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Minister of Social Affairs Mr. Pierre Bou Assi, Secretary General of l’Université Saint-Joseph 
Fouad Maroun, representing Father Salim Daccache, honored guests of the NGO 
community, Head of the CCECS Rabih Shibli, ladies and gentlemen, faculty, staff, and 
students of AUB. 
 
Rabih has worked enormously since before we started to stitch together the common 
mission of the universities to enhance our focus on service. I think since my first month, 
when we visited as our first official encounter with another university leadership, with 
Father Salim Daccache, we have shared this vision of enhanced social engagement for our 
community as a whole, and by that I mean our students, our faculty and our staff in order to 
make a greater difference.   
 
In that vein, it is a great privilege to welcome you to the 2017 NGO fair, which is held in 
partnership for the first time with our friends and our brothers and sisters at the Université 
Saint-Joseph. It is also the very first time our scholarship students have been invited to 
showcase their activities under the transformative leadership program of Dr. Shibli, 
alongside the range of NGOs and agencies whom we are very honored to host on our 
campus for this key event in the humanitarian non-profit calendar of Lebanon. 
 
Student community service projects are on display and these are the culmination of a 
structured civic engagement and leadership program that prepares graduates to be not only 
professionals, but leaders and agents of social change in Lebanon and around the world. We 
call it Scholarship-Plus, where students engage in extensive volunteering opportunities, 
workshops and training programs, internships in community-serving organizations, and—
when ready—community-based projects. Students form their own teams, they pick themes, 
decide on areas of implementation, do stakeholders’ assessments, they do needs’ 
assessments, select suitable partners from the public or private sector; they design and 
develop proposals, they set budgets, and they implement the project. They are truly being 
prepared to be professionals and leaders through this experience. All this with full 
autonomy, under the supervision of the Center for Civic Engagement and Community 
Service (CCECS) and in close partnership with the relevant funding agency be it public or 
private. 
 
In many ways, what each project team is doing is that they are recreating the internal 
structure of an NGO. But where a traditional NGO seldom has the time to stop and reflect, 
to think outside-the-box because they are so busy implementing their agenda, our students 
have that luxury, and they come forward with astonishing ideas which are daring, strategic 
and sustainable, underwritten and mentored by AUB professors whose role is to empower 
their ideas. 
 
 



 

 
 
Because our scholars come from the most underrepresented areas of this region and indeed 
the most underserved areas of Lebanon, they draw from their own experience of life to 
determine their project choice. With the CCECS’s guidance, this results in a level of 
authenticity that would make many humanitarian interventions proud. Our students know 
the specificity of their region better than anyone. And when they graduate, most continue 
running these projects they have worked so hard to set up, and they go on to become their 
foci in life.  
 
I'm going to turn to our friend Fouad Maroun and salute the head-start which USJ has over 
AUB, namely they make this a requirement for all students to engage in community service 
learning before they graduate. I believe this is the future of the college experience. As you 
move from college education to a college experience, service is going to be an essential part 
of it, if tomorrow's generations are going to learn from the challenges of today's. AUB is 
committed to the same level of commitment, required to make this part of the college 
experience. To aim for across-the-board civic engagement requirements, as part of the 
curriculum that our provost and department of education and deans are looking to 
revitalize. Not just for our scholars but indeed to become part of faculty and staff life. We all 
must serve those who are less fortunate. Many of our students are way ahead of us. They 
already volunteer to help those less fortunate, but we want to make this a hallmark of our 
education as it has already become a hallmark of USJ's education. They say that imitation is 
the sincerest form of flattery. Well, this is a good kind of flattery. Eventually, you will not 
want to enroll here unless you want to give something back, whatever your means, your 
capacity, your background. Whether that is in the business sector, in medicine in 
engineering, we want to mentor, to generate, to develop and to support the next 
generation of servant leaders of society.  
 
