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Foreword: The Ides of March

The most memorable line that ever stuck with me from Shakespeare’s stories, while growing up as a child in the Arab world, was not one of his most iconic ones. It wasn’t Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’. This philosophical inquisition into life and death was too deep for the child version of me to make sense of. And it wasn’t Juliet’s impassioned cry to her lover asking him to disown his family. That impulsive cry for anarchy seemed excessive and unfathomable to me.

It was in fact the warning the fortune-teller had for Julius Caesar that affected me the most: ‘Beware the Ides of March.’

The Ides of March is the seventy-fourth day in the Roman calendar, which corresponds to 15 March. The fortune-teller’s line was simple, yet alluring. Later on in the story we find out that Julius Caesar was assassinated on no other date than 15 March in 44 BC. So the prophecy was fulfilled. It didn’t matter that the superstition behind the message was unclear: it was anecdotal, specific and time-bound. Sometimes that’s all it takes for an idea to gain traction – and so that date became etched in my memory.

As the years went by and every passing winter came to an end, and around the time when spring almost shyly made its appearance in mid-March in Damascus – with blossoming apricot trees hovering over the city’s pavements, and the street vendors swapping heaps of chestnuts for piles of green almonds – I would recall that line and laugh it off.

Not on 15 March 2011, though. That date, when the first major protests appeared in my city of Damascus in Syria, is almost always cited as the start of the Syrian unrest that would later evolve into one of the worst wars in recent history. That day would turn out to be the biggest turning point of my life, and it happened on no other date than the Ides of March. ‘Beware the Ides of March’ – I recalled once more the mystical message, and this time I imagined that the fortune-teller had been talking to me all this time, warning me of this doomed date ever since I was a child.

Then it happened again. In mid-March 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic unleashed itself on the world, disrupting all walks of life in a way that was unprecedented in modern times. The first lockdown in the UK began, and people’s lives changed radically, out of nowhere. Again I recalled the fortune-teller’s message. On the first morning of lockdown, as I made myself some coffee in my London flat, I couldn’t help but notice the eerie similarities between the energy in Damascus in 2011 and that in London – and the whole world – in the face of this pandemic.

The contexts were clearly different. But there were also uncanny resemblances, the most dominant one being the feeling of impending doom that had dawned on everyone, out of the blue. The pandemic was also a systematic crisis, different in scope, but similar in its universal sense to the crisis we faced in Syria, which affected everyone in that country. Then there was the uncertainty factor – everyone back then in Syria, and now in the UK and elsewhere, was asking similar questions: When will this end? How will it evolve? Will life be back to normal in three months, as the politicians are telling us it will?

Then came the queues – the perfect early barometers of any crisis. But the reasons for queuing, and its discipline, were strikingly different; people definitely queued better in London than they did in Damascus. In London, people queued to stock up on toilet paper, and not outside banks, because hardly anyone carries cash these days. In Damascus, however, where the economy was mainly cash-based, queues swarmed outside the banks.

In the Preface I explain the reasons why I wrote this book. One of them was my burning desire to emit a different voice from a place that was often seen as devoid of hope. There are legitimate voices of sorrow and agony from Syria, but I wanted my voice to be different – hopefully one of insight, as I do believe there are universal lessons to be learned from my experience of operating in a uniquely difficult context.

As the pandemic unfolded, around the time the first edition of my book was published, it was featured by the Sunday Times, which called it ‘a remarkable book telling business leaders what to do when disaster strikes’. The Financial Times featured it as one of their summer reads and stated, ‘the lessons in resilient leadership in turbulent times that Roumani offers are universal’. Leading organizations in the UK invited me to speak about my experience, and to explore how some of these can be applicable to what everyone is facing.

In the real world, and unlike Julius Caesar’s story, there are no fortune-tellers to warn us of the Ides of March. And even if there were, it’s what we do to confront these challenges that matters. Whether it is a war, a pandemic or just ‘normal’ tough times, I learned that there are certain principles to apply, which can build resilience and enhance the chances of thriving, no matter what.

This book aspires to share these lessons, and hopes along the way to inspire readers with stories from a distraught and yet beautiful place, which has been sadly and wrongly defined by the war.

