of its activation on Leba-

nese networks.
This decision was canceled in 2016, before being reintroduced in 2017 by then Minister Jamal
Jarrah, whose ministry awarded the IMEI registration contract to Immobiles, a private enterprise.
In the Lebanon Economic Vision (LEV) document – which by some was praised as a holy writ
for the Lebanese economy and to others was a notorious and wasted expenditure – by international
consultancy McKinsey, the telecoms sector’s contribution to Lebanon’s GDP was cited as amounting
to $1.3 billion in 2017, or 12 percent, up from $0.9
billion in 2006. However, the 2006 figure represented a higher share of GDP, at 19 percent.
Data on the real performance of the telecommunications industry to GDP in the crisis years
from 2019 onward have not been reliably assessed
or communicated to the public but have by consensus of telecom and financial experts dwindled.
Operators and officials have since the start of 2022
lamented publicly that the
sector has not only become
[...] the sector remains unprofitable for the state as
active in retail and
its ultimate beneficiary, owaftermarket support, [...] ing to the continued “offilira rate” (1,500 LBP to
showing varying degrees cial
1 USD) indexation of tariffs
of strength depending
in customer invoices but
also threatened with breakon the client base.
downs due to inability to
pay for fuel for the generators powering its substations or replace stolen cables and fix broken equipment.
The best that one might say on the basis of observations of heavy marketing of mobile handsets
in the leading e-commerce marketplaces and the
consistent presence of small smartphone retailers
and repair places around the country is that the
sector remains active in retail and aftermarket support, but apparently showing varying degrees of
strength depending on the client base.
Both Karam and Feghali said they maintain
consistent sales of new phones, particularly highend products, to clients who have financial inflows
from abroad, usually from expatriate family relations. Additionally, handset and device vendors
can tap into the purchasing power of young professionals who stay in Lebanon but derive their
income from working remotely for international
companies or clients in the diaspora.
Owing almost entirely to the sharp fluctuations
in the overall vastly deteriorating foreign exchange
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rate, local market prices have, according to Feghali,
undergone large swings with intermittent down
phases. By comparison to the impact of currency
fluctuations, international supply chain issues and
escalating global shipping costs have been minor
factors that weighed on the local market, he added,
attributing the relative insignificance of these global price drivers to the fact that phone importers
had seen lavish profits in the past. Thus, they were
able to absorb regular swings in their cost base and
could adjust their pricing to the market’s diminished purchasing power in the recent past while
retaining their margins.
Numerous entry-level brands have newly entered the Lebanese market in the past two years
and have in Feghali’s view been essential in this
process of aligning handset market realities with
the shrinking purchase power of consumers who
ever-increasingly depend on mobile communication when facing near-catastrophic hikes in transportation costs and general living expenses.
Several brands that entered the market from
East Asia, namely China, and gained market prominence in the past two years since the crisis are Vivo,
Oppo, Honor, and Tecno – in comparison to those
who entered pre-crisis such as Huawei – brought
extremely competitive prices and bundle deals. Covering market demand with models carrying a $100
price tag, such as Vivo, or $130 in the case of Oppo,
address the large and highly price-sensitive segment
of utility-first phone users. And while legacy manufacturers retain their share of the market, resellers are
seeing manufacturers like Xiaomi offer some higherend models which retail at little more than half the
price of the big-mane flagship phones of Samsung
and Apple that generally start around the 900$ mark.
In Feghali’s opinion, this is not an indicator
that the market shares will shift in the longer term
22

towards the cheaper newcomers. “The market is
always rolling, there’s consistent demand as clients
depend on technology the same way everyone depends on a pharmacy,” he says, adding that phone
buyers generally tend to switch to higher quality
alternatives over the long run and that phone sellers in Lebanon will regularly adjust their prices in
accordance with fluctuating prices offered by their
international suppliers and also in accordance to
issues of a handset’s origin and taxation.
With import taxes and telecom provider service rates at the time of this writing still being calculated at the “official” FX rate, and thus providing
consumers with affordable
services packages by operators and also bringing new
Aftermarket support
handsets into easier financial
is functioning well but
reach, the market is faced
can be hampered by a with an immense risk of new
lack of standardization price shocks in case of resetting of either importation
for importing
replacement parts [...]. levies, mobile communication tariffs, or a further deteriorating currency.
On the upside, the market for telecommunications devices has benefited in the past two years
from the restrictions and behavior changes enforced
by the pandemic. “COVID-19 gave us a bump, but
mainly through parents who could afford to purchase a tablet and allow their children to pursue their
education remotely,” says phone retailer Karam.
Feghali notes that aftermarket support is functioning well but can be hampered by a lack of standardization for importing specific replacement parts
such as batteries. “While many importers are bringing in low-quality products to cover the market’s
needs, [Original Equipment Manufacturer] support
is limited to larger market players, with support limited over a set period,” he says. For Karam, households and small businesses alike also face uncertainty because of the extent of what is a poorly regulated
market for telecom devices. Opening a shop that
offers to repair smartphones and portable devices
does not require much capital or technical expertise.
“Anyone can do it, but few can do it right, particularly when it comes to bringing quality OEM or near
OEM products,” he says. Karam similarly points out
that the market is being exposed to flying vendors who
would descend on his shop with travel bags full of displays, batteries, and accessories, with little regulation
affecting the way people do business.
Ghadi El-Khoury is a Beirut-based journalist
executive-magazine.com
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REBUILDING THE KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY

The trickled down effect of a strengthened telecommunication sector
In Lebanon, the under-provisioning of infrastructure has created gaps in services delivery,
hence exacerbating productivity, and putting the
country on a lower growth trajectory. Lebanon
does lag behind in providing vital basic services,
among them telecommunication.
While other middle-income countries are
evolving, Lebanon is falling behind them when
it comes to its telecommunication sector. In this
country, the telecom sector is heavily set back by
low service quality, high cost to consumers, and
weak regulatory governance.
According to the World Economic Forum,
Lebanon ranked 95 out of 141 countries in ICT
adoption in 2019. Whereas it was ranked 161 out
of 177 countries in terms of broadband connection
speed for the year 2020, according to the Speedtest
Global Index – which ranks countries according to
their internet speeds monthly.
LEBANON’S GREAT DEPRESSION
Amid its worst economic crisis to date, Lebanon is facing dangerous depletion of its resources,
including human capital with brain drain, hence
creating – among others – an economic loss for the

country. Despite this depression, one could identify that very limited policy responses had been
taken by governmental authorities to reverse the
further sinking of the country.
Since the uprising and the revolution in 2019,
Lebanon has faced a multi-tiered, MEGA economic/financial crisis, COVID-19 pandemic challenges, and a devastating explosion of Beirut Port.
These compounded crises are severe and long-lasting and led to the halting of any development in
the country and an estimated drop in real GDP by
more than 30-40 percent.
As far as the telecommunications sector is
concerned, degradation of services started from a
weak and disadvantageous national infrastructure
already before the recent burden on Lebanese communities and businesses. Even if Lebanon had been
the first Arab country to introduce the internet,
unfortunately, it is considered among the last to
provide High-speed Digital Subscriber Lines (DSL)
and fiber-optic services. It is only in 2017, that the
Ministry of Telecom signed a memorandum of understanding with the Cyprus Telecommunications
Authority (CYTA) to increase Lebanon’s share of
the submarine cable Alexandros from 310 to 1,920
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gigabytes per second (GB/s). By boosting the telecom cable’s capacity, the local users had been provided access to international servers at high speed.
Was this initiative enough to strengthen the national
telecom sector? Did this initiative or any other related project prove to be a sustainable backbone for this
sector? Was it fulfilled completely as per the adopted
plans? Was it implemented appropriately, transparently, and upon international standards?
It is time, at this stage, to look forward and seek
opportunities and compounded elements to regain
macro-financial stability for Lebanon.
TELECOMMUNICATIONS:
AN ECONOMIC TRIGGER
While there is a consensus among key stakeholders on the importance of the telecommunication sector and its relevance to the financial sector’s
recovery, this sector is still not thoroughly considered a key economic trigger for initial investments
and contributions to job creation and recovery.
Immediate transparency initiatives and policy
and regulatory changes are required allowing the
telecom sector to improve the performance of the
various economic sectors while curbing expenditures in the long run. Lebanon needs urgent investment in this sector, hence minimizing or even preventing additional immigration of human capital,
and creating new job opportunities.
A DIGITAL GOLDEN TICKET
Lebanon has a golden ticket and chance to
bounce back its economy by reinforcing and
strengthening its telecommunication sector and
incorporating it into the digital economy. Thus,
boosting the creation of opportunities and jobs
for the local ICT, startups, and tech freelancers
to position Lebanon as a Tech Hub in today’s Gig
Economy and contribute around 20-30 percent to
the local GDP, hence reaching 7-10 billion USD by
2025 and possibly more. The creativity that exists
in the Lebanese startup community, is a foundation
stone to achieving the above-aimed growth.
One of the major advantages of the COVID-19
pandemic is the push of the digital world and remote
working in precise. The foundation of any remote
work for local and international markets requires a
robust and sustainable telecommunication sector.
Therefore, we are to explore options and exhaust all
efforts to ensure services for the local, regional, and
international markets.
Stable and fast internet could bring heavy savings and enable quicker productivity growth towards
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becoming a real tech hub that could employ tens of
thousands of employees and freelancers while pumping new foreign investments into the local economy.
MISSED OPPORTUNITIES TO BOOST THE
LOCAL ICT, STARTUP, AND TECH SCENE
As per Imad Kreidieh, Ogero Chairman “revenues were on the rise before the country’s financial
crisis broke out in 2019, earning $450 million per
year since 2017, with a 70 percent profit margin.”
Whereas in 2021, revenues lost more than 90 percent of their value in two years.
While Lebanon had been diving deeper into its
economic crisis, we did not see a national comprehensive and credible stabilization strategy which
includes the telecom sector that would prevent a
worse financial crisis and mitigate the survival of
local businesses and startups.
Executive did not see that there is a strategy
looking at the reliance on the telecom sector to
empower Lebanese startups and tech companies
which will surely play a big role in rebuilding the
economy. For instance, let’s look at Anghami as an
example of a unicorn in Lebanon that went out to
public listing from the UAE, that could have potentially contributed to the reform of the economy.
When looking at other Arab states, there is no
doubt that the UAE Government realized that any vision for the future would be meaningless without the
integration of the fifth generation of mobile network,
or 5G, because, in the future, there would be a great
need for rapid transfer of
data, artificial intelligence,
Lebanon has a golden machine learning, and
ticket and chance
other emerging technologies. As of time of writing
to bounce back its
this article, China, namely
economy by reinforcing
it’s largest telecoms venand strengthening its
dor, Huawei, has begun
telecoms sector [...]
deploying heavy R&D efforts into 6G technology.
incorporating it into the
For instance, in April
digital economy.
2021, Etisalat deployed a 5G
network with Nokia as a key
partner, providing an enhanced mobile broadband service and expanding 5G coverage and revenue opportunities. The 5G capabilities enable innovative applications, such as Virtual Reality (VR) and Augmented Reality (AR). It also addresses Industry 4.0 opportunities
to benefit enterprises from various Internet of Things
(IoT) use cases in energy, healthcare, education, transportation, and entertainment, thus, generating new
revenue and aiding the growth of the market.
executive-magazine.com

TELECOMMUNICATION
AND ECONOMIC REFORM
We cannot claim that the path to reforms path
will be easy, quick, and even straightforward, but we
should push the current and upcoming government
toward including the telecommunication sector in
the package of the reform agenda and lobby for faster,
accessible, and cheaper telecommunication. Accordingly, if Lebanon truly paves the way toward more a
sustainable sector then some key and advantageous
interventions which could empower current national
businesses and inspire new startups will be needed:
• Empowering the Telecommunications Regulatory Authority TRA of Lebanon law 431 by
Implementing reforms toward Privatization or
Liberation of the mobile operators’ market with a
clear policy thus allowing domestic and/or foreign
private investors that could drive growth and lower
prices. To provide Emergence of value-added services and call centers as new niche sub-sectors.
• Establishing governorates/cazas internet
hubs (PPP model) public co-working spaces with
sustainable electricity (solar panels) to become an
inspiration and innovation hub. For instance, the
Lebanese National Library and Rashid Karami Stadium could be used as hubs, providing, internet/
electricity stability helping innovation, productivity increase, and aiding in creating remote/Nomad
jobs and leaving no one behind.
• Approving IDAL’s new proposal (2020) for
Lebanon Tech National Brand or Tech-Hub and

new companies’ formation with tax and other incentives could boost Lebanese startups and entrepreneurs in creating new companies and possibly
the next unicorn in the region.
• Advertising Lebanon as a support and international call center especially since it is heavily
based on the internet. Highlighting that Lebanese
people are known for having bright minds and trilingual advantages, helping achieve the job creation
revolution that is needed in the sector-specific and
the economy.
• Localizing the national data center, rather
than building a new one as proposed in CEDRE
Conference i.e., empower and commercialize
Ogero as a national cloud provider that is currently
available, to open the possibility for more innovations for the private/public sector by being the infrastructure needed and help kick off the national
digital transformation strategy.
• Empowering the new emerging technologies
IoT, Artificial intelligence, and blockchain that has
big financial returns over one trillion-dollar worldwide industry that could be tapped on.
• Encouraging and exploring additional incentives on currently successful digital opportunities
such as EDTECH, health tech, and InsurTech to
cater to the region, especially the Arabic language.
• Approving and implementing the developed
national digital transformation and cybersecurity
strategy to provide more
trust and transparency that
The upcoming
could transform Lebanon
government’s priorities
and drive innovation in the
public sector.
are to integrate a
The upcoming governdigital mindset into
ment’s priorities are to intetheir action plan [...]
grate a digital mindset into
their action plan, hence approving and issuing a set of regulatory texts which
have been prepared, consulted, and readied.
Getting Lebanon out of its current economic crisis while relying only on IMF is not enough. The telecom sector powered by a digital economy could be
the biggest supporter of GDP, subsequently helping
the country recover at a much faster rate and be positioned on the global map for technology similar to
what Cyprus has done in recent years while utilizing
many of the Lebanese Resources and bright minds.
This sector remains the most promising engine
and hope for national economic growth and sustainable development.
Rudy Shoushany, senior digital transformation expert
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THE COMPUTER INDUSTRY’S PERSPECTIVE
In the perspective of Lebanon’s
Professional Computer Association
(PCA), the industry’s two main sub
sectors of hardware and software
companies are moderately upbeat
after having delivered stable or
slightly growing performances in
the crisis years of 2020 and 2021.
“Hardware companies achieved
some growth because of demand for
tablets and computers used in home
office work. Software companies
retained their level but did not
achieve growth,” PCA President
Camille Moukarzel tells Executive.
Sector firms applying the outsourcing
destination Lebanon philosophy,
companies specializing in the
provision of remote IT services to
client companies abroad, benefited
from the boom in remote working
that coincided with the growing cost
competitiveness of Lebanon-based
remote professionals. For 2022
to date, software and hardware
companies both have recorded
“moderate growth,” Moukarzel adds,
attributing impulses of business
optimism in the ICT sector to the
currency-depreciation-based boost
in competitiveness and the fact
that client companies in the Arab
countries entertain a positive
cultural bias vis-à-vis the tri-lingual
Lebanese software vendors.
The Lebanese information technology
industry, and its extended tribe,
the ICT industry (IT with the added
moniker of communication), has
since the mid-1990s constituted
a high-profile building block of
the country’s digital footprint
and a promise of growing digital
fortunes. With an abundance of new
formations of software development
companies in the post-conflict
reconstruction years and up to the
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Y2K crisis and the burst of the New
Economy bubble, Lebanese ICT
vendors produced software suites
such as enterprise resource planning
(ERP), marketing, and customer
relations management (CRM), and
banking and accounting ledgers that
on the one hand were aligned with
Arab business cultures and on the
other hand benefited from the rise in
regional computing needs.
Over the course of the 2000s, the
Lebanese ICT sector could draw
on the increasing local supply of
computer engineering and software
design graduates while further
diversifying and specializing. Beirutstaged ICT-centric trade shows
proliferated in numbers. While no
global giant by a long shot and also
having to deal with the vagaries of
rapidly changing regional IT markets,
the local IT industry stood out in
adding economic value, thereby
contributing nicely to the country’s
GPD growth spurt in the late 2000s.
However, by 2016, the ICT industry
as a building block of the local
knowledge economy contributed
no more than 3 percent to GDP, the
second-lowest percentage among
the Lebanon Economic Vision,
or McKinsey plan, listed as 14
“productive sectors.”
When compared to OECD averages
of 6 percent ICT value-added in
the early 2010s, or the up to 10-15
percent increases of employment and
total factor productivity in the early
2000s by globally leading ICT growth
countries, including one neighboring
Lebanon, this latter-day GDP
contribution of Lebanon’s ICT industry
– slightly less than the sectors of
agriculture and hospitality and only
a third of the manufacturing industry
(which the LEV authors McKinsey

had decided to focus on) – appeared
to indicate a loss of the sector’s
economic luster.
Specifically, the Lebanese ICT
industry’s compounded annual
growth rate (CAGR), which had
been 12 percent between 2005
and 2010, was shown as minus 3
percent, having, according to the
LEV, reversed into a contraction for
the “2010 (sic) to 2016” years. This
swing into negative growth was in
the same direction as the swing in
Lebanon’s total nominal GDP CAGR
that reversed from 8 percent to a
2 percent contraction for the two
periods. Still, the reversal of growth
was the largest among all cited
productive sectors and extremely
severe by comparison to the total.
Whether it was in an upswing or
recession, the domestic IT market
rarely sufficed as the mainstay
of Lebanese software developers;
they instead nurtured their organic
development potential in the
Arabic-speaking world. Notably, this
location advantage of Lebanese
software houses does not broadly
extend to hardware companies, which
according to the PCA’s Moukarzel and
the industry organization’s senior
advisor Hussein Ayoub, today means
local, sub-regional, or in some cases
regional, distributors and resellers
rather than the assemblers that
one could see setting up in Beirut in
earlier years.
Hardware distributors with a
regional focus can still operate from
Lebanon, albeit without fanfare and
the blowing of PR trumpets. Still,
this segment of the ICT industry
appears to be impacted primarily
by global industry factors such as
upside and downside supply shocks.
One Beirut-based distributor, for
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example, described, in an informal
conversation with Executive, the
closure of the Russian market as a
shock that created oversupply and
thus downward price pressure in the
Middle East.
An international market intelligence
report recently seems to agree that
ICT budgets in Russia and Ukraine
are poised for “a steep decline and
slow recovery for ICT spending”
(International Data Corporation in
a commercial report dated March
2022). However, according to IDC
and others, there are also signals of
counter pressures in ICT markets,
such as pressures related to defense
spending in Europe, further supply
chain bottlenecks in chip production
because of a shortage of rare gases
used in chip making, migration of
experts, and currency issues.
On the domestic scale, the economic
challenges of the past two years are
juxtaposed with new opportunities.
On the side of disruptions, the PCA
has seen a shift from the standard
business practice of software
developers to having high shares of
staff in Lebanon – administration
and development – and partial
workforces or smaller customerfacing teams in their target
markets.
Research into this company
migration was scheduled for
completion this spring but was
stopped abruptly by the tragic death
of its conductor, PCA board member
Gabriel Deek, leaving the PCA saying
that numbers are significant but
not precisely known. Moukarzel
and Ayoub tell Executive that
lately, in addition to long-standing
location attractions, Dubai and
Paris, Cyprus, being seen as gates
to European markets, and Egypt,

with a population of more than
100 million and large IT projects,
have been locales to which some IT
developers have relocated much of
their teams.
Other challenges include
scavenging of Lebanese talent
by international companies, the
desire of frustrated professionals
to work anywhere but in a capital
of corruption and waste under the
absence of power and water, and
basic difficulties to earn a living
wage without taking on remote
side jobs have not eased in the
slightest. Moreover, avalanches of
poorly researched media stories
and sensationalist rumors have
continued to generate image
concerns over Lebanon’s corporate
ICT sector as a reliable partner
for international clients. Still, the
outpouring of one-sided and often
incorrect narratives “has affected
the reputation of the Lebanese [ICT
companies] but not the Lebanese
talents,” says Ayoub.
On the side of new domestic
opportunities, hardware, software,
and app-focused Lebanese IT
companies – the latter two also
on regional levels – presently have
their best opportunities in education
due to schools and universities’
high demand for online learning
solutions. According to Moukarzel
and Ayoub, the education technology
subsector is the most active among
several subsectors where PCA
member companies are plying their
business.
Since the start of the Covid-19
pandemic, the market for education
solutions has seen edtech
companies close the gaps created
by the inability to attend classes
in person, Ayoub says, adding

that the field of Lebanese ed-tech
startup success stories includes
eFlow Education, a two-year young
startup (https://www.executivemagazine.com/special-report/
pure-education) that has this spring
been named among the winners of
a World Summit Award (WSA) for
digital innovation, in the category
of “quality education” (Ayoub is
an investor in eFlow Education).
“In other subsectors, such as
e-commerce and CRM solutions,
where PCA members are active,
we have some startups that are
branding and positioning solutions
for the Middle East region and using
Dubai as the hub for their activity,”
he goes on to say.
Moukarzel elaborates that the
PCA promotes the endeavors of
all member companies through
international exposure as well as
collaborations with trade attaches
at several Lebanese embassies. In
the arena of international trade shows,
the PCA provides support to Lebanese
IT companies in various subsectors
of the digital economy by organizing
pavilions and industry delegations,
business matchings, and workshops
about hardware, software, as well as
consulting and services.
The most recent PCA trade
promotion activity, which Moukarzel
describes as a modest success,
occurred at the recently concluded
Dubai 2020 World Expo. “Expo 2020
was average, not so good, and not
so bad,” he acknowledges. “We kept
fighting to support all the Lebanese
companies by recommending their
solutions and connecting them with
prospective partners and clients so
that they can sell their solutions in
the international market through our
network,” he says
Thomas Schellen
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FACTORING IN THE REGULATOR
E

Q&A with Kamal Shehadi
Creating and empowering an independent,
strong, fair, transparent, and accountable regulatory and supervisory institution is, by experience
of virtually all countries with a thriving telecommunications sector, indispensable for the development of a viable sector. To assess the need for
a revived regulator in the context of enabling the
telecom sector to be a, or even, the spearhead of
economic development, Executive had a virtual sitdown with Kamal Shehadi. Shehadi is not only an
expert on regional telecom operations; he was the
chairman of Lebanon’s telecom regulatory institution in the first years after its formation.
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By Executive’s reckoning, the once-promising national
telecom regulator has fallen into deep dormancy. How
do you, as its first chairman, today evaluate the role of
Lebanon’s telecommunications regulatory authority, the
TRA? Do you agree that the entire telecommunications
and ICT sector has been stagnant or in a state of arrested
development for too many years, and how, in your opinion, could the sector, and the TRA be revived?
I will start with the second part of the question; how do you revive the telecom industry and
the ICT industry in general? Here, I want to focus
on two different related issues. First, the telecom
industry in Lebanon is in dire need of new and
large investments, new management, a competitive
market structure, and the ability to draw on international networks that promote innovation. This
is something that cannot happen with the current
market structure. So, we need to work on reviving the telecom industry, which requires injecting
private investments [into existing operators] and
allowing [strategic buyers] to bid for large percentages [of ownership] with a controlling stake in each
[existing or newly formed telecom operator].
Today, the entire telecom industry in Lebanon
is generating no more than $100 million of revenue
for the government. This is down from a high of
$1.2 billion, only three years ago. [Networks] cannot continue for much longer. To [engender investments into the networks] you need to have a different market structure, the government monopoly
over mobile services as well as fixed [network] has
to be ended immediately. That’s the only hope [for
reaching] a vibrant, dynamic telecom industry.
And if I may add a note of caution, no one
should be advocating [for] the privatization of the
mobile or telecom industries in Lebanon on the
basis of how much revenues they would generate, because that’s no longer the issue. Today, it is
about the survival of the industry which can only
be secured with a huge injection of capital into
these companies and their networks, along with,
of course, reforming the market structure taking it
from a monopoly to a competitive one.
There is another industry you’ve mentioned,
which has always been important, even 15 years
ago, when I [assumed office] as Chairman of the
executive-magazine.com

TRA in 2007. This is the ICT industry or the digital or tech industry as it is called today. Tech has
always been the promise of a country [brimming]
with talent such as Lebanon. [Actually, this potential for creating jobs and generating profits for the
country is] the reason I went into telecom [and]
into the TRA. [However, today] the tech industry is
in need of attention and nurturing. But it also needs
to be given a chance to thrive. It is one of the few
promising industries in Lebanon today, and I don’t
see anyone focusing on this industry on the policy
side. To answer the first part of your question, the
TRA, having an independent Telecom Regulatory
Authority is an instrument, and a necessary one,
to achieve the objectives that I mentioned earlier
about a competitive telecom industry and vibrant
technology industry.

