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Interview

AT FIRST GLANCE, the immediate prospects for Lebanon’s 

economy look less than stellar. Four years of civil war in 

neighbouring Syria have cast a long shadow, curbing growth 

and polarizing politics, as well as burdening its already creaking 

infrastructure with more than one million refugees. 

GDP growth, which was running at an average of more than 

7% a year before the start of the Syrian crisis, has since slumped 

to around 2% as trade and tourism links with the rich Gulf states 

have been cut. Most external analysts are forecasting expansion 

of that order again this year but Riad Salamé, Lebanon’s long-

standing central bank governor, says this may be optimistic.

“Lebanon may have zero growth in 2015,” he says. “We have 

seen a reduction in demand on the consumer side as well as a 

decline in investments. The pace of growth of bank lending to 

the private sector has also slowed.”

He notes that growth in Lebanon is usually concentrated 

in the summer season, when the country is traditionally a 

popular destination for both tourists and Lebanese ex-pats. A 

modest recovery in arrival numbers this year has not, however, 

translated into an increase in consumption. Meanwhile, a 

reduction in deliveries of cement and the issuance of building 

permits suggests that the construction sector – another major 

driver of the economy – is also slowing. 

Low growth is a particular concern for Lebanon given its very 

high public debt levels. General government debt stood at 134% 

of GDP at end-2014, a figure that has been exacerbated in recent 

years by persistent budget deficits that have regularly topped 8% 

of overall output. 

Monetary strength
Fortunately, as Salamé points out, Lebanon’s fiscal weakness 

is mitigated by strong monetary conditions. Thanks largely to 

substantial inflows from the Lebanese diaspora, bank deposits 

continue to increase at an annual rate of 6-7%. In turn, the 

banking sector supports the wider economy through its 

willingness to absorb the bulk of Lebanese government debt. 

“Despite the negative environment, investor confidence has 

been maintained and Lebanon has been able to be self-sufficient 

in funding terms in the public and private sector,” says Salamé. 

“What is more, interest rates have remained stable and even 

declined this year, improving funding conditions.”

He notes that, in this respect, the recent global market 

turmoil prompted by concerns about economic slowdown in 

China may also work to Lebanon’s advantage. “The slump in 

emerging markets may lead to the postponement of interest 

rate rises worldwide. This would mean that Lebanon will not 

be forced to raise rates in order to attract inflows, which could 

be harmful for the economy.”

Meanwhile, tumbling oil prices – although negatively 

impacting some of Lebanon’s key trading partners in the Gulf – 

have helped to drive inflation down to close to zero and boosted 

the purchasing power of Lebanese households. 

Significant increases in foreign exchange reserves in recent 

years have also enhanced stability by boosting confidence in 

the central bank’s ability to maintain the currency’s long-

standing dollar peg. By the end of April, FX reserves stood at 

a record high of $33.8 billion, more than three times the level 

recorded in 2007. 

This impressive increase has been partly due to dollar inflows 

from the diaspora – which equate to around 20% of Lebanon’s 

GDP – and partly to the central bank’s ability to issue financial 

instruments in hard currency, says Salamé. “The fact that 

we are able to issue instruments in longer maturities also 

contributes to stability, as it means we are not reliant on short-

term funding,” he adds.

Economic drivers
Salamé is also sanguine about the outlook for future growth, 

singling out three industries as the likely main drivers of 

economic recovery. The first is the financial sector, traditionally 

the bedrock of the economy and still a beacon of stability, thanks 

in large part to the careful stewardship of the central bank. 

In his 23 years as governor, Salamé has taken a highly 

conservative approach to bank regulation, maintaining a strict 

separation between commercial and investment banking, 

imposing high capital and liquidity requirements, and 

restricting local lenders’ involvement in high-risk products such 

as derivatives and structured finance. 

He recently took action again, this time to prevent the 

development of a bubble in Lebanon’s fast-growing consumer 

lending segment. In late 2014, a minimum downpayment of 

25% was introduced for car loans and mortgages, while monthly 

repayments were capped at a percentage of household income. 

Provisioning requirements for overdue loans were also increased. 

“These measures were not taken in response to any problems 

in the banking sector but in order to protect families in Lebanon 

and prevent asset quality deterioration in future,” says Salamé.

Further progress has also been made in the implementation 

of new international regulatory standards in Lebanon. The 

country’s banks have been tasked with achieving a minimum 

A strong banking sector and growing knowledge economy 
hold the key to Lebanon’s future growth, central bank 
governor Riad Salamé tells Euromoney
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core tier one capital ratio of 12% by the end of this year, well 

above the level required by the Basel III framework. 

“This approach is essential to contain the risks created by 

volatility in the Lebanese market and also to ensure the stability 

of Lebanon’s correspondent banking system and international 

financing,” says Salamé. “The banks have already made good 

progress towards this objective and I am confident they will be 

able to meet it by the deadline.”

