




montages…you have to see the bigger picture to give that 
kind of  service, which is why we see an effective middle 
office function as an important evolution of  our business.” 

The notion of  advisory support in trade and transaction 
banking was explored in some detail, with one financial 
institution in the region having achieved significant revenue 
growth and a three-fold increase in trade transaction 
volumes, based upon the provision of  advisory support to 
clients as well as non-clients. 

As with many markets, there was consensus that trade 
banking is often a loss-leader, but that its contribution to 
the overall value of  a client relationship is fundamental and 
significant, as the importance of  effective cross-selling was 
highlighted in several illustrative examples. 

“We do provide – and may charge for – advisory 
services to our core client base, the SME segment, as they 
require and value the support,” said Shahin. “Our model 
also enables us to engage in profit-sharing with freight 
forwarders to whom we direct business. Given our focus 
on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), transaction 
values are small and we need to generate volume for the 
business model to be viable – and advisory services are an 
important element for us.” 

The group expressed a consensus that advisory support 
around trade and transaction banking cannot, at present, be 
a fee-based service, particularly to large corporate clients, but 
agreed that the SME and the mid-market could represent an 
opportunity in the region. “Advisory services in trade and 
transaction banking are not well developed in Jordan,” said 
Ibrahim Bisha of  Jordan Kuwait Bank in Amman. “This is 
partly because the financial sector has mis-priced the service 
and failed to understand the needs of  our clients and partly 
because our clients do not yet appreciate or perceive the 
potential or value of  such a service.” 

Collaboration: a model evolves for financial services firms?
Lebanon, perhaps unique in having a population of  about 
four million living at home with three times that number 
living abroad, takes a very global and outward view in its 
commercial activities and aspirations and, increasingly, the 
Levant and the broader Middle East is taking a similar 
approach. Financial service providers, including transaction 
bankers, have adapted their approach to business, accordingly, 
and the value of  collaboration was quickly acknowledged. 

“The Lebanese banks have been following their clients 
needs wherever they are,” said Iskander. “When we look at 

Lebanon and Jordan

“Trade finance and transaction banking, is the translation of 
the appetite of banks to go back to traditional banking.”

Abdul Salan Chebaro, Bank Audi
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some of  the corporate clients that we’ve financed over the 
past few years, these were small Lebanese corporate clients 
doing small projects in Lebanon. They have now grown into 
large regional companies doing business internationally. We 
have grown with our clients.” 

Even with long-standing success in international 
commerce, senior bankers in the Levant recognise 
the importance of  well-selected strategic alliances and 
partnerships. This is increasingly the case as they grow into 
regional financial institutions. “The Lebanese banks know 
the value of  having synergies with these... let’s call them 
clearing-house banks in the West,” said Chebaro. “If  major 
banks see us as a viable partner in business, whether trade or 
otherwise, I think there are synergies there. The relationship 
with majors, for banks like us, is crucial.” 

The nature of  such a collaborative model, borne out in 
roundtable events, is an important element of  differentiation 
with older approaches, which may be based on outsourcing. 
Just as local financial institutions will gain, the global entity 
also acknowledges value in a partnership approach to 
transaction banking, given the in-depth local knowledge of  
the local bank. 

‘Smart’ financial institutions, the group concluded, will 
take a collaborative view, value the combination of  local 
knowledge and global reach, and happily engage in mutually 
beneficial revenue sharing, based on the provision of  
excellent and differentiated service to the ultimate corporate, 
commercial or SME client. 

Basic principles and a customer-centric, traditional 
approach to banking – including well-conceived models 
of  collaboration – are regarded as important to the 
sustainability and success of  transaction banking. Even 
in the context of  Islamic banking, the importance of  
fundamentals and the risks of  over-complication (and 
conflicting interpretation) were highlighted by participants. 

The group explored some challenges around compliance 
issues related to trade in the region. While there was a sense 
that bankers are doing more compliance and reporting than 
banking, participants concluded that a balance of  proper 
due diligence, transparency and trust – together with a 
collaborative, relationship approach to ensuring adequate 
understanding at the transactional level – could overcome 
the vast majority of  issues, enabling business to flow while 
meeting compliance requirements. 

Looking ahead
The roundtable discussion ended by covering fundamentals, 
considering regional trends and dynamics, and by exploring 
some of  the most sensitive commercial and financial issues 
in the region. Participants concluded that a well-structured 
and well-chosen collaboration model could prove invaluable 
in enabling a viable, sustainable transaction banking business, 
and in addressing some of  the most complex challenges 
related to this business. 

Perhaps more importantly, the value of  a solid 
collaboration model was illustrated when the group 
considered some of  the emerging developments in 
transaction banking, particularly around the emerging business 
models and the introduction of  new technology. “There is 
a significant increase in mobile and electronic banking, and 
emerging solutions such as digital dollars,” he said. “This will 
require banks to invest significantly in technology platforms 
– based upon a relationship-driven understanding of  client 
needs,” said Ibrahim Bisha of  Jordan Kuwait Bank. 

For Dominic Broom at BNY Mellon, this observation 
linked to the collaboration model: “We at BNY Mellon are 
fairly convinced that the future model for our business, 
with local regional differences, is based on the concept of  
manufacturers and distributors of  financial services. There 
will be entities that provide the tools, the networks and 

the infrastructure to make these transactions work, and 
technology is a significant element of  that value proposition in 
the collaborative models we see developing – and there will be 
entities that distribute these services to their local customers.”  

Yet regardless of  the impact of  new technology, 
some things will always stay the same – and traditional, 
conservative banking will always be around. “Do you know 
who will remain standing in 10 or 20 years?” asked Chebaro. 
“Deposit-rich banks and the letter of  credit!” 

Indeed, ‘tradition’ is not a bad word – traditions,  
after all, are traditions because they have withstood the  
test of  time – and thought leadership and tradition need not 
be contradictory. q
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“When we look at some of the corporate 
clients that we’ve financed over the past few 
years, these were small Lebanese corporate 
clients doing small projects in Lebanon. 
They have now grown into large regional 
companies doing business internationally.”

Maurice Iskandar, Banque Libano-Française 
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