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ABSTRACT
The goal of this report is to showcase the insights gained from the conference and panel
discussions organised by LebanonTalks on October 17th, 2020, and use them to advocate for
change. The report summarises the specific challenges discussed in each of the four panels
of the conference, the recommendations proposed by the panellists, and examines how to
implement them. We aim to use this report as a call to action for critical state and non-state
actors, both in Lebanon and abroad.
For every panel, we first identify the main challenges to address. Lebanon faces a multitude
of deeply interlinked social, political and economic issues, and each of the panels focuses
on a different facet of the crisis. This report breaks down the specific question each panel
answered and frames it within the broader Lebanese socio-economic and political context,
both before and after October 17th 2019.
We then offer avenues for change and improvement in the form of possible actions to be
taken by stakeholders from the public and private sector, civil society and international actors.
The exchange of ideas between experts from different fields and audience members led to
meaningful insights on potential solutions we used to write measurable policy recommendations.
The four panels can be read independently of each other. Overall, they present a comprehensive
view of the current issues discussed.
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INTRODUCTION TO
LEBANONTALKS
Founded by committed young people
with complementary backgrounds, the
LebanonTalks team offers conferences for
Lebanese and non-Lebanese political decisionmakers, stakeholders and researchers. We
want, through this platform, to be part of the
discussions on the future of the country.
The events of October 2019 and the explosion
of August 4th, 2020, confirmed the strength
and creativity of the Lebanese civil society.
LebanonTalks values the diversity of identities,
ideas and experiences, honouring the
pluralism so characteristic of Lebanon and
the commitment of its diaspora. By creating
a space for dialogue, we aim at confronting
diverse points of view and promoting change
in order to bring out solutions to the complex
challenges Lebanon is facing.

LebanonTalks team in Paris

Every crisis has transformative potential and
brings with it opportunities. Lebanon is at a
historical turning point and can count on the
passion and investment of its civil society. In
this sense, the dialogues that emerged from
LebanonTalks have led to recommendations
and concrete courses of action, which we
propose to you here.

Following the publication of this report,
LebanonTalks will present the different
conclusions to the various stakeholders to
discuss the possibility of their integration in
the various development projects in Lebanon.
Through this report and the entire LebanonTalks
projects, we will seek to integrate the voice of
the diaspora in citizenship and institutional
strengthening issues, in partnership with the
different stakeholders.
As Antoine Kallab, president of LebanonTalks,
reminded us,

«

Lebanon should not be seen as a

country of 4 million inhabitants, but as
a nation of 12 million connected citizens
around the world

LebanonTalks team in Beirut
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»

THE OCTOBER 17TH
EVENT
DESCRIPTION

SCHEDULE

The initial edition of the LebanonTalks forum
was held on 17th October 2020, on the first
anniversary of the uprising of the Lebanese
population on 17th October 17 2019.

Session 1

Four panels dealing with various subjects took
place throughout the day, around the following
themes:

•
•
•

•

The role of the French initiative in the
resolution of the crisis
The track record of the 2019 uprising
Possible approaches for post-explosion
recovery amongst the various stakeholders
in addition to the role of the diaspora and
the international community
The urgent reforms needed to deal with
the collapse of the financial system

These discussions were held simultaneously
between Paris at the ESCP campus, and Beirut
at the campus of the Saint Joseph University,
with two speakers connecting from Geneva
and Dubai, reflecting the presence of the
Lebanese diaspora worldwide.
The discussions were simultaneously
broadcast online to an audience of several
hundred people.

DATA OF
ATTENDEES
854

A total number of
people filled the registration form for the event that
was shared on social media and the LebanonTalks website.

Paris 9:30 - 11:00 ; Beirut 10:30 - 12:00

373

The event brought together
active attendees (users who spent a minimum of
10 minutes of activity), resulting in a 43% attendance rate.

Can the French initiative still succeed in
the current circumstances? [FR]
in partnership with Arab Reform Initiative

177 people watched at least 2 panels out of 4, with
the most occurrent time spent on a panel being 33 minutes,
and with a maximum of 157 simultaneous active users.
Among these attendees,

Session 2
Paris 11:15 - 12:45 ; Beirut 12:15 - 13:45

One year after: an impossible revolution?
[FR]
in partnership with L’Orient-Le Jour

The attendees were distributed globally, with

Session 3

38.7% from Lebanon and

34.2% from France.

Paris 14:00 - 15:30 ; Beirut 15:00 - 16:30

How can we build an innovative postdisaster recovery framework in the current
circumstances
What would be the role of the diaspora
and the international community? [EN]

Other countries included Switzerland, the United Kingdom, the United States of America,
Belgium, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Italy among others.

Session 4
Paris 16:00 - 17:30 ; Beirut 17:00 - 18:30

What are the most urgent actions and
reforms needed to alleviate the impact
of the collapse of the financial system
Lebanon is facing? [EN]

Map showing the distribution of participants per country
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PANEL 1
Can the French initiative still succeed in the
current circumstances?
in partnership with Arab Reform Initiative

PANELLISTS

NADIM HOURY
MODERATOR

AMBASSADOR PIERRE DUQUESNE

PROF CARLA EDDE
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Nadim Houry is the executive director of the Arab
Reform Initiative. Prior to that, he worked at Human
Rights Watch (HRW) in the MENA region, particularly in
Lebanon, Syria, Egypt, Iraq, and Jordan on human rights
issues including freedom of expression, human rights
violations by security forces, and labour law. He started
and ran the HRW Beirut office before taking on the role
of director of HRW Terrorism and Counter-terrorism
Program. A trained lawyer, Houry was also UN Deputy
Counsel for the Volcker Commission investigating the
Oil-for-Food Program in Iraq.

SIBYLLE RIZK

Pierre Duquesne has been the Ambassador for
International Support Coordination in Lebanon since
September 2020. He previously held different positions
within the Treasury department at the Ministry of
Economy and Finance. He was deputy director of
multilateral affairs at the Treasury, advisor to the Prime
Minister on economic and financial affairs, French
representative to the International Monetary Fund and
the World Bank, and permanent French representative
to the OECD. In 2017, he was appointed Ambassador
and Inter-ministerial Delegate for the Mediterranean,
his last post before his current role.

PROF ZIAD MAJED

Sibylle Rizk is public policy director at Kulluna Irada,
an association founded and exclusively financed by
Lebanese from the diaspora and/or living in Lebanon.
Kulluna Irada deals with topics related to global
governance and politics, economic and financial policy
as well as key Lebanese issues such as electricity and
judicial accountability. In addition, Rizk has been the
Figaro Magazine’s foreign correspondent in Beirut since
2000. She has also been editor-in-chief of Commerce du
Levant, the only French-Lebanese economics magazine.

Ziad Majed is a professor of Middle Eastern Studies
and writes on Lebanese, Syrian and Arab affairs, as
well as on regional political transitions and crises. Since
1994, he has been involved in research work and reform
campaigns related to political processes and civil society
in Lebanon and other Arab countries. Over the past
decade, Majed has regularly published articles in Arabic
(Now Lebanon, Al-Quds al-Arabi, Aljazeera studies,
Journal for Palestine Studies, and Daraj) and in French
(L’Orient Littéraire, Mediapart, Le Monde, L’Express,
Libération and AOC).

Carla Eddé is professor and vice-dean of the International
Relations department at St Joseph University in Beirut
(USJ). She used to be the head of the History and
International Relations departement at USJ and holds
a PhD from Provence-Aix-Marseille I University and
USJ. A specialist in Lebanon’s contemporary history,
she has published several works, including «Beyrouth,
the Birth of a Capital City», «1860 History and Memory
of a Conflict», «The Armenians of Lebanon», and «A
Hundred Years of Existence».
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CONTEXT
Lebanon is currently facing an unprecedented
financial and economic crisis, worsened by
persistent corruption and a flawed legislative
system. The once stabilised exchange rate
fluctuated to the point of driving half the
population into poverty, and the crisis has
plunged Lebanon into an uncertain future.
The months that followed the October 17th
uprising consisted of failed attempts led by
the government of Prime Minister Hassan Diab
at alleviating the sudden felt impact of the
economic collapse and growing unease and
distrust between the Lebanese people and
its government.
Appeals for international help have been
a constant element in the unstable, everchanging political landscape of Lebanon. In
early 2018 the CEDRE conference pledged
around $10 billion to support the Lebanese
economy. However, nothing comes close to the
cry for help from the Lebanese population and
diaspora for foreign aid and support following
the Beirut blast on August 4th. According to
the World Bank’s Rapid Damage and Needs
Assessment, the massive explosion in the
port area ravaged the city, killed around 200
people, and displaced an estimated 300,000.
The catastrophe shook an already fragile
and struggling State. A lack of immediate
governmental support to the victims and
critically damaged areas combined with the
evident lack of accountability reignited the
uproar against the government’s inability to
react to the crisis.
In these trying times, France’s Emmanuel
Macron demonstrated a strong willingness
to intervene, visiting Beirut two days after the
explosion. During his first visit, he stressed
the need for political reform, urging leaders
18

to form a new pact with the Lebanese people,
in line with Jean-Yves Le Drian’s message to
the Lebanese government in July. In parallel,
on August 10th, following pressures from
protesters in Beirut, the cabinet of Hassan
Diab announced its resignation.

the Lebanese politicians to act responsibly
and form a cabinet of experts as a sign of their
readiness to adopt the French roadmap. He
will not tolerate the failure of this initiative,
as it would cost him part of his political credit
on the international scene in general and the
region in particular. Additionally, a significant
part of the Lebanese public opinion has put
all its hope in the success of these efforts and
would not bear getting deceived.

President Macron’s second visit took place
on August 31st after the appointment of new
Prime Minister Mustapha Adib. This time
around, the French president’s approach was
much more uncompromising, strongly urging
the formation of a new capable government
and warning representatives of the political
factions against the possibility of personal
wealth sanctions. However, upon reaching the
two-week deadline set by Paris, prime ministerdesignate Mustapha Adib stepped down after
leaders failed to form a new cabinet.

It is still uncertain if this roadmap can or will
succeed, while previous plans have failed and
Lebanon is facing an unprecedented economic
crisis. It is also unclear how international and

regional powers perceive this strategy and
whether they are contributing to its success
or failure. Meanwhile, the average Lebanese
citizen is stuck with the current ruling class,
the same group of people responsible for the
explosion and the downfall of the country.
The biggest challenge ahead of the French
initiative is the inability of the Lebanese
political structure to allow for compromises.
The Lebanese system relies on a confessional
political system rather than on a competent
one. Several critics see these conditions as
obstacles to any structural reform, be it the
French roadmap or other.

President Macron publicly denounced this
failure as a betrayal to the Lebanese people,
pointing out at Hezbollah for its unwillingness
to facilitate the formation of a new government,
and reminding the leaders of the implications
of sanctions. Macron’s various interventions
come in the context of a presented roadmap
with the explicit mission of helping set up a
new apt technocratic government, capable of
enacting crucial reforms as well as mobilising
international aid for Lebanon.
Up until now, the French president’s motivation
translated itself into concrete actions: he has
managed to gather around 300 million $ after
leading an international video conference
on August 9th for Beirut’s recovery. French
officials have announced the organisation of
the conference in support of the Lebanese
people, held on December 2nd. For this reason,
president Macron has been firmly pressuring
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The World Bank (2020) Beirut Rapid Damage and Needs Assessment, Beirut Rapid Damage and Needs
Assessment. doi: 10.1596/34401.
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DISCUSSION SUMMARY
The discussion revolved around defining the
French initiative and deliberating its actual
consequences. On the one hand, the French
initiative is conceived as a chance to turn
a crisis into an opportunity. Following the
explosion of August 4th, institutional fragility
and dreadful incompetency in managing
the country became exposed. This initiative
emerged as a short-term program seeking
practicable reforms. The French roadmap
prioritises the economic recovery without
resorting to conspicuous changes in the
political class. Furthermore, it is considered
an opportunity to regain confidence lost on
both national and international levels: first,
by restoring the confidence of the Lebanese
population as well as the diaspora, and second
by rebuilding the trust of the international
community.
On the other hand, the French initiative
does not secure a noteworthy and lasting
development for Lebanon; as Ambassador
Pierre Duquesne clearly stated, «it is not
a solution to all the Lebanese problems.»
Political restoration epitomises the core basis
of the solution. However, the utter emergency
that calls for immediate intervention lies in
the humanitarian, social and economic
aspects of the calamity. Subsequently, the
international community, reunited as the
international support group for Lebanon,
joined and supported the French initiative.
However, bearing in mind the intricate path
to re-establish the lost confidence, sufficient
financing will not occur. All the panellists
asserted and insisted that this roadmap
guiding the Lebanese citizens to a promising
future will not by any means interfere in the
country’s internal affairs. It is the public
opinion’s responsibility to defend it and then
20

take the lead. In the light of this subject, Ms
Sibylle Rizk referred to the president Macron
when the latter quoted Gramsci, «The old world
is dying, and the new world struggles to be
born,» adding that the French initiative must
not translate into a lifeline for the old world.
Moreover, the question of whether a new
government formed by Mr Saad Hariri would
be able to take on this responsibility - a
government which Mr Nadim Houry referred to
as «Hariri 4.0» - was addressed and prudently
scrutinised. The attained answer could not be
described in better words than the ones used
by Prof Carla Edde when she expressed, «it is
not up to us to answer this question: is this
political class capable of achieving reforms?
Its stagnation speaks for itself!»

Prof Ziad Majed speaking from the ESCP campus, Paris

The importance of sustaining internal and
external pressure, as well as gradually
increasing it, was underlined. Some
of the challenges encountered are
local disengagement, weariness, and
discouragement. These could hinder any
evolution or extra effort in this sense;
additionally, the speakers acknowledged the
seriousness of the emigration, especially
when it involves young people. It is, in fact,
the concerned youth that is leading the antiestablishment protests. Losing them has
enfeebled the uprising.
This issue then brought us to discussing an
arraying set of inevitable reforms required
as a remedy for this situation. The panellists
mentioned (i) reforms affecting the public
procurements - Lebanon suffers from the
metastasis of its corruption in all of the
institutions, (ii) reforms on customs - linked
to sovereignty and border control - and (iii)
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Prof Carla Eddé speaking from the USJ campus, Beirut
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«

The biggest risk we’re
currently facing is youth
disengagement. »
Prof Carla Eddé

ANALYSIS & FINDINGS
reforms on the electricity sector - which
the «vetocracy has continuously frozen
restoration». As a result, the critical reform lies
in overhauling the political system to see signs
of hope that would prevent further aggravation
of the situation.

Finally, questions from the public vividly
reflected the harsh reality overburdened with
desperation, uncertainty, fear, and anxiety
on the one hand, and hope, courage and
determination of the Lebanese people on the
other hand.