New sectors
Salamé also cites two new sectors as key to Lebanon’s future 

growth: oil and gas production, and the knowledge economy. 

In theory, the former should prove more profitable. Lebanon’s 

territorial waters are estimated to hold reserves of 30 trillion 

cubic feet of natural gas and 600 million barrels of oil, which 

even with energy prices at current levels could provide a 

substantial windfall. 

Exploiting these resources may prove problematic, however, 

given that it will require high-level political decisions. Lebanon 

has been without a president for more than a year, while the 

coalition government led by prime minister Tammam Salam has 

been paralyzed by internal divisions. 

By contrast, the development of Lebanon’s knowledge 

economy is proceeding at a rapid pace, thanks largely to the 

support and encouragement of the central bank. In September 

2013, Banque du Liban introduced an initiative called Circular 

331, designed to encourage banks to provide equity funding to 

start-up companies in the technology sector. 

“The purpose of Circular 331 was to kickstart the knowledge 

economy sector in Lebanon,” says Salamé. “We believe that the 

digital economy is going to play a major role worldwide and if 

Lebanon fails to develop the sector it will hurt our economy in 

future. We also believe that this sector has the potential to create 

significant employment opportunities, especially for young 

Lebanese. We know that Lebanon has the human resources 

necessary to succeed in this sector.”

Under the terms of the initiative, banks are given subsidized 

funding on condition that they invest up to 3% of their own 

capital in start-up companies. These investments also benefit from 

a 75% guarantee, in return for which the banks agree to pass 50% 

of any profits back to the central bank. Based on overall capital 

levels in the banking system, the total funding made available 

under the scheme amounts to around $400 million. 

“The formula of Circular 331 has been very successful,” says 

Salamé. “Lebanon’s banks have already invested more than 

$250 million in the technology sector, which is more than we 

expected after only two years of the initiative being in place.”

Ecosystem development
In addition to encouraging bank funding, Circular 331 also 

includes provisions for developing the ecosystem of the 

technology sector in Lebanon through support for initiatives 

such as the UK Lebanon Tech Hub. With offices in Beirut 

and London, the Tech Hub’s remit includes an accelerator 

programme designed to help existing Lebanese companies in the 

sector to scale up and reach international markets. 

Banque du Liban was also the prime mover behind Lebanon’s 

first international start-up conference, Accelerate 2014, which 

took place in Beirut last November. The event attracted more 

than 1,600 delegates from 25 countries. A second conference is 

planned for December this year.

The tech sector still faces challenges in Lebanon, most notably 

in relation to the provision of high-speed internet access. “We 

need to see more commitment from the public side that we 

don’t control in terms of developing the infrastructure that will 

ensure better connectivity in the country,” says Salamé.

He is confident, however, that such support will be 

forthcoming. “Everyone in Lebanon is getting interested in the 

knowledge economy,” he says. “This will create the momentum 

needed to push the government to provide the infrastructure 

that is needed to develop the sector.”

In conclusion, says Salamé, the message for investors is that 

Lebanon is open for business and moving forward. “Clearly there 

are risks associated with Lebanon, but these are well known and 

the returns here are commensurately higher,” he says. 

“Lebanon also offers the advantage that international 

investors can fund themselves locally, thanks to the high 

liquidity in the banking sector. What is more, due to our lack of 

restrictions on movement of capital, this funding can be in any 

currency and the profits can be repatriated freely.”

Riad Salamé,  
Banque du Liban
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How have Lebanon’s banks 
been affected by the ongoing 
regional instability?
We are clearly operating in a 
difficult regional environment. 
Since 2011, Lebanon has been 
living in the shadow of the Syrian 
crisis, which has stymied economic 
growth and exacerbated political 
tensions. This has inevitably taken a 
toll on banking sector growth and 
profits. Nevertheless, Lebanon’s 
banks – and particularly BLOM 
Bank – have continued to perform 
well. In 2014, BLOM Bank grew 
its balance sheet by 7.0% on the 
back of loan growth of 8.9% and 
deposit growth of 6.4%. Net profit 
rose by 3.6% year on year, while 
our return on average equity of 
15.8% was higher than any other 
listed bank in Lebanon. 

How was BLOM Bank able to 
achieve such a strong result?
A tight focus on efficiency and 
a conservative approach to risk 
management were the main 
factors that enabled BLOM Bank 
to outperform its peers. Our cost-
income ratio is always below 40% 
while that of our main competitors 
is usually above 50%. Meanwhile, 
BLOM Bank’s stringent lending 
criteria continue to ensure that 
provisioning requirements are kept 
to a minimum. 

BLOM Bank has also benefited 
from its excellent diversification 
in terms of products, sectors 
and markets. In Lebanon, we are 
already a truly universal bank with 

a market-leading position in retail 
banking and asset management, 
and a rapidly growing share of the 
SME and corporate lending markets. 
Nevertheless, we are constantly 
expanding our range of products 
and services, both in our home 
market and in our regional network. 

