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Note on transcription

The transliteration of the Arabic language in this dissertation is performed following the
“Manuel du parler arabe moderne au Moyen Orient” by Jean Kassab, 1987. The same method
of transcription is used by Aida Kanafani-Zahar in her book “Miine, La conservation
alimentaire traditionalle au Liban”, 1996. Examples of the applications include representing
the Arabic letter (% by § which is pronounced as “sh” such as $ankli$; and the letter ¢ by g
which is pronounced as “gh” such as in burgol. Other examples include z by h, ¢ by *, and

the intensifying of a specific letter is represented by an upper line punctuation over said letter
such as with the word miine.



Abstract in English

Economic development approaches are increasingly entailing local geographic scales and
encouraging the mobilization and organization of territorial actors given local conditions and
resources. Lebanon is a country facing frequent uncertainty with recent economic and social
difficulties. Its popular cuisine may play a key role in its development and that of its rural
space. In fact, that cuisine incorporates a traditional cultural practice called “Miine” which
consists of the preservation pantry foods, historically used to ensure household nutrition.
Today, rural food cooperatives are engaging in that practice using agricultural produce from
local farmers and are employing women. Despite strong internal and external challenges, they
remain attractive actors as their principles of collective benefit, participation and democracy
form a strong link with sustainable development goals. This study analyzes the status of food
cooperatives in a major agricultural region in Lebanon, the Bega’ valley, that produce miine
foods. Findings first position miine as more than a simple activity of food preservation but
which transcends to larger dynamics that make into a unique tool that could form the basis for
socio-economic cycles inside and outside the territory. The findings also categorize these
cooperatives in four classes with varying characteristics in the structure, spatiality, extent of
received external support, and conformity. They show that with miine as a culinary heritage
resource, cooperatives exhibit strong rural-urban linkages with spatial dependencies on local
farmers versus urban markets for trade. The forces at play are seen to include different forms
of (inter-territorial) geographic and (extra-territorial) organized proximity which originate
from sources exterior to the territory and which stimulate the mobilization of these
cooperatives. These two forms of proximity in addition to temporary joint venues explain the
logic of interaction and in turn result in the embeddedness of the cooperatives as an output.
Food cooperatives can thus be considered as embedded both in their territory (natural) and in
their relations (socially inter-territorial and extra-territorial) with the driving force being the
cultural significance of traditional preserved miine foods. Hence, we can assume a protection
of culinary heritage is needed with scalable contribution to food security and needed local
development given major recent setbacks in Lebanon.

Résumé en Frangais

Les approches du développement économique impliquent de plus en plus des échelles
géographiques locales et encouragent la mobilisation et l'organisation des acteurs territoriaux
en fonction des conditions et des ressources locales. Le Liban est un pays confronté a de
fréquentes incertitudes avec des difficultés économiques et sociales récentes. Sa cuisine
populaire peut jouer un role clé dans son développement et celui de son espace rural. En effet,
cette cuisine intégre une pratique culturelle traditionnelle appelée "Miine" qui consiste en la
conservation des aliments en garde-manger, historiquement utilisés pour assurer l'alimentation
des ménages. Aujourd'hui, des coopératives alimentaires rurales s'adonnent a cette pratique en
utilisant les produits agricoles des agriculteurs locaux et emploient des femmes. Malgré de forts
défis internes et externes, ces coopératives restent des acteurs attractifs car leurs principes de
bénéfice collectif, de participation et de démocratie forment un lien fort avec les objectifs de
développement durable. Cette étude analyse le statut des coopératives alimentaires dans une



région agricole majeure du Liban, la vallée de la Beqa’, berceau aliments traditionnels miine.
Les résultats montrent d'abord que le miine est plus qu'une simple activité de conservation des
aliments, mais qu'il transcende des dynamiques plus larges qui en font un outil unique pouvant
servir de base a des cycles socio-économiques a l'intérieur et a l'extérieur du territoire. Les
résultats de I'¢tude ordonnent également ces coopératives en quatre catégories présentant des
caractéristiques différentes en termes de structure, de spatialité, d'étendue du soutien extérieur
recu et de conformité. Ils montrent qu'avec le mizne comme ressource du patrimoine culinaire,
les coopératives présentent de forts liens ruraux-urbains avec des dépendances spatiales vis-a-
vis des agriculteurs locaux et des marchés urbains pour le commerce. Les forces en jeu
comprennent différentes formes de proximité géographique (interterritoriale) et organisée
(extra-territoriale) qui proviennent de sources extérieures au territoire et qui stimulent la
mobilisation de ces coopératives. Ces deux formes de proximité, en plus des lieux communs
temporaires, expliquent la logique de l'interaction et aboutissent a ’ancrage des coopératives.
Les coopératives alimentaires peuvent donc étre considérées comme ancrées a la fois dans leur
territoire (naturel) et dans leurs relations (sociale inter-territoriales et extra-territoriales), la
force motrice étant la signification culturelle des aliments traditionnels conservés de type miine.
On peut conclure qu'une protection du patrimoine culinaire est nécessaire, avec une
contribution évolutive a la sécurité alimentaire et au développement local nécessaire, compte
tenu des récents revers majeurs du Liban.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

This doctoral study is based on investigating the culture of traditional food preservation in
Lebanon known as miine. The study specifically targets miine foods which are produced by
rural and mostly women-owned food processing cooperatives located in the predominantly
agricultural area in Lebanon; the Beqa’ valley. Miine is a familiar cultural concept in the
Lebanese (and Arab) context, despite entering in no apparent state definition or strategy. It
consists of the preservation of seasonal agricultural produce into shelf-stable pantry foods (Abu
Ghyda, 2007) using techniques as drying, pickling, fermentation, concentration and distillation.
These were historically practiced at a household and community level to preserve the various
available cultivations in season as fruits, vegetables, herbs, cereals and dairy under local recipes
into different sweet and savory foods like jams, pickles, herb mixes, dairy powders and others.
Such methods allowed communities to ensure their daily nourishment by extending the shelf-
life of the otherwise perishable produce within their vicinity (Massaad, 2017). These practices
hence helped households attain better levels of food security and equally have the opportunity
to stock and consume products that were out of season. By serving a primarily food security
purpose, the habitual and annual preservation of foods gradually shaped consumption habits
and built cuisine norm until finally “constituting a fundamental aspect of rural food” (translated
from French) (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994, p. 1). Due to its pivotal importance, miine became a
cornerstone in the Lebanese household with clear evidence of a built knowhow, generational
transfer, incorporation in the daily life and even architectural influence. The preservation of
foods into miine has also long been associated with a collective effort revolved around women,
who are recognized to have played the role of transmission of knowledge throughout
generations and therefore considered the protectors of this culture (Al-Ghazzi, 2001). Today,
the production of miine has shifted and evolved into an economic and consumer-based market
sector. Household preservation practices have greatly decreased and are increasingly being
replaced by more commercial and industrial producers. These producers have no obligation to
retain traditional practices or ingredients and, by not being regulated, are seen to easily
incorporate methods of mass production, unusual material and artificial ingredients that drift
from tradition and authenticity. Yet, a segment of producers is progressively gaining more
attention for being considerate of the traditional practices and recipes. These are cooperatives
whose movement have been long known and appreciated at the global scale and whose entry
into the Lebanese system began in the mid 1960s.

Cooperatives are a social model of businesses which differ from profit-driven companies by
focusing on collective benefit, participation, solidarity and democracy. Cooperatives in essence
revolve around 7 principles of cooperation including (1) voluntary and open membership, (2)
democratic member control, (3) members’ economic participation, (4) autonomy and
independence, (5) education, training and information, (6) cooperation among cooperatives and
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(7) concern for community. They are generally recognized by the International Labour
Organization (ILO) as to “not only create and maintain employment and thus provide income,
but also pave the way for broader social and economic advancement.” (Henry, 2012). The role
of cooperatives has also been highlighted as contributors to the United Nations 2030 agenda
for Sustainable Development Goals. Several success stories (Wanyama, 2016) of cooperatives
around the world have been celebrated for their impact, especially in developing countries.
Relevant examples include successful initiatives from Tanzania, Egypt and Ethiopia where
agricultural cooperatives improved marketing, sales, income generation and the livelihoods of
millions of farmers, thus contributing to the reduction in poverty. Others from East African
countries and Arab states show how cooperatives helped improve gender equality mainly by
enhancing women’s economic participation and social inclusion. A strong and apparent link
was also presented in cooperatives relating to food security and good nutrition, and job creation
and equitable growth; interestingly adding an element of preserving indigenous food crops.
Many other cases exist around similar impact in the water and energy sectors, management of
natural resources, waste management, sanitation, microcredits, etc.

In Lebanon, the Cooperative Association Law Decree No. 17199 was introduced in 1964.
Since that time, the cooperative movement in Lebanon faced an unstable route and did not
arrive to develop as anticipated, especially since the civil war started shortly after in 1975 until
1990. After that, a “boom” in the number of cooperatives was witnessed in the 2000s, justified
as being following the end of the occupation in South Lebanon (ILO, 2018). Although the
sector is not well studied in Lebanon overall, many challenges have been reported to face that
unsteady movement. The Lebanese Ministry of Agriculture (MoA, 2020) itself and consultancy
agencies such as McKinsey and Company (McKinsey & Company, 2018) for example report
that cooperatives generally have a weak role in Lebanon. Out of the 1,238 total existing
cooperatives in the country with 300 liquidated in 2020 by the Directorate General of
Cooperatives due to their inactivity, only 1 in 3 is active. Almost half of the latter are
agricultural cooperatives in which only 4.5% of Lebanese farmers are members (MoA, 2014).
Cooperatives in Lebanon are also described to have an aging farming population similarly to
the overall agricultural sector, and is said to be highly focused and dependent on obtaining
funds and facilitated local sales through international donor support, have not yet succeeded in
enabling and expanding farmer access to markets, and face inefficient institutional, regulatory
and policy framework (ILO, 2018). On another hand, cooperatives have been — and still are —
an attractive focus for rural development due to their ability to help meet development
objectives of donors and their bridging with the local context, development agencies and
donors. As an affirmation of their potential, in its 2020-2025 strategy, the Lebanese Ministry
of Agriculture acknowledged the large cooperative sector in Lebanon and its high potential for
development and organization (MoA, 2020). Within that strategy, the Ministry of Agriculture
even dedicated a unique program (program 3.5 within Pillar 3) solely for the promotion and
organization of cooperative work and farmers’ association within the value chains.

When considering the hidden and untapped potential of assets having a buildable cultural
element, in this case the miine preservation of food, and when coupled with strategic business
entities such as cooperatives, one can start to appreciate how these two components can
complement and synergize. For this reason, the study was based on these two considerable
pillars. The third and last pillar was the territory which was selected to encompass the Bega’
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valley. The valley was selected for various reasons, most importantly dude to its concentration
of the main agricultural activities in the country, constituting the basis of seasonal production
and supply any activity in food preservation. The Bega’ accounts for 57% of the total area used
for cereal production in Lebanon, 36% of the total area used for fruit trees production, and 57%
of the total area used for vegetables production. Together, the districts (caza) of Baalbek-
Hermel and Begd’ both comprise of 43% share of cultivated land in Lebanon. Other than plant
and tree cultivation, the Beqa’ Valley is also a major production area for livestock mainly sheep
(38%), goats (29%) and cattle (26%). By having this major production in the country, the valley
is also home to a concentration of various industries. These are chiefly engaged in the
production of food and the services sector, with the main dairy-production facilities and their
skilled labor force as well as extensive presence of dairy farms covering 44% of farming land
(Investment Development Authority of Lebanon). The agricultural setting and presence of
workforces makes “almost every resident a farmer” (Bou-Antoun, 2014, p. 15).

Accordingly, the study focuses on the characteristics and possible specificities that miine
holds as a form of territorial resource in the agriculturally prominent area of the Begda’ valley
in Lebanon. As such, the main objectives are to demonstrate how a historical preservation of
food and its consumption that still exist today continue to form spatial and territorial logics. It
is sought to show how economic activities, despite the lack of any regulation and
differentiation, are built around these activities. Therefore, the framework enters within the
concept of neo-endogenous and territorial development with the explanation of spatial
operations and relations through proximity logics. Such concept focuses on local micro-
economies which has been increasingly the subject of scientific discourse (Petrick, 2011; Quan
& Nelson, 2005; Stohr, 1980). It relates to the local, and more specifically territorial, levels of
space and their place-based actors are progressively being recognized as economic grounds
capable of reaching their own development routes. A strong belief is being based on the
activation of bottom-up development originating from internal forces of specific territories
(Lamine et al., 2012). Hence, this approach looks at smaller scale geographically distinct areas
as fertile spaces for the building of economic activities. The latter is usually preferred when
based on the identification, capitalization and sustainable management of differentiation
factors — endogenous resources — within the local context, by the local players. The so-called
“markers” are inclusive of factors not only relevant to the primary agricultural and food sector,
but have been noted to incorporate languages and dialects, folklore, arts and drama,
archeological sites and landscape components (Swyngedouw, 2004) under an overall cultural
approach equivalent to a territorial identity. Hence the origin of “culture economy approach to
development” (Ray, 2001) which is thought of as the localization of economic control within
a certain territory, valorizing its cultural resources within its local network of actors. This is
how a neo-endogenous approach to development can be considered as the creation of suitable
conditions which stimulate local initiatives within general directed guidelines; a manifestation
both the “from above” and “from within” (Ray, 2001). Not without its own set of challenges
and needed adaptation, Pecqueur (2013) for example acknowledges that the emergence of
territorial development as a potential solution to the changes in the global economy applies to
industrialized economies as well as developing countries. Yet, he clearly states how each local
context requires a holistic approach of public action, which in turn raises itself wider than the
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simple, yet necessary, capability of the state and regulatory policies, but for the needed
mobilization, structure and coordination amongst actors.

Accordingly, this study builds on approaches that would help describe the specificities of
the typically cultural miine, its socio-spatial dynamics and those related to its producers, food
processing cooperatives, within their territories and their relations together. The two main
research questions mobilized in this study are:

- To which extent would the culture of miine production be considered as a specific
territorial resource at the level of the Bega’ Valley?

- Does the production of miine through its main territorial producers translate into a
spatial and territorial system and if so, in what way does that take shape?

In order to best answer these questions, the study put together a methodology which is
inclusive of descriptive and empirical analysis. On one hand, an in-depth investigation of
literature was conducted to frame miine as a culture and build the understanding behind its
practices and specificities. On another hand, the methodology aimed to identify the entire
network of food processing cooperatives that engage in the production of mine foods in the
Bega’ valley. That was performed by acquiring the official list of cooperatives and its
inspection, sorting and contacting of cooperatives individually to ensure that their activities
were ongoing at the time of the study. 40 cooperatives were identified and mapped from that
step. Two questionnaires were also formulated. The first consisted of a series of 18 questions
that aimed to understand the different aspects of operations of cooperatives in four main themes
which are 1) structure, 2) spatiality, 3) external support, and 4) label and conformity. These
served the basis for the first data treatment and analysis which is a categorization step aimed at
identifying the typologies of food cooperatives in the Beqa’ valley and understand in what way
they are similar and what differentiates them from each other. The second questionnaire
consisted of 12 questions that aimed to build an understanding of the nature of relationships
that exist between the food cooperatives using Social Network Analysis (SNA). The data
treatment and analysis helped frame the different types and intensities of relations that exist
internally to the network between the different cooperatives. As an output, the dynamics of
these relations were visualized using sociograms which are complex graphs based on nodes
representing actors and links representing the connections between them.

Additionally, I used my own experience in the field to help structure the divisions and
observations presented in this work. I have been working with women cooperatives who
produce miine foods since 2013 through Atayeb Al Rif (Rural Delights) Cooperative (AAR)
which itself is a marketing cooperative and hub of over 40 women-owned cooperatives, many
of which are located in the Begd’ valley. My engagement is mainly in the development projects
that are acquired by AAR from international donors and other development agencies from
Lebanon and which serve to optimize the production processes of rural women cooperatives
across the supply chain and provide them with services they need to attain the market. In these
past almost 10 years of working with miine-producing women cooperatives, I have seen how
food preservation is a valuable link to heritage and identity but is one which holds immense
potential for socio-economic development of rural territories around the country. However, I
have also experienced how this culture remains sadly highly unregulated and rather inefficient.
I have seen how, despite the valuable characteristics that miine holds, it is still not officially
recognized and is not provided by any means of differentiation which risks its protection and
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sustainability. This was a main reason why I chose to engage in this doctoral journey hoping
that the framing provided in this work would help reveal the comparative advantages that exist.
Yet, I should mention that many challenges were faced during the realization of this work.
First, specific information on food cooperatives in the Bega '’ valley is not elaborated, knowing
that reports are mostly focused on the agricultural sector and its cooperatives across the country
with extension mentioning women food cooperatives. However, there is no clear distinction in
their geographic locality or production activities. In fact, many geographic borders in Lebanon
remain unclear and that it at both the country’s international borders and internally in the
division of spaces. There are still spaces which are disputed amongst municipalities. There is
also no one unified official identification or assigning of spaces into urban, peri-urban, or rural
areas in Lebanon but rather each institution does that differently. These gaps could be the
reason why the Lebanese National Cooperative legislation could not properly or completely
enact the geographic delimitation of cooperatives at the level of villages as it states. In fact, an
in-depth reading and critique of the law was also added in this work to highlight such legislative
issues. These issues posed limitations when attempting to understand how the cooperative
sector in constructed in Lebanon, but many discrepancies were instead revealed. Although the
official list acquired from the Directorate General of Cooperatives did contain divisions, these
were unclear at sectoral activities specifically for food processing. Besides the name, there was
no other way to identify food processing cooperatives since they were joined together with
others as artisanal, services, marketing, cultural, and other types of cooperatives; knowing that
I prefer not to call them categories since categorization is not mentioned nor reflected in the
legislative text. Instead, it seems to be formulated mostly for agricultural cooperatives. This is
why in an attempt to overcome the challenges of identifying cooperatives, the list was refined
through phone contact with each of the registered cooperative listed under the desired (but
mixed) food processing category. This contact was performed to reduce errors related to the
official list and was thus needed to verify the cooperatives’ manufacturing of the intended
traditional food products, to ensure their active status at the time of the study and finally to
compile the total number of said operational food cooperatives in the territory. The study was
also coincided with two unfortunate events; the onset of the global COVID-19 pandemic and
the economic crisis which started in Lebanon by end 2019. Both have had serious repercussions
of the economy and daily life of the entire population and created challenges in outreach and
accessing the field. The post-2019 context in Lebanon has also greatly changed and is subject
to ongoing developments which also raised inaccuracies especially in the financial status of
cooperatives. The food cooperatives were contacted to schedule suitable dates for the
interviews that took place between August and December 2019 and the financial discrepancies
are mentioned in the analysis. It is also important to mention the underdeveloped foundation
of data in Lebanon which complicates accessibility, transparency and accuracy of reliable
figures. Other limits finally include internal factors related to the capacities of cooperatives in
recordkeeping and documentation.

This dissertation is structured in three main parts. The first part consists of introducing and
framing the culture of traditional food preservation in Lebanon, miine, and its positioning as a
strategic but unregulated asset. It begins in Chapter 1 with an introduction on food preservation
generally and passes to the ways in which food preservation took shape in Lebanon. It then
describes the historical significance and evolution of that practice in more contemporary times.

31



In Chapter 2, the territory of the Begda '’ valley is addressed in its position when it comes to the
production and consumption of traditional foods and its importance as an agricultural producer
given that miine foods are essentially an agricultural processing practice. More importantly,
this chapter aims to describe its conditions at the geographic, natural, and productive aspects.
Chapter 3 then moves on to frame the miine foods as a carrier of culture and identity and
mobilizes the theoretical framework and elaboration on the multiple functions and dynamics
of that culture. The second part is dedicated to cooperatives generally in terms of their theory,
global movement and their position in Lebanon. This second part will aim to reveal the
typologies of food cooperatives operating in the territory according to four themes. In this part,
Chapter 4 introduces the cooperative model and movement globally and in Lebanon. It also
dissects the legislative text that directs the national movement along with the context in which
cooperatives are positioned prior to and after the 2019 economic crisis. Chapter 5 then explains
the methodology of extracting the typologies of food cooperatives in the Beqa’ valley from the
categorization step and provides a structural division for their characterization. This
characterization is based on four themes (structure, spatiality, external support, and conformity
of center and labels) and will allow to explore the characteristics of each class. Finally, the
third part entails the Social Network Analysis approach that was used to describe the relations
within the network of food cooperatives in the Bega . Chapter 6 provides an explanation on the
theory behind SNA along with the terminologies required for that understanding. The final
Chapter 7 addresses the second part of the methodology in which SNA was carried out, the
visualization of the findings and their presentation, and finally the conceptual framing and
compiles how the miine and cooperatives in the Bega’ valley are positioned accordingly.
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PART ONE

AN ATTEMPT AT FRAMING THE UNRECOGNIZED GEO-
CULTURAL TRADITION OF FOOD PRESERVATION IN
LEBANON AS AN UNTAPPED ASSET

In Lebanon, food has always played an important role in shaping the local culture with the
Lebanese cuisine gaining a worldwide reputation. In fact, that cuisine incorporates a traditional
practice called "mine" which consists of a group of preserved pantry foods, historically used
to ensure household nutrition. It mainly refers to the action of collecting the available surplus
of seasonal harvest cultivated according to every area and to preserve it using traditional
techniques and recipes passed down from one generation to another. Enriched by the diversity
of agricultural produce of the country, the shelf-stable preserves would be prepared using
processes as drying, fermentation, concentration, pickling and others. These would then be
stored as pantry foods for the remaining off-seasons or non-productive days of the year. The
range of preserved foods is diverse being highly dependent on the agricultural environment,
and includes products such as jams, pickles, dairy, herbs, grains, legumes and dried fruits and
vegetables. Yet, the miine involves a larger understanding than the simple techniques and
recipes applied. It consists of a rounded and rich system that not only incorporates skill and
techniques, but is based on tradition and reputation, mobilizes communities and social
cooperation, and dedicates a key role played by women.

This opening part aims to provide a first understanding of what miine is, its basis on tradition
and community, and evolution with time. It will begin in Chapter one by anchoring the analysis
on the Lebanese cuisine in which preserved foods constitute a pivotal ingredient and are what
provide the distinguished taste in many popular dishes. It will demonstrate how food created
strong social dynamics both within households and at the level of entire communities. Evidence
of the significant position that food holds will be shown through its effect on architecture,
linguistics, and even behavior. This first chapter will next move on to show how what started
as a household means of ensuring nutrition has now shifted into a feasible economic activity
that has visible marks and dynamics in the market and is sustaining entire livelihoods. We will
explore the producers of miine today which are small producers and specifically cooperatives
who have in turn retained a link to tradition and village life. Chapter two will be dedicated to
describing the peculiarity of the study territory; the Bega’ valley. Being a predominantly
agricultural region, one of the backbones to the sector in Lebanon, this chapter will pay special
attention on what makes the Bega’ valley so unique in the sense of both quantitative and
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qualitative characteristics. The socio-economic status will also be elaborated in that chapter to
contextualize the pre-and post-2019 crisis at the local and national levels. Finally, this Part will
end in Chapter three which will conceptualize food in culture while positioning miine in that
perspective. A focus will be given on how, despite being a familiar and appreciated notion in
its context and amongst people’s everyday life, the sector of traditional foods in Lebanon is not
regulated and does not seem to be clearly recognized amongst official bodies. Only a handful
of publications mention its existence and the concept of miine does not appear to be the basis
in any tangible official definition or strategy, nationally or otherwise. This leaves the idea
behind miine largely ambiguous, subject to several interpretations, and makes the approach of
explaining it clearly and fully more challenging. This is why this part shall attempt to put
forward the characteristics and specificities of food preservation that differentiate the tradition
in its local and national, and even supra-national contexts in certain instances. Habits in food
production, preparation and consumption are not bound to administrative and country borders.
They are rather like a spectrum that gradually transitions and retains customs that could entail
commonalities with neighboring countries or that have been retained as a result of historical
entry, trade, or foreign rule. The characterization of traditional food preservation is especially
important in a country such as Lebanon since, despite having a rich history and strategic
positioning, the Lebanese market remains dominated by large industrial and commercial
producers compared to small producers and cooperatives. This part will attempt to highlight
how the tradition of miine continues to play a key role in the local gastronomy and how its
essence and dynamics can become considered as a concept in its own right. The important issue
of recognition, protection and sustainable valorization of that concept along with possible
certification will also be raised, especially since the entire concept sprouts from reputation and
collective memory. The relationship with culinary heritage remains one of the few strong links
tied to tradition within a volatile and unstable atmosphere such as in Lebanon. The significance
of its protection and mindful valorization will be linked to possible construction of a parallel
agri-food value chain which in itself could potentially contribute to the declining economic life
in Lebanon.
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CHAPTER ONE. FOOD PRESERVATION AND HOW IT MATERIALIZED IN
LEBANON

Food preservation is an ancient activity that has been practiced by countless civilizations
and societies. It has taken different shapes around the world emerging from hundreds if not
thousands of years where human beings have developed ways to keep their food longer. The
same goes for Lebanon specifically and the region of the Near East generally which stands at
the origins of the agricultural revolution, domestication, and the organization of humans in
societies. This first chapter serves to introduce the typical form of food preservation in Lebanon
called the miine. It is an ancient and very traditional practice (refer to definition in section
3.1.1.2) that started in the mountain regions of Mount Lebanon as a form of food security to
survive winter times when villages became isolated and cut off from sources of food. Given
that farming was the source of livelihood for the majority of rural dwellers, farming families
would normally consume what was in season but more importantly would preserve their
produce whether from plant or animal origin into preserves. They used what was available to
them and what was grown around them. Men would farm the lands whereas women would
prepare and preserve the harvest. Therefore, the preservation of food into miine is a typical
activity for women in Lebanon but it is an activity which was performed at a community level.
This chapter elaborates on these points and positions the miine preservation within the culinary
heritage and typical Lebanese cuisine which has grown very popular today. It will show how
women play the key role in that practice and how seasonal harvest organized entire
communities year-round. Certain depictions will also be explained such as description on the
different categories and examples on their production and typical storage practices. This
chapter will equally show how food preservation was so rooted in communities and families
that it has had impact on architecture and affected not only how people constructed their houses
but on the relationship between man and their surrounding environment. Next, the chapter will
show how food preservation evolved into today and how it has become an economic activity
with market dynamics that is being adopted and appropriated by businesses, mostly small
producers that retain traditional practices but those that have been modernized in terms of
standardization and food safety measures. Such of these producers are cooperatives, the main
actors involved in this study. This chapter will build its understanding on different literature,
personal observation, and conceptual frameworks. In specific, the information on traditional
preservation is collected from the very few relevant books I was able to find. These rarely
address the topic in its theory and socio-cultural aspect, and many are indirectly linked as by
being a documentation of grouped recipes and observations by authors of cookbooks. These
were hardly dedicated fully for the subject and some provided partial or indirect insight as part
of other cultural or culinary topics they addressed. Some also covered content for Lebanon
solely or were at a larger scale such as that of the Middle East or the Levant for example. I
attempted to rely on written work whenever possible and to provide additional support from
my personal experience when needed. That was useful for me in filling information gaps since
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CHAPTER ONE
FOOD PRESERVATION AND HOW IT MATERIALIZED IN LEBANON

I have been working with cooperatives that specifically engage in these types of traditional
preservation since 2013.

1.1. THE PRESERVATION OF FOOD — HISTORY, PURPOSE AND GLOBAL TRENDS

1.1.1. A historic perspective on food preservation

Since prehistoric times, humans have understood the importance of keeping food for as long
as possible. Early humans quickly learned that any surplus of food would go bad if not
preserved and that there were significant times where food was not available. Preserving and
storing foods meant better chances at survival, reduced efforts dedicated to constant gathering
of food and hunting, and having emergency stocks of food made available for times of
shortages or need (Joardder & Masud, 2019). Preserved food is storable and transportable. With
the introduction of agricultural societies around 10,000 years ago in the Levant (today east
Mediterranean- Lebanon, Syria, Palestine), permanent settlements, farming and domestication
became common practices. Hunter-gatherers searched for food, but settlers grew food. It is in
these areas of the Levant where the first plants were domesticated and are still staple
consumptions to this day by its populations; wheat, barley, and lentils (Bopp, 2019). This
region of the world is designated as the Near Eastern expansion center, one of the four primary
centers of origin of the Neolithic agricultural revolution during the new stone age era around
9,000 and 10,000 years ago (Mazoyer & Roudart, 2006) (Map 1 and Map 2). The region is the
center of the broader part of what was known as the Fertile Crescent from which agricultural
spread originated and expanded into Europe, Africa and West and Central Asia. The Near
Eastern center is recognized as a main nucleus where prehistoric hunter-gatherer human groups
organized themselves into farming societies that domesticated plant and animal species. With
increased number of settled populations, surplus of crops became a necessity for sustenance
and survival. Food storage, their protection from deterioration and insects and the
understanding of spoilage became an equal need. Advanced civilizations faced times of famine
and times of plenty. Slight fluctuations in weather conditions, precipitation, temperature or a
sudden hailstorm on flowering buds in spring could tip the delicate balance and have
devastating, or fortunate, results on harvest. The preservation of surplus harvest is therefore a
natural reaction of human’s behavior that evolved towards their food. This pivotal attitude
remains a constant fact which has maintained the viability of entire societies. Normally, people
started using means that were available to them in their surroundings to preserve fresh produce
and meats that were equally accessible around them. They used what they had at hand. They
attempted to mimic nature in its ways and use its power for their advantage. Continental and
polar climates have temperatures that commonly fall below zero, food froze easily. Meats were
the chosen staple to be frozen as it held more fat and energy, and energy is precious in the
freezing harsh conditions. In regions with dry climates, fruits, vegetables and seeds were
dehydrated in the hot sun. When salt was accessible, meats and fish were cured. Smoking was
performed in caves. Many more examples exist.

