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Competition 
in Lebanon 

Introduction
In the Lebanese economy, market competition has operated 
under a weak institutional framework. Rules governing 
market participants were weak and regulations to prevent 
monopolistic structures and conduct were weak and rarely 
enforced. The Lebanese Parliament has recently enacted 
a competition law that is an opportunity to build a healthy 
and competitive market that supports the revival of the 
Lebanese economy.1 However, critical steps are still needed 
in the areas of enforcement and institutionalization to reap 
the gains of the law.

The Lebanese GDP contracted by 16.2 per cent in 2021 according to ESCWA estimates. The Lebanese economy can undoubtedly benefit 
from the promotion of competition through effective enforcement of the competition law, which will help eliminate market barriers 
and boost the recovery.
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In the Global Competitive Index (2019),2 Lebanon scored  
48.8 points out of 100 in domestic competition, ranking 92nd 
among 141 countries. Compared to the MENA region, Lebanon 
ranks third last. The Lebanese market is characterized 
by being small and highly concentrated. Vital sectors like 
telecommunications, air travel, water and energy remain 
under the control of State-owned monopolies, and other 
important industries (like steel and cement) are controlled 
by oligopolies which are susceptible to abuses of dominant 
positions. Furthermore, the informal sector is significant, 

with more than half of firms in Lebanon competing with 
informal and unregistered businesses. The domestic 
competition score thus reflects low values in the three main 
index components, ranking 93rd in competition in services, 
60th in the extent of market dominance and 110th in the 
distortive effect of taxes and subsidies on competition. 
However, with the recent competition law, the economy will 
undoubtedly benefit from a boost in competitiveness and 
international confidence, which will be reflected in higher 
levels of productivity, innovation, trade and investment.

Studies have long found clear links between higher levels of competition and productivity growth:

• A study of companies in the United Kingdom suggested 
that “most competitive firms experienced productivity 
growth rates 3.8–4.6 percentage points higher than 
the least competitive” and that “a 25 per cent increase 
in market share leads to a 1 per cent fall in total factor 
productivity in the long run.” (Nickell, 1996).

• A study on South Africa showed that more competition 
from a 10 per cent reduction in mark-ups could 
increase productivity in South Africa by 2–2.5 per cent 
per year.

• An empirical assessment estimated the impact of 
competition policy on productivity growth for 22 
industries in 12 OECD countries and found a significant 
positive effect. (Buccirossi et al, 2013).

• A study of Eastern Europe and Central Asia countries 
during a period of significant regulatory reforms found 
that firms with 20 per cent higher mark-ups, which as 
a result faced less competition, had 1.2 per cent lower 
total factor productivity (TFP) and lower productivity. 
The increases in competition due to the introduction of 
the reforms introduced 12–15 per cent increases in the 
TFP. (Ospina and Schiffbauer, 2010).

Competition, productivity and innovation
The enforcement of a competition law will affect 
Lebanese businesses positively by establishing a market 
that is dynamic, productive and innovative. Competition 
encourages business to deliver goods and services in 
the most efficient way possible to maintain a strong and 
competitive position against competitors, driving prices 
down and quality up for the benefit of consumers.

Lebanese strategic sectors currently prone to uncompetitive 
behaviours such as the agriculture and industrial sectors 
can experience great productivity gains in light of higher 
competition levels. These industries, characterized by high 
concentration, when faced with tougher competition, are 
prompted to have more agile organizational structures and 
innovative learning techniques which can raise productivity.
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Competition and 
unemployment
The Lebanese economic and financial crises, heightened by 
the COVID-19 pandemic and intense political instability, have 
caused the unemployment rate to reach 43.5 per cent in 2021 
and 32 per cent in 2022, according to ESCWA.3 Layoffs and 
business shutdowns are recording unprecedented figures. A 
competition law provides the basis for a resilient and efficient 
economy, thus creating more and better jobs. By decreasing 
barriers to entry in markets, Lebanon will benefit from new 
market players and increase the number of new businesses 
and SMEs in the recovery phase, which will offer more jobs in 
the Lebanese job market.

While creating employment is not the explicit goal of 
competition policy, several countries adopt competition 
policies known to have spill over effects on job creation, 
an example of which is South Africa. Also, the promotion 
of competition in the European Single Market reduced 
unemployment by 0.5 per cent.4

Competition, poverty  
and inequality
Poverty in Lebanon is soaring. The multidimensional poverty 
rate has doubled from 42 per cent in 2019 to 82 per cent in 
2021, meaning around 1 million households suffer from one or 
more forms of deprivation.5 This is exacerbated by intense price 
fluctuation and shortages in the supply of numerous products 
due to the depreciation of the Lebanese lira. Inequality in wealth 
distribution is increasing as well.