What do you expect to be 
the main drivers of growth in 
the next two to three years?
Lending growth is already muted in 
Lebanon and will likely slow further 
this year to 5-6%. By contrast, we 
are seeing very strong growth in 
our operations in Egypt, Jordan 
and the Gulf countries. The return 
of political stability in Egypt has 
boosted business and consumer 

confidence, which is translating into 
increased demand for retail and 
other lending. We are expanding 
our network, and expect net profit 
from BLOM Bank Egypt to top $40 
million this year, more than double 
the level recorded in 2012. 

Credit demand is currently 
weaker in Jordan due to recent 
rises in income tax. Nevertheless, 
we expect BLOM Bank’s profits 
there to increase by close to 20% 
this year, thanks to substantial gains 
in market share. We are also seeing 
significant improvements in returns 
from our non-traditional banking 
franchises in Qatar, the United 
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. 

Last year, BLOM Bank’s foreign 
operations contributed close to 22% 
of group net profit and accounted 
for 27% of all new lending. Going 
forward, we want to see around half 
of BLOM Bank’s activities originating 
outside Lebanon.

How would you describe 
BLOM Bank’s international 
strategy?
Our strategy is twofold. Outside 
the Arab world, we provide wealth 
management, trade finance and 
other services to Lebanese and Arab 
customers through our presence 
in financial centres such as London, 
Paris, Switzerland and Cyprus. 

Within the Arab world, we want 
to be a full-service bank wherever 
possible. In Egypt and Jordan, we 
provide a full range of services 
including private banking, asset 
management and brokerage, as well 

as retail and corporate lending. 
In the Gulf countries, the 

regulatory framework is more 
restrictive. We are currently 
limited to two branches in the 
UAE, while in Qatar we can only 
do corporate lending. In Saudi 
Arabia, we are unable to do 
commercial banking – however, 
our asset management unit there 
has been extremely successful and 
has the highest return on equity of 
any of our international operations 
at close to 33%.

BLOM Bank also retains a 
full banking licence in Syria. We 
have dramatically reduced our 
exposure to the market, cutting 
our loan portfolio from $675 
million in 2011 to $20 million 
today. We are maintaining a 
presence there, however, and are 
ready to support our customers 
and the economy once the 
political situation is resolved. 

Finally, last year saw BLOM 
Bank expand into Iraq for the 
first time, with the opening of 
branches in Baghdad and Irbil. We 
are not targeting rapid growth 
there, given the ongoing instability 
in the market, but we see good 
opportunities for facilitating trade 
and financial links. 

This underlines the fact that 
BLOM Bank’s strategy for the 
region is long term. When the 
environment becomes challenging 
we will limit our operations but not 
close them, and whenever we see 
opportunities for expansion we will 
take them. We are here to stay.

Regional gRowth holds key 
to success foR BloM Bank 
A low-cost base and conservative risk management helped BLOM Bank outperform peers 
in its home market again last year. But with credit demand slowing in Lebanon, chairman and 
general manager Saad Azhari says the bank’s regional network holds the key to future growth 

Saad Azhari
Chairman & General Manager
BLOM Bank Sal
blomgm@blom.com.lb

Saad Azhari, BLOM Bank
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Technology

LEBANON HAS MANY of the key components required 

to build a successful knowledge economy. Its schools and 

universities are among the best in the world. Its citizens are 

multilingual, entrepreneurial and creative, highly prized by 

employers in hi-tech sectors around the world, from Silicon 

Valley to the Gulf. And costs in Lebanon, from rents to wages, 

are substantially lower than elsewhere in the region, let alone 

the developed world.

Yet, until recently, Lebanon’s home-grown tech industry 

remained relatively underdeveloped. At the end of 2012, the total 

size of the sector barely topped $300 million, according to the 

Investment Development Authority of Lebanon. Equity funding 

for start-ups was confined to a few business angels and two small 

venture capital funds, while the infrastructure for nurturing new 

entrepreneurial talent was limited and fragmented. 

Over the past two years, however, there has been a sharp 

increase in activity in the sector, mainly due to a ground-

breaking initiative devised by Lebanon’s central bank. 

Introduced in August 2013, Circular 331 was designed to kick-

start the Lebanese knowledge economy by encouraging the 

country’s large and well-capitalized banking sector to provide 

equity funding to start-up companies. 

Banks that agree to participate in the initiative qualify for a 

seven-year interest-free loan that can be invested in Lebanese 

government bonds. In return, they are required to invest up 

to 3% of their total capital in local start-ups, either directly or 

through venture capital funds. These investments, which must 

be approved by the central bank, benefit from a 75% guarantee. 

Any profits from the projects are then split 50:50 with the 

central bank. 