36



1.1 THE PRESERVATION OF FOOD — HISTORY, PURPOSE AND GLOBAL TRENDS
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Map 2: Centers of origin of the Neolithic agricultural revolution and secondary areas of
domestication. Source: (Mazoyer & Roudart, 2006), [in French]

With time, human’s daily interaction and experience within their environment gave rise to
different preservation and storage techniques such as drying, fermentation and pickling (Figure
1). These were mostly the result of trial and error or even lucky accidents. In the 1800s, canning
was developed as a response to Napoleon Bonaparte’s challenge that would award the
inventing of a way in which food would be preserved for long voyages to feed his army. He
famously said ‘an army marches on its stomach’ (Hill et al., 2011, p. 232). Ultimately, food
preservation techniques matured and got increasingly refined after being repeatedly passed
down from one generation to another. Practices eventually evolved geographically, with each
region adapting its food to its own set of conditions. What cultivations they grew. What animals

37



CHAPTER ONE
FOOD PRESERVATION AND HOW IT MATERIALIZED IN LEBANON

they domesticated. What skills they learnt. What they were good at. And even what beliefs they
had. Over thousands of years later created a mosaic of techniques and foods used by cultures
around the world, each with its own set of characteristics, conditions, techniques and story. The
United Nation’s Environment Programme (UNEP) in one of many to celebrate this diversity
and acknowledge its varying indigenous richness. In one of its online press releases in 2013,
UNEP provided several of these examples (UNEP, 2013). In the Mongol Empire, a traditional
method of meat preservation called borts was used to concentrate beef protein into long strips
that were hung and dried under the roof of a yurt. This method was used by General Ghenghis
Khan and his troops, and it is said that the meat volume of an entire cow could be shrunk into
the size of a human fist. Borts was usually shaved into hot soup and allowed the nutritious
sustenance of nomads and travelers over long distances without the need for any particular
storage conditions. Turkish horsemen of Central Asia placed slabs of meat in pockets on the
sides of their saddles, which would become pressed while they rode. This form of meat
preservation is believed to be the precursor of today’s Italian pastrami as the Turks refer to the
term ‘pastirma’ which is the literal translation of ‘being pressed’. On a further northern side of
the earth, a traditional Inuit winter food from Greenland was made by preserving small birds
that resemble penguins, called Auks, in the hollowed body of a seal. This method was called
Kiviak and consisted of wrapping hundreds of auks in a seal skin, carefully removing any air,
sewing the skin shut, and storing it in the permafrost layer for seven months to ferment before
it’s dug up and eaten usually at celebrations. Indigenous groups in Brazil originally fermented
and matured cassava, regionally known as Yuca, into a ground Farinha flour which is still a
popular staple food today. Ghee is a type of butter that was used by Bedouins and desert people
that can be kept for long times without refrigeration and is made by boiling and filtering butter.
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Figure 1: Evolution of food preservation techniques with time. Source of illustration (Joardder
& Masud, 2019)

1.1.2. Why is food preserved

The common underlying factor of food preservation has always remained the same; the
control and slowing of spoilage. If ingested, pathogenically spoilt food could result in
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poisoning and serious health implications or even death. Even in today’s complex and
developed world, the World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that around 600 million
cases, 1 in 10 people, of foodborne poisoning occur annually worldwide with no less than
420,000 deaths!'. This lesson must have surely been learned early on by humans who have
clearly applied measures to extend the shelf life of foods since the earliest societies. Food is,
just like us, an organic biological material. Spoilage is inevitable. Yet, deterioration does not
necessarily only mean causing disease. According to Singh and Anderson (2004), food spoilage
can be defined is several ways. It generally means when food becomes undesirable for human
consumption. This could refer to developing unacceptable characteristics such as changes in
color, texture, aroma or flavor. This could also refer to the loss of nutritional value such as in
vitamin content and no longer conforming to the declared label. Most serious deterioration
would certainly be in the safety of the food and when deterioration may cause food poisoning
to the consumer. This is why indicators of quality and safety were developed and referred to as
the shelf-life of the food product. Food deterioration can be caused by different forms of
microbiological, chemical, enzymatic or physical sources. This is due to having elements
internally or externally to the foodstuffs that would be favorable for the introduction,
proliferation or development of characteristics regarded as spoilage. Dried grains could become
infested with insects, so certain populations use ash to deter the pests. Crops cultivated in soils
containing heavy metals would absorb these contaminated elements and would get transferred
to humans after ingestion. The natural biochemical reactions that take place in fruits and
vegetables after harvesting and which are catalyzed by enzymes that normally lead to the
ripening of produce are even considered as deterioration when texture, flavor, color and other
characteristics are altered from their optimal level. The most common form of spoilage remains
due to microbial growth. The WHO states? that more than 200 food-borne pathogenic diseases
can be caused by food or water containing harmful bacteria, viruses, parasites or chemicals. If
ingested in adequate quantities, these pathogens, would either multiply themselves inside the
human host and cause the disease due to their biological presence or due to the release of toxins
inside the body; or would have had the pathogen already established in the food rendering it
contaminated by the secreted toxins prior to ingestion (Bintsis, 2017). These two pathways are
respectively referred to foodborne infection and foodborne intoxication. As a response, many
forms of control and regulations have been developed and still are evolving around the world.
The two main systems that embody the regulation of food safety would be the international
standard organization, Codex Alimentarius, and the preventive management system of the
HACCP (Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points) (Henson & Caswell, 1999). These
systems have been developed in our modern contemporary world. But historically, people
experimented, learned, and developed techniques that would successfully preserve foods by
manipulating the conditions that cause deterioration. The main elements, mainly that proliferate
the growth of pathogenic microorganisms, relate essentially to the water activity, temperature,
pH, and oxygen. Preservation techniques target the conditioning of foods in one or more of
these elements. They either work on reducing free unbound water (for example by dehydrating
with salt of by adding sugar), on temperature by cooking, on pH by adding acids such as vinegar

! https://www.who.int/activities/estimating-the-burden-of-foodborne-diseases

2 https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/food-safety
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for instance, and on oxygen such as with canning. These forms of control anciently entailed
techniques such as drying, fermentation, pickling, acidifying, salting, jams/sugaring and others.
Today, more technologically advanced forms of preservation have been developed. These
include methods such as the introduction of refrigeration and freezing, vacuum packaging,
canning, modified atmosphere packing, addition of preservatives and others. Yet, one should
also be aware that not all microorganisms are pathogenic in nature or would only result in the
detrimental spoilage or illness. In fact, many microorganisms are useful and have been used
for thousands of years. Fermentation is one of the preservation methods that depends on the
existence of beneficial microorganisms. The metabolic process of fermentation consists of
converting organic material in foods or beverages, such as sugars, into acids, gases and alcohol.
One species of yeast, scientifically called Saccharomyces cerevisiae, is probably the most
notable and imperative example. This species of yeast is commonly known as brewer’s yeast
or baker’s yeast and has been pivotal in winemaking, brewing, and baking as the main
fermenting agent. The use of Saccharomyces cerevisiae dates back to thousands of years
attributed to the production of numerous essential foods and is still considered as one of the
most valuable species in industrial application today (Parapouli et al., 2020). A complex system
of millions of beneficial microorganisms also already exist inside our bodies. This is most
notably known as the human gut microbiota. These forms of microorganisms have colonized
the human gastrointestinal tract and co-evolved with their host in a beneficial relationship that
continue to support human life. The gut microbiome plays important roles in human health and
mainly in maintaining the integrity of the gut, synthesizing essential vitamins up to half of the
daily requirements of Vitamin K, providing protection against pathogens and serving as an
overall booster of the immune system (Thursby & Juge, 2017).

1.1.3. Food commodities in today’s consumerism world

Historically, people were obliged to preserve their food out of necessity. Today, the
preservation of food has taken a commodity aspect. Just like any commodity in general, the
processing of food and their preservation enters the market dynamics of every country. People
today consume certain food products because they feel like it. Although producing adequate
quantities of food to suffice the planet’s growing population is still a serious challenge today,
people have developed a sense of taste. They consume products that they like and enjoy, and
not because they particularly need to. This comes as a result of a developing world in which
consumerisms evolved from the desire to adopt higher living standards. A particular factor was
the increase in the household income. According to Grigg (1994), the average calorific intake
per capita prior to the nineteenth century where low as attributed to lower agricultural
production. These however changed and the calorific intake began to increase in Western
Europe and North Africa as a result of population growth and consequent faster increase in
agricultural production. This made food more readily available and especially when trade in
agriculture expanded. International trade in Western Europe was clearly seen at an increasing
trend by the mid-nineteenth century with the import of cerals, meat, dairy products, livestock
feeds, tropical beverages and oilseeds (Grigg, 1994). The natural response to the initial
consumption explosion at the time was to meet the needs of the growing populations and their
preference in the industrialization of food itself. Towns and cities no longer needed to produce
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their own food. People were able to get jobs in manufacturing and industries whereas global
food production and trade routes developed, and food got increasingly imported. The wealthier
consumers got, the more their food structure changed as they demanded food not only for basic
nutrition but also for pleasure, culture, social considerations, and prestige (Gracia & Albisu,
2001). Agriculture intensification, technology and mechanization maximized productivity and
output while improvements in infrastructure facilitated and made transport less costly (Grigg,
1994). Despite the timid increase in its earliest stages, international trade boomed after the
1960s and during which crop yields registered extraordinary increase with the ‘Green
Revolution’ period. Since then, food production has been increasing exponentially and even
faster than actual production of food (Ercsey-Ravasz et al., 2012), reaching 23% of world food
production destined for human consumption being traded on the international arena by 2014
(D’Odorico et al., 2014) compared to only 12% in the 1980s (Grigg, 1994). Agriculture became
subject to polarization with global super-producers and specializations emerging. Production
of food intensified, utilized synthetic ingredients and became increasingly standardized to
optimize productivity, uniform output and stabilize supply. This created food which was ‘fast’
and ‘industrialized’ (Fernandez-Armesto, 2002), only to be met with outlets encouraging quick
mass consumption as supermarkets and fast food stores. Basically, any unrefrigerated item
found on a supermarket shelf could have been looked at as a preserved or processed food which
is shelf stable. Preserved foods have progressively become commodified, mostly losing the
sense of place and ethnicity. Foods have been generally produced in a delicate balance, or
compromises, with cost, revenue and quality becoming the rule of the game amongst macro-
scale economies, global trade, and open markets. Food became less linked to its place of origin.
It became factory-made and mass produced. Food became progressively dehumanized and
subsequently emerged as the subject of globalization (Inglis, 2009), supermarketization
(Reardon et al., 2005), and McDonaldization (Ritzer, 2011). Free markets and global trade
routes have drastically molded the way people consume foods around the world. In fact, many
of the foods we buy today could be grown in one country, processed in another, and packaged
in an entirely different third place. Megastores, large-scale retails and fast food chains have
also sprung up even in the most rural of territories. The foodscape, i.e. environment where one
is exposed to food (MacKendrick, 2014), of entire generations has been distanced from that of
their ancestors. Inglis (2009) describes the contemporary food condition as different from a
century ago mainly in four aspects. These are a) a global but not fully integrated system of food
production and distribution, b) a system that has become an unchallenged source of concern
and crisis with respect to the health of humans, animals and the planet, ¢) a marked
homogenization of food and cuisine tendencies compared similar to the ‘global
McDonaldization’ in reference to the global fast food chain McDonald’s, and d) a perceived
opposition to that homogenization in the form of growing movements stressing on tradition,
authenticity, and ‘rediscovery’ of ‘real’ ingredients. What started at the origin of diets that
characterized nations and territories gradually but quickly faded with time and got replaced by
a hyper-commodified homogeneous global food production. Ifa crisis hit one side of the planet
affecting supply, then the opposite side of the planet would go hungry. No more evident where
that statement became recently true with the widespread onset of the COVID-19 pandemic by
early 2020. Even in its early stages, the pandemic exerted immense pressures on the provision
of foods mainly by interrupting primary production output and global trade routes. This quickly
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raised serious threat on the food security of billions of people and especially of those in the
global South, the food-import dependent Middle East and the chronically food insecure Africa
(Zurayk, 2020).

The dynamics of contemporary food production and consumption therefore developed
varying market demands and preferences with time. The analysis of food consumption in
Europe between the late 1980s and early 2000s was analyzed by Gracia and Albisu (2001).
They showed that not only were people eating more quantities, but there was an emerging shift
in the structure of consumption where people are increasingly inclined to consume foods away
from their homes. Despite varying trends depending on the context, history, and evolution paths
of each European country, a general increase in the consumption of processed and convenience
foods, such as processed meats and snacks, was noticed. The same source also showed that the
increased proportion of women in the labor market increased household income but also
decreased available time for cooking. This was attributed with the consumption of more frozen
and ready-to-eat foods. The demands in today’s markets have therefore drastically changed and
will most probably continue to evolve and change. This is because consumers are the final
determinant. They shape markets and drive production according to their preferences and
demands. Their behavior, perception and decision-making processes are therefore probably the
most important factor to be considered. Changing consumer attitudes directed by changing and
rapid lifestyles, increased participation of women in the labor market, technological
advancements, are all reasons that could be associated with new consumption habits.

Yet, within a highly connected world, consumers have become more exposed and more
informed. A reemerging interest in locality, spaces, and origin can be seen (Inglis, 2009).
People have become more aware and conscious about their health and are questioning the
quality, social ethics, and environmental impact of the ingredients that enter in and on their
food. The more knowledgeable, the more critical they become. In a study by Click and Ridberg
(2010), interviewees who were preserving foods for their household consumption were asked
of'the motivation behind that decision. The most frequent answer registered was that they could
“know and control what’s in my food”. This demonstrated a clear distrust of some consumers
with regards to the ingredients and practices of today’s industrial manufacturers. Therefore, in
its different elements, food consumption is still witnessing a changing dynamic that has been
returning back to what is natural, traditional, and healthy. Various food trends have also
emerged, such as consuming organic, vegan, fair trade, and keto. These emerged from
consumer inclinations to shift towards the adoption of healthier, more natural, environmentally
friendly and socially conscious lifestyles. An everchanging world will probably always affect
the way we eat. But original dishes, techniques and foods will also probably survive and will
remain part of the original food discourse. Kwik (2008) refers to that understanding as
‘Traditional Food Knowledge’ in which the culture, techniques, skills and traditional beliefs of
food provisioning can be transferred from one generation to the next. She also stresses on how
traditional food knowledge can assert cultural identity of groups and how their transmitting can
contribute to the food safety and personal nutrition of specific communities.
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Box note 1: Notion of quality

There is a growing attention on the notion of ‘quality®’ and what constitutes
high-quality foods. The article by Gracia and Albisu (2001) dissects the
demand of consumers for quality in 6 aspects. Their analysis mentions that
improved quality can be perceived in the different aspects of consumer needs
met by the products. This could be achieved through channels as product
development in (ex. taste versus calorific value), improved packaging (ex.
reduced single portion size), convenience (frozen or ready-to-eat), origin of
production (enhanced relationship with nature and geography; territories),
health considerations (prevention of diet-related diseases), and safety (food-
borne risks). The authors also conclude that practice and local specificity are
as important as the ‘natural’ aspect of the food (meaning minimal processing
and deviation from their natural form) and global forces in the making of
quality. Such characteristics enter in the building of what is considered the
idea behind ‘high-quality’ products which characteristics are preferred by
consumers to be locally sourced, follow short supply chains, are
environmentally friendly (have minimum impact on the environment such as
in the application of pesticide), and are available directly from producer to
consumer through farmers markets. These are similar observations also
mentioned by (Parrott et al., 2002). These are therefore qualities that are
explained by the ‘heightened reflexivity’ of consumers when it comes to the
two factors of food; their intrinsic qualities and those that arise from
production and processing methods. Quality is therefore constructed socially
and is subject to continuing change in the way of approaching its
measurement and significance which are themselves linked to socially re-
evaluated constituents as organoleptic qualities, tradition and authenticity, and
health (Winter, 2003).

1.2. TRADITIONAL PRESERVATION OF FOOD IN LEBANON — THE MUNE

1.2.1. A glimpse on the Lebanese cuisine, history, habits and spread

One cannot begin to explain the significance of food preservation in Lebanon before
describing the diversity and habits involved in the Lebanese cuisine. The interest in beginning
with an elaboration of the cuisine is that when literature topics usually address the Lebanese
cuisine, they do not only factor the diversity of recipes and local dishes but present them
simultaneously in parallel with cultural identity, hospitality, and mobility. Food and culture
move hand in hand in a country like Lebanon. When Lebanese people want to express their
hospitality, they do so with food. People identify with food, feel comfortable socializing around
food, and have even held onto that food during the several waves of immigration. The Lebanese

3 Words in Bold and/or Bold Italic represent keywords I would like to emphasize, such as keywords and key
phrases.
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cuisine has grown today into a popular menu that has just as a strong reputation internationally
as it does in its country of origin. It has grown so popular that certain authors have stated that
even when other Arab restaurants open abroad, they would call themselves Lebanese, and when
a Middle Eastern buffet is prepared, the dishes are usually Lebanese (Roden, 2008). It has even
been compared to the same category of local cuisines that have gained global popularity as the
Chinese and Japanese cuisines (Gheorghe & Bulin, 2014). A diversity of authors have
published many books and content around the Lebanese cuisine, from cookbooks to travel
guides and researches developed by chefs, food writers, sociologists, anthropologists and other
scientists. They associate the cuisine with a rich social life and entrepreneurial spirit of the
Lebanese people. They also link it to people’s resilience in the face of their hardships and their
clear tenacity in their attachment to their food. There is even an old adage that goes: “Throw a
Lebanese to the sea and he will come out of it with a fish” (Abdallah & Hannam, 2016, p. 133).

The Lebanese cuisine, generally similar to those of the Middle East, is specifically based on
that of the Levant, an ancient name given by Venetian merchants to the region that includes
modern day Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Palestine (K. Dib, 2016). The region was also known
by other names such as the ‘Shamlands’ or ‘Al-Mashrek’ by the people of the Arabian
Peninsula, and as ‘ Proche-Orient’ by the French for the past two centuries in reference to the
direction where the sun rises (K. Dib, 2016), or as ‘Greater’ or ‘Historic’ Syria (Zubaida, 2000).
It would be unjust to delimit yesterday’s culture within today’s negotiated national boundaries.
It is important to stress on that note since the official borders of many countries in the Middle
East today are much more recent compared to its ancient history. Today’s frontiers of Lebanon
themselves were defined on 1 September 1920 with the declaration of the Greater Lebanon
state. That came as a result of the Franco-British partition of the Middle East after the Sykes—
Picot Accords of 1916 broadly divided the former Ottoman Arab provinces between French
and British zones (Traboulsi, 2012). Before that, food and culture were present rather more
fluidly. Food and habits associated with it served as a marker that differentiated the various
groups inhabiting the Middle East and formed sort of social boundaries. These were factors of
the varying dimensions that coexisted such as religion, social norms and economic standing.
Zubaida (2000) states that a common vocabulary of food seemed to have crossed borders but
that did not assert any cultural homogeneity. He considers that the emerging modern states are
in fact based on historically long-standing cultural and territorial entities as Egypt, Iran and
Turkey; but that these themselves exhibited considerable regional and communal variation. In
areas where Christian communities existed for example, such as in the Levant, a stronger
association with alcoholic drinks was found such as the ‘arak (distilled anise drink indigenous
to the eastern Mediterranean (Zurayk & Rahman, 2008)) with Mezze (assortment of appetizer-
like plates) in Lebanon (explained later in this section). There are accounts in the same source
where the themes of Muslim cuisine were adopted by neighboring Christian and Jewish
communities but included their own variations on them. In the days of the Ottoman rule, it
seems that Turkish food was accessible only to the prosperous and financially capable upper
classes, but that did not appear to be the rule in the Levant (Zubaida, 2000). The Levant people
rather preferred to economize on the consumption of meat. The preparation and serving of
coffee (probable origin of the term being the Arabic equivalent gahwa), was an important ritual
by Bedouin nomad communities comparable to the tea ceremonies of Japan. Their adoption
was strongly associated by many ethnographic records following the gradual introduction of
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coffee in the 16™ century to Egypt, Anatolia, and Iran from the probable source of discovery in
Yemen around the 13™ century (Tapper, 2000). These small differences within the greater
intersecting space of ingredients and practices emerged such a rich gradient that in fact helped
retain a degree of specificity. This is the case of the Lebanese cuisine which, in addition to its
internal diversity, became more singular with modern times, social life, and especially with its
international spread; these dimensions altogether forming it into a recognized distinct category
on its own.

The rich and diverse agricultural production of that region of the world is only one part of
the story. The Lebanese cuisine is usually described in its reflection of the past, and its past has
witnessed a long history. It can be said that the local food around the country is as diverse
as the many civilizations and occupations that have passed through. Some left their traces in
the form monuments and artifacts while others on religions transcending into social habits and
influence on food. With the Byzantine Empire for example came Christian orthodoxy and the
array of meatless vegetarian meals for leant are still consumed to this day. The arrival of Arabs
and Islam brought with it the Levantine Muslim cuisine existing today (Roden, 2008) and
dietary rules such as the Halal (what is permissible) and the Haram (what is forbidden).
Lebanon today homes 18 distinct religious sects within the Christians, Muslims, and Druze
faiths (Faour, 2007); each with its own set of beliefs, customs and habits. Just as the country,
the cuisine itself can be described as a ‘melting-pot’ that personifies indigenous synergies
(K’araki & Ogle, 2011) which evolved from influences of successive eras such as those of the
Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Greeks, Romans, Byzantine, Arab, and Turks. In
the book ‘Food, Cuisine, and Cultural Competency for Culinary, Hospitality, and Nutrition
Professionals’ which addresses cuisines from around the world, chapter 51 is dedicated entirely
to Lebanon (Massad, 2011). The author of that chapter, Susan J. Massad, provides a history of
the food within the local culture. She begins by mentioning the first settlers in Lebanon, the
Phoenicians, who arrived around 3,000 BC and whose name was attributed to the renowned
purple dye at the time that was extracted from the Murex mollusk known as Tyrian purple in
links to the city of Tyr. The Phoenicians were well-known traders that have dominated the
Mediterranean and created colonies with some of the most ancient cities still inhabited today
as Beirut, Byblos, Sidon, Tripoli and Tyr in today’s Lebanon and Carthage in today’s Tunisia.
They were the first to establish major maritime trading routes between the East and West
exchanging goods that included dried and preserved foods along with mainly spices, grains,
and wine. The chapter continues to explain how the arrival of the Crusaders in the 11" century
carried with it a Western influence on the region. After that, another major event was the
foreign rule of the Ottoman Empire which extended for over 400 years from 1516 to 1918 and
was succeeded by the French mandate following the fall of the Empire after World War I from
1920 to the independence in 1943. This has in itself produced many intersections in ingredients
and meals still consumed to this day, linking similarities between the old history shared
between the countries subjected to Ottoman rule at the time (Lebanon and its neighboring Syria,
Palestine and Jordan) and common cooking with today’s Turkey. From the Ottoman Turks,
typical examples include the use of strong coffee, pickled vegetables, baklava sweets, lamb
meat, and certain spices and nuts, while the influence of the French can be seen more
pronounced in Lebanon in the form of cheese, pastries and desserts such as croissants, flans
and caramel custard. Indeed, these dynamics opened the Lebanese table to further Western
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influence especially with the introduction of Western missionary schools and universities. The
cuisine ultimately shaped itself into a distinguished merge between East and West, traditional
meals with a modern twist, and the preservation of these meals is still well maintained to this
day (Hwalla & Khoury, 2008). Despite some similarities with other Middle Eastern cuisines,
the majority of authors usually proudly categorize it in a separate cuisine on its own (Abdallah
& Hannam, 2016).

One of the features that distinguishes the Lebanese cuisine is its integration of many habits
and customs that differ with the geography, social context and faith-based customs, and even
with seasons and location. The menu differs for example when one visits a restaurant or when
meals are prepared at home, if one lives in the mountains or on the coast, or if one is dining at
a Christian or Muslim household. An incredibly rich regional variations exists in such a small
country so much so that entire books have been developed in attempt to describe it. Some have
been even written only on specific components of that kitchen such as the appetizer-like food
presentation called the Mezze (Basan, 2018; Hage, 2018; Kanafani-Zahar, 2020), the famous
oven-baked flatbread breakfast topped with herbs mano 'ucheh (Massaad, 2016), bread
(Kanafani-Zahar, 1997), the national drink ‘arak (El-Asmar, 2021; Karam, 2008), and wines
(Karam, 2005). The Mezze for example is the custom of food presentation, which is typically
experienced in restaurants or on a smaller scale in Sunday family lunches. Mezze can be
described as an assortment of small hot or cold plant or meat-based dishes, similar to hors
d’oeuvres or finger food, that are presented throughout the dining event and shared by the table.
The number of these small shared dishes could reach a staggering number which could easily
surpass 50 or even 100 plates (Massad, 2011). The medley of mezze usually consists of certain
dishes that almost never change, such as the famous fabbiile [parsley, tomato and burgol
(cracked wheat) salad] or fattis salad [mixed greens, vegetables and fried bread], hiummus
[chickpea] or mutabbal [eggplant] dips, stuffed grape leaves, cheeses, roasted nuts, fresh
vegetable platters, pickles and olives, stuffed savory pies called fatayer, stuffed meat pies
called kibbé, bread (flatbread, fresh oven baked pita, or thin markouk) and many more. The
dishes would be usually served alongside the national alcoholic beverage of Lebanon from
Ottoman origins then Levant adaptation (Zubaida, 2014) called ‘arak, which is a distilled spirit
from anise and grapes that has a translucent color but turns milky white when mixed with water
and usually added with a single ice cube. Being a pluralistic country, alcohol is not prohibited
in Lebanon but is not consumed by all sects out of religious dietary restrictions. This is another
reason behind its multiplicity. Mezze can be considered as a meal in its own right. Yet, typical
restaurant dining experience starts by presenting the cold mezze, followed by the hot mezze,
then the main assortment of meat usually grilled skewers (or fish), and finally dessert which
consists mostly of fresh fruits in season and ending with Turkish coffee. The Mezze cannot be
simply reduced to a specific number of meal courses, but it is rather a series of dishes that are
continuously being plated and presented to the dining table with no extended cuts in between
serving. The dining experience, usually lunch or dinner, even extends for hours during which
the attendees use the opportunity to socialize around the long rectangular tables with the host
usually seated at the end of the table. During that time plates would be continuously served
eventually jostling for space or even getting stacked on top of each other (Massad, 2011). Given
the sheer quantity of plates involved in mezze, recent red flags have been raised in its relation
to food waste being generated by restaurant diners. A study by Chalak et al., (2021) considers
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that certain variables such as income versus price range and number of people at a table are
main determinants that affect the quantity of waste generated. Being primordially a shared meal
experience, they found that the more people present at a table, the less waste was generated.
This is probably a desired tendency by the Lebanese people since when the occasion of a large
mezze is involved, so are the gatherings of friends and families. The authors equally stressed
on the absence of any form of official action by the government and have proposed control
measures like food donation and positive-negative sanctions that would encourage restaurants

and consumers to reduce waste. The tradition of Mezze remains a strong form of representation,
identity and socializing event in by itself. It was described by Claudia Roden (2008, p. 240)
as an ‘art of living’ with the drinking of ‘arak as the philosophy behind it. It is this mezze
tradition upon which the international Lebanese menu is based.

Photo 2: Two men enjoying mezze at a restaurant in Beirut’s Raouche quarter, Lebanon in
1974. Photo credit: Old Beirut Lebanon Instagram page (@oldbeiruthlebanon)
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The menu in restaurants is usually standard and includes a set of habits in by itself such as
the Mezze. It is however the home-based cooking in city and village households which is
highly versatile and features varying versions of meals depending on location. Road networks
previously were not well developed. Transportation was difficult and that made villages that
are generally mountainous fairly isolated from each other. People had to use what was available
around them and therefore maintained the individuality in their kitchens (Roden, 2008). This
is why one would find many versions of the same meal depending on the town or village. The
sloped lands were terraced and cultivated with wheat, olive trees, vines, mulberry trees for
silkworm, fruits, and others. Meat was expensive, and so it was carefully cooked and preserved
in fat, known as quarma. People relied for the most part on plant-based and vegetarian meals.
With Lebanon’s narrow coast shoreline close to two rugged mountain ranges separated by the
Beqgad’ valley, a highly diverse range of microclimates exist. With this came an even more
diverse agricultural cultivation and adaptation of cuisines which was further multiplied due to
the fact that inhabitants of different faiths were, and still are, geographically distributed. The
city of Beirut was mainly resided by Sunni Muslims and Greek Orthodox, the mountain with
Christian Maronites and Druze, and the hinterlands and South with Shiite Muslims. Mountain
dwellers for example relied on burgol, which is cracked parboiled wheat, while city residents
used rice. Some consumed alcoholic beverages, while others did not. Some celebrated Christian
holidays and dietary rules such as lent, while others followed those of the Muslim religious
customs such as Ramadan fasting and Eid Al Adha. Certain towns became known for their
specialty meals, such as in the Bega’ valley’s Zahle for its Kibbé Zahlaweieh (grinded meat
and burgol blend) and Baalbeck for its Sfiha (meat-stuffed pastry in bite sizes), the
Mediterranean coast for its fish as Beirut’s Samke Harra (spicy fish) and Tyr’s Saiadiyt-
alSamak (rice and fish), and the mountain cooking as Ehden for its Kibbé Zgartawie (oven
cooked meat and burgol blend), Deir Al-Kamar’s Fatet Batinjen (yogurt topped eggplant and
fried bread), and Dhour Choueir’s Si§ B’arak (ground beef stuffed dough balls cooked in
yogurt) (Massad, 2011). It is generally the meeting between the Ottoman urban city diet and
that of the rural mountain villages that resulted in the Lebanese cuisine we have today. In that
essence, the preservation of food was key in the diet of mountain residents. As we will see later
in more detail, it was not enough to cultivate and consume seasonal produce, but their
preservation was pivotal for the survival of households during the winter season. Any surplus
that was collected from the season’s harvest was preserved into what consisted of that year’s
miine to extend its shelf-life and stored to be eaten later when needed. With the migration of
people from the mountain to the newly cosmopolitan city of Beirut by late nineteenth century
(Roden, 2008), urban residents became more exposed to the culture behind food preservation,
the miine. These products became a desired delicacy. The dynamics of the cuisine relied on
locales, exhibited a strong relation not only to the ferroir* but transcended into the social fabric
of people’s everyday life.

4 The concept of terroir is debatable and could entail several elements such as link to origin, typicality,
history, authenticity and legality (Spielmann & Charters, 2013). Here, I will follow the explanation by Zurayk
and Abu Ghyda (2009) which they used to describe Lebanese products based on the understanding that local
products are related to traditionality and are associated with territory, quality and reputation as a form of
geographic origin.
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The Lebanese household cuisine generally includes typical ingredients of the
Mediterranean diet which is associated with good health impact (Hwalla & Khoury, 2008).
The backbone of the diet relies on plant-based ingredients as fruits, vegetables, cereals,
potatoes, legumes and seeds; low consumption of meat, minimally processed foods, olive oil,
dairy products, and wild edible plants. Main similarities and adherence of the Lebanese diet to
that of the Mediterranean diet was in fact analyzed by Naja et al., in 2015 through what they
referred to as the Mediterranean diet index. The Mediterranean diet is normally that which in
described to strongly incorporate dominant cultivations such as olive trees, is low in saturated
fats, high in vegetables, leafy greens, fruits, cereals, nuts, and legumes, moderate in fish, meats,
and dairy, and low in eggs and sweets (Davis et al., 2015). The results of the study show in fact
that the Lebanese diet exhibited significant correlation with that of European Mediterranean
diet with common baselines of ingredients being in fruits, vegetables and olive oil (Naja et al.,
2015).

