


of 8 percent over the last three years. “We have also reduced 
our debt to GDP ratio by more than 30 percentage points dur-
ing the same period,” Prime Minister Saad Hariri mentioned. 
“These developments are to a large extent due to solid investor 
confidence resulting from sound policies by the government 
and the Central Bank of Lebanon.” 

Together with Qatar, Lebanon was the only Middle 
Eastern economy to register growth and see a rise in foreign 
direct investment (FDI) during the global financial meltdown. 
The immediate focus for Hariri’s government however is to 
revive and nurture its infrastructure, and that means private 
sector involvement. “We need to move ahead with public-
private partnership (PPP) and privatization, especially in the 
telecommunications sector.”

Geopolitics researcher Patrick Vibert, on his Foreign Policy 
blog, sums up the sentiment that reigns in Beirut today. “Lebanon 
may not have much in terms of resources, but they also seldom 
let sectarian differences get in the way of doing business.” This 
is particularly true for the Energy Law which was unanimously 
passed in parliament last August to open exploration for oil and 
gas off the country’s Southern coast. Only a few weeks later 
Lebanon started receiving offers from several international com-
panies actively seeking to participate in exploration operations. 
“Lebanon shows us what a truly diverse nation is capable of 
when business, not war, is the activity of the day.”

“Lebanon cannot afford not to reform,” Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri told a meeting of business people and economic 
associations recently. “We are determined to tackle the long 
standing challenges that have faced this economy. We realize 
that this cannot be done in one shot, but rather in a step-by-
step approach that is both pragmatic and realistic. When we 
first formed this national unity government, we agreed to take 

Interest in Lebanon’s business opportunities has been mounting 
as both public and private sectors capitalize on political stabil-
ity. The culturally vibrant and commercially astute people of 
Lebanon are now on the rebound from a lengthy civil war, the 
recurring conflicts between Hezbollah and its southern neigh-
bour Israel, and the assassination of Lebanon’s charismatic and 
dedicated leader, Rafic Hariri, in 2005. Since assuming office in 
November 2009, the incumbent Unity Government of Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri, son of the late Prime Minister, has managed 
to bring together Shia, Sunni, Maronite Christians and Druze 
in dialogue and collaboration. This facilitated the country’s 
first draft budget in five years which grandly expands public 
investment in utilities and communications. Once basic services 
and infrastructure are upgraded to facilitate further economic 
growth, the aim is to commence deregulation and privatisation 
procedures in those crucial sectors. For foreign investors, a sound 
state of law and security are of prime importance.

During an informal visit to Lebanon in March 2010, the 
Mexican-Lebanese telecommunications tycoon Carlos Slim 
Helú denied he was eyeing opportunities in the land of his 
roots. But it might well have been a deflection tactic; when 
the planet’s richest man says he has no plans to invest in a 
particular country, you should seriously start focusing your 
attention there. According to the entrepreneur, tourism, water, 
telecommunications, energy, airport and ports were all promis-
ing investment points, Lebanon’s “real capital” concurrent to 
the large foreign deposits flowing in to the country’s banking 
sector. The advice Slim transmitted was simple and indicative 
of the country’s current range of choice. “Where to invest in 
Lebanon? In anything you like!”

Lebanon’s economy has indeed displayed remarkable 
strengths for the last 15 years, posting an average growth rate 

Lebanon, always an open and free-market economy, is regaining its position as a dynamic financial and investment 
destination. Turning challenges into opportunities, Lebanon is resilient and determined to succeed, overcoming cul-
tural and regional differences. After two years of relative stability and eleven months of focused leadership by Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri, Lebanon shows what it’s capable of when business, not conflict, is the prime activity.

A Robust Comeback
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For a country facing a 148 percent debt to GDP ratio in 2009 
and a deficit estimated to be around 7.5 percent in 2010, 
Lebanon has been doing remarkably well. It sailed through the 
global economic crisis due to its highly profitable and liquid 
banking system, as well as the prudent Central Bank’s large 
foreign assets. These will no doubt support the government’s 
financing needs, as its 2010 budget earmarked a long over-
due funding boost for infrastructure, most notably electricity, 
broadband and roads. 

“We have done well in terms of our fiscal consolidation 
efforts and witnessed a huge surge in capital inflows,” high-
lights Lebanon’s Minister of Finance Raya Haffar El Hassan. 
“This and a primary surplus helped us reduce our interest 
rates, which has positive implications on our debt servicing.” 
During the first half of 2010, tax revenues rose by 16 percent, 
tourism arrivals shot up by 21 percent, while exports and 
imports of goods and services expanded by 25 percent and 
10 percent, respectively, in terms of value. Even credit to the 
private sector increased by 13 percent in 2009, compared to 
2008. At the same time, Beirut never lost its penchant for a cos-
mopolitan lifestyle, a fact visually confirmed by gleaming new 
real estate projects rising all over the seaside capital.    

Minister Raya Haffar El Hassan says Lebanon’s economy 
is dual-structured. “We have the domestic economy and we 
have the diaspora, which is very fundamental and I think key 
to ensuring that this economy was sustained, even with all 
the vulnerabilities inherent in the system. Whenever there is a 
crisis, we see these huge inflows of capital, of remittances com-
ing into the country, because Lebanese living abroad repatriate 
their capital once there is something abnormal happening. 
Our banking system is robust. Strict regulations applied by 
Lebanon’s Central Bank stopped the banking system from 
being exposed to derivative structured products, which helped 
us be immune to the repercussions of the financial crisis.”

It’s not just expatriate funds that bolster Lebanon’s coffers. 
Many Arab and non-Arab nations have realized that the busi-
ness benefits of this economic climate far outweigh the risks of 
geopolitical instability. Rapidly gaining popularity among new 
opportunity seekers, the question on most investors’ mind is 
to what extent the government will privatize lucrative sectors, 
including telecommunications, energy and utilities. 

“The main obstacle that would hinder future productive 
growth is mainly the depreciating infrastructure,” says Finance 
Minister El Hassan. “We think now, with our available liquid-
ity, that we should address these critical needs, by establishing, 
for example, a power plant to at least cover 600MW of addi-
tional generation capacity.” Lebanon currently produces 1,600 
MW while the minimum demand stands at 2,400 MW. The 
budget will not however be able to cover all of these costs; and 
so, local banks, international investors, concessional funding, 
as well as public-private partnerships are being all called upon.  

Economy and Trade Minister Mohammad Safadi points out 
that it is not necessarily money Lebanon is seeking. “It is the 
know-how, the production, the machinery, as well as ventures 
with the West and industrial development. We now feel that a 
lot of international firms are thinking of relocating to Lebanon.” 
Safadi says that in addition to benefiting all other sectors, espe-
cially services, and to strengthening job creation, the privatiza-
tion of the telecommunications and energy facilities would help 
Lebanon tackle its significant public debt. “In this respect, I 
would like to emphasize the possibility of privatizing the man-
agement of those facilities only and not necessarily all assets.”