It was worthy to note that the French initiative
addresses economic rectification as its primary
purpose, regardless of the government in
charge, provided that it thoroughly implements
the French roadmap. Nevertheless, recovery
requires an extended period supported by
consistent pressure and an endeavour to
ascertain a unified vision of future Lebanon.
Thereby, the situation needs a coalition of
all the different societal actors. For instance,
existing political parties of the opposition
working in concertation with members of
the diaspora, as well as individuals joining
civil organisations in unison, all of these
cooperating to establish common interests
that lead them closer to their unity.

The trust crisis has been brought up once
more during the discussion when the speakers
tackled the August 4th investigation, which
has yet to provide the Lebanese people
with concrete answers. Ambassador Pierre
Duquesne concisely commented, «The
investigation is progressing,» before concluding
the first panel whilst stimulating the formation
of a new government, before the conference
reuniting several countries under the name:
«Conference in support of the Lebanese
population.»

Inescapably, the first question that comes
to mind is: Why would the French president
unrelentingly endeavour to turn this initiative
into a success? The implicit answer lies in the
sheer description of these efforts as being
«Lebanon’s last chance.» Nevertheless, while
the French initiative is motivated by the strong
historical and cultural links bringing France
and Lebanon together, other factors come
into play.

MAIN ECONOMIC AND
GEOPOLITICAL STAKES OF
THE FRENCH INITIATIVE
On the one hand, France has a chance to
reassert its role in the Middle East through
the Lebanese gate, to gain diplomatic leverage
and reinforce its influence on the international
scene. From an economic point of view,
the potential business opportunities seem
tempting: firstly, Paris, through the leading
French global shipping group CMA CGM, is
eyeing the contract to rebuild and run the Port
of Beirut after the explosion. Secondly, France
is interested in re-establishing its investment in
Lebanon’s mobile telephone industry. Thirdly,
what occupies the paramount importance
of French economic interests is natural gas
exploration, as the French energy company
Total has already signed two Exploration and
Production Agreements with the Lebanese
government, covering Blocks 4 and 9 located
offshore in Lebanon.
On the other hand, President Macron’s initiative
could face obstacles linked to geopolitical
realities. First of all, given the tensions between
France and Turkey, Ankara could be tempted
to hamper any progress, especially when it

22

LebanonTalks First Edition | October 17, 2020 Analysis and Recommendations

23

comes to competing with Paris on rebuilding
the Port of Beirut. The regional chessboard
is also subject to tensions between Iran and
the United States, namely their policy vis-àvis Hezbollah. Iran’s purpose in Lebanon is
to protect Hezbollah, while the United States
impose sanctions on personalities affiliated to
it. Neither Iran nor the United States will be
eager to let France place its pawns in Lebanon
if it contradicts their agenda for Hezbollah.
Finally, other regional powers such as the
United Arab Emirates are looking to expand
their role and influence as well, while Saudi
Arabia does not support the French initiative,
given that Hezbollah was recognised as a
stakeholder in it. Therefore, to implement
the French roadmap, President Macron has
to deal with geopolitical calculations, as well
as a corrupted political class. He has shown,
with no reluctance, his willingness to do it.
Nevertheless, measures and reforms have
to be put in place, to create a favourable
environment and give a chance for the French
roadmap to succeed.

CARRY OUT URGENT POLITICAL
REFORMS ADDRESSING
THE CRISIS OF TRUST AND
THE FLAWED ECONOMIC MODEL
OF LEBANON
Since the foundation of «Greater Lebanon», the
historical and cultural bonds between France
and Lebanon have grown stronger and were
able to renew themselves throughout the years.
A testimony of that is how much President
Macron’s visit raised enthusiasm among a
significant part of the Lebanese population,
in the aftermath of the explosion. Although
part of the Lebanese population is sceptical
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Photo by Etienne Boulanger on Unsplash

about the initiative, the ruling class seemed
relatively lenient towards it, publicly endorsing
it. President Macron is the only international
heavyweight actor to have offered Lebanon’s
government a possible lifeline with the utmost
priority of implementing reforms, on which
financial support to the State depends.
A possible interpretation might argue that
the French president has not yet ruled out
sanctions against political leaders. Instead,
he is using these threats to force them into
complying ; otherwise, he would have stopped
mobilising the international community’s
support for Lebanon and would have publicly
accused those hampering the process. Hence,
politicians’ cooperation and obedience is a
plausible outcome. In addition to that, the
French approach has been rational after
showing some leniency towards specific thorny
issues and determining priorities. For instance,
French authorities have already expressed
that there are no requirements or descriptions
when it comes to the names of the politicians
who will be in charge, provided a technocratic
government capable of enacting the demanded
reforms is formed. Notably, France has not
addressed Hezbollah’s disarmament topic
and has decided to maintain relations and
recognize the legitimacy of its political wing.
In the short term, there is an urgent need to
respond to the financial crisis. Financial relief
will not be possible without international aid.
However, this cannot and will not solve the
country’s most profound instabilities. Indeed,
Lebanon first has to address the root causes
of the political crisis and pave the way for the
renewal of the political system.
The country’s leaders are still haggling with
the president Macron. It will not be an easy
task for them to accept change and reform,
in a system from which they have been taking
advantage. Additionally, the «vetocracy» gives
each community leader the ability to prevent
another leader from moving forward if he,
himself, does not consent to it. Besides, social
peace based on a debt economy has led to
the hypertrophy of the banking sector and an
overvalued exchange rate which has destroyed
the economy and thus the employment and
job market.
24

The question of political incompetence is
therefore prominent: the conditions included
in the CEDRE conference in 2018 were not
implemented then, and those associated with
the 2020 French roadmap do not seem to be
followed by a strong political will - at least not
from the current political parties. Subsequently,
president Macron’s endorsement of this same
political class has disappointed the Lebanese
public opinion which was disillusioned by
his previous declarations of real change.
Moreover, France alone cannot undertake the
complete restructuring of Lebanon’s political
and economic system. Support from other
international powers such as the United States
is essential as well, to release international
funds. The US has agreed to allow President
Macron to lead the reform process in Lebanon.
However, Washington will not follow Paris’ lead
if it does not fulfil the guidelines set by the US.

« It is the Lebanese themselves
who will save Lebanon, we should
stop waiting for external factors
to drive internal change. »
Ambassador Pierre Duquesne

Even after the president Macron’s call for
urgent political reforms and warnings of
possible sanctions, Moustapha Adib, the
mandated Prime Minister, was forced to resign,
following his failure to compose a government.
France has denounced these repeated failures,
but it seems the issue is deeply rooted as
there has been no change of the political class
in decades. Initiatives from counter-power
organisations are, therefore, crucial to building
more transparent governance for Lebanon.

FACILITATE INITIATIVES
EMPOWERING LEBANESE
CITIZENS AND YOUTH TO
INVEST PUBLIC DEBATE
As stated above, Lebanon’s overall economic,
financial and social crisis is rooted in a
political crisis. Lebanese people have been
asking for reforms long before foreign States
have, and the Lebanese government is
accountable first and foremost to its citizens.
Nevertheless, it seems that the current ruling
class has already confirmed its inability or
unwillingness to reform. The renewal of the
political system to restore the bond of trust is,
therefore, the primary objective that needs to
be accomplished so change can take place.
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«

There is a French
consideration regarding
an evolving Turkish role
[in the region]. »
Prof Ziad Majed

In that sense, we must encourage new
initiatives and work on unifying them to deal
with the ruling class and shift the balance
of power. The evidence of past mistakes
and the little-hidden corruption of this class
indicates that the source of the crisis is indeed
political and that political reforms are urgent.
The key is to know what shape these reforms
will take and how to implement them over
time. Transparency is one of the guarantors of
restoring this trust in political institutions, as
long as the future promises and commitments
materialise.
Citizens’ weariness and disengagement and
youth emigration have been undesirably
affecting the protests against the people in
power. The younger generations are leading
the protests, hence losing them will lessen the
uprising’s momentum. Internal pressure from
the street is crucial to push the government
towards more accountability and following the
French roadmap. It becomes vital to retain
these protesting spirits who can pressure daily,
despite the hardness to endure.
On the other hand, while young Lebanese are
channelling efforts for the renewal of Lebanon,
they must also put their anger aside and accept
the fact that change will need to take place
with the actual political class - at least at the
beginning. Young Lebanese should now unify
their strengths to carry a powerful voice and
enforce a political vision. Lebanese society, as
a whole, will benefit from the ambition and the
new outlook of the youth to aim for societal,
feminist, environmental and human-centred
reforms.

26

The current needs and the substantial amount
of international support should encourage
us to take some steps beforehand to ensure
transparency and proper distribution of aid.

BUILD A SOVEREIGN STATE
CAPABLE OF TURNING FOREIGN
INFLUENCES INTO POSITIVE
PERSPECTIVES FOR LEBANESE
CITIZENS

Foreign influence has always been part
of the regional political landscape. The
transitional government could rely on some
of these foreign interests and benefit from
them instead of coping with other foreign
countries’ conflicts in the region. Business
and financial agreements have the potential
to encourage entrepreneurship and entrust it
to the Lebanese people.

The French initiative is not a miracle solution.
Instead, it should appear as a push for more
significant reforms to be developed and
urgently implemented by Lebanese people.
The reconstruction process must necessarily
grant a new and healthy relationship of trust
between the Lebanese citizens and the
political institutions. Two steps are essential
to this process: the first one is urgent and will
occur via a new political movement, which will
have the tough assignment to enact prompt
and efficient reforms. Some Lebanese citizens
have already shown a shy interest in this new
form of opposition and ought to form a unified
stream against the deadlock of the current
parties. The second step is to be seen in the
long term and to build on new foundations,
which can only be dictated by the will of the
Lebanese people themselves, and that is the
creation of a sovereign state in the rule of law.

Photo by Piotr Chrobot on Unsplash

Lebanon cannot rest all hopes on international
aid. The current political class, as well as the
people, must realise that this aid is a push and
not a solution. Thanks to the intervention of
international entities, such as the IMF, and the
commitment of some foreign States to support
reconstruction efforts, the country can afford a
reorganisation for better stability and security,
a pledge of a more stable basis for the future.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
CARRY OUT URGENT POLITICAL
REFORMS ADDRESSING THE
CRISIS OF TRUST AND THE
FLAWED ECONOMIC MODEL OF
LEBANON

1.

Implement regulations against
corruption

•

•

•

Foster and encourage partnerships
between the State and international
entities (UN, donors) on the matter
of fighting corruption, complying with
conventions against corruption, and
implementing rigorous accountability
mechanisms from the State to the
Lebanese citizens,
Instigate an overhaul of the current political
and legislative system, and endow the
State with the tools to enact transparent
public action,
Fund and support international and local
projects advocating to build transparent
governance in Lebanon, at the level of
municipalities and the central State.

2.

Build a government based on skills
and expertise rather than community
affiliation

•
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•

•

Foster initiatives aiming at creating a
shared sense of belonging and identity
in Lebanon, beyond sects, and building a
standard narrative for the Lebanese of all
origins and communities,
Facilitate international and local
partnerships to support the State in
implementing transparent procedures
for public action.

FACILITATE INITIATIVES
EMPOWERING LEBANESE
CITIZENS AND YOUTH TO
INVEST IN PUBLIC DEBATE

4.

Encourage engagement of the
Lebanese people and youth in the
public debate

3.

•

Consolidate public finances & build a
new economic model

•

•
•

•

•

Facilitate the audit of Lebanon’s Central
Bank and take the appropriate measures
to prosecute decision-makers who are
responsible for its collapse fairly,
Enact capital control law and restructuring
of the bank sector,
Elaborate a solid plan to reorganise public
finances and build a new economic model
for Lebanon, in complete transparency
with the Lebanese people,
Support the few performant and
transparent public institutions that
already exist, to mitigate the effects of
the economic crisis on them and avoid
their downfall,
Maintain external and internal pressure
on the current government to urgently
implement reforms and build a plan to
overcome the crisis.

•
•

5.

•

Structure and articulate counter-power
parties into a credible alternative, to
discuss with the current ruling class on the
most prominent demands of the uprising,
and earn the trust of the Lebanese people
in an open-minded state of mind,
Develop a sustainable economic model
for civil society’s initiatives to have a
long-term impact and maintain internal
pressure, aiming at accountability from
the government to its citizens.

6.

Work with international partners
towards accountability and aid
efficiency

•
•

Encourage partners to publish quantified
data on the recovery efforts implemented,
Focus on long-term development
programs, addressing the root causes
of the economic and political crisis and
creating opportunities for the Lebanese
people

Foster credible alternatives to the
political class in power

•

•

Build a government formed by individuals
capable of compromise and high-level
expertise, regardless of their sect and
interests of their community, to avoid
repeating the same mistakes the current
sectarian-based system allowed,
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Create and structure spaces for the
Lebanese people to invest in the public
debate, have constructive discussions and
translate them into concrete actions,
Support local expertise, think tanks and
research offices specialised in governance
issues, public reforms, and human rights,
Unify strengths of the Lebanese youth
and organise awareness roundtables to
increase engagement and capacity of
action.

•
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Encourage the emergence of counterpowers entities who are transparent,
credible, open to dialogue and capable
of building solid foundations for a renewal
of the political system,
Tighten bonds between already existing
groups in different regions so as not to
dissipate and divide the momentum of
the uprising,
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CENTRAL QUESTION
Can the French initiative
still succeed in the current
circumstances?

Photo by Christelle Hayek on Unsplash

SWOT
ANALYSIS
STRENGTHS

WEAKNESSES

•

•

•

•
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•

THREATS

•

•

•
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•

The French initiative requires political
commitment for implementation,
while successive governments have
shown their inability to reform
French leverage is not visible at the
citizen level
The worsening financial and
economic crisis might increase
clientelism, and consolidate the
position of the current people in
power

OPPORTUNITIES

•

« We are not facing a political
class crisis, we are facing a
system crisis. »
Sibylle Rizk

The French initiative is publicly
supported by all parties and does
not face explicit opposition from the
international community
It is conceived in the spirit of
historical and cultural ties between
France and Lebanon while being
relatively free from geopolitical
calculations
It provides a practical roadmap to
urgent reforms which might unlock
CEDRE funds at a later stage

US Sanctions might act as positive
leverage if coordinated with the
French initiative
The worsening context is reducing
the number of possible exits,
especially with the increasing threat
of international isolation
France remains one of the few
countries willing to cooperate with
Lebanon

•
•
•

Citizens’ weariness and
disengagement lead to mass
emigration, especially from the youth
Geopolitical calculations at play in
Lebanon hinder the implementation
of the French roadmap
France’s involvement can be
interpreted as foreign interference in
domestic affairs
The political consensus around the
initiative has not yet been translated
into concrete actions
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PANEL 2
One year after: an impossible revolution*?
in partnership with L’Orient-Le Jour

* In the context of this panel’s analysis, the word «revolution» is used to refer to the uprising that started on

October 17th, 2019 across Lebanese territory. It is simply the translation of the arabic term commonly used,
«thawra», and does not correspond to the academic and original sense of the word.

