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IIntroductory Statement by H.E. Minister Mohammad SafadiIIntroductory Statement by H.E. Minister Mohammad Safadi

   
We are dedicating this quarter’s edition of Trade and Development Newsletter to the topic 
of agriculture, which affects us all in many and different ways.  Besides the cultural and social 
aspects of the sector, agriculture is a key and productive pillar of the real economy.  Howev-
er, the sector’s contribution to national income has been steadily decreasing for some time, 
suggesting that there is a strong need for new and innovative solutions to turn the situation 
around.

As the title of this newsletter suggests, we aim to look at how Lebanon’s accession to the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) will link our international trade activities with our unfolding 
national development priorities.  More specifically, this current issue of the newsletter is fo-
cused on how Lebanon’s ratification of the WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) may help 
provide additional avenues for the sector to grow, while also helping boost the country’s rural 
economy and the livelihoods that it sustains.  

In practical terms, Lebanon’s ratification of the AoA is primarily a function of enacting key reform measures that 
affect the sector.  As a result of national and local consultations, aided by international experts, legislative propos-
als have been drafted and submitted to Parliament for approval. As such, WTO accession, vis-à-vis the agricultural 
sector, is less a process of tariff reduction, as was the case with previous trade agreements, and more an effort to 
reform and strengthen the sector’s policy and legal infrastructure.

Lebanon has so far signed trade agreements with its main regional trading partners, the Arab Countries (the Great-
er Arab Free Trade Area, GAFTA) and the European Union (EU Association Agreement), and the EFTA states. These 
accords include chapters dealing with agricultural and 
agro-industrial goods, but differ on the level of tariffs 
imposed on imports arriving into Lebanon.  These agree-
ments have also helped increase the value of Lebanese 
agricultural exports by 54% between 2005 and 2008, 
despite the existence of a chronic trade deficit.  Our 
farmers continue to face serious competitive challenges 
from imports, which have also risen 60% during this same 
period.

These numbers suggest that all stakeholders need to 
strengthen their interaction amongst each other to 
crystallize a vision that will help amplify and broaden 
the gains from international trade, while also minimizing 
costs.  We very much intend for the process leading up 
to WTO accession to serve as such a platform for dia-
logue and reform, and that the end result will be con-
crete measures in place to help us realize our national 
interests.

I would like to take this opportunity to renew the Min-
istry’s invitation to you to share with us your views and 
ideas on the issues addressed in this newsletter, and 
particularly on how we can help deepen our ongoing 
dialogue.

Sincerely,

Mohammad Safadi

LEBANESE REPUBLIC Ministry of Economy and Trade
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 Overview of the WTO Agreement 
on Agriculture

• Principles of International Trade 
The WTO’s Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) reflects one of 
the WTO’s key aims, which is to organize global trade in a 
fair, transparent, and predictable manner.  This is built upon 
the fundamental principles of most favored nation (MFN) 
and national treatment.  

In brief, the MFN principle prohibits discrimination between 
imports based on origin and requires that each WTO mem-
ber treat other members in a manner that is no less favor-
able than any other trading partner.  Similarly, the national 
treatment principle works to ensure that members do not 
favor their domestic products over imports from other mem-
bers in their national markets.

• Structure of the Agreement on Agriculture 
As a multilateral agreement, the AoA seeks to create a fair 
and market-oriented global agriculture trading system and 
which takes into consideration the special role of agriculture 
in sustaining rural economies.  The Agreement covers three 
categories of rules, known as the “three pillars” that uphold 
the WTO’s principles: market access; domestic support; and 
export competition. It also includes binding commitments to 
reduce support and protection in these areas. The product 
scope of these rules includes basic and processed agricul-
tural products. Wines, spirits, tobacco products, fibers, and 
raw animal skins destined for leather production are also 
covered. This agreement does not apply to fish, fish prod-
ucts and forestry products.

• Market Access
The market access pillar of the agreement concerns the 
entry of one country’s goods into the customs territory of 
another country.  WTO members can only use ordinary cus-
toms duties to restrict imports of agriculture goods. As such, 
bound or maximum tariffs are negotiated and adopted for 
agricultural goods and they are listed in each member, or 
acceding country’s schedule of concessions.  In general, 
non-tariff measures are prohibited unless they have been 
exempted through negotiations.  Tariffs can take on vari-
ous forms: ad valorem, specific, mixed, compound tariffs, 
seasonal tariffs, amongst others. 

• Domestic Support
The issue of support is very much central in agricultural 
negotiations.  The AoA permits both domestic and export 
support as long as trade distortion effects are minimal, and 
these measures are listed in the Members’ Schedules of 
Commitments.

The Agreement’s second pillar concerns domestic support, 
which is classified into several categories, or boxes, based 
on intended effect.  For sure, measures that distort trade, 
such as subsidies, import restrictions, and restrictive business 
practices, are prohibited since they are seen as shifting “the 
market price of a product above or below what it would be 
if the product were traded in a competitive market.”

According to the WTO, permissible support measures, 
known as Green Box programs tend to be general in na-
ture. These may also include services, such as research, or 
marketing and promotion services, as well as certain direct 
payments to producers, such as income support for farmers, 
which are not related to current production levels or prices. 
To fall within the Green Box, a support measure needs to 
meet three basic criteria:

•• have no, or at most minimal, trade-distorting effects or  have no, or at most minimal, trade-distorting effects or 
impact on production;impact on production;
• be provided through a publicly-funded government pro-• be provided through a publicly-funded government pro-
gram, not involving transfers from consumers; and,gram, not involving transfers from consumers; and,
• must not have the effect of providing price support to • must not have the effect of providing price support to 
producers.producers.  

 In addition to the Green Box policies, members do not have 
to reduce:

• certain government assistance programs to encourage • certain government assistance programs to encourage 
agriculture and rural development in developing country agriculture and rural development in developing country 
members;members;
• investment subsidies which are generally available to • investment subsidies which are generally available to 
agriculture; agriculture; 
• input subsidies generally available to low-income or • input subsidies generally available to low-income or 
resource-poor producers; and,resource-poor producers; and,
• support to producers for production limiting programs • support to producers for production limiting programs 
(and Blue Box measures) as well as  for diversification from (and Blue Box measures) as well as  for diversification from 
growing illicit narcotic crops.growing illicit narcotic crops.

Please see the TDN Interviews Section for commentary by Mr. Abbas 
Ramadan on the Exports Plus Program, as well as by Mr. Samir Chami on 
related negotiations.

• Export Competition
While the Agreement on Agriculture prohibits the use of 
export subsidies, developing countries are exempted under 
the Agreement’s special and differential treatment provi-
sions.  Article 9.4 allows developing countries to use subsidies 
aimed at reducing the cost of marketing including internal 
and external transport as well as handling and processing 
costs.

Existing members and acceding countries must declare 
these subsidies in their Schedules of Commitments.  Finally, 
the AoA does not oblige WTO Members to make reduction 
commitments on the subsidy components in export credits, 
state trading enterprises and food aid, as long as these are 
within a member’s scheduled commitment levels. 

