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Lebanon's Armenians are starting to
export their skills and capital to the
mother country By Christian Henderson
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he Armenian capital Yere-
van has all the signs of nas-
cent economic boom. In
the city center a brand new
street of luxury apartments
and offices is under con-
struction and when com-
pleted will sit incongruous-
ly next to the city’s Soviet-era archi-
tecture. In the streets well-hecled lo-
cals shop for expensive brands and
socialize in the many cafes and tea
houses. Range Rovers and the occa-
sional Hummer cruise the streets.
Although this prosperity does not
extend beyond the city’s borders it is
a sign of economic growth thar the
International Monetary Fund de-
scribed as “remarkable™ in a paper
published late last year.
2005 was the fifth consecutive year
that the country’s economy expand-
ed at a double-digit rate after a
13.5% growth in the GDP was
recorded.
All this is a far cry from the state of
the country when it first declared in-
dependence from the Soviet Union
in 1991.
Armenia was still recovering from a
devastating earthquake when it be-
came embroiled in a bitter war with
Azerbaijan over the disputed
Karabakh region. The war was to
continue berween 1990-1994 and
resulted in the deaths of thousands
and created many more refugees. A
blockade imposed by Azerbaijan
and Turkey suffocated the land-
locked country. This succession of
disasters almost brought the coun-
try to its knees.
But Armenia’s four-million-strong
diaspora proved to be its savior.
Spread around the world in often

prosperous communities the diaspo-
ra have began visiting Armenia in
increasing numbers. Many of them
come just to holiday and explore
their roots, others come to invest
and buy property.
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erevan i seeing & boom in reconstruction fueled n part by

Growing economy

The economic vitality of Armenians
around the world has given the coun-
try the ability to punch above its feath-
erweight size. Foreign investment
within Armenia accounts for $45 per
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capita, a sharp contrast to other for-
mer Soviet Union countries where this
figure sits at $20 per capita.

“I think the diaspora has always
played a big role in Armenia. In
terms of the economy, culture, con-
nections to the rest of the world, as-
sisting in globalization or the effects
of globalization, and finding Arme-
nia’s place in the world after so
many years of not having a state, of
being stateless,”said one American-
Armenian who works in the invest-
ment field and has lived in the coun-
try for several years.

“A lot of people really do want to
help build the country so they come
here with a little more than the typ-
ical tourist. That’s one of the leading
edges of the economy,” he said on
condition of anonymity.

One community in the diaspora that
has been art the heart of this phenom-
enon 1s Lebanon’s 100,000 Armeni-
ans. There are no precise figures but
anecdotal evidence suggests the num-
ber of Lebanese-Armenians who visit
the country is substantial. Lebanese-
Armenians are involved in all aspects
of the economy but seem to be espe-
cially active in services and unpol-
ished stones.

Many who do business in Armenia
travel to the country on holiday and
like it so much thar they decide to
stay there.
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This was the case with partners Sam
Samuelian and Stepan Panosian, two
Lebanese-Armenians who opened a
restaurant in Armenia two years ago.

Going home

“For me it was not about the in-
vestment as it was about going back
home. | am Lebanese-Armenian and
I wanted to see whar it feels like to
live there. It felt like home and
that’s why 1 decided to stay. And
that’s when I started looking into
what potential businesses I could
start,” said Samuelian.

Samuelian and Panosian have a suc-
cess story. After their first restau-
rant, Square One, experienced 15%-

oped in their home country and is
lacking in the country due to the
long period of Soviet rule.

“Each person in the diaspora
brought back something they learnt
in their home countries. In our case
Lebanon thrives on service and we
decided to use that,” Samuelian said.
“There is definitely no service spirit.
The service spirit is something that
is definitely behind. Coming from
Lebanon where the service industry
is thriving. It’s a niche that we are
good at,” Panosian added.

The pair say they were also able to
import a stronger business plan
than what would be available local-
ly, and this gave them an edge over

“EACH PERSON IN THE DIASPORA BROUGHT BACK
SOMETHING THEY LEARNT IN THEIR HOME COUNTRIES”

20% growth a year, the parmers felt
so confident that they decided to
open three more branches, one in
the city center, one in Yerevan Inter-
national Airport and another at a
university campus.

Today they are serving between
350-400 customers a day at their
main branch and more than 600 a
day in total.

Samuelian and Panosian’s story is
typical of diaspora Armenians who
set up a business in Armenia. They
relied on a skill that is well devel-
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The service sector i one part of the economy where Lebangse-Armenians have found a niche

their rivals.

“When we first started whatever we
did we always thought about the
long term. People there were not
used to the long term thinking men-
tality. People think well its here now
and we will just take it and who
cares what happens tomorrow,”
Panosian said.

“Whereas whatever we invested in,
whatever we decided to do, we were
always thinking about the long term.
We were always thinking about keep-
ing a good name for ourselves. Al-

The restaurant trade is yet to be developed fully
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