To prevent banks from building up risk concentrations, a 

limit of 0.3% of total capital has been set for exposure to any 

individual start-up. Other conditions of the funding are that 

the firms invested in should be innovative, part of the broader 

knowledge economy and incorporated in Lebanon. 

Based on overall capital levels in the banking system, the total 

funding made available under the scheme amounts to around 

$400 million, of which more than $250 million has already been 

allocated just two years after the start of the scheme.

Loan guarantees
Circular 331 is not the only, or indeed the first, form of 

government support provided to the sector. Kafalat, a loan-

guarantee provider owned jointly by the state and Lebanon’s 

commercial banks, has been helping start-ups and SMEs access 

debt funding for more than a decade. It invests around $200 

million a year in the Lebanese economy via loan guarantees for 

companies in the industry, agriculture, tourism, traditional crafts 

and tech sectors. 

Two of Kafalat’s programmes are targeted specifically at start-

ups. The Innovative Programme offers 90% guarantees on loans 

of up to L£300 million ($200,000) with a maximum term of 

five years to early-stage start-ups. Meanwhile, the Start-up and 

Innovation Programme can guarantee loans of up to L£650 

million and with a maximum term of seven years. 

Both programmes allow borrowers a grace period of up to 

a year before the start of the repayment schedule. All loans 

guaranteed by Kafalat also benefit from an interest rate subsidy, 

financed by the Lebanese government, while banks receive an 

exemption on central bank statuary reserve requirements for 

funding granted under the programmes. 

Since February 2013, Kafalat has also been able to make 

equity investments in start-ups, thanks to a $30 million 17-year 

loan from the World Bank. To qualify for funding from the 

iSME Programme, however, firms must already have secured 

a financing commitment from an approved institutional 

investor such as a venture capital fund, business angel group 

or investment bank. The World Bank loan also included a $2.5 

million tranche for start-up concept development grants of up to 

$15,000 to Lebanese entrepreneurs. 

None of the funding previously available to the Lebanese 

knowledge economy matched the scale or the scope of Circular 

331, however. The programme is the only one of its kind in the 

region and, it is hoped, will not only encourage entrepreneurs 

within Lebanon but also tempt Lebanese working elsewhere in 

the region and further afield to return home.

The first fund manager to take advantage of the new initiative 

was Middle East Venture Partners. One of the oldest venture 

capital firms in the Middle East, MEVP had already been working 

Kick-starting a 
tech revolution
Despite a wealth of local talent, Lebanon’s knowledge economy has 
been slow to develop. Now a massive injection of funding and support 
is bringing to life a thriving tech ecosystem, from accelerators and 
bootcamps to venture capital funds and business clusters
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in Lebanon – as well as in other countries across the Arab world 

– for four years before the implementation of Circular 331. 

Since inception, the firm has invested in 26 companies that 

currently provide cumulative annual revenue of around $150 

million and employ more than 600 staff. Some target global 

markets. Others, particularly in areas such as ecommerce and 

mobile services, are aimed at the fast-growing Arab market. 

Walid Hanna, managing partner at MEVP, notes: “With 

around 150 million web users and more than 80 million 

smartphones, the Arab market is already large. Penetration 

rates are still very low, however, so there is ample scope for 

further growth.”

Several Lebanese firms funded by MEVP have the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) countries or the wider Middle East 

and North Africa (MENA) region as their target markets. These 

include Anghami, the Arab world’s largest music streaming 

business, crowd-funding platform Zoomaal and mobile payment 

solutions provider Pinpay. 

Another of MEVP’s GCC-focused Lebanese investments was 

shahiya.com, the region’s leading food recipes portal. The 

firm was sold in November to Japan’s Cookpad, a Nikkei-listed 

company, for a reported $13.5 million. Not only did MEVP reap 

a return of six times its $500,000 investment, but the website’s 

founders collectively made around $10 million from the exit. 

“This was very valuable as it demonstrated to local entrepreneurs 

that it is possible to make money here,” says Hanna.

Conservative investors
Despite a strong track record of investing in Lebanese start-ups, 

however, MEVP struggled to raise funding for local projects 

prior to the implementation of Circular 331. Managing partner 

Walid Mansour says this is due to the conservative nature of the 

Lebanese investor base. 

“Lebanese family offices, high-net-worth individuals and 

even banks prefer to invest in traditional products such as fixed 

income, real estate, equities and their own businesses,” he says. 

“They have very little appetite for investing in tech products, 

mainly because they don’t understand them and the risks 

associated with them.”

MEVP’s first start-up fund for Lebanon raised just $10 million. 

By contrast, its Impact Fund – the first in Lebanon to comply 

with Circular 331 requirements – received commitments of $70 

million from 16 local banks. Launched in December 2013, the 

fund provides Series A and Series B financing, and has a ticket 

size of between $500,000 and $5 million.

Seven companies have already been selected as recipients of 

Impact Fund investment, including telecom operational support 

system provider Mobinets, online book distributor Bookwitty, 

semantic analysis company Klangoo and Box & Automation 

Solutions, a provider of cash management, audit and treasury 

solutions via the SWIFT network.