A major reason behind the success of the Lebanese cuisine is attributed to the vast
immigration of the Lebanese people who have spread the food culture with them. Emigration
from Lebanon is a widely discussed topic and it is said that every family has been touched by
immigration which has been recorded since the nineteenth century. The size of the diaspora is
not exactly known since several generations have been born from Lebanese immigrant parents
abroad, but it is generally estimated at more than triple the number of national residents (Skulte-
Ouaiss & Tabar, 2015). What is remarkable though is that Lebanese immigrants and attached
to their home country and many visit regularly. According to Roden (2008), Lebanon in the
1960s witnessed a period of calm during which investment and entrepreneurship flourished
and the restaurant business took off. With the onset of the civil war in 1975, many of those
businesses closed and opened abroad. A serious wave of migration also occurred during that
time and, with immigrants holding onto their culinary heritage, tended to open restaurants and
food establishments abroad as well. It is estimated that 40% of the population, equivalent to
990,000 individuals, emigrated from the country at the time (Tabar, 2010). According to
K’araki and Alfred (2011), in Australia for example, Lebanese food has become omnipresent,
permeating the culinary fabric and becoming the de facto face of Middle Eastern food. The
authors proposed a raw form of a rubric of authentication. They considered that it would
evaluate the authenticity and ethnicity of the Lebanese cuisine in an attempt to aid its marketed
identity and character as well as for its ‘proper’ assembly in foreign countries. The authors
based their rubric on the PIPS index (presentation, ingredients, preparation, and service) and
used what they believed are the quintessential characteristics of the Lebanese food they found
in literature. In the United Kingdom (UK), around 16,000 Lebanese-born immigrants were last
censused in 2018 (ONS, 2018) and in the UK, Lebanese migrants are usually classified as either
pre- or post-Civil war. The main difference between the two is either migration initiated by the
desire to seek a better lifestyle or fleeing political turbulence (Abdallah et al., 2019). Migrants
of Lebanese origin are generally said to have a sense of “Lebaneseness” describing their
attachment to their homeland culture and food (Abdallah et al., 2019; Rowe, 2012). In a study
by Abdallah and Hannam (2016), questions on cultural identity, mobilities and hospitality were
asked to Lebanese immigrants owning food businesses in London and specifically with regards
to the ways in which they have tried to ‘fix’ their perceived authenticity of the homeland cuisine
abroad. The authors cited that Lebanese migrants abroad even hold onto their food traditions
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arguably more than Lebanese do so back in their country, and that Beirut has become
‘Westernized” in its restaurants. In support to that statement, the authors recorded responses
from their interviewees stating that the preservation of the Lebanese traditions were key to the
success of their food businesses. One of the respondents interestingly mentioned how this
presentation of the ‘Lebanese experience’ even became popular with non-Lebanese customers.
Amusingly, Lebanese descendants in New England according to Amy E. Rowe (2012) assert
on identifying themselves as American except when discussing, preparing and enjoying food
enters the picture. She also comments on how certain competition in the preparation and spicing
of meals would occur between the usually first-generation migrants since techniques differ
depending on the village of origin. In Homsey and Sandel’s (2012) study, they observed
members of an ancestral Lebanese community in central Unites States’ flatlands. They noted
on how even on a typical American occasion, Thanksgiving, the quintessential menu the turkey
would be laid on the dining table next to homemade Lebanese dishes as the kibbé and laban
(yogurt). Even that laban would be made from a generations old starter brought from Lebanon
and that food would be prepared in ‘the right Lebanese way’. Even in dialect, although
members of that community have lost their fluency in the Arabic language, the authors found
that many original words have been retained specifically in reference to food index and
deeming it as an embodiment of generational cultural transmission. They questioned the
community on what it means to ‘be Lebanese’ and what they found is a strong essential
connection rooted in a code of food and tradition. They say “Serving food to family, friends,
and guests plays an integral role in the identity of the Lebanese. Thus, food and drink are key
everyday concerns that are part of what it means to be and act as Lebanese. And these activities
that were invoked and interpreted as what it meant to “be Lebanese.”” (Homsey & Sandel,
2012, p. 66).

This spirit of Lebaneseness, whether nationally or abroad, has always characterized its
people as humble and generous, who open their homes and tables for visitors at any time.
Hospitability and entertaining visitors is an important feature for the Lebanese people, and their
expression of that is usually communicated through food; the proud displaying of their roots,
heritage and villages. The village life remains the symbol of Lebanese heritage. It is the anchor
upon which the Lebanese folklore was built; and in which food is a centerpiece. Rarely would
the Lebanese folklore and traditional life be mentioned without its food. I quote Kamal Dib
(2016, p. 162) who said:

[Translated from Arabic]

“These details appeal to children, even if they were born in the city and
do not know the tales of the village. Because the city is innovation and
modernity, and the village is the basis and roots. Everything in the village
suggests play, adventure, family affection, delicious fruits, simple and
good-tasting food, including bulgur, green beans, eggs, yogurt, quarma,
kishk, and za’atar, and poverty accompanied by pride and magnanimity.”

1.2.2. The main idea and original purpose of preserved mine foods

I decided to start this section with clippings from Aida Kanafani-Zahar’s book “Miine, La
conservation alimentaire traditionelle au Liban” (1994, pp. 11-14). It is an exceptional book,
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written completely on the subject of mine and provides an incredibly rare and valuable
description on its typical practice for the Lebanese village. These clippings specifically draw a
good picture on the way village life in Lebanon was cyclic and depended on the changing
seasons year-round to plan and prepare certain tasks. The author cites proverbs commonly used
at the time by villagers, and which some survive to this day, and uses them to reflect how these
tasks were guided by indicators from the nature around them or from religious feast dates.
Supported by her own observations, she demonstrates how cultivating the land, harvest and
preservation of food were a key purpose of villagers and an entire way of life.

[Translated from French]

Summer is a period of life in the outdoors characterized by the production and storage of miine
(reserves). With winter, life settles at the inside of the house and the reserves are consumed.

The period of life outdoors begins in March: "In March, bring your cows out!"; [...] "In March, the
miine becomes expensive (runs out)"; plowing resumes.

The change to good weather is announced by the size of the fig leaf and the croaking of the frog:
"When the fig leaf is as big as a duck's foot, you can sleep without covering yourself”; "When the
frog begins to croak, the cold ceases being harmful".

"The rain of nawwar (May) provides provisions for the farmer and his cows".

At the start of the harvest, the reserves, exhausted, must be reconstituted to avoid famine: "The great
hunger is with the new sheaf". At the beginning of the miine, the wheat is harvested and husked on
the threshing floor: awwal [-miine, awwal [-baydar. [...] "With July begins the harvest, prepare your
kweyir (silos) for the new galle (harvest). [...]

"August is the cook of grapes and figs". This date marks the beginning of a transitional period,
between life on the inside and life on the outside: "The Feast of the Transfiguration (August 8 in the
eastern calendar) says to summer: go away!".

The end of the outdoor period is marked by the storage of most foods: "In September, stock up for
your children and put your mind at ease!" [...] The end of the miine is the id s-salib (September 14:
Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross). After this feast, [...] plowing begins with the first rains of
autumn and the plows as well as the seeds are therefore prepared.

After this period, the cold sets in, people gather around their homes in peace, because their homes
are full of provisions that will allow them to get through this critical period. [...] “When wheat, fats
and oils, burgol and wood are present, the mind is at peace.”; “In December, remain tranquil in your
home, in your salt and in your oil”.

During periods of extreme cold in winter, with snow blocking the roads and winds paralyzing life
outside, the miine is essential. [...] During the winter - period of food shortage - agricultural activities
are reduced, and women find more leisure for domestic activities. They devote themselves to manual
crafts, make basket trays, knit and various needlework.

The miine (could be written in many ways as mouneh or mouni and pronounced as mouné)
is a collective term referring to a group of traditionally preserved foods produced
seasonally and stocked as pantry reserves. One could say that these are a major factor behind
the popularity of the Lebanese cuisine since they constitute backbone ingredients used in many
popular dishes and add to their distinctiveness. The famous fabbiile salad has bulgur (cracked
wheat), olive oil and sometimes pomegranate molasses (debs rumman). The main ingredient
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in the famous mano ‘ucheh is the dried za ‘atar herb mix. A mezze table would commonly have
a plate of makdiis (oil pickled eggplants stuffed with chili, walnuts, garlic). A typical winter
breakfast is the kishk soup (fermented dried burgol with one or more dairy derivatives). The
miine is not only a group of preserved foods, nor is it a group of techniques or recipes.
Describing the miine as the simple act of preserving food would be an undermining to the
essence of what miine really is. As this part will show, the miine is a culture or could even
constitute a concept on its own with associations showing in social behavior, language and
even architecture. It is a reflection of an entire lifestyle, habits, and norms of rural household
hospitality. It embodies a geography of diversity with regional specialties. It enters in the social
fabric of Lebanese village families and paints a vivid picture of community effort, of women
as the key player and building block of household society, of vigilant careful planning, and as
a means of survival, hardship, history and plentifulness.

Despite being a familiar and commonly used notion in the Lebanese (and Levant) context,
there is no straightforward way to define or explain what miine is. It is a term that is widely
used in every Lebanese household, yet every person could articulate it in the way they perceive
it. Some might refer to the preserved products themselves, as a collective name or label to the
category of these foods without naming a specific one of them. Others might refer to the action
of preparing them, or the room they are stored in, or reminisce on their historical past, how
they were prepared and the proper way and time of eating them. What is not fairly uncommon
is to hear village women to this day say in the early spring, ‘I will start preparing this year’s
miine soon’. Although the term is familiar among the public, there is no apparent state
definition or clear strategy that capitalizes on mine. A few available literature do however
mention the notion and try to define it, always in regards to its correlation to heritage. A report
by the Lebanon Ministry of Economy and Trade (MoET) for example marginally described
miine as “... according to the consumers, a product linked to the region of production, to the
terroir where the product is produced and to the landscape which surrounds the place... The
concept of “Miine” arised many centuries ago, when the producers worked on preserving their
products of origin in order to consume them during the wintertime” (Abu Ghyda, 2007, p. 3).
Aida Kanafani-Zahar defines miine from its linguistic meaning as: [Translated from French]
“The miine - from the verb mana. to store - designates the ensemble of provisions obtained by
traditional conservation techniques” (1994, p. 1). The few other sources describe miine as the
transformation of the seasonal spring-summer food produce into winter provisions (Feghali et
al., 2022; Massaad, 2017; Pugliese et al., 2013; Roden, 2008; Zurayk & Rahman, 2008).

Rural residents of Lebanese villages in older times had a strong reason to preserve and store
food; for survival out of fear. In the second of the four-series book, Nadyah Al-Ghazzi (2001)
lists seven factors that drove people’s constant fear of food disruption and which caused them
to ‘obsess’ over finding hundreds of methods to preserve food that was available to them. These
are 1) environmental factors such as periods of unforeseen droughts or shortages in water that
could cause famine, 2) geographic factors that distance cities and villages from sources of
water (rivers), agricultural supply, and urbanization at the time, 3) sudden shifts in weather
patterns as heat waves or snow storms that would obstruct transportation and isolate villages
completely especially mountainous ones, 4) Economic factors that come with economic
insecurities or instabilities in trade and agriculture, 5) Risks of war given the strategic yet
volatile geopolitical position of the region, 6) Sieges of large cities and small villages that have

52



1.2 TRADITIONAL PRESERVATION OF FOOD IN LEBANON — THE MUNE

been repeatedly encountered over thousands of years by foreign forces which made people on
edge and staying ready for any occurrence, and 7) Disease epidemics which taught people that
having a ready stored supply of food that would feed them for several months is a secure option
in case any sudden uncertainties arise, and so would help avoid famine and malnourishment.
The author adds an eighth and more modern reason for storing miine foods relevant to today’s
conditions, and which is 8) the entrance of women to the labor market. She believes that the
laborious preparation of meals is decreasing today given women are increasingly seeking
employment. Being primordially a skill for women, working women have resorted to the
preparation of miine foods during their free time so that to facilitate the preparation of meals
when needed.

These are therefore the broad headlines why rural households have been always readied with
shelf-stable preserved foods that could be consumed over many months after their preparation.
They were a typical means of survival that would ensure household nutrition in time of food
insecurity or the unproductive winter season. The preparation of miine was adaptable in the
types of foods being preserved and depended on the different types of cultivations that were
available to people around them. These were collected fresh and in-season for capturing the
best lowest price during peak harvest for families who did not own land. The produce would
then be preserved following techniques that people, specifically women, were skilled at. These
were mainly techniques as pickling, fermentation, drying, concentration and distillation. These
were followed in accordance to detailed recipes, ingredients and practices that were passed
down from mother to daughter and that were used to preserve the available fruits, vegetables,
herbs, cereals and dairy in season, and only a few included meat. Efforts would be even
consolidated by communities and some tasks would be conducted by groups of women
neighbors together, both to cooperate with each other but also functioned as encounters with
rich social exchange. Examples of those will be provided in the following sections. Finally,
after the tedious and long process that sometimes extends several weeks at a time even for one
miine product, and when the harvest season concludes, an array of tens or even hundreds of
sweet and savory preserves would fill the home’s pantry. They would range from bags of
cereals and grains, to dried fruits, jars of jams and pickles, herb mixes, pots of preserved dairy
recipes and many local specialties. Given that the entire cycle of miine preparation was
seasonal, then the range of end products were highly dependent on the where the communities
that produced them were located and what cultivations were common around them. Mountain
residents produced in different ways and using slightly different material than what people in
the North, South or in the hinterland did. This gave rise to the varying specialties that would
vary from region to region or even from one village to another, adding to the distinction and
regional specificities that are already known in the Lebanese cuisine itself. The mountain
village of Kfardebian for example was and still is recognized for its cultivation of apples and
therefore the miine in that area would include many preserves made from apples such as jams
and vinegar (Massaad, 2017). The same applied to the coast that is more likely to preserve
citrus and the miine in those areas would normally include more items such as concentrated
citrus syrups, distilled orange blossom water, or candied peel. Other regions are known for
their apricots and figs would produce more quantities of fig and apricot jams, whereas certain
fruits and legumes would be cultivated more generally and therefore would be found in the
miine pantries over the entire country (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994). So there remains a common
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denominator for miine, products that are universally prepared with every season, but regional
adaptability normally exists as well (Massaad, 2017). It is ultimately the production and
harvesting season that dictates what and when can be preserved. With the arrival of every
season, villages, kitchens, rooftops and cellars would suddenly become much more lively, to
‘hustle and bustle’ as the phrase goes. Again, Nadyah Al-Ghazzi (2001) almost poetically puts
that into words:

[Translated from Arabic]

“In summer, the vegetables and fruits ripen, to be subjected to very
complex processes, with very precise rituals and secrets. If these rituals
undergo any change, this would mean the spoiling of the preserved food in
the future.”

(p.144)

She continues to say:

“In early autumn, the eggplant would have become white and very sweet
Grapes would have reached their highest levels of sugar
The figs would have ripened, small rainfed figs that are full of sweetness
The red hot pepper would have ripened
The villages become buzzing with work, and time becomes quick to come,
quick to leave,
Village kitchens get into full swing
In the villages, molasses are made, grapes are dried into raisins, and
grapes are made into vinegar
And the methods of making molasses (dibs), vinegar (hal), grape raisins
(zbib), pomegranate molasses (dibs rumman), and others shall be

mentioned (remembered) as “The Levantine products made in the kitchens
of the Levant.

3399

(p. 147-8)

It is true that the tradition of producing miine foods is a practice not only common to villages
in Lebanon but has also been recorded in other Levant countries as Syria, Palestine and Jordan.
This is by no means a statement that categorizes miine only for Lebanon, but the Lebanese
mountain village has been long known and widely recognized as a typical space for the
preservation of food (Aubaile-Sallenave, 2000; Roden, 2008). Not only that, but it was also a
domestic division of labor where women were the main responsible party for the preparation
of preserved miine foods (Aubaile-Sallenave, 2000; Kanafani-Zahar, 1994). It is the habit that
was dominantly present in these areas which probably evolved from the historical trajectory
and conditions that faced them, especially in Mount Lebanon. Mount Lebanon is the western
chain of mountains in Lebanon that face the coast and Mediterranean sea which is faced on the
east by another mountain chain called the Anti-Lebanon mountain range and divided in
between by the Bega’ valley; this study’s territory in focus. Mount Lebanon is known for its
rugged terrain with many high peaks and valleys that vary highly and quickly in altitude. This
meant that during the older days, people in these mountains were fairly isolated from each other
especially since the road networks were not well developed and would be blocked at times of
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winter and snow. Villagers had to terrace the sloped lands around their homes to cultivate them
and build cellars for their storage. They assigned specific corners of their homes to store miine,
usually called ‘the miine room’ (oudit al miine) or namliyeh (miine cupboard). The practice of
food preservation was therefore a typical rural activity. It existed in rural villages that were
relatively distant from urbanized cities, such as today’s capital Beirut or the north’s Tripoli,
that provided the source of import, trade and food commodities. Given that miine consisted of
preserving foods, then people would use what was available to them therefore the cultivations
around them and this is what gave the miine its diversity, whether in the villages of Mount
Lebanon or those of the rural Bega'.

It is also worth mentioning that prior to the independence, Lebanon was subjected to
Ottoman rule. During its long reign, administrative divisions were very different and often
changed in accordance to negotiations, conflict, and agreements. Lebanon as we know it under
today’s frontiers was divided differently thus many of today’s regions were subjected to
different territorial affiliations, central administrations, trade, supervision and taxing systems;
and ultimately shaping agricultural production and consumption. Mount Lebanon, different
parts of the Bega’ valley, and Beirut all witnessed several changes in their belonging to separate
administrations at different times in history. The main ones are when Mount Lebanon and the
Bega’ valley’s central town of Zahle belonged to the Mutasarrifiya (a subdivision of the
Ottoman administrative division wilaya). Other parts of the Bega’ valley were part of the
wilaya of Damascus originally with the city of Beirut, but the latter later acquired its own
wilaya covering the coastal length from Jaffa on the south to Latakia to the north in recognition
of the booming rise of the city (Traboulsi, 2012). Whether because of the religious based
hierarchy (millet system), the social ranking orders (manasib), central authority conflict with
Istanbul, or internal conflict between the ruling families and factions driven by tax farming
(igta’a system), life in Ottoman Mount Lebanon was not very secure and witnessed many
episodes of conflict (Traboulsi, 2012). This added to the uncertainties and risk of food
insecurities of residents. Finally, the country somewhat passed through a transitional phase
which also included episodes of clashes until it took shape in its modern form with the French
mandate in 1920 and the final date of independence in 1943. In that phase, Mount Lebanon
was considered the center from which the country initialized. Even the terms ‘Mount Lebanon’
and ‘Lebanon’ were used interchangeably by historians prior to the French mandate that set
today’s frontiers (Collelo & Smith, 1989). Fawwaz Traboulsi (2012) correlates that disposition
due to several but essential features, including a sizeable Christian majority, inclination to
trade, and a long exposure to the West especially to Europe and the latter’s customary
intervention in its internal affairs. Today, certain remnants of the Ottoman rule survive
including for example some names of administrative divisions as the caza (district), positions
as the kaymakam (sub-governor) and the mukhtar (village chief), land tenures as the wagqgf
(properties donated to religious institutions) and musha’a (village common lands), and
certainly in foods and drinks.

What is certain is that the vigorous history and changing dynamics with time ultimately
contributed to shaping the cuisine and the way food was preserved. A unique story could
possibly be written on the many different villages, each according to the history it witnessed,
to its geography, and to its people. It is in a sense a narrating Lebanon’s geography of diversity
but from the miine perspective. The tradition, techniques, types and ultimate emergence of a
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mosaic of variations in preserved miine foods cannot be associated to a single factor or point
in history. It is rather the result influenced by many local, regional and national factors, the
most important of which are geographic, political, religious, societal and economic influences.
So, what can be considered a miine is not simply an obscure list of preserves, not only a set of
skills, inherited recipes, or behavioral consumption habits. When looked at miine in its entirety,
it all together comes to an embodiment of a way of life. It is variable and fluid. Its whole is
greater than the sum of'its parts. In addition to its detailed technicality, one must also consider
the valuable story behind miine, its rich system that is based on tradition, reputation, social
cooperation, communities and the leading role played by women. Today, there is no longer an
urgent need to preserve and store foods. The preservation and storage of miine foods nowadays
became more or less a sociological act (Massaad, 2017). People love and consume miine foods
mainly because of the heritage significance, or maybe their appreciation of the authentic taste,
or conscious effort to reduce waste. Today, the vastly changed conditions of life have greatly
decreased household preparation of miine. Although it is extremely rare to find a family that
prepares all types of miine, the practices does still exist but in a much smaller extent (Massaad,
2017). Today, technology has greatly advanced, women are seeking employment, lifestyles
have become busier, people have migrated. What started as a household means to ensure
nutrition has now shifted into a feasible economic activity that has visible marks and dynamics
in the market. Today, miine is being produced and traded in the market by new players. Small
producers such as cooperatives, the main players in this study, are increasingly taking part in
the production and sales of miine despite being dominated by the conventional industrialized
food sector. Yet, cooperatives are an extremely interesting actor to consider in this context
since they are legal entities that are governed by the principles of cooperation, collective
benefit, participation and democracy form a strong link with sustainable development goals.

=2

Photo 3: An assortment of ‘preserved miine foods in glass jars and bottles. Photo credit: article
in An-Nahar newspaper (Ajjan, 2021)

56



1.2 TRADITIONAL PRESERVATION OF FOOD IN LEBANON — THE MUNE

1.2.3. Typical examples of mine foods, their preservation techniques and
integrated links to space and community

1.2.3.1. Fruits, vegetables and legumes

Generally, the Lebanese diet highly incorporates fruits and vegetables more notably than
meats. The location of the country at the edges between Asia, Europe and Africa contributed
to its botanical diversity and made it a genetic center for many species as figs, olives,
pomegranate and carob, as well as in wheat, barley, lentils and vetch (Zurayk & Rahman,
2008). The geography of the country added to its geo-climatic variations and its cultivations as
well as different seasonal durations in its different regions. In the old days, meat was expensive
and considered a luxury that came on special occasions only (Al-Ghazzi, 2001). A few heads
of ruminants or cattle were raised next to rural households to supply milk and were slaughtered
for consumption only in special occasions, feasts or for the preparation of one of the very few
meat-based preserves the ‘gawarma’ (lamb meat preserved in solidified fat). Hence, many of
the preserved miine foods mainly depend on the seasonal harvest of different fruits and
vegetables. Normally, vegetables are grown generically in Lebanon without much specificity
for each area. They have always been cultivated across the country being on the coast, open
plains, mountain terraced slopes or greenhouses. The vegetable-based miine is therefore very
common and is less linked to a certain space, with the exception of a few. Vegetables and
legumes are usually preserved in ways as fermentation or pickling whether in brine or olive oil
while legumes could also be simply dried to store as grains. Fermentation and pickling are one
of the common and basic techniques used which also touches on other ranges of miine such as
the kishk (fermented dairy powder based on wheat burgol and milk or yogurt). Fermentation
results from a complex metabolic process in which specific microorganisms, mainly lactic acid
bacteria, produce metabolites and acids that reduce the pH and are capable to suppress the
growth of other detrimental microorganisms. Fermentation is already a historic process that
has been extensively and widely used for thousands of years for preservation and production,
such as cheese-making, alcoholic fermentation in winemaking and brewing, and leavening of
bread. Fermentation does not only implicate the preservation of food but also modified the
chemical and physical characteristics of the food, creating new desirable aromas, flavors, and
textures without greatly modifying the nutritional value (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994). In
fermentation, the initial bacterial inoculum comes from the species found initially in the
vegetables and legumes thus a specific character is realized depending on these species found.
The foods preserved in these ways are called kabis (from the verb kabasa: compress) and could
include a large variety whether in brine pickles or olive oil, such as cucumbers, wild cucumbers
(mi’te), eggplants, carrots, beetroot, turnips, cauliflower, green beans, olives, vine leaves (after
cooking), tomatoes, and others (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994).

Fruits are usually prepared into jams, preserved in sugar syrup as compote, concentrated
into fruit syrups or molasses or dried into pieces or paste. Space is probably more linked in the
case of fruits compared to vegetables and legumes as a result of the natural distribution of crops
in different geo-climatic conditions from which certain reputations emerged for certain regions.
Massaad (2017) for example mentions how the area of Kfardebian in the high altitudes of
Mount Lebanon became known for the production of apple-related products while coastal areas
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processed more citrus. Similarly, the town of Bifkaya in Mount Lebanon is well known for its
higher quality peach and thus the production of peach compote. Carob and the production of
carob molasses is another example which is well linked to the Chouf district in the Mount
Lebanon governorate. The region of Iklim al Kharroub owes its name to the renowned tree,
kharroub meaning carob, and is a historical socio-cultural region nicknamed as the carob
district (Zurayk & Rahman, 2008). Grapes and vine are also well known in the Lebanese miine
and history. Vines were traditionally grown on high trellises in mountainous regions to provide
shade in summer as well as to utilize their leaves and fruit for drying into raisins, production
of verjus from unripe grape juice, distillation into the traditional anis-based alcoholic beverage
‘arak, and others. Vine cultivation has also been long known especially in the Bega’ valley,
this study’s territory, mainly with varieties for wine and ‘arak production. The valley is still
today the most cultivated with vineyards. Jesuit priests started the practice and trade when
settling in the town of Ksara in the 1850s, cultivating large plots of land. The story dates much
back to ancient history when the Romans built the large temple for the God of Wine, Bacchus,
in 250 AD in today’s Baalbeck (UNESCO-Beirut, 2013). Today, in the town of Zahle which
is located at the entrance of the Bega’ valley from Mount Lebanon front stands a statue of Erato
the muse of love poetry in recognition of the city’s reputation nicknamed as “the city of wine
and poetry”. Certain local varieties of white grapes are also well known for the production of
molasses which were traditionally used as sweeteners before the introduction of granulated
sugar to Lebanon some 200 years ago (Zurayk & Rahman, 2008). These practices are well
known in regions as Rachaya in West Begad’ and the production used to be performed
collectively by families and communities, in celebrations that were essentially movable feasts
(Zurayk & Rahman, 2008). Apricot jam has also a well-known reputation especially those
originating from Northern Bega ., the higher status of this product is linked to the high quality
of its raw material, the Ajami variety of apricots which exists in Northern section of Lebanon.

Box note 2: Eggplant Makdiis

by (Al-Ghazzi, 2001; Massaad, 2017; MoA, 2008)

Makdiis consists of small eggplants that are stuffed with a mix of pepper,
walnuts and garlic, and preserved in olive oil. It is a well-known form of miine
in Lebanon generally, but is particularly known in the Begda’ valley with its
bordering to Syria where makdiis stems and is very popular. It is made from
small eggplants, usually known as the striated Kafarsusi, but could also be
made with white or lavender eggplants. These are first partly boiled and
cooled under running water to retain their shape. The stalks are then removed,
and the eggplant get slit lengthwise to create a pocket which is next salted and
pressed overnight to expel its water. After that, the eggplants get stuffed with
a mixture of red pepper (hot or mild), crushed walnuts, minced garlic and salt,
and get neatly and tightly packed in a clean sterilized glass jar (in some areas
known as ‘atarmiz). The jars are then left upside down, usually over a plate or
clean surface, for another night to drain any remaining liquid. The final step
would be to fill the jar with olive oil completely immersing the stuffed
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eggplants. The jars at this stage are usually monitored for 10 days to replenish
olive oil that might have been soaked progressively by the eggplants, making
sure to keep the makdiis completely immersed in olive oil at all times to avoid
spoilage. This type of preserved foods is the pioneer of miine preparation in
autumn, is nutritious, and is widely appreciated by people who, usually,
consume it in the morning with bread and tea or at dinner and it is commonly
found on the mezze tables.

Photo 4: A hermetically sealed jar (right) and plate (left) of ma/;dﬁs._l;hoto credit: The Food
Heritage foundation’

1.2.3.2. Wheat and cereals

Wheat and cereals have been cultivated since ancient times in Lebanon over thousands of
years and the country is a genetic nucleus for some species of wheat, barley, vetch and others
(Zurayk & Rahman, 2008). The Bega’ valley alone was knows as the ‘breadbasket’ of the
Roman Empire for its supply of wheat (UNESCO-Beirut, 2013). To this day, the Bega’ valley
remains the lead producer in Lebanon, with central and west Bega’ (Beqd’ governorate)
producing 44% of the national total and the second section of the Bega’ valley, the Baalbeck-
Hermel governorate, producing 14% (Tawk et al., 2019). But national production remains
much less than consumption and imports are estimated to be multiple the size of national
figures, around 3.5 folds (L. Chalak & Sabra, 2007). Wheat and cereals are essential to the
Lebanese diet and are used in different forms, either alone as stored dried grains, pantry staples
such as smid (semolina), burgol (parboiled cracked and dried wheat), tahin (flour) and frike
(green fire roasted wheat), or in various recipes for miine (as kish). Many wheat and cereal-
based ingredients are used in local dishes, some at certain occasions (such as the shelled wheat
pudding called amhiyeh on St. Barbara’s Day) or in the many types of breads and bakery.
Wheat and cereal-based starches are a staple in the region and central in bread-making. The
most common and renowned is the pita flatbread which is a common accompany to many
meals and are available commercially and have even become internationally trendy (Luscher,
2020). Many other types of bread are also known and have been under the attention of Aida
Kanafani-Zahar who became interested in the tradition of their preparation during her

3 https://food-heritage.org/makdous-a-healthy-pickled-delight/
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investigation of the miine and food preservation practices. In her article (Kanafani-Zahar,
1997), she describes several types of homemade breads (khobz) that are produced exclusively
by women in Lebanese rural towns. She diversified her observations on the towns of Younin
(Beqa’), Baakline (Mount Lebanon) and Hsarat (mount Lebanon) that have different religious
majorities. She showed different dough recipes, preparation techniques, and types of oven used
to bake the breads from which the different bread names emerged. These were the khobz
tannour (earthern oven), khobz saj (metal sheet), and khobz tabouni (domestic oven). Another
typical example of wheat-based miine staple is the parboiled cracked burgol. This type of wheat
preparation is not easily dated with some authors mentioning it could have entered the Levant
diet with the Kurds rule over Egypt and Shamlands between the years 1183 and 1186 (Al-
Ghazzi, 2001), while others date it as old as circa 3,000 — 600 BC in ancient Mesopotamia and
one of the essentials of that region’s diet (Ellison, 1984). The preparation of burgol begins by
parboiling whole wheat grains in large cauldrons until softened (Figure 2a), followed by the
drying of the grains which is usually performed by spreading on sheets under the sun, and
finally by their grinding and sifting into several size grades and stored, historically, in terracotta
jars (Figure 2b). In her book, Kanafani-Zahar (1994) cites Sigaut (1979) and mentions that four
desired consequences are usually behind the parboiling of grains, which in the case of burgol
does not modify its nutritional value significantly. These are 1) loss of germination power of
the grain, 2) facilitated separation of the seed outer coats (bran), 3) the gelatinization of the
starch which doesn’t stick the seeds together upon cooking and retains hydro-soluble vitamins
upon hulling which would have migrated to the center of the seed upon parboiling, and 4) the
grain is ‘killed’ in the meaning that its biological processes are halted and stripped ofits flora;
all which help in the longer preservation. Burgol became a known staple especially in rural and
mountain spaces and was used initially in place of the more expensive and at the time imported
rice.

