FROM NOV 16
TILL NOV 19

#FCM21
freiheit.org/middle-east-and-north-africa
https://mcfmi.org/

ABOUT FCM
Free Connected Minds is a conference event organized by the
May Chidiac Foundation(MCF) in collaboration with the Freidrich Naumann Foundation(FNF). It aims at exploring innovative ideas and solutions to the world’s most pressing problems, features inﬂuential experts from various ﬁelds who
have inspired leadership, change, and sustainability in
politics, economics, business, STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering, & Mathematics), and International Affairs. The
main purpose of FCM is to inﬂuence a new generation of leaders that can respond to the most pressing challenges in the
country and region.
The Free Connected Minds conference is usually divided into
three main chapters: Freedom, Connectivity, & Minds (FCM).
The ﬁrst chapter typically tackles issues around freedom of
expression and press, democracy and protest movements,
among others. The Connectivity chapter centers on technological innovations and digital media. Minds inspire intellectual
discussions on politics, economics, business, science and
international affairs.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF DIGITAL
BANKING AND ITS IMPACT
Following the successful launch of decentralized cryptocurrencies like
Bitcoin, governments and central banks around the world are researching
the possibility of creating their own digital currencies. The open banking
revolution has been fueled by the need of customers who are choosing
Digital Wallets over regular bank transactions. Developing countries are
investing in Bitcoin due to the country’s economic situation.

• What will be the impact of digital currencies in Middle Eastern
societies, and what are the solutions for the unbanked population?
• What are the regulatory hurdles that need to be crossed
and how can security be assured in digital transactions?
•What are the pros and cons of digital money?
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Nassib Ghobril
Chief Economist, Byblos Bank

SPEAKER BIO
Nassib Ghobril is the Chief Economist and Head of the
Economic Research &amp; Analysis Department at
Byblos Bank sal since March 2006, one Lebanon’s
largest banking and financial services groups. Previously, he was Head of Research at Groupe Saradar, and
Head of Research at investment banking firm Lebanon
Invest, and Deputy Head of Research at the Audi-Saradar
Group. Mr. Ghobril has built from the ground up economic research departments at Byblos Bank and at Groupe
Saradar. He has published more than 700 weekly analytical reports on the Lebanese economy and 695 weekly
economic and financial reports on the Middle East,
Africa and Emerging Markets since 2006. He also publishes an annual review of the performance of Lebanese
economy since 2016. In addition, he has developed and
launched the Byblos Bank Consumer Confidence Index,
the Byblos Bank Real Estate Demand Index, the Byblos

Bank Real Estate Price Perception Survey, and the
Byblos Bank Car Demand Index. He is a frequent guest
speaker at local, regional and international conferences
as well as at universities, business, and civic organizations. Additionally, he is a regular guest at local, regional
and international media outlets. He is a Member of the
World Economic Association, a Member of the Research
&amp; Studies Committee at the Association of Banks in
Lebanon, a member of the Board of Directors of the
Lebanese American University&#39;s School of Business, a Board Member of the Levant Institute for Strategic Affairs, and a member of the Lebanese Association
for Taxpayers’ Rights (ALDIC). In addition, he is a board
member of several civic and charitable organizations.
He is the recipient of multiple awards, including the
World Lebanese League’s award for “Best Economist in
Lebanon and the Diaspora for 2009”.

Nathalie Kazzi
CEO, Blue Tree Advisors

SPEAKER BIO
Nathalie Kazzi has 16 years of experience in
operational execution and strategic leadership in
multinational companies across Europe, Asia,
Africa and the Middle East. In Switzerland for the
last 10 years, her exposure extended to the
private wealth management and Venture Capital
worlds, giving her a solid and extensive financial
network. As CEO of Blue Tree in Geneva, she currently accompanies the CEO’s and founders of a
broad portfolio of deep-technology companies
(Fintech, Blockchain, EdTech, AI and IoT) on their
growth and investment journeys. Being a civil
&amp; environmental engineer, a certified project
manager (PMI-PMP) and an Executive MBA
holder from Chicago Booth business school

have given her the tools to understand and interpret technology to non-tech people. She also
studied Blockchain Strategy at Oxford University’s Said Business School. She serves on multiple
boards, and is a regular panelist and speaker on
topics ranging from Blockchain to women in
leadership, and prioritises her support of companies with an impact vision and women in management. She is a member of the Young Presidents Organisation, and is currently chairwoman
of her local chapter. Nathalie is also president of
the XPATRIA Association, a Swiss Non-profit
organisation aimed at connecting diaspora funding to Lebanon-based projects.

