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BEI RUT: Li ke nost Lebanese, Talal Rahal has so much faith in the future
of his country which was devastated by nearly two decades of war.

And he reckons that within the next five years, there would be a new
wave of "attack" -- not by eneny fighterjets but by congl omerates.

"We want to bring back the glory to this country,” said the 46-year-old
taxi driver as he took a slow cruise along the ruined buildings, grim
rem nders of the air raids and shellings, particularly by Israeli jets
during the war.

Talal talked of a "New Lebanon", a Lebanon that would one day be the
envy of many, just like the old days.

As he pointed out to this witer the construction works in Beirut, what
was obvi ous was the massive effort to re-develop the capital's centra
district as an adnministrative, recreational and cultural centre amdst the
hustl e and bustle of the city.

The projects include international-standard hotels and comrercia
bui | di ngs, which were destroyed during the war between 1975 and 1990

Wth a quick ook at Beirut, one would soon realise that Talal's
remar ks were not just nere rhetorics or fantasies.

Even Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad, the architect of
new Mal aysi a who was here for a three-day official visit last nonth, could
see the frantic effort by the Lebanese to rebuild their honeland, once the
conmer ci al and cul tural hub of the region

"If you come back in five years, you'll see a new 'war' here,"” said
Talal. "But it's not the kind of war which killed thousands during nore
than 15 years of civil war...It will be a war between conpanies," said

Talal as he cruised along the infanbus "G een Line" separating Wst and
East Beirut during fightings between Muslim and Christian mlitia.
Solidere, the Lebanese conpany which is responsible for the financing

and execution of all infrastructure works in the central district in
downtown Beirut, is expected to conplete its task by the turn of the
century.

The construction includes roads, tunnels, bridges, public spaces,
gardens, utility networks, a transforner substation, as well as |andscaping
and street finishing. The conpany will also restore about 265 historic
bui | di ngs.

This post-war reconstruction is expected to create a general business
expansion, with roonms for foreigners. Before the war, sone 80,000 foreign
fam lies resided in Lebanon and the "new' Lebanon expects to see 100, 000 of
t hem

At a banquet during Dr Mahathir's visit, his Lebanese counterpart
Rafic Hariri, told the Ml aysian delegation of officials and top
busi nessnmen that his government wanted to encourage Ml aysi an busi nessmen
to invest in the hotel sector and establish joint industrial projects with
Lebanese busi nessnen.

"Lebanon has recovered its position on the regional and internationa
| evel s," he said.

To the Lebanese, Malaysia is a rising econonm c power which could help
them rebuild their country.

An economi st at the Investnent Devel opnent Authority of Lebanon (Ildal)
was quoted in a local daily as saying that "Ml aysia serves as an exanple
of how to make industry and agriculture grow together, in addition to trade



and services".

At the end of the visit, a consortiumof five Ml aysian conpani es has
proposed to develop a US$65-nillion five-star hotel cum apartnent on a
piece of land in the district.

The five sharehol ders of Premier Equity (Caynan) Ltd are Berjaya Land
Ber had, Dijaya Corporation Berhad, Transwater Corporation Berhad, MAE
Hol di ngs Berhad and Pernas Hol di ngs Sdn Bhd.

Al t hough ruined, there are glinpses of Beirut's past glory by anyone
visiting the city, once billed as one of the npbst beautiful, bustling
econom cally successful cities in the world.

Lebanon whi ch shares borders with Syria and Israel has an estinmated
popul ation of 3.4 mllion, nostly Muslins.

The country was hit by civil war in the 1970s between Christians and
Muslins and their Palestinian allies. It was al so been invaded by the
Israelis in 1983.

Watching the rapid devel opnent in Beirut, perhaps one might ask where
did the nmoney cone from for the reconstruction programe in such a short
peri od.

"Many Lebanese left the country to look for fortune and cone back with
t he noney," explained Tal al .

He said during the early days, Lebanese went to South Africa to seek
their their fortune in the gold and dianond mines while sone, including
Talal, sought a new life in the United States with the hope of returning
one day.

"Even (Lebanese Prine Mnister) Rafic Hariri did business in the Qulf
bef ore com ng back to Lebanon," he said.

The potentials in Lebanon are there and many businessnen people are now
eyeing the country.

"Cpportunities are plenty in Lebanon for Ml aysians," said Mlaysian
Airlines chairman Tan Sri Tajudin Rami, who led the 20-strong business
del egati on acconpanying Dr Mahathir during the visit.

He said that Ml aysian investors should nove fast to take up the offers
by the Lebanese governnment if they did not want to be |eft out.

But sone of Mal aysi an businessnmen are still perturbed, primarily over
the instability in southern Lebanon which is now being occupied by Israel
troops.

In southern Lebanon, Israeli troops have occasionally shelled certain
areas which they clainmed to be the hideouts of Hizbollah guerrillas.

"Only in the south, you can hear bonbings and shootings. But el sewhere
in Lebanon, it is safe," said Talal

But Tajudin seened to have a solution. He said that if Ml aysian
busi nessnen went in as a group, the risks could be reduced

"When | first came to Lebanon 15 nonths ago, | was not confident | had
made the right decision, thinking the situation will be chaotic. Now I
regret for not taking the initiative earlier, not inviting our businessnen
to come along and see the potentials,"” he said.

A survey by a conpany keen to invest in Lebanon had suggested that
corporations wishing to participate in the Lebanese econony should act
i mediately and not wait for the peace process to be finalised

The study al so noted that Mal aysi an goods could be very profitably
marketed if the correct approach is taken, and provided that there is
rel evant support fromthe appropriate governnental organisations.

In tourism it proposed that enphasis be given to resort devel opnent
such as golf courses, riding schools, sporting facilities particularly in
t he Bekaa Vall ey, sone 20 km east of Beirut.

If Tajudin's words were not good enough, perhaps the Prime Mnister's
remarks could instil sone confidence anongst the Ml aysian investors



"From what | have found here, Lebanon is a good risk for investnent,"
said Dr Mahathir at a news conference at the end of his visit. -- BERNAMA
MOK
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