The Bega’ valley specifically is recognized for the premium quality wheat it produces (Al-
Ghazzi, 2001). A favorited variety of local wheat is the Salamouni (7riticum aestivum L. var.
Salamouni also called locally breiji) and is usually preferred for local dishes and miine. Zurayk
and Abdul Rahman (2008) reported that this variety of wheat is one of the native land races of
the Bega’ Valley and its cultivation is still centered in that area. They have found that the
unfamiliar town of Ham in the Anti Lebanon mountains was established 800 to 900 years ago
initially as a large wheat farm with the suitability of its soil and environmental conditions, but
that cultivation of its lands with this wheat has been reduced from 75% in the 1970s to only
25% by the time their book was developed in 2008. They also report that wild mother plants
even still grow wild today in regions of Ham, Aarsal and Nabha and this wheat was estimated
to date back more than 5,000 years. Two major types of Salamouni wheat is found, the most
common white, and the red. Although being a low-yield crop, the white Salamouni wheat is
believed by farmers to be the best variety for the specific production of burgol and kishk.
Indeed, that characteristic was demonstrated by Toufeili et al., (1997) who conducted a
comparative study on selected varieties of wheat which showed the superior qualities especially
in processing. To this day, many rooftops become busy lined with white sheets by the end of
summer for the drying and other preparation steps for burgol and kishk, many times are
performed collectively in groups by neighboring women.
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Figure 2: Illustrations of a) traditional cauldron used to parboil wheat for burgol production
and b) a variety of terracotta jars used to store legumes, salt, kishk, burgol and flour. Source of
illustrations: (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994)

Box note 3: The story of frike

by (Al-Ghazzi, 2001; MoA, 2008; UNESCO-Beirut, 2013; Zurayk &
Rahman, 2008)

Frike is wheat that is harvested at its early stages before maturity (green
wheat) around April and May, that is flame roasted in straw fire then left
whole or is cracked. The term comes from the Arabic verb f’araka meaning to
rub, in reference to one of the steps where a rubbing action is performed to
separate the roasted grains from the remainder of the charred bran, thistle and
hay straw. Frike is produced in several areas in Lebanon as the Bega’ and
North but is especially known in South Lebanon (Jamal A’amel) and is also
consumed in neighboring countries including Syria, Jordan, Palestine and
Egypt. It is said that frike was discovered by mistake around 2,300 B.C. after
a burning field of young green wheat was salvaged by inhabitants of a
Mediterranean village following the retreat of its attackers. The villagers
discovered the grains after rubbing away the charred kernels and found that
they have developed a desirable roasted flavor while retaining the greenish
color of the young grains. Frike can be cooked in a fashion similar to rice and
can be similarly cooked and served with vegetables, poultry or meat. Frike is
still commonly consumed in Lebanon and especially in the Southern regions.
Frike has been the subject of many news articles in the past few years being
labeled as the new ‘supergrain’ for its believed benefits®’. It’s growing
production and popularity is also noticed at an international scale®°. It is said

® https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/23/dining/freekeh-recipe.html
7 https://www.wsj.conVarticles/SB10001424052970203471004577141363042147218

8 https://www.greenwheatfreekeh.com.au/

? https://www.masterclass.com/articles/learn-about-freekeh#quiz-0

61


https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/23/dining/freekeh-recipe.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052970203471004577141363042147218
https://www.greenwheatfreekeh.com.au/
https://www.masterclass.com/articles/learn-about-freekeh#quiz-0

CHAPTER ONE
FOOD PRESERVATION AND HOW IT MATERIALIZED IN LEBANON

to be low in fat and high in protein, have a low glycemic index, contain an
estimated double the amount of fiber than quinoa, as well as being rich in
minerals as iron, zinc and calcium. Due to its growing acceptance, local
production of frike has also been under the attention of several development
projects recently in Lebanon in an attempt to increase its levels in the local
market. Within the framework of these projects, frike production is being
encouraged especially with women agro-processing cooperatives by providing
new equipment that retain the safety of production (ICU, 2018;
LIVCD/USAID, 2018).

Photo 5: Image of frike produced using traditional methods by a women cooperative. Source:
Taken by the author in September 2015 at the Rural Delights offices

1.2.3.3. Dairy

Dairy products have also been notably preserved in the Lebanese miine. Reasons for that
was similar to the general idea of the practice, due to inconsistent supply of milk in the past or
modern means of refrigeration, and their preservation produced diverse foods that would be
stored for longer periods of time. Kanafani-Zahar (1994) gave an elaboration on the three types
of milk used, which are from goat, sheep and cow. She mentions how goat milk was
traditionally mostly used because at the time, traditional farming households grew and herded
a few heads of goat next to their homes which in most of the cases was the indigenous breed
called baladi. Goats in general and this breed in specific was preferred despite its low yield in
milk since it was a robust, disease-resistant and adapted breed. Unlike other milk and meat
producing animals, goats were also generally well habituated with the predominant available
vegetation in Lebanon (wild shrubs, bushes and thorny plants) and required less nourishment,
making them more preferable than sheep or cows. Yet rural households sometimes did keep a
few heads of sheep, usually the fat-tailed awassi breed, or one or two cows. Milk sourced from
the animals would be available in specific periods of time during the year as a result of
controlled reproduction and thus the objective was to minimize loss of animals and maximize
the yield in milk and meat. This is why reproduction was scheduled to coincide calving to times
when vegetation was most abundant, meaning from December to May. Milk would then be
subjected to one or multiple means of preservation as fermentation and-or preserved in olive
oil or brine or would be dried. The fermentation would naturally turn the milk sour and produce
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changes in flavor and texture which were ultimately desired characteristics. Typical dairy-
based products for example include the labneh, kish, sanklis, white cheese, and arise. White
cheese is rennet-made from unpasteurized milk after which the whey would be boiled to obtain
arise. Labneh is fermented yogurt that is strained through a cheesecloth into a thicker
consistency comparable to cream cheese. Labneh can be served as is in a serving dish drizzled
with olive oil or can be preserved in olive oil after their hand rolling into small balls around
2.5cm diameter that can be additionally flavored with herbs and spices. This type of preserve
has been made by households in Lebanon for over 200 years and is considered as an important
source of protein (Serhan & Mattar, 2017). Traditional recipes utilized goat cheese, which is
today’s more preferred and more expensive version of the product since cow milk is now also
used (MoA, 2008). A special type of labneh specific to the Bega’ and the Shouf regions called
anbaris (in Beqa’) and serdeleh (in Shouf) is made by fermenting unpasteurized goat milk for
several months in special clay pots that are permeable to air, thus prevent the pathogenic
anaerobic proliferation, and that have drainage holes that would be progressively drained and
replenished with milk (Massaad, 2017; Zurayk & Rahman, 2008) (Figure 3). These special clay
pots are produced exclusively for the production of the anbaris and serdeleh and required to
be made skillfully and adequately to avoid the deterioration of the pot from the acid of the
fermenting milk. This is why they were historically made in villages that were known for their
skilled production of clay pots, specifically the villages of Beit Shabeb in the Maten region and
Rashaya Al Foukhar in the Bega’ (Zurayk & Rahman, 2008). There is another type of
fermented cheese that is specific to North Lebanon, mainly Eden, called darfie cheese. This
type of cheese was produced traditionally by goat herders from goat milk that is fermented in
a goatskin pouch called the darf which its preparation alone was an entire process by itself
(Zurayk & Rahman, 2008). Sanklis is a type of yogurt-based round fermented cheese that is
very popular in North Lebanon and the northern Syrian neighboring towns, and is the only
mold ripened cheese original to the Middle East (Serhan & Mattar, 2017). It is believed to have
originated from the compound word ‘shan’ Kurdish meaning for a terracotta pot with a small
opening and ‘quareesh’ for the Bedouin word for fermented milk, in reference to the terracotta
pots in which Sanklis in ripened (Al-Ghazzi, 2001). Sanklis is made from skimmed yogurt that
is heated, shaped in small round balls, dried and aged in one of two durations; for a few days
(green sanklis) or up to 16 weeks during which it gets colonized by the local microflora
(especially Debaryomyces hansenii and Penicillium) that develops the end product’s distinct
characteristics in texture, flavor and aroma. It is the development of these microflora in addition
to the sanklis balls being covered by a layer of spices and herbs that help the shelf-life
preservation of the product from spoilage (Serhan & Mattar, 2017; Zurayk & Rahman, 2008).
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Figure 3: Infographic diagram representing the production cycle of anbaris. Source: The Food
Heritage Foundation website!”

Box note 4: The collective effort of women in kishk production

by (Al-Ghazzi, 2001; Kanafani-Zahar, 1994; Zurayk & Rahman, 2008)

Kishk is one of the favorite and most typical preserved dairy foods in the
country and the region, and particularly in the Bega’ valley and has existed in
the region since the 10" century. It is not an exclusively dairy product but
rather based on a mixture of dairy and wheat. It is a result of a labor-intensive
and long process which consists of the fermentation of a mix of milk (yogurt
or labneh) and cracked wheat (burgol) which are sundried and grinded into a
fine white powder. Written recipes of kishk date back to the 13th century and
the practices of its production may vary according to the region which equally
varies the taste from mild to strong mainly depending on the type of milk used
and duration of fermentation. Kishk can be made from cow, goat or sheep
milk/yogurt. Less expensive commercial types are made usually from cow
milk, however the Bega’ region is known to rely on goat milk which gives the
kishk a stronger pungent taste, considered as a specialty and an added value.
Usually, the reputable Salamouni variety of burgol is preferred for kishk
having specific characteristics as being coarse, soft, and white/husk-less and
known to grow in Beqa’. Kishk is highly versatile, a staple amongst all social

10 https://food-heritage.org/preserving-ambarees-english-brochure/
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classes and can be used to prepare several types of meals as soups, stews, and
appetizers. Its usage to prepare the meals is relatively simple and requires the
addition of water to dissolve the dried powder into varying consistencies and
can be further flavored with additional ingredients. Its nutritive value is also
an appreciated factor and the ingredients used to make kishk are usually of the
top quality. “The wheat heart is inside it, the best of the milk is in it”
(Aubaile-Sallenave, 2000, p. 128). Rarely do Lebanese households spend the
winter without a generous supply of kishk in their pantries. The production
process takes place starting July and is especially intensive between
September and October of every year when goat milk is at its highest fat
content, the sun is strong enough for drying, and burgol is produced after
wheat 1s harvested. Fresh milk is not used in kishk but rather the main
ingredients are slightly different regionally and include wheat burgol (cracked
wheat preferably of the Salamouni variety or lighter whitish-colored wheat),
with labneh (strained yogurt), and/or laban (yogurt), halib tali’ (curdled milk
fermented at room temperature), or Snin (buttermilk). Labneh and laban are
mostly used in areas belonging to the West Bega’, South Lebanon and Mount
Lebanon, whereas curdled milk is used in central Beqa ’ and buttermilk is
villages that produce clarified butter. Usually, the more yogurt is used, the
higher perceived quality and richness of the kishk. Large grinds of burgol are
also typically preferred more than fine grains for their ability to absorb more
milk. Another cheaper recipe of kishk also exists and is called kishk al
khameer (also known as poor man’s kishk) or fermented kishk which consists
of fermenting burgol then sun-drying and grinding it into a fine powder. The
usual preparation process of kishk requires a series of lengthy steps in which
women group together usually on one of their rooftops and collaborate in
laborious steps which make good opportunities for a booming of this type of
social activities in the kishk season in villages. In summary, the production
process of kishk commences by soaking burgol in hot water, milk, or yogurt,
then that soaked burgol gets sun dried for around 6 hours. After that, yogurt is
added and kneaded over the burgol and not the other way around so that the
consistency of the mixture is better controlled. This obtained mixture is
usually called the blile in reference to the soaking action. After that, the kishk
is left to ferment for a certain time in open containers or linen bags which
subjects the mixture to air which speeds the fermentation process. During this
open-air fermentation, the kishk is considered more ‘sensitive’ due to the risks
of contamination from the generated heat from the fermentation process. To
deal with that, two measures could be applied. The first is to knead the kishk
and the second is to add milk, laban or labneh. This helps to reduce the
temperature, soften the burgol and avoid the drying of the outer layer exposed
to air, which better protects the kishk from the proliferation of mold and
deterioration. After a few days, the mixture gets transferred to jars and left to
ferment slowly for 2 to 3 more weeks. Kishk can be removed before the
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completion of that fermentation period, and at that stage would be called the
‘green kishk’. Women would be seen seated at their porches cracking walnuts
and peeling and chopping onions to mix with green kishk over with parsley,
salt, garlic and drizzled with olive oil to be eaten. For the winter miine, the
kishk gets completely dried under the sun after the fermentation process ends,
then gets rubbed and sieved. These sequences of processes require a lot of
time and effort, during which it is common for women to rotate in groups
from one neighbor to another to assist in these steps. The rubbing process is
called the f’arak and the women performing that task are called the farrakat
(plural for farraka), who could commonly be in a group of 6 or 7. It consists
of a specific technique in which the kishk is rubbed in between the women’s
palm of hands with the objective of separating the brain from the grain,
endosperm and germ, and the reducing of the size into a flour of kishk. The
rubbing process is highly specific and even four specific sub-techniques of
rubbing have been cited and which depend on the pressure exerted by the
palms and fingers. It is even said that the quality of rubbing varies greatly
from one farraka to another. The rubbing process also depends on the
humidity of the environment, for which is one of the possible reasons why the
Bega’ valley’s distinctiveness is seen from its lower humidity than the
remainder of the country. Other reasons for this specificity emerge from the
characteristics of the wheat burgol used which depend on the varieties, the
preferred Salamouni for example, and also heavily on the characteristics of
the collected small ruminant (mainly goat) milk. Several rearing systems have
been reported (Hamadeh et al., 2001) but from which many still highly
depend on semi-nomadic/semi-sedentary and seasonal migratory
transhumance practices during which flocks feed on local highland pastures,
altitude between 1,100m to 1,800m (Massaad, 2017), in spring and summer,
and revert to the coast or warmer regions during the winter.
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Photo 6: (Left) Two women from the Bega’ valley performing the rubbing stage of kishk,
source: (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994), and (right) the different stages of the kishk product, photo
credit: Antonio Tahhan social media (@antoniotahhan)
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1.2.3.4. Foraging, wild herbs and flowers

Foraging for wild edible plants is not a new practice in the Lebanese diet. It has in fact been
long performed by women in rural villages who use their hereditary experience and knowledge
of the land to collect seasonal wild plants or buy them fresh from local vendors. These would
be normally added either fresh in salads or cooking, or dried and stored for later use, or distilled.
Most common foraged plants include sumac (Rhus coraria), qursa’aneh (eryngo, Eryngium
creticum), shumar (fennel, Foeniculum vulgare), hindbeh (chicory, Cichorium intybus),
a’akoub (gundelia, Gundelia tournefortii), na’ana’a barri (wild mint, Mentha longifolia),
khubbaizah (mallow, Malva sylvestris), hummayda (dock, Rumex crispus), qasy’in (sage,
Salvia triloba), and many others (Marouf et al., 2015). Perhaps the king of foraged wild plants
in rural Lebanon is the wild za ‘atar (Origanum syriacum, known as the Bible’s hyssop). It is
an endemic species to the Levantine region knowing that Lebanon has two species endemic to
itself which the first (Origanum ehrenbergii) is used in condiments and the second (Origanum
libanoticum) is used as an ornamental plant (Al Hafi et al., 2016). The strain is specific to the
Middle East, is a 30cm short perennial shrub with fragrant cottony leaves and is different than
those used commonly in the west which are the Thymus serpyllum (mountain thyme) and
Satureio hortensis (wild thyme, known as oregano) (Zurayk & Rahman, 2008). Za atar is
stronger and more pungent form of thyme and is the main herb that is desirably wild picked (or
cultivated), dried, grinded and used in a blend with sesame, sumac, and salt. As a word, za ‘atar
can refer to either the aromatic herb separately or for its mixture blend. Za 'tar can be used for
flavoring but is more commonly consumed separately on its own by mixing olive oil and eaten
either uncooked with bread or oven-cooked on a thin dough resulting in the famous “manae’esh
za 'tar” [phonetic for ma’naé’sh za’tar|, plural for mano ucheh. This particular herb is one of
the most studied in Lebanon and has been recognized for its high concentration of essential oils
with 121 compounds identified (Alwafa et al., 2021) that have fungicidal properties (Daouk et
al., 1995) and were even proposed for use as bio-pesticides (Benelli et al., 2019). Besides the
popular za ‘atar and sumac, spices in general are commonly used in the Lebanese cooking. This
is mainly attributed to the significant trade in spices by the Arabs, who used to monopolize the
trade and supply spices directly from the source of producing lands to the remainder of the
ancient world. The dominance of the Arabs on that trade was so profound that Arabic was
considered the language of traders, and Columbus took an Arab-speaking interpreter with him
during his quest to sail West towards India (Salloum, 2012). Until this day, spices are used
generously in local meals and include most commonly garlic, onion, ground pepper separately
or in mixes [such as that called ‘seven-spices’ made out of a mix of ground sweet and hot
paprika, cumin, black pepper, ginger, turmeric, and cinnamon], cumin, sumac, allspice,
cinnamon, turmeric, and za ‘atar.
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Photo 7: A bowl of za'atar mix (ground za atar leaves, sumac, toasted sesame seeds, and salt)
with olive oil and bread for dipping. Photograph taken by the author at a food event in Lebanon
in July 2016.

Box note 5: Mazahr and maward, the alembic distillation of flower waters

by (Kanafani-Zahar, 2016; Zurayk & Rahman, 2008)

Distillation is a very common practice performed in Lebanese villages that
became popular with the introduction of the traditional copper alembics called
k’arakeh or anabeek during the Umayyad caliphate (AD 661-750). These are
used to distill fragrant and aromatic water from various flowers and herbs
especially rose (exclusively from the Rosa Damascena) and bitter orange
blossom (known as ‘bigarade’ or ‘busfeir’ or Seville oranges, Citrus
aurantium L.). The town of Qsarnaba in central Bega’ for example is famous
amongst connoisseurs for its best maward (distilled rose water) in the country,
while the town of Magdiiseh near Sidon is known for its 300 families who are
specialized in the production of mazaher (distilled orange blossom water).
These two products are known to be used as flavorings in common Arabic
sweets and desserts, with rose water such as in baklava and ma ‘amoul, and
orange blossom water in sugar syrups, pastries, and beverages. Prior to the
discovery of their value in fragrant distillation for personal consumption only
300 years ago, roses were originally grown in Lebanon as hedge borders for
cultivated plots to inhibit the entry of any livestock animals and their
damaging of crops. After that, and under the Ottoman Empire, the production
grew and spread to other regions in Asia, Europe and Africa. Today,
production still takes place during the blooming season of the Damascus rose
between May and June of every year, but quantities are still limited especially
since the price of maward is relatively much less than mazahr. Besides
making maward, rose petals can also be made into jams and to produce a
popular concentrated rose syrup. The bitter orange trees from which mazahr is
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Photo 8: (Left) Woman from

distilled is usually grown in orchards on the Lebanese littoral coast extending
to the neighboring Syria to the north and Palestine to the south. Back in the
old days, the tree was even used as part of the landscape planted on the sides
of the road around Sidon and Beirut. It is very common for passersby to
encounter the fresh fragrance of the blossoms during the blooming season
during which many people return to their hometowns in the North and South
for picking. The town of Magdiiseh is known to be specialized in the
production of mazahr and unlike other towns, its bitter orange trees are
cultivated not for fruits but exclusively for the distillation of blossoms.
Growers in that town even adopt specific practices to increase the yield of
blossoms by clipping any setting oranges in the summer. The reason behind
that practice is by preventing the tree from producing fruits and devoting its
energy for the production of blooms instead. Mazahr is used in a variety of
ways for food and non-food usages. It is sometimes simply added to water,
lemonade, coffee or tea, or in more elaborate recipes of desserts and pastries,
and petals could also be made into a rare and expensive jam that is added as a
decorative topping to milk-based sweets. Written recipes using mazahr in a
dessert in the city Baalbeck, believed to be malban, have been recorded by the
geographer al-Mugaddasi since the 10" century. To this day, malban is still
made from starch, sugar and mazahr. Other than its fragrant addition in local
recipes, mazahr is even used as folk medicine by being sprayed on the faces
of people who have fainted or are feeling dizzy and stressed, or a few drops
are given to babies to ease cholic or is even sometimes used as a body
fragrance by some people.

",‘ ' ". " .;_‘..I' -.
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Magduseh picking bitter orange blossom during the harvest

season, and (right) gallons of distilled mazahr (orange blossom water). Photo credit: (Massaad,

2017)
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1.2.3.5. Olives and olive oil

As olive trees are chiefly found in the Mediterranean including Lebanon, the olive fruit and
its oil has always been present as a center role in a Lebanese kitchen and are significantly
consumed majorly raw, drizzled uncooked over foods, or as cooking oil. More than 12 local
and foreign varieties of olives being produced and mostly locally consumed across Lebanon
(L. Chalak & Sabra, 2007) with extensive presence in North and South Lebanon, on a lesser
extent in Mount Lebanon and more recently in North Bega’. The average age of olive trees in
Lebanon is estimated at 150 years and the sector is said to occupy 563 km? for the cultivation
of olive trees, equivalent to 5.4% of the national territory or 8% of the total surface area of
agricultural land (IDAL, 2017b). North Lebanon is the lead producer at 41% of national
production volume followed by southern Lebanon (consisting of the governorate of Nabatiyeh
and the South) at 36%. Four major varieties are mostly cultivated locally in Lebanon, the
“Baladi” (meaning ‘local’ in the Arabic language or autochthonous in probably reference to
varieties selected locally), “Ayrouni”, “Smoukmok” and “Souri” and centennial trees can still
be found growing to this day in certain areas in the country which reflect the age and
importance of the tree (L. Chalak et al., 2015). However, there is a prevalent confusion for the
local nomenclature of the olive varieties grown in Lebanon which has made it difficult to
characterize and protect the gene pool. Chalak et al., (2015), performed a study specifically for
that reason and their findings suggest that the an important role of olive domestication of the
Eastern Mediterranean was in fact played by the historical olive trees of Lebanon. They also
found that the local trees were selected locally during the early stages of growing and that
recent varieties have been introduced but only in modern orchards belonging to the Bega’
valley. The production of olives and subsequently olive oil fluctuates on an annual basis for
which Dib (2021) states the reasons being due to 6 main reasons. These are 1) having trees
mostly rain-fed therefore subjected to the effects of climate and specifically temperature and
precipitation, 2) farmer practices mainly in terms of harvesting time and extraction methods,
3) traditional practices adopted by small farmers who represent the majority (77%) of producers
in the country, 4) heavy alternate bearing phenomena in which olive trees tend to bear maximal
fruits in bi-annual cycles causing one high-yielding year followed by low-yielding year, 5) high
production costs, and 6) inadequate implementation of standardized guideline measures such
as Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP) and storage practices.

Lebanon also has a reputation amongst Arab countries for producing high quality artisanal
oil despite its much smaller scale of production compared to other producing countries as Spain
and Italy (LIVCD, 2014). Olive oil is probably one of the very few traditional food
commodities that can be identified as being exported, mainly destined to the United States and
Saudi Arabia. Yet, it is still dwarfed compared to other Middletonian countries capturing no
more than 6% in any of the largest export markets, while it still imports over 2,000 tons
annually mostly (88%) from Syria (LIVCD, 2014). Lebanon has also been member in the
International Olive Council since 2016 and the olive oil and olives sector are standardized
under the Lebanese Standards Institution (LIBNOR). This regulation makes the product
attractive for both producer (due to the higher price) and consumer (due to the higher quality),
especially if labeled as “extra virgin olive oil”. At the level of domestic production, olive oil
may be one of the most popular products which still retains a household production where
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families return to their hometowns during the harvest and extract olive oil in local mills rather
than purchasing. Some families that even reside in Beirut are noticed to flock back to their rural
hometowns to participate in the harvest season between September to December. This is
probably why this sector could be engaging members of the younger generation more than any
other, as they still seen to accompany their families in these tasks. Usually, both black and
green table olives are consumed in Lebanon but the Lebanese market for now is more
concerned with olive oil than table olives. It is reported at almost 70% of all olive production
in Lebanon is destined for the production of olive oil out of which 30% is extra virgin (IDAL,
2017b) and the remaining for table olives. Additionally, the market is growingly competitive
and around 544 oil mills are registered in Lebanon with 110,000 olive farmers and growers.
Both commercial and residential olive growers across Lebanon are known to be linked to a
central milling station of a close proximity in the region that collectively conducts the
processing into oil for many of the incoming beneficiaries of that service. Milling in Lebanon
may take place using two methods: traditional, using large disk rollers and presses, versus the
more modern and mechanized mills. Olive mills could be owned by individuals, small farming
enterprises or agricultural cooperatives, and are known to have an established network of
growers in their corresponding regions who are recurrent. It is also common for milling stations
in Lebanon to accept in-kind payment under the form of olive oil as a product rather than
monetary cash. In these cases, this in-kind olive oil is utilized by some cooperatives that own
olive mills as a product for selling in their own market. At the level of domestic consumption,
the country is considered as a lower consumer than others averaging around 4.3L per capita
compared to 10L in Greece and 20L in Italy and Syria (IDAL, 2017b). Nevertheless, the supply
of the local market is sourced from local producers sold directly to consumers in premium
prices due to the preference of the Lebanese to purchase from local sources and in bulk, usually
from a trusted family or neighbor with whom there is an established relationship (LIVCD,
2014). There has also been notes on the Lebanese consumers paying lesser attention to the
distinguishing grade of the oil (virgin or extra virgin) but focus on the ‘trusted’ or ‘authentic’
character instead. Given these conditions, the preference tends towards bulk packaging of olive
oil either large glass gallons or stainless steel tanks of an average weight of 16Kg enough for
a household’s yearly supply. This is a probable reason why mills would usually prefer the
selling of bulk as well directly to individuals and lesser extent to middlemen and traders.
However, this hasn’t stopped the introduction of olive oil in smaller portioned glass bottles
which can be found in regular supermarkets especially in cities.
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Photo 9: A traditional olive oil stone mill in the town of Btaaboura in Al Koura North Lebanon
being used to grind olives into a paste prior to pressing. Photo credit: Anthony Rahayel
YouTube channel!!

1.2.3.6. A brief on seasonality

The entire cycle of preparing miine is completely dependent on the seasonality of harvests.
When sufficient quantities of a produce becomes available with the start of their harvesting
season, people would liberally consume the quantities they need and would understandably
preserve the surplus using generation-old techniques and recipes they know for days when food
is not as available. The diverse geography in Lebanon meant that people were able to cultivate
and grow a large variety of food. Seasonality and varieties of cultivation are therefore what
constitutes the core of raw material being used. Different authors have approached their writing
on mine in different ways. Aida Kanafani-Zahar (1994) for example constructed her book
(Miine, La conservation alimentaire traditionelle au Liban) based on the different preparation
techniques (fermentation, sun-drying, concentration), categories (dairy, legumes, grains,
oilseeds, herbs), and roles of communities and individuals. Others as Barbara Abdeni Massaad
(2017) constructed their approaches based on the seasonality and the habitual miine productions
around the year. It is this extract table below onto which the general idea of the cyclic
seasonality is presented although some variations could be encountered according to the
geographic location, overall climatic conditions and seasonal variations around the country.

Table 1: A brief non-exhaustive list of seasonal agricultural miine produce. Source: (Massaad,
2017)

Month Typical produce season

March Pickling, Eryngo, green almonds, green thyme, green unripe
plums, Gundelia Tumbleweed, Akub

April Honey, Goat dairy, orange blossoms, jams and jellies, syrups and
marmalades, peas, rosemary
May Damascus rose, frike, green unripe walnuts, crabapple, garlic

! https://youtu.be/89bSIx_E5B4?t=134
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June Drying fruits and vegetables, wild za ‘atar, apricots, cherries,
chickpeas, fava beans, wildflowers, grape leaves, pine
July Cucumbers, green beans, green unripe grapes, mallow,
marjoram, mulberries, sage, wheat
August Sumac, sun-dried tomatoes, sesame seeds, basil

September Apples, carob, cow dairy, eggplants, figs, green olives, raisins,
sheep and meat preservation

October Black olives, pomegranates, grapes, myrtle
November Quince, pumpkin, grapes, beetroot
December Grapefruits, turnips, carrots

January Bread starter, mandarin

February Bitter orange, lemon

1.2.4. Traditional storage practices of mine foods

The preservation of food in Lebanon is a practice that has been adopted down many
generations and families relied on that source of food during times of need. The preparation
and storage of these foods was kept close and tightly incorporated space for these purposes
within each household. Preserving foods played such a central role for families and
communities’ daily lives that entire sections of homes were dedicated for their preparation and
storage. This section will bring forward the effect that miine foods had on the architecture and
construction of traditional homes, common storage practices that were followed, and other
evidence from the daily lives of rural families.