• Other Related Agreements
Lebanon’s Law of Protection of National Production, which 
was enacted in 2006, incorporates the provisions of three 
key agreements: the Subsidies and Countervailing Measures 
(SCM), Anti-Dumping (AD), and Safeguards (SG) agree-
ments.  These sets of rules apply to industrial and agricultural 
goods and allow members to apply corrective measures 
when imports are causing or threatening to cause serious 
injury to domestic industry.  

Part of the significance of the SCM Agreement is that it adds 
precision to the rules on subsidies.  For instance, while the 
Agreement on Agriculture leaves the definition of a subsidy 
vague, the SCM Agreement has developed definitions, con-
cepts and methodologies relating to the adverse effects of 
subsidized imports.  The SCM Agreement prohibits subsidies 
contingent in law or fact on export performance, except as 
provided for in the Agreement on Agriculture (e.g. special 
and differential treatment provisions).

Under the SCM agreement, corrective measures (typically 
through tariffs) are taken only after members determine that 
a product is being imported in such increased quantities as 
to cause or threaten to cause serious injury to the domestic 
producers of like or directly competitive products.  Similarly 
the Anti-Dumping Agreement authorizes members to take 
action against dumped imports (i.e. those being sold at 
prices lower than those in the originating country), which 
are causing or threatening to cause «material injury» to do-
mestic producers of like products.
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The Agreement on the Application of Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures (SPS Agreement) is also closely linked to the 
AoA.  The SPS Agreement aims to ensure that governments’ actions to guarantee food safety and the protection of animal 
and plant health are based on international standards and scientific evidence. While the Agreement recognizes the right 
of government to take such measures, it also seeks to ensure that these measures are not applied in a manner that unjus-
tifiably discriminates between members, and/or not used as a disguised form of restriction on trade. Typical standards on 
which members may rely are those developed by the Codex Alimentarius Commission, the World Organization for Animal 
Health, and the International Plant Protection Convention.

According to the transparency principle in the SPS Agreement, Enquiry Points should be set up in all WTO members to re-
spond to requests for information on new or existing measures related to SPS issues.  In Lebanon, the enquiry point has been 
established at the Ministry of Agriculture and can be contacted regarding any information related to SPS measures.

To adhere to the SPS Agreement, Lebanon must enact three laws, two of which are currently awaiting Parliamentary review 
and enactment:

• Law on Plant Quarantine (issued as Law 778, dated 28/10/2006)
• Law on Animal Quarantine (submitted to Parliament for review and enactment)
• Food Safety Law (submitted to Parliament for review and enactment) 

Eng. Lamia El Tawm, who also serves as the MoA SPS Enquiry Point, contributed to this article. The SPS Enquiry Point can be Eng. Lamia El Tawm, who also serves as the MoA SPS Enquiry Point, contributed to this article. The SPS Enquiry Point can be 
reached at spsep@agriculture.gov.lbreached at spsep@agriculture.gov.lb

 A Primer on the Doha Development Agenda
The AoA requires that WTO member states hold multilateral negotiations to cover the issues of protection and support.  
These negotiations, which began in 2000, were incorporated into the WTO’s Fourth Ministerial Conference that was held in 
Doha, Qatar, in 2001.  The result of this Conference was a Ministerial Declaration that became known as the Doha Devel-
opment Agenda (DDA), with the overall objective of reducing trade barriers in order to expand global economic growth, 
development, and opportunity.

 Agriculture may be considered  the central feature of this current round of negotiations, amongst other complex issues 
covered within the DDA, including: industrial goods market access (NAMA); services; trade facilitation; and WTO rules (on 
trade remedies, fish subsidies, and regional trade agreements).

Though negotiations on agriculture have been stalled and are marked by much conflict between developing and de-
veloped countries, members are committed to substantially improve market access; reduce all forms of export subsidies, 
with a view to phasing them out; and substantially reduce trade-distorting domestic support.  Members are also required 
to ensure that special and differential treatment (S&DT), along with food security and rural development, remain critical 
components of the negotiations.

As an acceding country, Lebanon can take part in the Doha negotiations, but is not allowed to vote on negotiation deci-
sions.  Lebanon can therefore join a group of other acceding countries in asserting the need for WTO members to grant 
acceding developing countries the benefit of delayed implementation and exemption from market access and domes-
tic support requirements.  Indeed, the DDA calls for the review of existing special and differential treatment provisions and 
proposals with the view of strengthening them and making them more precise, effective and operational.
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 The Future of Lebanon’s Interna-The Future of Lebanon’s Interna-
tional Trade in Agriculturetional Trade in Agriculture
Lebanon’s accession to the WTO has entailed a series of ne-
gotiations on the extent to which the country can liberalize 
its markets for WTO members. These negotiations have been 
taking place over the past nine years, and are expected 
to continue as they cover both goods and services.  On 
the other hand, Lebanon’s access to export markets will be 
governed by the commitments already made by existing 
WTO members, in addition to any future bilateral agree-
ments.  

To better understand the impact of accession on the agri-
cultural sector, we look at how any steps toward tariff modi-
fication could affect both producers and consumers. 

The extent of modification during accession, if any, is ex-
pected to be limited due to two important events in Leba-
nese economic history.  Lebanon first undertook unilateral 
reduction in tariffs in both 2000 (and 2003), and, which, sec-
ond, was followed by the complete liberalization of its trade 
with Arab countries starting in 2005.  In 2000, the simple aver-
age tariff on agricultural goods was 28%, which decreased 
to 10% in 2007.

When Lebanon signed the Greater Arab Free Trade Agree-
ment (GAFTA) in 1997, it came as a reflection of the regional 
economic integration approach that Lebanon was pursuing 
as part of its wider steps towards global integration.  One of 
the main tenets of the Agreement was the full liberalization 
of the agricultural goods sector, which began in 2005. Sub-
sequent to this, Lebanon’s Association Agreement with the 
European Union, and the European Free Trade Association 
(EFTA), came into effect in 2008, with a simple average agri-
culture tariff rate of 21%, which is expected to be gradually 
reduced by 2012 to an approximate average of 16%.

The impact of these steps has been mixed, particularly since 
tariffs were replaced with value added and excise taxes. 
However, there are some remaining products, for which 
tariffs remain high and continued negotiations could bring 
about additional changes.  For illustration purposes, this 
article focuses on the cases of the fresh vegetable, fruits, 
and processed agriculture sectors, and tries to estimate how 
some stakeholders may be affected.

Since 2005, Lebanon’s agricultural exports (which includes 
processed agricultural products) (Table 1) have grown at a 
rate of 54%, starting at $291 million and reaching $447 million 
in 2008.  Agricultural exports for this period averaged $350 
million, which represented approximately 17% of overall 
exports.  Meanwhile, imports of fresh and processed agricul-
tural products (Table 2) grew at a higher rate of 61%, and 
averaged $1.78 billion for this period. This translated to an 
average trade deficit of $1.4 billion.

In 2005, 55% of these agricultural imports came from GAFTA, 
EU and EFTA countries, with the remaining 45% were from 
other countries.  By 2008, however, approximately 55% of 
imports were from countries outside these regional trading 
blocs.

In the specific case of fresh vegetables and fruits in 2008, 
and relying on weight levels, we observe a slightly different 
situation, as shown in Tables 3 and 4. 

