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The Business Year meets with Ferid Belhaj, Director of the Middle
East Department at the World Bank, to discuss Lebanon’s role in the
region, growth sectors, and the impact of the Syria crisis.

Beirut,

Syria crisis.

the World Bank.

September 5, 2013. Leading
business and consultancy company The Business Year
(TBY) and the Director of the Middle East Department
at the World Bank, Ferid Belhaj, held a business meeting
to discuss Lebanon’s influence in the region, areas with
growth potential, and the World Bank’s reaction to the

Ms. Carla Alberti de la Rosa, Project Director, met with
Mr. Belhaj, Director of the Middle East Department at

international

As Mr. Belhaj told TBY, through the banking industry
and on the strength of its human resources, Lebanon remains extremely influential in the region.
The banking sector stands out and allows Lebanon to shine throughout the region, being active
in Syria, Irag-including the Kurdistan region-and Turkey. According to Mr. Belhaj, Lebanese
banks are widely established, read the political economy of the region, take well-considered
risks, and are betting on the stability of locations that at face value suggest instability, volatility,
and considerable risk. “With this approach, they have demonstrated that beyond the fagade
of fundamental instability lies considerable opportunity to be tapped into,” he explained. In
addition, the human factor is key, with the Lebanese people being highly educated, intelligent,
multilingual, extremely entrepreneurial, and particularly active in the region.

Mr. Belhaj highlighted that energy generation in Lebanon has a huge potential for growth. “A
glance at Lebanon’s geography reveals mountains and valleys of incredible potential for energy
generation,” he said.

He added that the strategic construction of a system of dams would generate sufficient energy
for both domestic and regional consumption, making Lebanon a net exporter of energy. For Mr.
Belhaj, if Lebanon is to become an attractive business hub for high-end companies, it requires
energy that is both reliable and cheap, a fully functioning telecoms industry, a modern transport
network, and a dependable institutional framework conducive to long-term business planning.
But despite these shortfalls, “many companies are already established here, and the economy is
registering modest growth, albeit still far short of its true potential,” he added.

On the reaction of the World Bank to the Syrian crisis, Mr. Belhaj stressed that its focus was on
the host communities. The World Bank has recently approved a $150 million facility geared at
cushioning regional economies against the impact of the Syrian crisis, and is working with the
municipalities and local governments where refugees are residing, so as to relieve the additional
stress placed on the delivery of basic services such as water, sanitation, education, and health. In
Lebanon, discussions are advanced regarding similar schemes with the government. “We hope
that the international community will join the Bank in helping Lebanon contain the negative
impact of the Syrian crisis, and allow the country to build resilience and maintain its stability,”
he added.

The TBY team is in the process of conducting more than 150 face-to-face interviews with
Lebanon’s top decision makers to better understand and more accurately reflect the country’s
business sentiment. The research will be published in October under the title “The Business Year:
Lebanon 2013,” and will be one of the most comprehensive reviews of the Lebanese economy
published internationally. The target readership of the publication includes top executives, policy
makers, and media representatives from all around the world.
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Rotary, Rotaract & Interact Zgharta-Zawieh organise a bike marathon under the supervision of Lebanese Cycling Federation
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