PANELLISTS
Cyrille Nême is a journalist and is currently head of the
Opinion section of the French-Lebanese newspaper
L’Orient-Le-Jour where he previously led the Economics
Department. He has also been an economics
correspondent for the monthly journal Le Commerce
du Levant.

CYRILLE NÊME
MODERATOR

SALAM YAMOUT

BASSEM SNAIJE
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PROF JOSEPH MAÏLA

Salam Yamout is the president of the National Bloc.
Her 25 years of experience in the development and
management of TIC systems and their impact on
companies, governments and society as a whole allowed
her to work with industry leaders such as Cisco Systems
as well as international organisations such as the
European Unions and the UNDP. A committed activist,
Yamout has founded several NGOs such as «Women
in IT» and is the vice president of the Lebanese League
for Women in Businesses’ board.

Joseph Maïla is a professor of political sciences and
international relations specialising in the Middle East,
Islam and the sociology of conflicts. Currently, he is
geopolitics professor at the École Supérieure des
Sciences Économiques et Commerciales (ESSEC) and
programme director at the Institute of Research and
Teaching of Negotiation within the school (ESSEC
IRENÉ) where he hosts projects linked to international
mediation. He is the former dean and provost of the
Catholic Institute of Paris and has held many academic
responsibilities at the Saint-Joseph University in Beirut,
the Economics and Social Sciences Faculty (FASSE) of
the Catholic Institute of Paris, the Centre Sèvres-Jesuits
University of Paris, and the Paris-I University, amongst
others.

Bassem Snaije is the director of Cosmos Advisors, a
financial consulting firm, and a member of the Lebanese
political party «Citizens in a State». He began his career
in investment banking and capital markets, working in
Paris, London and New York. He has been a consultant
and financial advisor for public, private, institutional
and international clients, as well as central banks in
Europe, Asia and the Middle East. He is also a researcher
in contemporary economics history at the Sorbonne
University.
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CONTEXT
On October 17th, 2019, a popular uprising
that would drastically change the political,
social and cultural aspects of Lebanon took
place in the heart of the country. At that time,
the economy was already in a worrisome
state. Limited economic growth and rising
unemployment added to the lack of existing
social spending measures. The failed energy
sector, decaying infrastructure and the absence
of social safety nets, already constituted a
heavy burden on the overall quality of life
of Lebanese people. The government was
aware of this and looked for solutions through
international funding.
In 2018, a group of government representatives
pleaded their case to heads of international
states in Paris. The output of this CEDRE
conference was a pledge of over $10 billion to
boost the Lebanese economy, pending political
reforms. Indeed, in 2018, there was already
a consensus that the primary source of woes
for Lebanon stemmed from corruption. Anticorruption was the leading idea that President
Michel Aoun ran on, promising change. This
argument of endemic corruption was further
quantified by a McKinsey & Company report in
2018, which attributed the failing economy of
Lebanon to a massive budget-draining public
sector consuming around 20% of GDP, driven
by fiscal mismanagement and persistent
corruption. Fast forward to early October
2019, one year and a half after the CEDRE
agreement, and the Lebanese government
received not a single pledged dollar.
The reason for this was that none of the anticorruption reforms, which were a prerequisite
for funding, were implemented. Instead, the
profoundly paralysing level of corruption was
put on public display when a series of wildfires
36

broke out in the Chouf region of Lebanon
on October 13th, and the government was
left looking unable to take any action. The
evident mismanagement crisis, which left one
person dead, was due to the lack of proper
governance and funding. Residents had to wait
for firefighting planes to arrive from Cyprus,
Turkey, Jordan and Greece as their homes and
villages burned. Three days later, on October
17th, a proposal to levy additional direct taxes
in order to address the economic challenge
was to be discussed by the Lebanese cabinet.
This blow was too much for Lebanese people.

now unable to confront traditional politics on
the institutional field and to reach the core of
power. The popular momentum has quickly
been repressed and infiltrated by the Lebanese
political class, as well as by the economic and
financial crisis that has plundered Lebanese
society. Its different groups seem to be working
on unifying the ranks, a project hindered by
the heterogeneity of these movements. On
the other hand, the same groups actively
celebrate and fight for the preservation of
the diversity of opinions. The translation of
civil activity into political achievements has
to be conducted by structuring these groups
of interests and political parties, elaborating
comprehensive political programmes that
tackle public policies in every single domain,
investing in highly qualified Lebanese experts,
and, finally, conquering power.

Despite decades of political apathy, nonresponsiveness and conformism, Lebanese
people manifested in an almost unprecedented
manner, inducing an unquestionable change
in Lebanese politics and society. Within a few
weeks of protests, breaches opened in walls
that seemed eternal: outspoken criticisms of
elected Lebanese officials previously seen
as irreproachable and demands for systemic
change increased. Debates took place in
public squares, allowing many citizens to
find a new interest in politics. Civil society
movements claimed back the public sphere for
the first time since the end of the civil war. The
discussions tackled a vast range of themes,
from strictly political matters to economic and
societal subjects.

In this context, there is a need to understand
the Lebanese revolution’s achievements and
assess the challenges ahead. Key questions
relating to the revolution must be tackled in
order to fully understand the drivers of the
revolution, its main actors, and the role of
each of them in contributing to the revolution’s
success:
How can the civil society structure its demands,
and how is it possible for independent
inititiaves and local groups to evolve into fullfledged political parties and gain the upper
hand in their fight against traditional parties?
How can the role of Lebanese citizen become
embedded in the core of political life? What
is the role of the diaspora in supporting and
participating in the revolution? How do all
of these actors and factors can make the
series of events that started on October 17th
successful in the long run?

One year later, it is undeniable that the conflict
between protesters and traditional political
parties changed Lebanese politics, but the
revolution has yet to succeed in sustainably
transforming the political sphere. The number
of NGOs, regional groups and political parties
trying to occupy public spaces and to make
their voices heard has substantially increased;
the revolution has nevertheless been until
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DISCUSSION SUMMARY
Moderator Cyrille Nême started the panel with
an open question: is the revolution impossible?
Prof Joseph Maïla answered by stating that
the revolution exists and that its existence
is enough to negate the assumption of its
impossibility. He added that the real question
should be, why has it been interrupted? Salam
Yamout responded to this question by clarifying
that the revolution has not stopped; the only
standstill is related to street protests. She
stresses that one must look at the durable
accomplishments that the movement imposed
on the landscape. These successes include
the awakening of Lebanese citizens, and
breaking the chains of communitarianism
and sectarianism. Bassem Snaije reframed
the revolution and its context. He highlighted
the reasons leading up to the revolution: the
financial, economic, and social crisis, are the
same reasons that fuelled it. The worldwide
pandemic contributed to the list of crises,
resulting in the slowing down of the process,
but not its halt.
The discussion then shifted to assessing
the importance of a transition from a social
movement through protests to a political one.
Prof Maïla highlighted two critical changes in
Lebanese society: the refusal of the status
quo set by the political class and the loss of
their legitimacy in their eyes. He elaborated in
saying that he can allow himself to criticise the
civil society in regards to the lack of translation
of civil citizen demands to political demands
– all while acknowledging how complicated
the process is. He concluded with stating
that when civilians initiate a revolutionary
movement, they must eventually integrate
politics, which is yet to happen. Yamout agreed
with Prof Maïla, specifically on the divorce
between civil society and the government.
38

She added that there is a lack of unison
between Lebanese citizens on shared values,
by pointing out that «We create shared values
through dialogue, by convincing others. The
problem is, it takes time.» She continued
by specifying that a political transformation
requires new, active political parties that have
a clear structure, members, funding, a political
program, presence in all regions of Lebanon,
and other organisational aspects.
This idea was further emphasised by Snaije,
who not only agreed with the lack of the
government’s lack of credibility but added to
that does not even resemble a government
anymore. He considers that real positive
change is a considerable challenge for civil
society. It faces reality without having a
concrete plan, and this is where political parties
step need to fill the void. They need to bridge
the gap between society and politics, structure
demands and formulate policies. He ended his
intervention on two relatively positive notes;
the first being that the Lebanese diaspora
has a particular culture of citizenship lacking
in Lebanon, indicating that their contribution
is crucial. His second observation referred to
some Lebanese institutions (e.g., the central
bank) that have proven technical competence
used for criminal purposes. However, he is
confident that with the right guidance, they
can be efficient.

Bassem Snaije speaking from the ESCP campus, Paris

Nême addressed the elephant in the room by
asking the ensuing question: «The revolution has
a time problem. It must manage the immediate
and urgent economic crisis while having the
ambition for a political transformation that goes
beyond crisis management, which takes time.
How do we reconcile these two monumental
issues at the same times?»
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Salam Yamout speaking from the USJ campus, Beirut
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«

Change cannot happen
without a proper power
balance. »
Salam Yamout

Prof Maïla explained that it was necessary
to undertake short-term struggles such as
economic reforms and education, then go
on to medium-term ones like lengthy political
reforms. According to him, clear and defined
priorities essential for the upcoming phases.
He added that the emergence of a new political
class would be a transition to a new world. He
stated that legitimacy comes from democratic
elections. The crises might not be resolved
overnight. However, it must all come through
democratic legislation and regulations.
Snaije further developed this idea, claiming
that time is moving against Lebanon. He
elaborated by stating that the financial crisis
has yet to express its full force. The European
Union can, because of its democratic character,
respond to the stated needs and help
Lebanon. Nevertheless, he highlighted that
we should not allow the present consensus
to be maintained. His fear is that time will
lead to the complete collapse of the country.
For Snaije, it is therefore urgent to propose
political programs and tackle the 100 000
billion USD debt and the economic crisis
plaguing the country. He considers this topic
unavoidable, with a first action plan focusing
on a fair distribution of losses. It is altogether
a political, social and financial crisis.
In light of these conclusions, the panellists
discussed the opposition’s nature and
multiplicity, as well as the individuality of
each group’s program. More specifically,
they examined the possible paths to agree
on reforms. They also questioned how the
opposition could channel its demands while
preserving its diversity, alongside identifying
the obstacles ahead of a potential alliance.
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In order to understand how Lebanon got
reached this crisis and how it can mitigate
it, Prof Maïla focused on the nature and
history of its population. He explained that the
differences in cultural and political sensibilities
still exist. Not everyone is one the same page,
and this schism is not limited to the ruling
political class and their supporters, it also
concerns the revolution and the civil society.
Lebanon has a non-state decision-making
«polyarchy». It also has a tradition of pluralism,
including in its civil society, and this is a sign of
vitality. However, Lebanon’s current pluralism
is unregulated and anarchic, and a significant
risk the civil society might face is the migration
of this anarchy to its playground.

Another key topic discussed by the panellists
is the role of the international community,
regarding major players in particular. The
moderator asked the following question: how
do we enable new emerging political parties to
be recognised by the international community?
Once again, Yamout expressed the position
of the National Block, by explaining that the
party profoundly believes in its strengths
and will not seek to impose itself on other
factions. She added that various ways out of
the crisis exist within the internal landscape
and that the priority is finding shared values,
a joint program, and an identical vision. She
believes that these circumstances will be able
to reverse the balance of power.

Speaking as the president of a current
opposition political party, the National Bloc,
Yamout responded by bringing to light the
steps they have taken as a political party
towards that goal. She states that they have
discussed and worked with other groups, going
as far as offering alliances. Furthermore, they
established a joint communiqué between
various opposition forces, containing unified
program designed by 25 revolution entities.
She believes that commonly agreed upon
bases unite a majority of active groups and
that solutions do exist. According to her, the
main challenge lies with the implementation of
similar decisions which aim to put the country
on the right track. For Yamout, the current
power balance (between street activists and
the political class) is not equal, and we must
work towards its improvement. She continued
by specifying that Lebanese citizens need
to be more involved, to various degrees, in
the transformation they seek. To do this: the
opposition must work in coalition, regardless
of whether they are united.
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Prof Maïla shared a different perspective
on this issue, one where the focus is on the
regional context and its influence. He considers
that the numerous issues that Lebanon faces
are a result of regional unrest, caused by the
refugee crises, Hezbollah’s weapons, and
other geopolitical realities, highlighting that
the regional landscape is highly turbulent. He
carried on by saying «we have an incredible
propensity to align ourselves with foreign forces
when formulating our policy. Therefore, we
cannot peacefully discuss crucial questions.
This tradition is a failure within the Lebanese
political culture, as the feeling of belonging to a
national community is not sufficiently anchored
in the citizens’ minds. We must approach
our citizenship from a global perspective:
we have to take foreign policy into account
in the definition of our citizenship and do it
peacefully.»
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The final idea examined by the panel brought
back the discussion to current reality, by
addressing the problem of emigration: what
is its real impact? What are the obstacles the
political parties face when trying to mobilise
those who emigrated? How can diaspora
investment be used as a political lever?
Snaije explained that the reasons behind past
and present-day emigration are the same,
as he drew parallelism between former and
current migration waves. He considers that the
result is the same. He states that «in Lebanon,
you do not control your future, you do not have
the right to speak, you do not have citizenship
– and these rights are universal. Emigration
becomes the adjustment variable, which
destroys the country’s future». He then added
that the objective is reversing these catalysers
by creating a political project. He considers
that reversing the current decline, and winning
back the people’s trust, is essential to assure
the diaspora and convince it to initiate financial
and humane investments in Lebanon. The
diaspora should have a say in the governance
of the country of tomorrow, because it draws
a different vision from its experience abroad
and they know how to demand accountability.
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ANALYSIS & FINDINGS
Based on the different perspectives shared
during the panel, four core ideas were
identified in relation to the success factors
of the revolution. These factors can be split
into four main domains for recommendations:
The first domain deals with the means for
translating the civil movements into political
actions by establishing shared values and
emphasising on the need for a common
identity.
The second domain adopts a more practical
approach. It is concerned with the ability
of the political groups participating in the
uprisings, what we refer to as the new «antisystem» groups, to participate competitively
and achieve concrete gains in the political
environment of Lebanon. This move can
be achieved by combining political groups’
resources and creating strategic coalitions
that aim to gain widespread recognition.
The third domain emphasises on areas of
success outwards looking in, focusing on
the role of the diaspora. The massive size
and diversified presence of the Lebanese
diaspora give it a unique advantage in its
contribution to the Lebanese uprising. This
advantage is channelled through the ability to
raise awareness and solidarity to the events
taking place in Lebanon and through a transfer
of skill and experience from the international
localities inwards.
The final domain of focus deals with the current
Lebanese political system as a whole. The
confessional system in itself has enabled the
continuous failures at the governmental level,
weakening chances for political competition,
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increasing clientelism and perpetuating
corruption. Changes to the political system
must take place if the goal is long term social
and political development.

