Resourcesfor IT and Telecommunications Development: Current Situation in Lebanon
and Prospects for the Future within a Regional Framewor k

ESCWA “ Expert Pand on IT and Development Priorities Competing in a KB Global Economy”
15 - 16 May, 2000

Dr. Raymond Khoury
Technical Cooperation Unit Director
Officeof theMinister of Statefor Administrative Reform (OM SAR), Lebanon

This paper focuses on available and required human, infrastructure, and funding resources as wel as government
support and incentives for the information and communications technologies (ICT) sector in Lebanon. A
depiction of the current situgtion in this country for each of these essentid building blocks is first presented. The
additiona requirements that will alow this sector to grow and flourish in support of knowledge-based industries
in the country are then discussed. Particular focus is placed on the policy and regulatory meesures tha need to
be redized for sugtainable development of such industries on a nationd levd. From this perspective and within
the same context, the paper then addresses the more encompassng regiond issues, identifying in a holigtic
manner a policies framework and resource levels and networks needed for ESCWA member countries to
successfully join the globd knowledge-based economy.  Scenarios for redizing such a framework and resource
levds and networks ae outlined with the objective to initiste didogue that could ultimatdy lead to the
redization of most of these regiond framework requirements.

Introduction

In support of ICT development in any country, three main enabling pillars can be identified (see figure 1),
namely:

??Hard Infrastructure, covering modern telecommunications infragtructure and facility offerings of technology
parks or zones;

?? Government Support _and Incentives, including various ICT policies and legidation, relaxed and streamlined
procedures, tax and labor incentives aswell asinvestment and capital market alowances, and;

??Soft _Infragtructure, encompassing  skilled human resources, capacity building plans,  entrepreneurship
programs and loca ICT industry direction.

Coallectively, these enablers provide the appropriate environment for ICT development to flourish on a locd level
to dlow a country to effectively join the so caled ‘knowledge-based economies on regiond and globd leves
while preserving various nationdly intrindc and culturd characterigtics. And as graphicdly depicted in the
figure below, an unequilibrated support from any of these enabling pillars or blocks would utlimately lead to an
unstable ICT development path.
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Figure1: ICT Resources & Government Rolein support of ICT development
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National ICT Resources and Initiatives (Current Status)

Since the end of the civil drife in Lebanon in the early 1990s, a number of projects geared towards the redizing
of some of the three enablers for ICT development have been launched. The results, which are viewed as the
current status, can be summed up as follows.

Hard Infragructure

Teecommunications | nfrastructure

The current affairs of the telecommunications infragtructure in Lebanon is thet it is modern in main cities, where
the Ministry of Post and Telecom (MPT) is offering stateof-art connectivity and somewhat lacking in the rurd
aress of the country. The voice network is the most advanced throughout the country. Data connectivity, on the
other hand, as offered by MPT requires customers to ingtall and maintain their network equipment (routers, hubs,
etc.) in the gateway premises of MPT. In other words, no data services are yet offered by MPT.

The GSM sector is very advanced, with 2 BOT GSM Cdlular operators serving some 700,000 customers and
with a 3rd GSM license ready for launch in the year 2003. The GSM operators are even facilitating wireless
voice and data virtud private network services to business customers.

With such infrastructure, the Internet market is developing somewhat dowly, mainly due to the high tariff rates
levied by MPT on did-up and lessed line connections — a did-up cal costs around $1.6 per hour. Unlimited
Internet Access rates are very ressonable and equd to those offered in the most developed countries — some ISPs
are offering unlimited dia-up services for less than $10 per month.

As far as linking to the international network, there is one main internationa satellite gateway where a couple of
earth dations are located and anumber of sealine-based connections exist through Cyprus.

On the adminigrative and regulatory fronts, the Government of Lebanon recently approved plans for privatizing
MPT to create Liban Telecom and to reduce MPT to asmall regulatory body.

Facilitiesfor Technology Parksand Zones

The Government of Lebanon is currently working on afeesibility study for cresting aso cdled ‘Beirut Emerging
Technology Zone or BETZ'. This study was offered as a grant from the United States Trade and Development
Agency (USTDA) and will provide the blueprint needed for the cregtion of such azone

In addition to BETZ, there are currently two private sector efforts for the crestion of such technology parks or
zones. Oneisthe planned Edde Globa Villagein Joeil and the other isthe Makse Industria Park in the Bekaa
valey.

Government Support and I ncentives

National ICT Palicy

In late 1998 a draft ICT policy and strategy document was prepared by OMSAR with the involvement of an
intenational ICT expert. This document spells out the various areas of focus that should be addressed in support
of ICT development and usage on a nationd leve, involving dl concened sectors (public, private and
academic). It dso depicts three main roles for the government, that of a facilitator, regulator and main user of
ICT.

