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INTRODUCTION
Since 2016, cewas has been supporting entrepreneurs in Lebanon with a special focus on the water and 
sanitation sector, from ideation to incubation, acceleration and scaling. Entrepreneurship in Lebanon 
has been vibrant, resulting in the emergence of numerous business ideas, thanks to ecosystem enablers 
and a highly qualified workforce. However, since 2019, a deep financial and economic crisis has taken 
a firm grip on Lebanon, with severe consequences:

•  70% of the population now live below the poverty line1

•  The multidimensional poverty rate in Lebanon nearly  
    doubled from 42% in 2019 to 82% in 2021

•  Within three years of the start of the crisis, Lebanon’s  
    national currency has lost more than 95% of its value

•  The inflation rate is over 200%2

The accumulation of decades-long mismanagement, compounded by the recent crises (i.e. 17 October 
Revolution, economic and banking crisis, COVID-19, Beirut port explosion, fuel and electricity crisis), 
has crippled the country’s basic services, economy and environment, and lead to political and social 
instability.

However, even in these trying times, there are opportunities for fostering green innovation. Due to 
the unavailability and unreliability of basic public services such as water and energy supply and solid 
and liquid waste management, interest for solutions that offer resource savings, independence and 
sustainability is on the rise. The devaluation of the Lebanese pound or lira (LBP) has rendered imported 
goods prohibitively expensive, which drives up demand for locally produced and manufactured 
products. For a short time, salaries of staff dropped, providing cost advantages for local produ ction, 
albeit temporarily. Enterprises that survived the initial shocks, are under pressure to expand their markets 
to neighbouring countries, such as Jordan, Egypt and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, 
in order to sustain their operations at home and ensure an inflow of foreign currency. Unstable markets 
have driven away international investors, however, the deteriorating situation attracted the attention of 
the international community and Lebanese donors.

This report examines how investment strategies of investors and 
entrepreneurs changed in recent years and how they adapted 
to the changing situation. Based on one-on-one interviews 
with investors and entrepreneurs, and long-standing work with 
enterprises in Lebanon before and during the crises, we present 
a number of case studies and point to lessons learnt. We do not 
claim to hold the answers to how investors or entrepreneurs should 
approach investments in times of crises, but rather aim to shed 
a light on dynamics, experiences and success factors that can contribute to overcoming the barriers 
posed by economic and financial collapse. Most importantly, we want to show that investments in 
enterprises in Lebanon continue, and that profitable investments are possible despite crises. We hope 
that upon reflection, lessons learnt from the Lebanon crises can provide fresh insights for investors and 
entrepreneurs in this and other crises prone contexts.

1 UN ESCWA, 2021, Multidimensional poverty in Lebanon (2019-2021), https://www.unescwa.org/sites/default/files/news/docs/21-
00634-_multidimentional_poverty_in_lebanon_-policy_brief_-_en.pdf

2 Sabaghi, D, 2022, Lebanese Exchange rate chase causes economic hardship, Deutsche Welle, https://www.dw.com/en/lebanons-
currency-crisis-new-exchange-rate-policy-to-cause-massive-hardship/a-63420096

70% of the population
now live below the poverty line

2019 2021



The role of investments
in the entrepreneurial ecosystem
Based on our experience, only a network of multiple support factors along the entrepreneurial pipeline 
allows us to achieve the goal of a thriving and mature ecosystem for entrepreneurs (especially in the 
water and sanitation sector). Figure 1 provides the key elements of the entrepreneurial ecosystem, 
which are needed to create a cohesive social and economic system that supports the creation and 
growth of new ventures.

Figure 1: Key elements of entrepreneurial ecosystems

Access to financing is crucial for the development and growth of impact-oriented water, sanitation 
and related enterprises. However, these enterprises are already considered uncertain investments with 
long-term prospects only in functioning markets and stable contexts. So, what happens if systems 
crumble or collapse, as is the case with the Lebanese economy? This is what we will explore.
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A MULTI-LAYERED CRISIS
Over the past few years, Lebanon witnessed a series of compounded crises that led to today’s complex 
situation. The global parallels below aim to demonstrate that other countries might well be facing one 
or even several crises of their own, and that some of the lessons learnt may be relevant to solution 
approaches, if adapted from the local context.

LEBANON GLOBAL PARALLELS

Waste crisis
The 2015 waste crisis in Lebanon provided a 
glimpse into the decade-long mismanagement 
of waste, causing environmental and ecological 
harm to the country’s natural resources and 
human health. The government’s failure to find 
solutions after suspension of waste collection 
by the waste company Sukleen, following the 
closure of the Beirut and Mount Lebanon waste 
dump in Naameh (south of Beirut) was a trigger 
for protests. Corruption, lack of political will and 
investments, meant that only short-term measures 
were implemented, rather than a strategy and 
solutions to steer the country towards a sustainable 
economy. In 2019 Lebanon was ranked as the fifth 
most polluted country on our planet3.

Environmental crisis
Mismanagement of natural 
resources and pollution destroys 
ecosystems across the globe.

Refugee crisis
The arrival in Lebanon of up to 2 million refugees 
from war-torn Syria over the past 11 years has put 
pressure on the economy, environment, and social 
structures. The approach for dealing with this issue 
did not allow for the implementation of sustainable 
solutions, and thus many refugees are forced to 
continue living in tented settlements or precarious 
structures without basic infrastructure providing 
reliable water and sanitation.

Migration
Conflicts, human rights violations, 
persecution, disasters, and the 
effects of climate change, result in 
ever more people being forcibly 
displaced around the world.

17 October 2019
The 2019 uprisings (also referred to as Thawra or 
the 17 October Revolution) was triggered by plans 
for taxes on WhatsApp calls, gasoline and tobacco, 
but was ultimately the population’s response to a 
system that failed to serve its people for decades. 
The protests led to Prime Minister Saad Hariri 
resigning. A cabinet headed by Hassan Diab was 
formed in 2020, but he resigned after the 2020 
Beirut explosion. Ever since, the political scene in 
Lebanon continues to be marred by resignations, 
political vacuums, and inactivity towards achieving 
sustainable reforms.