In essence, these figures reveal that approximately 51% 
of fruit and 83% of vegetable imports are from Arab and 
European countries, with which Lebanon has signed an FTA 
agreement.  On the other hand, nearly all exports of vege-
tables (98%) and fruits (99%) were destined to GAFTA coun-
tries.  So, the question that naturally arises is: What could 
change after accession to the WTO?

Outside of these free trade agreements, Lebanon maintains 
high tariffs (known as peak tariffs, and which exceed 15%) 
on approximately 49 vegetable products that are subject to 
an average ad valorem rate of 48%, while an average tariff 
rate of 59% is imposed on 38 fruit products.  With WTO ac-
cession, it is possible that tariff modification could happen in 
this area.  These peak tariffs do not apply to countries or re-
gions with which Lebanon has a free trade agreement, with 
exceptions (see below).  The obvious risk is that with the low-
ering of these tariffs, imports from non-free trade countries 
could become cheaper and will consequently increase.

Data from Lebanese Customs can help us estimate that risk. 
In 2008, Lebanon imported 66% of these peak tariff vegeta-
ble products from Arab and European countries, on which 
imposed duties are lower.  At the same time, 64% of peak 
tariff fruit imports were from countries, with which Lebanon 
did not have a free trade agreement.  Exceptions include 
10 vegetable and fruit products which are part of an “agri-
cultural calendar” that Lebanon uses in its trade with GAFTA 
countries.  Renewed on an annual basis, this calendar es-
sentially entails applying seasonal tariffs at peak rates, for a 
limited basket of products.

Table 1. Agricultural Exports Per Region (USD, 000)                    

 2005 2006 2007 2008          
GAFTA 172,000 184,048 231,880 280,705
EU + EFTA 54,677 43,755 63,372 76,025     
Rest of the world  64,177 63,260 77,665 90,183      
Total 290,854 291,063 372,917 446,913
Source: Lebanese Customs; MoET calculations

Table 2. Agricultural Imports Per Region (USD, 000)

 2005 2006 2007 2008        
GAFTA 245,594 297,492 418,173  401,109     
EU + EFTA 535,675 403,137 409,499 630,167    
Rest of the world  643,197 736,694  1,106,335 1,256,546
Total  1,424,465 1,437,323 1,934,008 2,287,822
Source: Lebanese Customs; MoET calculations

Table 3. Imports and Exports of Fresh Vegetables (Tons)
 Imports Exports                             
GAFTA 152,764 199,514                            
EU + EFTA 30,384 1,322                                 
Rest of the world 38,385 1,597                                
Total 221,533 202,433                             
Source: Lebanese Customs; MoET calculations

Table 4. Imports and Exports of Fruits (Tons)
 Imports Exports           
GAFTA 20,710 328,732       
EU + EFTA 566 1,526           
Rest of the world 20,147 2,067           
Total 41,424 332,325            

Source: Lebanese Customs; MoET calculations
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Based on this data alone, we could estimate the following:

1. Decreasing tariffs on vegetable imports would have mini-
mal effects on either producers or consumers, as the major-
ity of imports already come from countries, on whose goods 
Lebanon maintains very low, if any, duties.  This assumes 
that imports from “rest of the world” countries are not less 
expensive than Arab, European, or even Lebanese goods.

2. The impact on fruit imports may be different as de-
creased tariffs on these goods may result in lower prices for 
consumers and agro-industry companies that process these 
goods.

In the case of processed agricultural goods, a study by 
Booz Allen Hamilton (BAH) examined how agro-industry is 
increasingly playing a critical role in the industrial base of 
developing countries and, by extension, their export growth 
strategy.  The study indicated that agro-industry can have 
broad impact since development of the sector can “take 
advantage of local strengths in agriculture, can support ru-
ral producers through supply linkages and so support social 
goals, and relies largely on off-the-shelf technologies that 
can be relatively easily acquired and applied.”

Looking at the state of the Lebanese agro-industry, the 
study noted two key trends: First, due to limited input re-
sources and higher costs of operation, Lebanese products 
tend to be high quality, fairly highly processed, and com-
pete at the upper end of export markets.  Common export 
destinations were the EU, the US, Australia and New Zea-
land, where products were marketed towards consumers 
with a taste for unique products.

Second, a survey of 62 companies which was carried out 
as a part of this study revealed that less than half used any 
domestic inputs at all, since it was cheaper to purchase 
inputs, duty free, from Syria and Egypt than to acquire them 
from Lebanon.

Despite repeated claims to the contrary, the study revealed 
that GAFTA accession did not appear to have negatively 
impacted trade trends for processed agricultural goods.  In 
fact, Lebanese companies were able to improve the trade 
balance with Saudi Arabia and the UAE, both countries 
with low cost energy.  Even with low-cost producer Egypt, 
the trade balance has not deteriorated. The main nega-
tive imbalance has been with China, a country that had 
no agreement with Lebanon. China is a WTO member and 
Chinese companies will benefit from reduced barriers. How-
ever, the imports from China are not in areas where Leba-
nese firms compete.

Therefore, in assessing the impact of WTO accession, during 
which tariff peaks may be lowered, the study found that 
any potential declining production in the Lebanese agro-
industry as a result of tariff changes, is likely to have less of 
an impact on primary producers than would be the case in 
many other countries. Indeed, primary agriculture in Leba-
non is not highly dependent on agro-industry as an outlet 
for production, and could easily transition to sell on the 
local fresh markets in the case of an external shock. In other 
words, farmers and processors exist in two different markets.  
Also, much of the processed foods made in Lebanon, in-
cluding those from Lebanese inputs, is for export, and would 
not be significantly affected by a drop in inbound tariffs.

One main and potential threat that the study identified is 
from Turkish firms whose production is similar to Lebanon’s, 
and their currency is losing value against the U.S. Dollar, 
which means their exports could become cheaper and 
compete directly with Lebanese products.   From a social 
perspective, Lebanese consumers, especially the poorer 

ones, already have access to low cost goods through 
GAFTA, so the real income impact of lowing tariffs was esti-
mated to likely be minimal.

An opinion survey of 72 individuals representing producers, 
importers and industry experts, which was part of the BAH 
study concludes that there is a slight tendency to support 
the changes that would come with WTO accession.  High-
lights of the survey include:

The study concluded with the main recommendation for 
Lebanon to take full advantage of developing country 
provisions under the Doha Round to accelerate its compa-
nies’ access to outside markets, while delaying access to its 
own market. This will give Lebanese firms the opportunity to 
diversify and expand their markets, while preparing them-
selves at home.

Editor’s Note: The main issues facing Lebanon’s agricultural 
sector are mostly structural in nature, and deal much less 
with market access.  Examples include lack of financing, 
prevalence of fragmented and small-scale farming, weak 
cooperatives, etc. 

National stakeholders can still take advantage of the WTO 
accession process as a platform to effectively raise these 
issues, and more importantly, to tackle them head-on in a 
constructive and concrete manner.   The accession process 
benefits from the support of the WTO Secretariat, and from 
Lebanon’s friends, which goes toward filling technical ca-
pacity gaps.  The process relies on a broad base of partici-
pation by representatives of the public and private sectors 
as well as by civil society. 

Looking to learn more about the WTO and its Looking to learn more about the WTO and its 
various agreements? various agreements? 