As part of the recommendations of the ICT policy and strategy study, a National ICT committee was recently
formed, comprised of a main steering committee and some seven advisory committees.  The main task of this
committeeis strategic planning and coordination for dl nationa ICT projects.

Also, work is undeway to convert the ICT policy and strategy document to a national ICT business plan that can
be disseminated to locd, regioral and globd ICT firms to encourage further development of the ICT sector.

ICT laws and regulations

The Government of Lebanon was one of the first Arab Countries to pass an Intellectua Property Right (IPR) law
in 1999. The law prohibits unauthorized copying and distribution of al multimedia asssts as well as software



programs. The World Intelectud Property Organizetion (WIPO) is currently heping the government in
conducting and monitoring the enforcement of the law.

The ‘Media & ICT Free Zone' draft law was passed by the Council of Ministers early this year and subsequently
agoproved and enacted by paliament. This law offers various tariff and tax incentives by the government to
atract locd, regiona and international Mediaand ICT firmsto open offices or fadilitiesin the zone.

Another important law passed by paliament is the digitd signature law, which legaizes eectronic signatures for
transactions and contracts. A law supporting online banking was aso passed and draft laws are in the works for
certificate authentication and privacy protection.

On the regulatory issues, and as stated before, the government through its endorsement of privatizing the MPT is
pushing for the lowest level of regulation possible, reducing the role of MPT to a smal egulatory unit to oversea
Liban Telecom

I ndtitutionalizing needed reforms

Introducing ICT in to the Lebanese Administrative can not have optima results without sreamlining
government procedures.  An example of such dreamlining is in the area of trade facilitation where a number of
outdated technica controls are being assessed for removal and a modern commercid code sysem is being
designed.

Beyond trade, work on the smplification of al government procedures is well underway with the objective to
render fadter both intra-governmenta  services (between agencies) and extragovernmentd services (to the
generd public).

Modernization of the nationa tax system is ancther important project currently being worked on.  This new
system will alow timely and more accurate collection of the various taxes.

Investment / Capital market

The need for continuing investment and prosperous capital markets for ICT cannot be overemphasized enough.
Addressing this need are a number of locd investment houses and banks headed by the Central Bank that are
endorsing the idea of having SME ICT loan programs. A number of venture capitd (VC) funds as well as ICT
incubators have & so been launched.

Soft Infrastructure
Human Resources

Throughout history, Lebanon's key asset has been that of human resources. From ancient tradesmen, to modern
business people, the shift in country since the early 1990s has moved to skilled ICT experts and business
devdopers.  The nationd universties (public and private) graduste every year a sizesble number in the
Computer and Communications fields. More advanced degrees such as Magers and PhDs are dso being
launched in these domains.

A number of expatriates with ICT education and specidization have returned home, however the brain drain is
ill amain factor effecting sustainable growth of the ICT industry.

Capacity building plans

Several universities have launched ICT Masters Degrees and are starting to offer COOP and Intern programs to
insure proper trandfer and gpplication of educaiond know-how in the practicd world. Also, numerous training
ingtitutions are operating in country with adiverse range of training courses

On the dementary and secondary education level, the nationd curricllum has been expanded to include
computer courses and computer labs are starting to be deployed in private and public schools.

An abundance of nationd ICT seminars, conferences and exhibitions are hdd annudly with arees of focus
covering ICT domains such asthe Internet, E-commerce, Telecommunications, Software Devel opment, etc.



Entrepreneurship Program

In follow-up to a vist to Lebanon by members of the MIT Entrepreneurship Center, a locad university has
decided to launch a smilar Entrepreneurship Center with the am to encourage sudents to develop
entrepreneurship skills and to foster collaboration between business-focused and technica | CT -oriented students.

Local ICT Industry

Over recent years, the loca ICT industry has expanded with representation of most globa ICT products and
savices.  Internationdly acclamed firms such as Microsoft, ERICSSON, and Nortel Networks have opened
officesin Beirut, adding to the direct level of support needed for theloca firms.

Various firms and associations from the locd ICT industry are working with loca universities to setup COOP
and internship programs to alow for a more seamless integration of the educationaly prepared student body in
to the practica workforce.

National ICT Resources and Initiatives (Future Requirements)

Given the above-mentioned current status of ICT resources and initiatives, thereisaneed to put into place more
measures that will alow for sustainable ICT development and proper migration to future global technological
advancaments. These measures are listed under future requirements and are provided in this section.

