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Lebanon Needs a Digital Revolution 
Dr. Nasser Saidi1 

 

Lebanon is in the deepest economic crisis since its creation in September 1920. The country is 

currently engulfed in overlapping fiscal, debt, banking, currency and balance of payments crises, 

resulting in an economic depression and humanitarian crisis, with poverty and food poverty 

affecting some 50% and 25% respectively of the population. The Lebanese Pound has 

depreciated by some 80% over the past year; inflation is running at 120%, with hyperinflation a 

worrying prospect. The horrendous explosion at the Port of Beirut on August 4th, combined with 

the Covid-19 lockdown, has created an apocalyptic landscape, aggravating the country’s 

economic and humanitarian crises. The cost of rebuilding following the explosion is estimated to 

exceed $10 billion, more than 25% of current GDP -, which Lebanon is incapable of financing. 

Can Lebanon be rescued from the abyss? The main building block is rebuilding political capital 

and instating governance, which have been depleted by the endemic cancer of corruption, 

nepotism, state and regulatory capture; a kleptocracy under the shield of sectarianism. Lebanon’s 

political stability transformation require separating religion from the State, the establishment of a 

secular State. Lebanon’s sustainable recovery and its future growth prospects require deep 

transformations, a new economic development model, renewed investment in “intelligent” 

physical infrastructure and in soft infrastructure, including human capital. This must be 

underpinned by the widely discussed structural, fiscal, and monetary policy reforms.  The focus 
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must be on a major growth and productivity increasing, job-creating strategy. We should launch 

a Digital Revolution to create e-Lebanon. Digitalisation is becoming pervasive, transforming 

government, commerce, manufacturing, industry, transport and logistics, banking and finance, 

health services and other sectors. Technology is rapidly changing agriculture to Agritech. We are 

increasingly living in digital economies and societies. The coronavirus outbreak has triggered a 

faster pace of digital transformation: witness “work from home”, webinars, contactless delivery 

of food, or online education. The critical need for Lebanon is electricity and stable, widely 

available, broadband connectivity – two enabling factors to support and develop digital activity 

and be internationally connected.  

It is imperative that Lebanon make massive investments in digital infrastructure to lower the cost 

and increase the speed of broadband services, by jumping to 5G, networks and platforms. While 

the 4G network was partially extended and densified during 2019-20, with a development of the 

underlying infrastructure (there are 6,000 fiber connected customers and 120,000 ready to be 

connected according to Ogero, while broadband connectivity is much higher, with 3 Mn 

subscribers), there is no perceptible change in throughput yet! Lobbying efforts by ISPs and 

DSPs to maintain market share, along with the failure of regulatory governance have obstructed 

change.   The Ministry of Telecommunications taking control of the two cellular network 

operators in 2020 spells doom for innovation and development.  The Telecoms Regulatory 

Authority needs to be made fully independent from the Ministry to liberalise, develop and 

regulate telecoms, along with a privatisation of operators (Alpha and Touch). 

Only a drastic change from “business as usual” will enable Lebanon to actively participate in the 

four major transformations that will unfold over the coming decades: Digital Services such as e-

commerce & FinTech; Clean Energy & Clean Technologies to mitigate the risks and 

consequences of climate change; health and life sciences; AI, Blockchain, robotics and 

nanotechnologies.  

Lebanon’s banking sector will be undergoing a major restructuring and downsizing in the 

coming years. As confidence is restored, digitalisation and widespread adoption of FinTech will 

be necessary to maintain competitiveness. Countries as diverse as Estonia, China, Kenya, Malta, 

Thailand and Singapore are witness to the economic development benefits of the digitalisation of 

payment and banking services.   

Digitalisation of government can strengthen public finances and reduce budget deficits through 

better monitoring of transactions and collection of VAT, customs and real estate taxes, increase 

service productivity, reduce waste, bribery and corruption in public procurement and spending. 

Digital IDs for all public sector employees would dramatically reduce the number and cost of 

“shadow” and absent employees, some 20% of the total! Digital government is a potent, effective 

tool against bribery and corruption. 

Introducing a national digital ID system (like in Estonia) can provide access to all e-services, 

including government and allow secure voting for elections. To enable Lebanon’s Digital 

Revolution, we need to establish digital institutions, set-up a Ministry for Digital Economy and 

AI (incorporating telecoms), enact laws and regulations to support new technologies and 
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recognize digital assets.  A National Institute of Science & Tech would host digital labs, 

incubators and accelerators. A digital Lebanon would maximize the use of Lebanon’s talented 

youth and entrepreneurs and human capital and attract FDI to promote technological innovation 

and knowledge-intensive sectors. The evidence from China and other countries indicates that a 1 

percentage point increase in digitalisation increases growth by 0.3 percentage points.  

An e-Lebanon requires a Public-Private Partnership, but our capable private sector can spearhead 

a Digital Revolution to rescue Lebanon and transform our economic landscape.  