Political crisis
In countries where corruption 
is rampant and governments 
continue to fail in setting and 
enforcing policies that support 
and protect the country’s social, 
economic, and environmental 
well-being, populations will rise up 
and call for change. In many cases, 
political instability will ensue.

3 https://www.numbeo.com/pollution/rankings_by_country.jsp?title=2019



Economic and banking crisis
Over the past several decades, sectarian elites 
have mismanaged Lebanon’s economy, piling up 
debt equivalent to 150% of national output by 
the time the economic crisis unfolded in 2019. 
When foreign exchange inflows dried up, and 
since United States dollars (USD) continued to exit 
Lebanon, banks no longer had enough dollars to 
pay out depositor’s savings, leading to lengthy 
bank closures. The government also defaulted 
on its foreign debt. Ever since, Lebanon has seen 
its currency implode and witnessed one of the 
most severe economic crises the world has seen 
in decades. Lebanese people have had to cope 
with bank closures, limited access to their savings, 
multiple exchange rates and rising inflation. Aside 
from the official exchange rate set at 1,507.5 
Lebanese lira, there are: i) the so-called Lollar 
rate used to withdraw deposits from banks, ii) the 
central bank’s Sayrafa rate used by commercial 
banks and foreign exchange dealers and finally iii) 
the parallel market rate, which reflects the actual 
value of the USD. Despite official assurances that 
the exchange rate is stable and there is no capital 
control, citizens’ income in lira is losing its value, 
and their savings in dollars are not accessible.

Financial crisis
Levels of national debt are rising 
drastically in many countries 
internationally. Governments 
thus refrain from long-term large 
investments in infrastructure. 

Inflation is on the rise in many 
countries, leading to higher prices 
of goods and services, and a 
decrease in purchasing power 
and opportunities for companies 
in the private sector to make 
profits. Inflation also leads to 
higher interest rates, making it 
more difficult for individuals and 
businesses to borrow money. 

COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic arrived on top of 
multiple on-going crises. A complete lock-down 
for almost three months followed by recurring 
shorter lock-downs complicated business 
operations and paralyzed sales of emerging 
enterprises. At the same time lock-downs hindered 
the continuation of the Thawra protests that at 
their core demanded more sustainable solutions.

Pandemic
COVID-19 continues to effect 
economies around the world (with 
most severe consequences in 
fragile economies).

Beirut port explosion
On the 4 August 2020, an explosion destroyed 
large parts of Lebanon’s capital, Beirut, 
affecting the already devastated economy, plus 
entrepreneurs and their support ecosystem 
(destroyed offices, traumatized staff, damaged 
goods). The explosion attracted international 
attention and financial support for reconstruction, 
that helped Beirut to partly recover from the 
damages incurred. However, the disaster further 
deepened economic, political and social problems, 
leading to a wave of emigration and significantly 
affecting the ability of social entrepreneurs to keep 
up their day-to-day business, let alone further 
develop and grow their enterprises.

Disasters
Corruption, lack of implementation 
of safety standards, increased 
conflicts, and climate change, lead 
to a significant increase in disasters 
world-wide.
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Fuel and electricity crisis
In the summer of 2021, there were fuel shortages 
due to diminishing foreign currency reserves to 
fund fuel imports, as well as illegal stocking for 
price-dumping. Subsidies were gradually phased 
out, leading to fuel price hikes that drove up the 
cost of services and threatened the provision 
of essential health, water and transportation 
services across Lebanon. The price of diesel 
and cooking gas were also raised. Electricité du 
Liban (EDL) halted main power service lines to 
Water Establishments, disabling pumping for the 
provision of vital water resources, affecting the 
lives of approximately 4 million people in the 
country. These shortages led to long queues, 
social unrest and fighting at petrol stations.

Electricity crisis
Natural gas shortages were felt 
across Europe throughout 2022, 
driving up electricity prices. 
These were caused by the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, which 
highlights the risks related to the 
dependency of countries on foreign 
energy reserves.

The challenges in other parts of the world may not immediately culminate in a combination of crises as 
we see occurring in Lebanon. But, considering the growing number of global challenges and related 
trends that have surfaced over the past few years, it is to be expected that many economies around 
the world will see a transition into a future where sequences of multiple crises become the reality under 
which businesses need to operate. This future will likely not be about overcoming a crisis to get back 
to the status quo anymore, but much rather about continued management of evolving crises. Taking 
this assumption into consideration, the Lebanon of today offers a glimpse into a future that may soon 
become a reality in several places around the world.



EFFECTS OF THE CRISES
Symptoms of the multi-layered crisis affect key pillars of the market and ecosystem in which water and 
sanitation enterprises operate. The focus is on the following key aspects: Infrastructure, institutions, 
market access, demand, talent, and networks, as well as shocks to the market such as humanitarian 
crises. Investment and finance are discussed in more detail in the following section. We mapped 
the pre-crises situation, the impact of the crises, as well as mitigation and adaptation options that 
entrepreneurs adopted to stabilize their business, lower risk and remain attractive for investors. While 
mitigation options cannot in any way compensate for the disastrous consequences of the shocks, we 
hope that they can inspire entrepreneurs, investors, and stakeholders to alleviate the impact of the 
crises.

Pre-crises During crises Mitigation / 
Adaptation

 Basic infrastructure 
services (including 
water, electricity, 
internet and 
transport) have 
suffered from 
decade-long 
mismanagement.

The population’s 
awareness of 
environmental 
protection grew, but 
behavioural change 
was slow.

During the crises, public 
service provision reached 
new lows, with most of the 
population having to make 
do with only a few hours of 
electricity and water per day 
or fully rely on expensive and 
unsustainable alternatives 
such as generators and 
water trucking. As a result, 
the demand for efficient 
alternatives for basic 
infrastructure increased, 
causing a shift towards 
sustainable solutions.

The increased demand 
for affordable and 
sustainable solutions 
presents an opportunity 
to leverage local materials 
and production, for 
example local organic 
fertilizer. Entrepreneurs 
started manufacturing 
or assembling products 
in Lebanon, focusing on 
the use or re-use of local 
inputs and materials. The 
economic downturn has 
pushed Lebanon a step 
closer towards a circular 
economy.