« In Lebanon, there are several
authorities within the central
authority. It is a non-state
decisional polyarchy. »
Prof Joseph Maïla

CREATING AND DEVELOPING
COMMON SOCIETAL VALUES
THAT CAN BE TRANSLATED
INTO THE POLITICAL SPHERE
There is a need to rebuild the social contract
in Lebanon and reinstate the people’s trust
in it. Achieving this requires a bottom-up
decentralised attitude combining local views,
sensibilities, and cultural priorities. This
argument is much more complicated in the
case of Lebanon with its diverse ethnic and
cultural groups.
The existence of numerous Lebanese societal
groups implies the existence of diverse
values stemming from each of them. The
confrontation among these groups can only
be tamed through active communication
that asserts and arrays common interests,
beliefs, as well as concerns. Shared values
initiate the endeavour to ascertain a collective
political vision whilst harnessing the talent and
expertise of the citizens. Hence, constructive
dialogues can lead to developing a collective
identity and bringing about common societal
values to be translated into the political sphere.
Noteworthy and lasting recovery of Lebanon
will require the coalition of all the different
societal actors; for instance, existing «antisystem» political parties working concertedly
with experts, civil organisations teaming up
with individuals and members of the diaspora
in unison, all of these acting jointly to help
shape an auspicious common future. Being the
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locus of power, civil society should reprimand
state suppression and define norms ensuring
democracy in addition to the creation of an
environment in which intrinsic values such as
equality, justice, responsibility, respect, as well
as human rights are able to flourish.

political spectrum, and they have individual
political programs that are inclusive to other
communities. In 2018, newly established
political parties were frowned upon as they
disrupted a system that had the same leaders
for more than 60 years.

An inclusive coalition is essential to compete
with existing confessional system players.
Furthermore, engraving common civic and
national values is a crucial step for the success
of the uprising and the improvement of the
Lebanese state.

Civil war leaders have previously exploited the
differences amid the Lebanese social groups
and their values to reaffirm their grip on power,
defining the necessity of their existence in
opposition to other groups. They have used
their influence to manipulate the narrative of
the political sphere, intervening in even the
social and cultural institutions to force their
unchallengeable views. Therefore, it is crucial
to elucidate civic fundamentals of interests and
emphasise on the necessity of establishing
a new political and economic vision; this
includes focusing efforts on developing the
civil society and constructing an environment
encouraging an inclusive space for political
decision making.

Since then, the October 17th revolution took
place, and Lebanese people began accepting
that the only way to have effective and
sustainable change is through non-violence,
hence the general elections. Lebanon has
witnessed a rise in the formation of new,
culturally relevant political parties, with clear
agendas and straightforward views on critical
local issues. They may have differences in
their political stances and views, but they
have a lot in common. Therefore, for change
to implementation to succeed, these political
groups must come together and form
coalitions to combine their unique expertise
and overcome their lack of experience. Even
when views and political stances are not
aligned, these Lebanese political parties can
create local and temporary coalitions based on
compromises that result in «win-win» situations
for both parties.

USING THE KNOWLEDGE AND
EXPERTISE OF THE DIASPORA IN
THE FIGHT FOR RIGHTS

CREATING COALITIONS AND
ESTABLISHING A SHARED
POLITICAL PROGRAM AMONGST
THE VARIOUS POLITICAL
GROUPS FIGHTING AGAINST THE
STATUS QUO
Political parties in Lebanon have been
historically communal. Be it religion-based,
district-based, or based on traditions, their
only shared attribute is their conservatism
towards their respective communities/
religion. This intersection between politics and
community was the main reason why during
the 2018 Lebanese general election, new
political movements and parties were unable
to launch individual nationwide campaigns
with candidates representing each community
(as the electoral law states). Therefore, they
decided to join forces, and enter the elections
through what was called a civil society alliance,
«Kulluna Watani», making sure that the
Lebanese population had an alternative option
in 9 out of the 15 voting districts. However,
the nature of these new political parties does
not follow the traditional Lebanese political
party model. They are spread out on the
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Between 1975 and 1990 almost one million
Lebanese emigrated from Lebanon as a
result of the civil war. Cohen (1997) considers
this phenomenon as forced migration, and
describes that the consequent migrant
communities are often labelled as «victim
diasporas». After the 1990s Lebanon
witnessed a period of relative peace, apart
from the 2006 clashes with Israel. However,
waves of migrations continued to take
place. The «no war no peace» environment,
accompanied with weak to mediocre economic
opportunities, constituted the main factors
driving this loss of human capital. As a
result, resilient, experienced, and motivated
Lebanese diaspora communities emerged
across the globe. During and after the October
17th uprising, these communities showcased
signs of a continued commitment to improving
Lebanon, even from abroad.

The aim is establishing a joint political program
and focus on collectively making it a reality.
As a coalition, the political groups will have
greater reach, and their impact will be much
more significant. They will be able to attract
a larger audience as they would be present
geographically, demographically, and socially
across Lebanon, thus creating the image of
a choice, one for change. These actions will
shift the focus of the Lebanese population
from accepting a clientelist environment to
seeking improvements and development on a
national level. Moreover, this transition can be
a core element that connects all the previously
cited actions. Only when the Lebanese people
are capable of detaching themselves from
politicians that exploit identity politics that
they will perceive political activism as a means
to seek equal rights and duties. The ruling
political class will then lose its purpose.
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One of the significant ways that the
diaspora has been and is still contributing
to the development of Lebanon is through
remittances. These transactions can be a
potent tool in the reconstruction of countries,
as they provide a source of funding for
hospitals, education and infrastructure. The
most explicit demonstration of this reality was
evident during the rapid and massive levels of
aid intervention that poured in following the
August 4th Beirut explosion. Remittances are
especially significant in the Lebanese economy,
which has been dependent on their inflow
as a primary economic driver. The dangers
associated with remittances are mainly
linked to the dependency they create. The
Lebanese economy has grown over the years
to become overly dependent on remittances
in an unsustainable manner. This dependency
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transformed this developmental tool into an
agent for unsustainable growth and economic
instability. Akyeampong (2000) expanded on
this idea in his claims that most sub-Saharan
countries are economically dependent on a
macro-level on international organisations
(including the IMF), as well as on micro-level
on the diaspora through remittances. He
concludes that this model leaves little room
for sustainable internal economic growth.
Therefore, proper funding channels to manage
remittances, and any reconstruction/ statebuilding project must be put in place. This
process can ensure that the Lebanese
economy avoids becoming solely dependent
on the work of NGOs or the constant inflow of
foreign funds.
Aside from remittances, the diaspora
possesses unique characteristics that can
significantly contribute to the development of
Lebanon. Its spread over several countries is an
asset that can be used to raise awareness and
amass support, as was demonstrated in the
coordinated demonstrations which took place
all over the world in support of the uprisings in
Lebanon in 2019. A coordinated effort must
be put in place to ensure that the actions of
the diaspora can attain their maximum reach
while leveraging the geopolitical influence of
the diasporic communities.
Another unique quality of the diaspora is
its nature as an agglomeration of skilled
individuals, whose experience and networks
can be incredibly impactful once transferred
to Lebanon. They form a potential source
of opportunity for creating connections,
replicating «know-how», and providing
investments and trade. Systems for transferring
skills and networks are available. However,
further engagement from expatriates and
diaspora groups is needed to give the active
political groups fighting for change in Lebanon
the critical advantage they desperately need.
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ELECTIONS AND THE
REVAMPING OF THE
CONFESSIONAL POLITICAL
SYSTEM IN LEBANON
The Lebanese civil society has been, for a
long time, abandoned by a failed State and by
defective public services; it has thus thrived,
since the civil war, to organise itself in order
to meet the needs of its members. Supported
by an efficient and innovative private sector,
this civil society stretches its ties to foreign
countries by relying on a proactive diaspora.
Its members came to the rescue following
the port explosion that devastated several
neighbourhoods of Beirut, by aiding the
victims of this disaster and organising the
reconstruction process.
The Lebanese civil society is composed
of numerous NGOs, local networks and
enterprises, highly qualified individuals, as
well as of world-renown universities. However,
until now, it has proved itself unable to bridge
the gap between civil and political activism. In
2011 and 2015, it failed to shake the Lebanese
political system through protests. It participated
in the 2016 municipal elections and the
2018 legislative elections without success.
The larger and longer-lasting movement that
emerged in October 2019 weaken the control
of traditional political parties on the State.
In the wake of street protests and sit-ins,
new political parties, regional organisations
and lobbies established themselves, in order
to their efforts against the status quo. The
revolution then lost its momentum when it
collided with the old system’s lack of action,
on top of the violent repression of protesters
during an unprecedented financial and
economic crisis. Using Prof Maïla’s words,
the civil society has become «the impossible
alternative to the political class».
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This civil society must today cross the Rubicon
which lies between citizen and political activism,
in order to bring new life to Lebanese politics.
It must build a new, trustworthy opposition
to the ruling parties. It must also aim for the
conquest of the State’s institutions through
democratic mechanisms, and on the longer
term, come to power. The new political parties
must therefore assume a central role and must
bridge the gap between society and politics, by
writing down public policies and organising the
demands. They must accomplish this process
by bringing back two fundamental principles at
the heart of Lebanese politics: (i) the electoral
programmes, based on their campaigning
strategy for the elections – rather than on
the sectarian belonging of citizens; (ii) holding
political decision-makers accountable. This
new opposition needs to bring back citizens
at the heart of political life, a mission that
starts with establishing plausible and detailed
electoral programmes. These organisations
must also learn to work as allies – otherwise,
they will never be able to break the glass
ceiling – before spreading out again on the
whole political spectrum in order to fulfil the
requirement of political diversity.
A entirely revamped system is crucially
needed, as the sectarian/confessional system,
once considered a necessity for stability, is
restricting today’s political representation
exclusively along politico-religious lines. It
is the same system that transformed the
state-citizen relationship into a state–client
relationship.
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« There is not only a revolution
going on, there is also a financial,
economic and social crisis,
which is fueling the revolution. »
Bassem Snaije
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•

RECOMMENDATIONS
CREATING AND DEVELOPING
COMMON SOCIETAL VALUES
THAT CAN BE TRANSLATED
INTO THE POLITICAL SPHERE

1.

Expand the role of the diaspora in
creating common societal values

•

•

Recognise the diasporas’ affinity to the
Lebanese groups and be aware of their
reciprocal interests; the sense of belonging
and mutual recognition is crucial,
Provide the Lebanese groups with the
diaspora’s conception of the needed
engagements needed to develop shared
values - acquired from the diverse political
and social structures unique to the
diaspora - and encourage their integration.

2.

Expand the role of individuals and
individual initiatives in creating
common societal values

•

•

•
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Work on developing a sense of unity;
individuals must adhere to some common
values and allegiance toward their country
and consider themselves as members of
the same nation,
Understand the needs to manage a
mutual sharing of public-life aspects and
resources across the diverse populations
of Lebanon,
Demonstrate individuals’ readiness to
accept the diaspora’s vital assistance
and work concertedly on reconciling and
combining their diverse set of values.

3.

Expand the role of «anti-system»
political parties in creating common
societal values

•

•

•

Launch campaigns allowing targeting
diverse social groups in order to achieve
homogenisation of social norms and
values as well as behaviour expectations
in order to be able to absorb and mitigate
dissents and avert unexpected upheavals,
Stimulate the individuals to become
involved social actors by exploiting their
diverse values, traditions, and cultures
as an enrichment to the country and
internalising civic norms to prevent any
societal imbalance.

•

4.

Define and prioritise campaign
objectives
Unite and agree on goals that would give
the Lebanese citizen the bare minimum
of rights, before diverging and spreading
onto the political spectrum,
Set up goal-oriented plans aiming to attain
the mentioned rights. An achievementoriented campaign would not only attract
more confidence, but also entice citizens
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6.

Frequently share and publicly
communicate campaign approach
and plans, and engage voters
through social media

•

•

Maximise coalition experience
through a well-developed strategy

CREATING COALITIONS AND
ESTABLISHING A JOINT
POLITICAL PROGRAM AMONGST
THE VARIOUS POLITICAL
GROUPS FIGHTING AGAINST THE
STATUS QUO

•

university student activists have always
been pioneers in the development of
Lebanese politics. Independent student
movements and campaigns predated all
official independent political movements in
Lebanon. As a result, they have gathered
experience going up against seasoned,
more powerful, more prosperous and
institution backed opponents; hence the
creation of a coalition a few years ago.

5.
•

•

to rethink development, action through
policy, national identity, and palpable goaloriented politics. Critical population factors
needed to revamp the political system,
Focus on providing the minimum of human
rights and needs while developing the
vision of a better state through awareness
campaigns. When the essentials are in
place, the citizen’s livelihood becomes in
direct relation to the country they reside
in and the institutions running it. Thus,
connecting private life with public life, and
elevating the attention needed to address
the later,
Work on tackling the main ideas:
corruption, technically resolving the
economic crisis in a fair way, working on the
most significant infrastructure issues that
are restraining the Lebanese population
from development — at the same time,
maintaining core values such as being the
primacy of the public good, social justice,
transparency, and stewardship of their
country for future generations.

•

•
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Establish campaign plans the earliest
possible. Coalition campaigns are
relatively inexperienced when competing
with the dominating communal political
parties. Therefore, early presence to not
only gather recognition but also to be able
to gain the confidence of potential voters
is crucial,
Focus campaigns as being the alternative
for all the current political class. The fight
is against the system, and the players
profiting off of it. Targeting specific
opposition parties could create a biased
reputation that would be difficult to shake
off,
Study and learn from previous political
campaigns notably, the «Beirut Madinati»
campaign of 2016 and the «Koullouna
Watani» campaign of 2018,
Seek a connection as a coalition with
the coalition of independent students
in Lebanese universities. Lebanese

•

Ensure that all coalition agendas and
visions are public in order to gain credibility
and avoid defending later on accusations
of dishonesty,
Ensure that all sources of campaign
funding are disclosed in a transparent
public manner, creating the core model
that future political parties could follow.
Financial transparency is a must to gain
credibility and recognition amongst local
and international groups and individuals,
Leverage social media, to unify and ensure
inclusivity of all demands. Social media
was the leading platform that played
a crucial role in the expansion of the
revolution. Platforms such as Instagram,
Facebook and Twitter were crucial in
exposing the deep level of corruption in the
Lebanese state. They are considered today
as watchdogs against the actions of the
Lebanese government describing whatever
is happening across Lebanon. Leveraging
the existing pro- revolution social groups in
their support for this coalition is going to be
the key to a successful election campaign
and transformation program. Social media
does not only inform the residents of
events taking place in Lebanon, but it
also gathers supports from international
communities and evolves the diaspora
in the on the ground struggles. They are
furthering the chances of a successful
campaign for change.
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USING THE KNOWLEDGE AND
EXPERTISE OF THE DIASPORA IN
THE FIGHT FOR RIGHTS

7.

