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4 Lebanon: Falling Into The Abyss

Lebanon has been experiencing successive economic crises since 2019. 

These crises significantly worsened in 2020 and 2021 and directly affected 

most segments of society. The purchasing power sharply declined and 

prices dramatically increased as a result of the deprecation of the local 

currency to unprecedented levels. The country is also witnessing a severe 

shortage of basic goods and services and a significant increase in poverty 

and unemployment rates.

Although Lebanon suffers several crises, including the Coronavirus 

pandemic and the Beirut Port explosion, the economic crisis has had the 

greatest impact on the lives of the Lebanese. During the past year, the 

country suffered an economic depression caused by a 20.3% decline in GDP 

growth (1) while inflation rates have reached more than 100% (2). In addition, 

the exchange rate of the Lebanese pound witnessed an unprecedented 

deterioration, and poverty rates intensely soared.

Looking at the state›s public finances through the end of August 2020, 

Lebanon’s revenues amounted to $107.320 billion, while expenditures 

amounted to about $151.071 billion (3). This means the country suffers a 

deficit of $43.751 billion (28.9%).

In 2020, Lebanon saw a chronic trade balance deficit of about $7.8 billion 

1 https://www.albankaldawli.org/ar/country/lebanon/overview
2 Ibid
3 https://bit.ly/2WEjIZh

Abstract



5Lebanon: Falling Into The Abyss

due to an increase in imports, which reached $11 billion, and a decline in 

exports, which did not exceed $3.2 billion (4).

The balance of payments deficit during 2020 reached $10.5 billion, which is 

almost double the amount in 2019 which amounted to about $5.5 billion. 

This balance of payments deficit is the highest in Lebanon’s history and a 

dangerous indicator since the deficit eliminates the state’s surplus. 

During the period between 19992010-, the balance of payments scored a 

surplus of hundreds of millions of dollars; however, it has been suffering a 

large deficit since 2011 (5).

4 Ibid
5 Ibid
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All of the economic crises that the state suffers have been directly afflicting 

the citizens with daily challenges. These crises caused a significant surge in 

prices and poverty rates, a severe shortage of fuel for electricity, and a crisis 

in the health sector at the level of medical supplies. The economic crises 

also resulted in the widespread migration of citizens and the labor force.

The following paragraphs brief the Lebanon has been experiencing.    

Increasing prices have become so severe that they cannot be overlooked. 

According to the Lebanon Crisis Observatory, the prices of 17 basic 

commodities, including vegetables, fruit, grains, meat, oil, milk and dairy 

products, saw a significant surge. Some reached 350%.  This uncontrollable 

inflation was caused by collapse of the local currency’s exchange rate losing 

100% of its value in less than two years. 

Therefore, this inflation is expected to continue along with a significant 

decline in the value of the Lebanese pound in the coming months.

According to Zuhair Berro, head of the Consumer Protection Association 

(Non-governmental organization), “In light of the deterioration of the price 

of the pound, the chaos taking place at various levels in state institutions 

and the total absence of state oversight bodies, it is impossible to determine 

how much food prices will increase.”

As for the medicine crisis in Lebanon, it is caused by several factors. First, 

pharmaceutical companies do not distribute medicines to pharmacies fairly, 

but rather distribute large quantities to the most famous pharmacies and 

small quantities to other pharmacies. These small quantities last only one 
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to two days, creating a monopoly on the medicines, as famous pharmacies 

sell them at high cost.

Additionally, there are other pharmaceutical companies that export 

medicines to increase their profits, since they are sold in hard currency. What 

made matters worse was when Banque du Liban (the central bank) stopped 

supplying traders and importers with hard currency to import medicines 

and medical supplies. This prompted pharmacies to start an open strike on 

July 9 to protest against receiving inadequate quantities of medicines, and 

the absence of mechanisms to subsidize medicines. 

All of this led to a major crisis at the level of securing necessary medicines 

for citizens, especially those with chronic diseases. Shortage of medicines 

could put many patients at risk of losing their lives.

The country is also suffering a crisis on the level of bread. In 2021, the Lebanese 

Ministry of Economy issued several decisions, including an increase in bread 

prices. Four of these decisions were passed only last July, resulting in bread 

prices increasing eight times this year. By these decisions, the prices of less 

than one kilogram of bread increased from 2,500 Lebanese pounds ($1.65) 

to 4,500 Lebanese pounds ($3).

Recent data issued by the Ministry of Economy said the rise in bread prices 

is because the central bank stopped subsidizing sugar and yeast, which 

are main ingredients used in making bread, as well as the high cost of 

transporting flour from mills to bakeries and bread from bakeries to selling 

points.
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Besides bread, fuel prices climbed for three reasons. First, the central bank 

raised the fuel subsidy price from 1,500 pounds per dollar to 3,900 pounds per 

dollar, prompting many traders to stop buying fuel. Second, due to the lack 

of foreign exchange liquidity, the central bank stopped providing financial 

credits to traders for importing fuel, which led to the failure of importing 

the required quantities of fuel. Finally, many traders store fuel and smuggle 

it to Syria, where the price is higher, to make greater profits.

This crisis made the sight of citizens and vehicles queuing in front of gas 

stations a daily scene. 

Meanwhile, gas stations are considering stopping service to customers 

during the coming period, due to the depletion of fuel from their stations 

and storage wells.

The fuel shortage also caused a power crisis. For many years, Lebanon has 

been suffering power outages for long hours during the day. During 2021, 

power outages reached about 10 hours a day and up to 22 hours in some 

areas. 

The electricity crisis is also due to the lack of financial liquidity to import the 

fuel needed for the power stations. On July 10, the Electricity of Lebanon 

company (EDL) said its (and Lebanon’s) two largest power stations, the 

Deir Ammar and the Al-Zahrani stations, which provide about 40% of the 

country›s electricity, have been completely shut down, due to fuel shortage. 

At the same time, ships loaded with fuel refused to unload their cargo in 

Lebanon›s ports before transferring the money to their accounts in dollars. 
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As a result, most parts of the country plunged into complete darkness 

after the shutdown of the two largest stations in the country due to fuel 

exhaustion. This affected the function of most of the main and vital facilities 

in the country, such as hospitals, factories, etc.

In this report, Euro-Med Monitor sheds light on the details of the economic 

crises that the Lebanese have been experiencing for more than two years, 

which have affected all aspects of life and exacerbated their humanitarian 

and living conditions. The report also includes a set of testimonies by 

Lebanese citizens describing their suffering due to the successive crises. 

The report also refers to the legal rules that guarantee the rights of the 

Lebanese, whether at the international or local levels.
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The Lebanese authorities should start working on a plan that addresses 

the main citizens’ priorities to restore their confidence and improve their 

economic situation. The authorities should partner effectively with civil 

society institutions to build a just development plan.

The Lebanese authorities should provide the basic needs of citizens, 

ensure they receive the necessary healthcare, reconsider public health 

expenditures, and provide urgent support, especially basic medicines and 

necessary medical supplies for patients.

Considering the massive economic crises, the authorities should implement 

a comprehensive administrative and economic reform process to prevent 

a major collapse that might strike the country due to poverty, absence of 

basic necessities, and rampant corruption in various parts of the state.

The international community should urgently contribute to limiting the 

aggravation of economic crises by providing the necessary financial support 

to solve the outstanding economic problems such as importing electricity 

and fuel, basic foodstuffs, materials needed for the bread industry, and 

the import of medicines and medical supplies needed for hospitals and 

pharmacies.

Given the clear abuse practiced by Lebanese banks on the rights of 

depositors, the international community should pressure these banks to 

Summary of
the recommendations 
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put an end to this abuse and solve the outstanding daily problems that 

concern Lebanese citizens and their families studying abroad.

State institutions suffer an almost total paralysis as a result of the economic 

crises. These crises have affected the work of hospitals, factories, and state 

institutions in the required manner due to the financial crises that the state 

suffers. This stands as an obstacle to importing the necessary materials and 

tools capable of optimally managing these facilities. Accordingly, in addition 

to the Lebanese government’s share of the responsibility, the solution to 

these stifling crises rests with the international community. 