E

You’ve mentioned privatization. If it were to happen,
how would it change the current telecom reality or the
value proposition and economic impact of the stateowned telecom sector?
Reforms to the telecom industry, whether
through privatization and, of course, transformation into a competitive market cannot be an isolated initiative. And by itself, it will not really change
the dynamic of the overall economy. There has to
be a restructuring of both the banking and public
sectors. And above all, there must be a restoration
of balance between the external and internal [sides]
of the economy. The equilibrium [of the internal
and external balance of trade and payments] is necessary [to address the] foreign currency problem.
Reforms to the telecom industry can contribute to [creating such equilibrium] because it [can
bring] hundreds of millions of dollars, and maybe
a couple of billions of dollars as investments into
the country over a number of years. I’m not saying
[that reform of the telecom sector would be about
the price or about] money going to the Treasury.
[The issue is] no longer about getting money for
the Treasury. Anyone who argues that privatization
should happen because it will help close the budget
gap, the debt gap, or the debt service gap, I think is
losing the plot.
Privatization is important because this is one of
the most important industries in the real economy.
Telecom and digital [developments] necessitate
investments, opening up to the rest of the world,
bringing in international expertise, [in order to elevate] Lebanon back to a level where it used to be:
a leader in the [regional] telecom space.

E

If new license bids were to be made, can you take
me through what you visualize would be the process of
negotiation and vetting?
The priority today should be to privatize the
three networks that exist, two mobile and one
fixed... Concurrent with privatization, there’s got to
be an auction of licenses, and the use of the frequencies over the next
15 years or so. The only
“Tech has always been way to achieve privatithe promise of a country zation as the sale of operations is to move away
[brimming] with talent
from [the government’s
such as Lebanon.”
telecom] monopoly. [On
this condition], I think all
three [operators] could be privatized with a single
auction. It has to be done in a way that with each
winning bid, the investing company [is awarded] a
license and the network that they have been [bidding
on]. Law 431 is clear that the terms of that license
have to be defined by the TRA, and then submitted to
and approved by the Council of Ministers. [Whereas]
those licenses have to be issued by the Council of
Ministers, only the TRA has the legal mandate today
to draft those conditions.

E But in that regard, would the TRA have to be revised or updated

either in matters of the law, human capital, or its mandate?
Would the TRA, as it is situated today, be ready to issue all the
required documents and launch the whole process for creating
a new type of public-private partnership in telecom?
The TRA board definitely has to be appointed
and given time to bring in new blood and strengthen the team. Do we need to make changes to the
law [to be able to launch tenders for licenses]?
Given that time is of the essence, [the answer is]
no, we don’t. Would it be good to make changes to
the law? Of course. We started drafting this law, and
I worked on it as an expert consultant, beginning in
1999. After the law was enacted [in 2002], the decrees were issued years later, and the TRA was appointed in January 2007. This leads me to think that
if we were to tinker with the law, it’s going to take
another year or two. So can we do it? Yes, the TRA
needs time to get ready, the TRA needs time for the
board to be appointed and prepare the work, and the
Higher Council for Privatization will need to get its
act together. There’s a lot of work to be done there.
We’re talking about months and months of diligent
work. But getting it ready, yes, if there’s a team that’s
dedicated, given the proper environment, this is a
matter of a few months, not years.
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E

Given that according to the new competition law, policing
of anti-competitive behavior falls under the jurisdiction of
the Ministry of Economy and Trade, will exclusive dealership rights be affected in the telecommunications sector?
There is an issue of commercial law and there’s a
competition law that’s been [held up] for years that
deals with this matter. Now, in terms of the telecom
industry, there are no exclusive agency or exclusive
dealership rights. All of these rights, these distribution rights, wholesale and retail, are contracts that
can be negotiated. The telecom industry, I think, is
not the focus of the exclusive agency discussion.

E

How will issuing licenses evolve, considering emerging
technologies such as FinTech, 5G, and such?
First, the license should not specify what can
and cannot be done in terms of new services, because the services you mentioned, from FinTech
to health tech, to artificial intelligence, and the use
of machine learning, all are not regulated [by the
TRA]. This is except for data privacy, which is a
very important component of the regulatory structure. Licenses, according to Lebanese law, have to
authorize the construction and the investment in
networks, the sale of mobile and fixed services, and
the commercialization of these networks. The law
today does not allow [the TRA] to regulate all the
other services that you mentioned, from FinTech to
others. However, these would be regulated today by
the sector regulator. So if it’s FinTech, there could
be and there are regulations that the central bank
of Lebanon issues; if it is health tech, there will be
other regulations that maybe the Ministry of Public
Health [could co-determine].
But in the bottom line, this [provision of services] is not for the TRA or for the ministry of telecom to regulate, except from the one perspective
of data privacy and data security. I am in favor of
very strict data privacy and security legislation and
regulation; there must be an empowered authority
to enforce these regulations. A data privacy law has
been approved by parliament; it’s not ideal, but it
meets 80 to 90 percent of the requirements. It is not
quite aligned with the GDPR, [the General Data
Protection Regulation of 2016] which is the European standard, but it’s close enough [to protect data
privacy] until we can amend and improve this law.

E

In addition to the GDPR regulation, the European Commission recently has been moving forward on a digital
markets act (DMA) that is designed to curtail the data
30

exploitation and market power of online behemoths.
This act, similar to GDPR, is expected to have global
implications. But in the Middle East, we are still very far
from achieving GDPR. How can we close this mental gap
between a very fast-moving knowledge industry where
digital services are the future, and regional mindsets,
which seem stuck in a previous era?
This gap is today even more shocking than it was
15 years ago when it already existed. If I were speaking to Lebanon-based businesses that have digital
ambitions and ambitions to sell and market their
services in Europe or to European citizens, I would
advise them to make sure that they are compliant
with GDPR and all [other] European legislation.

E

If we take into consideration the demographic and
geographical size of Lebanon, how many telecom players
do you think the market can absorb?
This is a very difficult question because Lebanon is a small market. The important thing is to have
competition. Now, the law is clear that there has to
be at least three mobile operators and I think that
[three operators] are the maximum we can take.
[At issue] is not just the market size, it’s about the
distribution of spectrum. Because the more you divide the
“This gap is today
spectrum between different
even more shocking
players, the higher the cost of
than it was 15 years
coverage, unless you do what
ago when it
some people are advocating
[for], which is [selective covalready existed.”
erage], ‘give me some spectrum, and I will cover whoever I want to cover in any area that I want to cover.’
It doesn’t work that way.
When you have public telecom licenses, for
example as a mobile operator, you have coverage obligations. To provide this coverage of most
of the territory, [operators] need to have enough
spectrum. And as we move from one level of technology to another, from 3G to 4G, we require a lot
more spectrum. From 4G to 5G, we’re gonna need
a whole lot more spectrum. Then, once you set that
threshold high enough, you must make sure that
you are creating an industry that is competitive, but
at the same time able to sustain itself. [You cannot
allow things to] degenerate into a situation where
you have small players that [exist] just because they
have a license to access spectrum, but are unable to
survive, invest, and innovate. Thus we have a big
issue with the market structure. In terms of public
executive-magazine.com

telecoms, I think three is the maximum number;
in terms of other providers like data providers, you
could have an additional small number of those.

E

Do you specifically mean DSPs when referring
to other providers?
Yes. what’s called [data services providers and
internet services providers] DSPs and ISPs. By the
way, I think that the whole category has to be revised. In the Lebanese market, ISPs and DSPs are
one and the same, which duplicates the structure, duplicates their cost. The issue is how do DSPs survive?
This is a very important question for a regulator to
answer; how do these data providers survive in an environment where mobile operators offer broadband
with 4G and later maybe higher speeds, [such as]
5G? Are they able to compete with them? Or do they
simply become resellers? These are questions that the
regulator has to think about and provide a solution
that is approved by the Council of Ministers because,
in it, there’s the structure of the industry.

E

While researching this special report, we spoke to several
people who were advocating bundling the infrastructure and
keeping it under the government while letting the TRA license
the service layer. According to those ideas, a state-owned
provider would wholesale the infrastructure services and
in this way make sure that the cost of the infrastructure is
reduced. Is that something you see as viable?
I will need to look at [such proposals to evaluate them] but I can tell you one thing; it is foolish for anyone to imagine that the public sector in
Lebanon for the next five to twenty years will have
any funds to invest in anything other than what is
socially urgent, [such as] social services, education, and healthcare. [The state] cannot be spending whatever they have in an area where the private
sector can invest and can invest better.
[Secondly], I think it is reasonable [to aim for]
a third [operator] as a competitor, but even that is
going to be a stretch. I don’t think a third mobile
operator in most countries makes a profit. That is
not to say that we shouldn’t have a third one, it may
be useful for competitive dynamics. Lebanon needs
a huge inflow of foreign direct investment and
this can only happen if these large industries are
opened up for private investment or Public-Private
Partnerships (PPP). PPP still is the most promising
avenue and not just on a national level, [but also]
on a municipal level, [since it] is the most promising avenue to attract investments and wealth found
outside the country.

E

Indeed, the proposals that the state should hold on
to ownership of the infrastructure that this ownership
should be retained ‘for the time being’ and also mentioned co-investment and PPP options.
When you put the qualifier ‘for the time being,’
the question becomes what you mean. Is ‘the time
being’ one, two, or five years? I agree that [temporary state ownership of the infrastructure is called
for], but having said that, I am not talking about
‘the time being’ [in a nonspecific way]. I am saying
“PPP is the most
that if we are thinking six
promising avenue and months to a year down
the road when genuine
not just on a national
reforms are being implelevel, [but also] on a
mented, [the question
municipal level [...]”
needs to be solved] if this
industry should remain in
public hands. Should there be one single network
[infrastructure]? [On this,] I can tell you that there
is not one experience from around the world where
a single wholesale network has proven to be a viable option.

E

Lebanon is in dire need of regulatory competency and
ethical regulatory institutions, which mandates putting a
high priority on staffing the TRA with the most knowledgeable experts that can be found. How can we incentivize
our expatriate experts in telecommunications, such as
yourself, for example, to accept positions on the TRA?
The answer to your question is that I have seen
in the last two years, especially since the October
demonstrations, a huge outpouring of commitment and goodwill from younger generations and
interest in public issues, in policy issues. Those of us
who were in Lebanon in the 90s and early 2000s, all
shared a concern that there weren’t enough smart
young people being attracted to public service. Today I’m comforted because I saw over the last few
years how people were engaging with the country
and saying ‘this is my country, I want to improve the
situation in Lebanon; I want to take care of those in
poor areas, I want to provide coverage.’
When given the right opportunity, there are
many talented Lebanese women and men who would
be willing to roll up their sleeves and get to work in
public service. But you have to provide them with the
political environment that starts with a parliament
pushing for reforms, and a government implementing them. Unless this happens, you’re not going to attract talent. No one wants to waste their time for a title
or to have a position in the public sector.
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WORLD BANK ENVISIONS DIGITAL MIRACLE FOR MENA
I can give you the data for internet use in Lebanon
and also for digital payments use. The share of the population using the internet is 78 percent for Lebanon and
by way of comparison, the non-high income MENA
country average is 52 percent. Lebanon is clearly over
performing when compared to the MENA region’s
non-high income countries. As far as digital payments
is concerned, Lebanon’s percentage is 33, [meaning] 33
percent of the population over 15 years are using digital payments. That compares with the non-GCC average of 32 [percent]. So, Lebanon is about average with
developing MENA in terms of digital payments and is
using [the] internet more for social media than developing MENA countries. The data that I cited is publicly
available, and I am confident that the population numbers used as the denominator are acceptable numbers.

Breaking down Lebanon’s digital potential.
A new report on the digital upside of MENA countries states that over the long run of more than the
coming 20 years, “the socioeconomic upside of digitalizing the economy of countries in the Middle East
and North Africa (and other low- and middle-income
economies) is probably huge.”
“GDP per capita could rise by more than 40 percent, manufacturing revenues per unit of factors of
production could rise by 37 percent, employment in
manufacturing could rise by 7 percent, and tourist arrivals could rise by 70 percent, creating jobs in the hospitality sector. Long-term unemployment rates could
fall to negligible levels, and female labor force participation could double to more than 40 percent.”
Christina Wood is a senior economist in the
World Bank’s Office of the Chief Economist for the
Middle East and North Africa. As one of the report’s authors, she agreed to answer our questions
in an electronically conducted interview.

E

In your research of the digital upside in MENA countries, you
have diagnosed what you called a digital paradox that consists
of a relative to GDP per capita, high usage of social media accounts versus a low use of digital tools to conduct payments. As
you flagged this significant regional gap between usage of social
media and reliance on digital payments, can you give us an idea
about the size of this digital paradox in Lebanon specifically?
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E

You say in your report that the obstacles on the road to a
flourishing digital economy in MENA appear to be more analog
than digital. What do you mean by this?
As you are aware from [our report], adopting
digital technologies has a huge payoff for the MENA
region, and this will be when universal adoption is
achieved. What we mean by “analog” is that investing
in digital technologies [and] ICT infrastructure is not
enough. Also, the supply side of the technology is not
enough. What is important is that people use this technology, and use it for digital payments purposes. The
demand side of the equation needs to be emphasized
and people need to have trust in financial and government institutions, to make payments and be sure that
their information is secure. The regulations regarding
e-commerce, regarding data protection, [and] consumer protection are important, as well as the skills of the
population in using digital payments to find it comfortable shifting from cash to using digital technology. So,
what we mean is that it is not just a question of investing
in infrastructure but you also have to make sure that
people have trust in using digital payments and have
the ability and skills to operate in the digital sphere.

E

You referred to three basic pillars in you report, namely one,
the telecommunications infrastructure, then the trust in banks
and digital payment systems, and the regulatory environment
as the third. In recent reports on Lebanon, by comparison
huge dimension of the economic crisis in the country is
executive-magazine.com

strongly noted, but the Lebanese scenario also is one where
distrust in the government is depicted as exceptionally high
and the distrust in the banking sector has been racing to levels
that rival or surpass the distrust in the government. With these
levels of distance between the people and the banks and
government in mind, can Lebanon be part of the MENA digital
transformation hopefuls or must it be considered a downward
outlier in the foreseeable future?
In our report, we emphasize priority areas of reform
that address the issue of trust or distrust and make the
population more comfortable with using digital payments. I already mentioned the regulatory framework
for e-commerce transactions, to make them more secure, and then consumer and privacy protections. The
other thing that the government can do to help increase
the use of payments is to expand government services
in the way of [digitizing] them. One example I often
use is cash transfer payments. If the government is able
to pay them digitally into e-wallets or mobile wallets,
this will make the population more familiar with using
digital payments and [rendering them] more comfortable in using them. The other priority area of reform is
with respect to the telecommunications sector, where
Lebanon faces some challenges relating to this overall
governance [issue]. With regard to the telecommunications sector, we emphasize that there should be competition in the telecommunications markets and there
should be an independent regulatory authority. I was
very happy to see that [very recently] the Lebanese parliament was able to approve a competition policy, and
not only that, that this policy would cover private sector
activities as well as state-owned enterprises.

E

And you see this as having a positive impact on the competition environment it the telecommunications sector in Lebanon?
Right. Our research has shown that when you have
both the independent regulatory authority and competition in the telecom markets at the same time, it will
greatly facilitate rapid technological progress [in the
telecommunications sector in general] and particularly
in mobile broadband. Telecom companies will move
much faster from offering lower technologies like 2G to
invest and offer 3G, 4G, and then 5G. What this means
is that you can [offer] greater coverage with mobile
broadband services to the population, higher quality,
and, as more people use mobile broadband, the cost will
go down. I think that Lebanon has moved in the right
direction. Of course, it is one thing to have the laws,
and one must now look to the implementation. What is
also important with respect to mobile money, through
mobile broadband, is that it allows people to sidestep
some of the constraints involved in using the traditional
banking sector. There may be constraints in using the
banking system as there is low trust in it. Being able to

use mobile money will allow [for] greater increase in
use of digital payments without the constraints that are
posed by the traditional financial [systems].

E

There are elements of finance which are widely used
in Lebanon today but do not constitute digital payments
per se. One is the cash remittances to family members
via money transfer companies and the other is increased
incidence of cash disbursements to beneficiaries by
international NGOs. According to what Western Union’s
main local partner company OMT told us, some 220,000
Lebanese households per month received inbound money
transfers in 2021, albeit mostly in cash and not at this time
through digital wallets. Would you see this incidence of inbound transfers from family members or INGOs, which have
been increasing at least in terms of recipient numbers if
not amounts, as something that will enhance trust in digital
systems or would this be a neutral factor in your opinion?
The more the population uses digital means, the
more familiar and comfortable they become in using
digital payments. Digital payments provide the population with a level of security in being able to receive
those remittances. If those remittances would have to
make their way to the households physically [by being
carried across the border in cash], the digital way is
definitely a convenience for the population and much
more secure. It is a step in the right direction.

E

Your numbers on the projected upside of digital on the
regional level sound very enthusiastic, almost sensational, as
far as predicting additional GDP growth, increases in total factor productivity, and tourism arrivals all going up significantly
between now and 2045 and female labor force participation rates more than doubling by virtue of digital economic
transformation. Is it correct to assume that these numbers are
predictions based on general trends and regional averages
rather than being added up country per country?
There are global estimates that we make use of
,but those estimates are calibrated to MENA country-by-country specifics and then aggregated. Also,
yes, those numbers look impressive. You have to
recognize that you will get those huge gains if you
imagine that you [achieve] universal adoption. Why
are the gains so large for the developing MENA region? It is because there is a wider gap between the
share of the population that uses digital right now, to
where it could be, to 100 percent [universal usage].
If you look at the GCC countries, they have a much
narrower gap and moving from where they are to
universal offers not much more gains for them.

E

Talking about universal coverage still sounds a bit utopian
even for some economies in the G7 club. Given overall developments and the latest political, cultural and military disruptions
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of the bad kind in global markets, how much do you today see
it as realistic timeframe, as your study did, to achieve universal
digital usage over the period between 2017 and 2045?
There is no doubt that reforms take time and that
it would be challenging to get to universal adoption.
But what we like to emphasize is that unless you take
steps now, you will not have a chance of getting there.
It is realistic to know that reforms are challenging and
difficult to achieve; [in the case of Lebanon] take Lebanon’s competition policy. I understand that it has been
in the making for over a decade. And reforms take time
even in the most advanced countries. So, we know that
reforms take time but [what] we are emphasizing is
that it is important not just to take steps towards reform but also to ensure that you are focusing on the
priority areas that will help make a difference, faster.
That is why we focus on the telecom markets and the
regulatory environment to be able to increase the use of
mobile broadband in particular. Continue to cover [the
country] with fixed broadband but ensure that you are
prioritizing coverage with mobile broadband because
this will allow you to reap benefits much quicker and
to overcome the challenges of traditional ways of doing
things through the financial sector where there is a lot
of distrust, and so on, and so forth.

E

Would integration of regulatory environments on the
regional level and increasing integration of the GAFTA (Greater
Arab Free Trade Area) help with achieving targets such as universal digital transformation better and faster or will it make
no difference if countries take this road all individually?
Taking advantage of regional integration solutions
is important where it is feasible. I think that this objective should remain on the table and be pursued to
the extent feasible, given the context of the region and
geopolitics, conflicts, etcetera. Why is regional important? You have to imagine the size of the market. Digital technologies that are general purpose technologies
have greater benefits the wider they are used, and have
benefits across all activities in the economy. So, the
wider one is able to increase the market, the greater the
gains that can be achieved. And being faster in achieving universal adoption [means that] the cost of providing those services to the population will go down, the
greater the numbers that are accessing the technology.

E

How much would factors such as increased tourism inflows
and improved total factor productivity in industry work in favor
of Lebanon when comparing the small tourism market and
industrial sector to the much larger markets and sectors in
the North African countries that are part of developing MENA?
For the moment, we have focused on the re34

gional averages on the full MENA level as well as the
developing MENA. We have not focused on country specific improvements, though we can obtain
those numbers by using our methodologies [in the
future]. I cannot make
comparisons, I can just
unless you take
make general statements
steps now, you will not which is that the greater
the gap between the curhave a chance
rent level and the 100
of getting there
percent [universal digital
usage], the greater the
gains from digitizing for the country. I am comfortable to make this general statement.

E

Could rivalries among Arab countries impede the regional
digital integration and transformation to digital economies?
One thing I can say in that regard is that the
Maghreb countries are actively pursuing regional options in ICT. It is not going to be easy [given that] countries have national regulations and that the competition
is at the national level. However, those Maghreb countries recognize the benefit of regional solutions and
are actively engaging in dialogue at the telecom sector
level to see how to move the regional agenda forward,
so that they can take advantage of a wider market that
would be more efficient for the telecom companies to
invest in technologies to roll out services to the broader
population, services that are of higher quality, reliable,
and ultimately will be more affordable for the populations to use. The Mashreq region should keep regional
integration on the agenda. It is a different sub-region
[of MENA] with different challenges, and more challenges, but that does not mean that the priority of reforms should not remain on the table as something to
pursue when the conditions allow.

E

What are your future plans at the World Bank on the
regional level as far as accompanying MENA countries
into the digital future? Are you providing specific technical advisory services, World Bank Group project funding,
or going to issue further reports like the one we now
discussed, on a periodic timetable?
We have very strong teams in the Bank that are
very experienced in digital transformation aspects
from the infrastructure to the data side, to the consumer side, with ensuring communication among
all stakeholders. I am not on the side that does technical assistance. [In the department where I work]
we are doing the analytical work; we are planning to
present our reports in the region at country level and
to engage in dialogues.
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Gender Equity
By Thomas Schellen

VALUING PANDORA
Unboxing the economic potential of gender equity
When looking through history, the most equitable balance of male and female powers is found in
pantheons, antiquity’s cultural projections of superpowers onto goddesses and gods. Take Concordia
and Justitia, Hera and Aphrodite. Romans and Greeks
had powerful women in their pantheons, deities personifying justice, agreement, motherly care, and
beauty. Even better, some important versions of the
flexible Roman and Greek divinity circles were almost
perfectly gender-balanced, entailing top six gods and
top six goddesses. My own favorite always was Pallas
Athena, whom I like to liberally describe as the Greek
city-goddess of brains, brawn, and domestic industry.
And then comes the shocking turn: enter Pandora. It seems that the first created woman always gets a
disastrous reputation. Pandora and the box. Eve and
the apple. But honestly, can one deny that these archetypes of women were set up in those narratives (by all
means, guess by whom) to look like the root of every
trouble and pain, while they really were personifications of adorable traits? Consider the name: Pandora
combines the ancient Greek words “all” and “gift.” It
can be read as all-giving or all-gifted – either way a
highly positive connotation.
Anyway, the problem of restoring gender equity in the real, financialized, or impending virtual world economy is not about solving the question of how mythologies at the base of Western
civilization could have lost their way and turned
from lauding female deities to denouncing fallen
women, or even how women have been exploited
and objectified as male property throughout decidedly non-mythological millennia.
The problem of the economy, and specifically
that of the Lebanese one today, is that this society will
likely deteriorate even further into a state of failure in
every respect, unless there are gigantic turnabouts,
most, if not all of which, will require women to assume much greater roles in politics and economy.
But before this increased role of women will
become workplace reality, many things have yet to
happen. One such thing, according to international
research, is the needed reversal in the deterioration
of women’s incomes and economic benefits. This de38

structive deterioration has been linked to the pandemic
of the past two years. Since the declaration of the pandemic, commercial studies and humanitarian evaluations have called global attention to disproportionate
downturns in women’s employment, career options,
and mental health, including increased burnout rates
among women in senior management positions.
Women in emerging economies were affected,
especially hard, during the coronavirus recession and
were forced to cope with a combination of lower incomes, increased work pressures along with increasing childcare and domestic pressures, among which
an upsurge in domestic violence has been most revolting. In terms of global economic outcomes, a study
by consultancy McKinsey in mid-2020, even modeled
executive-magazine.com

worst and best-case scenarios that theorized a $14 trillion global GDP gap by the year 2030 between doing
nothing and doing everything for the improvement of
gender parity in a post-Covid global economy.
While it is known only too well that Lebanon suffered one of the worst rates of GDP deterioration in
the world during the pandemic recession’s first year,
and another severe deterioration – estimated by the
World Bank as a 10.5 GDP percent contraction – in
2021 due to multiple reasons, it is not quite a simple
undertaking to assess the compounded impact of the
Lebanese crisis on women.
Lama Moussawi, the director of the Center of Inclusive Business Leadership (CIBL), emphasizes that
the participation of women in the Middle East and
North Africa region’s economy is below 20 percent,
falling far short of the global average of 40 percent.
However, she also says that local research efforts on
the situation of Lebanese women in the past two
years – such as inquiries on the numbers and ratios
of female and male job losses and company policies
for the safeguarding of jobs by gender – have yet to
yield results. According to Moussawi, such research
has been initiated, but publication of findings is not to
be expected for a few more months.
Anecdotal evidence from everyday encounters
and from the opinions of people with whom Executive spoke with during research for this gender equity report indicated that women were not suffering
greater job losses than men in an economy where
everyone was fighting for survival. Simple observations at places such as banks as well as survey findings
and impressions of persons in the financial industry
and the tech sector suggested that men, especially
mid-career individuals holding degrees and work experience, have been more likely than female professionals to seek employment opportunities outside of
Lebanon due to the crisis in living conditions, and the
destruction of domestic career options.
According to this journalist’s conversations, the
relative female and male majority view – which is
in line with descriptions of common challenges for
career-seeking women in other developed or developing workplace cultures – is that employed Lebanese
women are more likely than their male counterparts
to feel the need to prove themselves, more likely to
stay with their jobs, and more willing to shoulder
combined work and home pressures; but instead
of vigorously negotiating better remunerations for
themselves, they get short shrift on compensation.
WOMEN KEEP GOING
Notably, women that Executive asked about the
roles of women in the national economy and female
approaches to their economic lives expressed a wide