Leverage the inflow of remittances
from the diaspora

8.

Raise international awareness and
gather support through the diaspora
The diaspora should:

•

The diaspora should:

•

•

•

•

Allocate funding to political campaigns
of groups opposing the government.
These groups should have a clear public
political agenda, should have concrete
plans in contributing to elections and
overall political system and should have
transparency over funding,
Ensure any remittances going to
reconstruction projects or infrastructure
support are done so through transparent
channels and proper governance, avoiding
any possibility of reproducing the same
system of clientelism currently present.
This approach will decrease corruption
associated with such projects and thus
limit dependencies,
Ensure that any funding, provided to NGOs
or projects that would otherwise be tasked
to the government, is only made available
under the condition that said NGO or
project provide indirect financial or direct
associational support to groups pressuring
the Lebanese government to manage its
public duties properly,
This step is essential in making sure
that the government does not become
dependent on the work of NGOs, which is
a common feature between the Lebanese
institutions today and a large number
of cases of states with inapt corrupt
governments.

•

•

Organise within each locality, communicate
with groups in Lebanon to understand
specific needs and challenges on the
ground, assess the ability to bring light
to certain impactful actions publicly.
This move can be made through public
demonstrations, media appearances
or direct contact with the country host
government,
Contact organisations within the locality
of the diaspora that can be useful tools
to raise awareness and support the
need for change in Lebanon. This tactic
would increase international pressure on
Lebanese authorities to become more
proactive.

•

ELECTIONS AND THE
REVAMPING OF THE
CONFESSIONAL POLITICAL
SYSTEM IN LEBANON

9.

10.

Transfer the skills and networks
of the diaspora into the Lebanese
society

•

11.

Plan to move past the traditional
confessional system

•

•

Government should follow the goals set out
in the national pact of 1943 and the Ta’If
accords of 1989, and work on abolishing
the confessional sectarian system which
is now popularly seen as a failed system,
A negotiation between «traditional»
political groups in power today, the «antisystem» groups and groups representing
civil society must take place, to discuss
moving past confessionalism to a modern
state with institutions that protect the rule
of law, democracy and a tolerant social
agenda. This exchange could take the
form of a progressive transition out of
the existing political structures through
decentralisation as a first step and
increasing the governing responsibilities
of localities or a more direct approach
through a revised electoral law and
parliamentary elections.

Revise electoral laws and provide
alternative updated changes

•

The diaspora should:

•

Contribute and engage in discussions
with organised «anti-system» political
groups in Lebanon, to provide experience
gathered through living abroad in relation
to possible laws, rights, and governance
practices. The exposure of the diaspora to
different political and social systems can
be leveraged into future campaigns and
political programs, success factors abroad
can be included in plans for Lebanon,
Support the «anti-system» political
parties in Lebanon in their needs and
plans, the diaspora’s ease in travel and
communication, and ease in access
to financial resources constitute an
advantage that can further the uprising
and continued fight for development in
Lebanon.

Contribute to the existing UN Development
Program’s Transfer of Knowledge through
Expatriate Nationals (TOKTEN), the
program works to «enhance national
affinity across borders and contribute to
human resource development in good
governance, public and private sector
development, social and cultural sectors to
achieve sustainable human development
and build the national capacity of civil
servants and technocrats»,
Organised diaspora group must engage
with the TOKTEN to mobilise the critical
transfer of knowledge and expertise to
Lebanon through various projects,

Change the current parliamentary electoral
voting law to induce a political sphere more
dependent on accountability and merit.
Currently, the electoral system is based
on the 1926 model, where each individual
votes in the district where their family
was registered during the 1920s. This
reality encourages the communal identity
politics and protects elected officials from
direct accountability since their actions
do not necessary impact those who have
voted for them. Instead of voting along
sectarian lines, voting should be based on
residency. Doing so would allow residents
to assess and hold accountable elected
officials based on development projects,
infrastructure maintenance and overall
governance in their respected residencies.

UNDP (no date) Transfer of Knowledge through Expatriate Nationals (TOKTEN) | UNDP in Programme
of Assistance to the Palestinian People. Available at: https://www.ps.undp.org/content/papp/en/home/
operations/tokten.html (Accessed: 13 December 2020).
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CENTRAL QUESTION
On year after: an
impossible revolution?

Photo by Brian Wertheim on Unsplash

SWOT
ANALYSIS

« There is a divorce
between the political class
and the civil society. »
Prof Joseph Maïla

STRENGTHS

WEAKNESSES

•

•

•
•
•
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•
•
•

THREATS

•

•

•
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•

The correlation of the economic crisis
to the political crisis
The inability of the civil society or «antisystem» political parties to translate
the momentum from the uprisings into
political victories
The lack of straightforward political
programs as an alternative to the
existing political parties
The current confessional political
system that promotes sectarianism
and communal politics
The low levels of organisation at the
diaspora level

OPPORTUNITIES

•
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The nature of the dynamic uprisings,
and their substantial impact on social,
cultural and political domains
The social consensus that change is
crucial and needed for life in Lebanon
to continue
The presence of established «antisystem» groups who are growing and
gaining expertise and support
The determination of a specialised
and diversely located diaspora in
contributing to the development of
Lebanon

The rise of new social initiatives for
change and the shift away from
apathetic politics to more political
engagement across the Lebanese
population
The increase in international
awareness and the recent emphasis
on the narrative of the failed system in
Lebanon highlighted by foreign actors,
giving additional credibility to the need
for political change
The increased signs of engagement by
the diaspora in political life in Lebanon
and in rebuilding the state

•
•
•
•

The declining momentum of the
uprisings, and normalisation of the
quality of life under the new conditions
The renewed communal and sectarian
reliance on political leaders caused by
the severe economic crisis
The threat of direct foreign intervention,
and the dependence of local sectarian
political parties on external support
The rise of sectarian tensions and
claims of ideological clashes
The inability of the Lebanese
government to protect fair and
democratic elections
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PANEL 3
How can we build an innovative post-disaster
recovery framework in the current
circumstances?
What would be the role of the diaspora and
the international community?

PANELLISTS

JOHN ACHKAR
MODERATOR
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John Achkar is co-founder of Nation Station and Rise
Up Lebanon, two initiatives working on mitigating the
impact of the 4th of August blast in Beirut through
a sustainable and inclusive recovery strategy. He is a
political activist who has been involved with Lebanese
civil society in the past few years. He currently works
as a management consultant for small and micro
businesses, and manages the Talent Development
division at Tamayyaz. Prior to that, John worked in
several NGOs, notably managing projects at the Danish
Refugee Council.

DR CARMEN GEHA

Carmen Geha is associate professor of public
administration, leadership and organisational
development at the American University of Beirut. She
is also a research associate and a founding member
at the Center for Inclusive Business & Leadership for
women. She set up the «Education for Leadership in
Crisis» scholarship program for Afghan women at AUB,
and was a fellow in the program in social sciences at
the Institute for Advanced Study. Geha has extensive
experience advising and consulting in public sector
reform and organisational development.

PROF ISHAC DIWAN

Ishac Diwan is professor of economics at Paris Sciences
et Lettres, where he holds the chair of the Economy
of the Arab World, and teaches at the Ecole Normale
Superieure. He directs the political economy program
of the Economic Research Forum. Previously, Diwan
worked at the World Bank in the Research Complex,
the World Bank Institute, and in Operations. He was
the World Bank’s country director first in East and
then West Africa. His recent books include «A Political
Economy of the Middle East» and «Crony Capitalism in
the Middle East».
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LAMIA MOUBAYED BISSAT

ELIE GEAGEA
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Lamia Moubayed Bissat heads the Institut des Finances
Basil Fuleihan at the Lebanese Ministry of Finance. She
was nominated by the UN Secretary General to serve
on the Committee of Experts in Public Administration.
She is also a member of the board of the International
Association of Schools and Institutes of Administration.
She contributed to founding the GIFT-MENA network of
civil service training schools and the MENAPAR network
of research in public administration. Moubayed was
awarded the «Légion d’Honneur» and the «Chevalier
de l’Ordre National du Mérite» for her contributions to
developing cooperation ties between France, Lebanon
and the MENA region.
Elie Geagea is Head of the Equity Derivatives - Financial
Engineering Office at HSBC in Paris. He started his
career in the trading room at Société Générale, Paris.
He then joined HSBC where he co-founded the equity
structured products business. From Paris, he developed
the business offering investment solutions for European
Private Banking, Retail Banking and Institutional clients.
Geagea was instrumental in the creation of four
international hubs within HSBC to manage the equity
structured products business globally.
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CONTEXT
The panel revolves around the following
question: how can we build an innovative postdisaster recovery framework in the current
circumstances, and what would be the role
of the diaspora?
In order to highlight the question’s implications,
it is essential to note the context in which
this framework is drawn. On top of a deep
economic, financial, political and health crisis,
an unprecedented explosion happened on the
4th of August 2020. The explosion has to be
seen as a function of a total societal collapse,
not only of a political one.
Following the blast, an immediate phase of
disaster relief took place characterised by
exceptional solidarity from the Lebanese
people as well as the international community
and the diaspora. In the long-term, the recovery
framework will be more demanding, as it
will have to involve financial and economic
restructuring, as well as political reforms, and
new elections.
We have witnessed that the international
community answered the call for help and
assistance to the Lebanese people. However,
the short term challenge here is channelling
hundreds of millions, if not billions, of dollars in
aid without it being siphoned off by corruption.
A considerable number of international donors,
both governmental and non-governmental,
have publicly stated that they will not entrust
the aid directly to the Lebanese government,
because of a history of corruption, waste and
lack of trust. Instead, several have chosen to
work directly with local NGOs and civil society,
international agencies present on the field, or
even deploy their own human and material
resources on the ground. This position was
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an evident embarrassment for the Lebanese
government whose lack of credibility revealed
itself to the entire world, in the middle of a
crisis where institutions are needed the most.
Today, Lebanon stands in the intermediate
phase of disaster recovery, which lies between
short-term relief and long-term reconstruction.
In preparation for this intermediate phase, it
is most urgent to focus on rehabilitation and
continue to act outside the political domain,
but with a tighter organisation of the effort.
The panel thus focused on this rehabilitation
phase and the different actors involved in the
process. Indeed, civil society groups played
an essential role in the immediate relief
response, many of them were highly active on
the ground, filling in the gap left by government
inaction after the disaster. However, there is no
alternative for the State, and the replacement
of bad governance cannot be «no governance.»
The challenge is for the main actors involved
on the ground, such as civil society, NGOs,
diaspora and some State institutions, to work
together on increasing discipline, democracy,
and transparency. This phase will also need
to lay the ground for the reconstruction
phase, where the challenge is to build back
better. If diverse actors can come together
successfully to overcome the challenges of the
rehabilitation phase, this will draw the path for
innovative solutions and tools to tackle other
structural problems in Lebanon, beyond the
reconstruction of Beirut.
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DISCUSSION SUMMARY
The panel started with the intervention of
Prof Ishac Diwan, who set the tone and the
framework of the discussion. After highlighting
the particular context Lebanon is going
through, he pinpointed the importance of
focusing on the intermediate-term to rebuild
Beirut successfully. Indeed, Prof Diwan showed
that solidarity efforts were deployed to respond
to the needs generated by the immediate
urgent term. The longer-term recovery process
involves elections and a restructuring of the
political sphere. However, today, Lebanon is
in the intermediate term, which is a decisive
and uncertain period.
Prof Diwan also described the work undertaken
by the World Bank, the European Union (EU),
and the United Nations (UN), to create the
Beirut Multi-Donor Trust Fund. This endeavour
involves fundamental challenges, one of them
being the creation of a governance structure
for the fund that reflects the Lebanese
people’s needs. This structure could work if
multiple actors from civil society participate in
its governance, in the execution of projects,
and monitoring and evaluation efforts, in order
to ensure that the funds are used efficiently.
There will be real challenges for this fund to be
representative and reflective of all the different
stakeholders involved in the rehabilitation
efforts, including vulnerable populations who
often do not have a say in the way international
aid is disbursed.
The discussion then moved to Dr Carmen Geha,
who talked about how Beirut can and should
become a lesson and a school for the future.
For this to happen, different factors have to
be taken into consideration. She started by
highlighting the fact that there is no alternative
to having a functioning state, as it alone can
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support the scale of the efforts needed to
rebuild Beirut. She stressed, however, the
fact that there is an apparent trust deficit in
Lebanese institutions today, and that urgent
measures are necessary to gain back this
trust. Finally, she highlighted the importance
of civil society involvement during this critical
phase. Indeed, for civil society groups to have
a role beyond quick, immediate relief, they
will have to organise themselves and set
the list of priorities to create an inclusive,
evidence-based, locally-driven roadmap for
recovery. For example, in the governance of
the international trust fund, they will have to
be active in the decision-making processes
to make sure that the Lebanese community
is well represented and that their needs are
taken into consideration.

Lamia Moubayed Bissat speaking from the ESCP campus, Paris

The conversation then moved to Lamia
Moubayed, who highlighted the importance
of integrating the governance component in
the vision of rehabilitation. Decision-makers
and advocates must not leave Lebanese
institutions out in the process or else; the
risks of relapse are significant. They have a role
to play in response, recovery and rebuilding.
One cannot deny the fact that there are some
competent civil servants. A network of trusted
institutions and competent civil servants
may contribute to a governance board that
manages and reports on the different aid
programs, thus ensuring sustainability.
Moreover, she mentioned that reinstating
good governance and the rule of law starts
with State building and implies, de facto, a
positive engagement with State institutions.
Some State institutions have already invested
in digital governance to make information
transparent and available to the people. The
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Dr Carmen Geha speaking from the USJ campus, Beirut
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«

Lebanese people need
opportunities rather than
aid. »
Elie Geagea

ANALYSIS & FINDINGS
case of the Donor Coordination Platform, which
embodies this innovation, acts as a multilateral
organisation system for active actors. Impact,
a governmental inter-municipal platform, is
currently undergoing development to become a
potential benefactor of this intergovernmental
platform.
Moubayed also talked about an essential
factor in the rehabilitation phase, which is the
adaptation of donors’ financial instruments to
sustain the vision and ensure sufficient funds
to support rebuilding.
Elie Geagea then discussed the financial
aspect of rebuilding. The financial situation
in Lebanon is dire as the country faces a cashout crisis and a depreciating currency. Money
is needed to rebuild the city. However, the
country is currently reliant on a cash economy
which paves the way to money laundering
and fiscal evasion. Moreover, money does
not circulate easily within the banking sector.
Paradoxically, it is easier to raise funds than
to channel existing funds. Innovative solutions
have to be put in place to create opportunities
for real-time international transactions that will
reduce cash flows in the economy.