The fund is also an anchor investor in Speed@BDD, a new 

accelerator programme designed to provide funding to very 

early-stage start-ups in Lebanon. Speed offers entrepreneurs a 

$30,000 cash injection, office space at the cutting-edge Beirut 

Digital District (see box, page ***) and access to top industry 

experts in return for a 10% equity stake.

Twenty start-ups will be accelerated each year in two cycles of 

three months each. The conditions of entry into the programme 

are that start-ups should have a scalable business model, be 

targeting a global market and be prepared to move to Beirut for 

the duration of the acceleration. The top two companies in each 

cycle will get an additional $20,000 in follow-on funding to 

finance an immersion period in Silicon Valley. 

Applications for the first funding round closed at the end of 

August and the first 10 start-ups were due to begin acceleration 

on 15 September. As well as MEVP, Speed’s backers also include 

Bader Young Entrepreneurs Programme, fund manager Berytech, 

IM Capital – a $15 million five-year initiative launched by 

Berytech and USAID in April – and Lebanon for Entrepreneurs.

MEVP is also helping lead the drive to encourage members 

of the Lebanese diaspora working in the tech sector to relocate 

to Beirut to take advantage of Circular 331 funding. The firm 

recently added an “ambassador” in Silicon Valley to its team and 

is also reaching out to Lebanese in Europe. So far, says Hanna, 

it has succeeded in attracting two US tech companies and one 

French one to Lebanon through this initiative.

Lebanon’s other major venture capital firm, Berytech, has also 

taken advantage of Circular 331 to put together a substantial 

new fund. Launched in February, Berytech Fund II has raised 

more than $50 million from 19 major banks and financial 

institutions, nearly 10 times as much as the firm collected for its 

first Lebanese fund in 2008.

Circular 331 has also inspired four leading Lebanese 

entrepreneurs to create Leap Ventures, a new Beirut-based 

venture capital fund. The partners boast that between them they 

have 70 years’ experience of founding and exiting companies. 

Henri Asseily exited ecommerce comparison sites Shopzilla 

and Bizrate for $569 million in 2005, while Hervé Cuviliez 

last year sold a stake in digital media company Diwanee to 

France’s Webedia. Noor Sweid is an angel investor and board 

member of non-profit accelerator Endeavor UAE, while telecoms 

entrepreneur Hala Fadel chairs the MIT Enterprise Forum for the 

Pan Arab Region and is the founder of Beirut’s start-up services 

provider Coworking+961.

Leap Ventures announced the closing of its first $71 million 

Walid Mansour and Walid Hanna, MEVP
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Technology

The brainchild of Lebanese entrepreneurs Marwan Salem and 

Fouad Assaf (pictured), Slidr is a ground-breaking platform 

that combines ecommerce with gamifi cation. Due to launch in 

the UK this autumn, the website will offer users the chance to 

buy aspirational products and experiences – such as designer 

handbags, high-end holidays and the latest smartphones – at 

reduced prices thanks to a unique crowd-discounting model. 

Salem explains: “Users pay £1 to reveal the price and have 10 

seconds to make their purchase decisions, knowing beforehand 

that the price will always be lower than the high street price 

and that they can purchase their item on the spot if they like its 

revealed price. If they decide not to buy it, other users will slide, 

bringing prices even lower while you will retain the right to 

slide again later on, for a potential better deal.”

Slidr will generate income from both wholesale discounts 

and user payments. Prices will be determined by a proprietary 

algorithm that dynamically analyzes consumer behaviour 

patterns. Initial funding for the project came from business 

angels but Marwan says the next round of fund-raising will 

tap into Circular 331 funds. 

“Circular 331 has made a huge difference to the tech sector 

in Lebanon,” he adds. “It has really put Lebanon on the map, 

not just in terms of funding but also by creating an advanced 

local ecosystem.” Slidr is one of 45 companies participating in 

the UK Lebanon Tech Hub’s fi rst accelerator programme. 

Slidr: where luxury shopping meets gamifi cation

When Ayssar Arida moved back to Beirut with his family, 

he quickly realized that the toys his children played with 

– Barbie’s house in Miami, Victorian-style dolls’ houses – 

bore no resemblance to the urban environment around 

them. This was the inspiration for Urbacraft, a toy that can 

be customized to create any building in the world using 

cutting-edge print-on-demand, manufacturing-on-demand, 

3D printing and laser printing technology. 

When the product is fully launched, users will be able to 

design their own buildings online or choose from a library 

of existing designs. These can then be ordered or printed 

at home and fi tted into a basic plastic infrastructure, 

which will be compatible with other toys such as Little Bits 

electronics kits. Arida also has plans to expand Urbacraft’s 

offering to include items such as trees and street furniture 

that will allow users to create a full urban environment. 