Lack of enforcement 
of environmental 
regulations limited 
the uptake of 
innovative and 
circular solutions 
in the water and 
sanitation field.

Changing governments, 
political vacuums and 
corruption led to increased 
difficulties in receiving 
permits for entrepreneurial 
activities. Financial institutions 
implemented lengthy closures, 
restrictions on financial activity 
or transactions (opening bank 
accounts, accessing depositor 
money, and international 
transfers).

Acceleration level 
companies are registering 
in other countries and 
opening bank accounts 
abroad or fresh USD bank 
accounts, to ensure that 
the independence from 
Lebanese institutions is 
maximized.
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Talent Lebanon was known 
for its young, highly 
educated workforce 
and leading 
universities. Youth 
unemployment 
was on the rise, 
but sufficient 
talent remained 
and a strong 
entrepreneurship 
pipeline existed.

The number of emigrants from 
Lebanon increased by 4.5 
times between 2020 and 2021 
in what is considered to be the 
third wave of mass emigration 
in Lebanon’s history4.  Caused 
by trauma, uncertainty, and 
lack of perspectives, nearly 2/3 
of youths aged 18-29 and 61% 
of citizens with a university 
degree want to leave5.

While emigration is 
unavoidable, enterprises 
that manage to offer 
prospects and maintain 
or readjust incomes after 
the currency devaluation, 
whilst providing visionary 
leadership are doing their 
best to prevent the loss of 
a portion of their staff.

Market 
access

Pre-2019, supply 
chains were 
connected globally, 
and Lebanon was an 
import dependent 
economy with a 
highly developed 
sea, air and land 
freight division. 
Activities at the 
Beirut port were 
growing yearly.

Lebanon’s logistics and market 
access were heavily affected 
by national and international 
disruptions.
The Thawra uprisings that 
included frequent road 
blockages rendered internal 
transportation difficult.
International supply chains 
collapsed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic as 
countries shut down borders 
and implemented lock-downs.
The Beirut Port explosion 
destroyed both goods stored 
in the port, as well as port 
infrastructure. Exporting goods 
has become more costly and 
time consuming.

Enterprises shift to 
localized production and 
supply chains, making 
use of the opportunity to 
source materials locally.

Leveraging price 
advantages of local 
production and being 
able to export, emerge 
as success factors to 
generating revenues in 
hard currency.

Temporarily lowered 
labour costs made local 
manufacturing cheaper, 
however prices have since 
adjusted to rising living 
costs.

Demand In 2018, before 
the crisis, Lebanon 
was classified by 
the World Bank as 
an upper middle-
income country, with 
a gross domestic 
product (GDP) per 
capita of USD 8,000.

Due to the economic 
freefall and devaluation of 
the currency, 70% of the 
population is now living 
below the poverty line6.
The divide between rich and 
poor has widened. Most of 
the population has lost its 
purchasing power beyond 
basic goods.

As the government fails 
even more than previously 
to provide basic services, 
those who can afford it turn to 
decentralized private sector 
solutions (e.g. solar, water 
filters, etc.) to ensure supply or 
maintain their businesses.

The drop in purchasing 
power affects sales and 
revenue of enterprises 
and requires adjustment 
of products and processes 
to their customers’ needs 
and capacities.

Businesses that already 
provided sustainable and 
decentralized alternatives 
to make up for the 
unavailability of public 
services are witnessing 
a boom: solar, recycled 
materials, organic fertilizer.

4 https://beirut-today.com/2022/02/10/emigration-from-lebanon-jumps-by-446-percent-in-one-year/
5 https://www.arabbarometer.org/2022/04/what-lebanese-citizens-think-about-migration/
6 https://www.unescwa.org/sites/default/files/news/docs/21-00634-_multidimentional_poverty_in_lebanon_-policy_brief_-_en.pdf
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Networks Entrepreneurs in 
Lebanon had strong 
networks both in-
country and abroad. 
The country’s vibrant 
entrepreneurship 
scene and qualified 
talent, attracted 
investments from 
abroad.

Previously established 
networks are disrupted due to:

- Enterprises and companies 
closing or moving abroad

- A reduction in investor 
interest

- Donor and Non-
Governmental Organisation 
(NGO) funding shifting 
towards supporting non-
governmental entities 
including small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) and 
enterprises

Entrepreneurs reach out 
to and establish new 
networks, through:

- Attracting philanthropy 
from the diaspora in 
response to the crisis;

- Attracting local 
investments such as 
debt, revenue-based 
loans and equity in 
Lollars;

- Establishing new local 
supply chains

- Connecting with new 
funders (donor agencies 
and NGOs)

With the arrival 
of large numbers 
of refugees 
in Lebanon, 
the number of 
humanitarian 
agencies grew. 
Projects focussed 
on alleviating the 
suffering of the 
refugee population, 
while strengthening 
the infrastructure 
and capacities of 
local communities.

The crises increasingly affected 
the Lebanese population, 
with poverty levels rising, and 
affordable public basic services 
becoming scarcer.

With more people falling 
under the poverty line, 
humanitarian and development 
funding for Lebanese people 
started flowing in.

However, humanitarian support 
focuses on where ad-hoc 
and short-term relief is most 
needed, and attention and 
funding can easily shift towards 
new emerging crises.

For social businesses 
targeting low income and 
vulnerable populations or 
with a lock-step7 model, 
the addressable market 
grew during the crisis.

Businesses not strictly 
focusing on vulnerable 
populations, but whose 
products or services 
demonstrate positive 
environmental and social 
impact, can apply for 
donor-funded grants, 
noting that donor funding 
is often linked to specific 
indicators other than the 
enterprise’s core business.

If crises in other contexts 
occur, budget shifts and 
cancellation of planned 
projects can affect 
enterprises.

In times of crises, conditions change constantly. When shocks occur, they affect demand, costs, and 
investment priorities, generally negatively, but they also offer short windows of opportunity that 
enterprises and investors can capitalize upon to mitigate the effects of the shock. For companies and 
investors, it is essential to adapt quickly in the short term, but to keep an overall vision for the long 
term, since some of these changes are not long-term trends, but merely adjustments to the crises that 
cannot be the basis for financial revenue and cost projections. At present, unfortunately, there is no 
recovery in sight in Lebanon and the overall trend is still downwards, mainly due to the government’s 
inaction towards reforms.