Legislative laws making Lebanon’s investment climate 
even more transparent, secure and accessible are now being 
drafted for approval, and not a moment too soon. The very fact 
that Hariri’s administration has gone out of its way to make 
sure all voices are heard is commendable, but passing laws or 
budgetary allocations comes with consensus delays.  

“Lebanon has always been very plural, a sort of mosaic,” 
observes Interior Minister Ziyad Baroud. “This is the good 
part of it. Why did we need to go to a national unity govern-
ment? Because we are going through a very delicate situa-
tion.” Baroud says at least everyone is taking responsibility 
for Lebanon’s advancement. “The best way to address this 
situation was through a cabinet where almost everybody is 
represented. All political groups can discuss ideas that are on 
the table, but at the same time be aware of the need to be uni-
fied when it comes to threats and things that could jeopardize 
Lebanese stability. So far this has more or less been a success 
since 2008. Lebanon needs to learn lessons as well but it is a 
good example of people living together and trying to make an 
enriching experience out of it.”

achieving advancement, a collective duty
All challenges of the past decade considered, Lebanon has made exceptional economic performance its own. With 
a cosmopolitan lifestyle, the country leads the way in business ventures and solvent banking. But achieving higher 
economic growth in Lebanon requires political harmony and a will to carry out necessary reforms towards reducing 
a public debt that rose to $50.18 billion.  

politics out of issues that are very important for the economic 
growth of Lebanon.”

For his part, Prime Minister Saad Hariri knows that even after 
harsh seasons, all is well with the nation’s emblematic Cedar 
Tree, as long as its roots are not severed. “Difficulties tested our 
country and people, but did not shake our will to live together in 

one homeland, enriched by its diversity and openness, partner-
ship between Christians and Muslims in designing their com-
mon future, its deep-rooted belonging to the Arab world and 
its interaction with world cultures.” In truth, the more a plant is 
pruned, the stronger its branches spread, and the riper its fruit 
are harvested. In Lebanon, no-one is led up the garden path.
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How does a nation once known for internal and cross-border 
conflicts survive the global financial crisis, and then thrive 
because of it? The short answer: A Central Bank ban on 
mortgage-backed securities for all of Lebanon’s private banks, 
enforced back in 2007. As a result, Lebanon’s banks are in a 
solid position, enjoying high levels of deposits and a strong 
flow of inbound capital. 

Many credit Central Bank Governor Riad Salameh for his 
foresight and steadfastness to prevent Lebanese banks from 
getting involved in all the risky international investments that 
turned out to be the doom of many banking systems. In his 
hallmark down-to-earth nature, Governor Salameh however 
is pragmatic about the whole affair, attributing the domestic 
sector’s success to tradition and necessity. 

“The system we created has been tested against wars, against 
instability, against political assassinations,” Salameh said in a 
2008 interview with the BBC, “and our sector would be much 
more developed if Lebanon did not have political and security 
risks. We were always getting ready for the worst-case scenario.”

That scenario has left Lebanon’s banking sector very well- 
endowed. Following the collapse of Lehman Brothers, extraor-
dinarily large deposits started flowing into the country’s banks, 
mostly converted into Lebanese pounds. So much so that the 
sector was hard-pressed to find an immediate use for the funds. 

Over a period of three years, the duration of the crisis, an esti-
mated $55 billion poured into Lebanese banks, an annual aver-
age of around $16 billion. “The credit market in Lebanon usually 
increases by $2 billion to $3 billion per year,” highlights Salameh.

Service Upgrade and regional growth
As a direct result, Lebanon achieved a cumulative real growth 
in GDP of almost 30 percent over 3 years and 5 months, which 
according to Dr. Freddie Baz, Group CFO and Strategy Director 
of Lebanon’s Bank Audi, is “among the highest ratios world-
wide, thanks to the inflows boosting liquidity, good financial 
standing of banks, and extensive flexibility of banks.” 

Baz says Bank Audi received the lion’s share from this 
increase, “almost one-fourth of the deposits’ growth.” His 
institution and other Lebanon-based commercial banks took 
the opportunity offered by this liquidity luxury to upgrade 
their services towards private and corporate clientele. A safe 
investment, some might say, but as Freddie Baz explains this is 
due to the restrictions brought about by the same regulations 
that have made Lebanon so successful. 

“A very strict Central Bank had forbidden Lebanese banks 
to list structured or derivative products in their balance sheets, 
even way before the crisis, so there were no toxic assets in our 
banks. Leverage is very low, and we cannot finance equity 

High deposits and record profits. But how are Lebanese banks securing future growth?

Financially Well-endowed
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acquisitions for more than 50 percent of the value. We also can-
not finance real estate development projects for more than 60 
percent of the project. We are not allowed to hold any foreign 
currency positions in excess of 1 percent of our equity. This is 
what differentiates us from banks abroad.”

Bank Audi, which ended 2009 with $27 billion worth of 
assets and was once again named “Best Bank in Lebanon” by 
Euromoney in June 2010, is currently investing in its long-term 
strategy of building a franchise and solid footprint in the region, 
which includes the GCC. “To become a regional bank, you 
have to cross-sell between markets or countries, and business 
lines,” reveals Baz. “The Arab world benefits from huge yearly 
inter-Arab trade which needs to be cross-sold by providing, for 
example, the LC (letter of credit) opening in Saudi Arabia and 
the supplier credit in Cairo, Khartoum, Amman or elsewhere. 
We get the payroll account in Riyadh and we provide the mort-
gage in Cairo. This is how you can become a regional player.” 
It is worth noting that Bank Audi became the first institution in 
the Middle East to receive Emerging Market’s ‘Local Banking 
Achievement Award 2010 – Middle East’.

Since its first regional expansion kicked off in 2006, Bank 
Audi has set up a network of over 70 branches in six new 
Middle Eastern markets; Qatar, Egypt, Sudan, Jordan, Syria 
and Saudi Arabia. “Over the last two years and a half, we were 
able to organically build six billion dollars of assets – real, tan-
gible, material assets driven by customer deposits, which were 
profitable starting year one, and with exponential growth in 
profitability of those assets.”

cashing in
As most of the world gasped at how the financial carpet was 
being pulled from under their feet, Lebanese banks were run-
ning up profits and making the most of their advantageous sit-
uation. This did not go unnoticed by analysts, and so it came to 
pass that in December 2009 the “Best Bank in the Middle East” 
was awarded by The Banker Magazine to BLOM Bank, mark-
ing the first time a Lebanese institution has won the distinction.

Saad Azhari, Chairman and General Manager of BLOM 
Bank, attributes this achievement to the fact that the bank 
exported its successful strategy to the twelve countries in which 
it is present. “We recognize that we were very fortunate in terms 
of timing,” admits Azhari, referring to the stability and business 
confidence brought about after conflicting Lebanese political 
factions settled their differences in the Doha agreement of 2008. 

“Because of the stability, people started going out, buying 
cars, homes, restaurants started opening, and tourists who 
had been afraid because of security started arriving. For the 
last couple of years we are seeing deposits of more than $20 
billion a year coming in. This improvement and excess liquid-
ity means the banks are lending normally, unlike in many 
countries around the world. And since in Lebanon loans over 
deposits are at a relatively very small ratio, there is big room 
for growth in terms of lending.”