Urbacraft has already been commissioned to produce 

representations of the Cooper Hewitt Smithsonian Design 

Museum in New York, London’s Dover Street Market, the 

Musée Carnavalet in Paris and Beirut’s Sursock Museum, as 

we ll as a series of designs by Le Corbusier. Urbacraft is also 

part of the UK Lebanon Tech Hub’s accelerator programme.

Urbacraft: playing with urban design
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fund under Circular 331 in March. The fund aims to provide 

Series B funding with a target ticket size of $5 million-10 million.

In total, eight funds have so far been approved under Circular 

331, as well as around 12 start-ups that have obtained direct 

funding from banks and other investors. The latter include 

Presella, an online event reservation app founded in 2013 that 

combines e-ticketing with crowdfunding. Last year, the firm 

became the first to secure direct Circular 331 funding when it 

raised $300,000 of equity from Al-Mawarid Bank and a handful 

of local angel investors. 

Sourcing investments
While the massive influx of funding has given a major boost 

to Lebanon’s knowledge economy, however, it is also posing 

challenges given the relatively small size of the sector. MEVP’s 

Hanna notes that it is getting harder to find suitable investments. 

“The threshold for venture capital investment is high,” 

he says. “You need experienced, stable teams that can work 

together, that know how to build products and that can scale 

up. You need products that can prove traction in a specific 

market and that can scale up. Finally, you need companies that 

are able to attract capital in multiple rounds.”

At present, such companies are in relatively short supply in 

Lebanon. To address this shortage of deal flow, Banque du Liban 

has also provided support to a range of initiatives designed to fill 

gaps in Lebanon’s knowledge economy, from conferences and 

media campaigns to bootcamps and accelerators. 

One of the main recipients of central bank funding in this 

category, and the one with the most wide-ranging remit, is the 

UK Lebanon Tech Hub (UKLTH). The brainchild of Tom Fletcher, 

the former UK ambassador to Lebanon, the hub is a two-year 

programme designed to develop the local tech ecosystem and 

help Lebanese companies connect to global markets. Launched 

in April, it has 17 staff and offices in Beirut and London.

UKLTH has five components: an international accelerator; 

a capacity building programme; a sign-posting service; an 

outreach programme; and a communications and marketing 

programme.

Initially based in UKLTH’s Lebanese offices in the Beirut 

Digital District, the accelerator has already provided four months 

of mentoring and intensive training – supplied by leading US 

business school Babson College – to 45 existing tech companies. 

Fifteen of these will soon be selected for the second phase of the 

programme, which will take place in London. 

Marwan Salem of Slidr, one of the companies in UKLTH’s 

first accelerator intake (see box), is enthusiastic about the 

programme. “The courses have been very helpful, as have the 

opportunities to network with other start-ups,” he says. “We 

are also hugely grateful for the support we have received from 

the London team. They have fast-tracked our start-up and 

saved us so much time.”

Meanwhile, UKLTH’s capacity building programme offers 

training and mentoring to all participants in Lebanon’s tech 

sector via master classes, study tours, internships and job 

shadowing. Regular workshops target entrepreneurs with 

advice on topics such as pitching to venture capital funds and 

improving employee retention. Upcoming events will include 

a session for Lebanese universities on knowledge transfer and 

sharing, as well as one designed to help commercial banks 

evaluate tech start-ups. 

Diaspora drive
The outreach programme also looks at ways to encourage 

Lebanon’s large diaspora to contribute their expertise and 

connections to the development of the domestic tech sector. 

“There is a social link between the diaspora and Lebanon that 

never dies,” says Lama Zaher, UKLTH’s communications and 

marketing manager in Beirut. “We have seen a lot of interest 

from influential diaspora individuals in supporting projects in 

Lebanon, either through direct engagement or by advocating for 

or advising on initiatives.”

A second element of the outreach programme works with 

schools and universities in Lebanon to raise awareness of the 

tech sector and the opportunities for young entrepreneurs. 

UKLTH is also encouraging Lebanon’s universities to offer 

courses tailored to the specific needs of the local tech sector, 

as well as providing upscaling training for programmers in 

collaboration with French training centre Le Wagon. 

Meanwhile, UKLTH’s online signposting service offers 

guidance to tech sector newcomers by putting them in touch 

with existing stakeholders – from investors and clients to 

business developers and mentors – who can answer queries and 

provide assistance. As with all UK Lebanon Tech Hub’s services, 

this is provided free of charge, thanks to financial support from 

Banque du Liban.

Finally, the hub’s communications and marketing programme 

is dedicated to “raising the profile of Lebanon as a contributor to 

the knowledge economy”, according to Zaher. “It is about telling 

a different story about Lebanon by highlighting the successes in 

the sector,” she says. “We want to get the message out to local 

and international media about what is happening here.”