Antoni Lorfing
CEO, LibanPost

SPEAKER BIO
Born in Beirut to a Greek Cypriot mother and
Polish father, Antoni Lorﬁng has diversity and
multiculturalism in his genes. Creating products
and services that answer people’s needs is his
ultimate objective - a passion that drives him to
excel in what he does. With over 20 + years of
experience, Antoni started his career in the
telecom industry working with Cellis/FTML in
Lebanon before moving to the mother company
Orange based in France. Wataniya/NMTC, a
Kuwaiti based telecom company was next to
come into the equation where he led the product
development department. Winds of Change came
about and a shift of industry was much needed.
Antoni shifted gears in 2007 into the payment and

remittance world joining CashUnited/MoneyGram
as COO and then became CEO. In October 2021,
Antoni embarked on a new journey; while remaining the Chairman of CashUnited&#39;s board he
was appointed CEO of LibanPost with the mandate to transform a 900+ employee institution into
a modern customer-centric organization. Coupled
with both telecom and ﬁnance know-how, Antoni’s
strength lies in innovation and strategic leadership. Rethinking the whole business model and
transformation are his key aspirations. A craft
beer enthusiast, and a natural born analyst, Antoni
Lorﬁng is a ﬁrm believer in pushing boundaries
and challenging the odds - something that has
long deﬁned his trajectory.

Bassam Tueini
CEO, ihjoz.com & Fatwer.com

SPEAKER BIO
Founder of Naharnet.com, a leading Lebanese digital media that
was launched in September 2000. Owns PowerMe Mobile, a company specialised in mobile solutions and content serving the telecom industry - founded in 2001.
Established the DigiMe group in Abu Dabi Media Zone and Beirut
specialized in digital media services – established in 2011.
Launched ihjoz.com and Fawter.com in Lebanon since 2014.
He previously worked at The Olayan Group in Athens.

Mazen Mikati
Deputy CEO, M1 Group / CEO, M1 Fashion
/ CEO, Areeba

SPEAKER BIO
Maher Mikati holds a degree in Business Administration from the American University of Beirut,
Lebanon, as well as an MBA from INSEAD in
France. Previously an Executive Director at Investcom Holding, Maher managed and oversaw all
new business ventures in the EMEA region. Later,
as the Managing Director of Areeba Cyprus Ltd.
(Investcom’s telecom operator in Cyprus), he
actively led the complete rollout of the ﬁrst
private mobile operator in the country. His latest
venture was in the world of ﬁnancial technologies after the acquisition of the Electronic
Payments and Card Services Division of Bank

Audi by M1 Group in 2017, creating the largest
Non-Bank Financial Services company in Lebanon. This venture was later rebranded areeba,
and has since expanded into Egypt, Jordan and
Iraq. Currently, Maher is a member of M1 Group’s
Investment Committee. He is a board member
of Growthgate Capital and All We Wear Group
(Holding company of Pepe Jeans, Hackett and
Façonnable). He is a director of the Mikati Foundation and has been a member of the AUB Board
of Trustees since 2014. He is currently the
Deputy CEO of M1 Group, CEO of M1 Fashion
and CEO of areeba.

