Saint-Joseph University, Lebanon

Founded in 1875, the Saint-Joseph University was the first Jesuit university established in the region. The values that drive civic engagement initiatives in this university are ‘near philosophical personalism, where self-realization cannot be separated from social-realization: mankind is seen as human society devoted to personal achievement of each member, commitment, accountability, equity, subsidiarity, and generosity.’ 

The university strives to realize its vision in Lebanon where the government does not have any policy frameworks on the issue of civic engagement for higher education institutions. While the university sees that civil society generally favors an academic thrust over civic engagement, it also appreciates the students’ desire for an effective role in society. 

Approach to civic engagement

The university defines civic engagement as ‘any kind of actions aiming to develop human life in society.’ The university’s mission statement reflects its commitment to civic engagement by stipulating that the role of the university should be to:

· Form highly qualified graduates capable of contributing to the development of the country and the region;

· Allow students to develop into free, autonomous individuals who are capable of reflection, synthesis, and critical judgment, with a spirit of initiative and enterprise, well integrated into the society and open to spiritual questioning;

· Reflect on the problems of society with a concern for national unity;

· Participate in public service through higher education; and

· Serve as a point of reference nationally and regionally.

The university’s effort to promote civic engagement aims at building the capabilities of student and nonstudent constituencies. The effort focuses on promoting public awareness around the role of the university in society, encouraging its students to deal with societal issues. The university also provides technical expertise to the community. In its pursuit to promote awareness of civic issues, the university organizes annual lectures normally delivered by the university’s rector about ‘the university in the city’. These lectures are always well attended. The themes of the lectures vary each year; from human rights to political initiation of students, the formation of the country’s future managers, analysis of the society, and deontology. Some of these public lectures became political events, particularly when a speaker talked about the freedom of the university in a country occupied by a neighbor. Furthermore, the university organizes many seminars and colloquiums around civic issues. 

The institution encourages its students to explore, as part of their dissertations, topics that link to the area of civic engagement. In addition, students in all faculties are given a daily break of one-and-a-half hours around noon to undertake activities within or outside the campus. The university is planning to integrate service-learning into its academic programs from 2006. 

To provide the community with its expertise, the university’s laboratories offer technical expertise to industrial and pharmaceutical activities with ISO (International Organization for Standardization) certification. The university also established observatories that undertake scientific enquiries into social phenomena such as unemployment, intercultural mediation, youth, public health, and religious dialogues. These observatories collect data and organize colloquiums and seminars to analyze these issues.

Four years ago the university established the Berytech Technological Pole – the first of its kind in Lebanon. Berytech assists people wanting to start their own business enterprises. 

Resources

In the absence of a national policy to support civic engagement initiatives in higher education in Lebanon, the university relies mainly on its own budget and loans to finance civic engagement activities. Recently, the university secured two loans, at special rates, to finance the Berytech Technological Pole project. 

Challenges 

The university has been operating in an environment that discourages higher education institutions from engaging in politically sensitive issues in the country. Another challenge that faces the implementation of civic engagement opportunities for students is the lack of academic acknowledgment of their activities. The university also believes that a lack of adequate financial resources, pressures on students for paid employment, and a lack of policy incentives for higher education institutions to play an important role in community and national development are the major barriers to its efforts to expand civic engagement programs.

Conclusion

The university recognizes the significant role it could play in promoting civic engagement in the country. The challenges lie in sharing knowledge about this notion, fierce competition between universities in Lebanon, and a lack of financial support. However, there is potential for encouraging the idea throughout the region, particularly through student networks for social action.

The Berytech Technological Pole 

The Berytech Technological Pole is one of the initiatives of the Saint-Joseph University aimed at contributing to the national development effort. The main objective of the project is to provide a structure that helps people set up their own businesses. The project started in 2001 and consists of a 4,000 square meter building that hosts more than 40 enterprises, especially in the field of cinema and image. 

The university assigned a small team of two faculty members led by the dean of the Faculty of Engineering to manage the project. Key partners in the project are a group of bankers, insurers, and managers, who contributed US$1 million to the funding of the project and became its stakeholders. The Central Bank of Lebanon and the Agence Française de Développement have provided loans for the project. The project receives no public support. 

So far the project has proved to be successful. About 16 ‘incubation enterprises’ have been launched with a high rate of success. The project reached its break-even point last year and the university began to extend the project into another area. 

The university faces two sets of challenges regarding this project. On one hand the project lacks sufficient resources to give loans to new enterprises. On the other, the graduates from the Faculty of Engineering prefer not to work in Berytech. They prefer to seek jobs outside the country. In its efforts to overcome the latter challenge, the university uses incentives such as grants, and organizes conferences for students in their final year to encourage them to get involved with Berytech.

 At a glance

	Name of institution 
	Saint-Joseph University

	Country 
	Lebanon

	Type of institution 
	Private

	Total number of undergraduate and graduate students in 2005
	9,123

	Extent of students participating in civic engagement activities
	10-25%

	Extent of faculty participating in civic engagement activities
	10-25%

	National, regional and international affiliations 
	None 