7 In a lock-step model social impact and financial return are inextricably linked. If the enterprise increases its financial return, it 
automatically increases its social impact and vice versa, as they move in parallel.
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INVESTING DURING CRISES
(in the case of Lebanon)

Investment context before crises
Commercial investors

Before the crises, investments focused on tech companies with high growth potential 
in profitable markets. Large economic development programmes as well as business 
support organizations were setup to support and finance tech start-ups.

In the water and sanitation sector, low cost-recovery made it difficult to attract 
commercial investors and impact-orientation was considered to make businesses 
complicated and less profitable.

Impact funders

Lebanon was caught in between being a developing and developed economy, 
which made it difficult to attract impact investors. Development finance focussed on 
cooperation with public authorities, and NGOs, which improved services in the short-
term but did not manage to establish sustainable and profitable business models.

Effects of crises 
on the investment 
landscape
Declining relevance of traditional investors

Traditional investment options, such as loans 
from banks, international venture capital 
and other commercial investors became 
unavailable due to the financial crisis. The 
capital of entrepreneurs and local investors 
is inaccessible since October 2019 due to 
bank restrictions on deposits and savings. 
In addition, the banking sector imploded 
meaning that access to loans has become 
unavailable for enterprises. Commercial 
investors face defaulting investments, due 
to the collapse of demand and bankruptcies. 
Finally, investments from traditional investors 
have sharply declined as high return 
expectations (often exceeding 15%) are 
maintained and the market is considered high 
risk.

Photo: Brady Black



Emergence of new investors

Concerned about the worsening economic and social situation in Lebanon, the diaspora develops an 
interest in supporting the country’s small businesses and becomes an increasingly important source of 
financing. They mainly provide private donations, grants through newly founded NGOs, foundations 
or private investments. Simultaneously, existing donors and developing agencies shift away from 
cooperation with government and look for new ways to generate much needed impact.

Given restrictions on accessing USD from savings, private individuals are increasingly willing to invest 
their Lollars (USD savings that can be accessed in local currency after losing a large part of their value). 
In the below examples, Compost Baladi developed a Lollar investment model that attracts local Lollar 
investors.

With the mounting crisis, impact-oriented investors and funders set out to establish the first impact 
funds aimed at financing impactful solutions. These are emerging at the height of the Lebanese crises 
and are currently being tested.

The emergence of impact-oriented investment initiatives is a blessing for water-related enterprises, 
that before the effects of the various crises materialized, stood little chance to succeed over enterprises 
focused on profit maximization and services paid through development programmes. However, 
philanthropic funding and small-scale impact investments are unlikely to yield the needed effects to 
transform the existing market to significantly contribute towards covering service gaps across Lebanon. 
Funders and investors should therefore develop investment cases that cover the entire returns 
continuum (based on the framework of the Omidyar Network (omidyar.com), ranging from commercial 
return expectations to transformational market impacts.

Below we provide investment cases derived from the insights into selected enterprises cewas has 
been working with. These range from bearing potential for meeting market-based return expectations 
to financing the transformation of the existing market structure in Lebanon. The below cases are not 
meant as investment recommendations, but as inspiration to explore investments into enterprises in a 
high-impact market.

based on the returns continuum framework of the Omidyar Network

 
(Early) growth 

investment
Debt Impact first 

investment
Development finance 
(grants, prices, etc.)

Biomass x x x

Compost Baladi x x x x

FabricAid x x x

Innovating Green Technology x x x

Lebanon Waste Management x x

Mrüna x

Robinson Agri

expected financial return

expected market impact

12
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 (Early) growth capital

Enterprises operating on a lock-step impact model can increase their operations during crises, 
since they target low-income customer segments as in the case of FabricAID. Others, such as 
Compost Baladi, offer high quality products that substitute prohibitively expensive imports, thus 
driving up demand. In addition, cheaper labour costs enabled these enterprises to temporarily 
produce or operate at comparatively lower cost, making their products attractive for local and 
export markets. While entrepreneurs’ appetite for equity investments declined due to low company 
valuations during the crisis, companies that can demonstrate sufficient traction and growth, a 
company registration and bank accounts abroad as well as strong investor contacts, succeed in 
attracting traditional investments regardless.

 Debt

Despite the crises, several circular economy enterprises bear potential to generate reliable profits 
from export, or by responding to a rising demand for products that help overcome challenges 
posed by the crises. Companies like Innovating Green Technology (IGT) offer sustainability-oriented 
solutions to the energy crisis and face growing demand: solar technologies being the most 
prominent example of the crisis’ induced boom. With limited supply in these market segments, 
well positioned enterprises are in need of working capital and capital expenditure investments to 
ensure sufficient stock is available to meet growing demand. To overcome liquidity gaps during the 
sourcing or production process, and until goods are paid and systems are installed, debt is needed 
and can still be financed at market rates. Debt investments among the interviewed enterprises, 
generally range between ten to several hundred thousand USD and are repaid with interest over a 
certain period or based on sales / revenue. Agreements range from informal with family and friends 
to legal contracts.

 Impact-first investments

In crisis situations, impact finance is becoming increasingly important and is partially replacing the 
pre-crisis focus on tech and disruptive entrepreneurship, since it is more adapted to the needs of 
entrepreneurs as well as customers. Numerous entrepreneurs in Lebanon were offering impactful 
social and environmental solutions, but were struggling to get the attention of purely profit-
oriented investors, and few knew how to leverage the impact they generated. With the increase in 
impact-first investments, enterprises are working to measure and demonstrate their impact more 
clearly.

However, in an economy that previously focussed on affluent customers, solutions and enterprises 
with a focus on the base of the pyramid (BoP) are still an exception, and many are still at an early 
stage. Impact investors and funds should therefore commit to a longer-term approach, providing 
early-stage capital to finance the development of affordable market-based solutions for basic 
services. In this field, we will likely need impact-first investors, that have significant loss absorption 
capacity and are willing to make a number of investments (of which only a few will succeed) to 
continue building a pipeline of high potential social enterprises.



