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The general rule is that real estate is very important on both political and economic
levels. Land prices do not drop, despite circumstances. This indicates the high potential
of land, especially in Beirut. [Ahmad Moumtaz, Arcade, Session 02]
Real estate market is a key component of the financial and banking systems in Lebanon
that collapsed 2-3 years ago. The real estate market has been a main channel to attract
capital; it contributed to the making of a bubble that has now burst.
[Sybille Rizk, Kulluna Irada, Session 01]
Land markets are a large part of the Lebanese economy; they are the main drivers of
speedy urbanization. This was reflected in the modernization of Lebanon’s land
administration system to respond to this speedy urbanization. [Georges Maarawi, Land
Registry, Session 01]

The falling prices of land or apartments is not a collateral damage caused by the crisis.
Land was part and parcel of the making of the crisis. [Petra Samaha, Beirut Urban Lab,
Session 01]
There is no public policy that has social/economic impact, real-estate policies were
disastrous, from a macro-perspective it has contributed to the collapse of the global
competitiveness of the economy by crowding out investments in other (potentially
productive) sectors, developing a “piece of land” is more profitable than using it for
social/productive end, the environmental cost is enormous and we have no tools to
assess it.
[Sybille Rizk, Kulluna Irada, Session 01]

We need to develop a Housing Rescue Plan, to mobilize vacant housing and rental
housing supply, pass necessary legislation that can improve access to housing under a
new housing policy for all.
[Rony Lahhoud, Public Corporation of Housing, Session 01]
The right to housing should be at the heart of any response plan. So far, it’s been missing
from public discourse. We have not seen any intervention to mitigate increasing rates of
evictions, no plans for non-performing loans and the foreclosure crisis. It’s very critical
to discuss land roles on long term strategies but we also need to account for the
immediate emergency response. The right to housing needs to be at the center of our
current conversations. The value created from investments and land/property are
captured by a narrow interest groups, not redistributed fairly on the population, the
social value of land is missing, and housing is missing from the policy making.
[Tala Kammourieh, UN-Habitat, Session 01]
Having prioritized real estate, land has been a site of extraction where planning agencies
have been actively playing a role in zoning land for investments.
[Abir Saksouk, Public Works Studio, Session 01]

The places where an affordable housing stock exists have been shrinking. We cannot
keep property owners benefitting and losses incurred on the deprived majority. There is
a circulating idea that property owners pay a lot on land, but we need to look at the tax.
[Myriam Mhanna, Legal Agenda, Session 02]

We need a wise governance model, we cannot push foreign investors away. We need
foreign currency to keep flowing into the country, and we need investment in Land, This
has always been and still is an essential part of our economy.
[Walid Moussa, Syndicate of Developers and Realtors, Session 05]

The general rule is that Real Estate is very important on political and economic levels.
Apartment prices did change, but land prices did not change at all despite all the
circumstances. Real estate in Lebanon was the most important sector in the MiddleEast; implementing taxes will only contribute to its collapse. Notice that when the realestate sector collapsed, the whole economy collapsed.
[Ahmad Moumtaz, Arcade Group, Session 02]

It’s the right time to rethink and put new policies with people concerned, not against
them. There won’t be any construction activity in the coming years, there is no way for a
local person to buy property with the mismatch of cost/capability. We need to guide
investors and real estate developers to new market solutions.
[Walid Moussa, Syndicate of Developers and Realtors, Session 05]
We need to encourage the Saudi investor or the Lebanese expat who wants to buy in the
Marina. This should not be a problem. We should implement vacancy tax in lower income
areas only, and exempt it in areas where we want to attract investors. In some places we
can implement taxes and in others we need investors and vacant apartments, just like all
other cities, this is a balance between development/investment and the protection of the
low income areas. Zoning or dividing the city in parts is super important. To create a
balance between investment and affordability.
[Walid Moussa, Syndicate of Developers and Realtors, Session 05]
We are not against developers or development, but we should carve a space for people
in the city as well. The real question is how to balance the two.
[Yousra Sidani, Municipality of Beirut, Session 02]

