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Lebanon’s political deadlock burdens economy
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Beirut

L 

ebanon seems unlikely to 
sort out its political mess 
anytime soon despite 
pressure by internation-
al institutions worried 

about the economic toll, which is 
raising fears about the country’s 
stability as the war in neighbour-
ing Syria continues.

World Bank President Jim Yong 
Kim, during a joint visit with UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon to 
Lebanon on March 25th, expressed 
frustration at Lebanon’s political 
paralysis. Kim cautioned that good 
governance was essential to pre-
vent conflict. The day before Ban 
had urged Lebanon’s political pow-
ers to end the presidential vacuum 
“as soon as possible”.

Ban’s comments came 24 hours 
after a parliament session to elect 
a new head of state failed for the 
37th time to secure a legislative 
quorum because of sharp rifts 
among political blocs. Hampered 
by sectarian tensions, Lebanon 
has not passed a budget since 2005 
and has been without a president 
for almost two years, preventing 
vital legislation from being en-
acted.

Electing a president, passing a 
general election law and voting for 
a new legislature were key recom-
mendations in a road map for end-
ing Lebanon’s economic ills pro-
posed by the Ministry of Economy 
and Trade. These recommenda-
tions were needed to “revive con-
stitutional institutions”, according 
to the plan filed to the cabinet.

The dispute over a new election 
law has been going on since a 2009 
vote produced a legislature whose 
128 seats were divided between 
the Western-backed March 14 coa-
lition and the Iran-backed March 
8 coalition, with a few seats going 
to independents. Since the govern-
ment failed to have elections in 
2013, parliament extended its ten-
ure twice into a full four-year term.

Following the revival of consti-

tutional institutions, “a budget for 
2016 must be passed but it should 
rely on a clear economic plan and a 
law governing public-private part-
nership (PPP) to allow the private 
sector revive struggling public sec-
tors, such as power generation and 
supply”, the Ministry of Economy 
and Trade plan advised.

“Lebanon needs a new president 
and regularity in the work of con-
stitutional institutions to jump-
start the economic cycle,” said 
Joseph Torbey, head of the Asso-
ciation of Banks in Lebanon. “The 
Central Bank’s wisdom is sustain-
ing stability in the Lebanese cur-
rency at the time being.”

Parliament had a single legisla-
tive session in December to pass 
banking and financial reforms and 
approve needed credits by interna-
tional and foreign donors. “Other 
reforms are still on hold,” said 
Jacques Sarraf, president of the 

Mediterranean Businessmen Un-
ion. “An example is the PPP draft 
law and updates to laws governing 
companies.”

Mohammad Choucair, chairman 
of the General Union of Chambers 
of Commerce, Industry and Agri-
culture in Lebanon, said good gov-
ernance in the country is needed to 
help resolve issues such as poverty 
and employment. “This is needed 

to avoid economic collapse and so-
cial explosion,” he said.

Aid pledged by Kim and Islamic 
Development Bank (IDB) President 
Ahmad Mohamed Ali al-Madani 
focused on Lebanon’s 1.5 million 
Syrian refugees but included sup-
port for the host country’s infra-
structure. “Much of this aid needs 
to be passed by parliament sooner 
than later,” a source at the World 
Bank’s Beirut office said.

Lebanon is home to more than 
1.2 million registered Syrian refu-
gees in addition to a few hundred 
thousand not registered but liv-
ing in the country, making them 
nearly one-quarter of the country’s 
population of 4.5 million.

The World Bank granted Leba-
non a $100 million loan to support 
educational projects but a devel-
opment package from the bank 
worth nearly $1 billion was delayed 
by the political deadlock. “As long 

as the vacancy of presidency per-
sists, national unity and Lebanon’s 
standing will remain fragile and in-
complete,” Ban said.

Kim said the World Bank’s board 
decided to take the $100 million 
from a fund used only for the poor-
est countries and “provided today 
a very concessional loan for the ed-
ucation sector, again to show our 
appreciation for what Lebanon has 
done in educating refugees here”.