Traditional rural dwellings in Lebanon were built in a way that approached human to their
land and food, with their homes becoming an integral space that approached a close
interaction between humans and their land, food and animals. Given the long history that
the country witnessed, many eras have left its touch on the architecture of the Lebanese house.
Variations also existed at the time according to location and social status. In his book, Friedrich
Ragette (1980) mentions that in its simplest form, a traditional Lebanese house was a
shepherd’s shelter, or growing more sophisticated into a peasant’s home, village house, or more
luxurious dwellings for the richer upper classes. Ragette also provided details that distinguished
the construction of homes depending on their geographical location and surrounding climatic
conditions. He for example stated how homes located in the mountains would require thermal
insulation against low temperatures either partially or all-year round, heating, shading during
summer and ventilation against the high humidity. Houses built in the planes of the Bega’ on
another hand would not require much ventilation due to the lower humidity. They would
instead need protection from the north-southern winds generated by the nearby mountains, as
well as protection from the sun and thermal insulation which would compensate for the low
night temperatures by storing the daytime heat in the mass of the construction. Traditional
Lebanese homes normally consisted of three sections; the dar (living space), and interestingly
a separate hzéne or beit el mine (food storage, miine chamber), and a lower level adjoined
space with a cooler mean temperature called a kaboo which was used as an animal shelter,
storage of feed, firewood and tools (UNESCO-Beirut, 2013). Other names for the kaboo
included békie or zribe (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994). Friedrich Ragette’s (1980) description divided

73



CHAPTER ONE
FOOD PRESERVATION AND HOW IT MATERIALIZED IN LEBANON

these spaces in two; a ‘living’ section and a ‘services’ section which incorporated the animal
mangers (ma ’laf), fodder storage, mud-brick or basket-like wooden grain silos (kuwwarat), and
chicken coops along with access to that space from the rear outside or the top. Nadyah Al-
Ghazzi (2001) states that the purpose of dedicating a separate room specifically for the storage
of miine foods served to create a space with specific conditions, mainly ventilation, cooler
temperatures, and protection from heat. She also mentions how the lower level kaboo was also
ready to house bulky bags of wheat, large oil jars, flour and burgol bags, cans of chickpea, fava
beans, and lentils, along with the terracotta labneh and other glass jars (‘atarmiz). For easier
access, the kaboo was provided usually with two entrances facing each other accessible by
stairs, or just one stair entrance, but had a window overlooking the general courtyard for
ventilation purposes. Homes also usually had an outdoor common terrace space called stayha
or mastabe. The roof (sath) was made of mud, pebbles and a layer of branches that would be
leveled with a stone roller (mahdale) after rain to seal gaps and prevent water from seeping
inside (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994) (Figure 4). It should also be noted that Lebanon is also known
for its traditional homes with prominent red bricked rooftops, and that building material
evolved, and mud or clay material was subsequently replaced by cement. What is important is
highlighting how the space in rural dwellings was constructed and used strategically for
sustaining domestic food preparation, preservation and storage. The living space (dar) was for
example used for the initial preparation of foods before the actual preservation steps. The
outdoor terrace (stayha or mastabe) was used for spreading and drying of many foods as grains,
pinecones, nuts, kishk, and others. The roof (sath) was similarly a highly used space for tasks
as shelling, cleaning and sorting of legumes, sifting of burgol, separating and sieving za ‘atar
leaves and sumac, rubbing and sieving of kishk, etc., which would regularly mean collective
effort of women in groups and or individually (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994). As for the széne or beit
el miine (miine storage chamber), it was normally a divided space that juxtaposed the general
living space and was smaller in size, normally more lengthy (3.5 to 4m) than wide (around
1.5m excluding the depth of the silos) and around 2.5 to 3m high. Aida Kanafani-Zahar’s book
(1994) provides a detailed description of that space (Figure 5). She described how it included
larger and smaller types of silos referred to as tawabit (plural for tabit) which were fixed
rectangular structures used for the bulk storage of cereals, wheat, barley and maize (possibly
up to 500 kg to 1 ton if large), and kweyir (plural for kwara) which were the smaller mobile
version incorporated into the fixed tawabit and used for the storage of legumes, burgol, salt,
flour, kishk, etc. She also believes that the association of the terminology of the word tabiit to
its literal meaning of the word tomb is symbolic the agricultural life cycle that are expressed in
various cultures around the Near East and North Africa. She represented that symbol in the
association between life, fruitfulness, abundance and death with acts such as sowing, plowing,
harvesting, preserving and eating. Kanafani-Zahar continues to detail how the silos were
subjected to regular maintenance which was mostly carried out solely by women on an annual
basis for protection against infestation. Additional measures of protection against infestation
were also taken by introducing one or two cats to every household that roamed freely between
the inside and outside of houses through a pet door in the main entrance. The general
maintenance of the remainder of the household was carried out by both women and men, which
that cooperation was referred to as one, the same terminology used for cooperating neighbors
during collective assistance. These silos were at a certain period of time, mainly during the
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Ottoman rule, made hidden in double partitions within walls fitted with a hole at the top
(UNESCO-Beirut, 2013). These structures secretly keep grains hidden from sudden inspections
and confiscation by the foreign troops. One of the houses built in that way and that represents
the traditional Lebanese architecture during the 19" and early 20t century was turned into a
museum in the town of Terbol in the central Begda’ valley, called the Terbol Museum.

Figure 4: An illustration of a typical traditional Lebanese house in Younin (northern Bega’
valley) as depicted by Aida Kanafani-Zahar showing the general living space (dar), the miine
room (hzene), an animal shelter (bekie), a bread oven called tanniir, the flat roof with a stone
roller (mahdale), two drying sheets (su’af), and chimney (madhane). Source of illustration:
(Kanafani-Zahar, 1994)

Figure 5: An illustration of a miine room (hzéne or beit el miine) depicted by Aida Kanafani-
Zahar showing the fawabit silos on the right, the openings on the left where the smaller kweyir
were placed, and at the inner end where jars were stored. Source of illustration: (Kanafani-
Zahar, 1994)
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Photo 10: (Left) A blackﬁ and white photograph of a traditional Lebanese village house, source
(Alamuddin R.I.LB.A, 1996), and (right) a photograph taken at the Terbol museum showing the
traditional houses of the 19" century, source (UNESCO-Beirut, 2013).

During her investigation, Aida Kanafani-Zahar (1994) also detailed the storage of non-dry
miine foods which used to take place in terracotta jars for the most part as well as pottery. These
types of containers made from clay and reflect an additional layer of relationship with the land
were preferred for their multiple purposes. She mentioned these purposes of terracotta jars and
containers being their insulation ability and therefore protecting the preserved food from
sources of deterioration (heat, humidity and light), and retaining desirable organoleptic
qualities. Different forms, sizes and dimensions of such containers existed but the main
difference was whether they were glazed or not. Miine foods that were subjected to cooking or
that contained liquids were stored normally in glazed jars whereas dry foods such as kishk and
seeds were kept in non-glazed ones. The general rule was to use one type of food within each
container for precaution. Yet, if properly treated to clean the walls, some jars could be used
alternatively with other foods. This is performed to reduce the risk of contamination or as a
form or treatment for new jars. The technique utilized a base mainly an ash solution or an acid
as whey which would be boiled, cooled, and the clear solution was used to immerse into the
jars for several days, after which the jars would be rinsed and left to dry before usage. Other
forms of maintenance were also applied to fix slightly shipped or cracked jars or their
aromatization. In addition to the separate miine room that was in the past constructed inside
households, Lebanese kitchens were also provided with food storage cabinets that were called
namlieh, a term that can still be heard to this day. As its name suggests, this type of storage
cabinets were used to protect foods from ants (naml is the literal translation of ants in Arabic).
The namlieh consists of a wooden cabinet installed with mesh doors within which food and
miine would be kept protected. These cabinets were used up until the 1950s in Lebanon prior
to the introduction of modern refrigerators (Al-Ghazzi, 2001). Today, the existence of separate
storage rooms for the miine has highly decreased amongst the advancement of housing
construction, urbanization, marketization and decreased domestic consumption (Al-Ghazzi,
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2001), and the use of terracotta and pottery was also replaced by new or repurposed glass jars
(Chammas & Yehya, 2020). Yet, their remnants and today’s continued forms of production
and consumption do still remain as important constituents of memories that announce these
traditions.

Photo 11: Photograph of a traditional namlieh cabinet used in the past to store foods and miine
in kitchens. Photo credit: Beirut Heritage Facebook page (@BeirutHeritage)

1.2.5. Domestic division of labor, collective cooperation and the central role of
women

The process of food preservation into miine engages a complete cycle that begins from
primary agricultural production and passes through a series of intricate steps of preparation and
treatment based on hereditary recipes and practices that themselves mobilize whether
individuals or entire communities. Above all, the preparation of miine foods has been long
known to be a women-centric activity and the role of women generally within household in
Lebanon has always been imperative. The conventional division of labor within families in
Lebanon since the past has been with men as farmers cultivating the land and with women
taking on the general family obligations, childcare, daily housework and assisting in its
seasonal maintenance. Most importantly in this case is that the preservation of food was
performed solely by women (Al-Ghazzi, 2001; Kanafani-Zahar, 1994). This not only included
the preservation of seasonal foods cultivated by the man but also her holding of the
responsibility of her household’s general food management, assisting the man in primary field
agriculture (mainly during seeding and harvesting), and purchasing needed food commodities.
Women controlled and decided on the types and quantities of foods that were to be purchased
and on the rate of consumption as well. The women’s skills in mine production was passed
down in generations. Women learned from their mothers as their mothers learned from their
grandmothers, as so on. As Aida Kanafani-Zahar (1994, p. 213) describes: [translated from
French] “The implications of indoor storage for women's role and power within the family unit
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are significant, as they have free access to household resources and manage them according
to family needs without the control of men”; and her quoting of a man in (1994, p. 216): “A
woman contributes in the same way as a man to the family’s riz’ (riz’: the productive wealth,
land and animals”. In terms of miine production, given that that production rises quickly during
the harvesting season, women have also been documented to cooperate together in groups and
consolidate their efforts in aiding each other, a term usually referred to as one. Not only that,
but it fed into a greater cooperation within entire communities and villages that would come
altogether to for assistance. That cooperation would be fed by what people call the sense of
Jjirah or the feeling of neighborliness, which is described as “[...] with a situation that is highly
socializing. People know one another intimately. In many important situations they act as a
group yet leave room for individual initiative. A genuine feeling of neighborliness, or jirah,
prevails.” (Tannous, 1949). This coming together of communities and particularly women most
certainly increased and optimized efficiency, with this mutual aid having constituted an
important economic component. They would meet for example on the roof of one of the
neighbors, women would prepare the utensils and needed work surfaces, and would perform
collective tasks such as with kishk. These occasions would also open the floor for rich social
interaction and expression of hospitality. Hosting women would bring her aiding neighbors
food and drinks, and their gathering would be filled with discussions and exchange of advice
on their applied techniques in complex miine foods such as with kishk (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994).
As a return to the thankful favor the assisted women received, they would themselves
participate in the next round of groupings for the mutual aid of the next neighbor; no debt is
left non-returned. The art of miine, its heritage importance, and sense of community
cooperation is so well known and in need of preservation that children’s books have been
developed specifically for that purpose, such as the case below with the book titled: “The Days
of Miine” by Youmna Jazzar Medlej and Joumana Medlej (2009).

As far as vegetables are
concerned,  tomatoes  are
easily kept in the form of
rebb el banadoora, the tomato
concentrate of which women make
a large reserve. They cut the ripe
tomatoes info small pieces, press
them and put them in a pot. The
tomatoes are cooked until they
become a thick purée that is
left to dry in the sun. Once
salted, it is good for
several months.

One kilo of
tomatoes yields

a small jor of
concentrate.

At the end of the day,
all is ready and lined
up in the pantry.
“Thank yov, children,”
says Teta, “thanks to
your help, we have
everything for a
delicious winter!”

Other vegetables are kept in brine (salt water). They're then called kabiss (pickles).
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Figure 6: Excerpts from the children’s book "The Days of Miine" showing (left) a grandmother
(teta) explaining miine to her grandchildren in front of a typical namlieh cabinet, and (right)

two women cooperating in the preparation of tomato puree. Source: (Jazzar Medlej & Medle;,
2009)
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Box note 6: The different components of miine preservation that
contribute to their uniqueness and specificities

When thinking about what constitutes the specificity of miine, several points
arise and should be mentioned. It is not only the traditional recipes that have
been transferred down many generations what makes miine so special, nor is it
the skills and knowhow in the production processes alone, or the qualities of
the raw material, or regional versions of the same miine product, and so on. It
is in fact all of the above, together in some cases, or separately in other cases.
Sometimes it is one of these factors that plays the dominant quality, and
sometimes it is another. Sometimes, it is also the combination of two or more
of these factors together. For example, the Bega’ valley is reputable for the
desirable qualities of'its kishk as seen in section 1.2.3.3. This is due to several
of these factors mentioned. On one hand, it is due to the quality of its two
main ingredients, milk (yogurt or labneh) and cracked wheat (burgol), both of
which gain their desirable quality from their surrounding terroir. The dairy
products are preferred in most cases to be sourced from goats for use in kishk,
and the Bega’ valley has long been known also for the rearing of small
ruminants. The milk in itself builds its desirable characteristics not only from
the breed of goats but also from the feed that the animals graze during their
transhumance routes during which herds are moved between seasons from
lower altitudes of the valley in winter to higher altitudes in summer. As for the
cracked wheat (burgol), the Beqd’ valley is also known for its long history
over thousands of years in cultivating wheat such as the famous Salamouni
variety. It has even gained a reputation in the cultivation of wheat, being
named the breadbasket of the Roman Empire. On another hand, it is the
geoclimatic conditions which also play a crucial role in the drying stages of
kishk which take a shorter time given the lower average humidity and stronger
solar radiation (known as Direct Normal Irradiation). Finally, probably the
two most important factors which are at the basis of kishk are the recipes and
techniques themselves, and certainly the skills of women which are mobilized
to achieve the desired end product. An example would be the specific
movements of the hands in the step called the f’arak in which the kishk is
rubbed in between the palms of the hands of farrakat (a group of 5 or 6
specialized women) in order to reduce the size of the kishk into a finer flour
form.

Similarly, each item in the miine pantry could be looked at and analyzed for
their link with one or more of these specificity aspects. These can be
considered as what gives the miine their unique quality value and which can
be aligned with one or more of the below elements of specificity.

Types and quality of primary agricultural produce. These could be in the
form of for example specific characteristic of fresh produce or animal breed
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byproduct that make them suitable and construct the quality of specific
products (such as the variety, size and dimensions of the eggplants used in
makdiis or the specific variety of rose used in rose water distillate known as
Rosa Damascena) or endemic varieties preferred in certain cases (usually
named Baladi).

Skills and knowhow applied in traditional preservation practices. These
are practices and skills of women that have been transferred down and over
generations and developed in ways to optimize the use of surrounding
conditions and available resources. Basing on the definition provided by
Moity-Maizi and Bouche (2011), knowhow holds a heuristic value and can be
understood as [translated from French]: “the set of skills acquired,
incorporated, transmitted, which manifest themselves in the technical act and
which suppose the mobilization of many knowledge and representations”
(Moity-Maizi & Bouche, 2011, p. 27). These would take shape in the
application of specific knowhow in mastering skills (technical, physical,
judgement and perception) related to the selection of raw material and
ingredients, preparation, processing and storage; for their ensemble creating
the end preserved miine. An example would be the parboiling, drying then
cracking of wheat to result in burgol or the smoking skills applied in the
roasting of frike or the typical f’arak step in the production of kishk as
mentioned above.

Specific generation-old recipes with regional variations. This is different
than the actual skills of preservation but rather relate to the combination of
ingredients which when used together reveal a specific organoleptic and
preservation quality to the end product. The base recipes can also slightly vary
from one region to another which adds to the diversity and specificity. An
example would be the different local ingredients mixed together to create the
za atar mix (za ‘atar leaves, sumac, toasted sesame seeds, and salt). Another
example would be in the different types of milk, proportion and variety of
wheat, and fermentation or drying times used in the production of kishk in
different villages.

Effect of local geo-climatic conditions. Given the diverse geography of
Lebanon, it is normal to have varying types and qualities of agricultural
production distributed around the country with slightly varying start and end
dates of the seasons. The soil, water, temperature, humidity, and many other
varying factors ultimately build on the end quality of produce. Typical
reputations for the Bega’ valley’s superior produce are for example in its
grapes (table grapes and vineyards), apricots, makdiis eggplants, animal by-
products, and many others.




1.2 TRADITIONAL PRESERVATION OF FOOD IN LEBANON — THE MUNE

Social settings and ways of consumptions. These are differences in customs
and habits that arise from the diversity of social groups in the country such as
religious differences for example and which have an effect on food
consumption. Christian communities for example who consume alcoholic
beverages perform additional seasonal miine activities. These include for
example the distillation of ‘arak, the eastern Mediterranean indigenous
alcoholic drink based on anise and grapes. This beverage is normally

consumed with the Mezze but not in Muslim communities.

1.3. EVOLUTION OF MUNE INTO TODAY’S CONTEXT

1.3.1. Producers, consumers and inexistent regulation of mine foods

The historical practices of preserving miine foods from seasonal produce for the filling of
domestic food needs in winter and times of uncertainty was a main condition for ensuring food
security. It was a strong sign of autonomy in times where people little depended on the purchase
of foods and restricted that to even in meats and bakery. Today, that culture still holds a strong
presence yet in a different, but probably re-emerging, form. Domestic production of miine in
households has today greatly decreased as a result of several factors. These factors normally
include internal exodus to cities for the seeking of employment and education, migration,
technological advancements, increased imports of food, urbanization and the change of
lifestyle. These on one hand decreased the proximity and weakened the link of individuals to
their land, and made food readily available on another. Women no longer need to necessarily
prepare their own food household’s stock with food being available and accessible with the
emergence of markets. Women have also been increasingly participating in the job market and
that has contributed to that decrease. Miine rooms and the namlieh have today disappeared from
everyday households. Certain steps in the preparation of miine have also evolved and changed
to incorporate electric grinders for example (machine grinding of kishk instead of being done
by hand through the farrakat), raw material purchased from the market, terracotta jars replaced
with glass and commercial plastic bags instead of silos. These facilitate tasks and greatly
decrease preparation time although some women would still consider them as a lower quality
than what they are used to (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994). The value behind today’s miine foods has
become largely heritage, cultural and nostalgic. The link with the past gastronomy is not broken
but it has evolved, and in the words of Barbara Abdeni Massaad (2017, p. 7): “[...] “the
grandmothers’ university” is alive and thriving, that wonderful institution through which age-
old experience is passed on from mother to daughter, a family inheritance well worth
preserving”. What started as a means of domestic household production has today shifted into
an active market oriented and economic activity. The consumers of miine are still the same,
meaning the majority of the population. Being majorly consumed in rural and mountainous
areas which were far from centers of population concentration in cities and sources of import
and markets, the consumption of miine was said to have been carried with people from the rural
to the urban environment. This phenomenon of internal, just as external, migration has
continued up to modern times where especially in its years of conflict, a large population
concentrated in the capital, Beirut (Esim & Omeira, 2009) with smaller and intermediary cities’
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populations more than quadrupling between 1980 and 2016 (Lerner et al., 2013; Thapa &
Murayama, 2008). Despite having little available research on consumer behavior (Hwalla &
Khoury, 2008; Nasreddine et al., 2006; Tueni et al., 2015), it is strongly suggested that
consumers have retained a strong palate to the traditional gastronomy and consume traditional
meals (and their inherent miine ingredients) on a regular basis at least twice a day (Tueni et al.,
2015). This is how Beirut and other peri-urban zones can be considered as a breeding ground
for traditional consumption habits up to this day. With Lebanon’s small surface area of
10,452km2, it is also likely that citizens retain a link to their proximal villages of origin and
thus hold a potential customer loyalty. Miine in cities were in the past also known for their
gained popularity especially during times of war and uncertainty when people faced challenges
in securing their food. That was true even in modern times when security threats and
bombardment complexified electrical feed and that is when refrigerators were rendered
unreliable for food storage (Kanafani-Zahar, 1994); a historical event being re-witnessed yet
again today with the grave post-2019 economic meltdown. The same objective resonates; miine
as a means of autonomy and survival.

With evolution in the lifestyles and social habits of families in today’s modern day, the
presence of ‘miine producers’ have emerged, an opportunity seized by some industrial facilities
even. Today, miine produced domestically by women in their households, although it still does
exist, has greatly diminished and is a disappearing practice. Even if rural women still produce
miine, they do not do so at the same pace, scale, or range anymore but rather produce only one
or very few items (Massaad, 2017). Today, we can see miine foods being produced elsewhere,
by formal institutions including private industrial producers, small to medium artisanal
enterprises and most importantly cooperatives. Describing the involvement and dominance of
commercial industrialized (or mainstream) producers in such a traditional and specific cultural
practice is difficult. What can be said for certain is that there are two types of producers to
consider in this case. The first appear to conform to the cultural frame of miine by retaining a
strong link to the land, involve traditional but modernized (semi-industrial or semi-automated)
production techniques, utilize local natural ingredients with ecological packaging without
artificial additives, and rely mainly on women and their skilled knowhow. This is the case of
cooperatives and some small-to-medium artisanal enterprises that tend to be more family-
owned. The other type is that which includes private food producers that, could also possibly
be family-owned, manufacture products in response to market demands to maximize profit
while decreasing cost. This type of producers do not necessarily invest direct attention to or
prioritize the retaining of traditional manufacturing techniques, do not rely on skilled
workforce, could integrate highly technological and automated industrial machinery, are prone
to produce off-season therefore not essentially relying completely not partially on local
produce, use artificial additives or other atypical ingredients to increase product stability and
shelf-life while possibly using non-conventional packaging as tin cans. In that sense, it is
equally important to mention that the differentiation or fluidity to shift from the first type of
production to the other is quite vague. This added layer of complexity comes from the structure
of the Lebanese food production sector exists mainly because the economy has from one hand
encouraged free markets and production but has from another hand disregarded clear
categorization and protective legislation or standardization based on end product patrimonial
characteristics rather than size and operations. This gives the opportunity for any productive
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body to produce, import, re-pack, and re-sell food items with relative liberty with regards to
the type of food products. But generally, reports estimate that 95% of businesses in Lebanon
are considered as SMEs'?, because less than 100 individuals are employed, out of which a
significant number of family-owned businesses exist (MoET, 2014). Food products are
however legally subjected to the Lebanese Standards Institution (LIBNOR) which is a public
institution established in 1962 and is affiliated with the Ministry of Industry. This institution'?
is responsible for the preparation, publishing and amendment of national standards including
foodstuffs. Yet, one should question the entire capability and efficiency of the Lebanese official
institutions in monitoring and controlling the productive sector. The weak extent of control in
regard to the food sector in general and the miine in specific has also allowed informal food
producers (unregistered or having expired documentation) to engage in operations as well. The
Directory of Exports and Industrial Firms in Lebanon (IDICO) lists productive industries in
Lebanon according to one of three classifications: their sector, commodity, or geographic
location, but not all three together. The directory considers the industrial facilities in which a
minimum of § individuals work. According to their most recent statistical report on the industry
in 2017 which is publicly available on their website!4, they report that a total of 1,401 food and
beverage facilities existed in the country in 2017, consisting the highest proportion 22.57% of
the entire available industries. The report also details the geographic distribution in which the
Bega’ governorate ranks second top in the number of food and beverage industries (257) after
Mount Lebanon (602) but the former has the highest proportion with respect to other industries
(40.6%). The reported figures and percentage proportions per governorate basis are found
below in Table 2.

Table 2: Number and proportion of industries in the food and beverage sector in Lebanon per
governorate. Source: (IDICO, 2017)

Number of food and beverage Proportion of food and
Governorate . . . .
industries sector beverage industries
Mount Lebanon 602 16.91%
North Lebanon 150 27.52%
Beirut 111 22.33%
South Lebanon 114 24.26%
Beqga’ 257 40.60%

12 Lebanon does not have an official definition for small to medium enterprises (SMEs). Various definitions
were used by different entities of public and private sectors. The Central Bank (Banque du Liban) for example
defines SMEs as enterprises by their annual turnover (less than LBP 15 billion). The Kafalat program defines
SMEs on the basis of the number of employees (40 employees). A report by the Ministry of Economy and Trade
(MoET) with support of the UNDP developed a definition for SMEs in 2018 under the Lebanon SME Strategy —
A roadmap for 2020 (MoET, 2014). In that strategy report, a definition for SMEs was proposed on the basis of
two factors; turnover and number of employees. The maximum thresholds that divide the categories by number
of employee to annual turnover in LBP are; respectively: 1) micro-enterprises: 10, 500 million, 2) small-
enterprise: 50, 5 billion, 3) medium-enterprises: 100, 25 billion, and 4) large-enterprises: over the latter
threshold.

13 http://www.libnor. gov.lb/CustomPage.aspx?id=20

14 https://www.lebanon-industry.com/home
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Nabatich 77 27.90%
Baalbeck-Hermel 71 41.04%
Akkar 19 34.55%
Total 1401

On another hand, the counterpart smaller artisanal producers are not as advantageously
positioned. These producers are for the most part women food processing cooperatives that are
registered as cooperatives and legally bound to the Directorate General of Cooperatives
(DGoC) at the Lebanese Ministry of Agriculture (MoA). This type of cooperatives are the main
subject of this study as they are reputable and known for their specialized production in
traditional miine foods in Lebanon and their employment of women (ILO, 2018). Cooperatives
in Lebanon, just as internationally, are expected to operate as autonomous association of
voluntarily united individuals having common economic, social and cultural needs. They also
follow the 7 principles of cooperation adopted by the International Cooperative Alliance in
1995. These are (1) voluntary and open membership, (2) democratic member control, (3)
members’ economic participation, (4) autonomy and inde- pendence, (5) education, training
and information, (6) cooperation among cooperatives and (7) concern for community (S. Smith,
2014). Although they have faced an unstable route in Lebanon, cooperatives today are
becoming an increasingly more attractive organization for rural development due to their
ability to help meet development objectives of donors, their mobilization of united groups,
collective benefit and their bridging with the local context. These qualities become as important
as ever today given the economic meltdown that the country has been facing since end 2019
and the urgent needs for structures that are able to enhance income generation and livelihoods,
especially those of women. Yet, a long route of considerations should target the development
of the cooperative sector especially since they are known to have a weak role in the economy,
many are non-active (virtual), are not operating in compliance with the principles of
cooperation, are polarized, and are vectors for attracting international aid and thus could be
used as a political interference tool. More details on these issues will be addressed in Part 2 of
this dissertation. What should be highlighted at this stage is the unique positioning of women
cooperatives as specialized miine producers. They are localized in typical agricultural settings
around Lebanon with around 125 registered out of 1,238 (ILO, 2018). This type of cooperatives
usually differs in configuration by centralizing production in an atelier-like workshop rather
than the mass collection of products cultivated separately by a group of farmers, as in the case
with agricultural cooperatives. Such food producing cooperatives are also noted to have
varying infrastructures in terms of equipment, technological advancements and quality of
production (ILO, 2018). In his PhD study on two specific traditional Lebanese products ( ‘arak
and orange blossom water - mazahr), Claude Challita (2010) also distinguished between two
types of producers; also artisanal and industrial. He however took a slightly different
perspective by considering that artisanal producers have a factor of self-consumption
depending on their individual conditions and capacities, they are not well responsive to
agricultural policy except with donations and do not always have the capacity to repay debts.
He considers industrial producers as more technologically advanced, intensive and efficient,
well connected upstream and downstream and a place of innovation and competition. In the
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case of my study, I consider that both artisanal and industrial producers with market available
products are both legally registered productive entities that are capable of performing a full
production cycle for non-domestic consumption (adequately equipped although in much
varying degrees), with upstream supplier and downstream market or consumer connections.
The domestic producer-consumer are considered in my case individual of family-based
households that are not legally registered and who could possibly be performing sales in
informal channels. Some of the main factors to understand with regards to the difference
between private producers and (artisanal) cooperatives’ positions and their intersections in this
case are:

1) Different legal registration and institutional attachment exists (cooperatives linked
to the DGoC and MoA),

2) Private producers are much more dominant in the Lebanese market,

3) They have the liberty to produce foods whether in a traditional sense of practices or
not given that no specific regulation or standardization exists that differential miine
foods from others. They can therefore use imported agricultural raw material that
are not linked to the terroir or use artificial additives, and so on,

4) They have a higher working capital and production capacity generated from business
profits of their pro-profit enterprise structure,

5) They have more exposure, access and reach to the general public since their products
are available year-round and are dispatched in commercial outlets while that of
cooperatives are not. Even when inspecting entries in the Directory of Exports and
Industrial Firms in Lebanon (IDICO), it was noticed that only a few cooperatives are
listed whereas many that were targeted by this study were not apparent. Even though
few and rare descriptions of this type of women food cooperatives exist, much-
needed fundamental information and exposure are still needed and therefore
constitute a pillar objective in this study.

1.3.2. Typical market dynamics of mine foods

Given that traditional miine foods are typically seasonal and made by small producers, they
are not normally found in conventional retail outlets. The reason for that extends from the
inconsistency of supply that relate to conditions of the terroir from one hand and those of the
producers from another. From the terroir side, the production season itself which is limited and
extends over different periods of time depending on the harvest. Production also faces
geographic and climatic variations that could affect yield and quality of the raw material caused
by fluctuating conditions in temperatures, precipitation, etc. On another hand, small producers
themselves have varying capacities, possibly adopting non-standardized practices that could
ultimately result in end products that might have inconsistent qualities and organoleptic
characteristics. These are all factors that should be considered when reflecting on commercial
marketing outlets. Inconsistencies in quantity and quality are usually not preferred by mass
retails such as supermarkets that tend to supply products in large stable quantities with
homogeneous and standardized quality and in regular frequent rates to meet the demand of
their consumers and maintain their shelves stocked. Another important point is that retails
naturally prefer to maximize their profit margins and could greatly resist the integration of
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products from small producers whose lack of economy of scale inhibit them from producing at
low cost as large industries. This is even apart from the added-value price tag that should come
with products of heritage and traditional knowhow such as miine foods. But the rule is not
absolute and traditional local foods are slowly but surely starting to become introduced in
conventional market outlets (Pugliese et al., 2013). Organizations such as the ‘Terroir du
Liban’ for example is a sales outlet of miine foods developed by a local NGO called Fair Trade
Lebanon, a member of Fair Trade International, La Collége Culinaire de France, and
Association des Acteurs du Bien Manger. This type of sales body backed up by a non-
governmental organization was able to establish its national reach by creating its own sales
boutique in Lebanon while expanding to other local and national outlets as well as an
international presence in Europe, GCC, North Africa and worldwide online platforms'>. Other
examples also exist such as Rural Delights (Atayeb Al Rif) Cooperative (AAR), which is a
marketing cooperative hub mostly for rural women cooperatives that produce miine in Lebanon
with their brand ‘Lebanese Village Foods’ being successfully introduced to urban and peri-
urban cities as well as internationally in certain quantities.

Traditional local produce and foods such as miine made by small producers can be
dispatched today in the local market in several channels. These are mostly non-conventional in
the meaning that they do not follow the trail of mass-produced foods of commercial value
chains. The most common channels adopted today include farmer’s markets (souks), seasonal
food events and food fairs, direct sales from small producer to consumer using connections and
social circles, and the newly emerging trend of social media and online sales. Generally
speaking, Lebanese consumers today continue to revert to traditional food retailers unlike in
other countries such as in Qatar where residents were seem to rely on large-scale retailers in
the food chain; with differences being factored due to different ‘institutional landscapes’
(Seyfert et al., 2014). An article by Garcon and Zurayk (2011) mentions that although rural
populations in Lebanon have been increasingly exposed to the ‘commodification’ of food for
several decades, the patrimonial and cultural value of traditional foods is recognized and id
reflected by the emerging number of boutiques opening in the urban city of Beirut as in the
Hamra quarters. As mentioned in section 1.3.1, one should understand that the capital Beirut
is a city where millions of people, most of whom are originally from the rural landscape, have
resettled for employment. To this day, people retain a strong link to their hometowns, and this
is where many rely for their supply of traditional miine foods. Families regularly return to their
hometowns not only for visits but also for the purchase of specific mitne foods from local
producers who could include individual women they are familiar with or small producers if
any. Kanafani-Zahar (1994) briefly reflected on that point when she mentioned that once a
week, the head of the family would go and acquire a food basket as well as fruits and
vegetables.

