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First let me congratulate 
you on the “Pan Arab 
Telecommunications Man of 
the Year” award. How do you 
look at this achievement?

Coming as a surprise to me, 
I consider this award a big 
responsibility acting as a driver 
for me to continue with the 
same, if not more, in terms of 
efforts and commitments to the 
business and to the society to 
which I belong. 

This award is rewarding long 
years of efforts and operational 
experience, mainly recognizing 
the team spirit and hard work 
that I have always shown 
towards the teams and 
organizations I have worked 
with in the past and now. This 
success could not have been 
achieved without the support 
of Orascom Telecom Holding 
(OTH) group which gave me 
the opportunity to acquire 
new experiences and prove my 
capabilities since joining back in 
1999, building my career from 
scratch and evolving through 
the ranks to the place where I 
am right today.

After almost 15 months of 
being appointed the new CEO 
of Alfa, what are the major 
changes you induced to the 
company? 

I believe the first visible change 
is on the team side, where we 
see more motivation regarding 
the leadership position that Alfa 
used to hold in the past. The 
spirit of winning, believing in 
our capabilities and aiming to 
be the first and leader again is 
back inside Alfa. It’s important 
to remind you that Alfa had a 

difficult four years under the 
previous regime where business 
was more or less stagnating 
and a substantial number of 
qualified and skilled talents fled 
the operation and the Country.

Another achievement is 
the smooth relationship we 
managed to establish with 
our main customer, that is 
the Lebanese Ministry of 
Telecommunications. This 
smooth relationship gave 
stability to the business and has 
led to various initiatives on the 
operational side.

Another notable step was giving 
Orascom Telecom exposure and 
strong presence in the Lebanese 
market. In fact, one of our main 
objectives and focuses is to 
show to the public what we are 
capable of as an international 
group. 

Over the past year, we were 
also able to reverse a negative 
market perception about Alfa’s 
performance to a fresh, positive 
perception.

What is your new strategy and 
focus for 2011?

Our strategy for 2011 is to 
upgrade our infrastructure by 
introducing latest technologies 
to our subscribers with an 
immediate focus on the launch of 
the 3.5G technology in Lebanon. 
This, in addition, to introducing 
new services and new prepaid 
offers similar to the recently 
launched “Waffer” plan as well as 
introducing new postpaid offers 
aiming  at meeting various needs 
of our subscribers. We expect to 
launch new plans by the second 
half (H2) of 2011.

Eventually, we aim at building 
upon the positive momentum 
we managed to create last 
year, through new initiatives 
on the internal side in terms 
of organization and on the 
external side in terms of new 
offers, focusing on catering for 
the needs of our subscribers, in 
order to reach the ultimate goal 
of customer intimacy that we 
aspire for.  

Another important pillar of 
our strategy, is installing Alfa 
as “THE” example of a socially 
responsible Corporate Citizen 
through our Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) Program, 
“Alfa 4-Life” which, for the 
fifth year, continues to back 
charitable organizations 
supporting children in 
communication needs in order 
to fully incorporate the children 
in the society to become fully-
integrated citizens.

How do you review Alfa’s 
performance for the past 
year in terms of growth and 
financial results?

I can say that 2010 was 
an excellent year for Alfa, 
operationally and financially. 
Despite the financial crisis 
continued implications 
worldwide and some other 
constraints, we managed 
to grow our revenues in a 
very significant way (more 

than 15% YoY) with financial 
performance exceeding our 
expectations especially during 
the last summer season with 
the tourists’ inflow generating 
substantial Roaming revenues. 
Market reaction towards our 
commercial initiatives such 
as the Friends and Family 
Service, Peak off Peak Plan, and 
BlackBerry weekly prepaid offer 
was also pretty positive.

What is Alfa’s current market 
share?

Our current share is around 
47% and more than 50% of new 
additions with a total mobile 
population penetration of 
around 70%. We managed to 
narrow the market share gap 
from 43% in 2009, to reach 1.3 
million subscribers as of the 
end of May (30% growth in 
terms of base).  We will continue 
to narrow the gap until we 
reach a balanced market share 
distribution, if not gaining the 
leadership position in the next 
couple of years. 

Let’s talk about the role of 
Orascom Telecom expertise 
and footprints in supporting 
the big progress of Alfa?

The role of Orascom Telecom 
is crucial in all what we have 
done so far starting from the 
operational support we get at all 
levels: technical, commercial, IT 

Alfa: Promising State-of-the-Art 3.5G 
Mobile Broadband Services

Alfa - the first Lebanese 
mobile operator managed 
by Orascom Telecom - is 
promising state-of-the-
art mobile broadband 
services through its unique 
nationwide 3.5G rollout 
aiming to bring back the 
glory days of the Lebanese 
telco sector. Telecom Review 
sat with Marwan Hayek, 
Chairman & CEO of Alfa,
to discuss the 3.5G 
rollout preparations and 
expectations.

