International Arab Banking Summit

Dr. Joseph Torbey

President

World Union of Arab Bankers

Chairman General Manager

Credit Libanais Group

Paris, France

26-27 June, 2008

Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It gives us a great honor at the World Union of Arab Bankers to cooperate with the Union of Arab Banks and the French Banking Federation to organize this international forum.  Our forum gathers an elite of government and private sector representatives who congregate today to discuss the latest events that shook the international banking industry, and that have left significant consequences on our economies and populations.
This international event is the first of its kind; one that triggers such a dialogue among Arab bankers and their European counterparts, in view of discussing major challenges facing the Euro Arab region, and coming up with potential solutions leading to the stability of our economies and banks.  On this occasion, we are happy to convene in France, once again. 

Excellencies, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We, as bankers and finance professionals have witnessed the most intense financial turbulences in the last decades, and remain unable to measure the exact impact that these turbulences may have caused. 

Although most practices that generated these turbulences occurred outside our boarders, and that our banks and financial institutions are doing well, Arab countries were not really spared from the consequences of these international events.  Our economies began to feel the impact of this worldwide decline.   In fact, and from now on, our markets will have to deal with new standards of liquidity, transparency and higher integrity, and our institutions ought to progress and develop competitively in such a demanding environment.
The above mentioned turbulences are essentially due to three major crises that shook the international markets and economies:  first the drastic increase in oil prices, second, the subprime crisis and last, the international food crisis which is getting worse by the day.
Of course, the most important impact felt by our institutions remains the subprime crisis which caused a liquidity squeeze in banks, and instigated the joint intervention of the American Federal Reserve Bank and many European Central Banks, in order to inject hundreds of billions of dollars in the markets, support banks hit by the subprime mortgage crisis and write-off some hundreds of millions of losses incurred.  International Stock Markets and Investment Banks were affected around the globe, especially in Europe and Asia.  This crisis has so far generated total losses estimated between 400 and 600 billions of dollars, according to formal and informal sources. 
However, in this turmoil, one thing is for sure:  the worst crisis is not the subprime, but rather the international catastrophe in food and crop supplies which is getting worse by the day and will be more and more difficult to resolve.  The subprime and the increased international oil prices, despite their severances, remain controllable compared to this emerging crisis.  In fact, effects of the weak crops are already felt with a drastic increase in prices, and some troubles are already shaking the stability of some countries. 

The biggest challenge that the world is facing today is not a barrel priced at $100 and not even at $200, but the lack of food, due mainly to the high price of cereals.  In fact, some poor populations are transforming these cereals into methanol to utilize it as gaz for their cars.  Ironically, quantities of cereals needed to feed one adult person per year would not be enough to fill one car reservoir.  Can we possibly accept that, as human beings, and not only as bankers?
Presently, some 37 countries around the globe are witnessing food supply instabilities, lack of access to food or a decrease in production or supplies.  Last year alone, international food prices grew by 43%, according to the IMF, and the World Bank estimated that the doubling of food prices could eventually lead some 100 million people around the world to extreme poverty.  Thus, the poor will become poorer and the rich will grow even richer.  The victim in all this will be the global security in all its significance and consequences, and no one will elude such a devastating impact.
Historical and economic determinisms usually lean towards dehumanization.  Only a willing and coordinated intervention can and may reverse this cycle. 
Where does our role reside, we as Arab bankers and finance professionals, in front of all these crises?  Our partnerships with our European allies on the financial and economic fronts, allow us to better conduct our operations in your markets, and allow you, European bankers, to access our booming markets. 

In order to prepare the future in this spirit that animates us, bilateral and multilateral cooperation would be keys to success. 

Needless to say that we should not forget all the difficulties tormenting a lot of countries, including those that we so-call “riche”.   However, investing in cooperation sometimes remains the most efficient and high yielding return. 

To manifest our humanism, is to show that we are capable of dealing with large-scale problems facing our human race. 

We should, not only eliminate hunger and eradicate poverty, but rather build a world where every person can live in all human dignity.

At last, allow me to wish you an enriching dialogue and all the success to this international forum. 

Thank you  