I hope you enjoy it.

Louai Al Roumani

9 October 2020

London




Preface: Pre-crisis

I had one request for my father in the summer of 1990 when we spoke on the phone one evening: to get me my He-Man toys from Kuwait. I was spending the last few weeks of the holidays with my sisters and mother in Damascus, Syria, as we did every year, before we had to return to Kuwait, where we lived. I was only nine, and my father was due to fly from Kuwait to visit us the next day.

Next morning, my grandfather woke me up and told me that my father wouldn’t be able to make it that day. The Iraqi army had occupied Kuwait in the early hours of the morning and so Kuwait City airport was closed. I was too young back then to understand the political context, but I do recall some instances of sitting amongst my extended family in the preceding weeks as they discussed Saddam Hussein’s threats to ‘punish’ Kuwait. I couldn’t understand the references made to the earlier Iran–Iraq War and to the billions of dollars’ worth of dues that Saddam Hussein asked Kuwait to pay, as compensation for what he viewed as economic warfare undertaken by his much smaller neighbour. All that mattered to me, as a child, was to understand how everyone assuredly concluded that there was no way there was going to be a war: ‘Akeed mafi harb – Definitely no war,’ my grandfather would say to anyone who remotely questioned the possibility of war.

But war did happen. The ability to make international phone calls was soon severed in Kuwait, so we had no way to make contact with my father for almost a month, until the time he finally showed up, as a surprise, in our Damascus home. He had travelled by car through Iraq and Jordan, before eventually continuing his route to Syria. State relations between Iraq and Syria were at their lowest point ever, in light of the animosity between the different Baath parties that ruled Syria and Iraq. The Baath political party was a pan-Arab political party that ended up in power in both Iraq and Syria, but the different factions were far from being friends, as each viewed themselves as the solitary and ‘true’ representative of Baathist doctrines. The fact that Syria had also sided with Iran in the earlier Iraq–Iran War between 1980 and 1988 also exacerbated matters, and this trickled down to sour the relations between the two peoples at times. However, there was one thing about Syria that Iraqis never stopped liking: our soap operas.

My father, Ousama Al Roumani, was a renowned Syrian TV actor in the 1970s, and many of his soap operas, movies and plays had made their way to Iraq, which meant that during his journey through the warring country he was often jubilantly recognized at the otherwise-stringent Iraqi checkpoints. He had a pivotal role in one of Syria’s most iconic theatre productions ever: Gherbeh, which was set in a fictional Arab village. In one of its quintessential scenes an annual one-day festival of ‘lies’ is celebrated, when both villagers and the government compete to tell the most blatant lie. My father’s character, Abu Ahmad, sets off on a singing spree, sarcastically praising the government’s feats and accomplishments in building schools, hospitals and providing jobs for everyone. The government representative then scolds him for uttering such an audacious lie, which even the deceitful government could not match. The scene’s message resonated fervently across the Arab world, reaching even the most disgruntled Iraqi soldiers who had been sent to fight an unnecessary war. So when they encountered my father at the checkpoint, they would often forget the warfare for a minute or two as they asked him to recite a few memorable lines from that scene. He was always happy to oblige, not least because it greatly helped to facilitate his long journey home, where I rejoiced at finally seeing him. Some, but not all, of my He-Man action figures made it too, as my father had been forced to offer some of them as a token to soldiers on the route, who hoped to present them to their children. We would remain in Syria for two years, until after Kuwait was liberated, returning only in the autumn of 1992.

People who have lived through the consequences of war typically have their life timelines polarized into two eras: one preceding the war and one during/after it. This polarization remained with me throughout my life, almost as though my memories had been divided between two boxes: one labelled ‘pre-1990’ and the other labelled ‘post-1990’. The first thing I would think about, when recalling any distant memory, was whether it belonged in the former or the latter box.

Little did I know that another box would be opened twenty years later.