Geagea also highlighted the presence of a
considerable opportunity with micro-financing
and micro-loans. Many small businesses today
are shutting their doors due to their incapacity
of breaking even. On the other hand, in the
current financial situation, a lot of Lebanese
people have large amounts of Lebanese
pounds in banks with slashed interest rates.
Therefore, micro-financing small businesses
would be an opportunity for people with cash
reserves to get returns of their investment
and will allow small businesses to operate.
The challenge is adapting existing financial
instruments while innovating and seeking
opportunities within the circumstances and
the limitations of the system.

In the aftermath of the 4th of August, five
key priorities seem to emerge to pave the
way for a sustainable reconstruction: (i)
build transparent and accountable public
institutions, (ii) foster long-term implication
from the diaspora, (iii) address the crisis
trust and work towards digitalisation, (iv)
foster efficient coordination mechanisms with
international aid, (v) fund and rebuild following
the «Build Back Better» approach. These
priorities imply several supportive conditions to
build an evidence-based roadmap for recovery.

All of the panellists highlighted the importance
of the diaspora in the process of rebuilding.
Indeed, the Lebanese diaspora answered the
call for solidarity and has a role in building a
new Lebanon. The diaspora has been used
and abused by the Lebanese system in several
ways. However, after the blast, their feeling
of belonging and identity resurfaced. The
diaspora needs to be involved not only on
a financial level but also on a cultural and
political level.

Public institutions in Lebanon face a severe lack
of trust by citizens, as well as the international
community. The immediate post-disaster relief
following the Beirut explosion reflects this,
more than ever, with public institutions taking a
backseat while civil society cleared the streets
and began rebuilding. Nevertheless, there is
no alternative to state institutions, as they have
an unparalleled capacity to drive large-scale,
sustainable, and systematic impact. We then
need to work towards reforms that will ensure
these institutions can indeed fulfil their role of
serving the Lebanese people. Implementing
these changes will require a separation of
public institutions from destructive political
influences, on top of a willingness from the
international community and civil society
organisations to collaborate with public
institutions.

BUILD TRANSPARENT AND
ACCOUNTABLE PUBLIC
INSTITUTIONS

Lastly, rebuilding Beirut is a project of hope,
one where different actors unite and work
together on rehabilitating and reconstructing
the capital to reflect the resilience of its people,
and the hope that fills their souls.
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FOSTER LONG-TERM
IMPLICATION FROM
THE DIASPORA
The Beirut explosion has led to a new exodus
of Lebanese in search of safety and a better
future. This emigration surge out of Lebanon
is further increasing the diaspora’s size. With
this phenomena, the question surrounding the
latter’s role in rebuilding gains importance.
In the past, Lebanese abroad did not
play an active political role and did not
contribute decisively to governance issues
or fighting corruption. Diaspora has profited
from Lebanon’s flawed economic policies,
particularly its high-interest rates and banking
secrecy. Hence, Lebanon faces a significant
risk of disengagement from the diaspora,
especially financially, as it is no longer a fiscal
paradise. The upcoming years will be a real
test of whether the diaspora’s engagement is
based primarily on financial profit, or also on
strong cultural and emotional ties to Lebanon.
The Lebanese diaspora is one of the most
critical assets in building Lebanon’s future.
Indeed, following the Beirut explosions, the
diaspora has shown great solidarity through
donations. Lebanese from abroad showed
a willingness to work with and fund local
organisations, and to become a partner for
development and be part of the conversation
on rebuilding. Facing Lebanon’s collapse,
the diaspora needs to engage proactively
in the public debate, and get invested in
strengthening governance and public rhetoric.
The reconstruction efforts could pave the way
for such involvement.

LebanonTalks First Edition | October 17, 2020 Analysis and Recommendations

«

What happened at the
port is a function of a total
collapse, not only the State
collapse. It is a societal
collapse. »
Lamia Moubayed

ADDRESS THE CRISIS OF TRUST
AND WORK TOWARDS
DIGITALISATION
OF GOVERNMENT
The severe data deficit, especially with regards
to socio-economic and environmental data,
factors into the deep trust crisis Lebanon is
facing. This deficit comes from the lack of
needed resources and willingness to collect
and publish data in order to evolve towards a
more transparent governance regime. There
is an evident lack of complete and up-to-date
information on employment, assets, political
participation disaggregated by gender, class.
On the other hand, the «Right to Access to
Information Law» requires the government
and public institutions to publish key legal,
organisational and financial documents and
gives citizens the right to request this critical
information and receive it within 15 days.
To date, there has been a complete lack of
compliance with the law, due to a failure to
establish an oversight body, a lack of digitised
data, and inadequate online platforms to
publish government data for public access.
Overall, digitisation of processes within
government would mean better transparency
and accountability, and therefore, better trust
between citizens and public institutions.
Reforms towards digitalisation are among
priorities, and international aid could also
work in that direction to support public
institutions in this process. E-government
is already a work-in-progress, but initiatives
towards digitalisation and more transparency
need increased visibility and exhaustive
reinforcement.
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FOSTER EFFICIENT
COORDINATION MECHANISMS
WITH INTERNATIONAL AID

SUPPORTIVE CONDITIONS
TO BUILD AN EVIDENCE-BASED
ROADMAP FOR RECOVERY

After immediate relief, the international
community should focus on long-term
development programs in order to follow the
humanitarian-development-peace nexus, and
capitalise on the few competitive advantages
Lebanon has, such as the education and
health system.

Constitutionally, public institutions are
mandated to serve Lebanese citizens equitably.
However, the confessional political system
and the corruption within it have prevented
them from fulfilling their role as key drivers of
development. Instead, Lebanese citizens have
relied heavily on clientelism to navigate weak
public institutions, which has led to severe
inefficiencies and corruption within the public
sector, therefore profoundly altering trust from
Lebanese citizens’ to their institutions.

In order to guide development efforts and
prevent future disasters, a comprehensive plan
for disaster risk reduction is essential. In that
sense, the Build Back Better (BBB) provides a
framework which stresses the importance of
a variety of issues in disaster studies, going
beyond particular hazards. It acknowledges the
perception of disasters as social constructs
resulting in pre-existing vulnerabilities, weak
governance, lack of disaster readiness and
response mechanisms. Therefore, the only
path towards achieving resilience is integrating
lessons learned from recovering from previous
challenges. Through a cyclical understanding
of disasters, and transparent monitoring &
evaluation mechanisms, communities can
significantly reduce their vulnerability and
weakness in the face of hazards.

In the long run, Lebanon cannot rely solely on
international funds. The world is facing many
other crises, beginning by Covid-19 pandemic,
which could shrink budgets allocated to
international aid. Only counting on international
funds is not a realistic approach. Rebuilding
Lebanon means creating the institutional
context that will allow the rebuilding of the
economy through a sustainable and inclusive
model.
Coordination in international aid is vital
in international assistance to avoid aid
duplication and create an environment
where NGOs communicate and build on each
other’s lessons learnt. Following Covid-19
and the Beirut explosion, many coordinating
mechanisms have emerged, sometimes
contradicting each other. On the other hand,
State institutions could be more involved
by taking the role of ‘pilot’, in close and
transparent collaboration with UN institutions
and key NGOs of each sector, including local
ones who can endorse leadership roles in their
sector of expertise.

Today, in the Lebanese context, BBB should
be regarded as a moral obligation, not
an option, and much less an opportunity.
BBB appears in the essence of the CEDRE
conference (Conférence Economique pour
le Développement par les Réformes et les
Entreprises). It also figures in the new «Beirut
Rapid Damage and Needs Assessment»
(RDNA) report released by the World Bank,
where they advocate for a RRR (Reform,
Recovery, Rebuild) approach to recover from
the 4th of August.

Additionally, international aid has in the
past, fuelled social tensions, between the
refugee population and the host community.
International programs need to adopt a
systematic conflict-sensitive approach, for
instance, building partnerships with NGOs
specialised in conflict management, and
including peace-building components.
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FUND AND REBUILD
FOLLOWING THE BUILD BACK
BETTER APPROACH

On a macro-level, priorities of State to attract
international loans include implementing a
stabilisation plan to reduce debt and clean
up the financial and banking system. All
this has one common denominator, which
is the government endorsing the role of
pilot and planner, rather than spectator, in
rebuilding Lebanon’s economy. The country
needs to experiment with new modalities to
fluidify money circulation while facing the
downfall of the full cash-economy. Increased
direct funding, through micro-loans to small
entrepreneurs, could pave the way to a more
localised economic system.
The diaspora also has a role to play in
rebuilding Lebanon’s economy and political
system. The diaspora must act not only as
an investor in Lebanon’s future but also as
a real stakeholder in development efforts,
economic recovery and public debate. Funding
from the diaspora should not be the pillar
of the Lebanon of tomorrow, preferably a
factor in helping Lebanon to recover and walk
towards a more sustainable economic system.
Investment from the diaspora needs to be
coupled with a diversified economy, aiming at
supporting local production and industries, in
order for Lebanon to build a more sustainable
economic model.

The World Bank (2020) Beirut Rapid Damage and Needs Assessment, Beirut Rapid Damage and Needs
Assessment. doi: 10.1596/34401.
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« Aid can contribute to exacerbate
local inequalities and local tensions. »
Dr Carmen Geha

RECOMMENDATIONS
IMPLEMENT PUBLIC POLICIES
AIMING FOR TRANSPARENT
PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS,
DECENTRALISATION,
& ECONOMIC RECOVERY

3.

Diversify the economy

•

1.

Separate politics from the State

•

•
•

Ensure that competent civil servants
with technical expertise are appointed to
administer aid programs put forward by
the trust fund and civil society,
Enact legislation that leads to respecting
commitments taken upon signing the
Convention against corruption,
Create mechanisms to prevent the ruling
class from having the most shares in
Lebanese banks.

2.

Decentralise

•
•

Rely on economic sectors where Lebanon
has competitive advantages. These sectors
include creative and cultural industries
(which previously contributed to more than
4.75% of GDP), as well as agriculture, and
technology,
Provide these sectors with the necessary
financial and legal instruments to thrive,
Enact measures that support the
production of high-value goods and
services with high export potentials.

FOSTER STRONG AND
INCLUSIVE PARTNERSHIPS
BETWEEN ALL ACTORS
INVOLVED IN THE RECOVERY

4.

Coordinate aid

•
•

Delegate authority and resources for crisis
response to municipalities to reinforce
decentralisation and to the role of cities,
Ensure participation of public entities,
including at the local level, in the
coordination bodies put in place in Lebanon
to track and organise international aid.

•

•

•
•
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Ensure sustainable, inclusive and effective
coordination between all actors working
towards recovery (NGOs, INGOs, unions,
grassroots initiatives, syndicates). These
actors should strive to ensure inclusivity,
high expertise and apolitical agenda,
Build strong partnerships between local
and international organisations and
establish transparent and coordinated
monitoring & evaluation mechanisms,
Provide aid for all vulnerable people
regardless of their religion or political
affiliation,
Involve public institutions in coordination
mechanisms.
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5.

Involve the diaspora in governance
issues

•

•

Foster greater political participation from
the diaspora in governance issues. This
factor can be achieved collectively through
lobbying, or the involvement of diaspora
representatives in the Beirut Multi-Donor
Trust Fund,
Set up better conditions for Lebanese
citizens to vote abroad. Voting abroad
needs more organisation and accessibility
(including in non-capital cities).

6.

•
•

7.

Rethink our governance model and
introduce digital tools

•

•

Invest in developing platforms which
create and find jobs for Lebanese people
(such as Jobs for Lebanon),
Create channels for professionals from
the diaspora to bring back initiatives and
solutions from abroad, reshape them, and
implement them per the local Lebanese
context.

•

12.

Empower whistleblowers and
trustworthy public employees

•

ADDRESS THE CRISIS OF TRUST
AND STRENGTHEN
DIGITALISATION & DATA
COLLECTION MECHANISMS

•

Collect data disaggregated by gender,
Coordinate relief tracking and ensure
completeness of data.

9.

•

•

Leverage the Lebanese human
capital

•

•

Include vulnerable people in aid
disbursement decisions. The governance
mechanisms that will emerge need to
include legitimate representatives of the
most affected populations and avoid a
top-down approach when implementing
aid programs,
Consult aid beneficiaries via focus groups,
Provide a social safety net for the poor and
the unemployed,
Focus on the rehabilitation and
sustainability of medical and educational
infrastructure.

11.

Collect data to build an
evidence-based roadmap

Adopt a participatory and bottom
up approach

•
•
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8.

Increase compliance with «Right to Access
to Information Law» by establishing an
oversight body and publishing government
data for public access,
Reform the «Right to Access to Information
Law» to include public access to
parliamentary deliberations,
Enact a whistleblower protection law to
protect public servants seeking to uncover
corruption within the State, and to enable
them to come forward as allies to anticorruption activist organisations.

•

•

10.

13.

Build an e-wallet platform to enable money
to circulate amongst people quickly and
efficiently, facing the cash-out economy,
Implement micro-loans platform (modelled
off platforms like Mintos), to enable
private investors to finance micro-projects.
Acquiring this capacity will allow small
businesses to obtain cash in order to
recover.

Aim for accountability

•

•

Invest in digital government platforms
and donor coordination platforms to
promote a move towards full digitisation
of government data and services,
Encourage digital tools that empower
businesses and citizens, such as
e-transaction and e-signatures.

LebanonTalks First Edition | October 17, 2020 Analysis and Recommendations

Identify critical skills and sectors in high
demand, in order to match university
programs to labour demand and adapt
curriculums to the local and international
labour market,
Encourage vocational training to
strengthen productive sectors. The
diaspora can leverage its connections
in order to gain expertise in emerging
fi e l d s a n d o u t s o u r c e s p e c i fi c
projects to Lebanese entrepreneurs.