Marwan Hayek, Chairman & CEO of Alfa

With 3.5G happening in Lebanon, we 
would have achieved a major milestone 

towards repositioning Lebanon back on the 
regional Telecom map
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Do you think that the 
international gateways and 
the backbone constraints will 
be solved prior to launch?

All the signals we are getting are 
positive and with all what we 
heard so far, yes, I believe that 
the constraints will be resolved. 
Even if they are not, we have 
ramped up our capabilities 
quickly and we have reached a 
certain capacity today on the 
data side that will enable us 
to start with the limited 3.5G 
offerings until the International 
bandwidth and domestic 
backbone issues are resolved 
completely.

Are the sites Alfa is rolling LTE 
ready?

Some of the sites are LTE ready. 
At the start of the Request for 
Proposal (RFP), we made it clear 
to include some of the sites that 
are 100% LTE capable for phase 
two of our rollout. Right now, we 
are focusing on really providing 
the 3.5G services and some LTE 
experience will come with phase 
two, probably in 2012.

You recently conducted 
several 3.5G successful calls 
and live demos. How do you 
evaluate the success?

As part of our renewed winning 
spirit, Alfa was the first in 
Lebanon to conduct a 3.5G voice 
call, video call and 3.5G data 
session which is very symbolic 
to all of us and showcases the 
support we got from OTH and 
the perfect synchronization 
we have with our partners and 
suppliers. The feedback was very 
positive and the momentum is 
really high. I can tell you that via 

our communication campaigns 
and plans we managed to 
create a hype about 3.5G 
services in Lebanon. Everyone is 
expecting and believing in what 
we are saying, and this is a big 
responsibility on us - to deliver 
what we promised so far. The 
country is really waiting for 3.5G 
to happen and for Alfa to bring 
the long awaited good news. 

How do you see the impact of 
3.5G services on the economy 
and the country overall?

The 3.5G technology will have 
a huge positive impact on our 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), 
attracting new investments to 
Lebanon, boosting the national 
economy and spurring economic 
growth. This will facilitate starting 
new businesses in Lebanon and 
will encourage international 
and regional organizations to 

establish their head or regional 
offices in Beirut. The impact 
cannot be other than positive 
on the economy since Telco is 
a horizontal growth engine. We 
want to drive the Telco industry 
in Lebanon at the fastest possible 
pace in order to bridge the gap 
we still have today with other 
countries in the region and 
beyond. There is a direct link 
between availability/quality of 
broadband (fixed and mobile) and 
productivity. It is demonstrated 
today that every ten points of 
broadband penetration results 
in 1.21% to 1.4% increase in GDP 
per capita growth in developed 
countries (a yearly GDP growth of 
around 0.5 Billion US Dollars in the 
case of Lebanon). 

Broadband expansion is a key 
driver of economic growth, and 
can touch countless economic 
sectors. e.g. the health industry, 
Education, Banking, etc and 
all are promising sectors in 
Lebanon. More directly, the 
implementation of broadband 
network and services itself has 
short-term benefits as it can 
create hundreds of new jobs and 
satellite businesses.

What are the 3.5G services 
that you will be initially 
launching?

On the core aspect of our 
offering, we will be launching 
innovative services with speeds 
up to 21Mbps and a full national 

Former Minister of Telecommunications, Charbel Nahas and Alfa Chairman & CEO, Marwan Hayek witnessing the initial tests on 
the 3.5G technology, successfully done for the first time in Lebanon by Alfa

The role of Orascom Telecom is crucial 
in all what we have done so far

and other fields of operations. 
Also the procurement synergy 
that we get thanks to the  frame 
agreements that OTH has 
concluded with major suppliers 
and vendors translates into 
savings on the CAPEX and 
OPEX for both the Manager 
(OT Lebanon) and the Ministry 
of Telecommunications which 
was substantial in 2010 and will 
continue to be as such in 2011.

In addition, the fact that we have 
access to a pool of resources that 
are available worldwide allows 
us to tap into specific activities 
and projects like 3.5G where we 
don’t have the internal expertise, 
getting us immediate help from 
personnel who have done this 
activity before and who can 
assist us in implementing and 
rolling out this technology.

On the other hand, our resources 
have exposure to other 
operating models and markets 
where they can exchange 
knowhow and expertise as 
well. All this couldn’t have been 
possible without the presence 
of an international player like 
Orascom Telecom Holding (OTH). 

Knowing that Orascom 
Telecom is only managing 
Alfa through a management 
contract with the 
Lebanese Ministry of 
Telecommunications, do you 
still get the same support from 
Orascom Telecom group as any 
other subsidiary?