 Development finance

Entrepreneurs in Lebanon in the water, sanitation, waste, and energy sectors often collaborated 
with development actors, such as donors and NGOs, which increase their support to respond to 
the rising need to overcome dysfunctional basic services across Lebanon. In these collaborations, 
entrepreneurs face difficulties related to long application procedures with high levels of uncertainty, 
resource intensive administrative requirements, as well as payment delays that cause liquidity gaps. 
While entrepreneurs cannot and should not rely on development finance for their business models, 
support from development finance is becoming more common and both entrepreneurs and donors 
can adapt to better support each other’s needs. 

Development actors should leverage their funding to help build private sector solutions that 
generate much needed water-related impact by 1) subsidizing market-based solutions thus 
enabling entrepreneurs to provide basic services for poor and marginalized groups, and 2) 
providing guarantees for investments into high potential impact-oriented enterprises.

Investment needs of water-related enterprises under crises, feeding into the above cases

• Most water-related enterprises require funds to ensure liquidity and/or investment to adapt to 
the crises situation (incl. in some cases expansion).

• Pre-financing has been a promising approach to generate demand for new solutions before 
the economic crisis but is not viable with high inflation and can create liquidity gaps.

• Given the banking crisis, it has become (close to) impossible for companies to access loans 
to cover short-term funds and cover liquidity gaps. Traditional investors are not prepared to 
provide this type of short-term funding.

• Most water-related enterprises are still at an early stage and require funding for research and 
development (R&D) and working capital that is considered high risk and scarce. This also 
applies to established businesses that pivot to cater to less affluent market segments.

Our attempt to draw lessons from the investment cases below shows that while a few recommendations 
are common to most of the examples, each enterprise and investor is a specific case and investing in an 
enterprise requires individual and in-depth assessments. While the situation might drive investors away, 
some businesses are able to withstand crises given their lock-step business models, and established 
relations with clients and suppliers. It is at this individual level, that investments occur more frequently 
nowadays in Lebanon.
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CRISIS RESILIENT BUSINESSES

Initial business model

Passionate about agriculture and healthy, tasty 
food, Biomass has been practising organic 
farming since 2007 with a growing range of 
certified organic products. The Biomass farm 
is in Batroun, a town in the north of Lebanon. 
In recent years, the company has started to 
work with certified organic farmers who are 
committed to organic farming and comply with 
European regulations. Today, the company 
operates 12 farms and has established a 
network of over 35 farmers throughout 
Lebanon, enabling it to offer its customers 
an ever-expanding range of products. Before 
the crisis, the company generated most of its 
turnover in the Lebanese market, with only 
20% exported to the GCC countries. 

Investment experience

In 2012 and 2016, a French family active in 
the global dairy business invested in Biomass 
and now owns 35% of the company. In 2018 
Biomass entered negotiations with an investor 
for USD 5 million, however the deal fell through 
in 2020. When the company re-initiated its 
search for new investors in late 2020, the 
impact of the currency devaluation affected 
the company substantially, nearly halving 
Biomass’s revenue. Biomass participated in 
business support and development programs 
(World Food Programme (WFP), Water 
and Energy for Food (WE4F)). Under these 
programs, the company received grants 
totalling USD 300,000 (including technical 
assistance). The grants helped Biomass gain 
more credibility with (inter)national investors 
and demonstrate the financial viability of 
sustainable organic agriculture in Lebanon and 
the scalability of its business. The company is 
currently working on raising a total of 3 to 5 
million USD from Lebanese family offices and 
(inter)national investors.
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Challenges

Market demand collapse: The Lebanese 
people lost 80% of their purchasing power, 
which had a dramatic impact on Biomass’ 
turnover in the Lebanese market. In addition, 
Saudi Arabia and Bahrain banned Lebanese 
crop imports to their countries.

Beirut explosion: When the Beirut port 
explosion happened, Biomass had 5 containers 
with products in the port. The damage 
of the explosion cost the company USD 
150,000. Their insurance company eventually 
reimbursed the loss after two years.

Biomass
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Opportunities

Unavailability of bank loans: Following the 
cessation of bank lending and the devaluation 
of the currency and depositors’ savings, 
Biomass witnessed a shift towards investing 
in local businesses. While this development 
is still ongoing, the focus has shifted to land 
acquisition, which is considered less risky than 
investing in start-ups.

Growth of certified farming: Biomass was 
already well prepared for farming with the right 
standards and certifications (both organic and 
social), to benefit from the increased support 
and funding targeted at increasing farming 
capacity and preparing for export.

Loan repayment: The company was able to 
repay all loans, as they lost significant value 
due to inflation.

Examples of adaptation
during crises

Business Model: Biomass started focusing 
more on the United Kingdom and Europe as 
markets and reorganized the product portfolio 
to match the demand in these markets as well 
as towards higher value products.

Operations: Biomass managed to reduce 
working capital needs by adapting payment 
terms with clients. As personnel costs were 
the biggest cost factor in Biomass’ operations 
and they tried to keep all employees in the 
company, salaries, and wages at all levels of 
the company were adjusted to the crises. Now 
the company has started to gradually raise 
salaries again.

Photo: Biomass
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Initial business model

Compost Baladi is a Lebanese enterprise 
specialized in the repurposing of organic waste 
into compost at different scales. With a solid 
expertise ranging from waste management 
and natural resource management to 
environmental science, public policy and 
construction, the Compost Baladi team tackles 
waste mismanagement in Lebanon by solving 
Municipalities’ challenges and responding 
to the critical need and demand for local 
biowaste solutions and services. The company 
offers bio-waste collection services, on-site 
composting, soil amendment products, and 
education about composting.