Traditional farmer’s markets known as souks are also a familiar space that is known for the
direct sales of produce and miine foods directly from producer to consumer. These spaces will
be depicted as ‘Temporary joint venues’ (section 7.3.3) where a rich dynamics of social
interaction is made possible with an underlying theme of authenticity, history, and food culture.
These arenas are popular with consumers looking for trusted sources for their miine foods as

15 https://europe.terroirsduliban.convfi/pages/find-us
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they are considered where the products are handmade in accordance to traditional practices
usually associated with miine foods although labeling or certification is not always evident. In
fact, a recent post-economic meltdown study by Gholam (2022) shows that not only are 62.3%
of Lebanon households not able to trace the source of their foods, most producers themselves
(67.4%) do not have or are not willing to invest in the acquisition of any certification. Despite
these figures, the same study mentions that the general public in Lebanon has in fact with time
tended towards organic agriculture and has been noted to be shifting towards tradition and
authenticity. Yet, according to the same reference, the core notion of quality (section 1.1.3) is
still quite debatable in the Lebanese arena and this is a probable reason behind the delay in the
development of certified products and alternative food networks. Similar statements have been
also echoed by Pugliese ez al., (2013) whose authors acknowledge that the ‘high quality’ factor
of the food products is not guaranteed and that certain food safety outbreaks have, to a certain
extent, negatively affected the reputation in some instances but that the actual and potential
commercial value of these products remain very high. For now, farmers market and souks seem
to suffice the attraction of loyal consumers interested in returning to authenticity and local
heritage consumption. Even producers seem to be attracted to these venues as well. A PhD
study by Rana Taher (2018) quoted a farmer’s preference to visit the weekly market in the
South of Lebanon where producers can sell what they make. This study will further expand on
this point as part of its analysis in later sections and will show how the main players in miine
production, cooperatives, similarly attend the same temporary sales venues. Farmers market
and souks are temporary events that take place either in specific regular frequencies, usually
weekly such as Souk el Tayeb, or are organized in special occasions such as high season periods
as Christmas and in summer festivals. Organizers are also known to encourage this type of
dynamic spaces where producers and consumers get to connect directly without the influence
of middlemen. This therefore is usually hoped to maximize benefit for producers, expose
consumers to local and traditional food sources, and aim for building a direct and sustainable
relationship between the two. Souks have been reported to be a rich ground for the exposure of
what is known as Baladi products which are sourced from local and usually rural origins (literal
translation of baladi being ‘my country’), and therefore are mostly constituted of miine foods.
Another more recent addition to the exposure of foods and landscapes are what has grown to
be known as rural tourism in Lebanon. These are activities, sites, trails, guesthouses or others
that are organized and set up in rural regions as a form of attraction for urban dwellers. A study
in 2017 showed that 70% of a pool of 436 Lebanese individuals residing in urban Beirut
actually had a preference to integrate cooking and traditional food tasting should they plan any
rural activities. But the study also showed that Lebanese visitors tend not to differentiate (or
do not know the exact difference) between food as an activity and food as a service. Yet, along
with sightseeing, wild-life observation, and wine tasting, food has been acknowledged as a
safe, traditional, and authentic activity which has a strong position in rural tourism in Lebanon
(Ghadban et al., 2017).

“Baladi are the foods bought “from the village ” by urban people
returning to their region over week- ends; baladi are the “natural and
healthy” eggs, dairy and honey coming from extensive farming in rural
areas. The concept of baladi is widely known in Lebanon and the word,
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albeit its meaning is far from being unequivocally established, seem to be

the most appropriate term for local foods ™.
(Pugliese et al.,2013,p.3)

1.4. CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER ONE

This first chapter shows how the practice of traditional preservation of miine food in
Lebanon has a root link to tradition, culture, and village life which has evolved today into the
market. It is not a commodity in the commercial sense but one which is rather in demand by
the people who are still very aware, loyal and critical to its qualities. The preservation of miine
foods is on one hand linked to the natural heritage of the landscape and on another it has a
dimension of heritage created by the human. What started as a means of survival by collecting
the available surplus of seasonal harvest in every area and to preserve it using traditional
techniques and recipes passed down from one generation to another. The preserves would then
be stored as pantry foods for the remaining non-seasonal or non-productive days of the year.
Yet, the miine is a larger understanding than the simple techniques and recipes applied. It has
dimensions that elevate the role of women domestically at historical times by managing and
taking decisions in the way food was consumed and preserved, and socially by mobilizing
communities and the interaction between them. The culture of food preservation exerted its
presence on the landscape through humans adjusting, terracing and manipulation of the land to
cultivate and survive, and also at the level of households which were constructed with food
preservation in mind via the different storage units for example. Therefore, the act of traditional
preservation of miine foods is a physical manifestation of the cultural heritage which represents
identity, community solidarity, and collective work, women engagement for the survival of
rural households. It has the ability to unify the country in its familiarity and commonality, while
it also has the ability to manifest in specific forms or special versions from slightly differing
from one village to another or even from one home to another. It has the characteristic of being
a universal identifier for the Lebanese culture while maintaining a level of local specificity.
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CHAPTER TWO. THE POSITION AND CONTEXT OF THE TERRITORY IN
RELATION TO TODAY’S MUNE PRACTICES — CASE OF
THE BEQA’ VALLEY

Traditional miine foods are vectors of heritage and maintain to this day a direct link to the
land and small local producers. It is a reflection of what the terroir has to offer, an assembled
basket of seasonal goods that embody the skills and mastery of women. Given that fact,
preserved miine foods are a direct result of the surrounding territory and its local agricultural
cultivation. Miine is therefore to be considered as an agricultural (by)product procured directly
from local produce in most cases. This section will provide a description of the Bega’ valley
as the main territory in this study. From this chapter, the reader will be able to construct an
understanding of what makes the Beqda’ valley a suitable space for this study. The position of
the Bega’ not only in relation to miine will be considered, but rather in addition to other various
reasons that make the Bega’ valley the first logical choice. These factors include having the
Bega’ valley the main agricultural producer in the country (i.e. proximity to raw material and
concentration of food processing activities), its geo-climatic conditions that could be
differentiated from the remainder of the country (delimited natural landscape, temperature,
humidity, microclimates, direct solar irradiation), its location being the longest border with the
neighboring county (Syria), being the only terrestrial crossing abroad, having protected
archeological sites, and others. This become more true since, as we have seen, the preservation
of miine foods in fact transcends local specificities on one hand, but also exhibit regional
variations on another hand. Hence, both territorial and extra-territorial characteristics can be
demonstrated. The Bega’ valley’s history and relationship to traditional foods will also be
explored in that sense. Finally, the socio-economic condition of the valley with respect to those
witnessed nationally will be presented and especially in terms of the emerging challenges as a
result of the post-2019 economic crisis. Together, the collection of these factors will form a
holistic description of the territorial context and will justify why the Bega’ valley makes a
suitable territory to explore under this study.

2.1. UNDERSTANDING THE STRATEGIC GEOGRAPHY OF THE BEQA’VALLEY

2.1.1. Some starting clarifications on the administrative divisions, disproportions
and governance at the national level

As explained in section 1.2.2, Lebanon has had a long history in occupations, negotiations
and conflict which resulted in often changes in its borders until its independence in 1943. It
was under the Ottoman rule between the 16" and 20" century in which varying divisions
commonly changed and applied with varying extent of autonomy as being ruled at the time by
regional chiefs called Emirs. During the Ottoman rule, circulation was more fluid and taxes
were collected for payment to the Sublime Porte. After the collapse of the Ottoman Empire,
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the former Ottoman Arab provinces in the Middle East were broadly partitioned as a result of
the Franco-British Sykes—Picot Accords of 1916 (Traboulsi, 2012). These were divided
between French and British zones with France declaring the establishment of the Greater
Lebanon state on 1 September 1920 which created today’s international borders (Map 3) of the
Republic of Lebanon. To this day, some territorial division systems remain from the days of
the Ottoman rule such as for example some names of administrative divisions as the caza
(district), positions as the kaymakam (sub-governor) and the mukhtar (village chief), and land
tenures as the wagqf (properties donated to religious institutions) and musha 'a (village common
lands).
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Map 3: Administrative and state boundaries in the Levant region between 1880 and 1948.
Source: (Verdeil, 2019)

Today, Lebanon is divided in three main administrative levels. These are the (1)
Governorates or Muhafazats: 8 in total, (2) Districts or Cazas: 26 in total and (3)
Municipalities as local authorities. The Muhafazats and Cazas are represented in Figure 7. The
Bega’ valley itself is inclusive of two Muhafazats (governorates of Baalbeck-Hermel and
Beqad’) and 5 cazas (Hermel and Baalbeck in the Baalbeck-Hermel governorate and Zahle,
West Beqd’, and Rachaya in the Bega’ governorate). Attention should be given not to confuse
the Beqda’ valley in its natural landscape (inland surrounded by two mountain chains) with the
names assigned for the administrative divisions included at the Muhafazat and Caza levels.
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The same applied to the names of the Cazas which are based on certain largest cities/towns

such as Zahle, Baalbeck, Rachaya, and Hermel.
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Figure 7: Contemporary administrative divisions of Lebanon with (left) Governorates or
Muhafazats and (right) Districts or Cazas. Source: compiled by author from (Lebanese Arabic

Institute, 2017)
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Figure 8: Structure of government tiers in Lebanon'®. Source: (LCPS, 2015)

16 “Deconcentration consists of a regional representation of the central government where the Mohafiz and
caimacam (used here as kaymakam) are appointed by decree of the Council of Ministers, while the mayors of

municipalities are directly elected from the people, as defined by law. The municipalities are therefore

considered the only autonomous elected body” (Darwich, 2018, p. 25).
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When it comes to this administrative division, it should be noted that some challenges exist
to this day. For instance, some Muhafazats and Cazas were created relatively recently such as
the Cazas of Minnieh-Dennieh, Bcharri, Jbeil, Rachaya (in the Bega’ valley), Hasbaya,
Nabatieh, and Bint Jbeil in 1954 while the Muhafazats of Akkar and Baalbeck-Hermal in 2003.
These were created progressively after the independence in order to serve two objectives; on
one hand the creation of new administrative jobs and on the other hand to improve the
representation of various communities (Verdeil, 2019). Lebanon’s demographics are in fact
very diverse especially at the religious denomination level (referred to as religious sects). The
distribution of these denominations is not left to chance and in fact has also been affected as a
result of the country’s past history and turmoil. In today’s Lebanon, territories have still
dominant religious characters and are even distributed according to that basis (Darwich & El-
Moussawi, 2012). A map demonstrating that religious diversity is found in Map 4.
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Map 4: Distribution of religious sects in Lebanon. Source: (Presler-Marshall et al., 2017)

This immense diversity is a fact that has been at the root cause (or used as a cause even to
this day) behind many conflicts, mobilization of public opinions and movements, concentration
and distribution of the population with time, even episodes of violence and international
interventions. So much so that it was a highly influential factor in the 1975-1990 Lebanese
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civil war and issuing of the 7Taif agreement in 1989 as a form of Muslim-Christian National
Pact that designated reconciliation, ease of tension and return to political normalcy and balance
of power!”. In fact, the religious-based consociationalism system (could also be called political
communitarianism) where the political power-sharing representation is based on religious sects
and their demographic weight is not a new system of the time. It was solidified during the
mandate of France to Lebanon in the 1926 constitution and is still applied to this day but it was
first introduced in the Ottoman days by mid-nineteenth century as influenced by Europe and
the powers of the political game at the time (Ghiotti & Riachi, 2013). This system created
imbalances which complicated territorial management and land tenure with time. Because of
that system, certain groups such as for example the Maronite Christian clergy in Mount
Lebanon were able to collect vast property. In an article by Ghiotti and Riachi (2013), the
authors cite sources which report that since the 16 century, the land classification and
acquisition (or ceding) of land from noble families formed this wagf properties which by the
19' century cumulated to up to one-third or one-half of Mount Lebanon’s cultivable land. Such
issues and their unstable evolution with time have also been an unfortunate cause of dispute
between actors (.ibid).

The territorial management of the country is therefore highly complicated by the religious-
based consociationalism system that is believed to ensure representation. The current territorial
division at the level of municipalities is also still not yet completed. During the French mandate
of Lebanon, land registries were established based on cadastral zones that represent cities,
towns and villages of the country. However, the Lebanese state to this day has not yet
completed these cadastral zones. According to the United Nations Office for the Coordination
of Humanitarian Affairs (UN.OCHA, 2017), the Cadastral Boundaries represent the
geographic divisions of Lebanon as per the government. In the latest shapefile found on their
website and used in the production of maps in this study, it is mentioned that the total number
of Cadastral Boundaries that Lebanon holds is 1623. Each boundary could include 1 or more
villages or municipalities; or 1 or more cadastral boundaries could represent one municipality.
According to the General Directorate of Land Registry and Cadastre ¥, four decisions
constituted the foundation upon which the reform of real estate and agriculture took place, and
which served to harmonize the legal status and transactions. These were selected as due to a
lack of trust of banking and financial institutions in the former Ottoman registry of property
called the “Daftar Khana” (record room). These are the decisions no. 186, 189, 188 of 1926
and legislative decree no. 12 of 1931, noting that since then adoption, certain amendments were
carried out, the latest of which the website mentions were back in 1983 (amendments no. 44,
45 and 46 of 20/04/1983). Therefore, to this day, certain areas in Lebanon to this day remain
without delineation whereas others have not been validated or officially registered and some
remain under dispute (Verdeil, 2019). These disparities are shown in Map 5. Even the national
boundaries of the country remain unofficial and disputed, both in territory and maritime fronts

17 Lebanon is a parliamentary democratic republic. An important constituent of the post-civil war reform was
the adoption of the consociationalism power sharing system that assigned the three highest offices on the basis
of religious affiliations: the president as a Christian Maronite, the Speaker of the Parliament as a Muslim Shiite,
and the Prime Minister as a Muslim Sunni.

'8 https://www.lrc.gov.lb/en/content/historical-overview#overlay-context=ar
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with Syria to the north and east, and with Israel (Palestinian territorial conflict) to the South.
Since the French mandate of Lebanon and Syria, about 80% of the border was demarcated
between Lebanon and Syria and 71 ground points were positioned between Lebanon and
Palestine (Abdel-Kader, 2012). After the independence, the completion of the demarcation was
never fulfilled. Ambiguity and disagreement on 36 points remain on the border remain in areas
as the Ghajar village and Deir al-Ashayer on the Lebanese-Syrian border along with the Kfar-
Shuba Hills and the Chebaa Farms on the southern border with Israel (.ibid). The southern
border has been patrolled by the UNIFIL (United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon) since
1978 and headquartered in Naqoura as a peacekeeping mission. The UNIFIL follows the Blue
Line of the year 2000 which was determined following the withdrawal of Israel from South
Lebanon. Most recent negotiations (and disputes) have been taken up in attempts to delineate
maritime borders following the discovery of natural gas reserves off the coast of the Eastern
Mediterranean. These ambiguities not only affect the sovereignty of Lebanon in its
international borders but have been zones of frequent conflict and violence that have greatly
contributed to instability over the years.
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Map 5: Land registration and cadaster in Lebanon. Source: (Verdeil, 2019)
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Further complications in the management of territories in Lebanon are raised by the fact that
some administrations are operated under the authority of the Muhafazat (with the Muhafez as
the head of authority) whereas others are operated under the authority of the Caza (with the
Kaymakam as the head of authority). Another layer is added by the process from which
municipalities are created. The process constitutes of the residents of a certain area raise a
request to create a municipality. Today, certain areas in Lebanon do not have a municipality
and this thus raises a serious challenge in the access of the population to the basic administrative
local authority (Verdeil, 2019). In the case where a municipality is not found, the territory
becomes under the direct authority of the kaymakam. The functioning of municipalities is
disproportionate with many being inactive or being frequently dissolved while awaiting re-
elections for significant periods of time. This reality is visualized in Map 6 which represents
the functioning status of municipalities as published by the most recent edition of the Atlas of
Lebanon but which is noted to reflect the functionality before the 1998 elections (Verdeil,
2019). Today, certainly more municipalities are functioning, but their status and number is
always changing. Many are quite unstable and could quickly become risked with deadlock,
especially those of smaller towns, from reasons ranging from personal disagreements, to
regional and national instabilities.

Most recent estimates are at 1,001 municipalities compared to 1,547 towns. These figures
are shared by the IMPCT platform (Inter-Ministerial and Municipal Platform for Assessment,
Coordination and Tracking) which is an e-governance platform owned by Lebanon’s Central
Inspection to digitalize access to data and which became widespread during the COVID-19
pandemic to aid in immediate crisis response!'®. The number of municipalities in Lebanon when
compared to its small surface area and with respect to other countries is very high. For over
1,000 municipalities in Lebanon for a surface area of 10,452 km? is met with 452 municipalities
in Croatia for a surface area of 56,594 km?, 336 municipalities in Finland for a surface area of
338,424 km?, and only 40 municipalities in Cyprus for a surface area of 9,250 km? (LCPS,
2015). The other serious matter is in the low financial and structural capacity of municipalities.
The Lebanese state in fact allocates only 6% of public spending on municipalities which is
much lower than other countries (24% in France, 42% in Switzerland and Norway, and 56% in
Finland) and is faced by only 30% rate of collection by the municipalities of the allocated
budgets (.ibid). As for structural constraints, these include issues as low staffing (400
municipalities have only one employee have 87% have less than 6), low number of registered
population (70% of municipalities have less than 4,000 registered residents), and even the
relatively old age of mayors (30% over 64) (.ibid). But to compensate these challenges,
municipalities were allowed to coalesce in Unions of municipalities in order to partake in
projects that surpassed the capacities, financially and technically, of separate municipalities
alone. The decision for that was the act of 30 June 1977 and also considered the management
of larger urban and sectoral projects such as the establishment of firefighting stations,
slaughterhouses, sewage networks, road safety, and others (Darwich, 2018). The establishment
of unions started slow especially during the civil war period and they resumed progressively
after 1998, the first post-war municipal elections, to reach 53 in 2016 (.ibid) but also their reach
to this day does not cover the entire Lebanese territory (Map 6).

19 https://impact.cib.gov.lb/home
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Finally, it is worth mentioning that the complication and ambiguities in the administrative
boundaries have serious implications not only on the management of territories from the central
government down to local authorities, but the other way around. It makes it difficult for the
population to understand the clear mechanisms of participating in the development of their
territories, which is a pivotal point in this study. Moreover, given that the main actor targeted
by this study are cooperatives that are territorially based and should serve the local population,
these complications are trickle down to inaccuracies in these matters as well. More information
on that issue is raised in section Map 7.
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Map 6: The functioning status of Lebanese municipalities before the 1998 (first post-war)
municipal elections. Source: (Verdeil, 2019)
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Map 7: Unions of municipalities of Lebanon as of October 2017. Source: (Darwich, 2018)
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2.1.2. General insights on the topography and geoclimatic conditions of the Bega’
valley

The Bega’ valley is a natural fertile plateau located between two mountain ranges (the
Mount Lebanon mountain range to the west and the Anti-Lebanon mountain range to the east)
in the inland of today’s Lebanon. Geologically, it is the uppermost section from which the
Great Rift Valley (Cobban, 2019), which is a 7,000 km stretch of trenches and rifts that formed
around 35 million years ago commencing in the north from the Bega’ valley and extending
down to the Mozambique in Africa. The northern section of the Great Rift Valley is referred to
as the ‘Lebanese section of the Dead Sea Transform’, and which is a fault line that separates
the African tectonic plate from the Arabian plate. It is also suggested that Levant basin could
possibly be considered as having its own plate which in fact has a restraining bend which
geologically resulted in the formation of the Mount Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon mountains and
the Bega’ valley as the plateau in between them (Hancock & Atiya, 1979).
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Figure 9: Map showing the extent of the East African Rift starting with the Dead Sea Transform
commencing from the Bega’ valley at the northernmost point. Source: (Bonne, 2020)

The Bega’ valley is one of the four main topographic units in Lebanon, a small country of
10,452 km? found on the Eastern Mediterranean, and these include (Map 8) 1) A coastal plain
consisting of a long narrow and flat littoral stretch of the coast facing the Mediterranean sea
averaging 3 km wide and reaching 6 km at its maximum point in the north. The capital Beirut
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is located at the midpoint of the coast and the coastline is where the majority of cities and
urbanized zones are found, 2) a rugged mountain range on the west called the Mount Lebanon
range that runs parallel to the coast and peaks at Qurnat Al Sawda at 3,000 m of elevation and
averages 2,000 m, 3) the Bega’ valley itself as the middle fertile plateau at 30 km east of the
capital Beirut and today’s main agricultural producer of the country, and 4) the second
mountain range to the east called the Anti-Lebanon and are the natural eastern border with
Syria. These different units give the country an immense diversity and which in its generality
is characterized by its rugged nature and therefore its ‘relief’. The word ‘relief’ in this
geographic context refers to the difference between the lowest and highest elevations of a
location. The Lebanese landscape is dominated by mountains and it is said that today’s
“Lubnan” name in Arabic originates from the ancient Phoenician name or Semitic root “LBN”
which means ‘white’ or ‘milk’ in reference to the snowcapped white summits of the Mount
Lebanon chain. Even the national symbol of Lebanon is the native cedar tree “Cedrus libani”
which grows on some of the highest peaks in the mountain and which was selected as the
emblem in the flag at independence (Figure 10) as it represents longevity and in reference to
its several mentions in the bible.

Figure 10: Flag of Lebanon. Source: Creative commons

In its description of the country’s geography, the Lebanese Council for Development and
Reconstruction (CDR) mentioned:

[translated from French] “The reliefis an inescapable reality in
Lebanon, interesting and constraining at the same time. The mountains of
Lebanon have given it its climate, its water resources, its landscapes and a
biodiversity of remarkable richness. The mountains have been decisive in
the history of its settlement from the origins to modern times ”.
(CDR, 2004, p. 16)
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Map 8: Major topographic units of Lebanon. Source: (Shaban, 2020).
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Figure 11: A schematic diagram representing a cross-section of the general geo-morphology of
Lebanon from the coast of the Mediterranean on its west to the Anti-Lebanon mountain range
to its east passing by the Bega’ valley as the inland plateau. Source: (CDR, 2004)
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Figure 12: The Bega’ valley in its natural (left) and administrative (right) borders. Sources:

(Lateef, 2007) and IDAL website

Lebanon’s topography is complex and the reason behind that is the existence of mountain
chains that extend longitudinally along the length of the country. They start facing the
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Mediterranean sea, have numerous valleys and depressions while they gradually elevate to a
maximum altitude of 3,088 m above sea level capturing the majority of wind, humidity and
precipitation before steeping again down towards the inland plateau of the Bega’ valley. On
the other side of the valley run the second mountain chain of the Anti-Lebanon also parallel to
the length of the country. This complex geography of Lebanon is directly linked to the effect
on climatic zones of the country (which could change rather quickly within short distances),
on the creation of agricultural cultivation, forest species, compartmentalization of the land,
imposition of physical constraints in construction and an overall ‘grandiose’ landscape (CDR,
2004). For the Bega’ valley, it consists the main agricultural zone in Lebanon and that could
be reasoned from the several of its natural characteristics that differentiate the valley from the
remainder of the country. These extend from its topography, soil type and fertility,
precipitation, micro-climates, solar irradiation, water reserves, and others. The valley has a
length of 120 km and an average width of around 16 km but is wider in its northern end (about
20 km) and becomes narrower towards it southern end (about 7 km) until it reaches Mount
Hermon, the location at which the border between Lebanon with Syria and Palestine meets.
The Bega ' valley as a natural basin has a surface area of around 900 km? (Lateef, 2006) whereas
its administrative surface area which encompasses the governorates of Bega’ and Baalbeck-
Hermel covers 38% of the country’s surface area at around 4,000 km? (Bou-Antoun, 2014)
(Figure 12). The average elevation of the valley is around 850m above sea levels and, despite
describing it as a plateau compared to the two mountain chains that surround it, the Bega’
valley actually exhibits micro-relief (Lateef, 2006). A digital elevation model which provides
a visualized representation of the topography of the Beqa’ valley is found in Figure 13, and a
topographic scale model of the Lebanese territory made from plaster cast is found in Figure 14.
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Photo 12: Aerial photo of the Bega’ valley with Mount Lebanon visible of the far left and the
Anti-Lebanon on the far right. Photo credit: Kameel Rayess?”
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https://kameelrayes.com/
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Lebanon’s location and topography of its terrain give it a moderate climate with hot and
humid summers and wet and cold winters. The Bega’ valley however does not particularly have
the same general climate. The Begd’ valley’s summers are hotter and drier than that of the
mountains and its winters are wet and cool. As seen in Map 9, Lebanon can in fact be classified
with a variety of sub-climate types including a coastal climate, a mountainous and high
mountainous climate. The majority of the Bega’ valley is categorized as a subcontinental
climate but its northern section is semi-arid. The country’s topography and quick differences
in elevation plays an equally major role in precipitation. Maximal rainfall can exceed 1,000
mm per year which high rates are mostly found on the coast and the Mount Lebanon facing the
Mediterranean and thus capturing the majority of wind, humidity and rainfall. Because of that,
the inland of the Bega’ valley on the other hand receives less precipitation and especially at its
northern end which records the lowest rates of rainfall at an average of 200 mm per year (Map
10) since it is shielded by the Mount Lebanon’s highest peaks. Rainy months extend around
the country from September to May with December and January being the highest, whereas
summer months do not record any precipitation except in very rare occasions from the heat
(Jomaa et al., 2019).

Perspective view towards NE(N20E), tilt 30°

0 5 10 15 20 km

Figure 13: Digital Elevation Model of the Bega’ Valley based on 1:100000 scale topographic
map. Source: (Lateef, 2006)?!

21 This representation is published by (Lateef, 2006) in which he denotes the letters as: (A) is Bar Elias Plain,
(B) is ancient (fossil) tilted alluvial fans, (C) is the terraced merging fan gravels of Tamnine area, (D) stands for
Taat Plain, (E) is the piedmont train (bajada), (F) is terraced merging fan gravels of Kneisse-Laboue region, (G)
stands for rock fans, (H) is undulatory terrain, and (I) denotes Al Hermel/Al Qaa sloping plain.
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Figure 14: Topographic scale model of the Lebanese territory made from plaster cast. Photo
credit: Ot3itsama Instagram page (@ot3itsama)
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Map 9: Main climatic types of Lebanon classified according to the Soil Geographic Database
of Euro-Mediterranean countries. Source: (Darwish, 2013)
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The Bega’ valley in itself exhibits temperature, humidity and precipitation variations due its
physical separation. The central and southern parts of the Bega’ valley have a partly better
access to humidifying occidental wind coming from Greece due to natural districts at these two
locations at the Mount Lebanon side, specifically at the towns of Marajoun and Dahr el Baidar.
The northern part of the valley however does not. In fact, it receives hot and dry winds coming
from the Arab Peninsula in summer and these elevate the temperatures (day/night) and reduce
relative humidity (Karam, 2002). As for winter, the mountains of Mount Lebanon create a
barrier that captures most of the precipitation coming in from the saturated humid clouds from
the sea and leaves much less for the inland of the Bega’. Rainfall becomes much less
predictable and that makes the valley also more susceptible to drought. Minimal rainfall is
usually recorded in the northern Bega’ at the Qaa’ at about 50 mm / year and reach the central
section of the valley at about 150 mm / year (Karam, 2002). The average mean temperature in
the Beqa’ valley varies from a minimum in January which can sometimes drop below zero in
certain occasions to a maximum in July which can surpass even 35°C (Figure 15). This makes
the Bega’ valley characterized by what are referred to as ‘microclimates’ as being modulated
by the Mount Lebanon given the environmental heterogeneity (Lateef, 2007).
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Map 10: Precipitation map of Lebanon. Source: (Jomaa et al., 2019)
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Despite having this differences in the extent of annual precipitation, Lebanon generally
remains relatively much richer in its water resources when compared to neighboring countries
in the much drier Middle East. Lebanon has the fourth highest renewable water resources per
capita after Turkey, Iraq, and Iran (Figure 16). Yet, as is the case with the majority of countries
in the Middle East and North Africa, water scarcity is raising a serious alarm for the
sustainability of water resources in the future. The Atlas of Lebanon voices this concern in its
latest edition even if the country is still considered as ‘privileged’ in its freshwater resources
since it surpasses the thresholds set according to the United Nations to classify the risks of
water shortages (Verdeil, 2019). Forecasts are normally expected to increase in the demand of
water especially in the highest consumer of water, which is the agricultural sector, especially
in areas dominant with cultivation activities such as in the Beqa’ valley. The supply of water
today is ‘barely sufficient’ to meet the demand and is not being performed in a sustainable
manner (.ibid).
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Figure 15: Monthly average air temperatures at different locations in Lebanon including El
Qaa’ (northern Begd’ valley — Baalbeck-Hermel), Ksara (central Bega’ valley — Bega’),
Laglouq (Mount Lebanon), Jezzine (Mount Lebanon), Beirut (capital), Sour (South Lebanon).
Source: (Karam, 2002)
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Water in fact remains a strong characteristic in the country and the “contrast between its
green mountains and the aridity of the Syrian plains has indeed allowed it to affirm its
specificity in the Near-East region” (Verdeil, 2019, p. 90). The geological formation of
Lebanon in fact created two major aquifer systems which mean the type of rock formation
allows for the transmission of water, and there is the presence of aquicludes as well which if
the rock formation that allows for the storage of water. These two formations are what form
the groundwater reservoir in Lebanon with one aquifer system existing in the central section
of the Beqa’ valley. These are recharged principally by the snow cover of the Mount Lebanon
which melt and percolate down through the fissures of the limestone formations (El-Fadel et
al., 2000). As for its surface water, Lebanon has 40 water streams (14 to 17 are perennial rivers
and the remaining are seasonal - Map 11) and which are fed by over 2,000 freshwater springs.
Thirteen rivers take route from their source in Mount Lebanon and flow down towards the
Mediterranean sea over a maximal distance of 60 km. The El-Kebir river constitutes the
northern border between Lebanon and Syria. The Hasbani river flows south crossing the border
until it reaches the Jordan river as one of its tributaries. As for the Bega’ valley, two rivers are
included within it. These are the Litani river which flows from the central area of the Bega’
valley south passing through the Quraoun reservoir and crossing over the Mount Lebanon to
finally discharge in the Mediterranean sea in South Lebanon’s Qasimiyah north of Tyr (Sour).
Finally, the Orontes river (Al Assi) is the only river that flows north of the country into Syria
from the northern Bega '’ valley reaching lake Homs (El-Fadel et al., 2000). These two rivers of
the Bega’ valley add to the fertility of the area and makes it suitable for agricultural cultivation.
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Figure 16: Renewable water resources per capita in Lebanon compared to other countries in
the region (Verdeil, 2019)
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Map 11: Major river basins of Lebanon. Source: (El-Fadel et al., 2000)

Perhaps one of the most distinct features of the Begd’ valley is the characteristics of its soil
and land qualities. In fact, soil is another diverse and unique feature that characterizes the
country whole. Given its geological and topographic nature, the difference sections of the
country also create a combination of different soil types and physical features. This appreciable
quality gives the country a high value in its share of agricultural land which nearly half the
country could be cultivated with varying efficiency. The value of an agricultural plot is
however determined by various characteristics such as the nature of the soil, its depth, its
content of organic matter, its acidity and salinity, its capacity to retain water, its risks of
landslides and erosion, slope degrees, and others. These are major qualities that ultimately
determine the aptitude of the land to handle today’s agricultural practices required for
cultivation. In Lebanon, a few large areas which together constitute around one third of the
country’s surface area, have in fact a higher aptitude for such agricultural practices (Map 12).
The most important of these include firstly the Bega ' valley (including the corridors of Rachaya
and Hasbaya) as well as the plains in the north (Akkar, Koura), and in the south (Tyr, Sarafand,
Sidon, Marjayoun, and others). The Bega’ valley in fact includes the fertile reddish color terra
rossa with the central and south Begda ' being described as the most fertile sections of the valley.
Its soil is further distinguished by being meters in dept compared to the otherwise mostly
shallow soil of the country. Lebanon’s soil diversity is majorly the result of the rock
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constituents which are mostly base-saturated calcareous soil depositing mainly from one of two
ways; either from deposits transported by water (called alluvial soils) or by gravity (called
colluvium soils) (MoE, 2001). Overall, the soil has been described as having a striking mosaic
of soil types which “rarely can be found in comparable areas” (Darwish, 2013). However,
issues of soil pollution have also been voiced and especially in areas as the Bega’ valley since
due to the concentration of agricultural activities, the detection in the levels of soil and
groundwater pollutants mainly nitrate content have been increasing from certain malpractices
such as poor crop rotation and low use efficiency of fertilizer and water (.ibid). The soil
characteristics of the Beqa ’ valley together when coupled with the other features and in addition
to other unique qualities as its higher exposure to direct solar irradiation (Map 13), the
differentiable characteristics of the territory begin to take form. Now, it becomes more
understandable why the Bega’ valley consists not only a territory suitable for primary
agricultural cultivation, making the valley a historic producer, but rather in exerting its own
effect on the preservation of these foods into traditional miine and transferring that effect on
the raw material (example variety and quality of plant or animal produce), the environment
(example average lower humidity, temperature, solar irradiation), and overall conditions
(example more efficient solar drying techniques) that would add a natural differentiating factor
on the end products, and especially when factoring the knowhow and skills of the producers
themselves.
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Map 12: Soil aptitude for agricultural cultivation in Lebanon. Source: (CDR, 2004)
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Map 13: Direct normal solar irradiation map of Lebanon. Source: (World Bank, 2019)
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2.1.3. History and relationship with traditional foods and drinks

The Bega’ valley is a space that is almost enclosed by high mountains, which make it a
space that requires the crossing of physical barriers to arrive to from other regions in the
country. Similar to the country, the valley witnessed a history that was dynamic and quickly
changing. But what makes the Bega’ valley an excellent terrain for this study is its long and
historical relationship with farming and production of food. Being the primary fertile plain
amongst its surrounding, it was an attractive space for dwellers in maximizing proximity to
production. The Bega’ valley was long known for its agriculture and was used for thousands
of years as an area of production and supply of food for its surrounding. The valley’s capital
and main metropole city of Zahle in central Beqd’ was even a pitstop and intersection at the
famous Silk Road trade routes and was known to host merchants and travelers at its inns for
rest before continuing their journey (UNESCO-Beirut, 2013). One of such popular inns was
recently renovated with the horse stables and rooms can still be found today. Today, the city
of Zahle’s vibrant life, history, and specifically its strong attachment to its culinary heritage
makes one of the UNESCQO’s world Creative Cities Network designated City of Gastronomy,
the only one of Lebanon (.ibid). The city of Zahle to this day remains the largest inland city in
the country with its strategic location and, in addition to its links to the traditional cuisine, has
grown into a logistic center, an area of population concentration, and as the primary entrance
and exist to the entire Bega’ valley making it a place of gathering.