I would say that we get more 
support than other subsidiaries 
that are 100% owned by Orascom 
Telecom Holding (OTH) group 

because the main reason 
we came to this operation is 
to position ourselves as the 
operator of choice whenever 
privatization happens in 
Lebanon. That’s why we see more 
focus and more support given 

to this operation to showcase 
our strength and the kind of 
added values we can bring to 
the country; so whenever the 
privatization process begins, we 
should be better positioned than 
other operators. 

This all is meant to highlight 
the strong commitment that 
Orascom Telecom has to 
the management contract 
signed with the Ministry of 
Telecommunications that was 
extended for a further year 
ending on 31 January 2012 with 
same terms and conditions.  As 
Orascom Telecom, we are highly 
committed to the development 
of the Lebanese telco market, 
which is visible through this 
strong operations support and 
back up that OTH is providing 
to Alfa.

Alfa will be rolling out 3.5G 
network with Ericsson. 
What is the timetable of the 
deployment? Are you facing 
any major challenges?

We have set the 1st of October 
for commercial launch of 3.5G 
services in Lebanon. We are 
doing a unique rollout covering 
more than 95% of the Lebanese 
territory which you rarely see in 
other countries. More than 650 
sites will be rolled out in first 
year carrying a capacity of close 
to half a million customers who 
will be able to use the 3.5G data 
and speeds of up to 21 Mbps on 
most of these sites.

Regarding the timetable and 
the expected commercial 
launch in October, this date is 
linked to certain milestones 
that have to happen before 
we go live starting from 
the internet gateway to the 
international bandwidth and 
submarine cable which will 
be made available soon to the 
Telco sector in Lebanon. There 
are also some constraints on 
the backbone side, which are 
in the final stages of being 
resolved before we go live with 
our 3.5G services.

The date of October 1st is the 
date we have committed to in 
the management agreement 
renewal and the supplier is 
committing to as well. However, 
there might be a phased 
approach for the commercial 
launch of 3.5G services in 
Lebanon, and here we are 
talking about a probable partial 
launch first. Following this 
step, we will continue with the 
complete launch depending on 
the resolution of the constraints.
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Alfa was the first in Lebanon to conduct 
a 3.5G voice call, video call and 3.5G 

data session

Marwan Hayek addressing media executives during a 3.5G event in Phoenicia Hotel
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Lebanon has provided a 
generation of 2G experts on 
the telecom side, and 3.5G 
would again provide a new 
generation of people equipped 
with the right technological 
skills to re-conquer the 
regional telecom market.

In a highly regulated market, 
how much differentiation can 
be offered on the market? 

In a highly regulated 
market, little differentiation 
can be offered. The real 
differentiation is in the way 
offers approved by the Ministry 
of Telecommunications are 
implemented. Nevertheless, 
as far as 3G is concerned, MOT 
expressed their intentions to 
provide room for competition 
though the boundaries of such 
competition are yet to be drawn.

In all cases, even in this 
constrained environment, Alfa 
has shown in the recent past its 
capabilities in making a difference 
in the implementation of various 
offers (Blackberry, Waffer, 
Ehkineh) and their delivery to the 
market. In addition to that, Alfa 
has shown its ability in providing 
a world class quality of after sales 
customer service experience 

which remains one of our main 
focuses.

What can you tell us about 
the new “Alfa Waffer” prepaid 
plan?

“Alfa Waffer” enables all prepaid 
subscribers to benefit from new 
and discounted packages on all 
voice calls, SMS and value added 
services. 

The new “Waffer” plan was 
tailored to meet the needs of 
our subscribers and to cater to 
the growing demand for mobile 
services among all segments. 
The new plan proposes three 
new recharge cards that allow 
Alfa prepaid subscribers to 
benefit from lower tariffs 
reaching a 36% discount versus 
current and all having a 30-day 
validity: The $9.09 recharge 
card offering 30-minutes air 
time; the $15.15 recharge card 
offering 60-minutes air time; 
and the $27.27 recharge card 
offering 120-minutes air time or 
equivalent.

Will you be introducing any 
plans for the enterprise 
sector?

We intend to offer plans 

tailored for the enterprise 
sector and we have engineered 
such plans that will be 
discussed with the Ministry of 
Telecommunications. The plans 
will be built on the existing 
corporate plan, but really 
taking it to another level of 
efficiency and price reduction 
especially with the mobile 
broadband introduction.

How do you look at the 
Lebanese telecom sector? 

The telecom sector in 
Lebanon still needs lots of 
investments. Indeed, plenty of 
opportunities exist in Lebanon 
starting from mobile, fixed, 
international connectivity, 
backbone and the internet. 
It all needs deregulation 
and decisions from the 
government. Deregulating 
doesn’t mean automatically 
privatizing the telecom sector; 
there are various ways of doing 
it and one way to start is with 
activating the Public Private 
Partnership (PPP) scheme. 