Also banging the drum for Lebanon is Startup Megaphone, 

an organization tasked by Banque du Liban with managing the 

international image of the country’s start-up ecosystem. Started 

by Samer Karam, a local angel investor and founder of Beirut 

accelerator Seeqnce, Startup Megaphone organizes events and 

activities to showcase Lebanese start-ups and support their 

fundraising, networking and business development. 

The firm was responsible for Accelerate 2014, Lebanon’s 

first international start-up conference, which took place in 

November last year and attracted more than 1,600 delegates 

from 25 countries. A second conference planned for this 

December has already signed up more than 2,000 attendees, 100 

speakers, 100 exhibitors and 50 start-ups from around the world. 

Startup Megaphone is also organizing a series of events 

in key cities around the world to connect major players in 

Lebanon’s start-up ecosystem with the diaspora and the 

international tech community. Following a highly successful 

Startup Lebanon conference in New York in May, further events 

are scheduled to take place this year in Singapore – on 18-20 

September– and in Tehran. 

Another new initiative aimed at developing the start-up 
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ecosystem in Lebanon is AltCity Bootcamp. Organized by 

Beirut co-working space AltCity and supported by Banque 

du Liban under Circular 331, the Bootcamp is a three-month 

programme designed to progress start-ups from the ideas stage to 

investment. It comprises a capacity-building period of ideation 

sessions and workshops, two weeks of intensive training, and a 

follow-up period where start-ups will be introduced to potential 

bank investors. 

AltCity Bootcamp is aiming to accelerate 100 start-ups a year. 

The first programme started in May this year. 

Connectivity concerns
But if Lebanon has the talent, the funding and increasingly 

the ecosystem to become a tech hub, it is still lacking one key 

ingredient – connectivity. 

Lebanon is one of the worst countries in the world for 

internet download speed, ranking below even Iraq and 

Palestine. The current average internet speed is barely 3.9Mbps, 

compared with a global average of 22.3Mbps and 27.9Mbps 

in the United Arab Emirates. It is possible to get better 

connectivity in Lebanon – via satellite, for example – but it is 

costly and still unreliable.

In theory, there is no reason why Lebanon’s internet speed 

should be so slow. Since 2011, the country has been connected 

to the India-Middle East-Western Europe (IMEWE) underwater 

fibre-optic cable, as well as the Cadmos cable from Cyprus and 

the Berytar cable from Syria. 

A fibre-optic network also exists within Lebanon, thanks to a 

$55 million initiative implemented in 2011 by former telecoms 

minister Nicolas Sehnaoui. Around 4,000km of fibre-optic 

cable has been laid down, providing connectivity to most of 

the central offices of Lebanon’s telecom providers as well as 

businesses, government offices and other key internet users. 

Unfortunately, due to what appear to be local political 

bottlenecks, the network has yet to be switched on and 

Lebanon is using less than 10% of the capacity provided by its 

international fibre-optic connections. As a result, most internet 

users in the country are relying on 20-year-old copper-wire 

infrastructure for their connectivity. 

This is an issue not only for the tech sector in Lebanon but 

also for the wider economy. Studies suggest that each doubling 

of broadband speed can add 0.3% to GDP. Bringing Lebanon’s 

internet speed into line with that of its Gulf neighbours could 

therefore provide a significant boost to an economy that is 

forecast to show zero growth this year. 

There are signs, however, that action may finally be under 

way. In July, current telecoms minister Boutros Harb unveiled 

a five-year plan to revamp the entire telecoms infrastructure. 

Entitled Lebanon 2020 Digital Telecom Vision, the initiative 

is designed to ensure that by the end of the decade fibre-optic 

connectivity is available throughout the country.

Fibre-optic roll-out
Initially, the project will focus on upgrading Lebanon’s existing 

DSL network by introducing VDSL2 technology at around 

36 centres across the country. At the same time, the ministry 

will start to provide fibre-optic internet to around 15,000 

organizations across the country, including banks, companies 

and public sector entities. A second phase will then see the roll-

out of fibre-optic connectivity to homes and offices. 

The telecoms ministry has already undertaken three pilot 

projects to assess the capabilities of Lebanon’s fibre-optic 

network. Bank Audi’s Beirut headquarters was chosen to 

test the provision of fibre-optic internet to offices, home 

connectivity was provided to the Beirut 2020 residential block, 

and the village of Ras Maska on the outskirts of Tripoli received 

fibre-optic to cabinet links. 

Further roll-out to offices in Beirut is expected over the 

coming months. ZRE, the real estate developer behind the Beirut 

Digital District, is due to have its fibre-optic network – installed 

in 2013 – switched on “very imminently”, according to general 

manager Mouhamad Rabah. Other companies within BDD have 

also been promised fibre-optic connectivity in the near future.

The Lebanon 2020 initiative also includes plans to address the 

availability of 4G services in Lebanon. Currently, only 16% of 

the country is covered by a 4G connection, with the remainder 

relying on 3G and even 2G. Harb announced in July that the 

telecoms ministry would ensure that the whole of Lebanon is 

covered by 4G connection within two years, in preparation for 

the launch of 5G connectivity by 2020. 