The international community should make the necessary contributions 

to get these facilities to work again and monitor the performance of the 

Lebanese authorities in terms of the fair distribution of international aid and 

the performance of the state institutions to combat corruption.
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This report examines the nature and causes of the economic crises that 

Lebanon has been suffering for years and exacerbated the humanitarian and 

living conditions of citizens, leaving large percentages of poverty, inflation 

and public debt on the state. The country’s conditions also prompted 

foreign workers to leave the country, and factories, facilities and hospitals 

to shut down due to the poor infrastructure. In addition, the Beirut Port 

explosion had catastrophic repercussions and exacerbated the economic 

and humanitarian crises in the country.

This report is based on months of research and filed documentation carried 

out by Euro-Med Monitor’s team in Lebanon from September 2020 to the 

end of July 2021.

Euro-Med Monitor’s field team conducted 20 field interviews that included 

doctors, pharmacists, students studying abroad and their families, families 

of the victims of the Beirut Port explosion, executive directors of institutions, 

captains, and citizens who suffered from the effects of economic crises. 

The interviews provided detailed information about the causes of crises and 

their impact on the Lebanese people in terms of living, as well as the state›s 

policies in the face of these crises, which are rapidly worsening by the day.

Euro-Med Monitor’s researchers conducted the interviews included in this 

report with each individual alone, in a variety of places, and at different 

times of the day. The interviews were conducted with the consent of the 

Report methodology
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interviewees, after telling each of them how the Euro-Med Monitor will use 

the information they will provide. Most of the interviews were conducted in 

person, while others were over the phone.

Euro-Med Monitor withheld the names of some interviewees for their safety 

but used their initials.

In addition to the primary sources, Euro-Med Monitor relied on secondary 

sources to obtain additional information for this report. The secondary 

sources included reliable websites concerned with the economic situation 

in Lebanon in addition to other international reports that shed light on the 

economic crises in Lebanon and their effects on Lebanese society such as 

the report of the World Bank and the UNICEF.

This report highlights informational details about the various economic 

crises afflicting Lebanon, which indicate the possibility of a real collapse in 

the components of the state and could lead to a humanitarian catastrophe 

at all levels.

In order to obtain information for this report, Euro-Med Monitor contacted 

the judicial investigator in the case of the Beirut Port explosion, the Executive 

Director of the Legal Agenda, and the Syndicate of Hospital Owners. 

Euro-Med Monitor did not get any answers from the judicial investigator, 

but obtained comprehensive answers about the crises from the others, 

according to the questions posed by the field work team.

The exchange rate used in this report is 1,515 Lebanese pounds for one dollar. 

The report did not rely on the black-market exchange rate for its instability.
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The report presents recommendations to the Lebanese government and the 

international community to find an urgent solution to the catastrophic crises 

experienced by the Lebanese citizens, which are becoming increasingly 

dangerous and accelerating daily in a way that hastens the state›s fall into a 

grave humanitarian disaster.
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On August 4, 2020, a massive explosion rocked the Port of Beirut. An amount 

of highly enriched and explosive ammonium nitrate stored in “Warehouse 

12” in the port caused what was classified as the third most powerful non-

nuclear explosion in the world. The explosion killed 204 people, injured 

6,500 others, caused  significant damage to the port and destroyed the 

glass facades of buildings and homes in most neighborhoods of the 

capital, Beirut. Even now, there are still nine people who are missing. Due 

to the explosion, about 85,000 housing units were completely or partially 

An aerial photo of Port of Beirut showing the massive destruction caused by the explosion (Maxar and Associated Press - August 2020)

Repercussions of the Beirut 
Port explosion
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damaged, and about 300,000 people became homeless. The governor of 

Beirut estimated the material losses resulting from the explosion at $10.5 

billion. The World Bank estimated that the explosion caused economic 

losses ranging between $6.78.1- billion.

Moreover, 80% of the area’s infrastructure was damaged including the 

transportation, water and electricity networks, especially the electricity 

network in Achrafieh and the main headquarters of EDL. In addition, 34 

schools were damaged.

The explosion destroyed three private hospitals, Al-Wardia Hospital, Al-

Jitaoui Hospital, and St. George Hospital, as well as a governmental hospital, 

Karantina Hospital. These hospitals used to serve about one million people. 

Hospitals were unable to receive hundreds of wounded after the explosion 

due to the damage these hospitals received. Some hospitals, such as St. 

George›s Hospital, which is located less than one kilometer away from the 

explosion, were forced to treat the injured on the street, due to the extensive 

damage to hospital facilities as a result of the explosion.

In the context of the general outlook of the health sector in Beirut, Rick 

Brennan Regional Emergency Director for World Health Organization’s 

(WHO) Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean, said that they 

“assessed 55 healthcare facilities in the city and found that half of them 

were ‘non-functional.’” 

He added that at least three major hospitals in Beirut were disrupted due to 
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the explosion, and three other hospitals were operating with less capacity 

than usual. This means that there is a shortage of about 500 hospital beds.

As for the education sector, UNESCO revealed that the sector was severely 

damaged as a result of the explosion. About 109 private schools, 90 public 

schools, and 32 private universities were damaged. 

The costs required to rehabilitate the public and private schools and 

universities, and public technical and vocational education and training 

facilities, are estimated at about $42 million. The total costs of repairing 

damaged schools amount to more than $22 million, while the costs of 

rehabilitating affected universities, including laboratories and equipment, 

are estimated at more than $14 million.



21Lebanon: Falling Into The Abyss



22 Lebanon: Falling Into The Abyss

The course of the investigation

Immediately after the explosion, the Military Public Prosecution took over 

the file and began investigations under the supervision of the government 

commissioner to the military court, Judge Fadi A’kiki, who assigned the 

Military Police to carry out preliminary investigations.

On August 14, 2020, Judge Fadi Sawwan was appointed as a judicial 

investigator, after the Cabinet agreed to refer the file to the Judicial Council, 

an exceptional court that looks into major cases and those related to 

terrorism. Sawwan received the file from the Public Prosecutor at the Court 

of Cassation, who referred it to him along with the preliminary investigations 

that were in the possession of the Military Public Prosecution. 

Sawwan began his investigations and interrogated the detainees and the 

defendants, but a decision was issued on February 18, 2021 by the Criminal 

Court of Cassation, accepting the request to disqualify him as a judge on 

the file and transfer him. 

On the following day, the current judicial investigator, Judge Tariq Bitar, 

was appointed. He assumed his duties immediately after his appointment 

and began intensive investigations again. Within three months, he re-

interviewed all 25 detainees, conducted the necessary interviews and 

confrontations between them, and listened to a long list of witnesses in 

continuous sessions.

Bitar also issued a decision to release eight of the detainees, bringing the 

number of detainees in this case to 17 only, and rejected requests for the 
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release of the remaining detainees.

The investigations then witnessed some progress on July 2, as Bitar issued a 

decision to prosecute former army chief, Jean Kahwagi, former intelligence 

director general, Kamil Daher, and two brigadier generals in the Lebanese 

army, Jawdat Oweidat and Ghassan Gharzeddine, on suspicions of being 

responsible for the crime. 

Bitar also asked the Public Prosecution to grant him permission to prosecute 

the Director General of State Security, Tony Saliba, the Director General of 

Public Security, Abbas Ibrahim, and MPs, Ali Hassan Khalil, Ghazi Zuaiter 

and Nihad al-Machnouk. These requests were praised as an important 

turning point in the course of the investigations and a remarkable progress 

with regard to prosecuting high and not only junior officials. However, the 

relevant authorities have not cooperated with the requests of Bitar as of this 

report.

“A solution must be found to the issue of immunities that obstruct the 

investigation process,” Lawyer Nizar Saghieh says. “Therefore, Parliament 

should amend the law, specifically when dealing with major crimes. The 

texts that sponsor immunities should not be interpreted in a very narrow 

sense.”
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The beginning of the oil shortage crisis was in May 2021 when queues of 

vehicles began to appear in front of gas stations as a daily scene. The main 

reason for this crisis is due to the subsidy policy adopted by the central bank to 

limit the rise in gasoline and diesel prices. Gasoline and diesel are subsidized 

at the price of 1,515 pounds to the dollar, with 10% of the unsubsidized price 

paid by stations according to the dollar exchange rate on the black market. 

Smugglers exploited these subsidized and sold oil derivatives in Syria. At the 

time, citizens and traders stored the fuel in their homes and warehouses in 

anticipation of a possible price hike with the lifting of subsidies.