spectrum of views that included what the interlocutors called natural traits and strengths of women.
Saying that they have not noticed large differences in
employers’ behavior vis-a-vis female employees as
far as terminations during the crisis, the female researchers and advocates of gender equality pointed
out, however, that many Lebanese employers appeared to take advantage of female employees by
burdening them with extra work but failed in offering compensations that would be commensurate
with the workloads that they shouldered after coworkers had departed or been laid off.
Whereas perceptions and self-perceptions of
women in the context of the country’s prevalent culture might constitute a mix between gender-transcending assurances of their economic rights and
competencies and biological views that could have
been held by their forebears. The consensus view of
female experts and advocates was that women work
harder than ever, adapt to the new challenges of the
crisis, and are keeping the
country afloat.
Women worked
Industrialist Cynthia
perhaps three times
Haddad Abi Khater, and
[harder] during the
her colleague Iman Kharrat, at engineering and roCOVID situation,
botics specialist manufacwhether on a personal
turer Technica tell it this
or performance level.
way: “As women, Iman and
I can tell you that women
worked perhaps three times [harder] during the
Covid situation, whether on a personal or performance levels.” Olfat Khattar, regional manager
of the Support and Accelerate Women’s Inclusion
(SAWI) project at CIBL, asked if women will help
save Lebanon’s economy, she says with conviction,
and worthy of several exclamation marks: “Will
Lebanese women save the economy of this country?
Lebanese women will save this country.”
A TRUTH THAT NEEDS ATTENTION
The obvious, but too rarely acknowledged truth,
role of women in Lebanon’s economy, a truth that deserves immense attention in the current situation, is
that the paradigm of economic growth is, and always
has been, unachievable without women’s contributions. In the industrial age, around the start of the
20th century, many of today’s world leading corporations could without female work contributions never
have grown as they did. From the formation of the
first secretarial pools and the labor of women in wartime economies of the world war era to the rise of the
consumer economy, the information and knowledge
economy, the parallels between economic growth and
women’s economic liberation cannot but convince of
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this interdependence between female work and economic growth.
Thus, the issues of female participation and need
for inclusion and greater economic justice for women,
the problem of the crisis’ inordinate pressures on resources and productivity in general and the entrenched
disadvantaging of women in the workplace, in particular, converge into questions, not of if, but when and
how much improving inclusion and diversity and solving problems of gender equality will help in creating a
better and sustainable Lebanese economy.
The all-important goal of sustainable economic
growth in what aspires to be a Lebanese variant
of a transitional economy – a bit of an oxymoron
because economies are always in transition from
something to something other and hopefully better
– necessitates moving from the previous economy’s
part fiefdom, part anarchic paradigms to sustainability and inclusiveness. It cannot be achieved without addressing gender gaps in pay and opportunity.
One big deception in past economic growth
and attempts of building the wealth of societies
was not recognizing or concealing that economic
growth and liberty of economies is fundamentally
tied to the participation and liberation of women.
In terms of the philosophy of money, the link between women’s independence and emergence from
feudal and familial barriers has first been traced
over a century ago by German economic sociologist Georg Simmel. It was not until growing industrialization that money incrementally entered the
hands of most women, with liberating effects.
The rise of money as a tool but also a problem
of industrial and post-industrial identity is thus intertwined with the economic activities of women
– consequently, one can surmise that the economic
contribution of women to a nation’s wealth and
GDP should be captured in much larger equity
building under both, concepts of economic justice,
and market logic.
Equity in economics stands for the value that
is left when a venture is resolved. Adding equity or
building equity in the context of the listed corporation is the process of issuing shares that increase a
company’s residual value for shareholders after settlement of all liabilities. This very successful process of profit maximization and financialization of
the economy has, however, not adequately included the contributions of key stakeholders, namely
the male and female employees in the companies.
Gender equity has, in a general way, been understood as a target in improving imbalanced so40

cial systems. In an economic sense, one could seek
to improve gender equity by understanding and
accounting for human capital investments that
increase the value of the enterprise and constitute
moral and legal assets. These assets are attributable
to the women and men who invest their talents and
skills in diverse and inclusive ways into an enterprise, thus enhancing its societal and economic
value beyond that of a company that is only driven
by a financial profit motive.
This approach, one can presume, will work well
in the rising tradition of economic thought that highlights the extraordinary capacity of purposeful companies to create value. For this valorization (in a
new human capital sense) to manifest, employees
need “to align their performance with the broader
goals of the corporation” (economist, impact investment guru and former central banker Mark
Carney), which is easiest
in companies that offer
Gender equity has,
fair compensation, job adin a general way, been
vancement opportunities,
understood as a target
adequate resources, and a
in improving imbalanced fair working environment.
The latter, Carney points
social systems.
out, “will look different for
every company and position, but the basics will not; all employees should
be treated with dignity and respect and be free
from intimidation and harassment.”
In summary, fair treatment and work connected to meaningful purpose, create equity, regardless
of gender, age, or any other self-chosen or seen as
fated identity factor. Freedom from harassment,
equality of opportunity, and chances of advancement are further building blocks of equity in a purposeful company, and in a 21st century workplace
inseparable from diversity, inclusiveness, and gender equality.
In the midst of all the shifts and rethinking of
economic and human capital basics built over recent years, where gig and circular economy patterns
have started moving the workplace away from the
firm as monolithic concept towards a collaborative
platform, more fluidity has been introduced into
the concept of the office and workplace through the
corona pandemic experience, together with technological innovations in computing, automation,
and communication. The Lebanese work sphere by
virtue of the crisis comes to terms with the equality
and diversity paradigms that play a crucial role for
maximizing economic productivity.
executive-magazine.com
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REAPING WINDFALLS OF INCLUSION

Where the moral and the economic right align
Once upon a time in the North – before conflicts in the hills of this country were fought to
the point of slaughter among cousins – a young
women of high social standing announced to
her father and her peers that she was going to
be a serious journalist. Shock. Her social circles
were aghast. The erstwhile journalist, who today is
an octogenarian lady of renown, wistfully explains
to this unbelieving writer over a cup of coffee how
her aspiration to undertake such a “mud raking”
work was anathema her social class in the early
1960s, scandalous to her student peers, and worrying to her father.
As news of her career dream was racing along
the grapevine in a proud Lebanese mountain town,
it took a visit by the newspaper’s editor-in-chief
from Beirut to reassure her father and placate his
fears before he allowed his daughter to pursue this
unladylike endeavor. To his credit, he did. It also
took quite a few blunt displays of her confidence
and determination in the faces of her, perhaps
somewhat jealous, peers before the young lady’s life
choices would be accepted by her female age mates.
She embarked on writing and later on pursued
even more daring public ambitions where she competed against the views of many men of power. She
launched an NGO despite being resisted by women
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caught in the old status quo of social behaviors, the
lady (whose name does not matter in this context
and shall not be revealed) explains. Then she goes
on to reflect on the great strides that today’s female
professionals have made in Lebanon, and the many
more strides that are still needed before true equality will be a thing in the country’s civil society, in
the workplaces, and, most difficult of all, in the political arena.
One morale of the story: gender gaps are glaring
facts of economic life for women in every existing
society today but also indisputably a matter of perspective, inasmuch that their present severity and
extent tend to become infinitesimal when compared
to the historical experiences of earlier generations
of women. This factoid, however, does not change
the need to reduce the gender gap that exists in the
average Lebanese workplace and that is far too large
and daunting from the vantage point of many a digital native or millennial who is thinking about her
dream career or starting her enterprise.
QUESTIONS BEYOND ADVOCACY
It is not that there is a blatant lack of advocacy for gender equality, diversity, and the rights of
women in Lebanese society. If one were to speak of
society’s great and shameful deficiency, it wouldn’t
be absence of advocacy but the failing transmission
of female rage and skills into the political arena and
the blockage of female opportunities in elections.
Women’s participation in the economy, however, is
another and perhaps more urgent issue.
On this front of workplace inclusion, diversity,
assurance of freedom from harassment, defense
of dignity of female labor, and the need to reduce
the gender gap in pay and career opportunities, it
is firstly notable that there are purely local as well
as globally rooted action groups that are at time of
this writing stepping up their efforts of building a
more gender-equitable economy.
Of course, the complexity of Lebanon’s economy (one of this country’s intangible and important
assets) means that there is not one single path to
greater gender equity. Female-led enterprises are
found in all categories of enterprises, from single
proprietor and operator nano ventures over family
executive-magazine.com

businesses and private partnerships to listed corporations of any size.
However, women-led entrepreneurial and
small companies face specific hurdles such as especially difficult access to finance and distrust from established “male” counterparts in their supply chains,
family owned businesses have to conquer cultural
hurdles of traditional patriarchic orientation (this
report entails stories on the challenges of femaleled entrepreneurial and family companies). Large
state-affiliate or privately held corporations are by all
evidence not exactly part of the business and shareholder participation experience and scrutiny of their
behaviors under environmental, social, and governance (ESG) principles that defines the goals and behaviors of stock-exchange listed companies.
Complicating the task of promoting female
businesses and gender equality in workplaces further is the fact that some industries are still farther
away from achieving inclusion than others. In the
MENA region, the female labor participation rate
varies in different industries, says Lama Moussawi,
the director of the Center for Inclusive Business
Leadership (CIBL) at the American University of
Beirut. Among six sectors or industries researched
previously by CIBL – healthcare, education, financial services, STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics), professional services, and
other services – women’s participation is highest in
healthcare and lowest in STEM, she explains.
CIBL has embarked in the past year on a project that is known by the abbreviation SAWI, short
for Support and Accelerate Women’s Inclusion. In
its first phase, the project targeted a broad selection of companies in eight MENA countries for
developing and eventually practicing policies that
govern and will improve inclusion of women in the
sectors of recruitment, promotion, and retention.
Working with country partners, between eight and
ten companies joined the project in each included country. “We were so far able to implement 80
policies by working with employers in the region,”
Moussawi says.
In addition, the SAWI project entails a genderlens investment component that measures listed
companies in the eight countries (Algeria, Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, and
Tunisia) where SAWI has been al lowed to operate. According to Moussawi the component’s approach is somewhat digressing from conventional
narrow gender lens focus in that it seeks to direct
investments to “companies that are inclusive or
are investing efforts towards becoming inclusive.”
Nonetheless, the effort which looked at 515 listed
companies (notably not including the regionally

important stock exchanges of Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, or Egypt) only found 12
companies that fulfilled three or four categories of
inclusive organizational behavior.
Asked if the SAWI project and the existence
of CIBL is in itself secure in the torrents of the
Lebanese crisis, Moussawi explains that the team
of CIBL is highly committed and has withstood the
outward migration pressures that Lebanese professionals and high achievers have been exposed to. She
adds that CIBL also benefits from strong support by
the leadership of AUB and the Olayan School of
Business. Although the initially expected endowment type funding has been redirected to the benefit of AUB students that are in greater need of aid,
Moussawi says that several unsolicited international
funding offers have been made to CIBL. “The outlook for funding is good because what we are doing
is very important for the region,” she enthuses.
In a separate conversation, Olfat Khattar, regional project manager of the SAWI project, confirms that the CIBL team
is highly committed to its
gender gaps are
task. Describing her work
glaring facts of economic as something that is “more
life for women in every
than a job”, she says, “We
feel that there is harmony
existing society today
between us and the work
but also indisputably a
that we do. We belong to
matter of perspective.
this CIBL and feel very
happy with the work and
I feel that this was the main reason for continuing the work. We are very excited about the target
of the SAWI project, working on making policies
making it more inclusive to help women to contribute and be part of formal business.”
With CIBL declaring to have mastered challenges of access to financing and preservation of
human capital that ring familiar in the context of
the Lebanese crisis, two other inclusion-minded organizations – the female-majority Lebanese League
of Women in Business (LLWB) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) oriented Global
Compact Network Lebanon (GCNL) – concede to
Executive in conversations for this report that they
have stumbled in their membership growth, had to
interrupt programming, or have suffered some depletion of human capital.
But against the ill winds of the economic crisis
and the pandemic, these organizations have proved
their mettle; instead of curbing, they are continuing and expanding, all three having recently ignited
new growth and new programs.
In another notable distinction of the three values inspired and female managed organizations,
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they are collaborative and actively reaching out
across boundaries of industries, language, sectopolitics, religion, or gender. In this they are juxtaposing their conciliatory approaches and factual
collaborations to the fateful heritage that more traditional business organizations have exhibited in
communal fragmentation of allegiances.
To cite one person demonstrating this behavior, Cynthia Haddad Abi Khater is an industrialist and part-owner of engineering solutions and
automation company Technica International, an
enterprise with about 200 employees and three international locations that are currently operating
or being set up. She is invested into the company’s
participation in the SAWI program and also board
member of the LLWB organization. “As organization, we have always reached out to other NGOs
and other platforms. We have always called for
closing ranks and said together we will be able to
achieve more impact. All LLWB projects tried to
rope in other NGOs and organizations,” she says
and tells Executive about the collaboration philosophy practiced by LLWB that there are two models,
one of collaboration and one where an organization will many times be talking about the same issues as another organization but both are talking in
isolation from each other.
“At other times we feel, no, there is a true consortium of efforts working towards a common goal.
It is this option when we are working as a consortium that we are more effective. We and other organizations working in this field are doing our best
to share the knowledge and change the mentality
of employers, show the positive side and the better
future for employers if they improve their policies
and make them more inclusive.”
The GCNL organization is one of 70 national
networks worldwide that are associated with the
United Nations Global Compact, the set of business principles first pronounced in the year 2000
by then UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, and
with the promulgation of the UN’s 17 sustainable
Development Goals, the famous SDRs.
Deenah Fakhoury, the executive director of
GCNL admits that the network had to re-dynamize in 2021 after being impacted by the Lebanese
crisis and has adopted two main targets of awareness generation and membership expansion for
2022. “The ten Principles [of the Global Compact]
are part of the way we work and the SDGs are the
targets that we want to reach. Our mandate is to
work with businesses on the sustainability term.
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We are there to be able to guide them to meet the
2030 agenda each one at their own scale and within
the scope of work that they do. We do this through
training, programs, accelerators, webinars, meetings and roundtables,” she says.
However, while the entire SDR spectrum is
driving the GCNL agenda, Fakhoury holds one
SDG as especially dear. “There are one or two
SDGs, which relate to economic empowerment,
that are in my humble opinion extremely important today. Once you have economic empowerment, all the rest will fall in. If you have
education and economic empowerment, these
two elements will affect life on land, life under
water, poverty, hunger, [and] gender equality,
because at the end of the
day, because at the end
It is this option when
of the day these are the
we are working as a
two main [SDG targets]
where in my opinion the
consortium that we are
focus should be.”
more effective.
Female empowerment and gender equality
is the SDG 5, and it is the SDG that Lebanese companies according to Fakhoury have in recent years
shown the greatest interest in learning about, ticking it as their top choice for workshops and program participation, despite the many challenges
that they face in their daily operations.
The interviewees of the three organizations
are in strong agreement that Lebanon today has
something good going for itself, namely its female human capital, and that the quality of both
young university students and graduates but also
the commitments of large business organizations
and individual corporate leaders are things that
make it worth being in the country.
“We have reached a point where one cannot
ignore the percentage of women in your company and organization. We and definitely other
organizations working in this field are doing our
best to share the knowledge and change the mentality of employers, to show the positive side and
the better future for employers if they improve
their policies and make it more inclusive,” says
CIBL’s Khattar.
“Even If you live in unstable environment,
you can have stable growth of awareness. We
consistently and constantly [encounter] companies that are eager to sign up to our programs,”
GCNL’s Fakhoury and senior GCNL programs
manager Susu Smaili concur in one voice.
executive-magazine.com

DRIVING PROFITS WITH INCLUSIVE AND DIVERSE CORPORATE CULTURES
Avenues of building valuable and inclusive companies of purpose can be many but where can companies
in the Middle East start this journey? Answers for the regional road to gender equity and inclusiveness are
offered by Lama Moussawi, director at the Center for Inclusive Business Leadership (CIBL) at the American
University of Beirut (AUB). CIBL is a regionally leading facilitator of gender equity through the Knowledge is
Power (KIP), KIP Index, and Support and Accelerate Women’s Inclusion (SAWI) projects.

E Will we see an increase in the number of CIBL project on regional and Lebanese scale in 2022?
To me it is not about the number of projects that we take but about the impact. We recently were invited to submit
two proposals to get funding, but it is about the impact. We cannot take on a lot of projects, we need to prioritize.
At the core of what we do is change the structures.
E You said we cannot measure the impacts of the regional economic turmoil of the past two years but do
you expect women in the workplace to be winners or losers of the changing economic situation in Middle
Eastern economies?
We worked with 80 companies across the region to implement inclusive policies and this means that 175,000
female employees were directly affected by the policies that were implemented. We trained 500 plus executives [in
virtual workshops attached to AUB executive education program] and we have more training modules that we are
going to launch. We collected data from 1,700 employers, 550 [of them] women. These are impacting numbers.
With respect to Lebanon, we are working on creating more inclusive workplaces and have been able to implement
inclusive policies in Lebanese companies. This for sure will have an impact. But things need time to happen and
for the impact to show. We want to promote women’s participation in the economic workforce in Lebanon and
across the MENA region. That is the objective of everything we do.
E Lebanon today looks to the least predictable economy out of almost all countries around the world.
Under those highly uncertain conditions, do you see the role of women in the economy as increasing,
decreasing, or unchanged?
This is an important question. I don’t know and will be able to get back to you once we have the data that we are
collecting from the Lebanese workplace [as part of the regional SAWI project and KIP follow-up].
E So I am asking for some prophecy, but what is your vision for the role of women in the Lebanese workplace?
I want women to be involved in all aspects of the Lebanese economy, in the workplace, in the political area.
In everything, women need to be given the opportunity to prove themselves and take us to a better [place],
working hand in hand with their male counterparts.
E Do you see a better chance to achieve this role of women in the economic sphere, in the political
sphere, or is it all the same?
I think in Lebanon we can start with the economic sphere. I try not to watch the news because we lost hope [in
the political sphere].
E Businesses everywhere want even playing fields and don’t want uncertainty but Lebanese politics seems to
be based on factors one cannot be certain of. Do you see the role of the economy for bringing overall change
in Lebanon today as more important than it was ten years ago?
I think if we build inclusive and equitable workplaces, this can have a good impact on the entire country. My only
other message would be that we welcome at CIBL any employers and investors and are happy to partner with them
to drive [the development of] more inclusive workplaces.
E When teaming up with investors in the development of more inclusive workplaces, would you favor impact
investors or would that be all types of investors?
We like to work with all investors, including impact investors. It could be financial institutions like banks, because
banks are investors. Investors could be anybody, international or local, who invest in the Middle East.
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LUCK (IN BUSINESS) BE A LADY

Why investing with a gender lens increases
chances of higher profit
Exactly a year ago, my organization Impact Invest Scandinavia was one of those who responded
to the invitation of the International Trade Center
and the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) to help reach a global definition of what a
“woman-owned business” means.
Firstly, as an impact investor we are concerned
about the inequality of capital directed to startups
and private companies ending up disproportionately
in favor of male founder teams. This is not news to
you, as readers of Executive Magazine, you know that
about 10 percent of businesses in Lebanon are run
by women, but only a fraction of them have received
external investments beyond family and friends. As
a female founder myself I have to admit that I react
emotionally to such statistics (“This is unfair!”), but
as an investor and economic scientist I also want to
find the logical argument to why this is a problem.
Luckily, we do not need to search for long; There is
more and more evidence showing that diverse teams
in executive management and board of directors in
general make better decisions, leading to better acquisition and investment decisions and less aggressive
risk-taking. This in turn leads to better profit margins
for owners and other stakeholders.
Research studies, such the one published by a
team of British scientists provide interesting insights
into why this happens; Having female board members helps balance the overconfidence that male
CEOs often display, improving overall decision making for the company. Overconfidence is a problem as
it leads to overestimation of growth and return and
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underestimates competition and other risks, which
destroys shareholder value. (I am quite sure that we
can see the parallels of such alpha male behavior to
other parts of society as well, not just business, when
we see non-equal political leadership and underrepresentation of women in power).
The McKinsey report “Diversity Matters”, which
looked at gender and ethnic diversity, came to the
same conclusion when studying the performance of
366 large public companies. In this study, ethnic diversity stood out as an even stronger factor to explain
greater performance compared to industry peers,
which should be quite expected from companies that
serve clients in many different markets, but is still far
from standard Human Resources practice when recruiting and advancing people on the career ladder.
Secondly, the reason I spent time contributing to
the global definition of “women-owned business” is
that I believe that it will allow us to advance women’s
economic empowerment and the overall achievements of the global Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). There are over 50 SDG indicators that are
gender-related and 20 of which specifically focus on
women empowerment, such as one of the indicators
of Goal 17 focused on an “open, non-discriminatory,
and equitable multilateral trading system.” Several
countries have stated that a business which is 51 percent, or more, owned by a woman can be considered
a women-owned business, and is therefore used as
the definition when putting initiatives in place to promote or to invest in diversity.
Those of you who run a family business will probably immediately see the problem of too simplistic
definitions - what if you share the company 50/50
with your husband or own part of the company together with other family members? Or what if you are
a female CEO who has successfully managed to get
investors on board and your ownership is therefore
diluted to below 51 percent?
When the end-goal is to promote equality from a
performance-based perspective (per the logic above
that this will lead to more profitable and sustainable
businesses), as an investor, I want to be able to identify
those types of businesses that are a) majority owned
by women, but also b) led by a woman with a slightly
lower ownership share. When an investor (or business
executive-magazine.com

promoter) can identify both of these women-owned
business types, then they can define how the investment strategy will apply the gender lens, i.e. whether
to invest in women founders, in women-owned or
women-led businesses, or in diverse teams of both
women and men. At Impact Invest Scandinavia, we
do not have the scope of investing in female-owned
companies only and so we started applying the consequence of a gender-aware investment criteria as a red
flag: Never invest in businesses with male only executive management teams and boards - or women only
ones, for that matter.
CAN GENDER-BASED CRITERIA
COMPENSATE FOR OTHER CRITERIA?
A question that I have received from many entrepreneurs whom I work with, is whether investors
would give more importance and weight to the gender perspective (or some other positive social aspect),
so that other factors that affect the judgment of what
is an investable business carry less weight.
Since many factors make up the collective assessment of what is investable - and criteria differ between investors - the answer needs to be the classic
“it depends.” If an investor is focused mainly on social returns, rather than financial returns, then this is
probably true. Examples in Lebanon of such investors
include Alfanar [Editor’s note: See the comment piece
by Michelle Mouracade, Could social enterprises lead
Lebanon’s economic recovery?], who therefore define
themselves as a venture philanthropist, or international
donors such as UK Aid through its LEEP programme.
For investors focused also on financial returns, the
basic criteria will be that the business shall have a good
value proposition for its clients and an appropriate business model that can help create a competitive advantage. If
this is not the case, then it does not matter who is running
this business or whether they show fantastic inclusion in
their workforce. If the business cannot grow, there simply
will be no potential return from an investment.
If the factors that relate to the market economics
are detrimental, such as the situation in Lebanon today, then such risks could possibly be mitigated with
a combination of actions taken by the business and
actions taken by the investor. For the past ten years,
I have been engaged with equipping women entrepreneurs in Lebanon with skills to grow their operations and to lead. In the past two years, the question
instead became “How do we survive?” The power
cuts affected all, but in particular businesses like the
women-owned health food service Green Junkie, that

need electricity to be in production every day and to
preserve food ingredients. Founder Angela Sawan is
just one of many restaurant owners who went from
optimistic expansion plans for her restaurant in
Downtown Beirut to temporary closure. For Sawan,
it is not just about her own team, but the business
has a mission of collaborating with local farmers to
grow sustainable, nutritious food ingredients. At the
point where Green Junkie was about a year ago, it
would not have been investable. In the programme
that Sawan participated in, we encouraged all entrepreneurs to (re)consider their business models, pivot
in what, how and to whom something is delivered.
Green Junkie has done just that, and now sells healthy
meal plans, which to a great extent are based on raw
food. In combination with a number of other changes
that the team could implement and keep the business
afloat. Examples of persistence and agility like this can
convince an investor that the founder is well equipped
to handle risk and macroeconomic shocks.
A common way for investors to fund businesses in
countries that suffer from political and economic instability is to partner with international donors that have
instruments that help offset some of the risks; the use
of so called guarantee-instruments works as a kind of
insurance against potential financial losses in an investment that are not directly the fault of the business.
The World Bank, the United Nations and the European Union pledged new funding a year ago to support the
recovery of the Lebanese economy (first of all addressing
corruption and mismanagement in the public sector) that
is starting to channel investments into micro-businesses
via micro-credit institutions. They are likely to lower normal requirements on loans to provide so called “concessional loans,” but if a business cannot put up sufficient
security for the loan, then guarantees shall also be made
available. A key criterion for businesses to receive international donor funding is that they can display mixed teams,
in management as well as in the workforce.
To thrive in times of crisis can also be possible
thanks to the strategy that some other entrepreneurs
applied - to set up part of the business abroad, if the
business can serve international clients. This strategy
has for example worked well for startup entrepreneur
Laura Jardine Paterson as she founded the web development agency Concat, which hires female and
refugee developers to serve clients in the UK and elsewhere. After all, the best investment a business can get
is the money from clients.
		