If the ministry can deliver on its promises, Lebanon’s future 

as a tech hub looks bright. As MEVP’s Hanna notes: “Lebanon’s 

appeal for start-up companies is that it offers access to quality 

talent at low prices, it’s close to rapidly growing markets in the 

Arab world and beyond, and it has a large and engaged diaspora 

that is keen to play an increasing role in the development of the 

knowledge economy.”

Zaher at UKLTH agrees. “Lebanon has always been famous for 

the quality of its education system and the entrepreneurial nature 

of its people,” she says. “We are also the number one networkers 

in the world. These factors give Lebanon a competitive edge and 

will drive the growth of its knowledge economy.”

Banque du Liban governor Riad Salamé 
speaks at the Accelerate conference



www.euromoney.com   SPECIAL REPORT : LEBANON· September 2015 11

Lebanon’s construction industry may be suffering as the 

economy slows but one site where the cranes are still swinging 

is Beirut Digital District (BDD). BDD is the brainchild of local 

real estate developer ZRE, which saw an opportunity to create 

a new hub for Lebanon’s growing knowledge economy in the 

war-ravaged Bachoura district, just south of Downtown Beirut. 

The idea, says Mouhamad Rabah, general manager at ZRE, 

was to build a community where tech players of all sizes – 

from early-stage start-ups to established firms – would find 

not only the infrastructure but also the administrative assis-

tance needed to support their growth. 

ZRE tasked local business centre developer and fund 

manager Berytech with setting up an in-house incubator and 

accelerator, providing co-working spaces ranging in size from 

a single desk to 150 sqm offices. Larger companies are housed 

in BDD’s commercial space but also have access to a full 

range of advisory services, as well as shared facilities such as 

meeting rooms, training rooms, canteens and a gym. 

Launched in 2012, BDD already comprises four buildings 

with a combined office space of 12,000 sqm. A fifth build-

ing of 3,000 sqm is under construction. When completed 

at the end of this year, the complex will house a total of 50 

companies with around 1,500 employees, as well as an event 

exhibition space.

Another 5,000 sqm of office space is due to be added 

next year, completing the first phase of the development. A 

planned second phase will add a further 50,000 sqm of space, 

which will include 15,000 sqm of apartments, a mid-market 

hotel for business travellers, and 5,000 sqm of meeting rooms 

and communal areas. 

ZRE’s masterplan envisages the construction of a total of 

140,000 sqm of office and residential space at BDD over the 

15-year life of the project. However, the start date for the 

second phase – which will cost around $300 million – has 

been put back due to the challenging political and econom-

ic situation in Lebanon. BDD is privately funded by ZRE and 

Berytech with the assistance of subsidized loans from the 

central bank.

Rabah notes, however, that despite the difficult external 

environment ZRE has had no difficulty in finding tenants for 

the buildings already completed and is seeing strong demand 

for its latest developments. “We are on schedule to complete 

our latest building in a record nine months in order to meet 

the needs of our tenants,” he says. “We are also currently 

working to vacate another building of 4,000 sqm and are 

confident that we will be able to fill that within six months.”

BDD’s current tenants include leading Lebanese tech com-

panies such as digital media agency Cleartag, telecommunica-

tions equipment provider ZTE and regional mobile operator 

Touch. The complex also houses the UK Lebanon Tech Hub 

and MIT Enterprise Forum, as well as venture capital and 

start-up funds Leap Ventures, Wamda and Y Venture Partners.

A key part of the appeal of BDD, adds Rabah, is the fact 

that ZRE is making its office space available to entrepreneurs 

and companies at subsidized rental rates. “We are doing this 

because we believe every tenant will act as our partner in 

transforming this neighbourhood into a digital community,” 

he says. “We are supporting their growth because we believe 

that will enable us to grow together.”

What is more, Rabah notes, BDD also gives companies 

the flexibility to grow by offering long-term contracts and 

guaranteeing to maintain rent subsidies over that period if 

tenants expand or move within the complex. “This means 

firms have visibility on their overheads and know they won’t 

become a burden on their growth,” he says.

BDD tenants also benefit from subsidized prices at all retail-

ers within the development, which are chosen for their abil-

ity to add value to the community, as well as from the oppor-

tunity to communicate and collaborate with each other. “We 

encourage our companies to meet each other so that they can 

exchange ideas and work together,” says Rabah. “Our aim is 

to develop a work, live and play neighbourhood.”

Ultimately, he adds, the hope is that BDD can attract com-

panies not only from within Lebanon but also from the wider 

region and beyond. “We believe that having a cluster of this 

type will provide great support for the tech sector in Lebanon 

by acting as a destination for visitors and even, once political 

stability returns, bringing multinational firms to Beirut.”

Beirut Digital District: technology’s new home in Lebanon




