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The best and brightest continue to leave Lebanon
Mona Alami

Beirut

D
eteriorating economic 
conditions combined 
with a simmering po-
litical crisis have exac-
erbated Lebanon’s brain 

drain. After a decline in emigra-
tion levels ushered in by economic 
growth that marked the pre-2005 
years, Lebanon has gone back to 
unwittingly exporting its smartest 
and most educated youth.

Beirut’s English-language Daily 
Star recently reported that The 
Lebanese Association of Engi-
neers of the French Grandes Ecoles 
(ALIGEF) was attempting to stem 
emigration of young Lebanese 
by helping its alumni working 
abroad find opportunities at home. 
ALIGEF is forming partnerships 
with Lebanon’s top companies, 
mainly within the banking and 
construction sectors.

ALIGEF’s initiative sheds light 
on the alarming increase in emigra-
tion levels of Lebanese graduates. 
According to Nassib Ghobril, chief 
economist at the Byblos Bank, 56% 
of Lebanese emigrants to the Unit-
ed States and Canada are between 
22 and 44 years old.

In December 2014, the Lebanese 
research group Information In-
ternational published a study on 
youth migration covering the pe-
riod from 1992 (after the civil war) 
through 2014. The study, which 
included data from Beirut Inter-
national Airport, found that the 
number of Lebanese leaving the 
country totalled 174,704 (an annu-

al average of 58,234) in 2011-13.
This increase was reminiscent of 

the 1975-2001 period — during and 
after the civil war — that witnessed 
the departure of 274,000 universi-
ty graduates and 32,000 technical 
school graduates.

“Members of the Lebanese dias-
pora primarily seek the Arab coun-
tries, followed by North America, 
Europe, Africa, Australia and fi-
nally Latin America,” explains 
Ghobril.

Wars, repeated security inci-
dents, terrorist bombings and the 
rise of radical groups in Lebanon 
have contributed to the resurgence 
of Lebanese emigration, but Gho-
bril claims that 70% of Lebanese 
leaving the country are motivated 
by economic reasons.

The country’s growth plum-
meted about 2% in 2014, with the 
national debt rising to $69 billion 
in 2015.  Inflation, increasing un-
employment and degradation of 
the health and education sectors 
exacerbated the trend. Better sala-
ries and work environments in the 
Gulf and the West serve as “pull 
factors”.

“There is definitely a huge in-
crease in the number of job seekers 
who are looking to leave Lebanon,” 
says Faysal el-Jurdi, chief execu-
tive officer of Vision Hospitality 
Recruitment, a company that spe-
cialises in hospitality consulting. 
“The number of job seekers has 
doubled in the past three years,” 
he adds, saying that the majority of 
those were well-educated, mostly 
university graduates.

However, high levels of emigra-
tion have also produced some indi-
rect positive effects.

“Remittances of Lebanese expa-
triates have increased from $7.86 
billion in 2013 to $8.9 billion in 
2014,” according to a recent World 
Bank report. This 13.2% increase 
in remittances gave Lebanon the 
second-highest growth rate among 
the 15 largest recipients of remit-
tances in developing economies in 
2014, behind only Pakistan, which 
saw a 16.6% increase. Lebanon was 
the 14th-largest recipient of remit-
tances in the world and the tenth-
largest recipient among 125 devel-
oping economies in 2014. Lebanon 

is the second-largest recipient of 
remittances among 16 Arab coun-
tries.

This positive effect has reverber-
ated across the Lebanese econo-
my. It explains, in part, the bank-
ing sector’s continuing strength, 
which boasted deposits amount-
ing to $170 billion at the end of July 
2014, guaranteeing the smooth 
financing of the country’s public 
debt.

“Another positive impact of high 
emigration rates is that it facili-
tates the absorption of Lebanese 
university graduates whose num-
bers far exceed the needs of the lo-
cal economy even during periods 

of growth,” says Ghobril. In spite 
of these benefits, Lebanon is still 
losing its human capital and is left 
with an increasingly ageing popu-
lation.

It appears that for the next dec-
ade, Lebanon will have to come 
to terms with regaining its youth-
ful population for short periods 
of times, mostly during summer 
and winter holidays. Lebanon’s 
more permanent population will 
be made up of either younger stu-
dents, elderly cohorts of retirees 
and poorer citizens. The potential 
long-term reduction in economic 
growth due to Lebanese migration 
is very real.
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Jordan asks if Charlie, Charlie is a game or witchcraft
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

“C
harlie, Charlie are you 
here?”
The latest internet 
craze comes in the 
shape of a simple 

trick: Using two pencils and a piece 
of paper to contact the world of the 
dead.

The game’s star is an alleged Mex-
ican child demon named “Charlie” 
who supposedly has the ability to 
answer any type of dark and scary 
question “yes” or “no”. It’s a scary 
trick that is enough to send shivers 
down the spine as it mixes simplic-
ity with witchcraft and black magic 
belief.