The WTO Unit invites you to take part in an online training The WTO Unit invites you to take part in an online training 
program offered frequently through the WTO Secretari-program offered frequently through the WTO Secretari-
at’s e.Training program. More info on upcoming courses at’s e.Training program. More info on upcoming courses 
can be obtained through can be obtained through 
http://etraining.wto.orghttp://etraining.wto.org 

To register for any course, please contact Ms. Lama To register for any course, please contact Ms. Lama 
Oueijan: loueijan@economy.gov.lb for endorsement.Oueijan: loueijan@economy.gov.lb for endorsement.

• Eighty-one percent of respondents (producers and 
analysts) surveyed anticipated a change in the value of 
production and 78 percent an increase in exports.
• 62% of producers and 87% of importers, versus 40% of 
analysts surveyed, felt that lowered tariffs would lead to 
positive economic impact.
• 84% of producers, 90% of importers, and 60% of analysts 
believed that the overall impact of WTO accession is likely 
to be positive on the Lebanese economy.
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 Avoiding Disaster:
Policies Needed to Rescue the 
Agricultural Sector
The Lebanese agricultural sector is marked by the ab-
sence of adequate supporting policies that take into 
account the sector’s special needs.  At the same time, the 
politicization of the sector’s management at various levels 
requires the implementation of badly needed technical 
management and other reform measures.   

At the outset, the minimum requirement is that the Leba-
nese state develops an agricultural policy principally 
aimed at reducing investment risk in the agricultural sector 
and ensuring its profitability. Such a policy should aim to 
maintain 300,000 job opportunities in the sector, ensure 
minimum food security, and promote social development 
and environmental sustainability.

Trade agreements, particularly free trade agreements, 
seek to open new markets that are usually closed to 
imported products due to the existence of high tariffs or 
other restrictions. In order for Lebanese agricultural prod-
ucts to take advantage of these agreements, the follow-
ing conditions should be met:

  1 Product specifications’ compliance with import
 market conditions.
 2 Product development should be catered to existing  
 market demand.
 3 Product prices should be directly competitive with  
 local products in neighboring countries.
 4 Production costs should be lowered or made equal  
 to the cost in neighboring countries and those to which  
 the products are intended to be exported.

The weakness of Lebanese production remains that 
domestic standards do not meet international standards 
especially European ones. In addition, agricultural prod-
ucts cultivated in Lebanon do not always match export 
markets tastes and preferences, while shipping costs are 
amongst the highest in the region, and direct shipping des-
tinations are limited. Costs remain the highest in the region 
due to the lack of direct support and services in Lebanon 
which is contrary to the prevailing situation in neighboring 
countries, despite the existence of free trade agreements, 
such as the Greater Arab Free Trade Agreement.

Lebanon will only benefit from international trade and the 
opening of new markets if the opportunity exists to access 
these markets. However, this is presently not possible due 
to the abovementioned reasons. 

Should Lebanese products become competitive, this will 
undoubtedly reflect positively on overall production levels, 
the marketing of these products, and increase in their 
added value. This will have an impact on overall econom-
ic activity in rural areas, and will enhance the social stabil-
ity of workers in the agricultural sector, particularly women.

The key distinguishing feature of the Lebanese agricultural 
sector is that farm sizes are small. For example, out of the 
total number of 195,000 properties, 81,438 properties vary 
between one and five acres. These properties are owned 
or leased by the local rural population.

Agricultural cooperatives have failed to encourage small 

 TDN aims to promote open dialogue on the issues that 
are at the heart of the WTO accession process.  Editorials 
and other articles will showcase a broad range of opinions. 
To join the debate and get published in TDN, get in touch 
with us.

producers to consolidate their farms, which, based on 
economies of scale, would lead to improved production 
and marketing performance. This is mainly due to the 
failure of the Cooperatives Law to create groups that are 
able to efficiently undertake economic activity (capital, 
management, etc.). The amendment of the Cooperative 
Law is a pre-requisite to keep pace with the progress in the 
economic and business world.

The opportunity also exists to establish a separate agri-
culture chamber that will focus on the implementation of 
alternative solutions and projects of benefit to agricultural 
community (e.g. nurseries, cooling plants, regrouping and 
packaging centers, and factories for the production of 
agricultural products).

Engineer Antoine HowayekEngineer Antoine Howayek
President of the Association of Lebanese FarmersPresident of the Association of Lebanese Farmers
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 Mr. Samir El Chami, DirectorMr. Samir El Chami, Director
General, Ministry of AgricultureGeneral, Ministry of Agriculture

 TDN:TDN: How would you characterize the process and How would you characterize the process and 
outcome of Lebanon’s WTO negotiations in agriculture? Do outcome of Lebanon’s WTO negotiations in agriculture? Do 
you feel that the WTO Agreement on Agriculture matches you feel that the WTO Agreement on Agriculture matches 
Lebanon’s international trade priorities?Lebanon’s international trade priorities?

•• SC:SC: Lebanon positions itself as a developing country by 
virtue of Article 9 of the WTO Agreement on Agriculture, 
and insists on  maintaining agricultural export subsidies to 
support international transportation. It is Lebanon’s right to 
benefit from this exception granted to developing countries. 
Lebanon committed to draft a text that would be accept-
able to Lebanon and WTO member states, which preserves 
Lebanon’s rights to benefit from the preferential treatment 
granted to developing countries in the Agreement on Agri-
culture.

It is worth noting some of the expected outcomes of WTO 
negotiations. Among these is the access of Lebanese ag-
ricultural exports to the markets of 153 countries in line with 
WTO procedures, laws and regulations. Therefore, a series of 
new laws and procedures were proposed and approved to 
benefit from market access.

Regarding the support provided by Lebanon to the trans-
portation of agricultural exports and upon the insistence of 
member states on the necessity to remove the said sup-
port, Lebanon committed to stop this support by reducing it 
gradually, over a five year period.

The agreements are expected to introduce a change in the 
rules governing international trade in agricultural products, 
and this change will inevitably affect the agricultural pro-
duction, consumption, trade flows and prices in the world. 

It is not an option for Arab states to join the WTO, which 
includes about 153 countries and controls more than 95% 
of international trade. The non-accession of Arab coun-
tries to the agreement would not prevent them from being 
affected by its provisions, especially that the new interna-
tional trade regime that emerged as of 1995 comprises the 
commercial aspects of intellectual property protection and, 
trade in services (tourism, transportation, banks, communi-
cations, consulting, etc.) as well as the commercial aspects 
related to investment and development. 

 TDNTDN:  How would you describe the tariff structure in place How would you describe the tariff structure in place 
for the sector, particularly for vegetables and fruits? And, for the sector, particularly for vegetables and fruits? And, 
what is the rationale behind maintaining high tariffs on some what is the rationale behind maintaining high tariffs on some 
specific productsspecific products??

•• SCSC:: Lebanon imports 80% of its food requirements, and 
tariffs applicable on food products do not exceed 5% with 
some exceptions where higher rates are applied to protect 
domestic agricultural and agro-industrial production. The 
same trend applies in the rest of the world.