What can you tell us about 
Alfa’s Corporate Social 
Responsibility (CSR) Program- 
“Alfa 4-Life”?

Alfa has several initiatives 
on the corporate social 
responsibility side 
implemented through our 
five-year, Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) Program 
“Alfa 4-Life”. Our aspiration is 
to become the responsible 
corporate citizen in Lebanon 
which will lead by example, 
and we have become today a 
reference for all the corporate 
social responsibility initiatives 
in the country.  

Our main theme for CSR is 
focusing on children with 
communication needs. We 
support various organizations 
like Sesobel, SOS, the Lebanese 
Autism Society and many 
more. With the little support 
we provide from our side, we 
are making a difference in 
the lives of the children who 
belong to those associations, 
encouraging them to overcome 
their physical barriers through 
funding and creating therapy 
programs and various activities 
that aim at integrating them 
into the society to ultimately 
lead better lives.

What is next for Alfa?

The next immediate step is to 
provide state-of-the-art mobile 
broadband services through the 
3.5G rollout. We will continue 
our efforts to regain our market 
leadership in Lebanon and 
we will do whatever it takes 
to continue innovating the 
Lebanese telco sector for the 
best of our subscribers and 
country.

We will continue our efforts to regain 
our market leadership in Lebanon and 
we will do whatever it takes to continue 

innovating the Lebanese telco sector

coverage in only a few months. 
We will aim at being exhaustive 
in terms of ‘initial’ offering by 
addressing all market segments 
through extensive but straight 
forward and simple bundles 
for micro-browsing and mobile 
BB (dongles).We will also make 
video calls available at launch. 

We believe that data usage is 
its own driver in the sense that 
the more you use it, the more 
you want to have it available 
everywhere. In that perspective, 
and beyond the offer of 
bundles, we intend to make 
3.5G available to every single 

Alfa subscriber by offering a 
‘by default’ pay as you go plan. 
Other more elaborate services 
such as mobile TV, gaming, etc… 
will come soon after launch. 
We are in the final stages of 
pricing the packages. Our main 
target is to make 3.5G services 
available and affordable to our 
subscribers.

MTC Touch is already 
promoting 3.9G services with 
speeds up to 42 Mbps. What is 
your comment on this?

The only comment I can 
make is that speed in a lab 

environment is one thing and 
speed in real life is another 
thing. In terms of strategy, we 
always communicate what we 
can deliver on the ground, and 
the speed of up to 21 Mbps 
is what we can deliver given 
all the constraints we have in 
Lebanon.

We have to remember that 
Lebanon is not Europe; we have 
constraints like the backbone, 
the international gateway, the 
international bandwidth and 
handsets availability as well. 
Speed is a combination of all 
these factors together that 
would make it almost impossible 
to reach speeds above 21 Mbps 
in real life.

Only few countries in the world 
have started to develop the 3.9G 
and 4G services since handsets 
are still scarce and expensive so 
far. So whenever this becomes 
affordable to the end user, you 
will see us as Alfa making it 
available for our customers.

Since the Ministry will set the 
prices, do you see room for 
competition in 3G services?

There is room for competition 
but it is very limited and lies 
particularly in offerings and 
packages since pricing would 
be the same. The discussions 
ongoing right now between 
the Ministry and the players 
on the ISP and DSP mobile 
side are on the wholesale 
versus retail strategy. If this 
strategy gets implemented and 

the discussions get finalized 
soon, there will probably be 
competition on the retail side. 
However, the prices will be set 
by the Ministry to all players.

The current competition we 
are seeing in claiming who did 
the first video call and the 3.5G 
versus 3.9G is only in terms of 
implementation and not in 
terms of content. In order to 
reach full competition, we need 
a deregulated market.

In your opinion, will the 3.5G 
roll out take the Lebanese 
telecom sector to its early 
glory days? 

Introducing 3.5G in Lebanon is 
one step towards our strategic 
goal and many other steps 
are to happen such as fiber 
implementation, international 
gateways and international 
connectivity which will hopefully 
be decided soon.

With 3.5G happening in 
Lebanon, we would have 
achieved a major milestone 
towards repositioning Lebanon 
back on the regional Telecom 
map. Providing a real customer 
experience with high speeds 
will make the country regain 
some of what it has lost in 
the past years on the telecom 
side. However, the pricing is an 
important factor as well so to 
regain the position, pricing and 
packaging should be rethought 
and restructured to encourage 
people to establish their regional 
offices in Lebanon.
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2010 was an excellent year for Alfa, 
operationally and financially

Marwan Hayek receiving the 2011 “Pan Arab Telecommunications Man of the Year” 
award from the President of the Pan Arab Web Awards Academy, Pierre Moukarzel