In the summer of 2010 I had just returned to Damascus from Boston, where I had completed my MBA, to re-join Banque Bemo Saudi Fransi (BBSF) – the bank that I had worked with for several years – as head of finance and planning. BBSF was the largest privately owned retail bank in Syria, and the first to open in the country. It was founded in 2004 by two regional banks – Banque Bemo from Lebanon, and Banque Saudi Fransi from Saudi Arabia – with a majority ownership of Syrian shareholders. Syria’s banking sector had been completely dominated by state-owned banks ever since the 1960s, when the ruling governments adopted a socialist ideology, and so state nationalization took place and all privately owned banks were shut. Since the early 2000s, however, the country had started opening up, and private enterprise across all sectors was being encouraged.

Telecom companies, banks, malls, insurance companies and even an international fast-food chain began opening. People would queue outside KFC when it first opened in Damascus, and that reminded me of the long queues I had seen in Moscow as a tourist child, with my grandparents, outside McDonald’s a few weeks before communist rule fell apart. It seemed a universal truth that people living under some form of planned economy where the government controlled most aspects of it were hungry for private enterprise. So when BBSF opened, people flocked to us with their money, and much eagerness, to deal with the budding private sector. Far from being a Wall Street-style global bank, similar to those that are sometimes demonized around the world, BBSF was a bank for Syrians from all walks of life, who entrusted us with their life savings. Unlike some other banks that opened after BBSF, we did not impose the need to maintain a minimum deposit balance. We did not want to be seen as ‘selective’. Virtually any Syrian could open a bank account with us, so we had the richest Syrians and the poorest as our customers. From fishermen in the coastal city of Tartous, to shepherds near the Syrian desert-town of Deir ez-Zor and merchants in Damascus and Aleppo, everyone was calling BBSF ‘the bank of the people’.

I had received a couple of intriguing job offers from a bank and from a leading consulting company in one of the Arab Gulf states, but I insisted on returning home from Boston. Though I had lived most of my life up to that point outside Syria, I was well attached to my country. And prospects in Syria were great back then. The economy was booming, foreign investments were flooding in and the country was poised for a Dubai-like renaissance. What was destined to be the largest mall in Syria, Lebanon and Jordan was being built in Yaafour, a lush Damascus suburb. A major Dubai-based construction company had purchased a large plot of land there and was building a vast complex of commercial buildings and towers, conjuring up visions of towering skylines similar to those in Dubai. Billboards all over Damascus boasted of the ambitious blueprints for the new stock-exchange building that was to open in that development. My sister worked as an exhibition-content developer back then, travelling to London to develop content for what was planned to be a one-of-a-kind children’s science museum in the heart of Damascus – something that would have been completely new to the Middle East. The building was in the shape of a giant rose, reminiscent of the world-renowned damask rose, the beautiful (and edible) pink rose named after the city of Damascus, and which holds a special status in Syria. Such was the vibe in Syria at the time that I never thought twice about taking up an opportunity elsewhere.

Just a few months later we witnessed the unrest of the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, which erupted quite rapidly in neighbouring Egypt, Tunisia and Libya. Early in 2011, the French CEO of BBSF asked a few of his trusted Syrian aides for an informal meeting. He wanted to know whether we thought such unrest would happen in Syria.

‘Definitely not,’ we all said. I was as reassuring as my grandfather had sounded, more than twenty years before, when he was asked whether a war would erupt between Iraq and Kuwait. We all agreed that unrest was unthinkable in Syria. Syria was ‘different’, we claimed. We fervently believed we were immune to those winds of change, and that such unrest would never occur. I was so certain of it that I took the decision to invest a large part of my savings in the Syrian stock exchange. Never did we imagine, as we sat in that air-conditioned boardroom sipping dark Turkish coffee, that not only would unrest break out in Syria just a few weeks later, but it would develop into one of the worst wars in modern times.

Syria was considered to be one of the safest countries in the region before the unrest in 2011. As I write the first draft of this book, it is notorious for being the most dangerous country in the world. In March 2011, unrest erupted in the southern city of Daraa, where clashes took place between police forces and local residents. Unrest gradually spread across the country, before it escalated into a series of armed conflicts and later into full-blown war, with jihadists such as ISIS emerging in the power vacuums that occurred across the country. The complexity of the war triggered many fault lines within Syria in the most tragic ways possible, caused by sectarian, historical, economic and, of course, geopolitical factors.