Called Charlie, Charlie, the 
game’s ability beyond the world of 
the living takes players further by 
confirming its existence and refus-
ing to leave until it decides to.

Charlie, a supposedly evil spirit, 
has invaded Jordanian households, 
catching parents, clerics and the 
government off guard. 

The game is taught in many Jor-
danian schools, where teachers 
generally think it’s fun, not neces-
sarily evil.

However, student Omar Najjar, 
10, said he was “terrified” by the 
game.

“My friends started to call for 
this Charlie and when the pencils 
moved, we started to scream. Older 
guys with us asked me to stop or 
else Charlie will kill us,” he said.

Manal Haltih, 32, a mother of 
three, said the game has become 
so popular that “it’s getting out of 
hands to stop it”.

One day in late April, Haltih said 

her 8-year-old son returned from 
school “shivering and very scared”.

“That day, I knew about the 
game,” she said. “He couldn’t sleep 
for four nights, so I had to sleep 
next to him explaining that this is 
just a game.”

Christian clergy concur.
Roman Catholic priest George 

Shweihat said Charlie, Charlie is a 
game, like many predecessors, that 
is just a fad.

“This game is just like a fashion 
statement,” he said. “It comes and 
goes after a while until something 
else comes up creating another 
craze on the internet.”

Muslim clerics declined com-
ment, clearly awaiting clearance 

from the government, which is yet 
to answer parents who are demand-
ing that the game be outlawed.

The Charlie, Charlie experiment 
requires two pencils balanced on 
top of each other as a cross and one 
piece of paper drawn on it a grid 
with “yes” and “no” in boxes, ex-
plained Khetam Odeh, an Amman 
high school English teacher, tutor-
ing third-graders.

She said players usually start by 
asking “Charlie, Charlie are you 
here?” and the pencil moves to-
wards the “yes” box, supposedly 
announcing the arrival of the spirit.

To play the game, Charlie must al-
low it and, perhaps scarier, players 
need Charlie’s permission to stop, 
Odeh said in an interview. She said 
she was not sure what happened if 
players leave without “permission” 
but she heard rumours that children 
were hurt if they did. Odeh said she 
learnt the game from the internet 
and taught it to her class before she 
came to suspect it is evil.

Eighth-grader Ibrahim Abbas, 15, 
said: “It’s a fun game, like watching 
a horror movie. I play it with my 
friends. 

Although you know it will scare 
you and gives you nightmares, you 
still watch it.”

He said he was aware he was 
“contacting” evil spirits and insist-
ed he had “no qualms with that at 
all”.

“It is a crazy game and technol-
ogy contributed to spreading it like 
wildfire,” said Ruba Massoud, from 
Amman’s AsSamiah high school.

“Students are filming and pub-
lishing it on YouTube or their social 
network accounts, creating some 
kind of a cult that so far we cannot 
stop,” Massoud said.

The origin of Charlie Charlie is 
vague, but online media reports 
claim it started in 2008 with a You-
Tube video titled Jugando Charly 
Charlie. However, the two-pencil 
version started in 2014 and was 
made popular by Twitter as #Char-
lie Charlie Challenge.

Other reports suggested the 
game’s popularity took off when 
four Colombian students were 
taken to a hospital suffering from 
“mass hysteria” after playing the 
game. A video of them went viral. 
After that the craze quickly spread 
across the world.

Some say the popularity of the 
game picked up with the 2015 hor-
ror film The Gallows, which has a 
scene with actors playing the game.

There are two versions of the 
game, although the principle is the 
same — the demon is there. In ad-
dition to the two-pencil-and-paper 
format, another version requires 
two players holding three pencils 
each in the shape of a square, said 
Odeh. “The pencils move involun-

tarily and without the interference 
of the players when asked ques-
tions” — the same method used 
in the Ouija board game, in which 
people consult a “spirit” by asking 
questions and moving a planchette 
to find the answer, Odeh added.

Child expert Najat Abbasi said 
teenagers “adopt dares easily and 
this game is a dare to many”.

“But calling an evil spirit in 
the privacy of your home needs 
courage and more so if you stay 
long enough to watch the pencils 
move,” she said. “Therefore, par-
ents should also have the cour-
age to explain that it is just a trick 
and there is no evil demon playing 
Q&A.”

Yet, the question remains: How 
do the pencils move, if the evil 
spirit of a child named Charlie is 
not doing it?

For Abbasi, there’s a simple sci-
entific explanation.

“It all depends on gravity and 
the positions of the pencils with 
the slightest vibration, breath or 
wind movement. The pencil would 
move in a direction that looks like 
it is moving towards the yes/no an-
swers,” she said.

“Because we tend to believe in 
supernatural things, we may then 
see the pencils moving towards 
‘yes’ or ‘no’.

“It is like we want to believe that 
we saw a ghost somewhere”.

Roufan Nahhas has been covering 
cultural issues in his base in 
Jordan for more than two decades.
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