A queue of cars waiting outside a gas station in the center of the Lebanese capital, Beirut (Reuters - July 2021)

Fuel shortage
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The crisis is not only a fuel crisis, but a financial one as well. Private banks 

have become unable to finance imports and opening credits has become 

almost confined to the central bank. Opening credits is a slow process 

either because the bank is incapable finishing it faster or it is deliberately 

slow to reduce consumption and save what is left in its hard currency 

reserves. Additionally, some importing companies reduce imports and 

link it to opening credits in advance, while others suffer from delays in the 

procedures.

Fadi Abu shakra, representative of fuel distributors in Lebanon, told the 

Euro-Med Monitor about the causes of the fuel crisis:

The severe fuel crisis that afflicted Lebanon nearly two months 

ago has several causes. Most importantly, it is because there is 

not an effective government managing the affairs of the country 

properly and solving the aggravating problems since the end 

of 2019. The political rivalries between the ruling political parties 

contribute greatly to obstructing access to radical solutions to 

the crisis. The second reason is the central bank’s failure to give 

sufficient credits to import fuels, specifically gasoline and diesel. 

This led to the scarcity of these materials and their unavailability 

in sufficient quantities in the local market.
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The Lebanese market needs 10 million liters of diesel and the same 

amount of gasoline per day. Importing companies deliver only 

20% of the required quantity in the market, which led to this severe 

crisis and the long queues of cars in front of gas stations.

It should be noted that the price of 20 liters of gasoline doubled in just one 

year, from 24,000 pounds in June 2020, to 45,000 pounds in June 2021. Oil 

cartels benefit from the queues waiting in front of stations to raise prices 

gradually without any objection since everyone’s main concern is the 

availability of the material rather than its price. 

The global rise in gasoline and gas prices after the gradual lifting of the 

Coronavirus pandemic measures does not match in any way the change in 

Lebanese prices.

As the situation worsened, on June 25, Lebanese officials decided to reduce 

subsidies and use an exchange rate of 3,900 pounds per dollar. This raised 

the price of gasoline (95 octane) from 45,200 pounds to 60,100 pounds, 

which is an increase of 14,900 pounds. However, the owners of the importing 

companies rejected the new prices issued on June 28. They believed that the 

new price-installation table did not take into account many of the elements 

that are important for fixing the price. 

Therefore, they refused to deliver fuels according to this table, and on July 

1, the Ministry of Energy and Water issued a new schedule that raised the 
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price of 20 liters of gasoline to 70,100 pounds, and diesel to 54,400 pounds.

“A.S.,” a Lebanese citizen who preferred to remain unnamed for fear of losing 

his job, told Euro-Med Monitor that he suffers daily from the fuel crisis, as he 

has to stay in a line for a long time to fill his car with fuel so that he can go 

to work. He said:

The fuel crisis in Lebanon has caused me a lot of trouble and suffering. I 

have to get up very early every day at dawn to stand in a long queue to fill 

my car with fuel so that I can go to work. Being late for work can get me into 

trouble with my superiors in the company I work in.

Most of the time, I can only put a few liters of fuel in my car due to my poor 

economic situation and the high price of gasoline after the renewed price 

hike. I have to do this every day or else I would be fired and replaced.

The additional increase occurred as a result of the rise in the price of 

goods (gasoline and diesel) and consequently the increase in the profits of 

companies that claim that without this rise they would lose and would not 

make any profits. In addition, the prices of gasoline and diesel globally are 

lower than those approved by the importing companies in the price table.

However, the most dangerous part of this crisis is that a day hardly passes 

without a shooting incident or the use of a white weapon outside of gas 

stations. This made the presence of security forces at each station necessary 

to organize the fuel distribution process without any problems.

“Z.S.,” a Lebanese citizen who preferred not to be named for fear of 

professional penalties, told Euro-Med Monitor that he works in a government 
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department about 45 minutes away from his home. He said:

I need four gallons [of fuel] a day to fill my car to be able to get 

to work. I have to go to work, and at the same time, I find it very 

difficult to secure fuel for my car to travel. Filling the car with fuel 

takes two to three hours of time every day and fuel prices have 

become a heavy burden on me, as my pension does not cover even 

my basic needs for me and my family. The economic situation has 

complicated our living conditions and we have no solutions other 

than waiting for these crises to end.

The fuel crisis is always followed by many closely related crises, the most 

important of which is the partial or complete suspension of some factories 

and companies due to lack of fuel and the inability of employees to secure 

fuel for their vehicles to come to work. 

The crisis has also affected the public sector, as the Public Administration 

Employees Association has issued a strike statement every week calling for 

an increase in salaries, that are no longer enough to meet the basic needs 

of the employees and their families, and transportation allowance.
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The electricity crisis is one of the most severe crises affecting the daily life of 

the Lebanese. Since July 9, the crisis has significantly worsened, when EDL 

announced the closure of its two largest power stations, Deir Ammar and 

Zahrani. The two plants used to provide about 40% of Lebanon’s electricity. 

Daily blackouts in some areas have reached 22 hours. Private generators are 

no longer one of the possible alternatives, since these generators cannot 

provide homes with more than 10 hours of electricity due to the scarcity and 

high price of diesel.

According to a statement to the head of the Syndicate of Generators 

A Lebanese woman lights candles in her house during a blackout (Reuters - August 2020)

Plunged into darkness
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Owners Abdo Saadeh, «All of Lebanon›s [private] generators have started 

to stop successively due to the exhaustion of diesel, and the state is unable 

to secure electricity from its stations and feed the regions. We do not need 

temporary solutions. If a quick and sustainable solution to the crisis is not 

found, darkness will be a reality in all of Lebanon. We need diesel urgently 

before total darkness falls.”

“R.H.,” who asked to remain unnamed, is a Lebanese citizen who lives with 

her family in Beirut. She told Euro-Med Monitor that the electricity crisis has 

become a stifling problem for them and greatly affects their daily lives. She 

said:

I live with my family in Beirut, and like the rest of the Lebanese, I 

suffer due to the stifling electricity crisis, due to the power outage 

for about 22 hours a day due to the severe shortage of fuel and the 

failure of the central bank to open credits for its import.

The problem aggravated a lot for us after the severe rationing 

imposed by the owners of private generators in Lebanon due 

to the shortage of diesel. A month ago, the private generator in 

our neighborhood started rationing. It started with cutting off 

electricity for two hours a day until it reached more than eight hours 

this week. Therefore, I had to throw all the food in the refrigerator 



31Lebanon: Falling Into The Abyss

away, not mentioning the trouble I have with regard to washing, 

securing water and others. The other problem is that the private 

generator fees have become one million pounds per 5 amps. This 

is one and a half times the minimum, and there is great fear that 

the fees would continue to rise with the continuation of the crisis, 

especially in light of the rumors about the permanent removal of 

fuel subsidies.

A major issue relating to the electricity crisis is the lack of funds, especially 

since EDL cannot rely on loans to pay for the fuel. The company had obtained 

a loan of $1.2 billion, but it could not repay, as its annual losses accumulated, 

and it did not collect sufficient funds from the citizens due to the poor 

economic conditions.

It is worth noting that the electricity sector is the worst among the worn-

out infrastructure facilities in Lebanon, and its reform is one of the main 

demands of the international community to support Lebanon. Electricity 

has cost the state treasury more than $40 billion since the end of the civil 

war. In addition, the power stations are old – the newest was built in 1999 – 

and have low efficiency.
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• Impact on the medical sector
Power outages are not limited to citizens› homes, but extend to important 

and sensitive facilities such as hospitals.

According to a statement by the head of the Syndicate of Hospitals, 

Suleiman Haroun, “most hospitals in Lebanon are running out of fuel, and 

the remaining quantities are only enough for a few days in light of the 

continuous and long power cuts, EDL’s power supply being limited to only 

two hours a day, and hospitals’ reliance on private generators. All this led 

some hospitals to stop receiving patients and visitors.”

These major obstacles of providing hospitals with the fuel needed to 

operate pose a real threat of a humanitarian catastrophe that primarily 

affects intensive care unit patients. In addition, power cuts cause the 

postponement of urgent surgical operations for patients, which threatens a 

serious deterioration of their health.

Power outages also affect the citizens who urgently need electricity to 

operate home oxygen devices. 

An appeal circulated on social media this month from a father in Tripoli 

demanding electricity to operate an oxygen device for his child. His 

daughter suffers from asthma and they only have 23- hours of power a day. 

