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Key Messages             

 Lebanon concluded a two-week national lockdown on November 30, allowing for the resumption of 

a wider range of economic activities including by daily laborers who work in non-essential economic 

activities.1 A nighttime curfew remains in effect to contain the spread of COVID-19 cases.  

 Lebanon’s government expects to eliminate subsidies for basic goods and food within two months, 

due to dwindling foreign currency to support the subsidies.2  

 A digital donor conference was held on December 2 to solicit international assistance for Lebanon’s 

humanitarian needs.3 Needs remain high after the August 4 Port of Beirut explosion, given the inability 

of Lebanon’s political leaders to advance with government formation or critical economic reforms.  

Macroeconomic Context            

The Lebanese lira (LBP) has been roughly stable against the U.S. dollar on the informal (black) market 

in the past two weeks, currently trading at approximately 8,200 LBP : 1 USD. The lira gained some ground 

in advance of an international donor 

conference for Lebanon,4 and based on 

optimism that Prime Minister-designate Saad 

Hariri would announce his proposed 

government cabinet to President Aoun in the 

first week of December.5 The informal or 

market exchange rate stood at approximately 

8,225 LBP : 1 USD as of December 4. The 

official exchange rate remains at 1,508 LBP : 1 

USD.  

Figure 1 – USD to LBP Buy Exchange Rate 

Source: lirarate.com 

 

Lebanon’s Consumer Price Index (CPI) extended its upward climb in October, and the price increases for 

food and non-alcoholic beverages once again 

outpaced headline inflation. The CPI 

registered a 137% year-on-year increase 

between October 2019 and October 2020. 

Prices for food and non-alcoholic beverages 

increased by 441% over the same period. 

Increases in both the CPI and the prices of food 

and non-alcoholic beverages accelerated from 

August 2020 to September 2020. 

Figure 2 – CPI and Food Price Inflation  

Source: Central Administration of Statistics (CAS) 
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Though the inflation rate is high and rising, it does not match the highest rates recorded in modern 

Lebanon. Indeed, while the level of headline 

inflation recorded in Lebanon in October 

reflected the highest figures since the end of 

Lebanon’s civil war,6 this does not exceed the 

highest figures recorded during the war. 

According to the International Monetary Fund, 

Lebanon’s CPI grew by more than 700% in 

1987 (year-on-year, end of period consumer 

prices), whereas the headline CPI is only 

predicted to rise by 144% by end-2020.7  

Figure 3 – Historical CPI 

Source: International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

 

Availability              

The Banque du Liban (Lebanon’s central bank) has once again publicly predicted the end of subsidies 

for basic goods including fuel, medicine, and flour within two months. Lebanon’s government has 

provided foreign currency for the import of these goods at the official exchange rate, offering a de facto 

subsidy on their import. The subsidy is expected to end as the central bank has nearly exhausted the 

available foreign currency to support the subsidies.8 

Lebanon’s poultry industry has expressed concern over its ability to continue producing if subsidies are 

removed in the near future. Subsidies are provided on inputs including chicks, animal feed, and vaccines, 

but market prices of poultry meat have risen in recent months. Lebanon is currently self-sufficient in the 

production of poultry (chicken products), though the sector has issued dark warnings that this may not 

continue if the subsidies are concluded.9  

Lebanon’s Syndicate of Food Industrialists – a body that represents the country’s agri-food processors 

and manufacturers – has called for interventions to facilitate exports to stimulate local economic and 

employment activity including in the agricultural sector. Growth of agri-food exports has the potential 

for positive spillovers on not only agriculture – particularly the local production of raw materials that are 

inputs to processed foods – but also complementary sectors such as packaging, distribution and shipping. 