The year of 2011 was to become my new 1990: a date that polarized my life again into two distinct chunks, pre-war and post-war. But this time I was no longer a nine-year-old child sheltered abroad from the consequences of the war, who could be reassured by my parents that ‘everything is going to be okay’. I was on the ground, feeling the increasingly intense heat of the war as it gradually affected me across all parts of my life, transforming my perspective on everything.

When José Mourinho, one of the world’s most prominent football coaches, was asked in 2013 about the disappointing results that his football team, Chelsea, showed back then, he said that Syria represented a crisis; his team losing a few games didn’t. When a leading motivational and entrepreneurship speaker, known for his excessive cursing, was told that the situation of a particular business start-up was f***ed up, his response was that Syria was f***ed up; this situation wasn’t.

Syria has become the metaphor for utter crisis, and even the world’s greatest concede that it is an almost unfixable mess. When people are in trouble, they have the advantage of understating the challenges faced, by comparing it to a far more disheartening context: Syria.

Unfortunately for me, being part of the team that led the largest bank in Syria throughout the war meant that I had no other ‘Syria’ to serve as a benchmark for the most difficult of circumstances. This was probably as bad as it could get, and I had no choice but to adapt. I found myself in charge of planning at the bank, in the most conflict-ridden country in the world. I still had some of the Harvard business cases and articles that I had discussed in class the previous year during my MBA, and I hurriedly dug them out and started going through them, looking hopelessly for solutions.

I could not find solutions – in the articles on ‘agile organizations’ and ‘rules for change management’ – for the type of strategic and operational challenges that we were facing. I met up with my university professor, whom I had revered highly in Beirut, where I studied for my Bachelor’s degree some ten years back, but was dismayed when the first piece of advice he gave me was the textbook response ‘change your company by-laws’, which was irrelevant and did not address the operational and strategic difficulties we were facing.

I bought a few crisis-management books, but realized that most of them dealt either with the consequences of the financial crisis or with unique crisis situations resulting from product recalls or PR failures. While the financial crisis has proven dire and demanding for many companies to adapt to, and especially for banks, the challenges we faced – operating in an actual war – seemed far more colossal.

In war, almost everything is thrown into question. It is tremendously difficult to make any assumptions, because anything can change at any moment. The unthinkable becomes thinkable. Things become a thousand times tougher. While in the past we might have had plans to deal with a currency depreciation of 5 per cent, in the current situation we could face a radical 90 per cent depreciation. Business ‘threats’ were no longer attributed to reduced commercial opportunities, but to increased mortar-bomb attacks from terrorists such as ISIS, who for a long time were situated just a twenty-minute ride away from my office in central Damascus. Whereas previously we would engage in re-forecasting exercises and questioning assumptions when dealing with ‘normal’ uncertain variables or business threats, as many businesses in the world do, this crisis was fundamentally and structurally different from any other crisis addressed in any business literature.

It was under these increasingly tough circumstances that I led, intermittently, the finance, strategy and operations functions of BBSF, from the outbreak of the war in 2011 until the early summer of 2015. At the outset we had a staff count of around 700 employees and thirty-nine branches across the country. The bank operated (and continues to do so) under a highly regulated environment, with corporate governance laws similar to those in place in many developed economies, manifested in the creation of board committees and segregation of the roles of chairman and CEO. My last position was as the bank’s Chief Financial Officer (CFO) entrusted with leading the strategic planning of the bank in addition to the oversight of the finance function. I was part of the executive management that collectively took decisions on all high-level matters headed by the CEO, who in turn reported to the bank’s board of directors.

When I meet people in London, where I now live with my wife Nadeen, many seem surprised when they find out that banks were actually operating during the war – and still are in Syria. They are even more surprised when I tell them that not only are banks operating, but a couple of them are actually doing very well. And some people are shocked to learn that the bank I worked for not only managed to safeguard the life savings of its customer base, but also flourished strategically during the war, so much that it became almost impossible for other banks to catch up.

With time, and in this exceptional context, I found myself learning unique lessons about how to become more resilient in the face of adversity – some of those lessons clashing with textbook rules, whereas others drifted along varying trajectories. I therefore decided to write this book to share the lessons I had learned from working in such tough times. It is not meant to be a technical treatise on crisis-management methods, or a guidebook for managing a bank or a corporation in dire times or in war-ridden countries. And it is definitely not meant to be a celebration of my own ‘heroics’ – those insights that I have developed have been influenced not only by my own actions, but also by those taken by my brave colleagues at all levels.