Furthermore, citizens who do not have generators are forced to go to public 

places such as mosques to benefit from the electricity in them to operate 

their oxygen devices.
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• Aspects of general impact 
The long blackouts, which reached an average of 20 hours a day, caused 

many food store owners to stop selling cheese, dairy and products that 

need refrigeration. This caused great difficulty in obtaining a number of 

basic commodities and a significant rise in prices. A number of businesses 

that cannot afford the increased cost of generators have also been forced 

to close their doors.

The impact of the power outage also extended to the water supply to citizens. 

Water companies demanded that citizens reduce their consumption to a 

minimum after closing water pumping and distribution stations due to lack 

of electricity. At the time, the North Lebanon Water Company declared a 

state of extreme emergency.

The lack of fuel at telephone distribution stations also led to the interruption 

of cellular communications, and the national telecommunications company, 

Ogero, warned of the possibility of interrupting internet services in some 

areas.
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The economic crisis in Lebanon also threatens millions of citizens’ access to 

potable water. According to UNICEF, the lack of funding, fuel and supplies 

such as chlorine and spare parts, will lead to the suspension of most water 

pumping operations across the country in the next few weeks.

Nearly 1.7 million people have access to just 35 liters a day, compared with 

the 165 liters prior to 2020; nearly 80% decrease. More than 4 million people, 

including one million refugees, are at risk of losing access to drinkable water.

Two UNICEF workers supply drinking water to a house (UNICEF - July 23, 2021)

Drinking water scarcity
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In addition to the lack of funding, the high cost of maintaining the water 

supply network is one of the main reasons for the water crisis, especially 

since maintenance costs are paid in dollars. In addition, large quantities of 

water are leaked from pipes due to the delay in maintenance and the high 

costs of spare parts.

Since 2020, the price of non-bottled water supply to the private sector has 

increased by 35%, while the price of bottled water has doubled. Water prices 

may also rise by 200% per month if the public water supply system collapses, 

and is replaced by alternative private suppliers. Such prices would be too 

high for many vulnerable families in Lebanon.

UNICEF Representative in Lebanon, Yukie Mokuo, says, “unless urgent action 

is taken, hospitals, schools and essential public facilities will be unable to 

function and over four million people will be forced to resort to unsafe and 

costly sources of water, putting children’s health and hygiene at risk.”

Last month, UNICEF said it “needs $40 million a year to keep the water 

flowing to over four million people across the country – by securing the 

minimum levels of fuel, chlorine, spare parts and maintenance required to 

keep critical systems operational – and safeguarding access and operation 

of the public water systems.”
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The bread crisis in Lebanon began with the beginning of the currency crisis 

in late 2019. Flour is one of the materials subsidized by Banque du Liban. 

The damage to the wheat silos in the Port of Beirut after the explosion 

exacerbated the crisis. The first time Lebanon raised the price of bread in 

2021 was last February. Since then, Lebanon has raised the prices twice–in 

March and last April.

The central bank subsidizes many imported basic materials, including 

wheat, by securing the dollar to its importers at the official exchange rate, 

which amounts to 1,510 pounds per dollar, while in the parallel market it 

Lebanese citizens queue at a bakery to buy bread (Reuters - June 2020)

Costly bread
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exceeded 15,500 pounds. The cost of subsidizing wheat annually amounts 

to $135 million.

The Lebanese authorities decided at the beginning of July 2021 to raise the 

price of bread again for the second time in just one week.

The cost of 910 grams of bread used to be sold at 3,000 pounds, but after the 

decision, the price of 876 grams of bread became 3,750 Lebanese pounds.

The Ministry of Economy said that it has set the price and the new weight 

of white bread in bakeries and stores to the consumer after adjusting fuel 

prices and increasing its price in the market.

The ministry attributed its new decision to the high cost of transporting 

flour from mills to bakeries and from bakeries to sales centers and the price 

of wheat on the international stock exchange and the dollar exchange rate.

The ministry cited other reasons, including the central bank›s cessation 

of subsidizing sugar and yeast—two essential ingredients in bread—in 

Lebanese markets.

 A statement issued by the ministry stated that “based on the price of wheat 

on the international stock exchange, dollar exchange rate, a study prepared 

by the ministry to determine the quantity of ingredients required to produce 

the best quality of Lebanese bread for the consumer, Banque du Liban’s 

ceasing to  subsidize sugar and yeast in the Lebanese markets, the pressing 

economic conditions and the low purchasing power that citizens suffer, a 
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new price and weight have been set for white Lebanese bread.”

On July 20, 2021, the Lebanese authorities announced again for the fourth 

time within two weeks, and the eighth time since the beginning of this year, 

that the price of bread had been raised to 4,500 pounds. This rise is expected 

to continue weekly if the economic and political conditions remain as they 

are.

The bread crisis is one of the crises affecting hundreds of thousands of 

Lebanese who are now unable to buy it due to the local currency collapse in 

addition to the salaries or daily wages that are no longer sufficient to secure 

the most basic necessities.

“M.S.,” head of a family of four, told the Euro-Med Monitor that the bread 

crisis has become a daily burden on him, and it is getting worse day by day 

due to the continuous rise in prices. He said: 

Form of transportation Weight Price

From the oven to
the consumer

850 g 4250 pounds

360 g 2750 pounds

From the store to
the consumer

850 g 4500 pounds

360 g 3000 pounds

Bread prices set by The Ministry of Economy until the eighth rise
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“Since the beginning of the dollar crisis and the bread crisis 

escalating, the price of 1,000 grams of bread was at about 1,500 

pounds and began to rise until it reached today 4,500 pounds 

for 890 grams. I used to need 3,000 pounds worth of bread a day, 

which is an acceptable amount for an employee with a limited 

income. Now, with the collapse of the pound, my purchasing 

power has become very low and my salary is no longer enough 

to secure the basic needs of my family. Now I have to pay about 

10,000 pounds daily [for bread] other than vegetables and fruits 

and other basics, not to mention meat and chicken, which have 

become out of reach due to the crazy high prices.

Some bakeries closed their doors due to the shortage of diesel, so I 

had to move to a remote area to secure my bread. All this is just for 

regular bread. As for special types of bread, such as brown or those 

designated for diabetics or high [blood] pressure patients, their 

prices have become uncontrolled and unpredictable, and they are 

no longer under the supervision of the Ministry of Economy after 

the subsidy was lifted. For example, the price of 500 gram of bread 

for patients with high [blood] pressure is about 15,000 pounds, so 

it is very difficult for me to secure this type of bread.
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The successive economic crises in Lebanon have affected the social and 

food security of the Lebanese. Families are threatened with hunger since 

prices continue to rise and the income of families and individuals remains 

the same.

According to a report issued by the Crisis Observatory of the American 

University of Beirut, the “unprecedented” inflation hit the prices of many 

main foodstuffs in the country during June. The report compared the rise 

in the prices of some food commodities from June 2019 until June 2021, and 

the cost of this to the Lebanese family.

A vendor carries bags of vegetables to his shop in Beirut (Bloomberg - June 2021)

High prices and inflation
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Based on these prices, one meal per day consisting of a basic dish of rice, 

chicken, salad and soup, for a family of five can cost 71,000 pounds ($47), 

without calculating the cost of water, gas and electricity used to cook.

The minimum wage in Lebanon is 675,000 pounds, which equals $40 

according to the official exchange rate set at 1,515 pounds per dollar. However, 

after the financial collapse of the Lebanese pound, the minimum wage is 

now equal to only $38, since the black market exchange rate for the dollar 

is at 17,500 Lebanese pounds.

Therefore, if a Lebanese family wants to secure one meal per day for an 

entire month, they would have to spend about 2,130,000 pounds ($1420). 

This is almost three times the minimum wage. According to the Crisis 

Observatory, the income of about 72% of Lebanese families does not exceed 

2,400,000 pounds ($1,600) per month. This means that these families will 

Item type Price hike
from June 2019 - June 2021

Sunflower oil (frying oil) 1100%

Beef 627%

Rice 545%

Eggs 450%

Strained yogurt 275%

Table showing the increase in the prices of some food 

commodities (in percentage) June 2019 - June 2021
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face great difficulty in securing their livelihood at the minimum required, 

which means more catastrophic living conditions.