Ruth Brännvall (PhD) is the CEO of Impact Invest Scandinavia and
author of “Capital with Purpose. The second wave of impact investing.”
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A MAN’S WORLD?

Gender equality in family businesses
As an area of study, family business has progressed from poor beginnings to a considerable
conceptual and theoretical body of knowledge
around the turn of the 21st century. Nonetheless,
different definitions of “family business” continue
to be used as the foundation for study in this sector. Some definitions emphasize the degree of family ownership, while others emphasize the degree
of family involvement in the firm’s management
operations. For example, a “family firm” is one in
which owner-managers perceive their company to
be a “family business” and consciously support this
perception by including family benefits as major
components of the firm’s performance objectives
(such as tax benefits for the family above and beyond simple profit maximization).
Family businesses have notably contributed to
several innovations that are beneficial to humans
and societies, and such businesses tend to be longterm in order to give the children and grandchildren of the family a healthy growing business. For
instance, the banking and international trade industries and practices have been revolutionized by
the Medici family since they had the ability to promote double-entry accounting and credit letters.
Family businesses constitute an important component in many countries, to be more precise, in the
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USA, it contributes to around 80 percent of the 15
million businesses, and globally, family businesses
contribute to around “70 percent of the world’s
GDP and 60 percent of its employment.” Therefore,
although they play a huge part, gender bias is still
there and equality is far from being obtained.
“For any business to thrive and prosper, it
needs a balance of men and women. Now’s the time
for family firms to seize the opportunity,” says Renate Lange, the board of management and markets
leaders in PwC Netherlands. Women, for example, have been reported to be more dependent and
concerned about others, whilst men have been described as more independent. In their positions as
family business owners and administrators, women have been described as “peacemakers,” “mediators,” and “nurturers.” In the past, and still in many
countries today, women were also given characteristics that do not go with businesses, such as nurturing, caring and sensitive. And this gave societies
and businesses a view that women cannot be part
of a business and cannot lead a business. Besides
that, in many men-dominated organizations, gender bias occurs in large amounts in many countries around the world, which have been leading
women to accept traditional jobs only, rather than
taking crucial jobs in businesses. Gender equality
in leadership and managerial positions has many
implications on the company and on the society as
a whole, which is why some European countries
have started working on having minimum quotas
for female presence in companies and in the board
of directors, although equality is still not perfectly
reached. The United Nations have classified gender
equality in the 2030 Agenda for the Sustainable Development as a priority, and will continuously work
on it to reach the intended goal of gender equality
in the workplace.
CULTURAL HANG-UPS
Going deeper into family businesses, studies show that women are accepted in some family
companies, are able to reach managerial positions,
and can lead the business. Yet, in other family businesses women do not have this right, and they
are prevented from reaching high positions, even
executive-magazine.com

though they have the needed competencies. As
a matter of fact, in the Netherlands five different
companies owned by the same family were handed
down to the male heir, leaving his sister without
any family business inheritance which created a lot
of tension in the family.
A study in the UK regarding daughter succession in family farm businesses showed that in most
cases, the two-generation farm family succession
consisted of the father and the mother, who are
involved with their adult children. Little was devoted to daughter succession, and literature about
this topic suggests that there is gender bias, where
men are more valued and women are not seen as
potential successors. In addition to that, the study
showed that daughters are only considered when
sons are absent. Gender has an impact on the process of succession planning in a family business
since it is linked to the family’s culture. Gender is a
non-genetic distinction between men and women.
The differences are not inherent, such as the many
jobs, duties, functions, and even the physical location where human activity takes place.
This shows that the priority remains for the
sons and men, and not equally for men and women, sons and daughters.
In terms of entrepreneurship development,
chances can be identified at both the macro and
micro levels. At the macro level, China’s recent
and ongoing economic reforms have created enormous opportunities for entrepreneurs, resulting in
the continued rise of family companies. Despite
its downsides, the one-child policy has offered a
unique chance for women to defy tradition and
become family business leaders. On a micro level,
Chinese family business culture favors transgenerational entrepreneurship, with elder family members mentoring and nurturing entrepreneurial
behavior in the younger generation. This includes
strategic education in areas relevant to the family business, entrepreneurial bridging activities
that provide positions and opportunities for the
younger generation to apply their education, and
strategic familial succession, in which elder leaders
protect the business and maintain its integrity during the transition to the designated successor.
On the bright side, much research is recently being made around this topic, and specifically around
gender-balanced workforce and its importance.
KPMG was one of many companies who started researching more family businesses, and started
with The Successful Transgenerational Entrepreneurship Practices (STEP). The STEP 2019 Project
Global Family Business report studied more than
1,800 family business leaders around many coun-

tries from Europe, the Middle East, Africa, and
other parts of the world. This study showed that
women leaders in family businesses reached 18
percent globally. The percentages are highest in Europe and Central Asia, and lowest in North America. In addition to that, this study showed that in
many cases in many countries women worked behind the scenes, doing basic administrative tasks.
Some wives, especially in Russia, of the family businesses’ CEOs were leaders in the family business,
however, they did not advertise to any stakeholder
that they were the CEOs’ wives, and they used different family names, mainly to remain seen as potential leaders and to remain as leaders who can
handle employee and customer issues, and not only
be seen as CEO wives.
On another side, women in family enterprises
are sometimes being given new roles and possibilities as a result of changing demographics. External variables such as social prejudice, unconscious
gender bias, and family traditions, as well as stereotypes that need to be confronted, are evaluated
alongside these opportunities to give a roadmap
for future women family business leaders. According to one study, the numbers and percentages of
women in family businesses worldwide are relatively small. For instance,
Gender has an impact in family firms around the
world, women only made
on the process
up 21 percent of board
of succession planning
members on average,
with 36 percent having no
in a family business
women on their boards.
since it is linked to
Moreover, women made
the family’s culture.
up only 24 percent of
management teams, while
19 percent of companies had no female executives.
One in seven companies, which is around 14 percent, had no women on the board of directors and
no female managers.
GENES OVER COMPETENCIES
Taking a more precise example in Lebanon. Although the number of Lebanese women in senior
decision-making positions is increasing, the implication is that these appointments are more often
based on heredity than on aptitude.
Family enterprises are especially important in
Lebanon, as they are throughout the Middle East.
Over 80 percent of the Middle Eastern workforce is employed by such companies, which provide an estimated 60 percent of regional GDP.
Nearly 60 percent of business firms in Lebanon are
family-owned. Many of these corporations appoint
female members of the owning family to the board
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of directors, according to religious restrictions regarding inheritance. As a result, despite their titles, these
women rarely have a role in board discussions or decisions. Female board members are also not given the
opportunity to demonstrate their expertise, according
to survey participants, and they are not respected as
they should be respected by their male colleagues.
In the case of Middle Eastern family businesses,
there has been a noticeable increase in the number of
gender equality programs in the region: 25 percent of
respondents in one survey claimed they have such a
program in place. Some nations throughout the world
have legislation supporting gender equality and the
role of women in business, but in the Middle East,
such initiatives are typically left to individual organizations. As a result, firms in the region that conduct
equality programs do so on principle rather than necessity, and in acknowledgment of the fact that women represent a tremendous and under-utilized source
of talent, passion, and innovative ideas.
Another study showed that women’s talent is frequently recognized by controlling proprietors, who
help them financially and morally in their pursuit of
education in Western countries. Women are encouraged to take on leadership roles in the family business,
particularly if they are family members. However,
women’s ability to actively serve in management teams
is still conditional upon their ability to perform their
household responsibilities, and upon explicit authorization from powerful male family members. In terms
of women’s roles and perceptions, studies have focused
on the ceremonial appointment of female family members, who are given limited administrative roles beyond
what the male patriarch allows. In this dimension, the
spouse’s values, family tradition, and educational and
social background can all have a role in how women in
family businesses are treated.
ECONOMICS OF EQUALITY
Many considerations are driving family businesses to care more and to start putting bigger efforts
into gender equality. First, not considering women in
family businesses jobs removes half of the talent pool
and makes it limited, which is counter-productive.
Second, women are part of the society, they are related
to the outside world, and can develop needed connections. Having a diverse leadership team will lead to
many benefits in family businesses such as higher employee retention, greater business development, and
better customer relations. Third, women care about
family and collaboration which will positively affect
the performance in the family business.
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How can families, men and women work to remove stereotypes and promote gender diversity in their businesses?
According to a study done by KPMG in 2020, all
family members can work together to answer the above
question. And this can be done through many ways.
First, men and women should both work together
on defining their exact roles and responsibilities.
After that, they should communicate them to all
stakeholders ranging from employees, customers,
and everyone related to the company.
Second, families should involve both men and
women in the business from an early age in order
to determine the education and training needs.
Third, while quotas aren’t the answer to more gender diversity, they can be a good place to start when
it comes to developing
new female role models.
Not considering
Fourth, gender-equality
women in family
and fairness practices,
laws, and policies are rebusinesses jobs
quired in the family busiremoves half of the
ness to start reducing gentalent pool and makes
der gaps and biases.
it limited, which is
Regardless of the multiple benefits, some will still
counter-productive.
find reasons to decrease the
female presence in their
companies for many causes. A main cause is that
some men find the industry that they work in as “dirty
and manly industry”, where the type of the work does
not suit feminine characteristics. For instance, the
CEO of a scrap metal family business gave the nature
of the industry as a reason for not having females in
the company, citing that hiring a female for a finance
role is still difficult to him, although he thought that
a female for this role can lead to long term benefits.
Family companies do, in fact, provide a more
favorable and encouraging environment for
women to exercise their roles. While research
shows that family firms with female board members outperform non-family businesses, research
also shows that female board members are more
valuable to the performance of family enterprises. Nevertheless, gender equality in family
businesses is not totally achieved due to many
reasons ranging from education, family responsibilities (such as raising children), the priority
of succession to men rather than women, characteristics that are assigned and viewed as negative
ones to lead a family business. etc.
Josiane Fahed-Sreih is the director of the Institute of Family and
Entrepreneurial Business at the Lebanese american University
executive-magazine.com
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THE FEMININE SOLUTION

Lebanese entrepreneurship with a female lead
Impetuous, daring, nimble. Business-smart
and diversity embracing. Team builder; one who
is able to discover hidden opportunities and eager
to disrupt old commercial orders but flexible and
ready to pivot – there are plenty of gender-transcending epithets that one can seek when trying to
characterize a successful knowledge entrepreneur
in the digital age, beyond the Harvard-classic (and
white male originated but no less correct) definition
of entrepreneurship as the pursuit of economic opportunity without regard for the resources at hand.
From this academic perspective of striving with
a business vision beyond the resources which an entrepreneur has under their control, female entrepreneurship in the digital age should be a gender-lens
transcending proposition. Tech entrepreneurship, at
least conceptually, is carried out in a gender-neutral
digital sphere of online enterprises and based on individual qualities which are wholly independent from
previous stereotypes about male and female work-related talents and proclivities. And notably, in Executive’s conversations with female tech entrepreneurs in
Lebanon for this report, the question of gender equity,

meaning the inquiry if gender translated into a clear
advantage or disadvantage in operating an online
business and tech startup, was not the main topic of
concern – even to the point of disdain.
“When it comes to running a business digitally, from my own experience [the gender issue]
is neutral,” says Rafa Hojeij, founder and CEO of
Lebanese organic beauty company Potion Kitchen.
“For me, with access to the online universe, it really makes no difference if you are a female entrepreneur,” says female entrepreneur and founder
of an online coaching platform Lara Shabb. And
Vanessa Zuaibi, founder and CEO of natural products themed online marketplace Mint Basil simply
disfavors gender-lens entrepreneurship questions.
“Generally I do not like to use the term women-led
or female-led or female entrepreneur. I don’t want
female entrepreneurs to be some kind of minority
subcategory, or to be treated as a quota that needs
to be filled,” she tells Executive. (Side note: All three
of these female entrepreneurs are at different stages
in their journeys and have been profiled in the past
by Executive Magazine.)
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So conceptually and also by way of first responses from several female entrepreneurs in Lebanon, the opportunities for digital entrepreneurs
should be equal or at least more equal than they
were in the pre-digital interactions of a capitalist
economy. But strangely, when examining the most
gigantic and investor-attracting fruits of tech entrepreneurship in this digital age, whether the big listed tech firms that comprise the group once known
as GAFAM (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon
and Microsoft), or the Chinese-origin tech titans
of Alibaba, Baidu, Tencent, Xiaomi, and most recently TikTok fame, their founders and head honchos are males.
It is astounding that the biggest and scariest
tech enterprises (and never mind that the group
abbreviation of the five Big Tech is now the deceptively feminine MAMAA owing to two corporate
name changes) of our digital era don’t show female-male balance and strong gender equity at the
level of founders. Given the abominable history of
“muscular” and predatory corporations in the annals of Western capitalism, it is moreover far more
than frightening that end-of-century and younger
tech startups turned super-capitalist market power
monsters – which have in their dominance and
behaviors already been compared to the earliest
capitalist horror houses such as the colonial East
India Company of British fame – are 20th and 21st
century, male-founded behemoths.
Indubitably, after discounting the tragically
failed entrepreneurship outlier of Elizabeth Holmes’ self-destroyed Theranos healthtech unicorn,
many successful women-led startups remain and
thrive in the global entrepreneurship ecosystems.
But are there equitable shares of women-led startups if one were to venture checking for female-led
tech enterprises down the lines of entrepreneurial
tech unicorns (or, if one wishes to emphasize optimum diversity, of uni-camels, uni-tigers, unipandas, uni-koalas, uni-lions, uni-hippos, and unijaguars) in all cultures and on all continents?
Making a spot check on the French entrepreneurship ecosystem in this regard seems like a logical choice from a Beirut vantage point, given the
many historic and current interactions in all tech
startup matters between Francophile Lebanon and
the much adored European neighbor. The overall
picture of Trench Tech is currently mouthwatering
from the investor perspective. The market has just
scored a remarkable win on the unicorn breeding
front, by surpassing a goal of having 25 tech com52

panies with valuation above $1 billion each, and
doing so three years ahead of a goal that President
Emmanuel Macron had set in 2019. And according to a France24 report, five different startups have
raised an aggregate 1.7 billion euros in the first few
weeks of 2022, continuing the startup rally year of
2021 which saw French tech companies raking in
a record 11.6 billion euros in funds, an increase of
115 percent on 2020.
The thriving French tech startups in the
unicorn list range in age up to several decades.
They work in areas such as cloud infrastructure,
fintech, manufacturing, online marketplaces,
edutech, healthtech, adtech, and gaming –sectors where also one or several Lebanese startups
have over the years entered the fray and been
covered by this magazine, including female-led
startups. However, when this writer did search
each company’s profile in the French list of by
end of January 26 reported unicorns for founders or co-founders – the result was 100 percent
male in founders’ names and pictures.
Gender equality among French tech unicorn
founders? Hardly. Also, in the famed Silicon Valley,
the mother of all entrepreneurship ecosystems, the
numbers are not indications of equal opportunity,
achieved organically or else how. “Women simply
don’t get the financial backing that men do. Women
head about 17 percent of the startups in Silicon Valley,” emphasizes American journalist Stacey Vanek
Smith in Machiavelli for Women, a recent book
of stories and advice for women in the economic
realm, and adds that this “alarmingly low number”
is even overshadowed by a
much lower ratio of venture
“Women simply
capital funding allocated to
don’t get the financial
women-led startups.
backing that men do.
But as with all business
matters,
the picture of
Women head about
female
led
entrepreneur17 percent of the startups
ship is full of gray scales,
in Silicon Valley.”
or if you want, nuances
and nano-size juxtapositions of black and white. On a first level of nuances,
behaviors of humans are bound to past experiences, consciously or not. This is to say that female
entrepreneurs in any country are not just part of a
tech ecosystem but also enmeshed in their country’s cultural context. Thus in the wider context of
the globalized digital economy, where name and
perceived gender should not make a difference for
a tech startup’s business success, deep-seated old
executive-magazine.com

patterns suddenly surface to play immense roles –
according to some studies even influencing the work
performance and time needed to new communicate
a concept to a client if a Joseph experimentally signs
his emails with Josephine, and vice versa.

are a female entrepreneur in a field that is not based
on a personal brand, you will see the same obstacles
that you face in the corporate world, because you still
have [to deal with] investor bias, industry bias, and all
the traditional biases that are set against you,” she says.

THE LEBANON CASE FILE
When drilling deeper into the experiences
of female Lebanese entrepreneurs, the neutral
perception of her female entrepreneurship experience by Hojeij for example shows itself as
the result of a balance between contradictory
perceptions, a balance whose creation entailed
quite some battling against a prejudiced maletoxic business realm. “Customers perceive [a
female-led online enterprise] in a nice way. They
appreciate and over appreciate that a business is
led by a woman and that the team is all women,”
she says. Weighing on the other side of the scale,
however, is the perception that she encounters
on Potion Kitchen’s manufacturing side, where
she is dealing with suppliers and companies that
have a very male corporate self-perception.
“At the first moment when dealing with a retailer or supplier, I can say they hesitate to trust
[me] not only because I am a women but a young
woman,” Hojeij says. Stepping up against perceptions by business counterparts not trusting
her or treating her as “little girl” under a variety
of misperceptions was a struggle from the day
she become managing director of a new family
business upon having graduated from university. But despite still being confronted with male
stereotypes and thinking, she has found herself
assured as business woman after breaking those
early perception barriers. “On one side there is
support and appreciation that you feel and on
the other side the hesitation and lack of trust. I
found myself in the balance in the middle. I am
good with this,” she explains.
Female entrepreneurs appear to have discovered and mastered the skill of flipping their seeming advantageous of still being exceptions in a still
male-dominated Lebanese business environment
into an advantage, claiming it as mark of distinction. For Shabb, a female entrepreneur in the digital
economy has to use the tools that the digital realm
provides for building a strong personal brand. “If
you are a female entrepreneur, [who is] building a
personal brand identity for your services, you are
at an advantage to the market, depending on how
you present yourself to the market. However, if you

UPPING THE EQUITY
Yusr Sabra, the new president of the Lebanese
League of Women in Business (LLWB, see interview page xx) has similar experiences of using her
status as female entrepreneur in a male themed business world. An electrical engineer by training, she
moved into the logistics sector for ecommerce enterprises with the startup Wakilni that she co-founded
with her brother Omar. “Logistics deals with a lot of
drivers and is generally perceived as a male industry,” she says. But according to her what is easily seen
as a disadvantage of being a female entrepreneur in a
male industry was “never a disadvantage”.
She tells her personal story of how she handled
the regular occurrence that she got the attention of
everyone in the room for a decisive few seconds when
walking in unexpectedly as the rare female engineer
and logistics expert. “It is up to you how to use this
attention, and I have been using it to my advantage
throughout, to get people to listen,” she explains.
Sabra and Hojeij in
their explanations also
“At the first moment
emphasize how imporwhen dealing with a
tant it has been for them
retailer or supplier, I can to demonstrate top entrepreneurial skills and prove
say they hesitate to trust
themselves by both being
[me] not only because
experts in their fields and
by their business sense,
I am a woman, but a
underscoring with their
young woman.”
examples the – according
to a plethora of women’s
studies and stories, universal – notion of how vital
it is for female entrepreneurs in any industry and
business culture around the world to prove themselves and excel in commanding respect among coworkers and business associates without falling into
behavior and perception traps of personages that in
colloquial lingo, as cited by Vanek Smith, are labeled
with terms such as “dragon lady” or “queen bee”.
As successful entrepreneur and active member
of LLWB, Sabra has no doubt that women in Lebanon are vastly underappreciated, under-compensated and under-promoted in the average Lebanese
workplace, calling these factual discriminations
“givens” in the country. But it appears from the
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words of the female entrepreneurs who conversed
with Executive that by the acknowledgment of the
factual gender inequality and without the ideological pretense of an egalitarian equality playing
a visible role in Lebanese female thought, avenues
have opened for increasing gender equity – female
entrepreneurs can play out their strengths in settings were traditional male styles of leadership have
proven limited and increasingly counterproductive.
In this sense, Sabra speaks enthusiastically of
how she personally witnesses women at LLWB
achieving great outcomes in practicing the art of
letting go of egos and resolving the usual conflicts
that arise in an organization whose members have
diverse backgrounds and interests. These requisite qualities in a 21st century entrepreneurial and
growth minded enterprise – irrespective of the size
or the tech and online angles – may be intuitive in a
female entrepreneur’s personal experience but they
also have been academically confirmed in a just
published study of female-led Lebanese micro and
small to medium businesses (from sole proprietor
operations to 55 employees).
Rayan Fawaz, a Lebanese scholar at King’s College in London, conducted the study, which comprised two sets of focus group discussions and 17
in-depth interviews with female entrepreneurs –
including some 40 participants in total – to assess
the situation of female-led businesses in context of
Lebanon’s business environment in the aftermath
of the August 4, 2020 Beirut port explosion.
By her findings, women that were leading companies within the researched frame of micro and
small to medium enterprises (MSMEs), spent less
time wondering and despairing about what to do next
but instead sprang into action faster, the larger their
number of employees was, and they did so despite the
shock and destruction their enterprises experienced.
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“This was a point of difference,” Fawaz tells Executive.
“What was common across the 17 women-led MSMEs was that they were not relying on external factors or governmental help but relying on their own
network of people and other entrepreneurs to get up
with the business and find solutions. They have created and depend on a parallel ecosystem that is purely
one of their own making”, she adds.
While the study did not conduct research on
the post-catastrophe performance of male-led
MSMEs in comparison to the women-led ones,
another common response that Fawaz observed
among female entrepreneurs – namely a complete
absence of positive expectations of governmental
(“what government?”) aid and support – can safely
be assumed to be the default approach of Lebanese
entrepreneurs irrespective of gender, given the vast
majority’s unequivocal expression of governmental
distrust in the population.
But this problem of asymmetry between state
and business community made the fact only more
interesting that the female-led enterprises formed
an organic ecosystem across industries where they
found mutual support that was independent from
formal structures of organization. “It was fascinating to see how informal and organic this relationship becomes in this ecosystem where one bloc
builds on the other,” says Fawaz.
Remarkably, 15 of 17 interviewed female entrepreneurs associated negative connotations with
word resilience. According to Fawaz, these business
women exhibited superior flexibility and preparedness to achieve business survival by rapid contingency planning but talked of resilience as moving
forward, changing, creating solutions and making
collective efforts, rather than in terms of coping
strategies or the familiar meme of ‘rising from the
ashes’. Instead of musing about resilience, their focus was to act, adapt, and get back on their feet so
that things move somehow while at the same time
not accepting the things as they are.
Comparing what one might see as disturbance
of normal life and business in a metropolis like
London with the ever-present myriad vagaries and
distortion factors in Lebanon, Fawaz emphasizes
the astounding degree to which female entrepreneurs in Lebanon have been maintaining dynamic
mindsets of survival in crisis. “We have multiple
plans from A to Z, at all times. These women were
heroes in terms of leading their businesses with
their personal lives,” she says. And in this context
of rebuilding and continuing with their businesses,
her focus group studies and interviews applied
executive-magazine.com

the gender perspective when discussing how their
businesses would have emerged from the economic
shocks of 2020 if they had been male-led.
“Although this might be a generalization, the
common denominator that emerged from the discussion was that most men are very logic-oriented
and very rational, and differ from women in that
they don’t want to incorporate the aspect of emotion
in their business,” Fawaz reports. With the caution
that in reality the picture will be more nuanced, she
explains how the majority perspective of her interlocutors was that men are too focused on obvious
business logic while the female entrepreneurs in
their self-perception were better in combining logic
and emotion in developing creative and dynamic solutions and ways of moving forward from the crisis.
THINKING FROM DIFFERENT ANGLES
The emotion and logic, or left brain – right brain
track of thinking is certainly worth regarding from
the two, practically divergent but fundamentally inseparable perspectives of global entrepreneurship developments on one hand and the peculiar struggles of
entrepreneurship and digital era businesses in Lebanon after the 2020 crisis of everything on the other.
From the global perspective, the good news of
tech startups, female founders and women-led entrepreneurship in the top-tier ecosystem of the US
shows that over the term of the past few decades,
the number of women-led startups have grown
massively when see in percentages of all startups,
from low single digits to the high tens. Reports at
the start of this year further show that the allocations of venture capital and recorded equity deals
for female-led tech startups surged to new records
in 2021, after they had suffered a notable drop in
2020 from a relative record year in 2019 in terms
of venture capital allocations amounting to 2.9 percent of the total such VC funding.
Similarly, on relative terms of notable female
entrepreneurial contributions to the progress of
the tech entrepreneurship ecosystem in Lebanon,
female founders and women-led or partially women-led startups have been present – some of them
succeeding, some pivoting, some folding, and some
turning predatory and addicted to profit, some pivoting – over more than a decade of startups that have
been tracked by this magazine. The ratio of womenled to male founded startups at various demo days
and competitions which Executive observed over the
years were somewhat in line with situations in other
ecosystems, meaning they were always in a minority
but always present and the ideas and team integrities

of the ventures were always more important for assessing them than the gender lens.
Also in the area of venture capital and startup
funding, female angel investor structures have been
developed in collaboration between LLWB and company IM Capital in the (although currently not active)
Lebanese Women Angel Fund, allowing for funding
flows to female-involved startups to be amplified in
the last few years before the crisis of everything.
Beyond the similarities of the Lebanese tech
entrepreneurship ecosystem with the global situation, however, the most impressive thing about
Lebanon’s female-led startups was how they were
adding to the diversity of the ecosystem, adding
things that male entrepreneurs could not deliver,
What matters for
perhaps not in a million
Lebanon’s economic
years. Whether or not 100
rebirth prospects today
percent gender equality
are the dreams of female in any country’s business
culture is a realistic exentrepreneurs [...]
pectation for the second
half of this century, the
next century, or ever – what matters for Lebanon’s
economic rebirth prospects today are the dreams of
female entrepreneurs and the reality of female entrepreneurship, which provides substantive gender
equity in helping the country find a new economic
footing and constructive paradigm.
In an example of the importance to dream of a
future, and confessing her conviction that there is an
ideal and desirable balance of masculine and feminine energies on universal scale, Potion Kitchen’s
Hojeij emphasizes that to her the central issue in
entrepreneurship is a dream not of gender quotas
or programs that are designed exclusively for female
entrepreneurs and their advancements. “I do not believe in a quota of gender equality. The ideal theme
for me is to have opportunities for everyone and live
in an inclusive economy and society. The opportunities should be available to everyone,” she confides.
A to the practical importance of the work
of women-led MSMEs in the humongous job
of building a better economy from this time on,
Fawaz offers her view with conviction, answering
Executive’s question about the ability of the female
entrepreneurs she interviewed to save Lebanon
by saying, “I believe if we have more women with
a mindset like those women, we are on the right
track to [do] something that can keep the country afloat. These women’s mentality was absolutely
heartwarming to see. They still have trust in the
country but not in the government.”
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CULTIVATING CAPACITY THROUGH
GREATER SOLIDARITY
health, [and] one focusing on medicine. We had
four or five task forces that would see many women
get together, brainstorm initiatives and [then] take
the lead on these initiatives.
So we basically approach crises at LLWB by going close to the members and the community and
developing the solutions that they help us come up
with and then we support them in [carrying them
out]. For example after the Beirut Blast, the first
thing we did was to get in touch with everyone and
survey them to check who is here, who isn’t, who
was injured, who had losses to their homes and offices. Out of this survey we collected information
about the needs of members, did fundraising based
on this, and then distributed the funds directly to
the members.