Rana Saarti
Economy Presenter & Journalist

MODERATOR BIO
Bachelor's degree in International Business
and Diplomacy. Journalist in the ﬁeld of economic journalism in the audio-visual and written media since 2006.
Writer in Al-Jumhuriya newspaper, preparer
and anchor of the economic section at Sawt
Beirut International SBI TV.
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ASSAULT ON GLOBAL
MEDIA FREEDOM
Globally, journalists are either silenced through murder or wrongful convictions. State measures to silence independent media or stiﬂe freedom of
expression are being imposed .Recent accusations of journalists and
activists have sparked worldwide criticism and spoke volumes on the ironic
diﬃculties of protesting and speaking freely in today’s highly technological
and globalized world. Surveillance and a lack of data privacy have become
tools for authoritarian regimes to wield power over desperate populations.

• What is the future of media in an increasingly authoritarian world?
• How are journalists dealing with mounting pressures?
Is there a bright side to this situation?
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Sofia Amara
Senior Reporter, Filmmaker & Author

SPEAKER BIO
Soﬁa Amara is a French-Moroccan award-winning documentary ﬁlmmaker, based in Beirut
since 1999. Fluent in Arabic, French and English;
she has a long-term experience in directing and
executive-producing on complex and risky
ﬁelds, such as Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Palestinian
territories, as well as Egypt, Jordan and Gulf
countries. Graduated from University of Jordan
(B.A. of Political sciences) in 1994 and Paris
Institute of Political Studies (Sciences Po) in
1996, she began her career at Radio Monte
Carlo-Middle East in Paris (1993-1999), and then
moved to Beirut where she worked as TV Senior
correspondent and ﬁlmmaker with several chan-

nels including France 24, LCI, Canal +, Arte,
France 2, TSR and Radio Canada Télé. She directed many noticed documentaries, among which
Syria: in the hell of repression. (Magneto/Arte Grand prix Jean Louis Calderon, Scoop de Lille
2011) and ISIS Next Generation (Capa/France 2
- Prix Média – Enfance Majuscule and Prix
Amade – Festival de Télévision de Monte-Carlo
– 2018). She is the author of « Inﬁltrée dans
l’enfer syrien, du Printemps de Damas à l’État
islamique » (Stock, Paris - October 2014) and
«Baghdadi, calife de la terreur» (Stock, Paris
- October 2018).

Rawan Damen
Director General at ARIJ Network
(Arab Reporters for Investigative Journalism)

SPEAKER BIO
Director General of ARIJ, a filmmaker, and
media specialist. Rawan Damen has 20 years
experience in academic and professional media
management, television and digital training.
Before joining ARIJ, Ratan Damen worked on
producing and directing more than 30 hours of
documentaries and investigative stories, published in different languages, including the
award winning “Al Nakba” series. She also produced and directed a number of other series,
such as “Ra’edat” (Women Leaders), Owners of
the Land, The Price of Oslo, the Declaration and
many more. She as a senior commissioner at Al
Jazeera Network for about 10 years (2006 –

2016), leading a team who produced more than
250 documentary and investigative TV
episodes of two programs “Taht Al Mijhar”
(Under the Microscope) and “Falasteen Taht Al
Mijhar” (Palestine Under the Microscope). She
also lead “Palestine Remix” team, the largest
interactive platform in four languages, and she
led “Stream Company” that launched “Palestine
Ambassador” in three languages. Rawan
Daman received a masters degree with honors
in media and communication from the University of Leeds in the UK, 2003. She was awarded
the Media Creativity Award from the Arab
Thought Foundation in Beirut, 2015.

Luis Bueno Padilla
Regional Media Officer – Arabic Spokesperson
EEAS European Union (EU)

SPEAKER BIO
Born and raised in Spain, Luis Miguel Bueno studied Law and
Political Science in Spain, France and the US. He joined the
Spanish Foreign Service in 2005. As a Career Diplomat, he
served in the Cabinet of the Foreign Affairs Minister, as well as
in Sudan, Jordan and Bosnia. In 2014, he joined the EU diplomatic service in Brussels, Belgium, as a member of the
Maghreb Division. In 2017 he was recruited to be part of the
Gulf and Yemen Division at the European External Action Service. In 2020 he was appointed the ﬁrst ever EU Spokesperson
in Arabic for the MENA region, based in Beirut.