With two more Middle East awards having followed 
for Lebanon’s most profitable bank, one for BLOM Bank’s 
retail services and another for its Investment division, it also 

gained UN recognition for its innovative “Giving” Credit 
Card program that converts proceeds and points into funding 
landmine removal operations in Lebanon. As for Lebanon’s 
future outlook, Azhari thinks the growth will be sustained, 
and even though real estate prices may go up further, real 
demand, liquidity and regulations will safeguard Lebanon 
from unpleasant surprises. “I don’t think ‘bubble‘ is a term 
that can be used in Lebanon,” smiles BLOM Bank’s chairman. 

Human assets   
Mohammed Hariri, Chairman and CEO of BankMed, says 
that the future of Lebanon will be shaped by the private sec-
tor, which includes connections of 20 million Lebanese living 
abroad. “I always say that if you give Lebanese businessmen 
security, they will build the country. The private sector is really 
the main engine and cornerstone of the economy in Lebanon. 
Now, recognizing this, the government started looking at a 
new vision, to get the private sector involved in rebuilding the 
major industries and activities in the country. And that is the 
only way you can do it.”

Many of the banking sector’s assets are invested into gov-
ernment treasury bonds, which, Hariri says, make peace bank-
able. “Basically our fate is tied to that of the government’s in 
terms of stability. It is creating profit for us, stability, a steady 
income and providing security for depositors.” More spe-
cifically, the attraction for depositors includes banking secrecy 
and a good rate of return. “Today in Lebanon we still give 
3 to 4 percent on the US dollar compared to 1 or 0.5 percent 
elsewhere.” 

Even without the recent wave of deposits, BankMed is a 
success story in itself. Originally a corporate bank, the strategy 
changed in 2005 due to saturation. Mohammed Hariri says 
BankMed had lost market share and was down to 14th place in 
sector rankings. “We had to revamp everything – we changed 
management, we developed our image, recapitalized the 
bank, and implemented a lot of changes to turn the situation 
around.” Within two years, BankMed opened its retail divi-
sion and with 52 branches throughout the country re-entered 
the top five again. “We changed our image well,” Hariri says 
proudly. “We have a softer image with a social corporate 
responsibility campaign promoting a ‘happy planet’ and the 
protection of the environment.” The rebranding worked won-
ders. BankMed’s profits rose from $10 million to $100 million 
today. “Our assets grew from $4.5 billion to $12 billion, net 
profit in 2005 was $12-$15 million and in 2009 we cleared $90 
million. We are over-provided.”

“I don’t think ‘bubble‘ is a 
term that  can be used in Lebanon.”
Saad Azhari, Chariman and General Manager of Blom Bank

“If you give Lebanese businessmen security, 
they will build the country.”
Mohammed Hariri, Chairman and CEO of BankMed
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All of this was done with little investment in monetary 
terms, but rather calling on Lebanon’s greatest resource; 
human capital. “I must give credit to the bank’s human 
element,” says Hariri. “We have top-notch management, 
Lebanese who were living abroad and whom we were able to 
attract from all over the world, encouraging them and follow-
ing up on their performance.”

It is said that there is not a single global or investment bank 
where you can’t find at least 10 Lebanese directors. It is only 
since the crisis that the spotlight has shone on their prowess, and 
it is because of this success and stability that many expatriates 
are now returning to their homeland. This means that a highly 
skilled, globally-trained and experienced pool of talent will be 
creating a powerful market in Lebanon, a private sector of spe-
cialists at all levels.

With this brain gain, and abundant funds at their disposi-
tion, institutions like BankMed can seriously increase their 
regional and international expansion strategies. Lebanon’s 
newfound economic potential thereby becomes a renewed 
Middle East and North Africa potential. With central banks 
recently suggesting tougher regulations in the Basel III agree-
ment, not unlike Riad Salameh’s policies, could Lebanon even 
contribute to a pragmatic revival of the European ideal?  

In addition to owning 55 percent of Turk Telekom, the 
company bought Turkish retail bank T-Bank in 2007, which it 
expanded from nine existing branches to 25 today. “The EU 
made a big mistake in not accepting Turkey. I think it is an 
important economy and we are keen on investing there. On the 
other hand, Saudi Arabia is very important to us, as we have 
large investments there as a group. Also, Africa has a great 
potential if you know how to move there. Because of the nature 
of our group, we are able to have connections to many sources of 
partnerships and investments, and I use these synergies to help 
the bank grow.”

transformation and moral obligation
Out of the 55 banks competing in the country, Lebanon’s third 

largest private commercial bank, Byblos Bank, has already made 
inroads in the Middle East and Sub-Saharan Africa, having 
recently established a presence in Congo. The Byblos Bank Group, 
which has  a strong focus on retail and SME banking, believes the 
potential is large enough to continue focusing its expansion there. 

Byblos Invest Chairman and General Manager Sami Haddad 
makes no bones about being in the business to make money, but 
indicates that moral considerations must be standard practice. 
“We care about improving SMEs as they create the future,” 
claims Haddad. “When we give loans, we have an environmen-
tal unit that checks whether these loans comply with interna-
tional environmental and social standards.” 

Byblos Bank recently completed a capital increase of $250 
million gaining two new shareholders. One of these is the 
International Finance Corporation, an affiliate of the World 
Bank. “These stakeholders brought new guidelines, and we are 
very happy to have them. We think morally this is the right thing 
to do, but it is also good business.”

Indeed the windfall has enabled local banks to look at a 
whole new spectrum of possibilities. With over 47 years of 
banking tradition, the Lebanon & Gulf Bank has built up a 
deep-rooted relationship of trust and excellence with its cus-
tomers. In 2009, the bank posted the second fastest growing 
profit, while over 5 years its assets, deposits, loans, and invest-
ments all grew by an astounding 90+ percentage points.  

“The bank is spreading its network across the Lebanese 
territory through opening three new branches until the first 
quarter of 2010 and with a goal of reaching 20 branches by 2012,” 
explains Vice Chairman and General Manager Samer Itani. LGB 
is also in a position to further expand its international network 
into the MENA region by opening its first branch in Iraq in 2010. 
“Our strategy is aimed at transforming LGB from a Lebanese 
traditional commercial bank to one of the largest banks in 
Lebanon with the most global banking profile.”

When even Itani’s traditional niche bank can confidently 
join Lebanon’s expansionary transformation, credit is most 
definitely due. 
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If there is one thing all Lebanese citizens have in common, it 
is a talent for living with risk. Adapting to this environment 
has not only created fiscal responsibility, but also fostered 
a vibrant private insurance sector whereby fifty companies 
sign around $1billion in premiums annually; not bad for a 
nation of just above 4 million inhabitants.   

“Fifty insurance companies is a lot for the size of 
the country,” agrees Henri Chalhoub, President of UFA 
Assurances (Union Franco Arabe d’Assurances), “but they 
are still making profits and there’s hope that we can soon 
reach $1.5 billion in premiums and grow further.” 