E

Q&A with Yusr Sabra, president of the Lebanese
League of Women in Business
The Lebanese League of Women in Business
(LLWB) carries the mantle of empowering women
on all levels of the economy. Executive inquired
about LLWB’s perspective on the situation of female employees and all economically active women in Lebanon with LLWB President Yusr Sabra.

E

How did LLWB as organization experience the crisis and
how do you see the situation of women in the business
realm at the end of this turbulent year?
As you know, Lebanon has never been very stable. With all the ups and downs, the crisis for us really started in October 2019. So many things were
shut down. Around that same time, LLWB decided
to shift gears and focus more on understanding
what the community’s direct needs are. We created
different task forces, for example one task force
covering SME businesses, one focusing on mental
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This is the operational side of how you dealt with
the crisis as LLWB. With regard to mitigating the crisis
impacts on women, is it correct that you have members
on the levels of business ownership, managers, and
professionals or employees?
Yes. We have all types of women in our community. We have employees, we have board members, employees in management positions, business
owners, freelancers, etc. What we are now doing
is looking at the different types of members.
For the prevailing time we are focusing a lot on
business owners who are women and supporting them through funds and training programs.
We also focus on women in rural areas that don’t
have the same kind of access that we have and
we collaborate with partners in programs for upskilling. We have [recently] decided that we will
also be focusing on the freelancers and consultants. This was based on feedback from the members. We have for sure noticed that there is a lot
of stress on women during crises. Women are the
ones on the frontline. You find them the most
emotionally tired and stressed. Thus the trend
that we see is that for the mental and emotional
support that they need, many women look [towards] the work that they are doing.
executive-magazine.com
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If one takes the role of women from the top of the
labor market, would you agree that the role of women
on boards has been researched quite extensively and
discussed in regional context but it is perhaps not so
much of an issue in Lebanon now as there are no capital
markets? By comparison, how do you assess the roles
of women in management and the whole issue of female
employees when seen from the question if Lebanese companies have specific strategies for female employees and
their job security or if employers tend to put the burden
of the crisis onto women?
First I would like to answer about the women
on board issues. A law proposal on this was not
adopted and we are now writing our own draft,
based on laws in EU countries, to encourage women on boards. We have drafted this law and work
with companies on how to incorporate women on
boards. When women are in leadership positions
this trickles down, hopefully, to create different
policies that are applied within companies.
[As to the question of policies for female employees], I think that you will find two types of
companies here: [the first type] are the ones that
have awareness of this. Perhaps they are not applying everything today but they have the awareness
and are working towards it. And then you have a lot
of companies that need a lot of additional awareness and open mindedness, etc. The crisis is transitional and it becomes unfortunately a secondary
priority [of companies] to be thinking of [women
in the workforce] while thinking about the bottom
line and how to sustain the business. And yes, by
nature, women tend to carry the burden and say
“give me the responsibility, I can handle it, I can do
it. I have seen this.” A lot of companies, when they
let go of employees, they keep the most hard working and would let go of two or three [before they]
say we are hiring someone new. You see this in
many places that companies let go of many people
because they can’t afford them anymore and [rely
on] a few remaining people without [them] being
properly compensated for the [extra] work.

E

Is there a tendency for struggling Lebanese companies
to first let go of women and then of men?
I don’t think so. I don’t have data on this but I
have seen several cases where the ones that are left
but carry loads that [they are] not being compensated for, tend to be women.

E

Would you agree that the distribution of work burdens
in Lebanon is still disadvantaging women?
Many studies show this. They show that they
are paid less, promoted less, and even when they
are promoted, the increase in the salary is not the
same. These are like givens here.

E

LLWB seems to have come a long way, despite barriers that exist in Lebanon and are far too strong even
in Europe, by all data indications on the roles of women
in management and the gender gap in pay and similar
things. In what year did you start as organization?
The organization started officially in 2006 but
it was revived around 2014 when Mrs. [Asmahan]
Zein took over. She revitalized everything, built a
“When women are in
new board, changed the
leadership positions this
bylaws of the organization,
trickles down, hopefully,
and they started to build
many partnerships with
to create different
international NGOs. I perpolicies that are applied
sonally joined LLWB as a
within companies.”
member in 2016. Asma is
a person who pushes the
women members, especially of the younger generation, to be active. She does this in a very smart way.
She puts them in the spotlight and she invited me
in 2019 to join the board, and I got elected as board
member [and later became the default candidate
for being the president].

E

From this experience, how would you compare leadership succession and board election at LLWB with those
of older organizations that are perhaps more established
but also have been politicized, shaped by long-standing
communal interests and typically male heritage in leadership positions, organizations in areas such as finance and
enterprises but also including specialized areas such as
publishing and media where organizational leadership
positions tended to be rotated among small circles of
male office holders?
Under the bylaws of LLWB, the same board
cannot [extend] their term beyond the period of
office and the president cannot be president for
more than two terms. That in itself is revolutionary.
To think that someone is willing to step down and
hand over [the leadership] to allow the sustainability of the organization. We have a lot of awareness
of [risks of rotational leadership in a small circle]
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and you will discover that this board has two people who were present on previous boards or were
advisors to the board. We asked Mrs. Asma Zein to
stay on with the official title of advisor to the board,
to make sure that we are continuing the work. We
cannot switch strategies every two years with a new
board, so we have a main strategy that we are abiding by and we check in with the advisors or board
members that were here from previous terms. So
we are introducing new initiatives and new ideas,
but we also remain true to our identity. I think this
is unique about LLWB.

E

Are you talking about an institutional DNA here that is
different from that of “masculine type” business groups
and industrial entities where political and communal
alignments and positional thinking all too often appear to
be dominant in the institutional DNA?
You know we have one male on the board but
the board is in majority women. I cannot support
this with any studies but I do find that women are
able to let go of their egos, much more than men
do. There is a level of communication and conflict
resolution that I see as stronger when [the organization] is [composed of] women. You obviously have
conflicts when you have different backgrounds and
different ideas, but the way that conflicts get resolved, this is special when [you deal with] women.

E

So can you confirm from your personal experience
that the organization remains on a growth trajectory in
continuation of a development whereby LLWB, although
before 2014 not a very strong force in the development of
business in Lebanon, gained many new members in 2016
and 2017?
Yes. [LLWB] started to be active when Asma
Zein came on board, with no political background,
[and] no other interest [than] to support women
in business. This is what she did. The networking
that she has built is very organic and natural. It has
become a very large network. We currently have
460 members. We do not see each other always but
there is a kind of support system that exists. This is
the spirit of it.

E

And the networking has become institutionalized on
the level of LLWB?
Yes, you see a lot of members who pursue the
same kind of activities. I learned that I could get
several opportunities because of this kind of support [as given by Mrs. Zein] and I am doing the
same for members within my circle.
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How large do you see your addressable market in
terms of women-led enterprises and SME businesses in
Lebanon?
We have a lot of outreach. We have offices in the
North and the Bekaa region and we might [open]
one in the south. We are interested in covering all
of Lebanon, not just to be centralized in Beirut, and
I think we can grow the community even further
than what we have reached. But again, the focus is
not just on the growth of it but to make sure that we
remain providing quality support to this network.
More than just in numbers.

E

Do you have any numbers in terms of how many commercial establishments are women-led?
I am sure you know that these numbers are not
easy [to come by] and depend on which statistics
you are looking at but I
can tell you that there is
“There is a level of
actually a very large paralcommunication and
lel economy that exists in
conflict resolution that
the form of unregistered
businesses. I don’t have
I see as stronger when
statistics on it but I know
[the organization] is
from LLWB and from my
[composed of] women.”
work in logistics that it is
very substantial. We work
with a lot of unregistered businesses and a majority are women-led. I am now personally working
to create this kind of database from the different
sources that I have access to, through the company
and through LLWB.

E

Would you agree that the intensity of work involvement
of women in Lebanon is not adequately captured in international reports by the International Labor Organization
and the likes of such global entities?
I think that [Lebanese women] are much more
active than represented in the numbers, yes.

E

Do you have an annual goal for increasing your membership by a certain ratio?
It is not a [key performance indicator] KPI. We
look more at how many beneficiaries we are supporting and we have direct targets to make sure
that we can sustain the NGO in terms of number
of projects and in the funding that we are able to
secure, and then the number of beneficiaries that
we are able to support.

E

What is your personal vision for the role of LLWB, let’s
say, seven years from now?
executive-magazine.com
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First I would say governance. [My vision is
to do] more work on the governance aspect. And
I know this is a long shot, but [I dream of] pushing more women into the public sector. Because
we need women there also. For the growth of the
members, having all types of programs that we
talked about previously, [we are] focusing on the
different kind of women backgrounds that we have
among our members. That’s about it right now. One
thing on the institutional level that we did and that
I would like to see grow further is to clean up our
house internally. When Asma [assumed office] she
was responsible for fixing up the bylaws, structuring the board, etc. As the [current] board, we are
focusing on developing the operational side. We
now have an operational team with an executive
director that runs the day-to-day activity, where
previously we needed to depend on the free time of
the board members. This is another type of succession planning, if you want.

If I hypothesize that you were to come in contact with
an impact investment program that is not applying the
gender lens but instead focuses on rural populations or
refugees, how would you interact with such a program?
I would make sure that women are not excluded from it. LLWB was for example [involved with]
the Lebanese Women Angel Fund [LWAF], which
provided funding to startups. It did not give funding [only] to startups that were women-led, but
[the startups] had to have a certain percentage of
representation of women [in ownership]; this is I
think how we would look at [a program that does
not explicitly prioritize women].

E

How many members do you see LLWB as having by end
of next year, 2022?
I am happy with our growth and that we are
continuing to grow. It is not about a target number
for the end of the year. Not about the members, not
at all. I would put a different target and say that by
the end of the year we want to have secured at least
three funded projects that are women based. I would
obsess over this more than over the network [size].
You see, a lot of the work that we do is not directed
to the members. We have a lot of beneficiaries that
are not members and [the number of beneficiaries]
is the number I would care more about.

Are you pursuing expansion on the level of networking
with organizations both inside and outside of Lebanon?
Yes. Anything that LLWB does is always in
partnership. Personally this is something I have to
learn, how to reach out to the different organizations that are out there, [such as] different international NGOs. I would [add that we are working
on] securing funding for projects which we did
previously and which proved to be successful. One
example is the program called “Girls got IT,” which
we won an award for recently. We now are looking
to fund this program again. Finally we want to develop programs by LLWB.

E

It was my impression that LWAF is currently not active.
Are you planning to activate it again?
It is currently not active but it stays in our
[sights] because it was definitely one of the
very successful and impactful projects that we
have done.

E
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Sparks of long-term green viability
and proper enterprise responsibility

Mobilizing climate finance flows to address mitigation or reduction of emissions.
The secret of a viable capitalist
approach to macroeconomics may
lie less in redistributive intervention or stimulus of consumption
but in aligning the private greed
in productive ways with a public
good. This is the idea of having a
more productive economy while also
salvaging and defending core public
goods: the climate and the environment (in terms of clawing back some
of the vast losses that industrial man
has incurred in comparison to the
pre-industrial age); social balance
(within the margins of a democratic
society that aims for providing the
maximum of opportunities while it
allows for inequality on basic of individual merit); and optimal (read
still opaque but more transparent
and accountable than last year) gov60

ernance of enterprises, whether they
are state owned, publicly listed, or
privately held (but most of all publicly listed ones).
Under the indisputable need of
climate and environmental health,
social balance, and better governance, Lebanese private sector businesses are being offered a new double incentive: They have a chance
at gaining hard cash in form of investments or improved investability while they also would reinvent
themselves for ruddy economic
health by moving toward “green,”
or climate goal-compliant, projects
and practices and by adopting environmental, social, and governance
(ESG) standards.
The mental key to this sustainability migration of Lebanese en-

terprises is the “power of profit and
markets” that drives capitalist innovation, says Yara Daou, who is
attached to the Ministry of Environment (MoE) and represents (around
a few institutional corners) the United Nations’ Green Climate Fund
(GCF) in Lebanon as the national
technical coordinator for GCF readiness. To her, this power is stronger
than the function of government
policy in fostering economic behavior change, and thus able to play a
pivotal role in making the economy
more compliant and future-proof
after it emerges from the country’s
economic misery.
“At the end of this crisis, there
is going to be an opportunity to reconstruct and rebuild correctly, takexecutive-magazine.com

ing sustainable development and
green economic growth into consideration,” Daou enthuses about an
alleged building-back-better type
opportunity that is hidden in the
economic pain of Lebanon.
She explains that the GCF is the
globally largest fund dedicated to climate challenges and supports funding and technical readiness for projects that help countries to mitigate
climate impacts or adapt to them.
“[The GCF’s] main objective is to
mobilize climate finance flows toward
developing countries to address mitigation or reduction of emissions and
also to adaptations, so adapting to the
negative impacts of climate change,”
Daou tells Executive.
UNTAPPED POWER
“There are opportunities for Lebanon to tap into climate funds that
will help solve electricity, transport,
health and food security problems,”
she elaborates during a visit to the
magazines’ offices together with her
colleague Nay Karam, private sector
consultant for the GCF in Lebanon.
According to Daou and Karam,
the GCF framework can accommodate funding of projects in eight
eligible realms, including renewable
energy/energy efficiency, infrastructure, livelihoods, green buildings,
health, transport, forests, and ecosystems. “We are moving forward
from the classic sectorial approach
to encompass livelihoods and infrastructure, not just focus on energy and transport. We are trying to
promote more comprehensive and
integrative approaches to concepts,”
Karam explains.
The overall GCF framework
originated with commitments made
at time of the 2010 United Nations
Climate Change Conference in Cancun. The active work of the current
GCF representatives in Lebanon,
having commenced in 2021, has just

date for being an accredited GCF enentered the stage of building greater
tity in Lebanon with an existing track
awareness on climate finance among
record was the central bank and we
local businesses.
were hoping to work with the cen“We are currently engaging in
tral bank. Now is not the right time
dialog and we are constructing a
for [further talks on this level] but
database of potential private sector
if you install government procurestakeholders who might engage in
ment procedures as well as climate
such projects. Almost every business will be impacted sooner or later
proofing procedures at the central
by climate change. The idea that we
bank in order to avoid having to do
want the Lebanese private sector to
the checks at the scale of the project,
start examining is that if you engage
the biggest chunk of the problem [in
in climate change as private sector,
achieving GCF eligibility] has gone,”
it is not an environmental burden
Daou says, before voicing the expecor CSR or similar but really makes
tation that the alignment of banks
business sense,” Daou reiterates.
with climate finance standards could
For this purpose, a first GCF dibe returned to the sector’s agenda in
alog meeting with the private sector
context of an IMF agreement.
was organized in April in collaboration between the GCF team, agenSMALL, YET IMPACTFUL
cies under the USAID umbrella,
In other collaborations to date,
and consultancy Capital Concept,
local GCF efforts involved interthe founding CEO of which, Yasser
actions with civil society and acaAkkaoui, is also editor-in-chief of
demia. Universities and scholars
Executive. The kickoff dialog event was
“if you engage in climate
attended by ranking
change as private sector,
public figures such
as Nasser Yassin, the
[...] but really makes
minister of environbusiness sense.”
ment, and Charles
Arbid, the head of
the economic and social council
are to date the GCF team’s “biggest
of Lebanon (Ecosoc). Also present
resource” in Lebanon as they are
were agents of funding interests
strongly involved in seeking ways
and international financial instituout of the country’s misery, Daou
tions (IFIs) as well as the usual faces
explains, and civil society organizarepresenting private sector interest
tions (CSOs) and think tanks progroups and forward-thinking busivide insights in people’s needs and
ness organizations.
enact groundswell communication
According to Karam and Daou,
on the concepts and agenda of GCF.
the groundwork laid by the GCF
“We are relying on them the most for
team in conjunction with the Minthe country program, the plan that
istry of the Environment over the
we are drawing up and coordinating
past two years was anchored on the
at the MoE to submit to the GCF,”
role of the central bank of Lebanon,
Karam says.
Banque du Liban, as the natural
These productive ties notwithpartner in making all banks apply
standing, Daou and Karam concede
climate change criteria in their loan
that large-scale project with GCF
and financing procedures.
funding potential will not be flood“Before the crisis, the only candiing across the country in any great
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waves. As experiences from developing economies around the world
have shown, the processes of winning GCF funding are stuffed with
data requirements and preconditions that have established them as
the bureaucratic antithesis of intuitive. More specifically in the case of
Lebanon, the potential for large-scale
infrastructure projects with deep,
paradigm-shift producing impact, is
not large in a country of Lebanon’s
small size, and secondly, there is presently scarce interest of IFIs into being
involved with any project under auspices of the government of Lebanon.
Karam and Daou thus see projects
in the size of $10 to $15 million as the
most promising for the time being.
These projects could qualify for GCF
support and might also get GCF grant
funding for a notable percentage of the
project cost, in which case the percentage of grant-based co-finance by GCF
can be “high” since the risk appetite of
GCF is higher than that of other investors. “This window that is open now,
at time when banks and insurances are
GETTING THE BALL ROLLING
absent from risk market,” Karam says.
According to its official media
Another, more indirect but at
release, this project is “the first of its
the same time more tangible project
kind in the Middle East and North
for future-proofing Lebanese enterAfrica region.” Designed to support
prises relates to ESG certification. It
upwards of 100 Lebanese corporagoes by the name of Lebanon Envitions and small and medium enterronmental, Social and Governance
prises in adopting internationally
Stewardship
Program.
Like the GCF dialog with
There is scarce
the private sector, it was
interest of IFIs involved
launched with nice fanfare
and a modicum of pomp
with any project
and circumstance (if you
under auspices of the
enjoy Lebanese canapés)
government of Lebanon.
in spring of 2022.
Moreover, it again
brought together, for a launch event,
accepted environmental, social, and
the same future oriented players as
governance practices, it has a onethe earlier GCF dialog, namely Lebatarget for training and certifying
nese ministers (of economy and enviSMEs which is expected to make
ronment), agents of USAID, Akkaoui
them attractive to investors despite
of Capital Concept, and financing
the unfavorable risk perception of
and private sector luminaries, albeit
Lebanese ventures that, in the bestin the charming outdoor setting of
case scenario, will take years to imthe courtyard at Musee Sursock.
prove on a broad scale.
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As investor Romen Mathieu,
managing partner of Euromena
Funds and a speaker at the event,
confirms to Executive, ESG training and certification is gaining in
importance under global investment criteria but is an indirect
advantage for companies that seek
investors. “It is not directly correlated. A company that is ESG compliant to achieve financial returns
because shareholders and management are conscious of many things
and are organized,” says Mathieu
who came to the launch with the
self-chosen mission to challenge
IFIs in presence so that they would
establish a specific SME Lebanon
fund in a range of $20 to 40 million. “Let’s start with this to get the
ball rolling. They have the money
and we have the framework,” he
propositions as yet another viable
stepping stone towards economic
re-invigoration of the Lebanese private sector.
executive-magazine.com
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By Thomas Schellen

Putin’s aggression and its local impacts
war” might alter the region’s political circumstances and in the long
term even create new opportunities
for Lebanon. We bring you central
excerpts from the extensive conversation that was conducted in Executive’s offices one month after the invasion was first unleashed.

E

The relationships between smaller countries and their belligerent neighbors
The invasion of Ukraine by
Russia has shocked the world into
fears of nuclear war, famine, and
energy crises. With war ravaging
Ukraine and sending millions of
refugees into Eastern and Western
Europe and beyond, the conflict’s
immense global repercussions include new political and economic

impacts on Middle Eastern countries in general and Lebanon in
particular. Executive sat down with
Ihor Ostash, the ambassador of
Ukraine, to discuss relationships
between smaller countries and
their belligerent neighbors, assess
regional responses to the Russian
aggression and chart how “Putin’s

From the average person’s perspective,
the war between Russia and Ukraine came
as a tremendous shock. It reveals the fallacy, widely held by Europeans for almost 70
years, that a violent cross-border attack in
Europe was a sad but overcome reality in our
history. One month into the war, this shock is
still far from being digested and its unfolding traumas must be expected to impact
European and global perceptions for years
to come. But from international and regional
perspective in the Middle East and from the
vantage point of Executive as a publication
that advocates for political accountability,
free elections, peaceful development and
economic democracy in Lebanon, the war
between Russsia and Ukraine is also an
economically and politically highly relevant
topic. Mr. Ambassador, let us thank you
again for visiting the Executive offices and
say that the shock of the development is still
with us because we know that the impact of
conflict upon lives is incalculable.
Once, when I was a very young
politician after I became a member of
parliament in Ukraine in 1990, I visited a memorial in Washington where
I saw the inscription “Freedom is not
free” (on the Korean War Memorial;
editors). I was surprised about this
statement, which for me was very linguistic, because in 1991, Ukraine redeemed our independence without a
single shot. It was peaceful. But now,
I understand why freedom is not free
and now we pay a very high price for
[our freedom]. You said that this in63
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vasion was a surprise, as it was for all
of us, but we are already eight years
in this war. The war started in 2014,
not as real war but as one of [President Vladimir] Putin’s battles against
Ukraine. I cannot say that this is Putin’s war. It is not Putin’s war but it is
[the war by] Putin’s Russia.
(Ostash explains Russian attempts and Western mistakes in the
lead-up to the outbreak of the Crimean crisis in 2014).

E

How do you see the referendum in
which people in Crimea supposedly said
they wanted to return to the embrace of
mother Russia?
We have a saying in Ukraine that
with a lie you can cross the whole
world but you never will get back
home. [Lying] is a one-way [route].
Putin is a liar. All his explanation
of Crimea and Donbas is a total lie.
He alleged that it was a coup d’état
in Kiev, not a revolution of a million
people. But we had two elections after
this, in 2015 and 2019, and we had
different presidents. In Ukraine, in
the past 30 years, we had six different
presidents. In Russia, we had Yeltsin,
Putin, and Putin, and Medvedev. It is
an important issue in discussing democracy and autocracy.