“H.M,” a self-employed Lebanese citizen who preferred to remain unnamed, 

told Euro-Med Monitor that he is the head of a family of four. He said:

With the beginning of the crisis of high prices and inflation, things 

were still acceptable and I was still able to secure the basic and 

necessary needs for my family. But, with the beginning of the 

Coronavirus pandemic crisis and the frequent and unplanned 

general closure, my living situation deteriorated, so my business 

was disrupted and I began to lose my usual income. Now, with the 

crazy rise in prices I became in a very difficult situation.

Providing food only for my family has become very difficult, even 

impossible, as all basic materials have become tens of times more 

expensive and I can no longer provide them. I haven›t brought 

meat to my house for more than two months now that it costs 

between 150,000 and 250,000 Lebanese pounds per kilogram.

The high inflation in the prices of food commodities is directly linked to the 

deterioration of the exchange rate of the pound, which suffered losses in its 
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value that exceeded the 100% threshold in less than two years. This inflation 

is expected to continue, especially since Lebanon imports most of its needs 

of food commodities and raw materials from abroad, which are priced in 

dollar.

A UNICEF report issued in June 2021 indicates that about 77% of Lebanese 

families lack sufficient food or money to buy it, and this percentage rises 

among Syrian refugee families in Lebanon to 99%. 

On the other hand, 60% of families are forced to buy food by accumulating 

unpaid bills or by borrowing to meet their food and water needs, and a large 

proportion of these families are subsequently unable to pay their debts due 

to the bad economic conditions.

According to the report, families, as a result of the harsh economic 

conditions, have resorted to taking negative measures to be able to survive, 

such as canceling some meals, sending their children to work in dangerous 

conditions or resorting to the marriage of their underage daughters, or 

selling their property.



44 Lebanon: Falling Into The Abyss



45Lebanon: Falling Into The Abyss

Amid successive economic crises, one of the most severe was the Lebanese 

pound crisis.

The Lebanese pound has witnessed a gradual 

decline against the dollar since the beginning 

of the economic collapse in the summer of 

2019, coinciding with a liquidity crisis and banks 

stopping the disbursement of dollar depositors› 

funds. 

The collapse of the currency negatively affected the prices of commodities, 

food and everything imported from abroad. According to the International 

A citizen holding a banner during a demonstration calling for a solution 
to the crisis of Lebanon›s students abroad (AFP - June 2021)

The official 

exchange rate 

between the dollar 

and the Lebanese 

pound is 1507 - 1515

Banks and students abroad
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Monetary Fund, the prices of some commodities have increased by 350%, 

and over half of the population has fallen below the poverty line with a 

minimum wage of less than 50%.

Among the most prominent crises that emerged with the currency collapse 

are difficulties in transferring money to Lebanese students studying abroad, 

who were receiving transfers from their families according to the official 

USD-LBP exchange rate.

With the emergence of the dollar crisis, it became difficult to transfer funds 

according to the official rate, which led the families of students studying 

abroad to establish the “Lebanese Association for Parents of Students in 

Foreign Universities” demanding the enactment of a law subsidizing 

exchange rate. They called it the “Student dollar”

This battle began at the beginning of 2020 as families demanded an urgent 

law that obliges banks to transfer funds according to the exchange rate, 

especially with the increased suffering of students abroad.

Over ten thousand students are at risk of expulsion from their universities 

and places of residence, and a large number of them have been forced to 

return to Lebanon after they and their families were no longer able to secure 

tuition or residence fees.

Dr. Rabee’ Kang, Secretary of the Lebanese Association for Parents of 

Students in Foreign Universities and the father of the student, Riad Kang, 

who studies at Duke University in the United States of America, told the 

Euro-Mediterranean Monitor about the obstacles he faced when he decided 

to transfer money to his son abroad:
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In July 2020, I submitted a request to BLOM Bank to transfer                          

a sum of money from my account to my son’s account in the United 

States to cover university tuition and living expenses, but the bank 

refused to transfer the money. So, on July 7, 2020, I sued the bank 

in the Court of Urgent Matters in Baabda demanding the bank to 

transfer the money abroad.

As a result, the single civil judge in Baabda issued a ruling obligating 

BLOM BANK to transfer $10,000 from my account to my son Riad’s 

account, under penalty of up to 50 million Lebanese pounds’ fine 

for each day of delay, which the bank had implemented.

Due to the crisis, the families of students and the Lebanese Association of 

Parents of Students in Foreign Universities carried out several sit-ins in front 

of banks, including the Central Bank, demanding the transfer of funds. 

Some families resorted to the judiciary to sue the banks for their refusal to 

carry out transfers.

Hassan Z., a Lebanese student in Ukraine who refused to give his full name 

for fear of being deported from Ukraine for violating the conditions of work 

there, told the Euro-Mediterranean Monitor about the bank crisis and his 

family’s inability to send him money to continue his studies:
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I am senior studying at the Faculty of Dentistry in Ukraine, and I 

am supposed to graduate next year.

Because of the economic crisis, the banks’ refusal to transfer 

money abroad and the scarcity of dollars, my family had to buy 

dollars from the black market at a higher exchange rate so they 

could send me university tuition, but when the dollar price reached 

a crazy number, it became difficult to buy it.

The banks repeatedly refusing my family’s attempts to transfer 

money forced me to work alongside my studies. Besides my very 

little earnings, as the minimum wage in Ukraine is very low, I work 

illegally because I hold a student residence which does not allow 

work like the rest of European countries.

I now live in fear of the Ukrainian authorities, who could deport me 

if they found out that I was working as a student. My life became 

very difficult between study and work to secure my livelihood.

The families’ pressure to end this crisis continued until the Parliament issued 

Law No. 193 on October 16, 2020, obligating banks operating in Lebanon to 

disburse a sum of $10,000 at the official USD-LBP exchange rate for students 

who Studying abroad before the academic year 2020- 2021.
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Despite the issuance of this law, it was general and lacking the mechanisms 

required to obligate banks to transfer funds to students. Also, the Central 

Bank did not take any deterrent measures to prevent the suffering of 

Lebanese students 

abroad and allow 

them to finish their 

education.

Given that the law 

was general and 

contained many 

loopholes, this 

allowed banks to use 

their vast powers and 

take advantage of 

loopholes in the law to 

set near-impossible 

conditions on the 

families if they 

wanted to make 

transfers, which 

eased controlling 

depositors› money 

without restrictions 

or conditions.
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The law lacks two main pillars; The first is the lack of an implementation 

mechanism, and the second is the lack of a punitive mechanism for banks in 

the event of their refusal to implement the law. In addition, the law specified a 

financial value of $10,000 for the transfer, which is a major violation, because 

people have the right to freely dispose of their funds without suspending 

their procedures on mandatory terms.

After the law was issued, the banks continued to refuse to make any transfer, 

violating the law and claiming internal policies is preventing the transfer 

process, which is also a serious legal violation.

Several months after its issuance, Law 193 was not implemented forcing 

many Lebanese students abroad to return home and give up their studies 

and ambitions. As for those who remained abroad, they were forced to work 

in addition to their studies because their families could not send them 

money due to the high USD-LBP exchange rate in the black market.

In a testimony obtained by Euro-Med Monitor, Iyad Ozair, the father of a 

student who has been studying engineering in France since 2019, said the 

following about the bank crisis and the suffering he experienced to provide 

the necessary funds for his son abroad:

As my son left to study in France in 2019, the bank crisis began in parallel. 

In July 2020, I submitted a request to transfer money to my son for rent 

and living expenses, but the bank refused on the grounds that it was not 

possible to withdraw money in foreign currency. I asked the bank to make 

the refusal in writing; it refused. In August 2020, a circular was issued by 
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Banque du Liban allowing foreign currency account holders to transfer 

their money to their children abroad. I applied for the transfer as the terms 

apply to me, but the bank refused nonetheless saying an internal policy to 

the bank prevents the transfer.

When Law 193 or what became known as “the Student Dollar Law” was 

issued, I again asked the bank to transfer abroad, but the bank also refused 

the transfer without providing any reason. After several days, the bank asked 

me to sign a pledge that would prevent me from asking to withdraw money 

in foreign currency and transfer abroad, or else my account would be closed, 

which forced me to sign for fear that the bank would carry out its threat.

In the end, I had to buy dollars according to the high black market exchange 

rate so I could transfer money to my son, or else he would face big problems 

with his living expenses. However, it became stressful for me and I could no 

longer buy dollars on the black market due to the financial situation, which 

in turn threatened my son›s educational journey abroad.