Investment experience

Since 2017, Compost Baladi has received USD 
20,000 of equity investment, USD 60,000 in 
competition prizes and USD 120,000 in grants. 
One of Compost Baladi’s first investments 
was equity from the impact investment fund 
Viridis. This investment was crucial in gaining 
the trust of other investors and establishing 
the company and was made at an early stage 
on the basis of a low company valuation. For 
early-stage equity investments that are based 
on a low valuation, and if the investor is open 
to it, enterprises might be able to re-negotiate 
the terms of investment, for example by 
agreeing on a conditional valuation; a certain 
amount of profit reached within a limited 
period in return for a drop in the share the 
investor holds. Competition prizes were very 
helpful for Compost Baladi’s growth process, 
since the financial transactions and project 
implementation are fast and efficient. Grants 
from donors have helped the company invest 
in infrastructure, although they require a 
high level of flexibility from the company to 
adapt to grant requirements. Compost Baladi 
recently held an investment round where it 
raised USD 400,000 in convertible loans. The 
loan is paid with a 6% interest rate annually 
and a compounded 6% rate paid at maturity 
after 4 years. The company is currently 
conducting a second investment round of 
equity investments.
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Compost Baladi

Photo: cewas
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Opportunities

Distrust in the Banking system: Compost 
Baladi understood, that given the distrust 
towards the banking system, depositors prefer 
to accept a partial loss of their savings, and 
invest them in start-ups, with the perspective 
that the value of their investment will rise.

Import substitution: Import of fertilizer has 
become prohibitively expensive, whereas local 
production has become more attractive due 
to the devaluation of the currency. Therefore, 
demand for Compost Baladi’s products, and 
subsequently sales increased, which helps 
convince investors to capitalize on this local 
market growth.

Examples of adaptation
during crises

Compost Baladi has developed an attractive 
investment offer: people whose money is 
stuck in the Lebanese banking system can 
apply to their bank for a Lollar-cheque for the 
amount they want to invest in the company. 
To avoid fluctuations in value due to the ever-
changing exchange rate, the exact value of 
the Lollar-cheque is not determined until the 
day the investment contract is signed. The 
cheque is liquidated by Lollar-buyers and the 
transaction/exchange into USD takes place 
on the very same day. The investment is 
considered at the exchanged USD value, but 
Compost Baladi offers investors a discount on 
the valuation of the company by providing 
them with bonus shares that are worth more 
than the fresh USD investment is worth. In this 
way, both parties take a cut.

3

Challenges

Currency devaluation: People’s pre-2019 
savings in the banks can be withdrawn 
only at a fraction of their value, due to 
currency devaluation and bank restrictions 
on depositors’ money. This leads to reduced 
purchasing and investing power of Lebanese 
people, especially farmers, a core customer of 
Compost Baladi.

Photo: cewas
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Initial business model

FabricAID is a social enterprise founded in 
2017, working to establish a socially and 
environmentally conscious value chain for the 
apparel industry by optimizing the collection, 
sorting, upcycling, and resale of second-hand 
clothes. It does this using a series of socially 
conscious and sustainable brands targeting 
diverse socio-economic groups, including the 
extremely vulnerable. FabricAID has become 
the largest second-hand clothing collector 
in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
region.

Investment experience

FabricAID has raised a total of USD 2.1 
million and has multiplied sales in 2021 by a 
factor of 3.5, resulting in over 130,000 direct 
beneficiaries served since the inception of 
its operations in 2018. To effectively serve 
growing need and demand, FabricAID now 
employs nearly 120 full-time staff. FabricAID’s 
most recent seed round ran from 2020 until 
the end of 2021 and raised USD 1.6 million 
making it one of the largest seed rounds for 
a social enterprise in the region. It included 
equity investment from venture capital, venture 
philanthropy impact investment, and angel 
investors, alongside development grants and 
competition awards. Wamda (a platform of 
programs and networks that aims to accelerate 
entrepreneurship ecosystems across MENA) 
has invested USD 500,000, giving FabricAID a 
pre-money valuation of 5 million USD. Alfanar 
(the Arab region’s first venture philanthropy 
organisation) has joined the round by investing 
USD 100,000 at the same valuation. Several 
investors had previously invested smaller 
amounts, were convinced of the traction and 
increase in valuation, and are thus willing 
to repeat their investments. Despite these 
significant equity investments, the founder still 
owns 73% of the company, and an employee 
stock option of 12% to managers is offered. All 
investments were completed in fresh USD. The 
investment was facilitated by the fact that the 
main investor had already previously invested 
in the company.

1

3

2

Challenges

Valuation: The economic crisis damaged 
the valuation of the company and investor 
confidence.

Payment terms: The shift towards a cash 
economy that requires up-front payments, 
means the company cannot embark on 
investments. This pushed FabricAID to turn to 
fundraising.

FabricAID
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Opportunities

Increased demand: FabricAID is a counter-
cyclical business and can be characterized as 
having a lock-step business model. Its mission 
is to provide a dignified shopping experience 
to marginalized communities, and thus when 
the economy of a country deteriorates, 
consumer demand for FabricAID products 
increases.

Competitiveness: while the currency 
devaluation affected operating costs and 
selling prices, many first-hand clothing 
competitors became too expensive, and 
customers turned to FabricAID.

Examples of adaptation 
during the crises

FabricAID believes that when a company faces 
a cash crunch and needs cash in times of crisis, 
the company should keep investing in the dip 
until it reaches a balance, given that it has a 
strong board and investors that have skin in 
the game. This helps prevent a shift in focus 
of the leadership and staff from growth to a 
mentality of scarcity, which could negatively 
affect the business.

FabricAID established a holding company 
that is registered in Abu Dhabi, following a 
requirement by one of their investors. Given 
the fundamental changes in the economy, it is 
difficult to say whether performance financials 
improved or worsened. However, compared 
to the benchmark of the market, FabricAID 
could demonstrate that they have the capacity 
to grow more than other companies.

Photo: FabricAID
20



21

Initial business model

Innovating Green Technology (IGT) develops 
and provides revolutionary green energy 
systems that improve the efficiency and 
reliability of various sectors. The company 
has implemented many technical projects 
in the fields of solar water heaters, solar-
based wastewater treatment, aquaponics / 
hydroponics, and other hybrid solar systems 
offering solutions for a variety of clients in 
Lebanon and abroad. Both on and off-grid, 
the completed installations range from mega-
systems for industry and public institutions to 
innovations in mobile water pumping. The 
company is driven by its vision to create a 
future with sustainable energy solutions for 
Lebanon.