E

How do you then comment on the DeNazification issue being raised by Mr. Putin?
It is a mythic claim. There are no
Nazis in Ukraine. Most Ukrainians
vote for centrist parties. All our presidents were not from the far right or
far left. [President Volodymyr] Zelenskyy even does not have political
background, which is impossible in a
country such as Russia. So concerning the referendum on Crimea: the
referendum was scheduled for May
2014 but it was done in March with
Kalashnikovs, with invasion, total
military control, and total fraud. Nobody knows how many people came
to vote but it was a very low percentage. It was like in Stalin’s time and not
about democracy.
64

E

fake is about Donbas. It started with
But do you concede that that there are
the same scenario as Crimea. ‘Green
some people in Crimea who would prefer
men’ [soldiers without insignia that
to be part of Russia?
Yes, of course. Crimea has a commight as well have been aliens from
plex situation of different nationMars] came to Ukraine. These green
alities. Historically for me it is very
men made the invasion, and at least
clear that Crimea belongs to the Crimean
“[...] with a lie you
Tatars who have a
long history and rich
can cross the whole
culture. The part [of
world but you never
the Crimean peninwill get back home.”
sula] that is next to
Ukraine is mostly
Ukrainian people. Russians came to
half of Donbas is now under Russian
Crimea only after the Russian-Turkcontrol. But the main fake [claim]
ish war and were guests in this teris that Ukrainians committed genoritory. But Russia deported Crimean
cide against Ukrainians in Donbas.
Tatars three times. Tsar Katharina
It is fake claim that Ukrainians killed
started this and the last [mass deUkrainians. It is unbelievable. The
portations took place] in 1944 when
Ukrainian government made an
they sent 300,000 Crimean Tatars
appeal to the International Court
to Kazakhstan, Eastern Siberia, and
of Justice two days after the begindifferent places in the Russian Fedning of the invasion and this appeal
eration. Upon independence in 1991,
is based on the convention against
the Ukrainian government declared
genocide. It was very important for
that we should take back [repatrius to show that this crazy fake is not
ate] all Crimean Tatars and this was
the truth, and functioned as trigger
an important democratic step by the
to start this war.
Ukrainian government. You have
this mix of Ukrainians, Crimean TaNow the war has been going on for
tars, and Russians and a majority, almore than a month, there are daily news
though not very clear one, is Russian.
of atrocities and the media are full of
And the Ukrainian parliament has
human interest stories of victims of the
now declared that Crimea in near fuUkrainian war. The UNHCR said at the
ture will be an autonomous republic.
end of March that there are more than
3.6 million refugees from Ukraine and in
total about ten million people, or almost
How would an autonomous Crimean
one fourth of the population has been
republic work in the context of Ukraine?
displaced. Every man in Ukraine who is not
Would it be comparable to the Kurdistan
too old or young is bearing weapons and
region under the autonomous regional
there has been an influx of volunteer fightgovernment (KRG) in Iraq or perhaps like
ers and mercenaries on the Ukrainian and
the Basque region in Spain?
the Russian side. What is you best-case
Crimea is a very organic part of
and what your worst-case scenario for
Ukraine and there is no comparison.
this invasion after one month of fighting?
This is because there is natural unity.
The situation is that without UkrainIt is a humanitarian catastrophe
ians, the Crimean [people] are not so
in Ukraine, and over ten million peogood, and vice versa. The relationple are now temporarily displaced
ship is very close despite the fact that
persons. Four million children are
the Crimean Tatars are Sunni and
displaced. Three and a half million
the Ukrainians are Greek Orthodox
Ukrainians are abroad. The infraand Melkites. Another very serious
structure of schools, universities,

E

E
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maternity hospitals has very seriously
been damaged. Over 5,000 apartment
buildings have been destroyed.

E

How much in percent of the approximate building stock is that?
It is not a very high percentage
but it is very serious damage because
the total cost is now over 600 million
dollars in damages. This is a very preliminary assessment. From my point
of view, we can thank Putin for some
very important things. First of all,
Ukrainians are united and consolidated to almost 100 percent. It does
not matter if they are Ukrainians that
speak Russian, or Polish, Hungarian
etcetera. We are one nation. It is today,
very rare to find a person who lives in
Ukraine and is Russian speaking or
Russian and does not hate Putin.

E

the greatness of the Russian army. In
Ukraine, Russia showed that there is
no Russian Army. They are very bad
[in terms of] being connected and
communication, have very bad supply
[lines], can fight only on major roads
and have no serious experience. They
clearly try to avoid direct confrontation and many are not motivated. We
have almost 1,000 young Russian soldiers that we have captured and put
into a camp that is set up according to
the Geneva Convention. The Ukrainians have shown how to fight against
such an army.

E

Twenty-five years after the initial
Orange Revolution in 1991 had been very
peaceful, Ukraine, as you are saying, has
reinforced the message that freedom
is not free with a high price of blood by
resisting the aggressions in Donbas and
Luhansk. How do you see the Russians as
people today?
From the beginning, it was my
opinion that this is Putin’s war. [I
thought that] once very serious sanctions are brought against Russia, peo-

Are you saying that the sense of unity
of the Ukrainian people has become
strong in ways that did not even exist at
any previous time in Ukrainian history?
Yes, absolutely. Also, suddenly,
the whole world has discovered this
Ukrainian nation which is
able to be very well organ“But over 70 percent
ized against an invasion by
of Russians say today
the second largest army in
the world. And it is a hethat Ukrainians are
roic nation, a nation of hetheir enemy. It is
roes. And they are fighting
unbelievable.”
to the end because of freedom and for their families
and land. So, it is very important that
ple will feel the pressure and [protest
this is the rebirth of the Ukrainian
against the invasion]. But then, in
nation and that we have one of the
monitoring Russian mass media, I
most professional armies.
was shocked by surveys that showed
60 percent, 70 percent of support
[for Mr. Putin]. When you hear inIt must have been an enormous rebuilt
terviews in Russian TV, even with
of security forces over just eight years
independent mass media, the ansince, as you mentioned earlier, President
swer from 70 percent or more will
Viktor Yanukovych had practically dismanbe “Putin is right.” [Putin’s] mestled the capacity of the Ukrainian military.
sage of “you should fight these NaThis [development of military
zis” is the message that is repeated
capacity] was not occasional. There
at least by one in two people. And
were eight years of war and many of
then, you understand that this is a
the military [were shifted] back and
zombie nation. There is this oneforth to Donbas as they were fighting
channel TV where every day there
there. Ukraine debunked the myth of

E

are these messages: ‘We are strong,
we fight against America, we fight
against NATO, and we have very serious enemies.’ Ukraine became enemy number one for Russia, despite
being the neighboring country with
almost the same religion.

E

Weren’t they saying on both sides for a
long time that this is our brother nation?
Yes. But over 70 percent of Russians say today that Ukrainians are
their enemy. It is unbelievable. From
this, I discovered that I was wrong. It
is not Putin’s war. I came to say this
is Putin’s Russia, it is a zombie nation
with an authoritarian leader, who is
Hitler number two. [When Russia]
went to fight against Ukraine, a Slavic
nation with thousand years of shared history and culture, and when Putin is talking about Nazis, you should understand
that the number one Nazi in the world
today is Putin. He made a clear claim
even before the war, saying ‘Ukraine is a
failed state, there is no Ukrainian nation
and no Ukrainian language. We are one
nation.’ This means that his main goal is
to clear away the Ukrainian nation, this
is real genocide.

E

If we turn to the situation in Lebanon
with relation to Ukraine, 80 percent of the
Lebanese present at our Executive editorial meeting this week agreed that the
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our fight for independence, to have
relationship between Russia and Ukraine
our own Ukrainian state. During the
was parallel to the relationship between
300 years, [use of] Ukrainian lanLebanon and Syria in the past. The experiguage for publishing was forbidden,
ence of Lebanon was the same as that
and all this time Russians were saying
of Ukraine and Russia, they said, with
that they were our big brothers. But tomany Syrians in their perception opining
day things look a bit different. Ukraine
that Lebanon is not really an independent
showed this experience of democracy
nation but should come back to greater
– we started a new style democracy
Syria. What do you see as the best way
and now understand what it means to
for negotiating in such a relationship,
have democracy and all Ukrainians are
when one country is much larger, far more
now fighting for democracy. It is about
populous and militarily better endowed
values and about our lives. We cannot
than you as their neighbor? How can you
come back to this Soviet Union. Russia
assert independence against a neighbor
today is a clear [mirror image] of the
who thinks you are his junior appendage?
Soviet Union, with Gulags and camps,
How do you deal with big brother?
etcetera. It means the younger brother
You [in Lebanon] are lucky that
has become much more progressive,
you at least speak one language;
much closer to European values and
there is no danger that you will be
this was one of the major triggers for
forced to speak the Syriac language.
Putin. He tries to tell Russians, ‘we are
Our Ukrainian-Russian coexistence
a great country, we are the best counstarted many centuries in the past,
try’. But Ukraine is next door to Russia
when Russia was [the Grand Duchy
and it has real freedom of expression
of] Moscow and Kiev was what was
and many possibilities of travel and of
called the Kievan Rus’. In the 17th
exchange with global life.
century, then there were very serious
battles between on one side the Moscow army – because Russia came into
Do you think Putin could bring Gulags, the
existence from 1721 when [Tsar] PeSoviet era “corrective labor camps” and
ter I issued the decree to introduce a
forced mass internments, back in Russia?
new name, of the Russian empire [as
[This danger] is very close. It is a
successor to the Tsardom of Russia].
very serious signal for me when they
Before that we called Moscow the
took part of Mariupol that they sent
Cossack state, because it was a state
20,000 or 30,000 Ukrainians and
with very democratic
rules and the hetman in
“Russia today is a
Cossack Ukraine was an
clear [mirror image]
elected man. Tsar Peter I
was very aggressive and
of the Soviet Union,
killed many Ukrainians
with Gulags and
before and after a key
camps, etcetera.”
battle in Politava that involved a famous Ukrainian, Ivan Mazepa. There are stories of
forced them to go to Russia. Now
Mazepa that relate to Cesar Debbas.
they are trying to make some camps
The following 300 years was what
for these people, because the majority
we call the time of ruin. We regained
of these people want to come back to
our independence in 1918 but after
Ukraine. For Putin, it is no problem to
three years became part of the Soviet
make one more Gulag.
Union after another, communist Russian, invasion. In 1991, again we deThat would mean we are talking about
clared independence. It is a very long
totalitarianism and state terrorism.
story of battles and I can say it was
Absolutely, it is a terrorist [path].

E

E

66

E

We have now seen one month of war
and Lebanese fears over food and energy
supplies have been exacerbated by the
Ukrainian war. What do you hear from
Lebanese people when they talk to you?
What comments did you get at the embassy
from the Lebanese people, outside of the
political responses?
In the first days of this war, I received a lot of messages at the embassy,
from ordinary people. They wrote that
they would like to help Ukraine, would
like to fight for Ukraine – but this is a
very delicate matter. Then, we started
to collect humanitarian aid, and a
lot of ordinary people gave us boxes.
I then asked our friends, [Lebanese
people and businesses with relations
to Ukraine], to support Ukraine. The
embassy now looks like a [warehouse].
We already sent one shipment by plane
via Poland into Ukraine, ten tons.

E

Ten tons in aid were collected by the
people here and delivered to the embassy
and shipped from Lebanon to Ukraine?
Yes. (Cites donations of foodstuff
from several Lebanese producers.) I
was proud when I received boxes with
hummus. This is given with great love,
I said, because the best of Lebanon,
hummus and moutabbal, duck meat
and pasta, is given to Ukraine. I can
now say this about Lebanon what I
call ‘To Ukraine with love’. You understand that I was surprised because they
brought the best. It is really amazing,
and I would like to express great gratitude. Ukraine is a very serious supplier
of food to Lebanon, 60 to 70 percent of
sunflower oil is coming from Ukraine,
the same with wheat and flour. Currently there is a shortage of Ukrainian
products; [however] I understand that
when war will stop, our seaports will
be open and the first ships will sail to
the Mediterranean, Lebanon will be
one of the first [destinations].
And take a look, there are 1,175
students from Lebanon in Ukraine.
When the war started, they were mostly in Kharkiv. Even Kherson, Dnejpro,
etcetera. I received many messages that
executive-magazine.com

these young Lebanese were sheltering
underground, in metro [stations] in a
situation that you cannot imagine. They
spent a week or two underground and
then we organized a special operation
to take them to Kyiv and from Kyiv to
Bucharest and Warsaw, Lebanon and
Ukraine worked together on that.
(Refers to Russian shelling forcing
students to shelter in subway stations
and quotes recent Russian propaganda
offering stipendiums to resume their
education in Russia to Lebanese students displaced from Ukraine.) But
my point on that is very simple: I am
not sure that Russian universities will
now be recognized in other European
countries, for example. But [this issue] is about moral [behavior], and I
said the war will be over one day and
we will try to help young Lebanese.
We will find some partners, Europeans, and will find scholarships for
them, etcetera. We will find a solution
for this problem. It is about the moral
image of the people, of the country.

E

So you feel that morally, Ukraine will
commit to helping those students who
were hit by the war, and Ukraine will
make sure that they can continue their
education in Ukraine with the Ukrainian
government’s support?
Yes, of course. It should be a special cooperation. I don’t know but
perhaps we can talk about a special
fund for that, etcetera.

E

Lebanese have for many years gone
to study in Ukraine, right? Lebanese students going to Ukraine is not something
that happened just for the past five or
ten years.
It started in the late seventies
and the lowest estimate is that it was
around 12,000 Lebanese students, but
the real number looks to be higher.
And I also like the fact that 40 to 50
percent of Lebanese students have
married Ukrainians. I can say that
there are at least 5,000 [binational
Ukrainian and Lebanese] families,
1,000 in Ukraine and around 4,000 in

Lebanon. In each and every village in
Lebanon you can find an architect or
medical professional who studied in
Ukraine. Also in construction. There
is a long story and many connections
between Lebanon and Ukraine. And
in these days, these very good doctors
and architects try to support Ukraine
and some of the doctors are going to
Ukraine, as well as other volunteers
[from Lebanon].

E It appears that there is no public sector

it mean? Maybe I am wrong but in
the final result, the small Lebanese
country looks as the most influential
country for this purpose [of making a
joint statement] when there were several positions on the table.

E

Talking about Russian-Ukrainian negotiations, several countries in the Middle
East, beginning with Turkey, seem to have
found a place as intermediaries. From the
Mediterranean axis, where we have many
confrontations and tensions, suddenly seems
to emerge the idea that this region is a good
place to negotiate between the two warring
parties of Ukraine and Russia in Europe.
How do you see the role of the Middle East in
relation to the European conflict?
Turkey is a country that is very
important for Ukraine with relation
to the dossier of the Crimean Tatars,
because many Crimean Tatars now
live in Turkey. Turkey played very
important role in Crimean history,
helped us to free some Crimean Tatars who were under arrest in Russia.
Due to Turkish influence, they came

and governmental capacity in Lebanon for
bringing humanitarian support to Ukraine
at this time. Is there something specific on
the interpersonal level that the Lebanese
can do for Ukraine?
During the time of the Beirut
Blast, in August 2020, and August 4
is my own birthday, many binational
families moved to Ukraine. After the
start of the war, they have moved back
to Beirut. This means it is one house,
one family. For me, as ambassador, I
feel that there is such a deep interconnection between the two nations. You
mentioned that there
is no government
“In each and every
capacity for Lebavillage in Lebanon you
non to help Ukraine,
but, my friend, when
can find an architect or
Lebanon as a state
medical professional who
declared and the
studied in Ukraine.”
Lebanese
government condemned the
Russian aggression, it brought tears
free and many of them are my friends
to my eyes, because I never expected
by the way. Turkey was already part of
this and that it will be such a strong
this intermediation process between
wording.
Ukraine and Russia, and we are also
After the Lebanese statement,
thankful to Turkey for the Bayraktar
which was the first statement in the
[drone] the special weapons that we
Arab bloc with such wording, conbought from Turkey two years ago.
demning the Russian aggression, the
Lebanese government decided upon
Do you expect quick results from negoa coordinated decision on voting
tiations between Ukraine and Russia?
in UN with the Arab League. I was
There are different scenarios. If
worried at the time and the expectawe are talking about the possibiltion was tragic for me. But when the
ity of finding some solution, it will
decision was to [adopt the Lebanese
be not easy. From one side, the Ruswording], by almost all Arab counsian side, there is only one decision
tries, except for Morocco, Algeria,
maker. That means it is easy to sign
and UAE, it was major. What does
everything from the Russian side. On

E
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the Ukrainian side, we have a democratic country and some procedures
in parliament and the constitution.
Russia is demanding things from the
Ukrainian side that are [involving]
the constitution, for example, a neutral status. This is a demand that requires amending the Ukrainian constitution. This means the procedures
will require at least two sessions that
will take at least half a year, or even
more. There are some democratic
procedures which [President] Zelensky
cannot guarantee [the outcome of] and
this might even help him to negotiate.

E

In principle, the concept of neutrality
for Ukraine could be agreed to?
If it involves the withdrawal of
Russia from our territory, we can
agree on such a status. Russia’s conditions – to recognize Crimea and
Donbas, demilitarize and De-Nazification etcetera – are many and very
tough. But the Ukrainian position
is our territorial integrity, including
Crimea and Donbas, and the neutral
status. This is our main principle. But

what does the so-called neutral status
mean for us? In 1994, the Budapest
memorandum [on security assurances for Ukraine, Belorussia and
Kazakhstan] was actually about the
same [issue], the security of Ukraine
with five guarantor [states]. But this
memorandum failed and such a situation cannot be repeated one more
time. We can talk about guarantees.
But with a very strong legal wording
of [legal obligations].
Countries like France, Germany,
Britain, the United States, and Turkey are ready to be part of this process. However, if we are talking about
these guarantees, the bilateral discussion becomes a multi-lateral one, and
each player can influence the process.
For us, this may be very good because
we have one more possibility to be
protected. You understand. But there
is a chance that the negotiations will
take a very long time, because of their
multi-lateral nature.

E

From what you are saying and what I
see happening in Europe it looks like the

situation today could bring a new spark of
greater cohesion and unity to the project
of European unity which has for years
seemed to move day-by-day politically
and economically, rather than advance
strategically to a stronger union in constitutional, and security terms. Would you
agree to this view?
Yes. If we are discussing the neutral status, for Russia, this should be a
non-NATO status but Ukraine is now
talking about a new umbrella of security for Ukraine, involving the mentioned five countries. For me, it is very
clear that Ukraine will, after the war,
become one of the Eastern European
leaders which very seriously will influence security and I do not exclude
that Ukraine will try to establish a new
body around the situation. We already
have this triangle of Poland, Great
Britain, and Ukraine which will be a
base for this new configuration.

E

That would be a security alliance and
umbrella for Central and Eastern Europe?
It will be centered in Central and
Eastern Europe but with Great Britain.
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So if Ukraine now were to become the
linchpin of European security, couldn’t this
mean that the future of Europe, which has
struggled for 60 years with the concept of
its own security alliance, will be reshaped
in a way that Putin’s Russia never was
gambling on?
Absolutely. And Ukraine will be a
very important part of reshaped European security in this case. From this
point of view, I can say – speaking as
a politician, not a diplomat – that Putin’s [descent] has started. The era of
Putin is ending and this [invasion of
Ukraine] is the beginning of the end.
For me, it is now the question of how
long he will stay in power in [Russia],
which is a zombie country from which
already all brains have left, all opposition has been killed, and all oligarchs
are also out[side] of the country and
lost everything. It is a question of time
how long Putin will last.
Right after Putin, there will be
another possibility to rethink the
situation with the Ukrainian territory
and integrity. In this case, we will still
seek very strong support from Western countries, from Europe and our
partners, and there will be another
chance to talk about Crimea, with
what I call the Russia after Putin. And
this relates to your earlier questions
about Lebanon and Ukraine [refers
to importance of Helsinki Process
as process that facilitated trade and
security for big and small countries
since latter days of Cold War]. The list
of Russia’s external pursuits of power
and influence is very long, including
Syria. Helsinki was a very good international security configuration but
Russia made every effort to destroy
this process, which albeit imperfect,
allowed small and big countries to
coexist in a type of peace and find
peaceful solutions for many types of
problems. But we now should try to
make a new solution.
I mentioned in my press conference [to Beirut media shortly after
the start of the Russian invasion]
that the Middle East will play a much

more important role after this war. It
and restaurants and these exports
is my prognosis that Europe now will
went up. The second top export
make a turn to the Middle East, the
after tobacco for shisha was humfirst sign of which was the Germanmus. There was significant increase
Qatar linkage and German-Saudi neof Lebanese restaurants in Ukraine
gotiations on energy. When Europe
that buy canned food such as humis getting closer to the Middle East
mus and moutabbal from Lebanon.
economically, the second echelon will
Also, in restaurants that especially
be political. Europe will now play a
serve fusion foods, hummus was a
different role in the Syrian conflict,
top ingredient. But the Ukrainians
which means that Russia will be very
are very smart, they started to help
weak. Russia was main intermediator
Lebanese to make hummus. And
between Syria and the Western world,
then there is avocado. Ukrainians
and the resolution will be reshaped
like avocados very much and in the
with more powerful influences of Eupast two years, we bought a lot of
ropean countries. For Lebanon in this
avocados from Lebanon.
situation a serious chance will open
up with regard to Mediterranean gas
E What is the embassy doing most right
and oil – upon one single condition:
now? Other than talking to Executive
throw out Russia and make a Europemagazine, what keeps you busy every day?
an consortium for Lebanon [offshore
Every day the number one [activoil and gas]. This will be a rebirth of
ity] is the hybrid war, the information
Lebanon in modern
energy policy.
[...] throw out Russia
To add another reand make a European
mark about Lebanon
consortium for Lebanon
and Ukraine, Lebanon
[offshore oil and gas]. This
has suffered a lot from
neighboring countries
will be a rebirth of Lebanon
and Ukraine has sufin modern energy policy.
fered a lot. But now
there is a new chance
for Ukrainian-Lebanese relations and
war. We should fight from the morntrade relations beyond commodities
ing to the end of the day because it is
such as wheat, oil, and steel that was
unbelievable [what you see written in
the top Ukrainian export to Lebanon
Russian embassy statements and Rusbefore 2014.
sian mass media]. [Recently] there
was an international marathon in
support of Ukraine and it was broadE One of the large economic problems
cast on LBC, two hours live from
of Lebanon has historically been the
Warsaw. We worked on that and it
massively negative trade balances. Could
was a very good result for us to see
Lebanese exports of goods, such as
that this was covered live for the first
agro and agro-industrial products, but
time in the Arab world by Al Jazeera
especially services, such as IT and digital
and LBC. We also help Ukrainianeconomy services, grow in a post-war
Lebanese families who recently arscenario?
rived from Ukraine and sought refSteel and food are important but
uge in Lebanon. They are, of course,
the future is for new IT technoloin turbulence now. They come to the
gies. When I checked Lebanese exembassy and need help with food and
ports to Ukraine, in the first place
services such as payments related to
was – tobacco for shisha. Ukraine
their homes and possessions that they
suddenly became shisha country,
left in Ukraine.
due to Lebanon. Everybody in cafes
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To stay and to expand
A discussion about the American University of Beirut
While the attention of economic
actors, policy-makers, civil society
activists, most analysts, and international advisors has been, firmly
and necessarily, on the vast repercussions of the Lebanese currency
crash, inflation, failure to implement
state and structural reforms, and
counter the rising tides of inequality, unemployment, domestic violence, hunger, and other base-level wants, the strongest and most
future-proof assets of Lebanon are
intangible and difficult to quantify:
human and social capital. These
assets, however, are tied in with
factors of mental health, culture,
familial, communal, and societal
cohesion that are under constant
pressure in the crisis of everything. Education, and specifically,
tertiary education and a life-long
learning culture, are critical to the
preservation, new initiation, and
sustainable development of human
capital in Lebanon after the immediate economic and social crisis.
To understand how the top tier of
the education system seeks to ward
off further deterioration of the human capital stock and initiate new
developments in providing affordable educational excellence, Executive converses with the president of
the American University of Beirut,
Fadlo Khouri.

E

When I walked onto campus toward
College Hall, I asked a random person of
student age what he would ask the president of AUB if he could ask one question.
His answer was: “there is nothing that I
would need to ask.” One could surmise
from this that either everything at AUB
70

is good beyond question or that students
have other concerns keeping them
occupied and, therefore, have nothing
to ask from the university’s president.
Which one is it?
I think it is not so much that everything is good but that we are in
touch with the students and our community. I had eight town halls with
students, faculty, and staff over a twoweek period. Today I met for an hour
with third-year medical students. I
think they feel that we are talking to
them and that we are clear. But to say
that everything is good in Lebanon –
or anywhere frankly – would be an
overreach, it would mean that we are
in Lala-land.

E

In terms of Lebanon today, do you see
AUB as more of an island than it always was, an island of academic bliss
beyond everything that is happening in
the country?
Yes, and no. When I gave my
inauguration speech now six-and-ahalf years ago, I talked about AUB not
erecting barriers with the rest of the
country, about being more permeable, and reaching out more. We have
kept that pledge and really reached
out more, and this is to the credit of
the community. They have been engaged socially and have been engaged
from a health perspective, intellectually, and politically. At the same time,
especially after we reopened on October 1 [of 2021], we have been able
to provide people with a moment of
peace, reflection, and a green island
of sanity in a country where people
for the last three years have felt an
enormous amount of pressure and
very little support.