Even if private “All Risk” policies offer special plans that 
may be applicable to Lebanon, including “War on Land” or 
“Sabotage”, the stabilizing situation over the past few years 
has raised the popularity of more universal policies. UFA’s 
Henri Chalhoub says that in today’s non-life Lebanese 
insurance market “motorcars constitute 50 percent of the 
entire insurance market portfolio, while medical insurance 
and the medical industry is about 30 percent. Building and 
real estate insurance is also climbing.”

UFA Assurances Group also weighed the risks in 1998, 
when it decided to relocate its Middle East headquarters 
from Paris to Beirut. Believing in the country’s capacity to 
regain its place as one of the main financial centers of the 
Arab world, the Group was among the first investors to 
prove their faith in the Lebanese economy’s resurrection. 

Founded in 1976 by Chalhoub as Groupe MEPA, the 
largest representation and underwriting agency network for 
‘L’Union des Assurances de Paris’, the Group has engaged in 
a regional growth plan with strategic acquisitions and conser-
vative underwriting principles. In 2002, the group launched 
one of its innovative programs, the Employment Protection 
Plan, unique in the region, covering the insured against the 
loss of a job. Today, the total annual premiums in force man-
aged by the Group worldwide are in excess of $450 million.

Henri Chalhoub however vows that its executives and 
managers are “insurers before financiers,” be it in Lebanon 
or in any other entity in the Group. “Lebanon is a very liberal 
economy and there isn’t room for protectionism here. That 
said, foreign giants cannot compete with prices because the 
market here is regulated by the association of insurance 
companies. They could compete for the big clients, although 
we have a very personal relationship with our clients here, 
which extends beyond the corporate relationship.”

Upcoming growth sectors for private insurance com-
panies in Lebanon include tourism and travel insurance. 
As the Lebanese population becomes more affluent, they 
are also able to afford the comfort of choice that private 
insurance offers, especially when it comes to healthcare. A 
combination of these two growth markets therefore seems 
imminent. 

“Lebanon is superbly geared for health tourism,” says 
Mounir Kharma, CEO of Mednet. “It is an exceptionally com-
petent sector, willing and enterprising. In effect, the funding 
and facilities are there and I think Lebanon can easily handle 
an additional 100,000 or 200,000 patients. However, the coun-
try’s social security, which is funded by the private sector but 
run by the public sector, has its problems.”

This is where private sector insurance in Lebanon can 
make headway, as well as in convincing various members 
of the country’s cultural fabric to take up policies, as UFA’s 
Henri Chalhoub points out.

“Lebanon is a multiethnic and multicultural society. 
Some sectors of this society do not believe in insurance as 
much as others. We need to teach those that don’t believe 
in it as much, to believe in it -and we also need to get those 
who believe in it to do so even more. This is our challenge.”

As long as the government can secure a state of peace, 
companies like UFA continue to assure their customers of a 
peaceful state of mind. 

assuring a peaceful State of Mind
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With a number of mega-construction projects launched in 2009, 
Lebanon’s progression is in the hands of a dynamic construction 
and development sector. The focus is being placed on integrating 
the underdeveloped areas, north and south, into the economy. 

“We excel in services and we want to build our infrastruc-
ture to this end,” says Nabil El Jisr, President of the Council for 
Development and Reconstruction (CDR). “We’re working on 
spending equally in all areas of Lebanon, not just in Beirut. We 
want to bring back Lebanon to become the jewel of the area.”

At the heart of Lebanon’s rehabilitation efforts, and in addi-
tion to its planning and funding divisions, the CDR today is also 
in charge of directly executing approximately 500-600 projects. 
With the help and commitment of various nations and financ-
ing organizations, the CDR is progressing on priority develop-
ments in electricity, water provision, wastewater and roads. 
“Eventually, in five years, 80 percent of the population will be 
provided with sewage treatment plants and clean water. All of 
this costs close to $1 billion dollars.”  

El Jisr points out however that up until recently regional 
conflicts were seriously hampering progress. “For example, the 
war in 2006 lasted 33 days and 91 bridges were destroyed in 
two days. You have to give us credit that in one year we rebuilt 
89 of these bridges.” Rehabilitation would of course not have 
been possible without the private sector pitching in. Walid 
Hariri, President of the General Construction and Contracting 
Company (Geneco) recalls how his company undertook the 
rebuilding of 24 bridges, partly paid by the family of Rafic 
Hariri. “Some of the bridges didn’t even have any plans or 
drawings, so it was construction from zero, rather than recon-
struction. Our Prime Minister Saad Hariri donated money for 
22 schools and projects in the North. GENECO is constructing 
these projects, and they cost about $60 million covering 22 dif-
ferent locations. I consider all these as one project by itself.” 

Geneco’s President says the problem with infrastructure reha-
bilitation now lies in expropriation costs, a burden for the govern-

ment. “The land here is very expensive,” admits Walid Hariri. “The 
world gives us money for construction, not for expropriation of the 
land. If you want to build a project that costs $5 million, you might 
need $50 million for the land, because the law in Lebanon considers 
expropriating the land and paying fair market value for it.” 

Walid Hariri says the significant experience gained within 
Lebanon makes it unnecessary for companies like Geneco to enter 
into joint ventures, even for large scale projects like the €25 million 
Tripoli ring road. “We do everything ourselves, there are hun-
dreds of engineers under our wings. I’m not interested in working 
beyond Lebanon. I hope that after five or ten years we will have 
grown the infrastructure and we will have essentially contributed 
to Lebanon’s development.” 

Even supplying cement was a challenge, as not enough elec-
tricity was available to produce the essential building material. 
Through necessity, Cimenterie Nationale managed to not only 
become the country’s largest producer of cement today, but also 
the second largest producer of electricity. “The first thing we 
did when we started sensing the pulse of an incredibly growing 
market was to buy electricity generators,” says the company’s 
Chairman and CEO Pierre Doumet. With a first loan from the IFC 
in 1995 and a second provided by the local banking sector in 2005, 
Doumet’s family business grew from producing 500,000 tons of 
cement to 2.5 million tons. “We are also extremely proud that we 
are the only member of the German Cement Industry Association 
in the Middle East. They did our quality management system, 
and all our ISO certifications are from them.” 

Owning a specialised port and the technology to burn munic-
ipal waste and refuse to manufacture cement with reduced CO2 
emission, Cimenterie Nationale now has the scope to also sup-
ply many Mediterranean nations and beyond. “Because of envi-
ronmental considerations, first world countries are less prepared 
to build new cement plants, essentially a mining industry. But 
existing plants are being subjected to ever stricter regulations 
and we are well prepared to comply”.

Joining Forces in construction and infrastructure
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How do you preserve 5,000 years of heritage while reviving 
a cosmopolitan city’s modern economic vitality? Beirut has 
surely been at the centre of Lebanon’s revival, rebuilding its 
standing as a regional commercial and cultural hub. Solidere, 
a Rafic Hariri-invoked entity, was formed to oversee the city 
center’s rebirth since 1994.  