The Bega’ valley was a significant producer in ancient times that it was even known as the
‘breadbasket’ of the Roman Empire. This was because the valley was a supplier of wheat in
the days of the empire and especially with the premium variety called Salamouni (7riticum
aestivum L. var. Salamouni also called locally breiji) which has been continuously cultivated
for over 5,000 years (Zurayk & Rahman, 2008). This variety of wheat is still preferred to this
day for the production of one of the most traditional and typical miine foods, the burgol (section
1.2.3.2) and which is used in the Kishk (section 1.2.3.3). Even in contemporary days, wheat
remains one of the main cultivations and was estimated to comprise of 50% of cereal
cultivations in Lebanon with the highest proportion of agricultural lands (42%) of the country
being in the Begd’ valley (Karam et al., 2009). Besides wheat, the Bega’ is probably mostly
known for its production of vines. It has been one of the oldest locations to produce vines and
wines in the world which date back to days of the Phoenicians. Recently, new evidence was
excavated in Lebanon of what is believed to be one of the oldest wine press from Phoenician
times from 2,600 years ago (Metcalfe, 2020) (Figure 17). This finding, that was published by
National Geographic, was remarkable given the scarce information on winemaking dating from
these days. Yet, the finding further cemented the very solid relationship that Lebanon in general
and the Bega’ valley in specific have with the vine and wine production. The Bega’ valley was
so important in its position with wine that the Romans chose the Bega’ to build the renowned
Temple of Bacchus in tribute to the god of wine at the site of Baalbeck. The ruins of the Roman
temple complex survive to this day and constitute one of the country’s main touristic sites
(Photo 13 and Map 14) and one of two UNESCO World Heritage Sites found in the Bega’
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valley out of a total of 5 sites for Lebanon??. Even the valley’s main city of Zahle is nicknamed
to this day as “The city of khamra and poetry” (with khamra referring to wine and the
traditional grape-and-anise-based ‘arak drink) (UNESCO-Beirut, 2013). The strong link with
the vine is further represented by the statue of Erato, the Muse of love and poetry, and the well-
known statue of Our Lady of Zahle and Begd’ both located at the entrance of the city and both
are personified holding a bunch of grapes (Photo 14).

Figure 17: (Left) An illustrated reconstruction of Lebanon’s Tell-el Burak Phoenician wine
press and (right) picture of the Tell el-Burak wine press. Source: (Metcalfe, 2020) with
illustration and photograph courtesy of the Tell el-Burak Archaeological Project; drawing by
O.Bruderer.
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Photo 13: Photographs of (left) the mosaic at the entrance of the Temple of Bacchus at Baalbeck
temple complex depicting the god of wine, and (right) inscriptions and decorations of vines,
wheat spiked and sequences of eggs referring to the fertility of the Bega’ valley’s soil. Photo
credit: (Karam, 2016) and (Tannous, 2020)

22 These include: 1) Anjar (designated in 1984 and found in the Beqa’ valley’s Zahle caza), 2) Baalbeck
(designated in 1984 and found in the Bega ”’s valley Baalbeck caza), 3) Byblos (designated in 1984 and found in
the Byblos-Jbeil caza), 4) Ouadi Qadisha (The Holy Valley) And The Forest Of The Cedars Of God (Horsh Arz
El-Rab) (designated in 1998 and located between the Zgharta and Bcharri cazas in North Lebanon) and 5) Tyre
(designated in 1984 and found in the caza of Tyre in South Lebanon). More information available at
https://whc.unesco.org/en/statesparties/lb
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The city celebrates the Festival of the Vine to this day that takes place annually over one
week every September. Winemaking was revived by Jesuit priests who started cultivating large
plots of land and trade when settling in the town of Ksara in the 1850s thus establishing Chateau
Ksara, one of Lebanon’s most famous wineries to this day. After that, other wineries started
getting established in the valley and in Mount Lebanon, most famous were the Domaine des
Tourelle and in 1868 and Chateau Musar in 1930. Interestingly, it was the Bega’ valley’s dry
weather conditions that contributed to the increased sugar content of grapes and made for an
attractive quality for wine production and for eating as table grapes. Today, the valley is
estimated to host 75% of all the area dedicated for grapevine production in the country and
50% of wineries (Bou-Antoun, 2014). Lebanon has been a member of the International
Organization of Vine and Wine (OIV) 3 since 1995, which is an intergovernmental
organization made up of, as of January 2021, 48 international member states and 16 territories
and organizations as observers with the European Union granted particular status. Shortly after
in 1997, Lebanon established its own Union Vinicole du Liban (UVL)?* based on the advice
of the OIV. Lebanon’s UVL recognizes the position of the Bega’ valley as a major ferroir of
vine and wine crediting its early ripening of grape to the valley’s altitude, climate (specifically
dry summers, cool nights and consistent precipitation), and natural water table that is fed by
the incoming runoff from the melting snow of the Mount Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon slopes.

Photo 14: Pictures of (left) statue of Erato and (right) statue of Our Ladil 6f Zahle and Bega’
both holding a bunch of grapes signifying the importance of the crop in the city of Zahle and
the region. Photo credit: Lebanon Untravelled” and Twitter user @beautyoflebanon

23 https://www.oiv.int/en/the-international-organisation-of-vine-and-wine/member-states-and-observers
24 https://www.lebanonwines.com/
25 https://lebanonuntravelled.com/discover-Zahle-with-Zahle-tours/
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Map 14: Most visited tourist sites of Lebanon in 2008. Source: Central Administration of
Statistics?

The link of the Bega’ valley to its rich cultural and gastronomic history is therefore normally
well recognized in the country. Being a main attraction in the valley, the city of Baalbeck and
its surrounding region is in fact recognized as a heritage regional site by the CDR extending to
the town of Hermel in northern Bega’ (CDR, 2004). Several other areas across the Bega’ valley
have also been indicated for their touristic and cultural significance. These include areas as
Zahle, Hermel, and Anjar. Besides touristic and cultural attachment, the CDR very clearly and
directly links tourism and the agro-food sector (in relation to traditional foods) as the two
sectors that are strongly linked to their territory. The primary capital that is said to link these
sectors to their territory are the landscape, the versatile relief of the geography, the land, the
heritage, and so on. In fact, the entire country is acknowledged to have ‘undeniable comparative

26 http://www.cas.gov.lb/images/Maps/Tourism.pdf
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advantages’ when it comes to four sectors: 1) tourism, 2) agro-food, 3) publishing, and 4)
artisanal arts (CDR, 2004).

Not only that, but the Lebanese people are generally known to have a strong link to their
land, heritage and areas of origin. This is no exception to the Bega’ valley and is what
constitutes a strong link of the people with their village life. This relationship has been existent,
rich, and ongoing since ancient times and it has most importantly played a key role in
developing the of the national life across the country and with the movement of its people
(Tannous, 1949). This is especially true to Lebanese farmers who have been deeply rooted in
their lands for many generations, and who if they were obliged to emigrate, would always be
hoping of returning to their land and rural communities. This national community life was the
rural origins that have directly contributed to the rise and flourishing of urban concentrations,
including withstanding crises, especially in the past half century and especially for areas as
Zahle, Sidon, Tripoli, and the capital Beirut (.ibid). In fact, the CDR acknowledges that fact
and describes that the performance of territories in general at the economic level is driven by
the power of their cities and their development in linked to that as well (CDR, 2004). This is
how Zahle firstly and other larger towns in the Beqa’ valley as Baalbeck and Hermel could
also be looked at as poles of development. What also characterizes the cities of the Bega’ valley
and specifically Zahle is it being a city of economic and central hub, but which has preserved
its link to the history and rural spirit.

“Residents of Zahle and to a certain extent the Beqd’ residents have
always been keen on safeguarding their traditions through handicrafts and
the transmission of food heritage. They feel a certain pride in the
preservation of this expertise”.

(UNESCO-Beirut, 2013,p. 11)

When it comes to food, the people of the city of Zakhle, Lebanon’s only designated UNESCO
City of Gastronomy, and the people of the Bega’ valley generally have a strong link not only
to their land but to the practices they apply on their land and food. To this day, city dwellers
chose to acquire raw material for the preparation of their own traditional preserved miine foods
or the final preserved foods directly from the Beqa’ valley. In fact, and when applied to the
provision of preserved miine foods, the Lebanese are known not to settle for any accessible
products but would rather ‘go to great lengths’ to acquire the right ingredients and the miine
that they consider to be right (Cesbron, 2020). This loyalty to traditional products mirrors the
strong connection to the origins, lands and practices and the desire to maintain them. People
have long cultivated the valley, harvested its produce, consumed what was in season and
preserved the excess yields. The CDR source directly links the areas of central and north Bega’
as Zahle and Ras Baalbeck to their gastronomy, and calls Zahle as the capital of the agri-food
industry in Lebanon (CDR, 2004). Besides being very known for its abundant vine thus wine
and ‘arak, Zahle is particularly known for being as the birthplace of the traditional Mezze
experience (UNESCO-Beirut, 2013) (section 1.2.1). That the city has won its own nickname
as Mezze Zahlawiye (translating to the Mezze of Zahle) because of its famous and elaborate
array of the Mezze tradition which is usually coupled with the drinking of ‘arak (MoT, n.d.).
In recognition of the importance of village life and traditional ways, the nearby town of Terbol
in the Zahle caza has a museum called the Terbol Museum that specifically represents the
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traditional architecture of homes during the ruling of the Ottoman Empire (Photo 10). The
interest in that museum is that it is an old farmer house that reconstructs what was known at
the time as the ‘cereal hole’ which was an opening found in a double partition wall used at the
time to hide the harvest of grains. The city of Zahle being at a crossroads from the surrounding
mountains made it a place of gathering and this has continued to this day and especially at
historically and ongoing lively locations as the celebrated café and parlor stretch of the
Berdawni riverbank. The Beqa’ valley has therefore long been a predominantly agricultural
region with cultivations and animal livestock. This made for an excellent source of a large
variety of fresh raw produce that could be used for direct consumption or cooking when in
season and which provided the raw material for the equally diverse miine. The people of the
Bega’ are still very known for their preservation of miine foods with their most popular being
the gawarma (lamb meat preserved in solidified fat), kishk (fermented, dehydrated, and grind
mix of burgol and yogurt/labneh), samne (clarified butter), dibs (molasses of grape, carob, or
pomegranate), rib (concentrates), dried fruits mainly figs, and of course distillation. Needless
to say, the valley is well known for its other specialty foods as bread and pastry, sweets, and
meats.

i %, ‘ ® ; B JEER Y |
Photo 15: Photograph taken of the cafes at the Berdawni river in Zahle Wadi, meaning the
valley in Arabic, circa 1920. Photo credit: Mary Evans picture library.

116



CHAPTER TWO

THE POSITION AND CONTEXT OF THE TERRITORY IN RELATION TO TODAY’S MUNE PRACTICES — CASE OF THE

BEQA’ VALLEY

Photo 16: Aerial Viéw of Zahle overlooking the Bega’ valley and the Anti-Lebanon mountain
Photo credit: Ahmad Shinder through Live Love Zahle Instagram page
(@LiveLoveZahle)

range.

Box note 7: Understanding territory

The term territory is larger than the simple designation of a piece of land or a
spatial border. The term in fact holds a much larger meaning and can be
interpreted differently and mobilized differently to serve various questions
and mechanisms. In a popular paper by Start Elden (2010), the notion of
territory is recognized as being neglected in the domain of geography and that
the building of its history, at least in the English-speaking scientific
community, is yet to be done. In his article, Elden mentions how he sees
territory as in one way closely related to land (in relation to property) and
terrain (in relation to power) but is more than both, and that it should be
approached separately. He focuses on how a territory should be considered
with what makes it specific (its specificity) and links it to some sort of
political and institutional power struggle (Elden, 2010). From the French
scientific community, territory was also linked to three inter-related sub-
systems by Alexandre Moine. In his 2006 article, Moine mentions how the
understanding and definitions of a territory have been and are continuously
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evolving, and that they can be thought of as 1) the geographical space (which
is appropriated by having spatial organizations emerging between its
compositions, as natural, social, and institutional), 2) the system of
representation (filters, as ideological or societal, that are common and which
influence decisions and choices of actors), and 3) the action applied by the
actors on their geographical space, whether conscious or unconscious, being
influenced by these filters and according to their position (Moine, 2006). On
another hand, Bernard Pecqueur (2013) uses the term territory to distinguish
its use from the word ‘local’ or ‘localist” which refers to that what is specific
to a locality. He approaches territory in use for the purpose of territorial
development with two definitions; those of given territories and constructed
territories. The given territory is defined as that which is a portion of space
and usually refers to infra-national administrative divisions such as regions,
cantons, and provinces. The analysis of the given territory is normally not
required or sought when it comes to origins or the construction. The latter
enters in the second definition, the constructed territory. The territory in this
case is “a process of construction by the actors. The territory is not
postulated, but is observed a posteriori.” (Pecqueur, 2013, p. 12). This
constructed approach of territories was also priory voiced by Frédéric Giraut
(2008). He mentioned that the word “territoire” (in French) is a buzzword in
contemporary use and is being used in both extensive and restrictive ways, but
that the constructed nature of the concept remains very necessary. Pecqueur’s
analysis was also resonated by André Torre (2015) who described territories
as either biophysical (an example of a watershed), or institutional (such as
territories designated and formalized by their biodiversity), and as being
‘existing and a social construct’ as a result of actions from their actors.

When it comes to the application of the notion of territory on the Bega’ valley,
the term is being based on the assembly which includes the two definitions
conveyed by Pecqueur (2013). On one hand, the “given” portion of the
territory exists through the administrative borders (and even natural
landscape) which exist to delimit the space. On another hand, the Bega’ valley
can also be considered as a potentially constructed territory due to several
factors. These include its naturally delimited geography, its geo-climatic
conditions, its historical and socio-economic standing, its significance as an
agricultural producer, and the relationship that exists between it and its

relevant productive actors.

2.2. THE KEY POSITION OF THE AGRI-FOOD SECTOR

2.2.1. National competitive advantages

What stands at the basis of preservation of traditional miine foods are the food produce and
cultivations themselves. They constitute the raw material whether coming from plant or animal
origins of what will end up being preserved, made into recipes, and manipulated into the final
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product. The agricultural sector therefore stands at the foundation of the miine heritage. When
describing the status of the agricultural sector in a country as Lebanon, it is important to
acknowledge the advantages that are present and potentially exploitable despite the many
complex challenges. The geography of Lebanon itself with adequate arable lands plays a major
advantage when compared with the resources of other neighboring countries. The moderate
climate and regional microclimates along with fertile soils and rich water sources are key
factors. In fact, Lebanon holds the highest proportion of agricultural land in the Middle East
with latest estimates by the FAO reporting it at 64% in 2017 compared to an average of 33%
in the MENA region (IDAL, 2020a). As for water availability, Lebanon also ranks one of the
top countries with the highest rates of precipitation compared to neighboring countries despite
growing concerns on its scarcity (Dal et al., 2021). The average precipitation in Lebanon
reaches 661 mm a year compared to 593 mm in Turkey, 252 mm in Syria, 261 mm in Iraq, and
111 mm in Jordan. Because of the favorable conditions and diverse geography, the country is
able to cultivate produce that grow in both cold and tropical climates including a diversity of
over 60 types of crops extending over a relatively long growing season and over 10 livestock
breeds and products (IDAL, 2020a). In fact, this is what has allowed the people of Lebanon to
use this rich diversity of agricultural produce in their diet, consuming what was seasonally
available and preserving the remainder for later use. Today, this agricultural diversity reduces
dependency on specific crops and expands the scope of exploitable and added-value potential.
The local growing conditions do also display certain advantages despite being currently
unstable and witnessing sudden shifts in the availability of imported resources, inputs and
skilled labor. Lebanon is also acknowledged for its strength in the processing of fruits and
vegetables. Lebanon has higher yields in citrus fruits such as along with cereals which are
higher than those of neighboring countries, but not in other fruits and vegetables, nuts, roots
and tubers (Dal et al., 2021). The country is reported as part of the conditions that allow the
country to produce early seasons of fruits and vegetables especially those of high value fresh
and processed horticultural crops destined for both domestic consumption as well as export
(World Bank, 2010). This positioning stands at an especially important stand today given that
the country has been long recommended to enhance its productive sectors rather than the
conventional rentier economy. In fact, the food processing agribusiness sector has witnessed a
growth within the past 10 years as a result of the performance of the food industry instead of
that of the primary agricultural sector (McKinsey & Company, 2018). The latter has instead
been stagnant and displayed only marginal growth in the highest yield increase in cereals for
example which recorded 10% compared to the global average of 14% in the same period (Dal
et al., 2021). The sub-sectors of fruit and vegetable processing has been recognized as
recommended opportunity to increase not only the agricultural competitiveness but also food
security of the country. Finally, one of the largest advantages in which Lebanon is said to
potentially benefit from is its proximity to the Gulf and European markets and especially where
in the former, the reputation of certain Lebanese products such as apples is prominent. This
point is highly complemented with the huge market potential found in international arena where
the Lebanese diaspora (Figure 27) is located in significant numbers around the globe and are
estimated at triple the number of national residents (Skulte-Ouaiss & Tabar, 2015) and counting
after the 2019 economic collapse.
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Box note 8: Highlights on the added value of processing and miine food
preservation

When thinking about miine from an agricultural standpoint, it can be easily
seen how proximity to the space of primary production would be useful for
the provision of raw material. This is not the only reason why the Begda’ valley
is important in this regards. In fact, certain miine products would also be
dependent on the characteristics of raw produce used in its preparation (Box
note 6), which the Bega’ valley is capable of providing. Examples would be
the reputable variety and dimensions of eggplant used in the preparation of
makdiis (usually striated Kafarsusi), or the known apricots of northern Bega’
for jam, the famous roses (the Rosa Damascena) from Qsarnaba in central
Beqd’ used for maward (distilled rose water). Another important point to
understand is that Lebanon is a small country of 10,452 km? which makes its
agricultural productivity limited. Therefore, the country is much less
competitive in terms of quantity. But, as seen abive, Lebanon does hold
certain competitive advantages in its agricultural production of fresh raw
produce. In addition to that, the bigger potential would be in adding value to
that fresh produce through processing and especially that which is traditional,
holds an identity and is directly linked to the country’s culinary heritage; the
mine. Added-value processing practices such as those of traditional miine
preservation can assert their value in several approaches. First, they capture
and elevate the value of fresh produce which hold the quality of both raw
material and the end product which both are a result of a cumulative knowhow
and skills of their producers. It is not only the characteristics of the fresh
produce that are in play here, but the most important advantage highlighted
within the scope of this study would be the tangible and intangible value and
characteristic of preserved miine foods coming from the women skills and
knowhow, tradition, heritage and story behind the products themselves. In
addition, elements of food security are also considered as added value sine
preserved miine foods are more stable with time compared with fresh
agricultural produce. This would constitute an advantage in times of crisis
such as which is being witnessed by Lebanon currently. Being preserved,
miine foods are shelf-stable and their shelf life is normally much longer than
fresh produce. They can on average stay suitable for consumption anywhere
between one or two years with their original objective being to serve
household nutrition throughout the year. Such stability means that storage is
rather easier and much longer than fresh produce since so refrigeration or
special conditions are required. This serves well during times of food
shortages thus contributing to food security objectives. Moreover, this also
would facilitate in transportation and logistics for market supply and trade.
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2.2.2. A brief overview on facts and figures — production and trade

Agriculture in Lebanon generally and in the Bega’ specifically is considered one of the pillar
sectors. The Bega’ valley can be arguably looked at as the main agricultural production area in
the country, covering almost 40% of the national surface area and constituting almost half of
the entire cultivated areas. The planning of land use in the Beqa’ as well as the agricultural
regions of north Lebanon have been said to have an impact on the national interest of the
country as they were described to have the ‘best’ agricultural lands in which irrigation networks
were either existing or planned (Darwish et al., 2012). The Bega’ specifically holds the main
surface dedicated for the production of cereals and pulses (57%), vegetables (57%), and fruit
trees (36%)>’. The Bega’valley also contains the majority of livestock production (goats, sheep
and cattle) and dairy. The largest sizes were the goat herds and the least were cattle. 57% of
the country’s goats (total 434,700 heads) and 38.6% of cattle (total 77,400) were found in the
Beqgd’ valley (Ghadban, 2013). The agricultural significance of the valley was even a main
reason why it was joint to Mount Lebanon along with the northern Akkar and the South regions
thus forming the Great Lebanon state in 1920 during the French mandate to ensure a source of
production and food security (Hamad¢, 2020). Although the agricultural sector has a low
national contribution to GDP which was estimated at 4% in 2018 by the World Bank (World
Bank, 2018) and averaging 6.8% between 1994 and 2007, that contribution increases up to
80% in rural areas in Lebanon as stated by Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO)’s website country brief?®. This is true especially in predominantly rural and
agricultural regions such as the Bega’ valley, the North and South Lebanon which yet
reinforces the sector’s weight and demonstrates how the agricultural sector is stated as a
primary source of income in such areas. The significance of the agricultural sector is further
reinforced in its coupled rather than separate impact. The World Bank acknowledges the
compounded importance when coupling agriculture with inputs of the food production sector.
Together, with their indirect contributions, the agro-food sectors increase the contribution to
Lebanon’s national GDP from 4% to 25-30% and are thus able to support growth as they
combine up to one-quarter to one-third of the economy. In fact, the local Investment
Development Authority of Lebanon (IDAL) states that the sector employs a significant number
of personnel accounting for 25% of the industrial sector workforce (IDAL, 2020b), and some
sources even report these figures up to 40% (L. Chalak et al., 2011). Nationally, the country’s
economy has instead long been constructed around a free open-market and strong laissez-faire
tradition with a reliance on services and tourism (commercial interests) due to the limited
resources that the small surface area of 10,452 km? has to offer and a largely urbanized
population (Ghadban, 2013). Moreover, even though the national contribution of the
agriculture sector to the GDP is significantly less than the neighboring countries, the value
added per square kilometer is higher and that reflects a more elevated intensity of production
focusing on high value fruits and vegetables (World Bank, 2010) (Table 3). Yet, despite the
valuable potential, today’s reports mention that the sector is rather stagnant and has not
witnessed any growth since 2004. Since then, the value of agricultural crops and forestry output

27 According to IDAL’s regional descriptions available at
https://investinlebanon.gov.lb/en/lebanon_at_a_glance/invest in_regions/Bega’_governorate

28 https://www.fao.org/lebanon/fao-in-lebanon/lebanon-at-a-glance/en/
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remained constant between 2004 and 2016 at around US$ 2 billion while that of livestock and
fishery has grown by only US$ 300 million in these 12 years (Hamade, 2019).

Table 3: A comparative table showing the percentage contribution to GDP, agricultural
employment and agricultural added value between Lebanon and other countries in the Middle
East and North Africa. Source: (World Bank, 2010).

Agriculture value

Country Agricqlture value emﬁlﬁirﬁlﬁ?tig of added (c.onstant 2000

added (% of GDP) total employment) US$)/agricultural land
(sq.km)
Egypt 13.0 29.9 556,549
Jordan 3.1 3.6 26,019
Lebanon 6.1 12.0 278,163
Morocco 12.4 44.6 22,155
Syria 20.4 27.0 43,572
Tunisia 10.9 -- 28,172

The geography of the country is one that is diverse and allows for the cultivation of a variety
of crops. As shown in the topographic map in Map 8, it includes a flat coast, rugged mountains
and the fertile plain of the Bega’ valley. It is this multitude nature of the land, its general
moderate Mediterranean climate with present microclimates, soil diversity and having one of
the highest rates of precipitation and water resources amongst its neighboring countries that
allow a country such as Lebanon to diversify its agricultural production. In an appraisal
document for a pollution prevention project of the Qaraoun Lake, the World Bank estimated
that 2.3 million dunum (du) of land are cultivated in Lebanon, equating almost quarter of the
total surface area of the country, from which 1.1 million du are irrigated cultivations (World
Bank, 2016). The Bega’ valley normally had the highest percentages of irrigated plots at almost
half of those in the country and has the highest prevalence of pressurized irrigation by drip or
sprinkler (Dal et al., 2021). The valley, comprising of both the governorates of Baalbeck-
Hermel and the Begd’ is also the top agricultural contributor in the country when it comes to
cultivated land (Figure 18) as according to IDAL, these include the Baalbeck-Hermel (25%),
the Beqa’ (18%), and Akkar (15%) (IDAL, 2017a).

Nationally, the top 5 agricultural product manufactured by the country include 1) vegetables
(potatoes, tomatoes, cucumbers, and gherkins at 1,340,443 tons produced in 2018), 2) fruits
and nuts (oranges, apples, lemons and limes at 816,800 tons produced in 2018), 3) live animals
and animal products (fresh cow milk, chicken, and cattle meat at 410,155 tons produced in
2018), 4) unmanufactured tobacco (8,694 tons produced in 2018), and 5) cereals (wheat, barley,
and maize at 170,737 tons produced in 2018) (IDAL, 2020a). The top 10 agricultural products
by production weight nationally are represented in Figure 19. In terms of trade, Lebanon mostly
exports coffee, grapes, potatoes and bananas most of which (77.8%) gets exported to Arab and
Gulf countries including Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Syria and Kuwait (IDAL, 2020a). Lebanon in
fact is part of several trade agreements that help its economic integration. These are the Euro-
Mediterranean Association agreement, the European Fair-trade Association-Lebanon, and the
Greater Arab Free Trade agreement; noting that an observer status in the World Trade
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Organization was granted for Lebanon in 1999 but has yet to develop into a full membership
(Ghadban, 2013). Generally, the agricultural sector in Lebanon tends to be oriented towards
export. This comes from the increased demand to fruits and vegetables in the 1950s which
caused a rapid shift from traditional sharecropping production. This change however had
negative implications especially on farmers in poorer regions as Akkar in North Lebanon and
the Northern Bega’ who suddenly found themselves without any farms to cultivate and were
obliged to seek employment in the city (Hamade, 2019). Despite the attempt at opening to
international markets and demand, Lebanon in fact remains a country which is highly
dependent on importation, even in making its agricultural sector operate. In fact, this
dependency extends beyond agricultural and foodstuffs but the agricultural sector in itself
imports the majority of raw material required for local production. Latest figures show a value
of US$ 232,861 thousand for export of agricultural products versus US$ 796,839 thousand for
imports, equating a negative US$ 563,978 thousand (29%) trade balance (CCIB, 2020). The
dynamics of trade exchange in agricultural products between 2007 and 2020 can be found in
Figure 20. The top agricultural imports for Lebanon in 2020 registered wheat, corn, rice and
soybeans with main imports supplied from countries as Ukraine, China, the United States and
Brazil (CCIB, 2020).