E

Many people today have a big question
mark about the expansion of AUB. They
either worry that AUB might migrate out of
Lebanon or worry that you might become
unaffordable for Lebanese students.
To the best of my knowledge, when AUB
celebrated its 150th anniversary back
in 2016 and launched the “Boldly AUB”
fundraising campaign, there was no talk of
expansion. But by mid-2019, the university
had evidently developed a strategy for
expansion and was discussing publicly
with the city of Paphos on the west side of
Cyprus about developing a campus there.
What happened between 2016 and 2019 in
terms of determining your strategy? Were
you somehow prescient or clairvoyant
about the currency crash?
No, I wish we had more earlier
indications about the collapse of the
currency. But we could see just from
the increased need for financial assistance of our students, and also some
of our staff who were [increasingly]
needy, that the country by 2018 was
deteriorating economically. This became clear to me in late 2018 when
executive-magazine.com

the president of Saint Joseph [University] and I [were comparing notes].
Both of us were recognizing increased
requests for financial aid and support.
Actually though, that [recognition of
the economic deterioration] has nothing to do with the strategy for expanding abroad. The financial crisis may
have accelerated it but it didn’t give us
the idea and didn’t drive it.
We talked in January 2016 about
the fact that AUB’s battle was not
just about being more excellent, but
whether we would become more economically or intellectually elite. To be
more intellectually elite, we needed
to expand our horizons and reach [a
larger number of] bright people who
deserved an AUB education. Part of
this was twin or satellite campuses
abroad and more of a broad band of
online activities and collaborations.
And as beautiful as the campus is, it is
limited in space. So as far back as late
December 2016, we were already exploring sites [for expansion]; I spent
between Christmas and New Year in
Oman to explore that possibility.
The reason why we became more
overt in 2019 was that the board –
having passed the campus master
plan so that people knew that we
were going to concentrate on what I
call the mothership, the campus here
in Beirut – we started to [work on]
a strategic plan through 2030. One
of the key goals of that was to become
more diverse, not just with regard to
our offerings to students from across
the economic spectrum, but targeting
to have one third to 40 percent of our
students being international by 2030.
We were planning to extend our reach
in recognizing both our physical limit
– for our campus we had projections to
get to 12,000 students by 2030 but it was
clear by 2019 when we had 9,400 students, we were jam-packed on campus
– but also find ways on how we could
attract students and achieve greater balance. We increasingly recognized that
there was a tremendous interest from
students and parents in getting an AUB

education, but there was a ceiling to the
number of parents who were willing to
send their kids to Lebanon.

E

the lowest it had been in more than
a decade, at three percent. We also
tried to be deliberate in the graduate programs and the professional
programs, so, we were slowly growing the undergraduate program over
the four years before things started to
deteriorate here in the country. In total numbers, we grew at less than one
thousand students over those four
years, and much of that growth was
in the Masters and PhD Programs.
We slightly increased the medical
program by about 10 students per
year – between five and ten on average. And we slowly added to selective
undergraduate programs, like industrial engineering, which is our most

Was there a regional politics component to
AUB’s impression that there already pre-2018
was a reticence of parents in some Arab
countries to send their children to Beirut?
No question. A reticence of not
just some Arab countries that had
long relied on AUB to educate its
leaders, but if we are candid, also
reticence among Americans, some
European countries, such that, even
though we had students from 96 different countries at the beginning of
2019, we were seeing that we hit a
plateau. We were reaching out and
people were excited to
come here but there was
“[...] there was a ceiling
always the question: is
to the number of parents
Lebanon safe? We believe to this day that this
who were willing to send
concern is somewhat extheir kids to Lebanon.”
aggerated. However, that
impression that it is not
safe and not stable enough, exists, if we
in-demand undergraduate program,
are honest, among parents, even among
psychology, and other areas. Now,
the Lebanese, Palestinian, Syrian, Jorgiven the number of people who left,
danian, Iraqi diaspora and this is an
especially as a consequence of August
impediment to our bringing in enough
4 [2020 Beirut Port explosion], we are
students to the university system.
about at the same size of students and
staff that we were at in 2011. We are
REVISING GROWTH TARGETS
down to about 8,000 students. Faculty and staff have similarly receded.
[This reflects] how people started to
You mentioned a target of 12,000 stuleave Lebanon in 2019 in a move that
dents for 2030. How much was your annual
was accelerating in 2020 and now
rate of growth on the historic trajectory of
continues, with no obvious political
the last 20 or 30 years?
and economic solution in sight.
By the end of the civil war, AUB
had downsized to 3,500 - 4,000 students, which some would argue was
So, after you had been managing your
just below the natural capacity of this
growth strategically over decades, 2020
campus. The campus can probably
and 2021 were both regressive in terms of
handle five to six thousand comfortAUB’s total numbers?
ably. The previous administration, of
Summer and fall 2020 was by
President Peter Dorman, increased
far the worst. Remember, the explo[student numbers] at a rate between
sion happened one month before we
2008 and 2015 that was far more asbring students in, so in addition to
sertive than what we did [afterwards].
a dramatic decline in the number of
We slowed down the growth [in the
incoming students, by almost 900, we
number of] undergraduates and lowlost almost 400 continuing students.
ered the annual tuition increase to
2021 was a much better year for us.

E
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We lost very few continuing students.
The number of students who came
in, without any drop in [admission]
standards, rose by almost 500. So, we
made up half the difference of what
we lost [in the previous year]. Also,
this year looks like a very good crop.
We will know for sure in August and
September, once people figure out
what they want to do, [and] what they
can pay, but more importantly what
shape the country is in.

E If we take the strategic growth compo-

intensive lectures a week and your
output is exams only, does not play
to the broad strength that we have,
[which is] that our student body and
faculty go out and make a difference
in Lebanon and beyond. We want to
integrate experiential learning, online learning, and didactic classroom
learning into a more evolved form of
what we are offering.
A CALL TO EXCELLENCE
IN ACADEMICS, TEACHING,
AND SERVICE

nent of the plan until 2030, including the
future expansions in Paphos and another
Certainly, the question over the future
location, what total number in your stuof education in Lebanon is more than the
dent body do you aim at and how many of
question how things will develop after the
them would be Lebanese and study on the
current crisis and how much AUB will be
Beirut parent campus?
charging in tuition in years to come. In
your view of AUB as a hub of education
Our target [to launch everything]
and center of excellence in the Middle
may have shifted closer to 2033, since
East, will you still hope to educate all the
we are now building a physical campus in Cyprus. Ideally, by 2033, we
elites, the corporate heads, and the lead[are projecting] to have 7,500 to no
ers from all over the region, or where will
more than 8,000 students here, at
your main impact be?
least 2,000 students in Cyprus and
One thing I am very proud of is
potentially 2,000 or more students at
that over the last seven years we have
a third location, whether
Dubai or elsewhere. Plus,
“[...] the hope is by
one of our key goals now
2033 we will have two
is to substantially increase
our online learners where
to three times as many
the hope is that by 2033 we
online learners as we
will have two to three times
do resident students.”
as many online learners as
we do resident students.
With this, we could have another 25
almost quadrupled the number of
to 30 thousand that are exclusively
people who come to AUB and have a
online. These are not all degrees, they
fully free education, including some
are diplomas, certificates, micro-cresupport for room and board. We were
dentials, there may be seniors or teens
less than 450 [fully supported stuwho are taking courses – and some of
dents] and are up to close to 1,800.
them for free – who are learning from
We always want to educate people,
AUB or joining the AUB community.
support people to come here, and
transform into future leaders. But
higher education is more than four
Did the pandemic experience boost your
years of college or medical school or
strategy component of expanding AUB’s
a masters at university or five years
online presence?
of PhD. It is also about the fact that
It did. From our perspective, we
most of us are now interested in bewere already seeing signs, shortly afing life-long learners, whether online
ter I arrived, that the concept that you
or in person.
go to school and attend three or two

E

E
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If we are talking about leaders,
leaders are born and made. Some
come here early in life and others may
join a program that will culminate in
an intensive experience on campus or
[by] interacting with others. So, if you
are asking me if AUB will continue to
educate the leaders of the region, I certainly hope so. I do hope we play a role
in lifting the quality of higher education across Lebanon and the region.

E

Do I understand from this that you
would reject the notion that the university
would have a few students as fig leaves of
need while actually practicing a paradigm
of meritocracy in the sense of philosopher
and political ethicist Michael Sandel and
his critique of universities creating a “tyranny of merit” in the top-heavy society of
new entitlements of the powerful and rich?
It is not what we are seeking. One
of the things that you can argue that
AUB has been too successful at, is
creating wealth. That great universities do very well in creating wealth
[but] does that wealth reduce disparities and lead to more societal balance? So far, the answer is no. I am a
scientist and have to talk about what
I observe. I am not against the creation of wealth, far from it, but in the
region, not just Lebanon but Syria,
Jordan, Iraq, Palestine – what are the
countries that can say they are better off than they were 20 or 30 years
ago? It is very hard to make that
case for the countries of the Levant
and much of the region over the last
three, four decades.
The fact that we, as AUB, provide
such a disproportionate amount of
Lebanon’s high-impact publications
and citations speaks to an imbalance
not just in society but in higher education. There are two ways of looking
at this. From a selfish perspective, I
could say it is good that we are that
much better than the others, but in
the long term this is bad, because it
means that the education sector as
a whole is unbalanced and unstable.
Competition is good for individuals
executive-magazine.com

graduate students unless it is to their
own benefit. They give the course, but
nothing more. Or they don’t serve the
community. The message has to be
very clear from all of us in leadership,
and from the board, that we expect
excellence in scholarship but not at
the cost of teaching or service.
[Under increasing pressure of
commercializing research such as
advanced gene editing,] ethics are
under-emphasized. This is one reason why under the provost leadership
we finally revised our general education curriculum, which everyone has
to take. There is an ethics component
right upfront now. We want the students to understand the implications
of their actions.
and universities, and that is why we
cooperate very closely especially with
Saint Joseph, LAU, and others, increasingly with Beirut Arab University and Lebanese University, to try to
lift up the sector. The sector needs to
be focused not just on the individual
but also on society.

“Ethical choices
that seemed more
straightforward
15 or 25 years ago,
are more complex now”

E

munity that it is not about the number of papers or how many medals
you get but if you are asking beneficial questions to science, to mankind.
The question is: does excellence in
scholarship come at the detriment of
teaching and service? In my opinion,
it should not.

If I take this issue to the level of what
choices academics, whose reputation and
standing in life increasingly depends on
being peer-reviewed and published, have
and how they are chosen as faculty members by universities, would you seek to
steer against being more ivory tower and
research than teaching and interacting
with students and society? If you were, for
example, the governor of world education
in an Orwellian sense, would you say that
faculty members of universities should be
chosen not on basis of citations and peer
reviewed studies that they churn out on
annual terms but on how much society
benefits from them?
First, I have to thank you for this
idea for my next job. Governor of
global higher education for the world
could be an attractive job. The bottom
line is that we reinstituted tenure because we wanted to be clear with the
faculty and the board and the com-

E Does it?

I think we are doing a good job in
preventing this. To be promoted [at
AUB] with or without tenure, your
scholarship is one of the ifs, not the
most important leg of the tripod, but
if your teaching and service are deficient, you will not be tenured, you
will not be promoted.
You have to be a gifted and generous teacher, I have seen faculty over
the years, here and at my previous institutions, who are gifted but ungenerous teachers. They will not take on

E

Does this focus on ethical components
also include the increased teaching
of ESG standards?
Ethical components such as environmental, social, and governance standards are likely to be more
manifest in the professional schools,
business, and engineering. There is
an ethics component [to the general
education curriculum] but that is
not quite ESG. But yes, those components will be added in the professional schools. And they are going to
be more necessary because the questions are harder. Ethical choices that
seemed more straight forward 15 or
25 years ago, are more complex now.

THE COST OF IT ALL

E

At this point I need to ask you about
tuition and what the future is for those
families that stay and include students
that are right now enrolled or who still
want to enroll their children at AUB and
wonder how they can pay. The perception
is that from next year there will be more
hard currency payment that is required
and that will put people under stress. How
do you manage this scenario?
It is a fair question and everyone
asks it. In the bottom line, it starts
with the basic tenet that we are ex73

February - April 2022

ECONOMICS & POLICY
Q&A

E You were saying that you estimate 50
tremely motivated for students to
come here and [complete their eduto 60 percent of the student population to
cation], once they are here. In the
benefit from income that is generated outuniversity, much of the way in which
side of Lebanon. How did you assess this?
we retain our self-respect and get
We have this based on a number
up in the morning with enthusiasm
of data, travel, revenues, and stateto do good, is by taking in students,
ments. What we have asked our stuinculcating them in the unique exdents, and we have been very transperience of this particular university,
parent, but insisted on transparency
and graduating them better off than
in return, was ‘will you be eligible
where they were when they started.
for more support? We will help you
[Being] by some measure the
to finish but you have to tell us the
premiere university in this particular
truth. Not telling the truth now will
region, we have a very diverse stuhave consequences. If you misrepdent population. Some are students
resent the data when you apply for
of whom both parents, whether they
this financial aid, 40 to 100 percent,
are Lebanese, Palestinian, or Syrian,
that could come at a cost of not just
are earning their revenues here and have
“We lost $134.4 million
no access to their inin the two last years, and
come. We are not asking those people to go
we are not a wealthy
and knock off a bank,
university. We can’t keep
and it would be useless
burning cash.”
anyway because I suspect that the banks are
mostly empty. Yet, we estimate that
finishing and getting your degree but
between 50 and 60 percent of our stueven having a transcript released to
dents have parents or guardians who
transfer.’
are abroad and earning hard currenIn a country that has zero transcy, and have for the last few years have
parency and accountability in govbeen paying a fee that is not closely
ernment circles, we have to be transappropriate to the quality of educaparent and accountable. And we have
tion that they get.
to be precise. We believe in our comWe lost $134.4 million in the two
munity and believe that the vast malast years, and we are not a wealthy
jority of people will tell the truth and
university. We can’t keep burning
not risk their education [by giving
cash. We reconcile it by saying that
false statements about their financial
over the next two to three years we
situation]. Even if more people will
will [need to gradually achieve] 100
need more financial aid, we are willpercent dollar-based tuition. To coning to go further into the red. But,
tinue, we need those who can pay, pay
and this is what our students also
in full. And yet, if people are from this
asked for overwhelmingly, [our decisociety and their parents or guardians
sion is] to not provide financial suphave net income under $100,000 and
port across the board but give it to the
live and work here, then they will
people who really need it. We even
have a subsidy for the next two years
had people step up and say ‘we are
and more and more financial aid. Our
not going to apply for financial aid.
goal is to increase financial aid so that
I am going to explain to my parents
we are more inclusive but to put more
why they should pay in full.’
responsibility on those who earn their
revenues abroad. Because this is only
E Will the existence of a twin university
fair and just.
structure between Paphos and Beirut
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make it possible for students to switch
between campuses at the same price or
will there be a price differential?
The idea is that by 2025 we will
have a common price across all the
campuses. We don’t want there to be
AUB A and AUB A Prime. We hope
that, at that point, students will be
able to rotate, preferably not alone
but as groups. We are optimistic that
working with the mayor of Paphos
and the government of Cyprus [will
facilitate the establishment of links
between] the airports in Paphos and
here in Beirut and there will be able
to have low-cost direct flights.
There is further an understated
opportunity that we will be a fully
European university within a year or
two, and we can apply for EU grants
and do exchange of scholars not just
here with ourselves but with top European universities as well as top
American universities. I believe this
is very important for Lebanon and
not just for AUB, because I have long
said that Lebanon is a vital interest
for Europe not just for the refugee
issue. As Tunisia is back in trouble,
Lebanon, for all its chaos, is the only
inclusive democracy in the region.
Israel is not an inclusive democracy.
It is inclusive if you are a certain religion or ethnicity. In this, there is a
vested interest for Europe in the success of the Lebanese project.

E

It has historically not always been
easy to attract top qualified faculty to
AUB because of competition by cash-rich
universities elsewhere and because of the
exaggerated risk perception of living in
Beirut that you mentioned earlier in this
conversation. In addition to such barriers,
there has been a brain drain of faculty
in the crisis. Will it be easier to find and
attract rare academic talent to AUB after
the expansion to Cyprus? Would that mean
that Cyprus will be one tier above in terms
of quality of faculty?
As difficult as things are here,
we have retained the overwhelming
majority of the top tier of the faculty.
executive-magazine.com

Between those who stayed and those
who have gone and come back from
their leaves and decided to stay, I
would say we have retained between 80
and 83 percent of our academic superstars and stars. That is not to say that we
haven’t lost excellent people but we continue to attract people to stay because of
AUB. And the quality of faculty, their
ability to publish to a higher per-faculty
impact than any other university in the
region with a fraction of the resources
they would get in the Gulf or in Turkey
or elsewhere, is remarkable.

E

penses and revenues was in the $40
plus billion and AUB’s all-in income
was about $600 million – that is about
1.5 percent of the entire revenues and
expenses in the country. For one small
university, that is a lot. Revenues between the university and the hospital,
were $610 million, [counting in] all
physician fees. This [total income] is
now down 70 percent to [less than]
$200 million. But Lebanon’s delta
spend is down to $10 to 11 billion, and
our economic role is still proportionally as important as before. We also
still keep hiring people, and we provide certainty. So, our economic footprint is much more than 1.5 percent
[of the economic output]. [In terms of
producing employment], just as with
scientific and cultural impact, our impact is disproportionate. Think of the
number of CEOs and vice-presidents
and drivers of economy and innovators whose background is here.
Think, also, of the cultural impact.
There are some things that are hard to
calculate but when an AUB graduate,
Ali Cherri (a Lebanon-born, fortysomething years old artist who was
awarded as promising young participant in the ongoing 2022 exhibition
The Milk of Dreams, ed.) wins the sil-

Is it correct that in terms of research
grants, you will have access to EU pots
after the expansion to Cyprus, funding
pools that are not accessible from the
outside of the EU?
We will. And we are also looking at
mobility. We want some of these faculty
to find where is the best location for
them to have their base but still teach
[in Beirut]. If you can argue that it takes
you two-and-a-half hours to commute
between Beirut and Tripoli, and I have
faculty who live in Tripoli, ideally, without too much security taking a couple
of extra hours, we can talk about going
twice a week from the campus in Beirut to Paphos in also two-and-a-half
or three hours. We are
hiring all the faculty
“[...] we have
out of the mothership.
retained between 80
Some faculty will
eventually
migrate
and 83 percent of our
the epicenter of their
academic superstars.”
research,
teaching
and service to Paphos,
ver lion at the Venice Biennale, [and]
with the majority here, and some will
when President Biden appoints a
go to the Gulf. But it will be one unitwo-time AUB graduate, Bechara
versity system and it will be stronger
Choucair, as head of the US vacbecause it is one university system.
cine distribution network (serving
And some of the research that we have
in the capacity of the White House
has its particular focus here but the relvaccination coordinator for one year
evance is global.
between 2020 and 21, ed.) that tells
you of the impact of the university
How much does AUB contribute to the
and also reflects positively on LebaLebanese economy, and what do you see
non. I would argue that this univeras the role of higher education in Lebanon
sity in particular, and Saint Joseph,
today and five years from now?
are the reason why Lebanon stays on
In 2019, the total of Lebanese ex-

E

people’s minds. Our economic and
cultural impact, our ability to provide some certainty in an extremely
unstable environment: that keeps
people here.

E

To verify the academic offerings of AUB
Mediteraneo in Paphos, is it true that there
will be two Masters and seven BA programs?
The plan is to launch seven bachelors and a few masters and general education within two years. We are probably going to launch five of the seven
bachelors in the first year and then add
a couple more, these bachelors are in
three colleges, arts and sciences, engineering, and architecture and business. There is discussion of a health and
medicine component, which would
follow. These are the initial projections.

E

To correlate this number of programs in
percentage terms, how many bachelors and
master’s programs do you have in Beirut?
I can’t even begin to count. I estimate that we have more than 60 Masters Programs that are currently active, one MD Program, 13 currently
enrolled PhD Programs, and for undergraduates, I estimate that we have
close to 40, talking about the minors
and the majors, so between 30 and 40.

E And the budget for the initial construc-

tion of the Paphos campus is 29 million
euros on 10,000 square meters?
29 million euros is right in the
first phase. The total project is about
43 million euros [investment] over
five to six years by 2027/28, and the
total [of area to be built upon] in
Paphos is about 16,000 square meters in the two phases. In the first
phase it will be between nine and
10 [thousand square meters] and in
the second phase is on an additional
7,000 square meters. There will be
significant financial aid budgets and,
of course, the vast majority of the financial aid will have to be dedicated
to this far more challenged population here, but with time, we see that
equilibrating.
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Emile Rassam Foundation and Smile
in A Box, two organizations that seek
to go the extra mile when it comes to
helping those in need, joined forces into
distributing over a thousand smiles to
children across the nation, on February 1.
The Continental Group, a leading
insurance intermediary and financial
services provider in the GCC region,
hosted on February 3rd, a webinar
titled “The Road Ahead,” enabling expert discussions on the global financial
markets, the 2021 performance, and
the predictions for 2022.
Global technology company SAP
received, on February 7, at LEAP 2022
Class C certification of SAP Cloud
DATA Center from the Communications
and Information Technology Commission (CITC).
In a continuing demonstration of its
commitment to the Kingdom’s accelerated digital transformation efforts that are
driven by Saudi Vision 2030, on February
8, Sitecore® signed an agreement with
solutions by stc, the kingdom’s leading
digital enabler, to provide marketing technology solutions and training primarily
to the country’s key public and private
organizations.
Following the announcement of
the listing of its shares on the primary
market of the Abu Dhabi Securities Exchange (ADX), AD Ports Group, on February 8, commemorated its landmark
achievement with an official bell ringing
ceremony. The shares began trading
on ADX today under the ticker symbol
“ADPORTS.”

2

been chosen to be the IMC Regional
Representative Office for the Middle East
region. This office will join regional offices in London, New York, Hong Kong,
and the Caribbean.

sion of Nissan Intelligent Mobility, Nissan
introduced the Ariya EV driving game
as part of the brand’s digital activations
launched during Expo 2020 Dubai, on
15th of February.

February 10, Logitech created more
equitable experiences for hybrid workers with RightSight 2 software that now
simultaneously presents both a close-up
view of the individual speaker and a view
of the entire meeting room during video
calls. With RightSight 2 auto-framing
technology, far-end participants can follow the active speaker while also getting
situational context from the group, such
as one person gesturing to another or
writing on a whiteboard.

International creative agency, FEER
McQUEEN, ended the year 2021 with a
bang, by hosting its own 3-day bootcamp
in Beirut for a group of young and upcoming Lebanese graphic designers and
advertising minds in the field.

To mark the International Day of
Women and Girls in Science on February
11, taking place at Expo 2020 Dubai, the
Fondation L’Oréal and UNESCO hosted the
first For Women in Science Young Talents
Awards Ceremony for MENA.

Nissan announced on 17th of February an all-new compact electric vehicle
set to make its way to European markets.

Infor, the industry cloud company, on
January 27, announced the new Infor
Marketplace, a curated showcase of
solutions that can augment and enhance
customers’ existing Infor investments.
The Infor Marketplace is designed to
make it easier for customers to discover,
source and license industry and microvertical solutions that integrate with Infor’s
portfolio of enterprise software.
Logitech is set to showcase a range of
high calibre video collaboration solutions at LEAP, the major technology show
which took place in Saudi Arabia on
February 1-3 at its booth.

Audi Lebanon introduced the all-new
Audi A3 Sedan, S3 Sedan, and the powerful S3 Sportback into Lebanon.

F5 has appointed Nasser El Abdouli as
its new Vice President for Channel Sales
in Europe, the Middle East and Africa
(EMEA) on January 25.

The Investment Migration Council
(IMC) and RIF Trust announced on
February 9, that its Dubai office has

Offering audiences the opportunity to
get behind the wheel of the all-electric
Ariya and experience the ultimate expres-

In the framework of Sustainable Development, “Fondation Diane” organized
a ceremony to distribute certificates to
the winners of the EEST Program on
February 17.