“Several landmark buildings and projects were completed this 
year,” says Nasser Chammaa, Chairman and General Manager of 
Solidere. “Further reinventing the city center, these and other ongo-
ing projects have been designed to form clusters around courtyards 
and gardens, or paint a modern skyline at the Waterfront District.”

In September 2009, Solidere officially inaugurated Beirut 
Souks, a signature 100,000 m2 shopping, hospitality, entertain-
ment and cultural meeting place, connecting Beirut’s traditional 
Conservation Area, Hotel and Waterfront districts. 

“Beirut Souks are to constitute the heart of economic and 
tourist activity, contributing to put Beirut on the world map as 
a major regional center for shopping, work and entertainment. 
The Souks have become a major instigator to bring more inves-
tors.” Solidere’s strategy of maintaining high levels of liquidity 
with very low levels of debt has left its business unscathed by 
the financial crisis, as it continues the development of the Hotel 
district, Beirut’s two Marinas including the Marina Tower and 
Gardens, as well as other district renovations. 

Becoming the ‘Paris of the Middle East’ again does however 

have its price, especially in the cost of land and real estate. “In big 
developments, prices are going to stabilize at around 5 or 10 percent 
increase per year,” predicts Massaad Fares, Chairman of asset man-
agement company Prime Consult. “The real estate market through-
out history in Lebanon has always been very strong and stable.” 

Ayad Nasser, owner of Loft Investments, a boutique residen-
tial loft and office development company, gives an indication of 
the incredible rise in value in recent years. “We bought a plot 
of land two years ago in a new upcoming area. Today the same 
land is worth more than double. We basically helped ‘revive’ this 
area by investing in it, as a new creative developer. And we sold 
almost 60 percent of the apartments we were going to build, just 
in three months, mainly to our close clients and friends just by 
calling them the day we purchased the land and informing them 
of the opportunity. Our clientele is middle to upper class, very 
creative people also. We care for them to enjoy the loft apartments 
we build; we do care about our clients’ full satisfaction.”

The transformation has been so significant and inspiring 
that central Beirut is now referred to as the ‘Solidere’ area. 
Internationally acclaimed fashion designer Elie Saab summed 
up the sentiment by calling it “the new image of Lebanon. It is 
revolutionary. All the buildings have been renovated using the 
same stone so that it looks like an old city again. It is an area full 
of energy, full of life. Ten years ago it was totally destroyed — now 
every Lebanese should feel pride in its prosperity and success.”

Beirut - vanguard of revival
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Every member of Lebanon’s political and business commu-
nity agrees that if Lebanon is successful today, it is mainly 
because of the private sector. Contributing to around 75 
percent of aggregate demand, Lebanon’s private enterprises 
make it a well-diversified sector that covers the totality of eco-
nomic markets and is a major pillar for growth and recovery. 

“Lebanon is a multi-sectorial country,” explains Jacques 
Jean Sarraf, Chairman of Malia Holding Group. “It cannot 
survive by one sector. There is a lot of complementarity. 
Sectors are shifting now and we should act on our oppor-
tunity today to grow exports.” Lebanon imports over $16 
billion per year while exports top out at just over $3 billion.

According to entrepreneur Musa Freiji, Lebanon should 
cut down on imports and establish home-grown industries 
to produce for internal markets. But Freiji, Chairman of the 
successful Lebanese poultry and agro group Tanmia and 
Wadi Holdings of Egypt, adds that this can only be possible if 
effective import duties are placed on certain imported goods, 
instead of subsidizing exports of specific agricultural prod-
ucts. “When you subsidize exports you are effectively subsi-
dizing the consumer where these products are going. You are 
not subsidizing the farmer here. Such a policy will create jobs 
for people particularly in light or food related industries, so 
agriculture will flourish more, as will industry.” 

Neemat Frem, President of the Lebanese Industrial 

Association, believes the country needs to shoot for a renais-
sance of industry. “Every single industry in Lebanon that 
still remains, that forms part of this $3 billion export and 
maybe more in import substitution, every industry that still 
exists today after what we have lived in the last years, is 
viable.” Point in case, industrial exports witnessed annual 
expansion of 35 percent through July 2010. “The issue is to 
see how we can create a mechanism, a potential dynamic 
that will convert these private successes into a collective 
success.”

This conversion is necessary as the country’s required 
infrastructure investment in the coming five to six years 
amounts to more than seven to eight billion dollars. “You 
don’t have, in the public sector, the capability to manage 
such an investment.” The solution Frem suggests is an effec-
tive way out of this infrastructure bottleneck, and a proven 
success in many Gulf countries.

“We cannot wait for all the country to develop. We need 
to start having Industrial Parks where we can have our own 
power generation, water treatment systems, our own facili-
ties, where we create industrialists. This is a shortcut that 
will solve a hundred problems at the same time, like traffic 
problems in Beirut, location problems for schools, etc. We 
need to lobby between a lot of decision makers, we have 
started doing so, and I tell you that it is feasible.”

private entrepreneurship on a dynamic track
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industry’s Best: local Multinationals

The government has indeed responded positively to this 
approach. Minister of Industry Abraham Dedeyan has 
already assigned an area for the first industrial park, and, 
with the law on public-private partnerships being discussed 
in parliament, a move can soon be made to start licensing 
and constructing power plants.

“The idea of industrial clusters is applicable in the Gulf 
because they have the lands and the energy resources,” 
observes Minister Dedeyan. “However, in Lebanon we 
have very small areas, and concentration of various types 
of industries. We have a plan to make one industrial park, 
which the government will fund, but it will be for mainly 
medium and small industries. The large industries survive 
on their own, they have the means. However, bureaucracy 
is very complicated and it should be eliminated if we are to 
help existing and new industries flourish.”

And the large industries are eager to welcome and support 
new players, as this will not only boost cross-business activity 
but will also raise Lebanon’s profile as a productive hub for 
the Middle East. “I highly recommend for multi-nationals to 
be headquartered in Lebanon,” urges Neemat Frem, who is 
first and foremost President and CEO of the international pack-
aging and FMCG manufacturer Indevco. “Why would you 
establish headquarters in Lebanon? Because this is where the 
human capital is. We believe that the Lebanese are excelling, 
we are very proud of their performance and entrepreneurship. 

I am not talking as a Lebanese but as an executive looking at 
performance. They manage to have the right combination of 
dedication and efficiency.”

The Indevco Group is a case study for Lebanese expansion 
abroad, operating over 30 manufacturing plants and 20 com-
mercial companies worldwide, including the UK and the United 
States. It reached its current size of 7,500 employees globally by 
building on customer-supplier relationships in neighbouring 
countries and moving into those markets permanently. 

“The capacity to export is a great bridging or door opener 
that comes as a preamble to opening a factory,” says Frem. “A 
major advantage that we have is our network of emigrants. 
It used to be a curse for Lebanon, but today constitutes a real 
blessing for our country. We have a great route to markets 
in Africa due to the Lebanese diaspora. As the Lebanese 
Industrial Association President, I try to leverage on this 
more; this linkage between the national industry in Lebanon 
and the expatriates is so valuable for our economy.” 