Regarding fruits and vegetables, we would like to stress on 
the importance of this sector, which represents about 58% 
of the Lebanese agricultural production, meets Lebanon’s 
consumption needs and represents 20% of the total agricul-
tural exports. A policy that consists of imposing high import 
tariff rate on fruits and vegetables has been adopted to 
protect the Lebanese local production. It is worth noting 
that, based on the principle of Most Favored Nation Treat-
ment, any reduction or exemption from customs duties will 
automatically mean Lebanon›s commitment to provide the 

same treatment to all WTO member countries as soon as 
Lebanon joins the Organization.

 TDN:TDN:  A number of reforms have been suggested recently, A number of reforms have been suggested recently, 
and which cover a number of important priorities such as: and which cover a number of important priorities such as: 
staffing and reorganizing the Ministry of Agriculture; boosting staffing and reorganizing the Ministry of Agriculture; boosting 
extension services; improving technical coordination with in-extension services; improving technical coordination with in-
ternational organizations and national ministries and agen-ternational organizations and national ministries and agen-
cies; etc. Where do you feel is the right place to start? cies; etc. Where do you feel is the right place to start? 

•• SCSC:: A national agricultural strategy must be developed in 
Lebanon and necessary budgets shall be allocated to meet 
the needs for the implementation of balanced develop-
ment programs and activities. We strongly believe that any 
reform of the Lebanese administration must seriously include 
the agricultural sector, which should be treated with the 
same level of importance as any other productive sector. 
The agricultural sector should be on top of the state priorities 
as it is the case in other countries. 

Therefore, any reform of the agricultural sector entails the 
adoption of an agricultural strategy and an implementation 
program for the achievement of these goals. Such reform 
shall address the specificities of the Lebanese agricultural 
sector and local social conditions to identify national solu-
tions through permanent coordination and dialogue.

At the local level, we are facing a number of challenges 
related to food security, food price fluctuations, natural haz-
ards, the challenge of combating poverty and developing 
rural areas, and conservation of natural resources, etc.

On the control level, an efficient regulatory system should 
be adopted, especially with respect to health and phyto-
sanitary standards, including modern and equipped con-
finement centers, appointing and training technical spe-
cialized staff, providing necessary laboratory resources to 
efficiently monitor food products.
 
At the state level, it is necessary to comply with the current 
policy to adhere to a number of regional and international 
treaties and agreements, in particular the European Partner-
ship and the European Neighbourhood Action Plan as well 
as Lebanon›s accession to the WTO. 

In this context, it is worth noting that Lebanon will not be 
able to keep pace with the global trends of joining eco-
nomic, commercial and political groups at the global and 
regional levels without a strategy that defines Lebanon’s 
policies. This strategy should consist of comprehensive de-
velopment plans that cover  various economic, social and 
environmental sectors, in particular the agricultural sector, 
which can only be approached via its economic, social 
and environmental aspects. 

 TDN:TDN:  What has been the significance of international 
trade for the Lebanese agricultural sector? Do you view any 
existing or future trade agreement as having been more 

•• SC: In principle, Lebanese agricultural products should not 
face any difficulty penetrating most international markets 
under the free trade agreements signed between Lebanon 
and most of the countries with which Lebanon shares vari-
ous economic activities. However, no significant progress 
has been made over the past years in terms of finding new 
markets, or diversifying Lebanese exports. Contrary to this 
situation, producers and exporters in some other Arab coun-
tries (e.g. Egypt, Jordan, Tunisia, and Morocco) are taking 
advantage of large export opportunities to international, 
especially European, markets.
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As for foreign markets, the relationship with such markets 
usually occurs via exporters who are not necessarily the 
producers or farmers. The key challenge for farmers is to 
preserve traditional markets. Lebanese products face  
tremendous competition within Arab markets as a result of 
market openness among them ( through the  Greater Arab 
Free Trade Area) and European markets (through the EC 
Partnership Agreement) and global markets (through the 
WTO... in addition to the challenge of penetrating new mar-
kets, even at the level of Arab States.

Farmers cannot take advantage of recent developments in 
modern technology and open markets and in the absence 
of a socio-economic policy to support such an engage-
ment. Similarly, it is difficult for any modern agricultural 
sector to witness remarkable development and achieve a 
breakthrough in light of the current shortcomings that we 
have already discussed.

 TDN:TDN:  How effective are agricultural cooperatives? What How effective are agricultural cooperatives? What 
is needed to improve their performance? Or is it time to look is needed to improve their performance? Or is it time to look 
for a new model of collective activity in the agricultural sec-for a new model of collective activity in the agricultural sec-
tor that can spread operational costs, improve efficiency, tor that can spread operational costs, improve efficiency, 
and strengthen bargaining power?and strengthen bargaining power?

•• SCSC:: We do not believe that the legislative framework or 
the model adopted in Lebanon is responsible for the inef-
ficiency of the agricultural cooperative system. There is no 
doubt that the development of cooperatives will acceler-
ate the development of the agricultural sector, especially 
that most farms are small and fragmented. 

There is an urgent need to raise awareness and provide 
training on the development of cooperatives, especially 
understanding the concept and rationale behind them, 
and covers principles, conditions of formation, sustainabil-
ity and success, the role of public authorities, cooperative 
management, material and economic planning etc.

Ms. Hanadi Jaafar, Agriculture Engineer at the MoA’s Plant Ms. Hanadi Jaafar, Agriculture Engineer at the MoA’s Plant 
Resources Directorate, also contributed to this interview.Resources Directorate, also contributed to this interview.

 Mr. Raphael Debbane, President, Mr. Raphael Debbane, President, 
Agricultural Committee, Federation Agricultural Committee, Federation 
of the Chambers of Commerceof the Chambers of Commerce

 TDN:TDN:  What are in your opinion What are in your opinion 
the critical changes that the new the critical changes that the new 
administration should adopt in its administration should adopt in its 
agriculture policy?agriculture policy?

•• RD:RD: The Agriculture Commit-
tee has prepared a list of priority 
proposals for the development 
of agricultural activities at the 
national level following a series of 
meetings held with farmers and 
exporters, and these recommendations will be submitted to 
the new Minister of Agriculture. 

These proposals cover various areas, including legislation 
and control, agricultural support, education and training, 
encouragement of investment in the agricultural sector, 
and the development of the agricultural infrastructure.

Among the most important proposals on the legislative 
front, is expediting the approval of draft laws related to ag

riculture, including laws on agricultural registry, the Agency 
for Export Development, food safety, geographical indica-
tions, organic farming, disaster insurance fund, and others. 

New draft laws should also be submitted for determin-
ing the maximum authorized rates of chemical residues in 
vegetables and fruits, developing the activity of agricultural 
cooperatives, wholesale markets for vegetables and fruits, 
Lebanon’s accession to the International Union for the Pro-
tection of New Varieties of Plants, organizing the destruction 
of empty pesticide containers, and others.

Other important proposals to highlight are development 
of agricultural vocational education curricula, trainings of 
farmers to adopt modern production methods, develop-
ment of the law encouraging private investment in the 
agricultural sector by lowering the required standards and 
minimum capital investment, and the provision of maximum 
incentives for investment projects in the agricultural sector. 
And, finally, the development of export infrastructure can 
be enhanced through the establishment of a cooling cen-
ter at Beirut International Airport for the export of fresh and 
frozen agricultural products.