Competition law and policy are vital for reducing poverty and 
decreasing inequality. They form an essential preventive tool 
against cartels and anti-trust activities that lead to price-fixing 
and price gouging, consequently affecting real purchasing power 
and consumer welfare. The recent enactment of a competition 
law coupled with well-implemented competition policy and 
anti-competitive regulations are of particular importance for the 
poor. In many cases, essential sectors for low-income groups 
such as food products and primary necessity service sectors 
are prone to anti-competitive practices. According to OECD, 
reducing market power has a redistribution impact on income 
and wealth.6 Therefore, the enforcement of the competition law 
and implementation of clear and effective competition policies 
will aid in lowering inequalities and poverty levels.
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During the Great Depression in the United States, the National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) was implemented to restrict 
competition, thus relaxing antitrust laws. It caused wholesale prices to increase by 24 per cent in 1935, pushing inflation upwards. 
Consumption and investment were 14 per cent lower than they would have been otherwise.7

The promotion of competition in the Zambian telecommunications sector decreased prices by 70 per cent compared to when the 
industry was State owned.8

Competition and inflation
According to ESCWA estimates, the consumer inflation 
rate in Lebanon was 128 per cent in 2021 and 65 
per cent in 2022. Increasing the number of market 
players and ensuring fair market competition through 
effective competition law and policy can be effective 
in handling the inflationary crisis in Lebanon. In some 

cases, oligopolistic structures in the Lebanese market 
may lead to rent-seeking behaviours that allow for 
overpricing of products even amid an inflationary 
crisis. Higher levels of competition can prompt firms 
to maintain low and competitive prices which can help 
check inflation. 

The active enforcement of competition law showed boosts of FDI inflows in 90 developing and industrial countries from 1985 to 2000, 
especially in developing economies (Clarke, 2003).

In June 2020, the Ministry of Economy and Trade of Lebanon reported abuses in 10 per cent of inspections of shops and 
supermarkets.9 In a recent investigation of Beirut supermarkets (February 2022), the Ministry also reported that following a rise in 
the value of the lira, prices did not go down accordingly.10

Competition and trade
The Lebanese trade balance was estimated to be  
-28 per cent of GDP in 2021,11 and the historical trade-in-
goods deficit is widening due to the sharp decline in dollar-
denominated GDP. The recent competition law will help 
position the country on the global and regional trade map and 
support its efforts to accede to the World Trade Organization. 
Competitive and well-regulated markets enhance trade 
openness and increase the overall competitiveness score of 
Lebanon, diversify and advance the Lebanese products and 
services and create an opportunity to advance investment 
flows and reduce the trade deficit.

Competition and investment
Effectively enforcing the competition law can help Lebanon 
increase competition in highly concentrated industries, 
leading to favourable market conditions capable of 
attracting domestic and foreign investment, strengthening 
Lebanese international confidence and performance in 

international rankings. A favourable business environment 
prompted by competition provisions will ensure a level 
playing field with equal advantage between public and 
private firms, which are essential market conditions to 
attract investor interest.
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Recommendations
1. Immediately implement the competition law by establishing enforcement 

mechanisms and infrastructures that are transparent and accountable. Some 
of the frequent gaps that are apparent within competition law arise 
during the implementation and enforcement phase. Ensuring that the 
law is implemented correctly requires regular capacity-building and 
training for the authority’s staff and government officials.

2. Establish an independent competition authority. The Lebanese 
Government should consider as an urgent priority establishing a 
credible independent competition authority to implement and enforce 
the competition law.

3. Immediately spread awareness of the impact of anti-competitive behaviour 
on consumers and investors. Ensure that parliamentarians and private 
sector stakeholders are well aware and initiate policy dialogues with 
the public to enhance public awareness and engagement with the law.

4. In the medium term, develop and adopt a coherent competition strategy for 
the country as an integral part of the overall economic development vision. 
Based on a review of current market practices, this competition 
strategy should aim to address anti-competitive practices, in addition 
to frequent reviews and updates of the competition law based on the 
economy’s needs.

5. In the medium term, harmonize the national competition law with other 
Lebanese legislation. Ensuring that the national competition law is 
coherent with Lebanese obligations in bilateral and regional trade 
agreements and consistent with other legal obligations to promote 
competitive behaviours.

6. Continue action to enhance cooperation between the competition authority 
and other regulators. Once Lebanon establishes a competition authority, 
it should cooperate with sector regulators through agreements and 
partnerships. Cooperation with regional and foreign competition 
authorities is important to help tackle cross-border anti-competitive 
practices and share best practices, as is active participation in 
regional and global events.12 
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