 

Full charge
Brand recognition now plays a major part in promoting the 
Lebanese private sector. Environmental services group Averda, 
based in Lebanon but with a big presence in the Gulf, recently 
hired Brash Brands from Dubai to consolidate all its regional 
divisions and acquisitions under one clean logo incorporating 
its “No Waste” motto. This included Beirut’s waste manage-
ment company Sukleen. During a colourful campaign, the 
city’s green waste containers suddenly appeared in every hue 
of the rainbow, branded with the new ‘A’ logo. It hopes the 
new image will inspire awareness among young generations 
about clean waste management and recycling.

The typical story of successful Lebanese family-led com-
panies is also embodied by the Sakr Power Group. From its 
humble beginnings as a lighting retail shop in the 1970s, the 
strategic move into back-up power sets turned the company 
into a multinational supplier of generators to the Middle 
East and deep into Africa. The major break came in the late 
1990s when the group entered the Iraqi market due to the 
high energy demand there at the time.

“The core business now relates to power generation,” says 
Sakr CEO William Wakileh, “packaging a very wide range 
from small gen-sets that serve residential and telecom to large 
units that power, for example, the port of Beirut, an airbase 
in Qatar, a village in northern Iraq, a cement factory or min-
ing operations in South Africa and so on. We engineer and 
package the largest gen-sets in the Middle East and Africa.” 
Offering complete turn-key solutions, Sakr Power has suc-
ceeded in expanding to adjacent sectors such as dedicated 
energy rental services across the region. Next, Sakr Power 
is looking into renewable energy, “to promote solar, wind 
and other integration applied to small gen-sets. There is an 
increased faith in Lebanese enterprises going international 
and becoming as strong as other multinationals all over the 
world,” Wakileh concludes. “Lebanese brands are recognised 
in the same league as multinational brands.”
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If you want to immerse yourself into the Lebanese lifestyle, be 
prepared to enjoy their joie de vivre. The ‘Paris of the Middle 
East’ would of course be nowhere without a good bottle of 
wine. Professional sommeliers and dedicated connoisseurs will 
know that Lebanon has in fact a top shelf viniculture, including 
some of the world’s most highly valued wine. 

“Today Lebanon counts about 30 winemakers, producing 
about 7 million bottles a year of which half are sold locally and 
half exported to 30 or 35 countries,” conveys Zafer Chaoui, 
Chairman and CEO of Chateau Ksara, a noble grape wine start-
ed by Jesuits in 1857. “Lebanese wine is very much appreciated 
due to excellent conditions in the Bekaa valley.”

The climate and quality of soil in the softly sloping rift 
behind Mount Lebanon in the country’s Northeast brings forth 
a high quality of grapes, ideal conditions for wine making.

Chaoui says the Ksara estate has received numerous acco-
lades for its wines, and is currently becoming very popular in 
Jordan, Syria and the Emirates.

But the recognition is by no means limited to the Middle 
East. “The lowest red in our range recently won the Grande 
Medaille d’Or in Belgium,” Chaoui says proudly. “We have 
won a huge number of medals obtained in blind tastings all 
over the world.”

It is this image of Lebanon’s good life that deserves more 
exposure, as it forms part of the social fabric that makes the 
nation unique. Walking through the streets and alleys of Beirut 
alone, the scents emerging from popular restaurants are a 
mélange of all kinds of cuisines; from the Lebanese delicacies at 
Abdel Wahab to the Italian and French dishes of Duo, Moroccan 
favorites at Shah or South American flavours at Al Paladar, all of 
which incidentally are operated by restaurateurs Ghia holdings. 
“We are Lebanese, and hospitality is our daily life,” says Ghia’s 
CEO Jean Claude Ghosn. “We live it, and we have always been 
known as the initiators of new life style in the area.”

Nabil Nahas, a renowned Lebanese artist based in New 
York and whose retrospective exhibition ‘Perpetual Energy’ 
was recently on display at the inauguration of Solidere’s Beirut 
Exhibition Center, says his compatriots own a certain worldli-
ness. “Lebanese people grow up speaking three languages, they 
are very multi-cultural people and that multiplicity of informa-
tion and exposure makes us more complex.” This, Nahas says, 
makes the artistic scene here all the more active and interesting. 
“We now begin to see art venues here. The Beirut Exhibition 
Centre is an extraordinary contribution to the cultural scene.” 

And so in the cafés, bars and bistros of Beirut, a cosmopoli-
tan lifestyle is enriched with Lebanese wine, global entertain-
ment, art and cuisine, 365 days per year. What more could 
a bon vivant like Nahas want? “What we don’t have yet is 
a museum of modern art in Lebanon, but that will come. If 
Lebanon has another five years like it had the last two, this is 
going to be an extraordinary place. I am fascinated by the rise 
of Beirut with a vengeance from the arts scene, the banking 
sector to the disco scene.”

a taste of the good life



Lebanon has traditionally been highly regarded for its education 
system, and its graduates are greatly sought after. Higher educa-
tion is central to economic and political development, and vital to 
competitiveness in an increasingly globalized knowledge society. 
How are Lebanese institutions safeguarding the continuation of 
their reputation on one hand, and regional progress on the other? 

“Lebanese people value education and are ready to invest 
a big proportion of their income on their children’s education,” 
says Minister of Education Hassan Mneymneh. The challenge lies 
in developing a public education sector that meets the standards 
that the Lebanese aspire to. “At the same time, we need to keep an 
eye on what is offered in the private sector to make sure that the 
Lebanese are being well-served.” 

Minister Mneymneh now endeavors to have the education 
sector serve the community by advancing national identity and 
civic participation. “I believe the way forward is to create an 
educational system that fosters unity, tolerance and equity.” The 
Ministry’s proposed Education Sector Development Plan advises 
that public schools from primary level up to the state’s Lebanese 
University assimilate pupils from all walks and faiths to alleviate 
sectarian divisions among the youth.

It is hoped this will influence a stronger cohesion between 
future leaders. The quality club among the Lebanese universities 

has spawned medical doctors, business leaders, opinion lead-
ers, ministers, central bank governors and journalists. By way 
of example, Dean George K. Najjar of the Suliman S. Olayan 
School of Business at the American University of Beirut (AUB), 
renowned since the late 19th century, describes how influential its 
graduates have become on the world stage. 

“When the UN Charter was signed in San Francisco in 1945, 
there were more AUB graduates and alumni amongst the signa-
tories than any other global university. As a private, non-profit 
university it continues to be open to all types of people, irrespec-
tive of any consideration other than merit.”

Najjar points out that we increasingly notice European and 
U.S. students at the AUB Olayan School of Business, for the sole 
reason of pursuing an AUB degree and the opportunities it makes 
available to them at a fraction of the cost of Ivy League institu-
tions. Admission and academic standards are so high that AUB, 
a world-class institution, only differs from its American and UK 
peers by its modest resource base, something the university solves 
by being selective in its programs and creative in seeking financial 
support. “Fund-raising is our middle name,” quips Najjar.  