Barbara Trionfi
Executive Director of the International
Press Institute

SPEAKER BIO
Barbara Trionﬁ is Executive Director at IPI. She joined the
organisation in 2000, as a press freedom adviser for the
Asia-Paciﬁc region, where she had previously studied and
worked for over four years, carrying out research in the ﬁeld of
human rights and freedom of expression. Later, as press freedom manager, she oversaw IPI’s global press freedom monitoring and coordinated IPI’s global advocacy. With an academic
background in international relations and human rights, Barbara has taught courses at Webster University, Vienna in Media
Ethics, Media Literacy and Cultural Diversity and the Media.

Joe Maalouf
Union for Human Dignity Founder & President,
Advocate of Human Rights and Freedom of Expression,
TV Host

MODERATOR BIO
Joe Maalouf is a Lebanese public ﬁgure who
proved himself as a human rights activist and a
combatant of the parasitic corruption within all
aspects of the Lebanese system, through his
platforms on the radio, national television, and
social media. With shows on Lebanon’s two
leading television stations, Maalouf tackled
complex political and social issues and broke
boundaries when it comes to sensitive topics,
as well as shed light on the human rights violations towards members of marginalized communities. The repercussions of several
episodes of Joe’s shows were felt on a national
scale, but also impacted his personal career, as

he was ﬁred twice from his position as editor
and host due to the taboo nature of the issues
he dealt with. His passion for ﬁghting injustice
and safeguarding children’s rights led to the
founding of QARAMA, or the Union for Human
Dignity, an NGO with a mandate to advance the
agenda of human rights, mental health, child
protection, and youth empowerment.
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RISE FROM
THE ASHES
The story of the Lebanese struggle is being told through art. Art affects society by changing
opinions, and translating experiences across space and time. Art in this sense is communication; it allows people to communicate with each other via images, sounds and stories. Whether it be visual art, spoken word or music, It is a timestamp in our lives of the moments and
movements that have been happening on a daily basis. A group of Lebanese artists joined
efforts during the revolution and after the Beirut port blast on August 4, 2020, and contributed
with their creative work to depict the image of Lebanese society. Among them are painters,
movie directors, sculptors, graﬃti artists and singers.

• Can art be a tool for expressing reality?
• Does the artist create the art form or the art form creates the artist?
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Leila Jureidini
Sculptor & Painter
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Artist & Activist
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Director & Producer
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Senior Journalist,
Head of the Interpretation Section, USJ

Leila Jureidini
Sculptor & Painter

SPEAKER BIO
Leila Jabre-Jureidini was born in Lebanon in 1963 and is
currently based in Beirut. She graduated with a degree in
Fine Arts and Communication Design from Parsons
School of Design in New York in 1986. She has been part of
many shows in Beirut, London, and Paris since 2008. She
participated in the XXX and XXXI Salon d’Automne of the
Musée Sursock and received the ‘’Mention spéciale du
Jury’’ in 2012. She also exhibited at Galerie Janine Rubeiz
(Beirut), Parallax Art Fair (London), the ME.NE.SA (Beirut
Art Fair), The National Library, ArtHaus Beirut & Villa
Audi.With all the political turmoil shaking Lebanon in the
background, Jabre Jureidini participated in many collective,
involved exhibitions revolving around strong issues, (for
example the revolution, the 4 th of August blast…). Leila
took part in the Wajihāt project with “Free Fall” (a triptych),
for example, that aimed to commemorate the ﬁrst year
anniversary of the 4th of August Blast, in which the Boulos

Fayad building was covered with monumental banners,
given to 15 artists to express their personal feelings in
regards to a disaster that shattered families, homes and
the heart of our beloved city. Jabre-Jureidini also participated in the Visions of Today exhibition in July-August at
Galerie Janie Rubeiz questionning our future” with her
“Where to?” piece. With the October 17 th revolution, she
felt she had to express the uniﬁcation and the rebirth of
Lebanon, that’s how “We the (Lebanese) People” new
version of the national ﬂag was born. Leila had previously
been part of “Breaking all Frames” at Beit Beirut, an exhibition that challenges stereotypes and shatter misconceptions of Lebanese Women. In her 2019 solo exhibition
entitled ‘Freedom Fighters’, she questions the Burqa and
the Hijab without the need to conﬁne women into categories, whether their choice falls in line with hers or is drastically different from it.