Try searching for BBSF in English on YouTube and you will come across a series of corporate-style motivational videos developed by the bank’s human resources department. Do the same search in Arabic and the results will be terrifying. The first video in the list shows fearsome jihadist soldiers clad in black in the eastern city of Deir ez-Zor, walking through the rubble of one of our demolished branches with their black banners, with one of the leading men screaming the bank’s name through his two-way radio as he informs his commander of their latest conquest: the bank. Luckily we had air-lifted the safe-deposit boxes of that branch a few days earlier, in an operation that no insurance policy in the world would cover. When we told our customers with safe-deposit boxes to collect their items from our Damascus branch, they could not believe that their valuables had been saved. We were rewarded with what the Bedouin Arabs from that area have been renowned for over the past 1,500 years: poems. Tens of poems praising the bank’s vigour filled our corporate walls. No one in the world generally likes banks, let alone in a crisis. However, Syrians from all walks of life loved us, and we had the framed poems to prove it.

The difficulties we faced were not part of a cyclical slump in the market. This wasn’t a temporary chaos stemming from a PR failure or a product recall, or a scandal linked to a top executive. It was beyond crisis management. Syria was probably the worst place ever in the world to do business in, let alone to flourish and prosper.

This is a part-memoir, part-business book, which shares ten strategic business lessons learned in an almost-unmatched experience within an exceptionally demanding context. Sometimes the lessons I learned seem counter-intuitive – such as not using the word ‘survival’ in the worst of times, and trying hard to shock our systems on purpose. There were also unlikely sources of inspiration, one of which arose from observing the changing patterns of the Syrian military checkpoints.

It is my hope that this book will help you learn profound lessons in business strategy and resilience. I hope it will show how, even when things seem at their worst, good things or even better things can happen, with the right mindset.

Businesses are dynamic, and every business is bound to go through turbulence or tough times at some point. The challenges facing organizations around the world are different, but I believe that many of the principles concerning how to face a crisis are universal. You might ask how a learning experience in Syria, with so many uniquely peculiar challenges, can apply to you, working in a start-up in New York or London. My response is that the heightened state of intensity and frequency of disruptions that I faced, in one of the most difficult environments, made the learning far more profound than it would probably be in an otherwise less chaotic context. The lessons we learn in life usually happen at critical times. The more critical the context, the more valuable the learning experience may become. War triggers shocks to both the internal and external systems of an organization, in so many directions, in a way that hardly ever occurs in other circumstances. This increases your exposure to many different scenarios and accelerates the learning process, adding clarity concerning what really matters and what doesn’t. This is what happens when ISIS are just twenty minutes away.

The pace of the learning curve in a crisis is usually slow, as it rarely lasts for a persistently long time or becomes the default state of operations. In my experience, working in an extremely adverse situation for a long time expediated the pace of my learning curve. You do not have to go through a war, or even be facing tough times, to find at least some of these lessons relevant; but knowing them might prove useful in the event of turbulent or tough times ahead, no matter where in the world you are or what your business does.

I also have another motivation for writing this book. Syria has become a news story for the wrong reasons. Most of the voices originating from it are legitimate voices of sorrow, agony and pain, and Syria is largely portrayed in the media as a place devoid of hope.

I want to offer a different voice – hopefully one of insight and intrigue – as I highlight an experience that is rarely relayed at such times. While there are ‘lessons to be learned’ from the conflict in Syria, concerning social, humanitarian, political and other domains, hardly anyone addresses the lessons learned in leadership, crisis management and resilience. The context is unique, in its challenges to leadership and organizational resilience, and is something that is rarely addressed. I try my best not to make any political statements in this book. There are thousands of Syria-related political analysts; the world does not need another one. Such statements also lie outside the scope of this book.

A popular Syrian proverb says, ‘It is better to learn from a doer than from an expert.’ I humbly consider myself the former. If you wish to read about strategies for managing in times of crisis and adversity, written by academics or other writers whose fieldwork consists of research undertaken in the libraries of grand universities in London, Oxford and Boston, then this book might not be for you.