So how are the extended families of Lebanon’s alumni 
advancing the region and increasing their circle of influence? 
According to Dr. Joseph G. Jabbra, President of the non-denom-
inational Lebanese American University (LAU), the answer lies 
in inclusiveness, a philosophy actively practiced at the NEASC-
accredited institution. “Civic engagement is very important for 
us. An institution of higher education cannot really be set apart 
from society; it is part and parcel of society. Any university that 
is worth its grain of salt must really think about how to engage 
society, how to be at the cutting edge in terms of helping society 
overcome some of its most gripping challenges.”

For LAU, imparting knowledge on its own doesn’t make 
leaders, but ensuring that its approximate 8,000 students across 
7 faculties can apply their intellect effectively in real life will, be 
it through solving problems together on campus or as an alumni 
supporting peers and a new generation of scholars.

“In life there are two things that need to come together espe-
cially in terms of leadership,” says Jabbra. “It is not enough to be 
visionary; it is equally important to translate vision into reality, 
to be an implementer. Leaders today will have to really combine 
both the ability to visualize the future, see where the future is 
going, and act accordingly. You need to be in a position to make 
choices, to think very well on your feet, and to translate those 
choices into reality, into action on the ground.”

Lebanon is rich in choices, and according to Raja Haddad of 
executive training consultancy Starmanship & Associates, mak-
ing those choices that lead to a balanced life will consequently 
lead to true wealth, personal, national and regional. “Wealth is the 
balance of four factors – health and energy, relationships, financial 
independence and a job you’re passionate about. Be effective 
rather than successful,” professes Haddad, as then “success will 
naturally follow.”

Humane league
Academic Lebanon forwards national identity, civic participation, and human partnership.
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Probably more than any other sector in Lebanon, healthcare 
has been radically transformed since the war years. Public 
and private hospitals worked as one in taking care of casual-
ties, while the government acquired assistance from private 
medical services. A major reconstruction period ensued, and 
in order to achieve real reforms the same Health Minister 
was maintained during 5 consecutive governments. “We 
developed primary healthcare in a very efficient way,” says 
Minister of Public Health Dr. Mohammad Jawad Khalifeh. 
“Public hospitals in Lebanon operate with a private sec-
tor mentality. Each public hospital is independent and has 
autonomy.” 

“Within 5 years”, the Minister explains, “public hospital 
admissions were boosted from 10,000 to 160,000 per year. 
Now we are entering the second phase of our reforms, 
which we are calling Mandatory National Health Insurance 
Coverage. Everybody, even if they are getting benefits from 
the government, is now required to have a Health Card. Our 
next move is to see how to institutionalize this coverage, make 
it applied through a specific formula, an online information 

system.” Previously, only about half of all Lebanese citizens 
were covered. Dr. Khalifeh knows the practical ins-and-outs 
of Lebanon’s healthcare sector; a revered and sought-after 
surgeon himself, he still finds time to perform between six 
and seven surgeries a week. In addition, Khalifeh fulfils his 
role as Associate Professor of Surgery and Director of Liver 
Transplantation at the American University of Beirut Medical 
Center (AUBMC). Subject to independent accreditation, all 
healthcare institutions in Lebanon foster a high quality stan-
dard, with increasing investment in technology and services. 
“Our country now has an increased number of hospitals that 
were built to offer the highest hospitality and hospitalization 
services, with very qualified, experienced and trained person-
nel, to serve patients from inside and outside Lebanon. Arabs, 
Lebanese from abroad, and many Europeans choose now to 
come to Lebanon as the first medical destination. Health tour-
ism is becoming an industry here.”

The private sector is indeed taking the opportunities 
inherent in healthcare tourism very seriously. The American 
University of Beirut Medical Center (AUBMC) in particu-

expanding as a Healthcare Hub
Lebanon is working to implement a sweeping overhaul of its health sector, aiming to upgrade the direct provision of 
services, to put in place more cost-effective management practices and expand basic medical coverage to all mem-
bers of society. Meanwhile, innovative healthcare models as well as profitable, sustainable and high-impact invest-
ments are rapidly making Lebanon a quality medical, surgical and recuperation destination. 
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lar reckons that its reputation, being the only institution 
in the region with accreditations from Joint Commission 
International (JCI), Magnet and CAP, along with its position 
as the Middle East’s leading academic medical facility, will 
entice prospective foreign visitors. Dr. Mohamed Sayegh MD, 
Vice President for Medical Affairs and Dean of AUB’s Faculty 
of Medicine, reveals that the institution recently signed an 
agreement with a US-based medical tourism promoter, as 
well as hired M&C Saatchi to create a designated health 
tourism campaign for AUBMC, as part of its strategic com-
munications plan. 

“Because of its unique mixture, AUBMC provides superb 
care for its patients and is an academic training centre for 
future physicians and medical scientists. Its impact is beyond 
just treating patients in healthcare. In my opinion, it is also 
the cutting edge research we do here that has a dramatic 
impact on the Arab world and the whole region.” Sayegh 
says despite the high quality of service offered, improve-
ments to AUBMC’s facilities are ongoing, as accommodating 
seasonal patients in summer peak times can exhaust its cur-
rent 400-bed capacity. Therefore, the JCI-accredited medical 
centre formulated a plan to expand the institution to a 600-
bed complex, comprising outpatient surgery procedures, 
cardiovascular, neuroscience, and oncology centres. By 2020, 
AUBMC aims to have inaugurated one of the first paediatric 
hospitals in the Middle East and establish an ambulatory sur-
gical care centre, along with several centres of excellence, all 
located on the university’s seaside campus amid 9,000 trees. 

“The University is investing about $500 million in this 
plan,” the Dean discloses, “which will create a lot of opportu-
nities and jobs within the economy, will boost the recruitment 
of physicians and nurses, and allow for the expansion of clini-
cal services. Our plan is consistent really with the whole plan 
for rebuilding Lebanon.”

Through strategic partnerships and collaborations with 
specialised regional and international centres, such as a recent 
team-up with Jordan’s King Hussein Cancer Center, AUBMC 
wants to extend its know-how and increase medical innova-
tion. A Clinical Research Institute is part of this plan in order 
to conduct multicenter clinical trials in the areas of stem cells, 
genetics and cardiovascular medicine. Deputy Director of 
AUBMC Dr. Marina El Hajj adds that “AUBMC-trained staff 
have made their mark on regional hospitals through collabo-
rations and exchanges. Since July 2009, we have established 
a partnership network with local institutions, which is now 
expanding even further. We have seen a spill-over of quality 
standards that we provide here to hospitals where our physi-
cians go and take care of patients.” AUBMC wants to use its 
expertise to improve patient care not only in Lebanon but 
throughout the region.