Many parents filed lawsuits before the courts, demanding the banks to 

implement Law 193. The judiciary responded to the parents’ demands, and 

several rulings were issued obligating banks to make transfers to students 

abroad following Law 193. Some banks implemented these rulings and made 

several previously blocked transfers, while other banks did not comply with 

the judicial decisions, and requests for making transfers remain pending 

to this moment, without those banks facing any punitive measures for not 

following the court’s orders.
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The economic crisis in Lebanon also affected the health sector, which has 

suffered in an unprecedented way, in providing medicine, medical supplies 

and tools necessary for surgeries in hospitals. The economic crisis has caused 

an acute shortage of medicines in general, especially chronic and serious 

disease medicines like cancer, hypertension, diabetes, etc. The crisis also 

greatly affected the conduct of medical examinations and surgeries inside 

hospitals, as these services are now provided for emergency cases only.

One of the hospitals in Lebanon that suffer a major financial crisis (Al-Hurra - July 2020)

Poor health sector
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• Firstly: Medicine crisis
The medicine crisis in Lebanon is one of the most prominent examples of 

the difficult reality the Lebanese live in. Medicine supplies are permanently 

disrupted, and their stock is running out under the pressure of the financial 

crisis. This is due to waiting for financial support from the Banque du Liban, 

which is delayed because of the difficulty of securing the necessary dollars, 

in addition to the monopoly and hoarding operations by traders.

Euro-Med Monitor interviewed Tala Moussa, owner of a pharmacy, and 

asked her about the role of pharmacies in the medical crisis regarding 

monopoly and storage, and she said:

With the start of this year, medicines began to run out of pharmacies 

and warehouses, and the main reason was the scarcity of the 

dollar in the market and the failure of the Banque du Liban to 

subsidize importing medicine from abroad, which used to provide 

85% of the medicine price at the official dollar exchange rate of 

1515 pounds. In addition, the exchange rate of the dollar on the 

black market is still skyrocketing, which led the agent importing 

medicine from abroad to suspend all operations.

Subsidies are still going only for chronic medicines such as diabetes 
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and stress. As for cosmetics support by the Banque du Liban, it has 

stopped, and they were sold according to the black-market price 

until they were not imported anymore. In addition, the Banque 

du Liban is very late in taking decisions to subsidize importing 

medicines.

The Banque du Liban had started procedures to support the import of 

medicine in October 2019, coinciding with the collapse of the USD-LBP 

exchange rate. The bank grants dollars according to the official exchange 

rate (1515 LBP to one USD) to medicine importers through bank credits 

opened for such reasons.

Today, the cost of this support has become too large to be covered by the 

Banque du Liban due to the accumulation of financial crises, and it has 

been forced to drain its reserves of hard currency, which are originally from 

the funds of Lebanese depositors, to continue the support.

According to the report issued by the Lebanon Crisis Observatory of the 

American University of Beirut, the cost of importing medicines, medical 

supplies and infant formula reached $1.173 billion during the past year (2020). 

The cost increased significantly only in the first five months of this year as it 

reached $1.310 billion, through requests submitted by companies importing 

medicines and medical supplies.
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Arif Jarab and Jihan Nahle, a married couple who suffer from chronic 

diseases and need medication regularly, told the Euro-Mediterranean team: 

I am Jihan. I’m in my 60s and suffer from hypertension, while 

my husband Arif is in the 70s and suffers from hypertension, 

diabetes, heart and kidney diseases. Our suffering began in March 

2020, when most of the medicines we take began to run out of 

pharmacies. The pharmacist gave us alternatives and tried as 

much as possible to secure medicines for us after pharmaceutical 

companies began delivering small quantities to pharmacies. The 

rest of the medicines the pharmacist can provide are very difficult 

to find and we often don’t find them.

June 2021 was the most difficult month for us, as pharmacies ran 

out of all original and alternative medicines, which forced us to 

buy them through a shipping company from Turkey. We paid the 

cost in US dollars that we bought on the black market according 

to the ‘exorbitant’ exchange rate as we need those medicines. We 

have now reached a stage of great financial distress due to the 

high cost of medicine, which could stop us from buying it and thus 

endanger our lives.
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Looking at the volume of expenditure, we find that expenditure on 

medicines constitutes the largest share of the total expenditure on health, 

as expenditures on medicines are estimated at 44% of the total expenditure. 

This is due to Lebanon›s dependence on importing medicine from abroad 

for 81% of its pharmaceutical needs, without considering the importance of 

developing local production of medicine to reduce the high import cost.

Last July 4, drug importers warned of running out of stock of hundreds of 

pharmaceutical items, especially those that treat chronic and incurable 

diseases, as the Syndicate of Drug Importers indicated that the import 

process has been almost completely halted for more than a month.

Zainab Sultani, a Lebanese woman suffering from cancer, told the Euro-

Med Monitor that the scarcity of medicines for serious diseases and their 

unavailability in pharmacies would threaten her life. She said:

Since March 2021, I began struggling to get my medicines after 

they could not be found in pharmacies, and I can no longer easily 

secure them, specifically the basic medicine related to cancerous 

diseases. If I want a medicine, I would have to order it a month 

in advance to get it. I also suffer from hypertension, and I cannot 

secure blood pressure medications either, because they are in 

small quantities in pharmacies and quickly run out.
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One of the biggest crises I have been through is the difficulty of 

securing the cortisone medication for cancerous diseases, which 

I desperately need, as I have to take thirty doses of it per month. 

The doctor had to give me half of the doses I need. I still struggle 

to secure all my needed medication and being late for medication 

because it was not available threatens my life every day.

According to the Syndicate, the value of the accumulated financial dues 

in favor of drug-exporting companies exceeded $600 million, which the 

central bank must pay in addition to opening other credits. The situation 

reached catastrophic levels at the end of July, as thousands of patients were 

deprived of from getting their medications.

• Second: Medical supplies and surgeries
Lebanese hospitals suffer from a severe shortage of medical supplies. This 

year, they witnessed a shortage of surgical medical supplies for orthopedic 

surgeries, such as artificial joints and fixation screws, cardiovascular surgery 

supplies, and a significant shortage of anesthetics.

Lebanese hospitals are also witnessing a shortage of the necessary supplies 

to conduct laboratory tests, diagnose diseases, and colored needles needed 

to perform x-rays. This made many hospitals stop carrying out these 

necessary tests or reduce the number of hospital admissions.
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Lebanon imports 100% of its medical supplies from abroad, which has 

made the exacerbation of the crisis in the health sector reach catastrophic 

limits. This crisis, in turn, necessitated the postponement of many delicate 

surgeries, and at other times doctors are forced to use medical supplies of 

lower quality or of different sizes in performing urgent surgeries, which may 

cause surgical complications that may eventually lead to a great danger to 

patients’ lives instead of saving them.

“I.M.,” a university professor who preferred not to give his full name, told 

Euro-Med Monitor: 

A while ago, I discovered a lump in my face, and after the doctor 

examined me, it was found that have a benign tumor that it must 

be removed immediately to prevent any complications. After 

that, I applied to the Cooperative Fund of the Teaching Staff at 

the Lebanese University to cover the operation, and I received 

approval, but the hospital refused to perform the operation, 

citing two reasons. The first is that the fund is covered according 

to the official exchange rate, while the hospital buys medical 

supplies and materials according to the parallel market price, and 

therefore this will cause a great loss to the hospital due to the large 

disparity between the two prices. The second, and most important 
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reason, was the severe shortage of medical supplies, specifically 

anesthesia for operations.

The hospital said that it preferred to use the rest of the anesthetics 

and medical supplies related to operations for necessary and 

emergency cases and considered that my operation was not an 

emergency or dangerous and could wait. I visited more than one 

hospital for this operation, but the answer was the same for everyone.

The medical supplies crisis is still present, because the importing companies 

are unable to import additional 

quantities of equipment and 

supplies, due to the suspension 

of their bills at the Banque du 

Liban, as the latter suffers from a 

stifling liquidity crisis.

