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Good evening everyone,

I'd like to start off by saying how much of an honor it is to be standing here. It's
genuinely inspiring to look around and see everything people here have accomplished.
So congratulations to all of you for your awards, | know there will be much more to
come in the future.

On this day, I'd like to take a moment to thank a few people without whom | would
never be standing on this stage. My mom, Jennifer Skulte. Thank you for always being
there to support me no matter how many times | fail or feel like | just can't keep going.
You have taught me to be proud of who | am and of my diverse background and | carry
that with me everyday.

My dad, Makram Ouaiss, thank you for teaching me what it means to show up every
day, day in and day out and work hard with no excuses. You have committed your life
to serving this beautiful country and | hope my generation can support in reaching your
vision.

My brother, Zak. Thank you for pushing me to be a better man and brother everyday.
As | always tell you, if | can do this then you can do anything you put your mind to. |
can’t wait to be by your side as you tackle your own goals, and | believe with all my
heart that you will reach the dreams we have stayed up countless nights discussing.

Finally, I would like to say thank you to the Economics Department. This award is a
testament to the faculty’s unwavering commitment to creating a learning environment
that not only challenges us academically but also unites a student body that is
intelligent, driven and most importantly kind.
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With that being said, | would like to use my short time here to share with you a story
that has left a profound mark on me.

The most impactful moment | have had during my time at AUB did not come from a
classroom. In fact, it did not even happen in Lebanon. It

happened while | was abroad in Greece with the AUB Varsity Football Team. We had
arrived in Athens in the spring of 2025, only a few months removed from the horrific
escalation of the Israeli war on Lebanon in fall 2024. During that time, the situation in
the country weighed heavily on all of us, and everyone on the team was carrying that
burden in their own way.

Political jokes and little digs had always been part of the team’s banter, but openly
sharing our real opinions was something we never did.

But over time, those conversations slowly became harder to avoid. So one night, while
we were sitting in a hotel lobby in Athens, what started as casual jokes between
teammates turned into a conversation about Lebanon.

We had guys from Khiam and Nagqgoura in the South, Tripoli in the North and
Keserwen and the Maten. Each with their own perspective of how Lebanon should
address the banking sector collapse, the current

government, and the question of military and weapon control within the country.

While a policy draft was not found as we entered the early hours of the morning, there
was a stronger sense of unity between us. What previously had been taboo subjects
had been unearthed and discussed with not only confidence and conviction but also
with empathy and respect. This was felt both in person but most importantly on the field
where our team chemistry and performance actually improved significantly.

We live in a country that currently is facing increasing internal pressure from many
factions across the whole political spectrum calling for disruptive action. These political
groups utilize fear as a key political tool, praying on the fear of "other" religions, sects
or groups as a means to unite their own community. Lack of information and lack of
clear communication between these different sects often further fuels this fear.

And this is a story as old as Lebanon itself. From the 1860 Mount Lebanon conflicts to
the 1975 to 1990 war, fear has been used by both domestic and foreign powers to
divide our people and pull the country deeper into cycles of disruption. This has helped
solidify a political class that feeds off of sectarian hatred and uses it to protect its own
interests, at the expense of generations of Lebanese citizens.
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So you might be thinking, what do | know about solving this situation?

Well frankly the answer is not much

But if | can leave you with anything that | have gathered from my time here at AUB and
from that night in a hotel lobby in Athens, it is to search for those difficult conversations
with those around you that may not be within your religious or political group. Enter
those conversations with empathy and a baseline understanding of the other person's
situation, and don’t be afraid to ask a tough question or to voice your opinion. And most
importantly, please be aware of the traps often set by

those in power that encourage us to hate quickly, stereotype one another, and build
prejudices about people we barely understand.

These barriers will only grow larger and more complex as we leave AUB’s walls. Yet |
hope we never forget that if we, as a new generation, are ever to rebuild Lebanon, it
will be through constructive, empathetic, and consistent dialogue, and through
meaningful collaboration that brings people together rather than drives them apatrt.

So | would like to say thank you to AUB for providing us with a space that brings
Lebanese people together regardless of their background or where they come from.
Thank you for guiding us whether it is on the football field, in the case competition
program, or in the classroom, to communicate, be critical and to continuously explore
what our country could look like. And as previous AUB President Stephen Penrose
emphasized, thank you for truly being committed to this great institution’s motto:

“That WE may have life and have it more abundantly”
On that note, congratulations to my fellow graduates, good luck in all your future
endeavors

Thank you
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