 TDN:TDN:  What is the importance of trade in agricultural What is the importance of trade in agricultural 
products for agricultural enterprises and exporters? Are products for agricultural enterprises and exporters? Are 
there any agreements that have been more beneficial for there any agreements that have been more beneficial for 
Lebanon so far?Lebanon so far?

•• RD:RD: Although our country is a food importer in general, 
exports of fresh and processed vegetables and fruits and 
other food products, are the second most important exports 
of Lebanese products, amounting in 2008 to approximately 
US$ 447 million after exports of jewelries and precious met-
als, which amounted to US$ 574 million during the same 
year.
 
Concerning trade agreements, Lebanon has already 
signed two agreements with two of its most important trade 
partners, i.e. the partnership agreement with the European 
Union and the Taysir Agreement with Arab countries.

But in general, Lebanon has not been able to benefit from 
these agreements for several reasons, for some of which the 
responsibility is on the Lebanese side. This is due to a num-
ber of critical factors such as: high production costs due to 
the fragmentation of the production units and their small 
sizes, lack of governmental support programs, poor legisla-
tion and protection of national production via imports barri-
ers, and lack of compliance with quality standards of locally 
produced items and others.

There is widespread confusion among some entities and 
organizations, which attribute the poor performance of 
our productive sectors to trade agreements that Lebanon 
has already entered or are under negotiation, such as the 
WTO, and that this will lead to the invasion of the domestic 
market by imported products and will eliminate our produc-
tive sectors. 

However, this is not accurate. 

We believe that Lebanese production cannot face foreign 
competition only through protection, it has to differentiate 
itself by the adoption of high quality production methods 
and means, and this requires the producers’ will and com-
mitment, as well as the provision of government support 
and effective oversight. 
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 TDN:TDN:  What are in your opinion the challenges faced by What are in your opinion the challenges faced by 
farmers to engage in global trade, and are some markets farmers to engage in global trade, and are some markets 
more difficult to penetrate than others?more difficult to penetrate than others?

•• RD:RD: AThe challenges faced by those working in the agri-
cultural sector are not different from those in other sectors 
and are based on the necessity for cooperation and joint 
action in order to reduce the production cost, and the 
adoption of the quality and distinction standards.

With respect to markets, there is a prevailing belief that our 
traditional markets in the Gulf states are easily accessible 
compared to European markets, where there are additional 
conditions and requirements for market access. However, 
access to traditional markets should not deter us from 
improving the quality of our production and enhancing its 
competitiveness. 

The Chambers of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture 
(CCIA) play an important role in raising awareness and 
supporting farmers and exporters to improve the quality of 
their products and access global markets. In this context, 
the CCIA have implemented a program to support farmers 
and exporters to participate in international agricultural fairs 
in France, Italy and Germany, and to keep them updated 
about the latest developments in those markets related to 
production methods and marketing procedures. The Cham-
bers will also start implementing a national program to assist 
farmers and exporters in implementing good agricultural 
practices according to GlobalGAP.

In addition to the CCIA’s efforts, the support and assistance 
of public institutions such as the Ministry of Agriculture, IDAL 
and others is essential. This requires the implementation of 
the 2007 - 2011 Plan on the Development of Agricultural 
Export Support (Export Plus) which provides producers and 
exporters with financial support to cover the issuance cost 
of compliance certificates and participation in agricultural 
fairs. Furthermore, the Ministry of Agriculture plays a crucial 
role in enacting laws and controlling the quality and safety 
of imported and locally produced agricultural products. 

 TDN:TDN:  What is the effect of the fragmentation of the agri-What is the effect of the fragmentation of the agri-
cultural properties and their small size, and the vulnerability cultural properties and their small size, and the vulnerability 
of agricultural cooperatives on the limited productivity of of agricultural cooperatives on the limited productivity of 
the agricultural sector?the agricultural sector?

•• RD:RD: In light of the developments that have taken place 
in the world after the liberalization of trade in goods and 
services, the Lebanese law governing cooperatives dates 
back to the sixties and no longer meets stakeholders needs 
in terms of developing new varieties, improving production 
methods and food processing in addition to enhancing 
marketing and increasing exports. This law should be up-
dated or a new law must be enacted to encourage farmers 
to work together within organized and active cooperatives, 
and to facilitate the development of technical support 
programs. 
 
Moreover, it is worth noting that enacting the law proposed 
by the Chambers and the Ministry of Agriculture on the 
establishment of an agricultural registry is a must. This law will 
help organize agricultural activity and conduct a sectoral 
census.
 
A law must also be promulgated to regulate wholesale mar-
kets for vegetables and fruits from both the legislative and 
structural aspects, which will positively affect the entirety of 
the agricultural sector in terms of quality, monitoring and fa-
cilitating the entry of Lebanese products to global markets.

 Abbas Ramadan, Senior Economic Abbas Ramadan, Senior Economic 
Officer, Investment Development Au-Officer, Investment Development Au-
thority of Lebanon (IDAL)thority of Lebanon (IDAL)

 TDN:TDN:On the eve of a new po-On the eve of a new po-
litical administration in Lebanon, litical administration in Lebanon, 
what do you feel are significant what do you feel are significant 
policy changes that need to be policy changes that need to be 
adopted in the agricultural sec-adopted in the agricultural sec-
tor?tor?

•• AR:AR: Agriculture in Lebanon faces 
a number of problems, ranging 
from production means to mar-
keting strategies.  The main issue is 
whether there is the will to take decisions in favour of reform. 
The new political administration should therefore draw and 
execute a plan of investment in the sector’s infrastructure 
that will achieve sustainable development and growth in 
the sector.  

 TDN:TDN:  What is the significance of international trade for the What is the significance of international trade for the 
agricultural sector? How has Export Plus played a role in the agricultural sector? How has Export Plus played a role in the 
sector? What has been its main achievements and chal-sector? What has been its main achievements and chal-
lenges over the past years? What can be done to improve lenges over the past years? What can be done to improve 
the program?the program?

•• AR:AR: From a national perspective, Lebanese agriculture 
plays a limited role in the economy of the country, contrib-
uting overall up to six percent to the GDP, and representing 
sixteen percent of total export earnings.  However, Lebanon 
has signalled its openness to international trade by signing 
multilateral and bilateral agreements. 

Since 2000 the Lebanese Government’s to promote Leba-
nese exports, and particularly agricultural products was a 
response to the sudden increase in production of agricultur-
al products in neighbouring countries such as Syria, Jordan, 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt.  Production in those countries ben-
efited from international donors’ grants and thus produced 
fruits and vegetables at low prices.

In response, the government launched the Export Plus pro-
gram through IDAL in August 2001. The program achieved 
a 27% growth in exports during the first three years of imple-

The main objectives of an  agricultural infrastructure 
development plan should be: 

a) development of land and water resources to increase 
farmers’ incomes, and to protect the environment 
through land terracing and harvesting of runoff water in 
small hill ponds;
b) increasing access to and from isolated rural areas 
through the construction of agricultural roads; 
c) strengthening the Green Plan’s institutional and 
implementation capabilities; 
d) establishment of an information management system 
to provide the data necessary for strategy and policy 
formulation; and, 
e) decreasing energy costs and, promoting the efficient 
use of natural resources.
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which have since been stable, despite a 20% yearly reduc-
tion in subsidies that started in April of that year. 