Failure to plan for disaster management, like what happened with the refugee influx
after the war in Syria, has left a detrimental impact on land use schemes in various
Lebanese territories, especially the expansion of informal settlements at the expense of
agricultural lands in the Bekaa and Akkar valleys. As a result, vast areas of fertile
agricultural lands were lost and environmental problems were exacerbated as solid
waste disposal systems deteriorated. [Wafaa Charafeddine, Council for Development
and Reconstruction]
Changes in the exploitation factors in the biqa’ valley to accommodate for development
and touristic projects are leading to a shrinkage in land with allocated for agricultural
use.
[Rony Lahhoud, Public Corporation for Housing, Session 02]
Having prioritized real estate, land has been considered a site of extraction of natural
resources for the cement industry. Planning agencies are actively playing a role in rezoning land for investments with complete disregard of other economic sectors. We see
this particularly in land classified for agricultural use, that is reclassified as touristic for
investment purposes.
[Abir Saksouk, Public Works Studio, Session 01]

The main challenge is how binding the plan is to administrations and municipalities.
Implementing the plan entails an action from the Directorate General of Urban Planning
which should translate the directions for land use specified in the plan into guidelines
that define land categories so that they may be implemented in the detailed schemes of
towns, villages and unclassified zones. Years after the decree was issued, the
Directorate enlisted public land uses on territorial maps, but not enough effort was
made to issue detailed schemes for sensitive zones as per the scheme’s broad
directions. Conversely, local administrations made several attempts to bypass the
National Physical Master Plan of the Lebanese Territory by requesting many
amendements that were passed in many classified zones to shift the use of such lands
from agricultural to residential, etc… [Wafaa Charafeddine, Council for Development
and Reconsruction, session 2]

Even weak existing planning regulations are rarely followed […] the National Physical
Master Plan of the Lebanese Territory, which was approved in 2009, was sidelined as
Public Works documented numerous masterplans that contradicted directly the
protections decreed by the Master Plan.
[Abir Saksouk, Public Works Studio, Session 01]

The aim behind this law was to promote the use of environmentally friendly building
practices such as the double wall which reduces energy consumption. The law
incentivizes developers to adhere to environmentally friendly standards such as doublewalls by removing part of the built up area from the allowable exploitation factors.
Those incentives were passed to promote environmentally friendly buildings. It is
however true that when the double wall was removed from the allowed Built up Area
(BUA), when the stairways were also excluded from the BUA, at least one floor was
added to the total allowable built up area. The law allowed both improvements and more
density... And it surely increased the price of land.
[Ahmad Moumtaz, Arcade Group, Session 02]

We look with fear at the project of sovereign fund being presented as a solution to
recover the losses in the financial sector at the expense of land that is for future
generation. We would be losing the stock of land for future generations.
[Myriam Mhanna, Legal Agenda, Session 02]

The idea is that local authorities and municipalities do not have the capacity to collect the
fees and taxation so the central government is tasked with collecting the taxes. The
government is tasked to put them in a fund and to distribute the revenues to districts and
municipalities in a way that is consistent with its policy. This creates high dependency
between the local and central authorities who are highly dependent on the budget
allocations by the central government. [Sami Atallah, The Policy Initiative, Session 03]

Having prioritized real estate, land has been seen as a source of extraction of natural
resources for the cement industry.
[Abir Saksouk, Public Works Studio, Session 01]
The model is working towards the primacy of private property, and the role of the state
has been to protect the rentier economy at the expense of any other public project.
[Myriam Mhanna, Legal Agenda, Session 01]

Property Taxation for Private Individuals

There is a circulating idea that property owners pay a lot of tax on land, but when we at
taxes, we find that most of it is indirect. We need to implement taxation on property
owners.
[Myriam Mhanna, Legal Agenda, Session 02]
We need to recognize that (from fiscal/tax perspective) urban land markets didn’t play a
positive role in fiscal/tax. The policies were actually stimulating real-estate by reducing
transfer duties and registration, eliminating betterment tax, exempting from VAT, etc.
which led to dangerous hub and consequently sector crisis.
[Karim Daher, ALDIC, Session 01]