Lebanon being a center of excellence for healthcare, the 
sector collectively benefits from its academic partnerships. 
“Medical education, and education in general in Lebanon, 
has always relied on educating both in Lebanon and over-
seas,” remarks Dr. Imad Hajj, Medical Director of St. George 
Hospital University. “This is the role of Lebanon in general; 

to educate and send people all over the world.” And now 
the world is coming to Lebanon for its healthcare, especially 
given the value-for-money ratio. Added to this benefit is the 
fact that procedures can be executed virtually without delay 
as Dr. Hajj points out. “We know that a lot of British people 
would like to get off the waiting list and have their surgery 
or their treatment somewhere else. As an example, if you 
come for an open-heart surgery, a one week stay is going to 
cost you about $9,000 to $12,000, which is quite a competitive 
price for the excellent quality we provide”.

The only constriction Lebanese hospitals like St. George 
are facing now is the number of beds available, but in a 
couple of years this should have been alleviated by current 
investments in expansion. Dr. Hajj indicates that apart from 
expanding to 400 beds, St. George is also encouraging short 
stays and outpatient services “for those who don’t like to stay 
in hospital for a long time. Businessmen who like to come in 
for a 24-hour check up, for example, can receive full blood 
tests, full cardiac check up, complete dietary analysis, total 
body scan and MRI, the whole set of exams basically, during 
a quick, one-stop-shop type of service.”

Now that interest in healthcare trips to Lebanon is mount-
ing, Dr. Imad Hajj says that investment is necessary to main-
tain the high standards of care they have come to be known 
for. “Professionalism, quality of care and obviously catering 
for peoples’ needs in a very traditional, classical and humani-
tarian way; this is what people feel about St. George Hospital. 
Even the local community would tell us that, and as a centre 
we are trying to maintain this philosophy while offering the 
latest technologies and services.”

Lebanon’s access to cutting edge technology and advanced 
academic capacity has enabled it to make great strides in 
healthcare research. Dr. Ghassan Maalouf MD, specialist in 
bone diseases at the 5-star Bellevue Medical Center, says that 
Lebanese medical centres are ideal incubators of medical 
solutions. “Everybody is now talking about the vitamin D 
deficiency and its importance. This came from research and 
publications that we have done in Lebanon. It is our article 
that is spreading all over the world, talking about the rela-
tionship between vitamin D deficiency and breast cancer or 
colon cancer.”

New frontiers are also being set in reconstructive and 
cosmetic surgery. Last November surgeons at Bellevue con-
ducted the country’s first reconstructive procedure on a 
patient’s finger that had initially been diagnosed for amputa-
tion. Using cutting-edge microsurgical techniques, transfer 
and replantation of several toe ligaments and arteries success-
fully re-established the finger. On the other hand Lebanon, 
known for its ‘see and be seen’ attitude, has witnessed a 
surge in demand for plastic surgery. It has become so popu-
lar that banks even offer special loans for people seeking a 
nip and tuck. Clinics now estimate that half of their business 
comes from outside Lebanon, and programs endorsed by the 
Ministry of Tourism are operating ‘cosmetic-surgery tours’. 
The country’s medical sector is clearly in a healthy state of 
development, making many patients better in the process.
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Natural beauty, seasonal variety and a unique cross-cultural 
identity; Lebanon is a tourism treasure chest. With stability 
restored, Lebanon has once again become a major leisure desti-
nation for regional and international travelers.

In 2009, just over 1.85 million visitors passed through 
Lebanon’s ports of entry, trumping its previous record of 1.4 mil-
lion arrivals in 1974, a year before the civil war broke out. This 
year’s arrivals could well top the 2.25 million mark, while the sec-
tor is expected to contribute $4.4 billion to the country’s economy.

“We increased tourism last year by about 39 percent. We were 
the only country to achieve such an increase,” says Minister of 
Tourism Fadi Abboud. “What is very interesting is that aver-
age tourist spending in this country is about $3,500 per capita 
- amongst the highest in the world.” Besides the high-life that 
Beirut offers, Lebanon makes an attractive proposition for eco-
tourism, as well as religious and historical tourism.  

“In the north, we have a lot of beautiful mosques and Ottoman 
buildings,” illustrates Abboud. “In the Bekaa valley, you can see 
how the Maronites built houses in rocks 1,500 years ago. In the 
south, Canaan is where Jesus Christ turned water into wine. We 
taught Europeans how to make wine and most vines come from 
this part of the world, as does olive oil. The old world is here. The 
alphabet has its roots in Aramaic, the mother language of Hebrew 
and Arabic which all started in Byblos.” The Mediterranean port 
known in Arabic as Jbeil was founded by Phoenicians 5,000 years 
ago, and is thought to be the world’s oldest continuously-inhabit-

ed city. “This is one of the most interesting cocktails you can come 
up with,” the Tourism Minister sums up.

And whereas Dubai’s desert climate may boast an indoor 
ski slope, the mountains of Lebanon count no less than 6 ski 
resorts, with Mzaar boasting the most advanced ski facilities in 
the Middle East and 80 kilometers of groomed runs. But in order 
to sustain tourism growth, Minister Abboud would like to see an 
increase in middle-class visitors. “Only 3 percent of our visitors 
come from package tours. Incredible - but true. Is this healthy for 
the future? I don’t think so. We seem to be a destination for the 
wealthy and that is not the image I want to create for the country. 
In the off-season, we can attract ten thousand tourists a week if we 
can come up with packages that cost $1,000 per week. This poses 
a challenge as most hotels cater to luxury tourism, while 3-star 
hotels and resorts are not abundantly present.” Considering the 
high price of real estate, the government will have to place extra 
incentives to attract tourism investors to this category. 

The legendary Casino du Liban (CDL) is also developing 
special packages with hotels, travel agents and airlines to attract 
visitors all year long. “Casino du Liban first opened in 1959 and 
rapidly established itself as a leading and unique entertainment 
venue in the Middle East,” highlights Hamid Kraidy, the casino’s 
Chairman. “For almost half a century, the legend of Casino du 
Liban has dazzled and attracted millions of guests from around 
the globe. It has been the scene of Lebanon’s finest period.” 

Since reopening its doors in 1996, the extensively refurbished 
Casino has steadily regained its golden era luster of the ’60s and 
’70s, but Kraidy prefers to accentuate a more modern campaign 
that is in line with Lebanon’s own vibrant regeneration. “The 
future policy aims at injecting new blood by attracting a larger 
database of international players and tourists. Casino du Liban 
remains synonymous with the very best in gaming, entertain-
ment, dining and banqueting, all in one place.”

Last but not least, Beirut’s clubs are setting the scene for 
exceptional nightlife experiences. “We spend more than $1 
million every year on entertainment events, inviting artists 
from all over the world” reveals Chafic El Khazen, CEO of Sky 
Management, the group behind the globally renowned SkyBar 
in Beirut. “We have a dedicated and open-minded team that 
constantly work on improving the product. We believe that 
success is not something static, it is dynamic. Now we plan 
to build an outstanding urban beach club as partners with 
Solidere, which will cost around $5 to $6 million. We want to 
position Lebanon as high as possible internationally.” 

Among ‘connoisseur’ travelers Lebanon has indeed  
become a modern classic; everyone admits there is an ele-
ment of addiction once you’ve visited the country. This mystic  
ingredient is most likely what keeps bringing visitors and 
entrepreneurs back for more.

on tourism and Beyond: the lebanon Brand
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