Investment experience

IGT supports its growth and continuous 
research and development through grants 
(approx. USD 230,000), and debt from 
a private investor, paid back in the form 
of a revenue-sharing agreement. In the 
past, grants have helped IGT to boost and 
support R&D, however, the often-delayed 
disbursement procedures of donor funding 
require diversification of sources, and using the 
company’s revenues to bridge R&D funding 
and invest in developing further innovations. 
In terms of debt investment, IGT entered into 
a revenue-sharing agreement with an investor 
that provided USD 100,000 to purchase solar 
equipment (i.e. panels, inverters, and batteries) 
in bulk. The company pays the investor each 
month for the actual equipment sold plus an 
agreed-upon interest rate (15%). Over half of 
this investment has been repaid.
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Challenges

Global logistics: Due to increased demand 
and the disruption of global supply chains 
(COVID-19), it is becoming increasingly difficult 
to obtain solar panels and other inputs.

Currency devaluation: IGT is currently not 
pursuing equity investment, since Lebanese 
companies are priced low during valuations 
due to depreciation of the currency, unstable 
market and banking risk.

Trust between investors and enterprises: 
Due to increasing poverty and related social 
pressure in Lebanon, potential local investors 
are reluctant to disclose their investment 
capabilities. IGT invested time to develop a 
foundation of trust with partners and investors.

Innovative Green Technologies

Photo: IGT
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Opportunities

Demand: The Lebanese government has 
failed to provide a reliable energy supply for 
decades, and since the crisis the availability of 
government electricity is limited to a few hours 
a day, complemented by privately owned 
generators. Due to the devaluation, plus rising 
energy and fuel prices, electricity has become 
prohibitively expensive, engendering a boom 
in the sector of solar solutions and expanding 
the demand and market for IGT.

Diversification: Increasing demand for energy 
prompted IGT to investigate producing 
biodiesel from waste cooking oil and solar 
powered mobility/cars.

Examples of adaptation 
during the crises

The increased demand for autarch energy 
has led to a focus on solutions in the field of 
renewables and a diversification of the product 
range (e.g. R&D in biodiesel). After an initial 
boom, prices are falling in the solar market, 
which is heavily affected by counterfeit copies 
of well-known brands. Therefore, IGT focuses 
on quality assurance and reliability, and insists 
on strong supplier relationships.

To ease customs and sea transport procedures, 
IGT has entered into a partnership with a 
company that imports solar panels on a large 
scale. IGT provides free consultancy on the 
quantity and quality of panels in the global 
market and gets a special price in return on 
equipment purchased and imported by the 
partner in bulk.

In response to the economic crisis, IGT had to 
adjust the prepayment to final payment ratio 
for its clients from 25% to 75% (pre-crisis), to 
40:60, and now 70:30.

Photo: IGT
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Initial business model

Lebanon Waste Management (LWM) is a 
recycling facility for dry solid waste. The 
company’s business model builds on three 
pillars: 1) sourcing sorted waste, 2) processing 
different waste streams and 3) selling the 
processed waste. Triggered by Lebanon’s 
waste crisis, LWM responds to both the 
environmental as well as the governmental 
crisis. By diversifying sourcing, growing 
processing facilities to upgrade waste to 
a valuable new resource, and obtaining 
an export license to sell to both local and 
international clients that pay at market prices, 
LWM developed a profitable and sustainable 
approach to the country’s waste management. 
LWM is the only company recycling polystyrene 
in Lebanon.

Investment experience

Initially, most of the company’s capital was 
provided by investments made by the founder. 
In 2022, the company began to raise debt 
investments. With the banking crisis unfolding 
in Lebanon, affluent Lebanese people started 
keeping fresh USD cash at home without 
interest. LWM’s first investment experiences 
were debt investments from trusted family 
and friends in fresh USD to buy machinery that 
would allow for increased processing capacity 
of materials, thus guaranteeing higher 
revenues for the company’s operations. The 
company has several successful examples of 
timely repayment of debts in fresh USD with 
an interest rate. In the future, the company 
plans to prepare for further debt and equity 
investments.
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Challenges

Governmental crisis: Delays and lack of clarity 
on approval processes led to the temporary 
loss of the company’s export license. This 
had a major effect on LWM’s ability to sell its 
processed waste at a profitable price.

Global market prices: The Russian invasion 
of Ukraine led to a global energy crisis. This 
triggered an unprecedented adjustment of 
prices for recycled waste: while energy prices 
increased, waste prices plummeted.

Lebanon Waste Management

Photo: LWM
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Opportunities

Localizing supply chains: Given the steep price 
increase for imported goods, sales of recycled 
waste to Lebanese producers became more 
attractive, stabilizing LWM’s revenues.

Export opportunity: LWM’s business model 
was already oriented towards export markets, 
selling processed waste abroad. This allowed 
them to generate hard currency throughout 
most of the crisis.

Examples of adaptation 
during the crises

Recognizing the potential to impact society by 
creating an income generation opportunity, 
LWM set-up drive-through waste collection 
points called Drive-Throw, which offer 
households cash in return for dropping off 
sorted waste, fostering a behavioural change 
and providing additional income opportunities 
for Lebanese people. In the first 5 months of 
drive-through operations, LWM sourced 230 
tonnes of additional waste from 9,000 clients 
(40% of whom were recurring customers) 
who received cash payments in return for the 
recyclables. The drive-throughs are set up 
as franchise system that LWM will present to 
future investors. 

Drive-Throw affected LWMs liquidity. By 
sourcing sorted waste from customers that 
needed to be paid right away while only 
generating income through sales at a later 
stage, the company faced a cash-flow gap, 
which it addresses by raising additional debt 
investments.

Having sufficient storage capacity for waste 
and processed material can help LWM adapt 
to market and price volatility.

Photo: cewas
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Initial business model

Mrüna combines microbiology, engineering, 
and IoT (Internet of Things) sensors to offer 
decentralized networks of nature-based 
wastewater treatment (WWT) systems that 
are remotely monitored and require minimal 
operational maintenance. Mrüna, along 
with its clients and partners has installed 
systems in both Lebanon and the United 
Arab Emirates. The systems implemented in 
Lebanon are manufactured locally, including 
Mrüna’s flagship BiomWeb treatment 
system, that includes sensors and software 
solutions. At scale, Mrüna’s business model 
can revolutionize the WWT sector in certain 
areas by offering centralized management for 
decentralized systems.