Hayat Nazem
Artist & Activist

SPEAKER BIO
Hayat Nazer was born and raised in Tripoli,
Lebanon. Since she was a teenager, she has
spent a substantial time volunteering with
NGOs in vulnerable neighbourhoods, where
Lebanese and Palestinians live. A self-taught
painter, she is an arts and science graduate
from the Lebanese American University in
Beirut. Her passion for the humanitarian work
led her on a roller coaster ride taking her from
Beirut where she worked with the UNDP, to
London, where she did her MA in Communication (including fundraising), to Abu Dhabi

where she worked with the UN HCR, to New
York and Beijing and Ankara where she represented the Lebanese Ministry of Social
Affairs, where she was working on the Syrian
Refugees ﬁle. Her artwork is a reﬂection of
her activities and her goal to create change
through her paintings, which are inspired by
her humanitarian work.

Soula Saad
Director & Producer

SPEAKER BIO
Award winning Writer, director, producer, founder of
Nota Bene Production, FÉMINITUDE Cocreativity
platform, Art Caravan project &amp; co-founder of
Dreamago &amp; the World memory theatre, Soula
has directed &amp; produced conscious educational entertainment and events including : The Night
of young creators for Paris Tourism oﬃce, The
Academy of Motion Picture Tribute to Jeanne
Moreau’s ceremony in Los Angeles, Global Groove,
2 years of World music concerts in Los Angeles,
Awareness campaigns, musicomentaries &amp;
ﬁlms to educate, unveil, enlighten &amp; inspire
through cultural exchange and world music. She
has been ﬁlming Music &amp; Dance around the
world, to show the world under the prism of the

most beautiful every culture has to offer. Since
2000 Soula has been dedicated to recording
women voices around the world to compile and
share the collective Feminine Voice of the Planet
between 2000 &amp; 2020. After 20 years of organizing screenwriter’s workshops , Musical Encounters among world musicians, Soula is now launching an Art Caravan to spark a culturally creative
conversation between Lebanon &amp; the rest of
the World, throwing bridges among cultural
creatives worldwide. She also facilitates &amp;
documents ‘healing the wounds of our history’
workshops in Lebanon &amp; Sound journeys for
the last 5 years Between Beirut &amp; Machu
Picchu, through Paris and LA.

Simon Mhanna
Lebanese Artist, Art Consultant & Gallerist

SPEAKER BIO
Perpetually inspired by people and the underlying resonance between outward expression
and inner spirit, his work explores the human
condition with a focus on intimacy. His oeuvres are featured across various private collections, institutes and museums including
The Sursock Museum and KKL Luzern. He is
the founder of The LT Gallery, a Beirut-based
contemporary art platform that features exclusive works from renowned and emerging Lebanese talent and brings together art enthusiasts to instigate conversation through artistic
exchange with an ultimate aim of stirring local
and international cultural impact, besides

serving as partner and director of contemporary art hub Banzy Gallery. With extensive
experience and a vast professional network
across the art marketplace, he provides premium art consultancy and curation services for a
number of private collectors and galleries in
the MENA region. He holds a BA in Interior
Architecture and is currently pursuing an MA
in Critical &amp;amp; Curatorial Studies in
Switzerland to further hone his practice and
hopefully earn a PhD.