On 18 February, Salesforce officially announced sustainability as a core
company value, joining its values of trust,
customer success, innovation, and equality. And, to help organizations accelerate
their own journeys to net zero emissions,
Salesforce is also making Net Zero Cloud
2.0 — a solution that tracks greenhouse
gas emissions — available globally.
Industry leading oilfield service company, OEM Group (OEM), in partnership
with Sigma Engineering Works LLC (SEW),
has secured it’s second seven-figure contract with the largest oil and gas producer
in the UAE, bolstering its track record in
the Middle East market.
Contemporary Lebanese artist Hiba
Jaroudi presented her digital drawings
that include images combining Lebanon’s collective memory, its present and
future, designed digitally in an artistic
way at the Lebanese Pavilion at “Expo
Dubai 2020,” as part of a Lebanese day
entitled “Sensual Mood” organized by
“Lebanese Signature” seeking to support
Lebanese talents.
executive-magazine.com

In line with “UAE Innovates 2022,” one
of the world’s largest innovation festivals
that takes place in February 2022. AD
Ports Group, the leading facilitator of
trade, logistics, and industry, announced
the official start of its Innovation celebrations on February 22.
Nissan Motor Co., Ltd. and Nissan
Motorsports International Co., Ltd., on
February 22, announced the outline of
their motorsport activities for 2022.
In response to the invitation by the
Lebanese Ministry of Interior and Municipalities, the European Union deployed
an EU Election Observation Mission
to observe the parliamentary elections
scheduled on May 15.
PepsiCo, 23rd of February, announced
the ten companies selected for the first
MENA edition of the Greenhouse Accelerator program following a rigorous multistage judging process. Two start-ups from
Lebanon have made it to the shortlist
– Diwama which provides an AI-based
image recognition software to automate
waste analysis and drive recycling revenues for waste management companies
as well as “Live, Love, Recycle” which
aims to make recycling easier by digitizing the waste management sector.
“100% LIBAN” organized a panel
discussion delving into “the procedure
of saving the academic year 2021-2022
and the obstacles faced by the education
sector in Lebanon.”
Ralph Lauren with Fai Khadra hosted
an exclusive evening of cocktails and
entertainment at Coya’s Private Members
Club in Dubai, UAE
UN-Habitat and the Japanese Ambassador to Lebanon, H.E. Takeshi Okubo,
handed over supplies and equipment to
the Beirut Fire Brigade centre to enhance
their crisis response and communications
means. This intervention was part of UNHabitat’s ongoing recovery efforts, following

the Beirut Port explosion, to support and
improve the operations and functions of
the Fire Brigade – a critical municipal infrastructure component – affiliated to the Municipality of Beirut (MoB) which was heavily
affected by the Beirut Port explosion.
In yet another milestone moment
since the opening of Expo 2020 Dubai,
Nissan participated in an exclusive opportunity for Expo partners to gather at
one of the final openings of Expo’s iconic
Sustainability Portal on February 25. With
the global event drawing to an end on
March 31, the ceremony was a unique
coming together to celebrate welcoming
Expo visitors to the iconic world fair that
has attracted more than 15 million visitors to date.
A cooperation agreement was concluded between the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the World
Health Organization (WHO) at a ceremony
held on February 18 in Lebanon.
Expo 2020 Dubai invited Manchester
City fans to a live screening of the Manchester derby on 27th of February.
AD Ports Group, announced that it has
acquired Divetech Marine Engineering
Services, a UAE-based topside-subsea
solutions provider that offers a range of
services including installation, inspection,
repair, and maintenance for ports and
other maritime organisations.
Medica Group, a Gulf Capital portfolio
company and one of the leaders in the
distribution of medical aesthetic equipment and products in the GCC and
the Middle East, announced, March 1,
that its founder and shareholder Elias
Chabtini was elected as Chairman of the
Board, providing counsel and guidance
to Medica’s leadership team and supporting the ongoing expansion plans across
the Middle East and Africa.
SAFEEN Group, the marine arm of AD
Ports Group, announced the acquisition of

SEMAIH, a RAmparts 2200 – Sanmar “SIRAPINAR” Series ASD Harbour Tug, to expand
and bolster its towage service capabilities.
March 2, 2022 – /PRNewswire/
— Managed service providers (MSPs)
have struggled to deliver SASE services
cost-effectively at scale because current
SD-WAN and secure access solutions
for the hybrid work force lack automation, requiring manual configuration and
support for disparate products and API
models. Solving this challenge, Palo Alto
Networks introduced new innovations for
Prisma® SASE specifically designed for
MSPs, including a hierarchical multitenant cloud management portal and open
API framework.
Under the theme “Reconnect with
Hope,” the Cancer Support Fund at the
American University of Beirut Medical
Center in collaboration with Al Bustan
Music Festival, held a walk-in concert at
the Halim and Aida Daniel Academic and
Clinical building, on March 1.
Asharq News launched two new social
media services, Asharq Business Sports
and Asharq Business Crypto, to serve the
diverse interests of the Arabic-speaking
public, on March 3.
UN-Habitat and CatalyticAction inaugurated a number of innovatively rehabilitated sidewalks in the neighbourhood of
Karantina, close to the Beirut Governmental Hospital, the National HIV and TB
Centre and Karantina Public Park. The
project was implemented in close collaboration with the Municipality of Beirut.

Arab Financial Services, the leading digital payment solutions provider and
fintech enabler in the Middle East and
Africa, and Aafaq Islamic Finance a
regional Islamic financial products and
services provider, entered a strategic partnership whereby jointly, AFS and Aafaaq
will support aspiring Fintech startups to
launch their products and services in the
UAE on March 6.
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A major challenge in cybersecurity
today is our inability to leverage massive
scales of data for our defense. To meet
this challenge, Palo Alto Networks
announced, Cortex® XSIAM: an AI-driven
platform that can revolutionize the way
data, analytics and automation are
deployed by security organizations. Ex-

tended Security Intelligence & Automation Management turns widespread
infrastructure telemetry into an intelligent
data foundation to fuel best-in-class
artificial intelligence and dramatically
accelerate threat response. Built from the
ground up as an autonomous security
platform, XSIAM will disrupt the multibillion dollar SIEM category by offering a
modern alternative that can stay ahead of
today’s threat landscape.

“Aafaq Islamic Finance” – the
leading institution in the financial sector offering Sharia-compliant financial
products and services across the UAE
and around the region – announced 15
monthly winners of the “Sahobat” and
“Sahobat Gold ” prizes, in the presence
of a representative of The Dubai Economy
and Tourism. Through this, “Aafaq” aims
to show its appreciation to its individual
and corporate clients and their loyalty, by
offering them valuable cash prizes.
Nissan, the Official Automotive Partner
of Expo 2020 Dubai, hosted the first session of the Nissan Leadership Series that
was developed under the umbrella of its
thought leadership participation at Expo
and gathers industry innovators and experts
to shape discussions on key industry topics.
U.S. Ambassador to Lebanon H.E.
Dorothy Shea and Lebanese American
University president Dr. Michel Mawad
inaugurated the first of its kind advanced
hybrid operating room at LAU Medical
Center – Rizk Hospital in Achrafieh in
the presence of USAID Lebanon Acting
Mission Director Mr. Nicholas Vivio, and
LAU and Rizk Hospital faculty and staff.
This operating room is part of a $1.34
2

million grant provided by the United
States Agency for International Development through the American Schools and
Hospitals Abroad program to purchase
medical equipment to improve patient
safety, staff efficiency, surgical outcomes,
and cost effectiveness.
March 10 marks the handover of the

Ministry of Public Health’s Central
Drug Warehouse (CDW) in Qarantina,
one year and a half after it was destroyed
by the Beirut port explosions.
Building on the success of the
legendary Patrol Super Safari, Nissan
announced aesthetic and technological
upgrades for the 2022 model to cater
to the evolving needs of buyers in the
region. Conquering the harshest of terrain
for almost seventy years, the Patrol has
built a legacy in the Middle East, composed of a deep-rooted heritage, power,
and superior off-road capability.
As part of Spinneys continuing efforts
to offer their customers the best and
highest quality products, to keep supporting the Lebanese economy especially in
these dire times, Spinneys and the Italian
Trade Agency, the trade promotion section at the Italian embassy in Beirut, were
pleased to formalize their collaboration
during the year of 2022.

Sitecore® hosted its annual
Symposium World Tour event in Dubai,
welcoming C-level executives, customers, and partners, while highlighting the
company’s exciting regional strategy and
announcing its latest developments.
Nissan announced the appointment
of Thierry Sabbagh as President of Nissan
Saudi Arabia from April 1 while continuing his position as Managing Director of
Nissan Middle East.
Kempinski Summerland Hotel and
Resort Beirut launched in March, The
Leading Women Annual Award during an

event that gathered the honoured ladies
for this year, the press and the Kempinski
Summerland Beirut team in the presence
of the general manager, Markus Iseli and
the CEO of the Kempinski Summerland
owning company, Najib Nehmé.
As part of its commitment to advance
female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia,
Mastercard launched “Her Voice,” a
new podcast series that is aimed at amplifying inspiring female stories in Saudi
Arabia and beyond on March 21st.

Nissan took an in-depth look at its
latest electric vehicle architecture, the
CMF-EV platform, where they shed light
on the intricacies underpinning its future
electric models.
Mastercard revealed the fifth-annual
Mastercard Index of Women Entrepreneurs exploring the progress of women
entrepreneurs in 65 economies around
the world, representing 82.4 percent of
the global female labor force.
The WHO marked World Tuberculosis Day on March 24, and invites
leaders to invest to end TB and save
lives. Investing in this disease that has
devastating health, social and economic
impacts on people can find missing
cases, reduce mortality and improve
productivity. One dollar well invested in
TB prevention and care yields more than
40 dollars in return.
Global Underwater consultancy

DiveSource announced, a six-figure investment in a new facility in Dubai as part
of the company’s continued expansion
plans. Launching this month in the Dubai
Multi Commodities Centre – the Global
Free Zone of the year – the new office is
DiveSource’s first outside its global headquarters in Westhill, Aberdeenshire.
On March 24, REDTAG, the region’s
favourite value fashion and homeware
brand, launched its Ramadan 2022 colexecutive-magazine.com

lections, adding an aesthetic dimension to
the month-long festivities. The Ramadan
collection is an extension of the brand’s
continued effort to bring the best of both
traditional and contemporary styles.
On March 24, The UN Productive
Sectors Development Program funded
by the Government of Canada launched
an online survey for women and men farmers, entrepreneurs, and medium and small
to medium industries and cooperatives
working in the agri-food sector in Lebanon.
On March 24 Genesis Middle East
& Africa announced the official sponsor
of the definitive destination for performing
arts in Dubai, Dubai Opera. The two-year
sponsorship is in partnership with the
official distributor for Genesis in the UAE,
Juma Al Majid Est. The sponsorship will
provide Genesis customers with a number of benefits over the two-year period
including pop-ups and unique experiences for VIPs.

Dubai Citi renewed its cash management mandate with Etihad, further
assisting the airline with a major Treasury
transformation journey, helping to move
its automation, digitalization, and overall
efficiency to the next level.
Free Fire hosted an exclusive onground activation zones at popular public
places in Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Morocco starting this weekend to celebrate
its collaboration with 21st century pop
icons BTS.
Nissan, the Official Automotive
Partner of Expo 2020 Dubai, hosted the
second edition of its three-part Nissan
Leadership Series at the Dubai Exhibition
Centre last week on March 25. Titled “A
Momentous Year for Electrification,” the
session brought together a select group of
experts from relevant fields with the aim
to advance dialogue amongst public and
private sector stakeholders to accelerate
the shift to electric mobility.

Contemporary Lebanese artist Karim Sassine inaugurated the exhibition
of his artworks in the Lebanese pavilion
at the “Expo Dubai 2020,” organized
by the “Lebanese Signature,” which
seeks to support Lebanese talent, in the
presence of a crowd of social and media
personalities who celebrated in the outside Lebanese restaurant of the pavilion
on March 27.
A new whitepaper on Urban Tech,
commissioned by Mastercard in partnership with Arabnet, shined a spotlight
on how Saudi Arabia’s e-government,
tourism, healthcare, and transit sectors
stand to benefit from smart city use cases
in the Kingdom.

UNIDO and UNDP launched the
“Lebanon Export Academy,” the firstof-its-kind in Lebanon, calling on micro,
small, and medium Enterprises in the
agri-food and agriculture sector to apply
to the academy, in Beirut on March 28.
Nobles Properties has awarded
18 full university scholarships through
the Jordanian Hashemite Charity
Organization to outstanding secondary
school students who wish to continue
their education in the medical and
technology fields.
Delektia, an innovative company in
the Middle East’s frozen food industry
and the leader in the fully-cooked,
frozen and ready-to-heat meals
category, adjudged as “Voted Product
of the Year 2022,” the world’s largest
consumer-voted award for marketing
and industry innovation.
An innovative application, co-innovated by SAP for People of Determination,
embedded accessibility into the very fabric of Expo 2020 Dubai. The application,
PODway, enabled an exceptional visitor
experience for People of Determination at
the first major global event to be staged
since the pandemic.

Saudi Minister of Health, Eng. Fahd
Al-Jalajel, honored on Sunday, March 27th,
the recipients of the Patient Experience Excellence Awards, in its third session. The award
aims to spread the concept of human-centric
healthcare and motivate health care providers
and their leaders to build a culture of partnership and empathy with patients.
Salesforce, the global leader in
CRM, hosted a diversity of customers
and partners during its annual Salesforce
Live event held at the Mandarin Oriental
Jumeirah, Dubai. Aimed at exploring
Salesforce’s dynamic growth and expansion in the region, the event highlighted
the large-scale investments that the
company is making in the Middle East.
AD Ports Group Signed Initial Agreements for Management of Ain Sokhna
Port’s Operations, Management and
Operation of a River Port in Minya.
The International Organization for
Migration, the General Directorate of
General Security and the Embassy of
Japan in Lebanon held an inauguration
ceremony in Damour, to celebrate the
opening of the General Security Academy
for Training and Education and Cybersecurity, which was built by IOM with
funding from Japan on March 30.
After two days of urban deliberations, the first National Urban Forum
of Lebanon, organized by UN-Habitat
in partnership with ESCWA, concluded,
confirming that the future socio-economic
recovery and sustainable development of
the country must place Lebanese cities at
the heart of these efforts.
A new report commissioned by the

Konrad Adenauer Foundation and
developed by Arabnet offers a comprehensive assessment of the impact of
the Lebanese crisis on the local startup
ecosystem, highlighted opportunities,
as well as potential solutions and policy
recommendations on March 31.
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LEBANON			
25 May
22-24 Jun
6-7 Jul

MODERN TIME MANAGEMENT SKILLS - ONLINE WORKSHOP
I Have Learned Academy
+961 3614493; info@ihavelearned.me
RAWMEC - RECYCLING AND WASTE MANAGEMENT EXHIBITION AND CONFERENCE
Lebanon Expo
+961 76785855; info@lebanonexpo.com
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON SCIENCE, ENGINEERING & TECHNOLOGY
Researchfora
+918 895188531; info@researchfora.com

www.ihavelearned.me/events
www.lebanonexpo.com
www.researchfora.com

UAE - DUBAI 		
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ECONOMICS AND BUSINESS MANAGEMENT
International Academic of Science Technology Engineering and Management
		
+91 8280862844; info@iastem.org
10-12 May
MIDDLE EAST TECHNOLOGY FORUM FOR REFINING & PETROCHEMICALS
Euro Petroleum Consultants LtdRenowned
+971 04 421 4642;
		
events@europetro-me.com
11-12 May
DATAMATIX WEB.3 SUMMIT
Datamix
+9714 3326688; info@datamatixgroup.com
16-17 May
10TH ICC MENA CONFERENCE ON INTERNATIONAL ARBITRATION
Union of Arab Banks
+961 1 364 885; uab@uabonline.org
15-19 May
OIL & GAS OPERATIONAL SAFETY DUBAI
Euromatech Training and Management Consultancy +971 4 457 1800; info@euromatech.ae
24-25 May
TELECOMS WORLD MIDDLE EAST
Terrapinn Pty Ltd
+971 44402500; enquiry.me@terrapinn.com
2-3 Jun
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCES ON ECONOMICS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
THEIRES
+91 7606986371; info@theires.org
27-29 Aug
REX FUELS’ GLOBAL BITUMEN, PETRO PRODUCTS AND PETROCHEMICAL CONFERENCE
Rexfuels Management Pvt Ltd
+91 9987097546; conferences@rexfuels.com
1-2 May

www.iastem.org
www.europetro.com
www.datamatixgroup.com
www.uabonline.org
www.euromatech.com
www.terrapinn.com
www.theires.org
www.rexconferences.com

UAE - ABU DHABI 		
2-3 May
6-8 May
9-11 May
2-3 Jun
7-8 Jun

INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ECONOMICS FINANCE AND ACCOUNTING
Academicsera
+917 606986241; info@academicsera.com
CWMUN EMIRATES
Associazione Diplomatici
-; info@cwmun.org
WORLD UTILITIES CONGRESS
dmg :: events
+971 44380355; info@dmgevents.com
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCES ON ECONOMICS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES
THEIRES
+917 606986371; info@theires.org
SPE WORKSHOP: ADVANCES IN ACID STIMULATION IN CARBONATE RESERVOIRS
Society of Petroleum Engineers
+971 44575800; registrationdubai@spe.org

www.academicsera.com
www.diplomatici.it
www.dmgevents.com
www.theires.org
www.spe.org

SAUDI ARABIA		
CINEMA BUILD KSA
GM Events
+971 45687800; info@gmevents.ae
www.gmevents.ae
30 May
IFN KSA MEET
REDmoney events
-; infoevents@redmoneygroup.com
www.redmoneyevents.com
30-31 May
ANNUAL SAUDI TRANSFREIGHT & LOGISTICS
Bricsa Consulting Pvt. Ltd.
+966 138973938; ksa@bricsaconsulting.com
www.bricsaconsulting.com
13-14 Jun
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ECONOMICS AND BUSINESS MANAGEMENT
International Academic of Science Technology Engineering and Management
		
+918 280862844; info@iastem.org
www.iastem.org
10 Aug
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION SUMMIT SAUDI ARABIA
Exito Media Concepts Pvt Ltd
+918 049522392; enquiry@exito-e.com
www.exito-e.com
29-30 Aug
WORLD FINANCIAL INNOVATION SERIES
Tradepass
+971 65755789; Info@tradepassglobal.com
www.tradepassglobal.com
				
25-26 May
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BAHRAIN			
DIGIBANK MENAT SUMMIT
PMG Events
+973 17502721; info@pmg.events
16-17 May
ANNUAL MIDDLE EAST PETROLEUM & GAS CONFERENCE
Conference Connection Pte Ltd
-; info@cconnection.org
24-25 May
INTERNATIONAL SUSTAINABLE ENERGY EVENT
Bahrain Society Of Engineers
+973 17727100; conferences@bse.bh
31 May - 2 Jun
GDA INTERNATIONAL DOWNSTREAM CONFERENCE & EXHIBITION
Middle East Energy Events
+971 442 70 739; 10-11 Jun
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON HEAT TRANSFER AND FLUID FLOW
ISER
+917 606986241; info@iser.co
14-16 Jun
LEADING THE WAY TO A DIGITAL ECONOMY THROUGH ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
Worksmart for Events Management
+973 1771 7200; info@worksmartbh.com
		
10-11 May

www.pmg.events
www.cconnection.org
www.mohandis.org
www.e3-worldwide.com
www.iser.co
www.worksmartbh.com

KUWAIT 		
ZAK WORLD OF FACADES MIDDLE EAST
Zak Trade Fairs & Exhibitions Pvt. Ltd.
+971 48760807; info@zakgroup.com
www.akgroup.com
28-29 Jun
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON SCIENCE, ENGINEERING & TECHNOLOGY
ResearchFora
+918 895188531; info@researchfora.com
www.researchfora.com
				
7 Jun

JORDAN			
INTERNATIONAL AQABA CONFERENCE
Jordan Insurance Federation (JIF)
+962 65689266; Info@AqabaConf.com
www.aqabaconf.com
21-23 Jun
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION SYSTEMS
Jordan University of Science and Technology
+962 27201000; public@just.edu.jo
www.just.edu.jo
28-29 Jun
THE INTERNATIONAL COMPUTER SCIENCES AND INFORMATICS CONFERENCE
AL- Ahliyya Amman University
+962 53500211; public@ammanu.edu.jo
www.ammanu.edu.jo
				
			
15-19 May

EGYPT		

SPE WORKSHOP: DRILLING AND COMPLETIONS OPTIMISATION
Society of Petroleum Engineers
+971 44575800; registrationdubai@spe.org www.spe.org
7-8 Jun
NORTH AFRICA TRADE FINANCE SUMMIT
QnA International
+971 43885545; info@qnainternational.com www.qnainternational.com
12-13 Aug
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ENVIRONMENT AND NATURAL SCIENCE
ISERD- Malaysia
+918 455026354; info@iserd.co
www.iserd.com
		
23-25 May

OMAN		
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON RECENT ADVANCE IN ENGINEERING AND TECHNOLOGY
International Academic of Science Technology Engineering and Management
		
+918 280862844; info@iastem.org
16 Jun
IDC OMAN CIO SUMMIT ACCELERATING YOUR JOURNEY TO A DIGITAL-FIRST WORLD
IDC Corporate
+971 564145987; stolani@idc.com
12-13 Jul
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ECONOMICS AND BUSINESS MANAGEMENT
International Academic of Science Technology Engineering and Management
		
+918 280862844; info@iastem.org
			
12-13 Jun

www.iastem.org
www.idc.com
www.iastem.org

QATAR 		
SOLAR ENERGY SYSTEMS CONFERENCE
-; customerservice@aiche.org
1-2 Jun
CYBERX QATAR
Ibento Global
+918 088605784; info@ibentoglobal.com
7 Jun
ZAK WORLD OF FACADES MIDDLE EAST
Zak Trade Fairs & Exhibitions Pvt. Ltd.
+971 48760807; info@zakgroup.com
28-29 Jun
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON SCIENCE, ENGINEERING & TECHNOLOGY
ResearchFora
+918 895188531; info@researchfora.com
10-11 Aug
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON ENVIRONMENT AND NATURAL SCIENCE
International Academic of Science Technology Engineering and Management
		
+918 280862844; info@iastem.org
15-17 May

www.aiche.org
www.ibentoglobal.com
www.zakworldoffacades.com
www.researchfora.com
www.iastem.org
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LEBANON
8-11 Jun
TRAVEL LEBANON
Hospitality Services
		
+961 1480081; info@hospitalityservices.me
www.hospitalityservices.com.lb
					

UAE-DUBAI			
SEAMLESS MIDDLE EAST
Terrapinn Pty Ltd
+971 44402500; enquiry.me@terrapinn.com
www.terrapinn.com
14-16 Jun
MIDDLE EAST COATINGS SHOW DUBAI
dmg :: events
+971 44380355; info@dmgevents.com
www.dmgevents.com
15-16 Jun
THE MIDDLE EAST EVENT SHOW
Informa Connect - Middle East
+971 44072500; info-mea@informa.com
www.informa-mea.com
					
					
SAUDI ARABIA			
16-18 May
JEDDAH INTERNATIONAL AGRICULTURE EXHIBITION
IECO Consultants
+966 505233746; info@iecoevent.com
https://iecoevent.com/
16-18 May
SAUDI LIGHT AND SOUND EXPO
dmg :: events
+966 920009623; info@dmgevents.com
www.dmgevents.com
22-24 May
AICLOUD EXPO
Fateel Est.(FEST)
+966 112936665; info@fateel.com.sa
www.aicloudtechexpo.com
13-15 Jun
AUTOMECHANIKA RIYADH
esse Frankfurt Middle East GmbH
+971 43894500; info@uae.messefrankfurt.com
www.ae.messefrankfurt.com
20-21 Jun
HRSE - HR SUMMIT AND EXPO
Informa Saudi Arabia Limited
+971 551760524; info-mea@informa.com
www.informa-mea.com
					
31 May - 1 Jun

BAHRAIN			
BAHRAIN INTERNATIONAL TECHNOLOGY EXHIBITIONS
Worksmart for Events Management
+974 17717200; info@worksmartbh.com
			
14-16 Jun

www.worksmartbh.com		

EGYPT			
HVAC-R EGYPT EXPO - ASHRAE
Cairo Expo Marketing & Exhibitions
+201 275016033; info@cairoexpo.net
www.cairoexpo.net
25-26 May
FOREX EXPO EGYPT
HQMENA
+971 504380264; info@hqmena.com
www.hqmena.com
29-31 May
INTERNATIONAL MAINTENANCE, RELIABILITY AND ASSET MANAGEMENT CONFERENCE AND EXHIBITION
RES Global
+202 24559726; info@resglobal.org
www.resglobal.org
25-27 Jun
THE BIG 5 CONSTRUCT EGYPT
dmg :: events
+971 4438035; info@dmgevents.com
www.dmgevents.com
26-28 Aug
INTERNATIONAL EXHIBITION FOR LED TECHNOLOGY AND ELECTRONIC COMPONENTS
International Trade Expo
+202 24125142; info@ite-eg.com
www.ledmiddleeast-expo.com
28-29 Aug
THE SOLAR SHOW MENA
Terrapinn Pte Ltd
+971 44402500; enquiry.me@terrapinn.com
www.terrapinn.com
					
23-25 May

QATAR			
PROJECT QATAR
IFP
+961 1511977; projectqatar@ifpqatar.com
www.ifpexpo.com
24-26 May
MILIPOL QATAR
Comexposium
-; dcom@comexposium.com
www.comexposium.com
					
6-9 Jun
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OMAN			
16-18 May
31 May - 2 Jun

COMEX -TECHNOLOGY SHOW
Oman International Trade & Exhibitions
HORECA OMAN
Hospitality Services

+968 24656000; info@oite.com

www.oite.com

+971 585098057; info@hospitalityservices.me

www.hospitalityservices.com.lb

JORDAN 			

“SOLAR NEAR EAST EXHIBITION AND FORUM
Golden Gate Exhibitions
+962 65658501; info@jordanfairs.com
www.jordanfairs.com
30 May - 2 Jun
JIMEX 2022
Golden Gate Exhibitions
+962 65658501; info@jordanfairs.com
www.jordanfairs.com
30 May - 2 Jun
SONEX 2022
Golden Gate Exhibitions
+963 65658501; info@jordanfairs.com
www.jordanfairs.com
					
30 May - 2 Jun

SYRIA			
THE INTERNATIONAL EXHIBITION FOR CONSTRUCTION - BUILDEX
Arabian Group For Exhibitions And Conferences
		
+963 114433444; info@agexhibitions.com
14-18 Jun

www.agexhibitions.com

Follow ExEcutivE
on FacEbook, twittEr
and instagram
www.twitter.com/executivemag
www.facebook.com/Executivemagazine
www.instagram.com/executivemagazine
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You see a couple.

At Fidus,
we see a USD 3.5 million
Stradivarius violin.

We know a good investment when we see one
Private Wealth Management • Trading and Capital Markets • Funds & Structured Products Advisory
+961.1.990600 • www.fidus.com.lb