Specifically, the Syndicate has called for the introduction of financial tools to deliver exports and to 

procure imported raw materials; as well as government action to ratify and/or implement necessary laws 

and decrees around food safety, rules of origin, and safeguard measures. According to a representative 

of the Syndicate, “No sector is able to overcome the current ‘impossible’ situation without relying on 

active state intervention in reviving the economic cycle in Lebanon. We are very well aware that the state 
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has very limited and scarce resources to support the productive sectors, agro-food among them, however, 

many initiatives can be launched that do not cost a single dime.”10 

Access              

The Ministry of Economy and Trade (MOET) has announced changes to the basket of subsidized food 

commodities, in an effort to reduce its cost to the government and extend the duration of the remaining 

subsidies. The basket currently consists of 300 items, of which 10% are basic foods and the remaining 90% 

are used as raw materials in food manufacturing. MOET is expected to reduce the basket by some 55-

60%, slashing the public cost of subsidies from $210 million per month to less than $100 million per month. 

The impact on consumers may not be as significant as feared: According to media reports, a shortage of 

subsidized foods means that consumers must pay the full price even for items included in the subsidized 

basket. MOET introduced the subsidized food basket in July 2020, in an effort to limit food price increases 

facing consumers.11  

A temporary intervention by the World Food Programme (WFP) to lower the de facto price of bread 

appears to be nearing an end. Following the August 4 explosion at the Port of Beirut, WFP delivered to 

Lebanon 12,500 tons of wheat flour and has since distributed most of that to millers across the country. 

The flour allowed bakers to increase the weight of Lebanon’s subsidized bread package from 900 grams 

to 1 kilogram – effectively delivering more bread for the same price. According to WFP, “All families in 

Lebanon [were able to get] two extra loaves of bread for the same price for a period of 62 days.”12 

Utilization             

Rising prices and the increase in COVID-19 infections are threatening proper sanitation and hygiene, 

which in turn challenge food utilization. Proper sanitation services and hygiene prevent the spread of 

disease and the contamination of water used for food utilization. Food utilization is an integral part of 

food security as it promotes healthier food consumption, improves the uptake of nutrients, and reduces 

health costs among the population.13 The outstanding need for hygiene kits has increased due to their 

rising prices and an increase in COVID-19 infections. Efforts to address this need are being taken. For 

example, in the areas affected by the August 4 Port of Beirut explosion, the NGO World Vision has been 

implementing a project for the distribution of hygiene kits, disinfectants and water storage tanks.14 

Stability              

The WFP has been present in Lebanon since 2012, when it entered the country largely in response to 

the effects of the conflict in Syria on vulnerable Syrians and Lebanese residing in Lebanon, though its 

efforts have recently expanded. Since 2019, WFP has widened its efforts to respond to growing needs 

spurred by Lebanon’s domestic economic contraction, COVID-19, and the August 4 explosion at the Port 

of Beirut. WFP assistance is generally provided to vulnerable households in the form of cash-based 

transfer modalities or multipurpose case assistance, though direct food distribution and food-for-training 

programs are also in place. A platform incorporating blockchain technology has been introduced by WFP 

to better track assistance across multiple humanitarian agencies, and avoid duplication of assistance to 

vulnerable households.15  

Despite the efforts of donors such as WFP, the food security situation of Syrian refugees living in 

Lebanon has declined dramatically in 2020. According to the preliminary results of the annual 
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Vulnerability Assessment for Syrian Refugees in Lebanon (VASyR), nearly half of Syrians are food insecure. 

Approximately 88% of Syrian refugees currently consume less than the Survival Minimum Expenditure 

Basket (SMEB), a sharp increase from 55% of Syrians in 2019.16  

Agency               

Results from a recent Gallup poll show that people living in Lebanon have a negative outlook on their 

lives, with only 4% of respondents indicating that they were ‘thriving.’17 The poll – which was conducted 

in 2018-2019 and before Lebanon’s political uprisings, economic crisis, COVID-19, or Beirut Port blast – 

already reflected a sense of hopelessness on the part of Lebanese or lack of ability to improve their own 

living situations. Media analysis of these results suggests that “Lebanese people have lost their sense of 

security amid the lack of a safety net that could protect them.”18  
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