If you look at the impacts of the built property tax and the municipal fees on owners’
behavior, you need to think how much “ownership costs”. In high-end buildings,
maintenance costs are very high, and the built property tax and rental fees add the
expenses on high end owners exponentially. In some building in Beirut, you pay
US$100,000 per building for maintenance, Built Property tax, and municipality fees.
Many therefore choose to report vacancy. If you push them too hard, they will just not
occupy the unit! […] They would prefer to stay in a hotel instead of paying taxes.
[George Maarawi, Directorate General of Land Registry, Session 02]

A favorable tax regime was adopted over the past three decades to incentivize real
estate development and attract foreign investments. It has nonetheless deprived the
country from the chance to build a productive economy and deprived the treasury from
substantive revenue.
[Karim Daher, ALDIC, Session 02]

There should be control on vacant apartments, there should be a time period allowed for
vacancy, it shouldn’t be open-ended because this will encourage speculation and limit
the rental stock on the market. We can give them 2 years grace period and then they
have to pay. There is are lot of apartments recorded as vacant in the Municipality that
are actually not vacant.

Applying a vacancy tax will be a central cause to the collapse of the real estate market.
We pay a lot of tax on the property from the day you buy it until the day you sell it. More
than 32% is paid as taxes. When you buy the lot you pay 5.5% registration, permit fees,
residency permit fees, selling fees. The state is the party responsible for incentivizing
investment for people to access affordable housing. I cannot ask the developer to
compromise.
[Ahmad Moumtaz, Arcade Group, Session 02]

Each administration has their own valuation system. The evaluation done by the Ministry
of Finance is different from that of the Municipality, different from that of Directorate
General of Urbanism, different from that of the Central Bank, etc.
[Georges Maarawi, Directorate General of Land Registry, Session 01]

Why do people not pay taxes. In Lebanon there is no clear criteria for the valuation of
apartments. The Problem is in the valuation process. Those who have lived for more
than 30 years pay a different rate than the ones who occupied the building in past 3 years
because the valuation is different. In the same building, the rental value of an occupant
renting the apartment 20 years ago is 50,000 LBP while someone who has been renting it
in the past 4 years will pay 700,000,000 LBP. There should be clear criteria for valuation
of property. [Ahmad Moumtaz, Arcade, Session 03]

I think the rent value is obsolete. I think they should get rid of it as it involves a lot of
bureaucracy and some people in the department benefit from keeping it. But it should be
changed.
[Walid Moussa, Syndicate of Realtors, Session 03]
We started a project with the Canadian government to unify the rental value between the
municipality and Ministry of Finance. Unfortunately, the municipality withdrew from the
projects, and the Canadian government eventually suspended the grant because of
bureaucratic delays in approval and the COVID pandemic.
[Georges Maarawi, Directorate General of Land Registry, Session 02]
We need to strengthen the ability of the state in addressing issues in land management
systems so they are in line with the economic/social policies. The state is not regulating
the sectors appropriately. There is a big gap in data and transparency, on land valuation,
etc. This needs to be systematized and made available to the public.
[Tala Kammourieh, UN-Habitat, Session 01]

We need taxation reform in Lebanon. The current taxation framework gives the
impression that the tax is a penalty imposed on people against their own interest.
Taxpayers cannot expect something in return. One cannot tell the state, for example,
because I pay this tax you need to fix the sidewalk. Taxes in the form of contributions aim
at improving and bettering a situation. It seeks to help owners, investors, residents and
the real estate sector to increase the financial value of their real estate and to also get
benefits in return. If I pay the 1.5% municipal fees and the municipality doesn't conduct
sewage and sidewalks projects, I can ask the Council of State for refund and even for a
compensation because the municipality should have conducted such works against what
I have paid...Citizens are unable to see the benefit of the tax they have. In a state where
accusations of corruption run so high, the best way to build trust is to earmark taxes to
clear ends, where citizens can act as monitors.
[Karim Daher, ALDIC, Session 04]