Hard Infragructure

Telecommunications

There is a need to expand coverage of the modern telecommunications infrastructure to dl of Lebanon so that dl
sociely can have an equd stake in accessing the online economy and contributing to its growth. MPT and the
future Liban Telecom should work on offaing a hybrid array of services (line, microwave, sadlite, ..etc.), pro-
rated as per the Leved of Qudity desired, to suit different market needs. The tdlecommunications operator also
needs to congantly stay in tune with international developments and offer comparsble services so as not to
dienate thelocal industry and businesses from their internationa counterparts.

Tdecommunications tariffs in al need to be re-assessed and levied as per a more mass population and business
oriented formula  Encouraging the masses to gat connected can only be redized through such drategic pricing.
Voice sarvice fees should be charged on a fla monthly basis within the same did area code and dl between area
code diding should be scded down in price Sevice for data communications as well as other multimedia based
communications should dso be offered by the tdecommunications operator and pro-rated based on the Qudity
of Service (QoS) required by the customer.

On the Internet front, the Service Providers need to be better classfied as per their diverse offerings.  The
telecom operator needs adso to hook-up to a regiona Internet hub or better yet to host one (most appropriately in
the ‘Media and ICT Free Zon€') to facilitatle more expeditious online communicaions on dl levels (locd,
regiond and globd)

A caeful assessment of avalable tdecommunications (wirdess) frequencies needs to be made and the proper
digribution criteria sdected and enforced. This will diminate various frequency interferences on the locd leve
and dlow for better alocations dong the borderswith neighboring countries.

Facilitiesfor Tech Parksand Zones
The timely redlization of a BETZ and other ICT technology parks / zones under the umbrella of the Media and

ICT Free Zae law is a must. The ICT sector is eager to benefit from the tariff and tax incentives of this unique
law s0 asto work on expanding the ICT offeringsfor locd, regiond and globa consumption.



Government Support and I ncentives
National ICT Palicy

Using the ICT business plan as a basis, and with partnership of the public, private and academic sectors, work on
fulfilling the recommendeations of the ICT policy and strategy document is essentid for any sudtainability to be
redized in the ICT sector. Also, the ICT business plan needs to be revisted on a periodic bass to keep current
with globa trends. The involvement of expatriates (ICT experts) in various advisory functions for timely transfer
of knowledgeisyet another critica requirement.

ICT laws and regulations

The more monitored enforcement of the IPR law is a must for the local ICT industry, particularly as relaes to
software development services, to flourish. Geathering datistics on the results of this enforcement and the fines /
puni shments levied will certainly send a swift message to those who think of violating thislaw.

As petans to the various ICT laws that ill needed to enacted (such certificate authentication, privacy
protection, ..€tc.), it is best that they dl be compiled in one group and forwarded for gpprova and enactment by
the parliament in one shot so asto savetime and be legally E-ready quickly.

On the regulation’s front, there is a need to loosen regulation that hinders ICT growth and online access by the
masses. Import tariffs on ICT products (hardware and software) need to be reduced dredticdly, if not diminated,
for a long period of time. Offering telecom licenses for businesses to connect internationaly directly using their
individua earth gationsis an example of loosened telecom regulation that should be considered.

Ingtitutionalizing needed reforms

As with the needed ICT laws, there is a need here to lump sum as much as possible the needed reforms and have
them redlized in one effort s0 as to dlow fa the smplification of al government procedures to support online
savices to the ditizens to reach an egovernment dtatus (one-stop-shops, portds, online gpplication and tax
filings are some examples).

Investment / Capital market

Added promotion for ICT investment and loan provisons is dways a plus so as to dlow the largest number of
ICT emerging entrepreneurs to try b redize their ambitions. The idea of ICT incubators is gaining lots of
momentum aso and soon severa will have showcasing projects to present.

The floating of ICT stocks (IPOs) in the loca market is another objective that should be redized to encourege
involvement in the ICT sector on dl levds and by dl casses of professonds (investors, bankers, business
consultants, and of course ICT concerned).

Soft Infragtructure
Human Resources/ Capacity building plans

Egablishing and promoting continuing education or retraining a universties, inditutes and businesses is a must
for dl concened to remain in tune with globd ICT developments and trends. Evening programs and frequent
traning sessons are some options.  Various ICT documentaries in the media (TV, radio or print) are dso
esentia to further the ICT knowledge or aptitude of the masses.

With the growth in the ICT sector and to cary down the government incentives (as offered in the ‘Media and
ICT Free Zone law) to the employee leved, there is a nead to increese compensation and offer diverse
employment packagesto retain nationd I1CT expertise.

The credtion and promotion of ICT professiona associations in country is critica for the proper development of
key ICT pecidizations. Association accreditation as per ICT area of expetise will encourage persond
development and facilitat e sharingof knowledge.