The impact of the Export Plus program has been positive 
at different levels. We realized a significant improvement 
in terms of quality of exported products, which have been 
increasingly adhering to national and international stan-
dards with respect to grading (size and color), marking, 
product classification, and packing. Moreover, the program 
helped in transferring know-how to farmers and exporters on 
required international standards and quality control mea-
sures, and gave the chance to many exporters to tap new 
markets (in France, the United Kingdom, Belgium, Romania, 
India, amongst others). 

Despite this record of achievement, Export Plus faced a 
number of external challenges arising from political insta-
bility and national security threats, as well as some crucial 
program sustainability issues. To improve the program, IDAL 
worked with the Ministries of Agriculture, Finance, and 
Economy and Trade, to draw a plan for the coming years, 
and which is based on the following points:  

• Modernizing the pack-houses for exporters who take part 
in the Export Plus program;
• Carrying out market studies on specific destination coun-
tries;
• Preparing a pilot project to train growers on how to adopt 
new managements of production such as Integrated Pest 
Management   (IPM), Integrated Crop Management (ICM), 
or EUREPGAP;
• Encouraging growers to develop new plant varieties to 
meet the increased demand for higher-value added prod-
ucts, based on scientific study;
• Participating in international exhibitions to promote Leba-
nese fresh produce.

 TDN:TDN:  What do you feel are the main challenges for Leba-What do you feel are the main challenges for Leba-
nese farmers to engage in international trade? Are there nese farmers to engage in international trade? Are there 
any markets that are harder to reach and/or access than any markets that are harder to reach and/or access than 
others? If so, do you attribute this to the provisions of any others? If so, do you attribute this to the provisions of any 
particular trade agreement?particular trade agreement?

•• AR:AR: Lebanon’s agricultural sector is underdeveloped and 
has yet to realize its potential. 
Selling the country›s agricultural products abroad and ex-
panding the sector has also become harder since exports 
have been encountering rising health and safety standards. 
In fact, it is costly to implement EU production requirements 
and, in many cases, Lebanese food industries cannot afford 
to meet them. 

Therefore, the main challenge for Lebanese farmers is to 
adopt and adapt to new managements of production. It 
is worth noting that the adaptation to new managements 
would help in decreasing the production cost of the Leba-
nese agricultural products and improving their quality. The 
upgrading of management production systems, to imple-
ment Integrated Crop Management and others, will be 
mandatory in the coming years to ensure the presence of 
the Lebanese produce in international markets, where trade 
agreements can no longer play any significant role. 

 TDN:TDN:   How can concerned policymakers link Lebanon’s  How can concerned policymakers link Lebanon’s 
international trade in agriculture to meeting social develop-international trade in agriculture to meeting social develop-
ment needs? For instance, there are a number of interna-ment needs? For instance, there are a number of interna-
tional marketing initiatives aiming to engage women whotional marketing initiatives aiming to engage women who
work in traditional and processed agriculture. What are the work in traditional and processed agriculture. What are the 
conditions that are necessary to ensure the success of these conditions that are necessary to ensure the success of these 
activities?activities?

•• AR:AR: All the solutions, plans and programs that I have men-
tioned so far can help international trade in agriculture to 
meet social development needs. 

Concerning the involvement of women-producers in the 
promotion of Lebanese products, I think it is difficult to give 
accurate information on the role of women in agriculture. 
According to United Nations’ projections, women com-
prised 40.7 % of the agricultural labor force in 1990. How-
ever, rural women have had to become the main contribu-
tors to agricultural production, from planting to marketing, 
due both to extensive male migration to urban areas and to 
increasing widowhood as a result of war. 

Most women work on family farms, although a considerable 
number work as seasonal daily paid laborers, particularly in 
harvesting, where their wages are only half those of men. 
Women are also employed as cheap labor in food process-
ing industries. 

The possible link that we can work on it is to tap niche 
markets with specific products such as local artesianal pos-
sessed food and organic fresh produces.

 TDN:TDN:  The Lebanese agricultural sector is often character-The Lebanese agricultural sector is often character-
ized as being highly fragmented, which is seen as impeding ized as being highly fragmented, which is seen as impeding 
productivity and efficiency, and therefore reducing the productivity and efficiency, and therefore reducing the 
prospects for growth in the sector. In this case, how ef-prospects for growth in the sector. In this case, how ef-
fective are agricultural cooperatives? What is needed to fective are agricultural cooperatives? What is needed to 
improve their performance? Or is it time to look for a new improve their performance? Or is it time to look for a new 
model of collective activity in the agricultural sector that model of collective activity in the agricultural sector that 
can spread operational costs, improve efficiency, and can spread operational costs, improve efficiency, and 
strengthen bargaining power?strengthen bargaining power?

•• AR:AR: Although Lebanon has large tracts of fertile land and 
a rainfall that is higher than average in the region, it remains 
unable to take full advantage of its agriculture sector. The 
fundamental failings in the agriculture sector is the lack 
of investment; however, with 75% of Lebanon›s farms hav-
ing just one hectare of land or less, according to the FAO, 
most of the 200,000 farmers in the country are ill-placed to 
upgrade technology or infrastructure in order to improve 
output, with 40% of farmland dedicated to subsistence 
farming only. 

In this case agriculture cooperative seems to be an optimal 
solution to improve the production quality and quantity in 
addition to minimizing of production cost. In the late 1960’s, 
the co-op movement flourished like flowers. During the 
war, many of them became inefficient. This has led us to 
conclude that the experience of agricultural cooperatives 
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In this section, TDN highlights interesting projects around 
Lebanon that put trade in the service of development. 
Sounds similar to your work? If so, get in touch with TDN to 
showcase your institution and or project in a future issue.

 Tested Once, Recognized
Everywhere: MoET Boosts Food 
Safety for Domestic and Inter-
national 
Markets
Within its general 
objective of devel-
oping Lebanon’s 
quality infrastructure, 
QUALEB - the Quality 
Programme, the Eu-
ropean Union-funded 
project at the Ministry 
of Economy & Trade, 
established in 2005 a 
technical support initiative to help 16 private and pub-
lic sector laboratories reach international accreditation 
based on the ISO 17025 standard.  The goal was to estab-
lish a Lebanese testing scheme which would be recog-
nized internationally, and which would consequently facili-
tate the access of goods, and in particular food products, 
to international markets.

To date, half of the supported labs are food-related.  As 
such, QUALEB’s technical assistance grant, worth ap-
proximately Euro 7 million, including around Euro 4 million 
dedicated to food related labs, has consisted of a series 
of modern equipment to the selected laboratories, as well 
as intensive consultancy and training activities delivered 
by international and local experts to the various laborato-
ries’ staff.

The support of these laboratories has enabled them to 
improve the quality of their services and become more 
competitive, both locally and globally, a trend which 
underlines the importance of quality in today’s food and 
non-food market place. 