“We have signed five agree-
ments worth $373 million. There 
is another agreement that will be 
signed soon, God willing, in which 
the amount will be $400 million,” 
Madani said. He added that several 
projects were under way and “we 
expect that during this year there 
will be agreements worth $220 mil-
lion”.

Abdel-Rahman Ayas is 
a Beirut-based business writer.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon in Beirut, on March 25th.

“As long as the 
vacancy of 
presidency persists, 
national unity and 
Lebanon’s standing 
will remain fragile 
and incomplete.”

UN Secretary-General
 Ban Ki-moon

Regional airlines seek to expand business
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

D 

espite political and eco-
nomic turmoil in the 
Middle East and North 
Africa, regional airlines 
are seeking new business 

and offering additional destinations 
and services via their main hubs.

There are also attention-grabbing 
events, such the longest distance 
non-stop commercial flight flown 
by an Emirates Airbus A380 — the 
world’s largest passenger plane — 
for 14,200km between Dubai and 
Auckland in 16 hours, 24 minutes 
on March 2nd.

More traditionally, companies are 
capitalising on popular destinations 
such as Oman and the United Arab 
Emirates and religious tourism, in-
cluding the haj and umrah pilgrim-
ages. There are more flights to the 
ancient ruins at Luxor and the re-
sort of Sharm el-Sheikh, in Egypt, 
which had been suspended after 
the October 31st bombing of a Rus-
sian airliner.

Oman Air said it planned to in-
crease its flights from Britain and 
looked to build capacity to Iran and 

Saudi Arabia.
“The political turmoil in the 

region has benefited tourism in 
Oman. People who want to see a 
country similar to Syria might come 
to Oman as it has a similar culture 
with a rich history,” Oman Air Ac-
count Manager Paul Rowley said.

A new airport, predicted to han-
dle 12 million passengers the first 

year, is to open in 2017 in Muscat 
and many hotels are being built in 
Oman.

“You can visit the big canyons 
and climb mountains,” Rowley 
said, outlining Oman’s tourist at-
tractions. “You can see a traditional 
Omani village. You can visit the Wa-
hiba sands and Nizwa fort.

“There are no high-rise buildings, 

so Oman is very traditional. Salala 
has a different climate compared to 
the rest of the Middle East. It is very 
tropical and green. People from the 
Gulf go there to escape the heat.”

EgyptAir will be adding destina-
tions from Dublin, Manchester and 
from Australia/Oceania by 2017. 
From Manchester, EgyptAir plans 
two flights a day to Luxor.

“We used to fly from Manchester 
but for commercial issues it was 
stopped. Now we are planning to 
restart plans again,” said EgyptAir 
Sales and Marketing Officer Kaleem 
Nawaz.

The airline is also planning more 
flights to Saudi Arabia during the 
haj.

From the revolution in 2011 until 
2013, there was a 62-65% decrease 
in the number of foreign tourists 

visiting Egypt. After 2013, however, 
figures indicate the market is turn-
ing.

Etihad Airways’ most travelled 
routes in winter include those to 
Australia with Kuwait, Bahrain, Jed-
dah and Riyadh its most popular 
Middle Eastern destinations. They 
have partnerships with agencies 
that facilitate visas for haj and um-
rah.

“Our business has increased sig-
nificantly with our Jet Airways part-
nership. People fly with us to Abu 
Dhabi and then fly with Jet Airways 
to other countries,” Etihad Gen-
eral Manager James Harrison said. 
“We are promoting Abu Dhabi for 
stopovers so when you travel with 
a premium ticket or business or first 
class for a stopover, you can have a 
free night in a five-star hotel in Abu 
Dhabi.”

The oil price drop has limited 
flights by people working in petro-
leum-based industries. But, he said, 
“as businesses change and markets 
move up and down, we try to subsi-
dise what we lost in the oil crisis by 
planning more flights to other desti-
nations such as Australia.”

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.
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“We try to 
subsidise what we 
lost in the oil crisis 
by planning more 
flights to other 
destinations.”

Etihad General Manager 
James Harrison

A parliament session 
to elect a new head 
of state failed for the 
37th time to secure a 
legislative quorum 
because of sharp 
rifts among political 
blocs.