Euro-Med Monitor obtained a 

copy of a decision issued by the 

Makassed Islamic Charitable 

Association Hospital in Beirut on 

July 5, where the decision reveals 

the extent of the crisis experienced 

by Lebanon›s hospitals in terms 

of providing medical supplies 

and conducting laboratory tests 

and surgeries.
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The economic crisis was a direct cause of the high unemployment rates 

in Lebanon, after the dismissal of dozens of workers and the closure of 

hundreds of companies, industrial, commercial and tourism establishments 

without warning, under the pretext of reducing financial losses as a result 

of the financial crisis afflicting the country.

Regarding the unemployment rate in Lebanon, Euro-Med Monitor wrote 

to the Lebanese Ministry of Labor to obtain official statistics and figures 

related to unemployment inside the country, but the ministry has not yet 

provided a response.  According to unofficial sources, the unemployment 

rate in Lebanon is about 36.9%, and is expected to reach 41.4% this year.

In 2020, about 21,450 workers were forced out of the labor market, 

Shops are closed due to the economic crisis in the country (Al-Arab - January 2019)

Sky-rocketing unemployment
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according to statistics issued by the National Social Security Fund, while the 

employment movement slowed down by about 71% during the same year.

“S.S.,” an unemployed woman, old Euro-Med Monitor that she has been 

searching for a job for nearly two years and has not found one due to the 

bad economic conditions in the country. She said:

I studied directing at Saint Joseph University. After graduating, I 

worked for five years in a private company until I was laid off at the 

end of 2019 under the pretext of the economic situation. Since then, 

I have been without work, and I try very hard to search every day for 

a job opportunity that suits me, but the only answer I hear is that 

employers do not need employees because the Coronavirus crisis 

and the economic crisis have greatly affected the work situation 

in Lebanon. I submitted many applications to work abroad, but I 

received nothing since the pandemic hit the entire world. For me, 

the situation became unbearable and I could no longer wait for 

all my savings to run out.

About 37.5% of workers in the country receive a salary of less than one million 

pounds ($660). This means that these people live under the highest risk of 
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poverty specified by the state at about 1.5 million pounds ($990). In addition, 

95% of the state’s workers receive their salaries in the national currency 

which lost its value by a very large percentage as a result of the presence of 

three exchange rates within the state. The official exchange rate is between 

15071515- Lebanese pounds to one dollar, the price of the digital platform 

organized by the Banque du Liban with money changers amount to 3,800 

Lebanese pounds per dollar, and on the black market, the dollar exchange 

rate exceeds 8,500 Lebanese pounds.

The continuous rise in the unemployment rate in Lebanon, especially with 

about 200,000 Lebanese workers returning to Lebanon after losing their 

jobs abroad,  will lead to more weakness in purchasing power and increase 

the poverty rate in the country. 
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In 2019, Lebanon recorded the departure of 66,924 Lebanese citizens who 

did not return, which is the highest percentage of the number of departures 

during the past five years. The number declined to 17,700 in 2020 taking 

into consideration the closure of the borders of countries and control of 

their flight and arrivals. According to a study conducted by Information 

International at the end of 2019, 70% of the departures were between the 

ages of 25 and 35.

Lebanese citizens wait their turn at Beirut Airport to leave the country (AFP - August 2020)

Migration crisis
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• Brain drain of medical professionals
The migration of high-educated Lebanese is one of the most prominent 

negative repercussions of the economic crisis. Lebanon is losing professional 

and important competencies, especially in the medical sector, which is one 

of the most sensitive sectors at the present time in light of the spread of 

the pandemic. According to the Syndicate of Physicians in Lebanon, the 

number of doctors who left the country during the crisis amounted to 

about 500 doctors out of 15,000 registered in the Syndicate. The number of 

nursing staff who left the country reached 500 out of 16,800 registered with 

the Nurses Syndicate. 

According to estimates, the salaries of health workers decreased 10 times 

with the collapse of the pound, in addition to the decline in the privileges 

they were receiving. Furthermore, the entitlements they are owed by the 

state and the guarantors are often not paid.

The negative impact of the crisis on the health sector is not only limited to the 

number of professionals leaving, but also extends to affect the medical and 

hospital services provided to citizens. Migration of medical competencies 

also affects the quality of medical education provided, especially in 

university hospitals. Many of the doctors who are leaving the country are 

highly experienced educators who supervise and train new doctors. Their 

departure will cause medical training programs to lose their efficiency. 

Karim Lama, an ophthalmologist told Euro-Med Monitor, said that he left 

Lebanon for Germany to work in his specialty due to the difficult economic 



65Lebanon: Falling Into The Abyss

conditions in Lebanon, which prevented him from practicing his profession.

After studying ophthalmology in Morocco, I returned to Lebanon 

to work in Lebanese hospitals, but the health sector was suffering 

from a major deterioration and an unstable situation due to the 

bad economic conditions in the country. This prompted me at 

the beginning of 2019 to travel to Germany in search of a better 

professional position. I work now in a German hospital and I do 

not think of returning to Lebanon. For me, returning is almost 

impossible unless the situation improves one day.
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Jad Khoury, a dentist, told Euro-Med Monitor he worked at several clinics 

inside Lebanon, but the difficult economic conditions prompted him to 

leave.

I used to work in several clinics, but the poor economic conditions 

made me think about leaving the country. In October 2019, I 

traveled to Saudi Arabia to work, but with the spread of the 

Corona pandemic, I had to return to Lebanon, where I stayed for 

six months. However, the economic situation, especially the health 

situation, was further deteriorating at that time, so I decided to 

travel to Qatar after I had a job opportunity there. I am currently 

working in a clinic in Qatar and I am not thinking of returning to 

Lebanon.

• Brain-drain: Education sector 
Like the various vital sectors in Lebanon, the educational sector suffers from 

the repercussions of the stifling financial and economic crisis. Teachers in 

schools suffer a huge drop of 90% in their salaries. The salaries of teachers 

in secondary education range between $100- 200, which used to be around 

$2000 two years ago. 

The situation seems worse when it comes to teachers in the elementary 
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school, whose salaries range between $40- 80. This indicates that teachers 

live in forced-labor-like systems, not to mention that contractual teachers 

who already do not receive their salaries on a regular basis also do not receive 

transportation allowance and do not benefit from social security.

As a result, the number of teachers who left the profession reached about 

2,000. As for university teachers, Lebanese academics told Euro-Med Monitor 

that many of their colleagues have left the academic teaching sector and 

left the country.

This crisis will greatly affect the stability of teachers, who are no longer able 

to secure their livelihood, as well as affect the quality of education provided 

to students, which means a further decline in the quality and efficiency of 

education provided in Lebanon›s schools and universities.

• Judicial Sector Migration
Brain drain in also extended to sectors for the first time, such as the judicial 

sector, which suffers mainly a lack of numbers to activate the judicial facility 

in general. The number of judges who submitted applications of leave of 

absence to work outside the country for two years or more is more than 

40 judges. This number is relatively high for country like Lebanon whose 

judges are 604. This means that 7% of the judges left the country due to 

the stifling economic crisis. The average level of income of the Lebanese 

judge does not exceed four million pounds (Less than $400, according to 

the current exchange rate). This amount is not enough for their car fuel, 

electricity bill, and some minor expenses.
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Euro-Med Monitor learned that the head of the Supreme Judicial Council, 

Judge Suhail Abboud, is making efforts to persuade these judges to back 

down from this trend so that the judiciary’s cadres are not emptied. However, 

these attempts have not yet succeeded. It should be noted that the judges 

who have not applied for leave or resigned resort to requesting leave for 

six months without pay, during which they go to neighboring countries to 

work.

• Migrant workers’ plight
The stifling economic crisis that hit Lebanon affected all people living in the 

country, but migrant workers were some of the most affected by the crisis. 

According to the International Organization for Migration of the United 

Nations, more than 50% of migrant workers in Lebanon are unemployed, 

unable to meet their food needs, and about half of them reside in unsafe 

and substandard conditions due to inadequate housing, high rents and the 

threat of eviction.

Their poor living conditions have increased their chances of being subjected 

to extortion, abuse and violence in all forms, and forced them to resort to 

acts that put their human dignity at stake, many of which involve blatant 

forms of exploitation and are full of clear legal violations.

It should be noted that Lebanon’s labor law does not provide adequate 

protection for migrant domestic workers. It subjects them to a sponsorship 

system that links their legal residency to a contractual relationship with 
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the employer who has “almost complete control” over the lives of foreign 

workers, and makes them vulnerable to all forms of exploitation and abuse 

in return for meager salaries.
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The Lebanese Constitution devotes an entire chapter to defining the rights 

and duties of the Lebanese. Articles 7 to 15 of the Chapter obligate the state 

to protect a number of basic citizen rights and public freedoms, in particular, 

equality before the law, in the enjoyment of civil and political rights and 

personal freedoms. 