Entrepreneurship Program

With the direction of setting up an entreprereurship center a one of the loca universties, the private and public
sectors dike need to encourage naiond ertrepreneurship competition with cash rewards as seed funding for new
ICT busness idess. This modd has been followed successfully in a number of developed countries and has
resulted in an expanded | CT sector with state-of-the-art establishments.

Local ICT Industry

In line with the redization of ICT professona assodations, there is a need to classify and qudify ICT
companies as per ther paticular offerings in line with bestpracticed internationd sandards. Also, ICT
busnesses should be encouraged to coexig with universty facilities in techndogy parks so as to foster timely
tranfer of knowledge from the ICT research environment to the production arena  Such coexistence will help in
redizing local ICT industry sponsored research projectsin netiond universities.

Egablishing local and intenationd partnerships amongst ICT firms is yet another important building block for
the advancement of the ICT industry.

Regional Framework for ICT Development

Having addressed available and needed ICT resources on a nationd leve, there is a need to redlize a regiond
framework to dlow for proper mobilization and shaing of avalable ICT resources between ESCWA member
countries. This framework will allow member ountries to join the globa ‘knowledge-based society in amore
prepared manner and in coordination with fellow member stetes.

Why aregional framewor k?

The need for a regiond framework stems from the multiplicity of ICT resources required to sustain an ICT
industry and enable stable future development. Given that each country is required to have such resources to be
a player in the new economy, coordinding efforts on a regional basis will hagsten the effective attainment of these
resources. To be more explicit, aregiond framework is needed to:
??Address and preserve certain culturd aspects, mainly related to the Arabic language - multimedia content,
locdized ICT system applications(Internet, E-commerce, etg.
?? Share experiences and best practices on various ICT building blocks or resources for faster nationa ICT
development.
??Establish common sandards or principles for ICT-engbled interactions or transactions between regiond
countries.
??Collectivdly reduce regiond tariffs between countries (telecom, online tradg..) to globdly competitive
leves
??Help one ancther and succeed in joining the ‘Globd Knowledge-Based Society’ as a percentage of a
sizesble population (nearing 200 million in the Arab countries).
These interactions and sharing of information and knowledge ae depicted in figure 2 using Lebanon as a
member country example.

Scenariosfor realizing this Framework

To reach the targeted regiond framework on ICT resources, one of two scenarios are possble.  The first is to
sope and implement a regional program that addresses al ICT resources for al regiond countries starting with
in-country assessments and ending after severd iteraions, presentdions, and workshops with a regiona
framework document. The second is to form a number of so caled ‘Communities ¢ Practice between regiona
countries so that al pertinent information and knowledge is shared amongst the right peers at the right time to
achieve theright regiona outcomes. Examples of such Communitiesinclude:

??'1CT Awareness/ Training’ Community of Practice

??'1CT Hard Infrastructure / Security’ Community of Practice

??‘Technology Parks / Zones Community of Practice

??'ICT Legidation and Standards Community of Practice

??'Entrepreneurship / Investment Funding’ Community of Practice
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Figure 2: Joining the Global K-Based Society

These ‘Communities of Practicé can function in pardld and leed to common subject area understandings and
agreements in the shortest time possible.  The subject area agreements can then be grouped to form a regiond
framework document thet is as comprehensve as can be given the diverse levels of input and detal provided by
theCommunities.

Given its structured subject area focus the second scenaio is the most appropriate to pursue for the timely
redization of a regiond framework documert. As a matter of fact, it is the scenario usal today even by
devel oped countriesand leading corporations to enable sustainable knowledge management and usage.

Mode of Operation

Under this preferred senario, the following sequence of events should teke place to effectively redize the
sought fter regiond framework in atimely manner:

??Hold inaugural and periodic community meetings as frequent as need be
?? Set up mail listsfor each identified Community of Practice

?? Frequently share information and knowledge online with each community member (through a community
web site or portal)

??Involve subject area internationad organizations when need be (as mentors) and establish ties with similar
subject area* Communities of Practice from other regions of the globe.

??Formulate some consensus before each meeting 0 that certain agreements could be announced a each
mesting

??Publicize the work of each community to draw in additiond regiond and internationd support and
cooperation



??Hold regiond conferences / seminars for al identified communities to attend and crossshare various
knowledge and results so that an overdl regiond KB society framework can be reached as quickly as

possible.

Regional partnersfor thisFramework

Among the many potentid patners for redizing such a regiond framework are (1) Government-supported
regiond organizations such as the Arab Lesgue, GCC, Vaious Nationd Funds, Regiond Funds and
Development Banks, (2) Naiond universties colleges and institutes from the various ESCWA member
countries; (3) Norrgovernment and Non-UN regiond organizations and policy centers, (4) Regiona Offices of
International ICT Companies to act as mentors, and (5) Al UN agencies to share their globa experience in this
regard.