I am tired of hearing about this “centralized” or “unified” taxation system. It prevents
me from advocating for the right to housing. We need to get around it and make sure that
revenue from land development is directly allocated to serve housing provision.
[Rony Lahoud, Public Corporation of Housing, Session 04]

These dialogues are ultimately about developing strategies, whether research or policy
strategies, and to advocate for spaces of policy change. Insights from former research
have lead us to focus on ways in which governments can tap on land and land values to
generate a sustainable sources of revenue and fund infrastructural and housing projects
especially for the lower segments of the society. Tackling dysfunctional land markets is
not an easy step. It is very political and involves many stakeholders that may be at
opposition with each other. This is a community building exercise hoping to develop a
shared vision and agreement to work together to advance our collective interest in
healthy land policies and healthy cities. [Enrique Silva, Lincoln Institute for Land Policy,
Session 01]

From our experience, betterment tax can only be applied under certain circumstances.
In Lebanon, it doesn’t work. We find on certain buildings/lots that there is a betterment
tax without really understanding why and how it works. [Ahmad Moumtaz, Arcade Group,
Session 02]

The “public” lost a lot of money during the period of growth because many potential
taxes were not collected at the moment of growth. One of the “missing” taxes was the
betterment tax: With all the infrastructure that was developed, betterment was never
collected, and it is a lost opportunity for the public treasury.
[Wafa Charafeddine, Council for Reconstruction and Development, Session 01]
Take the example of Horsh Beirut (Beirut’s largest park), no expropriation was done.
Consequently, although the value of land increased because of a public project,
betterment taxation was not imposed. Developers benefited enormously, they sold the
view over the Park untaxed. This is a weakness in the law.
[Wafa Charafeddine, Council for Reconstruction and Development, Session 03]

The Valuation committee for the Betterment Tax is an independent committee. They
conduct valuations without a clear criteria that is unified with other sectors. This often
creates problems and disputes.
[Georges Maarawi,, Land Registry, Session 05]

“Article 47 of the expropriation law states that the betterment tax is imposed regardless
of the financial and social status of the property owner. The incidence of this tax on lowincome property owners is definitely more severe than on that of large scale property
owners.”
[Abir Zaatari, Beirut Urban Lab, Session 05]

The amendments to articles 37 and 53 of the Expropriation Law (1991-58) was issued in
2006 are comprised of a huge contradiction that hinders its implementation, as it counts
the increase resulting from the “betterment contribution value” on the area remaining
from the expropriated land rather than the increase in “betterment value”. This
massively reduces the taxation value enforced on landowners who benefitted from
nearby projects by 2 or 3 folds. [Wafaa Charafeddine, Council for Development and
Reconstruction, session 5]

“There is no party that holds property owners accountable for paying betterment. So
there is no enforcement mechanism, except for property transfer. Even is property
owners benefited from infrastructure. The weakness of the law is that it is tied to the
concept of expropriation and that it is not tied to specific projects.”
[Wafa Charafedine, Council for Reconstruction and Development, Session 03]

The fact that in in Lebanon the tax is not linked necessarily to public works is not a small
detail. […] One of the things we find out over and over again, at least in Latin American,
is that the legitimacy and the strength of the tool is clearly tied to the capacity of
demonstrating the link between what's being taxed and what's being constructed for the
benefit of either the property or the community. […] So the less transparent the process
is, the weaker the nexus between the investment and the betterment contribution, the
less likely it will inspire or have the needed support.
[Enrique Silva, Lincoln Institute for Land Policy, Session 03]
The whole fiscal policy in Lebanon is dysfunctional. This is apparent because even the
betterment contribution in Lebanon is not directly channeled to specific funds. The
payment of the tax has become irrelevant. The taxes should be directed towards the
function that it was allocated to in order to strengthen the legitimacy of the tax.
[Nabil Itani, Former IDAL, Session 03]
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