By enhancing the analytical capabilities and expertise in 
food matrices, the laboratories will be in good position to 
support the needs of the growing food industry in Leba-
non.  It will serve as an asset for the Consumer Protection 
Directorate at the Ministry of Economy and Trade, as con-
taminant residues above permissible levels will be identi-
fied early enough and, thus, prevented from entry into 
the national food supply. This will result in strengthening 
confidence in domestic products and a reduction in the 

number of violations to food standards, while also leading 
to greater export opportunities.

In addition to, technical assistance to laboratories, QUA-
LEB – the Quality Porgramme has contributed to raising 
the level of food safety by helping 50 Lebanese compa-
nies strengthen their quality and food safety manage-
ment systems, specifically through ISO 9001:2000 (quality 
management) and ISO 22000:2005 (food safety manage-
ment systems) certifications.  So far, 19 companies have 
become ISO 9001 certified, while an equal number of 
establishments have obtained ISO 22000 certification.  
Various sectors in Lebanon including food, non-food, ser-
vices, industrial/manufacturing, and public sector, have 
participated.

At the institutional level, QUALEB has led the drafting of 
the Food Safety Law which was approved by the Council 
of Ministers in 2006, and subsequently discussed in Parlia-
ment.  The Programme has also worked on the prelimi-
nary establishment of the Lebanese Food Safety Authority 
by undertaking feasibility studies and scientific risk as-
sessment studies.  Other activities have featured training 
of approximately 100 health and consumer protection 
inspectors from various ministries on food safety principles 
and practical inspection skills.

By QUALEB – The Quality Programme Team
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was not a successful one. Thus, reform of the cooperative 
system is a must. New conditions and new structural con-
cepts, which mean reduced government involvement in 
cooperatives, can help reshape the role that cooperatives 
can play in the future. When adopting a new standard, the 
characteristics of cooperatives must be clearly worked out 
in order to distinguish them from private enterprises.
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 Rural Development Through 
Trade and Women Empower-
ment
This article provides a concrete example of how international trade can 
provide development opportunities for Lebanon’s rural communities, 
and, in this case, for women living in rural areas.

• New Sources of Livelihoods for Rural Drylands

Production of home-made and traditional 
processed food products have increased 
substantially during the last few years in 
Lebanon. While no exact figures exist, 
many organizations including NGOs, 
women associations, and farm families 
have been joining this line of production, 
for which domestic and international de-
mand has been strengthening.

A major barrier to their success, however, has been mar-
keting. Although competition can be strong, a number of 
initiatives have managed to achieve some breakthrough at 
the national level. One of those projects is featured here as 
an example of such success.

• Poverty and Desertification are Part of the Same Battle

As part of the National Action Program to Combat Desertifi-
cation, which was established in 2003, the Ministry of Agri-
culture has been collaborating with the United Nations De-
velopment Program (UNDP) and the Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für Technische Zusammenarbeit (German Technical Coop-
eration Agency, or GTZ), to mobilize financial resources and 
implement projects to promote sustainable land manage-
ment and combat desertification.  A result of these efforts 
has been the creation of a project that was initiated by 
the UNDP’s Drylands Development Center and was funded 
by the Government of Finland.  It is jointly overseen by the 
Lebanese Ministry of Agriculture, YMCA-Lebanon, and the 
Rural Women Advisory Organization in Finland.

Called the Rural Development through Innovative Market 
Approaches Project, this initiative aims to alleviate poverty 
by creating an international fair trade system for women 
cooperatives in areas that are prone to high risks of de-
sertification (see info box on drylands). Implementation is 
also carried out on a national basis.  The project’s national 
marketing component aims to link up cooperatives with 
responsible and eco-tourism projects, as well as food cater-
ing services.

• Trade Instead of Aid

International trade with European countries in general, 
and with Finland in particular, is covered under the Euro-
Mediterranean Partnership and the European Free Trade 
Agreement (EFTA).   The international exchange of goods is 
therefore possible and faces no trade barriers except those 
related to product quality assurance and compliance with 
European food import standards.  Market access of dryland 
products into Finnish and European markets will lead to im-
proved farm income in rural drylands and most importantly 
will strengthen the role of rural women as productive wage 
earners.

In this regard, the current project is working closely with 
YMCA-Lebanon to build the capacity of selected women 
cooperatives. This is being achieved through acquisition of 
basic food processing equipment and provision of training 
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on product development and quality assurance.

To start with, the production capacity of eight major women 
cooperatives as potential producers was evaluated.  Finnish 
markets were also assessed and meetings were held with 
three major traders.  Branding has also been completed as 
a name, “DRYLANDS-Lebanon”, and logo were developed 
and registered at the Ministry of Economy and Trade’s Intel-
lectual Property Protection Office as property of the MoA. 

 A Lebanese food show was held in Finland for several 
traders, while a consumer taste panel of several Lebanese 
products was hosted as a means to better understand 
Finnish consumer tastes and preferences. Later, a trial order 
was dispatched and displayed in one of the ethnic shops 
throughout Finland. More than 25 dryland food products 
have been sent to Finland for quality and purity evaluation.  
Several products were well received by Finnish traders in-
cluding; carob molasses, rose water, burghol, zaatar (dried 
thyme), sumac, almonds, pine seeds, fig jam and olive oil.  
Of these, labels and packages are being developed for 
five products: Fig jam, fine and coarse burghol, olive oil and 
pine seeds.

• Next Steps

The subsequent phase of this project entails additional 
practical steps to improve the marketing of this product in 
Finland.  Amongst those initiatives are food shows and work-
shops for Lebanese products that will be held in Finnish malls 
and stores to boost market awareness.  Products labels and 
packaging will also be enhanced to meet the requirements 
of Finnish traders. 

By Dr. Hassan Machlab Project Manager “Rural Develop-
ment through Innovative Market Approaches”, UNDP/Minis-
try of Agriculture.

Desertification is land degradation in arid, semi-arid Desertification is land degradation in arid, semi-arid 
and dry sub-humid areas resulting from various factors and dry sub-humid areas resulting from various factors 
including climatic variations and unsustainable human including climatic variations and unsustainable human 
activities. Lebanon signed the United Nations Conven-activities. Lebanon signed the United Nations Conven-
tion to Combat Desertification in 1995. In 2003, the Min-tion to Combat Desertification in 1995. In 2003, the Min-
istry of Agriculture developed the National Action Plan istry of Agriculture developed the National Action Plan 
to Combat Desertification in collaboration with UNDP to Combat Desertification in collaboration with UNDP 
and GTZ. Around 60 % of the area in Lebanon is under and GTZ. Around 60 % of the area in Lebanon is under 
the threat of desertification and in various degrees.  the threat of desertification and in various degrees.  
Amongst the most affected regions are Akkar, North Amongst the most affected regions are Akkar, North 
Bekaa, Hasbayya and Bint Jbail.Bekaa, Hasbayya and Bint Jbail.
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Trade and Development News is Published by the WTO Unit at 
the Ministry of Economy and Trade. Support for this second 

issue was provided by the Booz Allen Hamilton WTO Project. 
All comments and queries may be addressed to:

Ministry of Economy and Trade
WTO Unit

Lazarieh Building, Block 2B, 6th Floor
Rue Mere Gelas, Bachoura E6-2026-6703

Downtown Beirut, Lebanon
Email: amackie@economy.gov.lb

Telephone: +961.1.982.294, extension 1611
Fax: +961.1.982.297