FUND & REBUILD
FOLLOWING THE BUILD BACK
BETTER APPROACH

Encourage new banking and
investment tools

•

Address pre existing vulnerabilities

•

•

Equip the education sector to match
labor market demand

FOSTER INITIATIVES AIMING AT
CREATING NEW OPPORTUNITIES
FOR LEBANESE PEOPLE

•

14.
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Integrate the Sendai framework for
disaster risk reduction in all operational
procedures relating to both public and
private organisations,
Complete a comprehensive risk
assessment across all its territory,
in a spirit of full transparency and
professionalism. Disaster risk reduction
starts with hazard risk identification and
awareness. Therefore, social, economic
and environmental vulnerabilities need
to be addressed as soon as possible in
order to become more resilient in the face
of unexpected hazards.

15.

Empower disaster response
mechanisms at a community level

•
•

•

Reinforce public institutions’ ability to
respond to unexpected events,
Revise crisis response mechanisms,
operational teams and allocated resources,
as the threat level has proven to be much
more severe than expected.Over the years,
the various crises Lebanon has had an
amplified impact due to the government’s
inefficient response mechanism (Forest
fires, solid-waste crisis, Covid-19, and
others.),
Decentralise Disaster Risk Reduction
mechanisms while involving local
communities.

Strengthen Disaster Risk Reduction
approaches, by providing training to public
servants, as part of a build back better
strategy to address the very reasons that
led to hazards becoming disasters,
Prosecute fairly officials responsible for
the negligence that led to the catastrophe.
The Beirut Blast will be the first of many
reoccurring total meltdown scenarios if
accountability is not functional.
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CENTRAL QUESTION
How can we build an
innovative post-disaster
recovery framework in the
current circumstances?

Photo by Marten Bjork on Unsplash

SWOT
ANALYSIS
STRENGTHS

WEAKNESSES

•

•

•
•
•
•

The availability of a rich and diverse
pool of experts within and outside of
Lebanon
Relatively safe security environment
allowing long-term programing
A civil society capable of meeting
urgent needs
Means of telecommunications widely
disseminated throughout the country
(high digital penetration)
An international community
that considers conflict-sensitive
approaches

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
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OPPORTUNITIES

THREATS

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

« We need to build a new country, and
the diaspora will play an important
role: products and people that can
circulate, skills that can create a good
business climate. »
Prof Ishac Diwan

•
•

Diaspora is willing to engage in
rebuilding efforts
The problem of trust in the
Lebanese government identified by
international partners
Some local associations can attract
international funds
Awareness and mobilisation of the
international community on the
multiple crises Lebanese people face

•
•

71

Lack of job opportunities pushing
people to emigrate
Weak bridges between diaspora and
development efforts
Centralised government and limited
budgets for municipalities
Unstable political context and
political quarrels blocking
sustainable progress
Politicised municipalities
Weak synergies and unhealthy
competition by civil society groups
The emergence of partisan and
religious-based NGOs with agendas
that may conflict with national
principles
Lack of data collecting mechanisms

Donors fatigue
Disengagement of diaspora
Massive emigration
Exacerbation of vulnerabilities
Escalating poverty rates
Widespread unemployment
Politicisation of municipalities
Crisis of trust between Lebanese and
their institutions, and within the civil
society
International aid can be a factor
increasing tension
Poverty and vulnerability reinforce
capture of society by the corrupt
elite.
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PANEL 4
What are the most urgent actions and
reforms needed to alleviate the impact of
the collapse of the financial system Lebanon
is facing?

PANELLISTS
Maha Heneine is an independent Financial advisor
and founder at MyCapital. She previously worked at
HSBC and Crédit Agricole where she was responsible
for UK institutional clients sales. She also advised UK
institutions on European equities at Raymond James.

YASSER AKKAOUI

MAHA HENEINE
MODERATOR
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ALIA MOUBAYED

Alia Moubayed is currently Chief Economist for the
MENA region at an investment bank based in London.
Prior to that, she worked at the International Institute
for Strategic Studies in London, and as Chief Economist
for the MENA region at Barclays in London. She was a
member of the Task Force for World Bank Engagement
with the Arab World, and founded AWEAMENA – the
Association of Women in Economics Across the MENA
region. Moubayed has held policy responsibilities in
various economic institutions in Lebanon, including the
Banque du Liban, and was advisor to the Minister of
Economy and Trade and Minister of Industry, amongst
others.

DR HENRI CHAOUL

Henri Chaoul is the co-founder of Levantine Partners,
a financial advisory firm. In the past, he served as the
Chief Investment Officer and Head of Asset Management
of Al Khabeer Capital, overseeing the investment
of approximately USD 1 billion. He is currently an
independent board member of EnvisionTEC in the U.S.A.,
and is the chairman of the board of FXBFI in Cyprus.
Chaoul has more than 15 years of investment banking
and asset management experience, and more than 10
years of consulting experience across the United States,
Europe, and the Middle East.
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Yasser Akkaoui is chairman of the Lebanese Center for
Policy Studies, editor-in-chief of Executive magazine, and
founder of KConcept Holding. He has been a committee
member of Human Rights Watch in the Middle East and
a member of the OECD task force for the MENA stock
exchange. He has also been a regional consultant for the
Center for International Private Enterprise and a board
member of the Lebanese Transparency Association,
through which he co-founded the Institute of Directors.
He was invited in 2010 as a delegate to Washington DC
by ex-president Barack Obama to discuss the state of
entrepreneurship in the MENA region.

Maroun Kairouz is an expert in economics and
international relations. He is Deputy Head for the Middle
East and North Africa at the World Economic Forum
(WEF). Before joining the WEF, he held leadership roles
at Procter & Gamble, the Central Bank of Lebanon and
Oxfam on the Syria crisis. He also taught at Notre Dame
University (NDU).

MAROUN KAIROUZ
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CONTEXT
Lebanon is facing an economic crisis of
unprecedented magnitude and complexity.
The year 2019 had already provided a glimpse
of a more delicate situation to come, and it was
rather obvious the already shaken Lebanese
economy could not withstand 2020’s further
shocks.
Public debt continued to increase to over
155% of GDP in 2019 and is expected to
reach 161.8% by the end of 2020, according
to the International Monetary Fund (IMF).
Also, on 7 March 2020, the government made
an error with severe consequences for the
repayment of a Eurobond of US $1.2 billion,
marking the start of a long series of mistakes
and highlighting its inability to manage the
economic crisis.
In October 2019, banks closed their doors for
two weeks, causing panic among depositaries
who saw their withdrawals limited and their
transfers abroad prohibited. Since then, the
situation has remained the same. Credit has
dried up, preventing companies from financing
imports, and non-performing loans have
increased.
Officially indexed at 1,500 pounds to the dollar,
the Lebanese currency is overvalued by 50%
within banks, balances of payments, debts,
finance, and other official financial platforms.
As of today, the Lebanese economic crisis
can be summed up with the following figures:
- A poverty rate of 55%,
- An economy declining by 25% each year,
- Hyperinflation of more than 100%,
- A devaluation of more than 80%,

76

Everything has been multiplied since 4 August,
adding to the global situation the destruction of
financial capital and significant human capital
(the human capital was already affected by
COVID-19).
Reforms to overcome this economic crisis must
be comprehensive. It would not be wise to only
focus on drafting and implementing economic
reforms. A successful change and positive
developments lie in a duality of reforms, both
political and economic, in order to ensure
a better economic and social situation in
Lebanon.
Finally, there is the problem of the urgency
of the situation and the design and
implementation of reforms. Considered the
only way to recovery, they must be voted on
and applied as quickly as possible. According
to some researchers, the idea is to have an
agenda for further reform in the coming weeks.
The inaction and procrastination of the current
ruling class can no longer be the watchwords
of Lebanese politics. We must not wait for
total collapse to build on new foundations.
Venezuela is the most concrete example of
an identical policy and an unprecedented
economic crisis that dangerously looks like
the situation in Lebanon.
However, in the case of Lebanon, it is not too
late yet. We may not be able to implement
drastic change, but it is possible to work on
specific issues that can serve as a basis for
the reconstruction of a more stable and selfsufficient economy. Politico-economic reforms
are the key.
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« There is a big comprehension of what
the IMF of today is all about compared
to the IMF in the 80s. We need around
30B [USD] or so in the 4-5 years period
in order to get the momentum going. »
Dr Henri Chaoul
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DISCUSSION SUMMARY
The panel started with Maha Heneine
explaining the context surrounding the panel’s
central topic. After briefly reminding the
unprecedented financial and economic crisis
Lebanon is going through, she stressed the
importance of having quick reforms in order
to overcome the multiple crises.
The reforms should be pragmatic and take into
consideration the limited resources available
in the country, the lack of governance Lebanon
faces as a nation but also the geopolitical
context. Economic reforms cannot be isolated
from other factors. They are all interrelated;
ultimately, reforms will be both political and
economic in order to improve Lebanon’s
situation. There is also the factor of urgency in
the reforms that should be taken into account.
Lebanon needs «solutions that authorities
can announce in the next weeks, not months.
Inaction is no longer an option.»
Dr Henri Chaoul listed the most urgent
economic and financial reforms needed in
order to stabilise the economy. He pointed
out that the most immediate and pressing
need is to establish an accord with the IMF,
which will supply Lebanon with a line of credit.
Another priority is to solve the problem of the
multiplicity of currency prices in the market. Dr
Chaoul also mentioned the necessity to abolish
government subsidies and to replace them
with a social safety net to protect the most
vulnerable populations. Finally, he insisted on
the significant effect the brain-drain Lebanon
is experiencing has on the economic sector.
The discussion was followed by Alia Moubayed,
who then proposed the principles that should
guide the reflection around the reforms. First of

all, she mentioned the fact that it is impossible
to tackle the economic crisis and disregard the
political context. She then said that reforms
should be implemented in parallel on three
separate levels. The first level is the imminent
stop of the bleeding by limiting the drain of the
remaining foreign currency. The second level
deals with the recovery and reconstruction
efforts by involving the international community
to achieve macro-fiscal and financial sector
stabilisation and growth. The third level is
the strategic reassessment of Lebanon’s
comparative position by leveraging the
country’s new reliable sectors and economies.
Finally, all of these principles could are only
achievable through good governance and
accountability.

Panellists connected through videocall from various locations

The dialogue then moved to Maroun Kairouz,
who proposed a fair allocation of losses
between banks and depositors. He went
back to the Constitution of Lebanon part
C. He quoted: «Lebanon is a parliamentary
democratic republic based on respect for public
liberties, especially the freedom of opinion
and belief, and respect for social justice and
equality of rights and duties among all citizens
without discrimination.» He then shed light
on the fact that the above principle has been
absent from all government programmes and
decisions. Over the past 25 years, 36% of the
government outlays were allocated to servicing
debt, instead of supporting the vulnerable
through social programmes.
While allocating the losses, it is essential to
keep in mind that 8% of depositors own more
than 85% of all deposits. Therefore, while
allocating the losses, it is important not to
kill the middle class. Lebanon needs to find
Alia Moubayed speaking from the USJ campus, Beirut
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«

A holistic macro-fiscal
strategy needs to be put
in place. »
Alia Moubayed

ANALYSIS & FINDINGS
a fair allocation and a balance. Dr Chaoul
stated that the difficulty is in financing the
losses. Policymakers have to keep in mind
people’s interests and not those of special
interest groups and soften the blow as much
as possible on the depositors.
Yasser Akkaoui reframed the conversation
by saying that Lebanon is a hostage of the
geopolitical reality, corrupt politicians are
hiding behind sectarian enclaves, and have
failed to respect and honour their contracts.
The burden imposed on banks is not fair as
they are also victims of the system and the
absence of the system. Akkaoui believes that
in order to restore the economy, the bet should
be on the private sector. He stated that if given
the right tool, the private sector would be able
to lift the country with minor assistance from
the IMF.

The first pillar of any possible solution is a deal
with the IMF. An IMF bailout is the only solution
to Lebanon’s economic crisis. For a deal to
take place, specific policies and reforms need
to be implemented and act as a roadmap for
the fund.

Kairouz followed by saying that in his opinion,
banks are not at the origin of the problem, but
they are undoubtedly complicit. He illustrated
his point of view by mentioning that banks are
humiliating customers and giving preferential
treatments to customers of individual political
status and high net wealth. Moreover, Kairouz
highlighted the importance of suspending
bank secrecy given the widespread suspicion
of abuse hiding behind it.

The different actions and policies have to
be implemented at different levels. The first
level deals with the brain drain Lebanon
is witnessing. High skilled individuals and
educated youth are increasingly emigrating,
even more following the explosion of the 4
August. The youth is facing a lack of prospects
for the future, as businesses are closing and
job opportunities are vanishing. Most of them
are choosing the road of emigration. This road
is preventing Lebanon from reaching its full
potential and is hindering economic growth.

The discussion ended with Moubayyed pointing
out the failure of the people in power to come
up with a comprehensive approach to deal
with the multitude of crises. The Banque du
Liban (BdL) has continued to fund the deficit
by printing money and therefore, further
aggravating Lebanon’s hyperinflation. She
concluded that it was essential to tackle
the problem from the roots: the balance of
payment and the debt crisis.

The second level has to tackle recovery and
reconstruction. It is vital to engage with the
international community to keep the supply
of foreign currency and build a new model
of recovery (see panel 3). On the strategic
level, Lebanon needs a new model of
economic growth. Implementing this transition
requires a reassessment of where Lebanon’s
comparative advantage lies while considering
new sectors and economies the country could
leverage. Finally, perhaps the most essential
requirement would be creating an environment
susceptible to attract foreign direct investment.
For this to happen, all the below points would
have to be carefully taken into consideration
and tackled. They provide an analysis of
the most prominent issues that hinder the
possibility of a way out of the crisis.
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THE FAILURE OF
THE BANKING SECTOR
Since the end of the civil war in 1990, Lebanon
has relied on its banking sector, tourism, the
diaspora and real estate in order to keep
its economy on its feet by drawing foreign
currency, US dollars mainly, to the country.
For years, different actors involved in the
financial architecture of Lebanon recycled
this money: the state, commercial banks and
the BdL to feed a Ponzi scheme. They have all
been profiting from this situation while falsely
assuring Lebanese people that their deposits
were safe. The central bank was paying one
rate on banks’ dollar deposits with the BdL
and a higher rate on local currency notes held
by the bank.
Remittances started to decrease drastically
in the country after the collapse of oil prices
since a big part of the Lebanese diaspora lives
in oil-producing countries. They continued to
decrease in the years that followed. Without
fresh foreign currency to fuel the Ponzi scheme,
the BdL and the state were unable to supply
banks with incentives to put their dollars in the
central bank. Moreover, a shortage of dollars
in the market resulted in parallel exchange
rates, as well as informal restrictions and
control mechanisms on dollar deposits and
transfers out of the country.			
		