Elsa Yazbek Charabati
Senior Journalist, Head of the
Interpretation Section, USJ

MODERATOR BIO
Senior journalist for TV, radio and press, as well as culture and travel
inﬂuencer, Elsa Yazbek Charabati is also a concept creator, executive
producer and presenter of social media programs, mainly on foreign
and local tourism (“Voyage Voyage” and “Voyage Voyage Bi
Lebnen”…). Film producer, Elsa directs videos for local and international institutions, NGOs… Co-founder of Bei-root shirts (@beiroot961) to help Beirut families affected by 4th August blast, she still
believes in Lebanon against all odds. As a communication expert and
university Professor, she takes part to many events as speaker,
master of ceremony or seminar moderator.
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REGIONAL
SECURITY
In the last decade, the broader Middle East and North Africa (MENA) regional
security environment has been shaped by the cycle of vulnerability and
instability. The structural transformation in the MENA has unleashed such
forces whereby the region has been destabilized by multi-faceted conﬂicts,
which have seen the involvement of many local, regional and global actors.
The risks and security challenges produced by the wave of precariousness
and dissension have altered the international relations of the MENA region to
a signiﬁcant extent.

Speaker

Kim Ghattas
Journalist, Nonresident Senior Fellow,
Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace
Moderator

Youmna Naufal
Director of Communications, Brunswick Group
Founder & Host, YChats

• How will continued regional insecurity
impact Lebanon at such a dire time?

Kim Ghattas
Journalist, Nonresident Senior Fellow,
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

SPEAKER BIO
Kim Ghattas is an author and analyst with more
than twenty years of experience in print and
broadcast media, covering the Middle East, international affairs and US foreign policy. She is a
contributing writer for the Atlantic magazine and
a non-resident senior fellow at the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace. She builds
on 20 years of reporting on the Middle East and
American foreign policy and her continued
access to key players and decision makers in the
region and in the U.S. to deliver incisive
take-aways on current affairs. After a career in
print and broadcast with the BBC and the Financial Times, she wrote a NYT Best seller The Secretary focused on U.S. foreign policy and her travels

around the world with Secretary of State Hillary
Clinton. Her second book Black Wave, on the Saudi-Iran rivalry, was a NYT Top 100 Notable book of
2020 and has become a reference for universities
and diplomats. A leading voice on Middle Eastern
affairs, her expertise on risk and opportunities in
regional and geopolitical trends is sought after by
a variety of key players and institutions in the
region and in the U.S. She serves on the board of
Trustees of the American University of Beirut and
chairs the board of directors of the organisation
of Arab Reporters for Investigative Journalism
(ARIJ). She was born and raised in Beirut.

Youmna Naufal
Director of Communications, Brunswick Group
Founder & Host, YChats

MODERATOR BIO
Naufal is the founder and host of the program “Y Chats,”
the first Lebanese social dialogue program where she
deals with a variety of political, social and cultural topics
while hosting a diverse group of guests. Naufal entered
the media sphere when she started working with former
CBS News Vice President at NYU Tonight as a movie
reviewer, and then came to Lebanon, doing an internship
at #Future TV before being quickly promoted. Given the
public-service dimensions to a journalist, Naufal worked
with high ethical standards to deliver objectivity in each
journalistic product she produced. She was the head of
the English news at Future TV, where she directed and
broadcasted the daily news bulletin and conducted direct
interviews with political figures and analysts in light of the
current situations in the region. Naufal previously presented and hosted a series of special shows for the news
station, including Inspirational Women Series, Summer
Insights and Entrepreneurial Minds. Along with hosting

her show, Naufal also undertakes international correspondence work; she is the Beirut correspondent for Chinese
channel CCTV and the Turkish TRT channel. To date, she
has interviewed more than 450 people while meeting
numerous prominent figures such as the UN emissary in
Iraq Nikolai Maladinov, US Senator John McCain and was
the first journalist in the Middle East to interview
Wikileaks Founder Julian Assange after the US Elections.
During the latest Lebanese elections, Naufal was one of
the most influential personalities reporting through her
coverage of personal meetings with candidates from
diverse political affiliations. Naufal established herself as
a leading voice in journalism especially to young people,
“Youmna Naufal is one of the very few journalists who has
managed brilliantly to combine good-old journalism with
digitization and social media without ridding herself of
traditional journalism values,” Fatima Al Mahmoud, a
young journalist, told Annahar.