This is not the work of a foreign journalist who spent a few days at the Four Seasons Hotel in Damascus, chatting with some taxi drivers, and ended up writing about the ‘pulse of the people’. This is the ‘pulse itself’ – originally written in the English language – where I talk about the pragmatic and experience-driven lessons learned on the ground, from one of the most hostile environments in the world: the war-battered streets of Syria.

I see it as a story of hope, perseverance and the relentless pursuit of triumph in the direst circumstances. At BBSF we fell, we made mistakes and we had our flaws. But we did not stop there. Not only did the bank remain resilient throughout a period when other banks faltered, but it thrived. A strategic rift emerged, in such a way that it became almost impossible for other banks to catch up – a feat that was almost unthinkable in peaceful times, let alone during such a war. We transcended the conventional competitive-positioning dynamics; we became warrior poets, worthy of the most emotional of Bedouin poems. This is the story of how we did it.
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As the dark night dawned on us, the wolf’s fangs emerged

We conceded the loss of our money, blessings and belongings

We prayed to God for a loving helping hand

And we were saved by the chivalrous heroes of Banque Bemo.



One of the poems we received from a customer after we returned his rescued valuables, stored in our safe-deposit boxes in Deir ez-Zor.
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Don’t do things right; do the right thing

Many turning points, but no turning back

I often get asked about the ‘turning point’ of my time in war-ridden Syria. People expect that one dramatic story led to a complete shift, or even to an upheaval of my perspectives and circumstances. The truth of the matter is that the crisis steadily unfolded, layer by layer, revealing new complications and posing fresh difficulties across many areas. The transformation was not a dramatic leap between an absolute world of order and one of complete mayhem.

Looking back, I recall the accumulation of many small moments that represented a series of turning points, each changing a part of me in one way or another. Most of them represented ‘first time’ incidents for me – you tend to recall the first time you have experienced almost anything that has happened to you. I remember the time I saw the initial signs of unrest on television – it unsettled my view of Syria’s stability. Then came the long queues at banks across the country – these altered my view on the robustness of a sector that was growing, and had seemed indestructible a few weeks earlier. Then the first manned military checkpoint – I had seen Syrian military checkpoints in Lebanon in the 1990s, but for some reason I never expected to see them in Syria. And the first time my family thought I had been kidnapped – I had exceeded the limit on my Internet data, so my SIM card was deactivated for an hour, during which my parents tried in vain to call me and assumed the worst had happened. The first time I heard a mortar bomb – now I know how to differentiate between an incoming and an outgoing bomb. The first time I saw a mortar bomb – you don’t really see it, you just feel its aftermath. The first time I almost got hit by a mortar bomb – I froze for ten minutes and couldn’t say a word. I also remember the second time – I froze for less time, five minutes, and I was able to say a word or two.

There were many ‘first times’, and each one brought with it a transformation in perspective, a learning outcome and an improvement in my coping mechanism. Each was profound in its own way, shaping the manner in which I viewed everything around me.

One very profound moment came in the summer of 2012, just over a year after the unrest had first started. The war now felt closer and more intimate in Damascus. A big bombing occurred in an upscale neighbourhood of the city and ripped apart the headquarters where a meeting of senior military members was taking place. Four of the most senior commanders, including the defence minister, died. This was the first major sign that the war had entered the heart of Damascus and clearly signified that it was not coming to an end any time soon. It had actually only just started.

At that stage both my parents and those of my fiancée left Damascus. My
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	Strategically, and looking at the big picture, is this crisis worth navigating? Do you have the option of exiting, if it is not worth navigating?

	Are you inclined to self-impose limits from the start on what to do and what not to do? Do you think these might limit the growth of your future self?

	What opportunities can you seek out to exhibit noble behaviour? What does it cost you to be noble? Do you think people will cherish nobility more, or less, in times of crisis? How do you think you will be remembered if you leave an honourable mark in difficult times?

	What is the downside to intentionally shocking some of the systems in place that have become more vulnerable in the crisis? What is the upside? Can the upside be achieved instead in controlled environments?
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