The constitution did not specify a special chapter related to the livelihood 

rights of the Lebanese citizen, but they remained rights guaranteed by 

general texts referred by the constitution to the international conventions, 

treaties and covenants signed by Lebanon.

The Lebanese Constitution stipulates in its preamble: “B) Lebanon is Arab 

in its identity and in its affiliation. It is a founding and active member of 

the League of Arab States and abides by its pacts and covenants. Lebanon 

is also a founding and active member of the United Nations Organization 

and abides by its covenants and by the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. The Government shall embody these principles in all fields and areas 

without exception.” 

The importance of this text lies in the fact that the international conventions 

explicitly referred to in the preamble to the constitution have come to enjoy 

full constitutional force, just like the provisions of the same constitution. 

This was confirmed by the Constitutional Council in its preliminary decision 

No. 22001/ dated 102001/5/, which stated: “and since it is approved that these 

Legal obligations
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international charters explicitly cited in the preamble to the Constitution, 

they and the preamble are an integral part of the Constitution, and together 

they have constitutional power.”

Based on the foregoing, it becomes clear that the duty of the Lebanese state, 

in this regard, should not be limited to referring to or ratifying international 

conventions, but also do everything in its power to implement those 

charters by amending or canceling internal legislative texts, introducing 

new legislations and  harmonizing the national legislation with international 

agreements ratified by Lebanon, in a manner that ensures the effectiveness 

and comprehensiveness of the application of international provisions.

The Lebanese Constitution stipulates in paragraph “f” of its preamble that: 

“The economic system is free and ensures private initiative and the right of 

private property.” In light of this paragraph, everyone on Lebanese territory 

has the freedom to dispose of their individual ownership in the manner 

they deem appropriate without any restrictions on it. 

Hence, it is clear that the restrictions imposed by Lebanese banks with direct 

cover by the Banque du Liban through its successive circulars since the 

outbreak of the October 17, 2019 protests, especially foreign bank transfers, 

in particular those related to students studying at universities outside 

Lebanon, are inconsistent with the provisions of the Lebanese Constitution.

On the other hand, monopoly is an integral part of the crises that the state was 

experiencing, especially with relation to the fuel and drug crises. Monopoly 

is every act that would abuse the economic position to limit legitimate 
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competition, with the aim of reaping high profits, and in violation of the 

basic principles upon which the market is based on the base of supply and 

demand.

Looking at the Lebanese legislator, we find that it stipulated the prohibition 

of monopoly and penalized it in Articles 1 and 4 of Legislative Decree No. 

321967/ where he emphasized:

Article (1) - “It is considered a monopoly within the meaning of this legislative 

decree:

• Any agreement or grouping aimed at limiting competition in the 

production, purchase, import or disposal of goods in Lebanon and that 

would prevent a reduction in their prices or facilitate an artificially high 

rise in those prices.

• Every agreement or conglomerate dealing with services with the intention 

of raising the price for them for the same purpose.

• Every action aimed at controlling the market by assembling materials or 

products in order to raise their value in order to make a profit that is not 

a natural result of the supply and demand process.

Article 4: “Whoever commits or attempts to commit an act of monopoly is 

punishable by imprisonment from six months to three years and a fine from 

ten thousand pounds to one hundred thousand pounds, or one of these 

two penalties. This penalty shall be doubled upon repetition. In addition 

to the specified penalties. In the preceding paragraph, the monopolized 

materials and products shall be confiscated, and a ruling may be passed to 
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prevent the monopolist from engaging in trade permanently or to stop him 

from practicing it temporarily.”

International law has come to protect and enshrine the rights of health, 

education, and enjoying a decent life. 

The right to health is one of the most important matters guaranteed by 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, where paragraph 1 of Article 25 

stipulates the following:

“Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 

well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing 

and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security 

in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or 

other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.”

This is also what is included in Article 12 of the International Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, where it states the following:

“1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone 

to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental 

health.”

 As for the right to education, and here referring to the crisis of foreign 

students, imposing restrictions on students’ transfers is a direct violation of 

their right to education, which was confirmed by the Lebanese constitution 

in paragraph (b) of the preamble to the constitution, where he said that 

Lebanon is committed to all international covenants, which in turn guarantee 

the right In education, in which came the Universal Declaration of Human 
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Rights, whose Article 26 stipulated the following:

«Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in 

the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be 

compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made generally 

available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis 

of merit.» 

Since the text says that education is a right, it must be guaranteed whether 

the citizen was inside or outside their country.

International texts have also come to recognize the right of citizens to obtain 

food without depriving them of that through outrageous high prices and 

exploitation, in addition to the complete necessities of living. Article 11 of 

the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, which 

Lebanon has ratified, states: “1. The States Parties to the present Covenant 

recognize the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself 

and his family, including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the 

continuous improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will take 

appropriate steps to ensure the realization of this right, recognizing to this 

effect the essential importance of international co-operation based on free 

consent.”
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The Lebanese authorities should:

. 1 develop an action plan that addresses the main priority areas to save 

the economic situation before it collapses completely, provided that all 

sectors are dealt with in parallel;

. 2 provide the necessary and urgent support to the health sector, review 

the expenditures of the public health sector, and ensure the basic health 

care for citizens and residents, whether at the level of providing basic 

medicines or providing medical supplies necessary for patients;

. 3 put an end to banks› abuse of depositors› rights, and obligate them to 

implement laws related to student money transfers abroad;

. 4 strengthen the role of the judiciary, protect it and grant it permanent 

independence so that it can carry out its role of applying the law and 

punishing anyone who violates it;

. 5 enhance effective partnership between the authorities and civil society 

institutions in order to build equitable development plans; and

. 6 implement comprehensive administrative and economic reform 

processes to confront the possibility of a major security breakdown as a 

result of poverty, the absence of basic needs and the rampant corruption 

in various parts of the state.

Recommendations
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The international community should:

1. provide economic support to the Lebanese state through real 

development projects to develop the deteriorating economy and prevent 

it from collapsing;

2. take urgent and firm measures to put pressure on the Lebanese authorities 

to prevent the aggravation of the crises that the Lebanese suffer from 

and to ensure the provision of their basic needs;

3. exert pressures on Lebanese banks, which repeatedly violate the law, 

have created a real threat to the educational process of students abroad 

and prevented citizens from disposing of the funds owned by them;

4. provide the necessary support to the health sector in Lebanon to secure 

health care in a dignified and safe manner for citizens and residents; and

5. play its role through its competent institutions and in accordance with 

the international laws and conventions it sponsors, by monitoring the 

performance of the Lebanese authorities regarding directing the aid 

provided to Lebanon, and monitoring the performance of state institutions 

with the aim of combating corruption and strengthening the role of the 

judiciary.
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• https://bit.ly/3yeYtLB

• https://www.albankaldawli.org/ar/country/lebanon/overview.

• https://monthlymagazine.com/ar-magazine desc_372_%D8%A7%D984%%D8

%A3%D988%%D8%B6%D8%A7%D8%B9%D8%A7%D984%%D8%A7%D982%%D

8%AA%D8%B5%D8%A7%D8%AF%D98%A%D8%A9%D988%%D8%A7%D984%

%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%AA%D985%%D8%A7%D8%B9%D98%A%D8%A9%D9%

88%D8%A7%D984%%D985%%D8%A7%D984%%D98%A%D8%A92020-

• https://news.un.org/ar/story/20211080122/07/

• https://bit.ly/3rHs1ir

• https://www.arabreform.net/ar/publication/%d8%a5%d986%%d982%%d8%a7%

d8%b0%d982%%d8%b7%d8%a7%d8%b9%d8%a7%d984%%d8%b1%d8%b9%d

8%a7%d98%a%d8%a9-%

• https://www.enabbaladi.net/archives/490668.

• https://arbne.ws/3BVy2wx

• https://bit.ly/3rHnigJ

• https://bit.ly/3BUjtJP

• https://www.aljadeed.tv/arabic/news/local/210520219.

• https://monthlymagazine.com/ar-article-desc_4996._.

• https://bit.ly/3fe6bxW

• The Crisis Monitor of the American University of Beirut
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