This is not a risk-free approach; the last thing we want to do is to devalue our outstanding 
civic engagement program by forcing it to expand without thinking strategically how we can 
build on its strengths. This requires constructive, and reflective, and strategic thinking from 
all of us. Fortunately the answer, if challenging, is within sight. It is the imperative of putting 
theory into practice. It is about creating facts on the ground, projects in communities that 
make a difference. That’s what we do already through Scholarship-Plus, but if we can 
broaden this impact it will create ever greater waves of service and engagement. Think of 
the generation that we grew into in the 50s, the 60s, and 70s, when the government tried to 
inculcate the idea of a civic view of society of civic nationalism and it was one course, one 
course that you took in first intermediate and then you went back to your studies. We want 
to do something different at the universities. We believe that universities are the key in this 
area, they should be the engine, with hundreds or thousands of youth passing through our 
doors, feeling empowered, being handed the tools, the knowledge and the belief that they 
are the ones who can make a difference, who can rebuild marginalized and troubled 
societies, starting here in Lebanon but yes throughout the Arab world. 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
And we need look no further than the GHATA Project for evidence of success. This was 
devised initially through a collaboration between the Civic Engagement group and Nora 
Joumblatt's Kayany Foundation and tomorrow I guess we will go and get a hands-on look at 
it, as a cheap, easily sourced temporary school building that was designed by our 
department of architecture in the Maroun Semaan Faculty of Engineering and Architecture. 
It began with one unit, in an informal settlement in the South of Lebanon. The second was 
erected on campus, and then they were deployed throughout Lebanon. It was fully student-
led. They did not wait for a green light from the administration. They didn't wait for a pat on 
the back. They did not send it for publication. They went out and implemented it. Now of 
course as a university president we need to push for publication and certainly we want to 
push for people to patent things, but this is an ideal example of a cheap reproducible 
effective technology that can make such a difference. Now there are nine GHATA schools in 
the Beqa’a, each serving 700 refugee students—and there are dozens of other projects 
serving thousands more needy or disadvantaged citizens around the country. 
 
We do not want to replace NGOs or the government. Our role lies in our ability to pilot the 
most appropriate, affordable solutions like GHATA, to engage communities in design, 
development and intervention. If successful, they grow by themselves, based on the 
communities’ needs and willingness to scale up. With the greatest respect to the work of 
NGOs, this particular phase of smart piloting stage is not their repertoire. They are great 
translators of these initial ideas into effective public policy, but this is the kind of 
partnership, the kind of innovation that frankly universities excel at. Nor are NGOs known 
for blending with different sectors outside their focus. This should be the strength of the 
academy; you can find interdisciplinary collaboration in our lifeblood; engineers working 
with biologists and public health specialists, medics with art historians and nutritionists. We 
should be about allowing boundaries to be crossed and encouraging collaboration.  
 
While our counterparts in the US or Europe might see university civic engagement as the 
icing on the cake, here it is an absolute necessity for our society to thrive, to survive, to 
grow, and to excel. This is a region that has been torn by war, communities scattered, towns 
and whole cities razed to the ground, governments of uncertain definition, for uncertain 
duration, of uncertain purpose. So this is not a replaceable element. The government needs 
the universities to step up. The people need the universities to step up. And the NGOs need 
the universities to step up. So I don't think we have the choice but to step up. There are 
millions upon millions of the most vulnerable and marginalized people are right here in 
Lebanon and the Arab world. How do you deal with that? Where do you start? We start 
here, with our own resources, building them up piece by piece and sharing the significance 
of our actions, our critical thinking, our sensitivity to context and to specificity. This is where 
that happens, at the universities, in the civically engaged university space. This is where 
empowerment begins, and here I have to say is where citizenship begins. In my view, the 
government has two very different areas, very complementary, where real citizenship can 
begin. In the armed services, where people are inculcated daily with the concept of service 
to the nation, and in the universities where they are inculcated daily with the idea of moving 
towards a more progressive nation. If we are going to successfully build a Lebanon of civil 
society and civic engagement, of laws and of adherence to the greater good, it starts here in  



 

 
 
our view. This is where empowerment begins. This is where real citizenship really begins. 
What today shows us—in this critical dialog between civically engaged academics and 
students and the NGO community—is that we can succeed, we can overcome the 
challenges. And that is exactly what we shall do.  
 
And we are not the only people in the world who have thought in this way or have pushed 
this agenda of civic engagement. In 1988 when he was nominated to be president of the 
United States, the first President George Bush talked about a thousand points of light and 
what he was talking specifically about was even in the most powerful government and in 
the mightiest nation in the world the need for civic engagement to grow, to be a 
groundswell from the people up, starting with the academic institutions. I am confident that 
in today's environment AUB and USJ will not fail the people or the government of Lebanon 
with the level of our commitment, our civic engagement, and our determination, not just 
our desire, to make a difference. That is what we will do and we will leave the others to 
match us in their effort and their commitment and their engagement.  
 
Thank you very much.  
 
  
  
 