It is interesting to note that a «silent run» on
the banks began just before the illegal capital
controls they imposed. Indeed, elites were
warned and transferred large amounts of
dollars deposits out of Lebanon.
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«

Banks are not at the
origin of the crisis, but
they are complicit. »
Maroun Kairouz

THE SIZE OF THE DEBT
The failure of the banking sector is not the only
component threatening the economy. Lebanon
has one of the highest debt-to-GDP ratios in
the world, accumulated from the aggregation
of fiscal deficits since the end of the civil war.
This crisis imposed large public fiscal needs.
It is essential to understand the size and
the source of the debt in order to plan its
restructuring. Only 30% of the losses came
from government waste, mismanagement,
and corruption. The bulk of the losses comes
from the banking sector (150 trillion Lebanese
pounds). However, 8% of the depositors own
more than 85% of all deposits. Therefore, for
a fair allocation of losses, the burden should
be proportionally shared between depositors,
shareholders and the state. Fiscal adjustment
should take resources from those who have
disproportionately benefited from Lebanon’s
unequal growth model.
Domestic debt (or debt denominated in local
currency) is no doubt easier to restructure
because it is under local jurisdiction, but
banks hold 25% of Lebanon’s domestic debt
while the BdL holds 55% of it. Local financial
institutions detain the rest. As for foreign
debt, Lebanese banks hold 50%, BdL holds
20%, and foreign institutions hold 30%. Since
Lebanese banks hold 75% of the total debt,
any restructuring scheme should not involve
a heavy burden on banks so as not to turn the
sovereign debt solvency crisis into a banking
solvency crisis.
		
		

THE SIZE OF
THE PUBLIC SECTOR

LACK OF SOCIAL SERVICES
IN LEBANON

On the government spending side, it is also
important to note the large chunk of the budget
attributed to the salaries of public servants.
A budget cut is necessary for the economic
recovery of the country.

The points mentioned above highlight the
gravity of the financial and economic crisis
that Lebanon is going through. The Lebanese
people are the ones suffering the most from
the incompetence of the people in power and
their lack of willingness to take the necessary
measures to remedy the different crises.

Lebanon faces limited fiscal space and large
budget rigidities. Public expenditures are
mostly composed of personnel costs, debt
servicing, and transfers to Electricité du Liban
(EdL). Altogether, from 2006 to 2013, these
expenditures accounted for 81.6% of total
spending. The wage bill (as a share of GDP)
for public sector employees is high mainly
due to the generous pensions that some
public sector employees (e.g. the army and
judges) receive. The more significant issue,
however, is the operational inefficiencies in
public institutions, as well as the outdated
public financial spending management system.
Thus far, wealthier Lebanese have benefited
from a low tax burden and relatively high real
return on capital (Le Borgne & Jacobs, 2016.).
«Determined under a confessionally-oriented
regime, fiscal policy is not transparent, lacks
basic accountability, is prone to be captured
by vested interests, and therefore is inefficient
and unproductive» (ibid)

On top of this, Lebanon faces elite capture
of the widespread corruption within the
government. The lack of public finances
has limited the ability of the government
to implement effective and comprehensive
social safety net programmes. Sectarian
organisations have taken on the role of
providing education, health, and welfare
support to vulnerable populations, and have
used targeted servicing for electoral gains.
This reality increased social inequalities
and created a discriminatory system of
service provision in Lebanon. Moreover, the
privatisation of public services has increased
costs and further deepened inequalities in
access to social services. This strategy has
further weakened the ability of the state to
provide a public safety net for the population,
which instead relies heavily on income and
private survival means such as remittances
(Le Borgne & Jacobs, 2016).

Le Borgne, Eric, and Thomas J. Jacobs. 2016. «Lebanon: Promoting Poverty Reduction and Shared
Prosperity.» World Bank, Washington, DC. License: Creative Commons Attribution CC BY 3.0 IGO
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THE NECESSITY
OF TRANSPARENCY
IN THE GOVERNANCE
As mentioned previously, the economic crisis
cannot be analysed without understanding the
structural problem that prevails in Lebanese
governance. In order for any reform, or plan to
succeed in Lebanon, it is necessary to establish
a transparent government. Illegal activities
that led to this unprecedented crisis were and
still are not sanctioned by the state because
they often involve politically or confessionally
connected or wealthy actors. This behaviour
has laid a fertile ground for corruption and
inequality. Lebanon was ranked 138 out of
180 countries worldwide in the Transparency
International’s Corruption Perception Index,
making Lebanon among the 50 most corrupt
countries.
A new effective government is a necessary step
toward crisis management. However, this step
is not enough. There has to be a secretariat
capable of tracking and monitoring the reform
implementation and make sure that everything
the processes are transparent.

Le Borgne, Eric, and Thomas J. Jacobs. 2016. «Lebanon: Promoting Poverty Reduction and Shared
Prosperity.» World Bank, Washington, DC. License: Creative Commons Attribution CC BY 3.0 IGO
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DEBT RESTRUCTURING

4.

Claw-backs for equitable sharing of
losses

RECOMMENDATIONS
All the recommendations mentioned have to
be part of a roadmap for Lebanon in order to
be able to negotiate a deal with the IMF.

MONETARY POLICIES

1.

Establish an agreement with the IMF

•
•

Establish an agreement with the IMF,
which will supply Lebanon with a credit
line (a supply of hard currency),
Engage the IMF to provide a necessary
lifeline, especially to upkeep the private
sector’s working capital or trading finance.

2.

Float the currency
The multiplicity of prices in the market have
to be tackled
• Set up a gradual plan to move to a
flexible exchange rate. The plan has
to be gradual since the appropriate
institutional frameworks that can
monitor and manage the exchange rate
are missing. The plans should revolve
around four pillars critical to its success:

1. Ensure the proper management and
2.
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safeguarding of the existing foreign
exchange reserves,
A credible, coherent and transparent
central bank policy guiding interventions.
The buying or selling of Lebanese lira in
the foreign exchange market should target
stabilising the local currency in accordance
with the long term flexible exchange rate
plan,

•

3. Procure an alternative «anchor» to replace
4.

•

the peg, the context of a monetary strategy
revolving around the new nominal anchor,
Set up a system for the oversight and
management of exchange rate risk.

3.

•

•

Employ «Claw-Backs» on excessive interest
paid to depositors during the last four years
but also on dividends paid to shareholders
of the banking sector,
Providing means of value recovery for
selected depositors (bail-ins for bank
shares, sharing public profits, or similar
approaches) will minimise transfer of
wealth.

Employ a menu approach

•

Pass and implement a capital controls
act that serves to limit illegal capital
flight, and protect deposits. This action
will reestablish credibility and create an
attractive environment for the inflow of
capital and remittances,
Create a Foreign Exchange Reserve
Management Committee to control and
audit the foreign exchange reserves
ensuring there is no mismanagement.
The reserves constitute a critical element
for importing essential goods and for any
private sector activity, they are closely
linked to the overall growth level of the
economy. The Reserve Management
Committee should seek to ensure that:
(i) the availability of adequate foreign
exchange reserves to meet a defined range
of objectives; (ii) The prudent control of
liquidity, market, and credit risks; and
(iii) subject to liquidity and other risk
constraints, reasonable earnings are
generated over the medium to long term
on the funds invested.
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Impose a progressive wealth tax

5.

Prevent a drain of foreign currency
reserves

•

7.

•

Employ a menu approach to debt
restructuring: mixing between a package
of principal reductions and fixed interests
and maturities, and a package of a
fixed principal and interest reductions
accompanied by maturity extensions.
Indeed, some investors would prefer a
principal reduction as long as the interest
rate and the maturities remain unchanged
while others would prefer to keep the
principal unchanged for lower interest
rates or maturity extensions,
Offer existing debt holders an exchange
where they would receive newly issued
bonds per the chosen package.

FISCAL POLICIES

6.

Impose a progressive income tax

•
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Concentrate taxation strategy on
progressive income tax instead of indirect
taxation which would disproportionately
impact low-income households, this would
ensure a more equitable fiscal approach.
Also, a higher tax incidence should be
allocated to rentier speculative activities,
including interest and property incomes.

Impose a progressive wealth tax targeting
extreme wealth households, those that
constitute the top 2%. Wealth taxation
has significant revenue and wealth
equalising potential. However, the success
of such a policy is highly dependent on
two factors: banking secrecy laws, and
implementation. The temporary removal
of Lebanon’s banking secrecy laws is a
must for any potential taxation reforms, to
be able to assign the tax burden equitably.
In regards to implementation, the
establishment of taxpayer offices focusing
on compliance and tax administration
should constitute a priority. This office’s
tasks would be executing risk-based
audit programs and managing the overall
payment obligations.

8.

Reduce expenditure

•

•

Restructure and downsize the public
sector: remove the 20% of public sector
«ghost workers» – people on payrolls who
do not work for the government,
Lower the salaries of public servants (total
wage bill costs in 2019 represented 13.1%
of GDP, as compared to an average of c.
10.8% in MENA countries).

SOCIAL POLICIES FOR
THE MOST VULNERABLE

9.

Strengthen social safety nets

•
•

Increase the already existing food
voucher of the national poverty targeting
programme,
Increase social spending on health
and education especially to vulnerable
populations (women, children, elderly and
people with special needs),
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•
•

Provide education cash grant to Lebanese
students at risk,
Ensure access to affordable housing.

10.

Develop a national social protection
system

•

•
•

Extend the NSSF coverage to a larger
category of the population including
freelancers, people working in the informal
economy and the unemployed,
NSSF to keep on providing medical
coverage after the age of 64,
Retirement planning including monthly
income, not just a lump sum as currently
is.

GOVERNANCE

The progress report can be found here.

In order to measure the implementation of
all of the above, it is necessary to tackle
governance by ensuring:
• Access to information law,
• Whistleblower protection law,
• Recovery of stolen assets,
• Lift the bank secrecy law.

•
1.
2.

Implement and upgrade the competition
law that will:
Enhance consumer welfare,
Encourage SMEs and local initiatives to
develop and enter the market,
Boost exports,
Attract FDI.

•

Reassess Lebanon’s competitive
advantage

•

PROMOTING ECONOMIC
GROWTH

12.

Adopt a new procurement law

•

Modernise the procurement law to
make it compatible with international
standards. This reform will improve fiscal
governance and the quality of public
services, encourage investment inflows,
and strengthen accountability and
transparency.

Put in place an anti-corruption
regulatory framework

Implement a new competition law

11.

Enhance labour protection instruments
and develop labour market activation
programmes for the unemployed including
job matching, access to skills, labour
market information, as well as improved
labour market policies,
Reactivation of the National Employment
Office as a support agency for the National
employment strategy.

15.

13.

3.
4.

Set up new labour policies
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The Ministry of Finance committed to
procurement modernisation, giving a strong
signal of trust to both the private sector and
the donor community. The Minister of Finance
mandated the Institut des Finances Basil
Fuleihan to lead on this exercise.

16.

Implement judicial reforms

•

14.
•

•
•

•
1.
2.
•
•
•

17.

Stop and revert the emigration flow of
young people and highly-skilled youth
out of Lebanon, as this is causing a brain
drain,
Exploit the knowledge economy,
Transform Lebanon into an outsourcing
hub. The devaluation of the Lebanese
currency can transform Lebanon into an
outsourcing hub. Skilled workers could
work at a meagre cost to multinationals.
Increase the participation of women in the
labour force by:
Public funds for child and social care,
Introduce parental leave.
Promote innovation and entrepre-neurship,
Promote farming and alternative farming,
Focus on tourism sector because it
provides job opportunities and the inflow
of foreign currency.
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Ensure the independence of the judiciary:
the judiciary is the main actor against
corruption in a country and should
be independent to tackle corruption
successfully.

Digitalise the government

•
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Digitalise the government by putting
in place an electronic state that can
help Lebanon move toward a more
decentralised state, which would greatly
ease doing business and help spur
economic growth.
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CENTRAL QUESTION
What are the most urgent
actions and reforms needed
to alleviate the impact of
the collapse of the financial
system Lebanon is facing?

Photo by Rashid Khreiss on Unsplash

SWOT
ANALYSIS
STRENGTHS

WEAKNESSES

•

•

•
•
•
•
•

A pool of young talented experts exists
in Lebanon and within the diaspora
International recognition for the
necessity for reforms
IMF’s willingness to negotiate
Lebanese banks hold 75% of the public
debt
8% of the depositors hold 85% of
deposits
Reducing government expenditure
is easy to do because there is
considerable budget waste

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

« Good governance is
rooted in democracy.
Democracy in Lebanon
does not exist. »
Yasser Akkaoui

OPPORTUNITIES

THREATS

•

•
•

•
•
•

The shortage of foreign currency
might push for local production and
consumption
The number of possible exit strategies
is limited
The implementation of reforms will be
followed by international aid
The fair loss distribution between
depositors and banks will alleviate the
burden on the middle class

•
•
•
•
•
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The Institutional environment and
governance system are weak
No official recognition of currency
devaluation with several exchange
rates present in the market
Corruption, collusion and conflict of
interest between the politicians, public
servants, private financial institutions
and the central bank
The economy is widely based on
impor ts
Degrading public infrastructure and
unstable political environment makes
it difficult to attract FDI
Outdated public financial spending
system
The economic recovery is inherently
linked to the political climate and
depends on political action
Unavailability of loans is an obstacle to
business development and investment

Brain drain and youth depression
Weakening and disappearing middle
class
Strong wave of emigration out of the
country
BdL’s printing of local currency will only
lead to a more substantial depreciation
of the currency
The self-destruction of the banks and
their reputation
No clear and unified vision for the
government
Friction between political groups and
IMF
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DATA OF TEAM
LEBANONTALKS

LIST OF
CONTRIBUTORS

The LebanonTalks project started in February 2020 with 13 founding members. The current
team is composed of 27 registered members.

LEBANONTALKS TEAM
Gabriel Abou Adal
Zeina Abou Cham
Gaelle Achdjian
Sandra Bouez
Mohana Boustani
Peter Constantin
Christelle Drouby
Jean-Maroun El Khoury
Sabriya El Mengad
Natasha Esta
Antoine Kallab
Patrick Kallab
Rhea Lahoud
Michèle Laugel
Andrew Maalouf
Aya Mcheimeche
Yasmine Messaikeh
Angelo Mikhael
Leila Osseiran
Catherine Otayek
Kay Samaha
Marine Samaha
Nayla Saniour
Naji Tarhini
Marc Tueni
Isabelle Wakim
Tara Zeidan

The team members are volunteers who come from a variety of professional backgrounds such
as engineering, economics, urban planning, communications, and law, amongst others. The
average age of the team members is 25 years old.
The team is currently spread over 9 cities: Beirut, Paris, Marseille, Lyon, Geneva, Madrid, Abu
Dhabi, Dubai and Singapore.
As of April 2020, LebanonTalks is officially registered as a non-profit organisation in Paris.
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