Investment experience

To date, it has been difficult to encourage 
commercial investments in the wastewater 
sector in Lebanon. Grants provided by 
donors have been available for testing, pilot 
implementation and adapting systems to the 
local context. In the wastewater treatment 
market, often managed by public authorities 
in a centralized way, clients are few, contracts 
are large, and capital expenses high. Private 
clients and investors rarely understand the 
market sufficiently to invest. In the future, 
Mrüna might become interested in convertible 
loans or debt to expand its manufacturing 
capacity and buy material stock. This will help 
Mrüna overcome cash flow gaps stemming 
from payment delays (with humanitarian and 
development actors as the main clients) and 
push the company to enter new markets.
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Challenges

Governmental crisis: The lack of enforcement 
of environmental regulations is a key challenge 
for any business specializing in WWT. There 
is hardly any pressure for businesses or 
municipalities across Lebanon to invest into 
sustainable treatment of effluent. Lack of clear 
regulations regarding wastewater and sludge 
reuse further hamper the revenue generating 
options for Mrüna.

Shift towards ad hoc interventions: With the 
increasing severity of the humanitarian crises 
around the world, more and more organizations 
that are potential clients of Mrüna shift 
their focus from longer term development 
interventions to short-term emergency relief.

Mrüna

Photo:  Mrüna
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Opportunities

Refugee crisis: Syrian refugees have been 
setup in informal settlements (IS) across 
Lebanon since 2012. NGOs were legally 
restricted to implement sustainable solutions 
for IS, however lawsuits by the Litani River 
Authority in 2019 concerning river pollution 
from IS and other sources drew attention 
to the issue and enabled the provision of 
more sustainable basic services. Mrüna’s 
decentralized wastewater management 
service provides a suitable solution for this 
setting and allowed Mrüna to test and adapt 
its systems.

Examples of adaptation 
during the crises

Lacking incentives for WWT, Mrüna offered its 
solutions early on to organizations working in 
refugee settings. With the shift towards ad hoc 
interventions, the company further used its 
manufacturing capacities to sell tailored tanks 
to these clients to maintain revenues under 
increasing economic pressure in Lebanon.

With imported goods becoming ever more 
expensive and being subject to increasingly 
complicated import procedures, Mrüna’s 
local manufacturing capacities provide an 
opportunity to manufacture tanks tailored to 
the needs of local clients. Mrüna is working 
with a donor to design a stackable system that 
will reduce the costs of shipping and increase 
access to export markets in GCC countries.

Photo:  Mrüna
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Initial business model

Robinson Agri is a family business 
headquartered in Jbeil that provides solutions 
for farmers such as provision of inputs, farming 
advice and locally manufactured agricultural 
infrastructure. With more than 50 years of 
experience, Robinson Agri offers a wide range 
of agricultural services, including setting up 
greenhouses, providing turnkey horticultural 
solutions (e.g. organic vegetable and flower 
seedlings, fertilisers, bio-stimulants, etc.), as 
well as a variety of highly efficient irrigation 
components (e.g. pipes, drip irrigation 
accessories, etc.). They are a leader in the 
development of Lebanon’s agricultural sector 
and have expanded operations to countries 
such as Benin, Ghana, Rwanda and Uganda.

Investment experience

Before the crisis, Robinson Agri benefited 
from attractive loans with banks. However, 
Robinson Agri itself supported its customers 
by offering interest-free payment terms, 
allowing settlement of accounts after a certain 
period. While the company engages in 
international donor programs to support itself 
throughout the crisis, it seeks investors mainly 
for matchmaking with the farming companies 
it supports.
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Challenges

Inflation: Following the economic collapse, 
suppliers required up-front payments because 
of uncertainties around inflation. The collapse 
of the banking system meant that the company 
could not offer preferential payment terms to 
customers anymore for their products and 
services, but rather had to request up-front 
payments.

Currency devaluation: Robinson Agri also 
struggled to take decisions on purchase and 
sales with the currency dropping.

Robinson Agri

Photo: cewas
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Opportunities

Strengthening international ties: The 
company was exporting greenhouses before 
the crisis, but increased export during the 
crisis to diversify sources of revenue. Activities 
in Benin, Ghana, Rwanda and Uganda grew 
through partnerships and a dedicated internal 
export department.

Relationships with suppliers and customers: 
Farmers supported by Robinson Agri are 
loyal to the company and team. The same 
applies to their suppliers that gave priority 
to Robinson Agri, supported them through 
favourable payment terms and flexible money 
transfer options.

Loan repayment: The company was able to 
repay all loans, as they lost significant value 
due to inflation.

Examples of adaptation 
during the crises

The company generally reinvests revenue for 
purchase of new materials and R&D, therefore 
always staying up-to-date. The restructuring of 
the company and the continued investment in 
R&D (rather than cutting the budget in difficult 
economic times) have helped prepare the 
company for future challenges.

The crisis required a shift to a cash economy 
and up-front payments since the company 
could not offer preferential payment terms to 
clients anymore. To soften the impact on their 
clients, Robinson Agri has been trying to find 
micro-finance and investments for farmers. 
Robinson Agri’s engineers continued to visit 
farmers regularly, offering operational support 
free of charge. Clients increasingly include 
NGOs that service small farmers.

Photo: cewas
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ABBREVIATIONS

BoP Base of the Pyramid

EDL Electricité du Liban

GCC Gulf Cooperation Council

GDP Gross Domestic Product

IGT Innovating Green Technology (company)

IoT Internet of Things

IS Informal Settlement

LBP Lebanese pound (currency)

LWM Lebanon Waste Management (company)

MENA Middle East and North Africa

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

R&D Research and Development

SDC Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation

SME Small and Medium-sized Enterprise

USD United States dollars (currency)

WE4F Water and Energy for Food

WFP World Food Programme

WWT Wastewater Treatment
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