Baalbeck - El Hermel
Bekaa

Akkar

South Lebanon
Nabatiyeh
North Lebanon

Mount Lebanon

Figure 18: Cultivated land by governorate (mohafaza) % share in Lebanon as reported by
(IDAL, 2017a) using latest data from FAO, 2010.
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Potatoes 387,791

Tomatoes 300,157

Cucumbers & Gherkins 151,558

Wheat 135411
Oranges 126,994
Apples 124,464
Olives 117 413

Lemons & Limes 103,001
71,625

70,339

Bananas

Onions, Dry

Figure 19: Top 10 agricultural products by production weights (tons) in Lebanon as reported
by (IDAL, 2020a) using data from FAO Stat, 2020
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Figure 20: Development of trade exchange in agricultural products between 2007 and 2020
(thousand dollars). Source: (CCIB, 2020) using data from the Lebanese customs statistics

2.2.3. Land use, productivity and connectivity

Even though many compounding and evolving challenges exist in the economic fabric of
the country, the agricultural sector, despite its own set of difficulties, has always been
considered as an essential employer and livelihood sector in Lebanon, particularly for rural and
poorer classes. The World Bank reported in 2010 reported that 40 homogeneous agricultural
zones exist across the country with each having a distinct socio-economic and geo-political
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characteristics (World Bank, 2010). With no surprise, the largest proportion of a Utilized
Agricultural Area (UAA)?® belonged to the Bega’ valley inclusive of its two administrative
governorates; the Baalbeck-Hermel and the Beqda’ (Figure 21). Together, the proportion of the
UAA covered by the two governorates surpassed 45% of that of the country’s total, knowing
that 64.3% of Lebanon’s surface area, equivalent to around 658,000 ha (132,000 ha arable land,
126,000 ha permanent crops, and 400,000 permanent meadows and pastures) was said to be
dedicated to agricultural land (Dal et al., 2021). When describing the agricultural characteristics
and production of the Bega’ valley, usually two regions are distinguished. The first is the
Orontes valley in the northern section of the Bega’ valley, and the second is the central and
south (usually called west) Bega’. In a study of the country by Darwish et al. (2012), these
regions were described in addition to the characteristics of the Anti-Lebanon. In summary, the
description included:

- The Orontes Valley which has lower levels of precipitation (Map 10), is more prone
to desertification, and includes large pastures with a UAA reaching 20,000 ha (53%
irrigated) and a significant presence of livestock with 21,000 large units of mostly goats
and cattle.

- The central and south Bega’ (usually referred to as West Bega’) which is described
as the most fertile region of the country and one which is significant in its share of
national production (includes 25% of large livestock units, 25% of national UAA, and
30% of irrigated UAA). This region has higher precipitation that its northern
counterpart and its share of UAA is at 64,000 ha (61% irrigated) and also has an
important presence of livestock with 44,000 large units.

- The Anti-Lebanon which is a rugged mountainous chain bordering Syria which has
low levels of precipitation and which can also be divided in two sections. These are 1)
the Anti-Lebanon which has a UAA of 7,000 ha (13% irrigated) with 12,000 large
livestock units, and 2) The southern Hermon which is located at the bottom edge of the
valley and is the location where the country’s international borders meet with Syria and
Palestine. This region has a UAA of 13,000 ha (16% irrigated) with 20,000 large
livestock units.

These above characteristics further solidify the importance of the entire valley in its
agricultural contribution but also bring forward the key position of livestock and especially
small ruminants dairy sector which majority of production originates from the valley (57% of
goats and 38.6% of cattle are found in the valley). This is important to consider for miine foods
since fundamental items such as kishk, yogurt and labneh for example are dairy based. It
therefore comes to no surprise that the Bega’ valley in both of its governorates includes the
most dairy processing centers, almost half of those found in the entire country (Table 4).
Besides its important dairy husbandry and processing sector, the Bega’ valley has been long
infamous for its cultivation of illicit drugs mainly cannabis hashish. In fact, the cultivation is
significant expected to occupy between 15 to 22% of arable land nationwide (over half of that

2 According to EuroStat, Utilized agricultural area, abbreviated as UAA, is defined as “the total area taken
up by arable land, permanent grassland, permanent crops and kitchen gardens used by the holding, regardless of
the type of tenure or of whether it is used as a part of common land”. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-
explained/index.php?title=Glossary: Utilised agricultural area (UAA)
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of the Bega’) over 20,000 to 30,000 ha and is also a significant user of water but a significant
provider of income generation and supporter of livelihoods for poor farmers (Dal et al., 2021).
Its cultivation has even been a sign of resistance in the face of socio-economic and political
hardship in the marginalized and remote area of the Beqd ’ during and after the civil war. Their
prohibition in fact seemed ineffective throughout the years with their trade having export
markets beyond the Middle East reaching the West and Central Europe and Africa (Afsahi &
Darwich, 2016).
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Figure 21: Distribution of Utilized Agricultural Area (UAA) in Lebanon per governorate
except Beirut in 2015, 2016 and 2017. Source: (Dal et al., 2021)

Table 4: Distribution of dairy processing units in Lebanon. Source: (IFAD, 2017)

Governorate Nb. of dairy processing units
Mount Lebanon 75
Bega’ 103
Baalbeck-Hermel 34
Akkar 9
North Lebanon 26
South Lebanon 19
Nabatyeh 10
Total 276

From the last agricultural census that was performed by the Lebanese Ministry of
Agriculture in 2010, Lebanon was estimated to be 55% covered in permanent crops out of
which 42% is covered by mostly with non-irrigated olive trees. Almost half of agricultural
lands were estimated to be irrigated with cereals and vegetables-legumes consisting each of
20% coverage, leaving 5% covered by industrial crops and around 1.7% for intensive
greenhouse cultivations which increases to 3.3% in North Lebanon Akkar region (Hamade,
2019). Based on that data of the last agricultural census that was conducted back in 2010, Table
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5 represents the distribution of agricultural land use in Lebanon per governorate except Beirut.
These figures in turn show how the Bega’ valley governorates hold the highest proportion of
seasonal crops (specifically cereals at 55.5% and vegetables 52.2%) as well as the highest
proportion of agricultural lands in the country at 45.8%. The land distribution is presented in
more details specifically for the Bega’ valley in Table 6 and Map 15 represents the distribution
of the main cultivations around the country map.

Table 5: Percentage distribution of agricultural land use and average farm size per governorate
(excluding Beirut). Source: (Hamade, 2019) using data from the MoA agricultural census of
2010.

Mount North Akkar Nabatieh | South Bega’ | Baalbeck- | Lebanon
Lebanon Lebanon Lebanon Hermel total

f:or;';a“e“t 867% | 909% | 59.6% | 589% | 789% | 288% | 434% | 551%
Permanent
crops

. 50.4% | 384% | 242% | 13.9% | 482% | 17.1% | 35.6% | 31.6%
excluding
olives
Olives 273% | 524% | 354% | 450% | 30.7% | 3.3% 7.8% 23.5%
f::;‘s’“al 105% | 71% | 372% | 400% | 187% | 710% | 562% | 432%
Industrial
crops  and | 0.2% 09% | 3.6% | 120% | 51% | 21% | 11.5% 5.0%
forage
Cereals 0.4% 3.6% | 159% | 165% | 74% | 30.8% | 24.7% 19.7%
Vegetables
and  field| 10.0% | 2.6% | 177% | 114% | 6.1% | 322% | 20.0% 18.5%
legumes
Greenhouses | 2.8% 20% | 33% | 12% 25% | 02% | 04% 1.7%
Total 100% 100% | 100% | 100% 100% | 100% | 100% 100%
% of total
agricultural | 171% | 100% | 174% | 104% | 101% | 185% | 27.3% 100%
land
Average 05ha | 09ha | 13ha | 10ha | 1.13ha | 39ha | 2.1ha 1.5ha
farm size

Table 6: Cropping patterns in the Bega’ Valley. Source: (Aw-Hassan, et al., 2018)

‘ West Bega’ ‘ Central Bega’ Baalbeck - Hermel ‘ Total

Land use Area Area Area Area

(ha) % (ha) % (ha) % (ha) %
Cereals 80737 | 457 | 58852 | 278 | 13.191.8 | 247 | 27.150.7 | 294
Legumes 6277 36 769.8 36 3.523.1 6.6 4.920.6 53
Vegetables 1,579.6 8.9 3.964.7 187 | 61549 | 115 | 116992 | 127
Industrial 5187 29 432.1 2.0 3,719.3 7.0 4,670.1 5.1
crops
Potatoes 17913 | 101 3.723.6 17.6 | 2.033.0 38 7.547.9 82
Bulbs and 783.1 4.4 1,454.8 6.9 1,596.3 3.0 3,834.2 42
tubers
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Wine grapes 1,003.5 5.7 250.6 1.2 712.0 1.3 1,966.1 2.1
Table grapes 263.1 1.5 1,443.4 6.8 2,777.7 52 4,484.2 4.9
Olive 1,394.1 7.9 96.4 0.5 4,141.5 7.8 5,632.0 6.1
Fruits 1,638.1 9.3 3,158.2 14.9 15,493.3 29.0 20,289.6 22.0
Total 17,6729 100 21,1788 100 53,3429 100 92,194.6 100

Agricultural Map
of Lebanon

O Annual Crops (Vegetable, Cereals, Etc.)
Olives

o Citruses
Bananas

© Vineyards
Fruits (Other)

O Intensive Agriculture

(o 2

Map 15: Distribution of the main agricultural cultivations on the Lebanon map. Source: (IDAL,
2017a) using data from the FAO 2010

When it comes to the major agricultural production regions in the country such as in the
Bega’ valley and North Lebanon, they mainly belong to farmers who work in a larger scale
than others in the country, some even at a large and commercial scale. Such reach a proportion
of 67% of the overall total agricultural land of the country, whereas those of the mountainous
areas of Mount Lebanon and the South consist of smaller farmers (UNESCO-Beirut, 2013). In
his article of the status of the agricultural sector in Lebanon, Hamade (2019) highlights this
heterogenicity (or fragmentation) in the distribution of land tenure. He explains how in
Lebanon, 60.6% ofthe total agricultural land is owned by only 10% of landowners from which
the top 1% alone own 26.5% of that surface area and that the percentage increases even further
in areas of intensive agriculture such as in Zahle and West Beqa’ (69.1%). The author adds
how such large-scale private holdings, which include those linked to high-profile politically
affiliated families, focus their production on export-oriented sub-tropical produce and intensive
field productions such as citrus, avocado, potatoes and bulbs while their direct owners are
absent from the direct field work. Yet, the heterogeneity is also reflected on the modes of
production. In the northern Bega’ valley in the Baalbeck-Hermel, agricultural activity is a
major source of livelihood and farms are mostly traditional in their practices and are mostly
small to medium in their sizes. 22.9% of farming land in this northern section of the Bega’
valley have plots larger than 5 ha and 64.8% of these lands are cultivated by their owners. On
another hand, the central and south (referred to as west) Bega’, agricultural practices are more
intensive and farm sizes are larger with more capital investment. 69.3% of farming land in this
section of the Bega’ valley have plots larger than 5 ha whereas 33% of the land constituting
67.2% of farms are cultivated directly by their owners and are mostly small scale. These
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distributions in plot sizes by region and types of land tenure can be found in Table 7 and Table
8.

Table 7: Distribution of plot sized by region in Lebanon by percentage (%). Source: Hamade
(2019)

0.1 ha< 0.2 ha<
% area< | area<
02ha | 0.5ha

0.5 ha<
area <
1 ha

1 ha<
area <
2 ha

2 ha<
area <
5 ha

Share
0
West ofland 2.7 5.1 6.7 7.8 13.8 63.9 100%
CRO Share |0, 0 1 135 | 154 9.1 74 78 | 100%
of plots
Share
1.1 4.7 9.1 11.0 21.8 52.3 100%
(o3 ofland
GO Share | o0 | oss | 235 | 150 | 13.6 75 | 100%
of plots
Share
Baalbeck 4.0 11.5 16.4 18.6 26.7 22.9 100%
of'land
B Share
Hermel 28.0 30.3 20.5 12.1 6.8 2.4 100%
of plots
Share
9.1 18.3 21.7 19.3 17.2 14.5 100%
ofland
Share
40.8 30.4 16.8 7.9 34 0.8 100%
of plots

Table 8: Distribution of land tenure of agricultural land by region in Lebanon by percentage
(%). Source: Hamade (2019)

Baalbeck-
Hermel

Central
West Beqga’ e

AKkk
Beqa’ ar

Share of land

Farmed by

landowner |RSARNES 67.2 79.1 74 83.7
farms

Share of land 50.3 36.6 14.7 21.5

Leased out Share of 11.0 16.5 6.4 25
farms

Share of land 11.1 5.4 3.3 0.9

S Share of

1 35 3.1 1.5 0.6
cropping farms

Share of land 5.7 04 17.1 4.5

RES Share of 18.2 1.4 18.1 73
farms
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As previously noted, Lebanon produces a diverse agricultural output at a national level
which constitutes a positive attribute in the lack of dependency on a certain type of cultivation.
The main agricultural output is in the form of crop production which comprises 60% (mainly
fruits and vegetables including citrus, apples, grapes, bananas, potatoes and tomatoes) while
the remaining is in livestock production (Dal et al., 2021). According to the same source, data
from FAO Stat in 2020 reveal that nine types of the local produce is usually destined to
processing. The size amount of these locally cultivated and locally processed agricultural
produced by weight between 2014 and 2017 is represented in Table 9. The table reveals
agricultural produce that could be used in traditional preservation techniques but also those that
do not, such as soybeans. These in fact have been on an increased cultivation trend most
probably to be used to supply the husbandry feeding of the most common livestock of goats,
sheep, and cattle. Yet, no data are available on the regional supply of such produce destined
for processing and certainly no date relating to these outputs for miine preservation. In fact, the
size of production compared to those preserved for miine (specifically by cooperatives) are not
acknowledged nor registered and especially since they are still small very small in size as the
results will demonstrate. Generally in Lebanon, the top four food processing activities around
the country include dairy products and confectionary (each at 18%), bakery (at 16%) and the
production of processed foods (as canned, frozen and dried foods at 10%) as shown in Figure
22. And as previously noted in Table 2 in section 1.3.1, the Bega’ governorate ranks second
top in the number of food and beverage industries (257) after Mount Lebanon (602) but the
former has the highest proportion with respect to other industries (40.6%).

Table 9: Common processed agricultural products by 1,000 tons. Source: (Dal et al., 2021)
using FAOSTAT data

Product 2014 2015 2016 2017 Total

Apples and apple products

Barley and barley products 11 11 7 7 36
Grape .fmd gfape products 2 2 2 2 28
excluding wine

Groundnuts (shelled) 16 15 11 12 54
Lemons, limes and products 17 17 17 17 68
Olives (including preserved) 90 108 119 117 434
Onions 15 15 15 15 60
Oranges, mandarins 28 30 28 28 114
Soybeans 39 122 158 241 560
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= Dairy products
= Confectionary
Bakery/Pastry products
Processed food (frozen, canned and dried)
= Grains/Starches and Starchy Products
= Qils
= Alcoholic beverages
= Meats (red meat, chicken, turkey and fish)
= Others
= Coffee, tea and spices

m Fruits and vegetables
16% 5
: = Non-alcoholic beverages

Figure 22: Distribution of agri-food enterprises in Lebanon by type of production. Source:
(CRI, 2019)

Besides the significance of the agricultural activities along with touristic and cultural
attachment, the CDR additionally identified various roles and agglomeration of specific
vocations that contribute to the economic life and possibly development of the major poles
within the Beqa’, specifically for Baalbeck and Zahle. For Baalbeck, the city is listed as
inclusive of services, commerce, hosting infrastructure and festivals, support for cultural
tourism, and support for agricultural development. For the more central city of Zahle, these
roles were listed as administrative, services, congress and headquarters for public affairs,
commerce, logistics, having a carrefour main plaza, hosting infrastructure and festivals, and
support for agricultural development (CDR, 2004). In fact, the city of Zahle together with the
nearby Chtaura have the organizational assets that help in their function as a logistics and land-
based trade route. This central region of the Bega’ valley has an industrial zone and facilities,
warehousing, post-harvest and packaging centers and transit routes. The first dry port in the
country was also established in the Bega’ valley by the French container and shipping company
CMA CGM to offer warehousing, storage and handling to and from the region (IDAL, 2020a).
These facilities that are concentrated mostly in central Bega’ connect firstly to within the valley
itself through a main highway and road that transverses the valley north through Rayak and
Baalbeck North until the crossing at Hermel, and south towards the west Bega’ region. It also
connects directly to the capital and main concentration and market region of Beirut to the west
of Zahle and to the Syrian territory, which the entire valley borders to the east over 365 km
(Arbid, 2017). Finally, the valley becomes connected to other neighboring Levant countries.
These connections and specifically for the movement of merchandize is visualized in Map 16
and the road network on Lebanon is found in Map 18. However, an issue of illegal border
crossing is still a serious challenge to control, and which today has been causing a bleeding of
products traded for black market rates including the much-needed subsidized food and fuel,
depicted in Map 17.
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2.2.4. Value chain, policy and stakeholder framework

Starting by a description of the usual value chain mechanism, agricultural and food
processing activities normally follow a typical organization and route that takes the product
from the consumer to reach the market. This organization usually includes three separate types
of stakeholders: the actors, the supporters, and the influencers. The involvement and roles of
each stakeholder certainly change from one value chain to another and per type of producer
(depending on product, location, farmer, or cooperative, etc.) but could be generalized in one
typical model. This was performed for example by the FAO (Dal et al., 2021) as shown in
Figure 23 and by ICARDA (Aw-Hassan, et al., 2018) as shown in Figure 24. These roles could
therefore be summarized as:

- The actors (or operators): are the key private units who normally produce and add
value to the output products along the different steps along the value chains. They are
therefore directly involved in the cultivation, transformation and/or manipulation of the
products from seed until it reaches its final market destination. Examples of these actors
would be the farmers and primary producers, nurseries, input suppliers, cooperatives,
packaging facilities, wholesale markets, traders, distributors, food processing facilities,
local market agents and exporters.

- The supporters: provide the support for the value chain actors whether in commercial,
technical, or financial means. Such support could be in the form of service providers,
organizations of business support, educational or research institutions, international
donors or local NGOs, trade associations, chambers of commerce, and so on.

- The influencers: belong to the institutional context at the local or national level who
are involved with regulating the sector and its strategies and policies. The influencers
include for example government departments, ministries and other relevant public
agencies.

The roles of the three above stakeholders (actors, supporters, and influencers) can be further
elaborated and this summary is based on that provided by (Aw-Hassan, et al., 2018).

= Public influencers and supporters:

The Lebanese Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) consists the main regulatory and
institutional body of the Lebanese government that oversees and regulates the agricultural
sector and including food processing products. In short, the MoA through its General
Directorate of Agriculture regulates the sector’s production, processing and market including
its trade in terms of export and import. It also controls and monitors the implementation of any
legislations or regulations issued. The MoA is also normally mandated to support the
development of the sector by providing relevant effective extension services (on production,
harvest and post-harvest, storage and packaging, processing, etc.), by planning, coordinating
and implementing projects directly or indirectly, and finally by researching and documenting
the sector. Three institutions are affiliated to the MoA directly and these are the Green Plan
Authority, the Lebanese Agricultural Research Institute (LARI), and the Directorate General
of Cooperatives (DGoC). The Green Plan operates autonomously under the tutelage of the
MoA and that is in rural development activities as it has its own executive body responsible
for rural infrastructure such as irrigation and water collection, roads, agricultural land
reclamation and so on. The LARI is a research and extension entity that has a separate
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independent budget and works to ‘provide answers and solutions’ for farmers. It conducts
laboratory testing and analysis at different levels including soil, water, the environment, and
food products including food safety microbiological and chemical tests prior to market dispatch
and export. The DGoC is responsible of regulating, monitoring and controlling the entire
cooperative system and not only those agricultural, meaning also those working in food
processing, artisans, housing, marketing, and so on. It is responsible for the control of legal and
financial aspects of the sector, providing leadership and technical extension for cooperatives,
and also for the researching of economic status of cooperatives and providing statistical figures
on the sector.
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Figure 23: Generalized basic model of the Lebanese agricultural production and market value
chain by the FAO and adapted from the UDAID LIVCD project®’. Source: (Dal et al., 2021)

30 Eight wholesale markets exist in Lebanon which are mostly utilized by farmers for their end product
supply to the market. The largest wholesale market is found in the capital Beirut which grabs the highest prices
and additionally clears imported produce (Seyfert et al., 2014).
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Figure 24: Generalized basic model of the Lebanese agricultural production and market value
chain by the ICARDA. Source: (Aw-Hassan, et al., 2018)

Certain activities in the sector are also performed with common jurisdiction between the
MoA with other ministries. The food safety issues for example are conducted also with the
Ministry of Public Health (MoPH) and the Ministry of Economy and Trade (MoET). The
national subsidy program for wheat and sugar beet however falls under the jurisdiction of the
MoET (along with other trade policies, statistics, tariffs, and regulations) whereas the Régie
Libanaise des Tabacs et Tombacs (the tobacco monopoly) is under the tutelage of the Ministry
of Finance (MoF). Other governmental institutions could also be involved in the agricultural
sector but not under the MoA. The Litani River Authority (LRA) for example is affiliated to
the Ministry of Energy and Water (MoEW) and is responsible of large-scale irrigation projects
and the management of water recourses. The Council for Development and Reconstruction
(CDR) was created by a mandate by the Prime Minister in 1977 to help rebuild the
infrastructure after the 1975 war by fundraising, coordinating and managing projects with
donors, and itself distributing funds to ministries. When it comes to the agri-food sector, it has
since 1990 been involved in projects such as developing agricultural roads, implementing
irrigation canals and lakes, and funding dairy processing cooperatives. Another relevant
support entity and specifically for the food processing sector is the Lebanese Standards
Institution (IDAL) which is attached to the Ministry of Industry (MOI) and is responsible of
developing and promoting standards for food and non-food items in the country.

When it comes to this study, an interesting initiative was launched by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and Emigrants (MoFAE) under the Lebanese Diaspora Energy (LDE), called
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the Lebanese Gastrodiplomacy. According to the Home Magazine®!, a magazine targeting
the Lebanese diaspora, the strategy of this initiative is to promote the Lebanese cuisine and
help preserve its identity by certifying Lebanese restaurants abroad serving the authentic
cuisine. The MoFAE under the initiative is said to have assembled an inter-agency committee
with representatives from several ministries (including Tourism, Culture, Industry,
Agriculture, Economy and Trade), along with the Syndicate of Restaurants Owners, the
Association of Lebanese Industrialists and the Syndicate of Lebanese Food Industries.
= Supporters:

Many different types of supporters of the agri-food value chains are engaged in Lebanon in
varying extent and forms. First and foremost, the non-governmental and civil society
organizations*? (NGOs) (noting that 93% of CSOs in Lebanon are registered as NGOs (BRD,
2015) and will thus be referred to as herein) whether local and international along with
international donors and civil society have long played a key role in the shaping of the sector.
Some of the latest records in Lebanon by the Ministry of Social Affairs in 2014 number the
officially registered NGOs at 8,311 (BRD, 2015) and their number is expected to be much
higher today following the onset of the 2019 crisis and especially with the establishing of new
ground groups after the disastrous Beirut Port explosion of August 4, 2020. The existence of
NGOs in the country is said to be one of the most diverse and active in the region, with them
being as diverse as the societies of Lebanon and engaging in activities to serve the meeting of
needs where the government is not able (AbiYaghi et al., 2019). Studies speak of their existence
since the days of the Ottoman Empire and that their large number is in fact partly due to the
liberal nature of the law on associations which does not provide any governance directives for
the non-governmental sector but rather only specifies the required documentation with a brief
about the governing board (Haddad & Zalzal, 2018). They engage in anything that extends
from humanitarian and urgent response, to human rights, environmental, health, social issues
and others. In response to the Syrian crisis, around 190 organizations were reported by the
UNOCHA to have worked in the Bega’ valley alone in 2014 (UN.OCHA, 2014)3. In the
agricultural and food sectors, NGOs usually engage in projects especially in rural and
marginalized regions with dominant agricultural and food processing activities such as the
Beqgd’ valley, the north and south Lebanon. Projects are usually designed towards rural
development, creation of income generating activities to enhance livelihoods, provisioning,
and optimizing production processes including agricultural practices, quality, and compliance
with standards to improve marketing and export potential. Some of the known NGOs working

31 https://mylebanonmyhome.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/HOME-Magazine-Gastrodiplomacy-An-
Initiative-of-the-Ministry-of-Foreign- Affairs-and-Emigrants.pdf

32 A definition for Civil Society Organizations was provided in a recent report by Beyond Reform and
Development (BRD) titled “Mapping Civil Society Organizations in Lebanon” under the framework of the Civil
Society Facility south Program implemented by Transtec and supported by the European Union. In that report,
Civil Society Organizations are defined as “those organizations working to promote intra-sectarian cooperation,
civic participation, and inclusion in the governance and political order of Lebanon. This definition includes only
a subset of a broader civil society sphere that incorporates partisan organizations, faith-based organizations,
unions and others (BRD, 2015, p. 8).

33 Distribution per caza (total number of organizations): Baalbeck-Hermel: 45, Hermel: 19, Rachaya: 24,
West Bega’: 37, and Zahle: 57.
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in such activities for the development of the agriculture and food production sectors in Lebanon
include but are not limited to: the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), René Moawad
Foundation (RMF), Safadi Foundation, ArcenCiel (AEC), Institute for University Cooperation
Onlus (ICU), Expertise France, WorldVision, MercyCorps, Save the Children, and others.
Their work is usually conducted through funds, cooperation and sometimes implementation
received from international donors including but not limited to: the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), International Labour
Organization (ILO), World Food Programme (WFP), Food and Agricultural Organization
(FAO), Italian Agency for Development Cooperation (AICS), European Commission (EC),
International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), World Bank (WB), and others. It is
difficult to estimate the overall size of assistance received by Lebanon from the international
community but to give an idea of its immense size, the USAID alone has provided funds
exceeding $1.3 billion since 2006 (most recently being $20 million between 2019 and 2020)34.
The Lebanon Host Communities Support Programme (LHSP) program by the UNDP in
response to the Syrian crisis was budgeted at $2.48 billion over 5 years from which 35% aimed
for investments in the national economies and institutions including agricultural in nature.
Finally, the international community loan and grants pledges over the years for Lebanon’s
reconstruction were held under the Paris I (2001) (500 million euros), Paris II (2002) (4.2
billion euros), Stockholm conference (2006) (980 million dollars)*, Paris ITI (2007) (11 billion
euros)*® and, the most recent Cedre (2018) (unfulfilled 1.5 billion euros)?®’ conferences which
also raised tens of billions of dollars in total.

Other than the significant NGO sector in Lebanon, other supporters include financing and
subsidies since financing opportunities as bank loans from the private sector to the agricultural
sector are limited. The Kafalat program for example is a capital firm of public interest
established by the Lebanese government which serves as a financing instrument to provide
subsidized loans through commercial private banks specifically for farmers and small to
medium enterprises (SMEs). The program loans prior to the recent crisis were set at a maximum
amount of L.L 300 million with 5 to 7% subsidized interest rate that covered a maturity period
of 7 years with a grace period of 1 year (Ghadban, 2013). In a 2020 report by the UNDP, 31
women-led cooperatives were reported to have taken a Kafalat loan from which 85% were
food-processing cooperatives (UNDP, 2020). The Economic and Social Fund for Development
(ESFD) is another example. It was originally funded by the European Commission with the
objective of undertaking the many socio-economic challenges of the country including
financing, knowing that the ESFD is autonomous in its financing and works under the CDR
(EDS-ARE, 2021). Other micro-credit services available for farmers, cooperatives and small
producers in Lebanon include for example Al Majmoua, Vitas, Emkan, and ADR
(Association for the Development of Rural Capacities). A novel microfinancing civil company

34 https://www.usaid. gov/lebanon/our-work

3 https:/reliefweb.int/report/lebanon/international-conference-lebanons-reconstruction-international-

communitys-economic
36 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-economy-france-idUSKCN1HDOUU

37 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_18 2864
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called Shreek was established as a result of the 2019 crisis and which attempts to operate under
democratic and cooperative principles by supporting its members in their socio-economic
conditions through their provision with alternative means for savings and credit®. Finally, it
should be noted that other forms of financing and micro-credit provisions could originate from
development projects funded by international donors and implemented by (1))NGOs such as
those by the World Bank and European Union (Ghadban, 2013). Other supporting agencies
include also the Investment Development Authority of Lebanon (IDAL) which is another
agency that promotes investment and supports export. It was created by the government in
1994 and aims to encourage investment around the country and in its different sectors including
agriculture, agri-food industry and tourism. IDAL and the Lebanese government initiated the
Export Plus program in 2001 which specifically aimed to support the export of agricultural and
agri-food products by providing subsidies. IDAL also provides information, legal and audit
support to businesses that are setting up through its Business Support Unit (BSU)3? as well as
exposure through participation in international exhibitions to agri-food producers and exporters
through its Agro-Map export (IDAL, 2020). Finally, the Federation of Chambers of Commerce,
Industry and Agriculture in Lebanon (FCCIAL) is also another major supporter of the sector.
The FCCIAL was initiated in 1997 as a hub for four regional chambers that cover the entire
territory of the country and which were created under the special governmental decree No. 36
of 1967. These four chambers include 1) the CCIABML for Beirut and Mount Lebanon, 2) the
CCIAZ for Zahle and the Beqa’ valley, 3) the CCIAS for Sidon and South Lebanon, and 4) the
CCIAT for Tripoli and North Lebanon. The main services that are provided by the chambers
include support to the development of export and market exposure, provision of capacity
building, provision of support and access to information (as market requirements and consumer
needs), technical and extension services, and laboratory testing services (with the exception of
the CCTABML). In relation to the Beqda ' valley’s CCIAZ, it has an interesting position of being
a not-for-profit public organization. This means that the CCIAZ is eligible, and an actual active
stakeholder, in partnering and implementing various forms of development projects with
priority on agri-food production including dairy, quality control and marketing.

2.3. DISPROPORTIONATE DEVELOPMENT AND TERRITORIAL DISPARITIES

2.3.1. Distribution of the population, urban concentration and emigration

As mentioned in section 2.1.1, Lebanon has long faced sensitivities raised by the religious-
based structure of the central government given the extremely diverse composition of its
population. Coupled with these core sensitivities, Lebanon to this day has no accurate numbers
on the size nor the spatial distribution of the general population. The last census of the
population was conducted back in 1943 at the time of the independence (Tabar, 2010). There
is in fact only estimates of the population and the most recent of which was carried out by the
Central Administration of Statistics (CAS) and the ILO. These reported the estimate size of the
population in 2019 at 4.842 million (CAS, 2019) excluding individual in non-residential units

38 https://shreek.org/about/
39 https://investinlebanon.gov.lb/en/business support unit/about_the unit
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as refugee camps and informal settlements. The Bega’ valley (meaning the data estimates for
the residents in its 5 cazas) was estimated at around 11% of the population (around 550,000
individuals) as shown in Figure 25 for the territory which size covers a little less than 40% of
the country. To this day, there is no registry for the spatial distribution of the population and
the general mechanism usually relies on voters lists and civil registries that are kept at the
original locality of birth and not at the place of residency. This obliges the Lebanese people,
whether they reside locally, regionally, or even internationally, to refer back to their place of
birth for administrative processes or acquisition of documentation locally or even to participate
in the political life through elections. As seen in Map 19, there is large spatial disparities in the
number of voters and people who have resided in the same area for over 20 years as published
in the most recent issue of the Atlas of Lebanon. Certain areas such some in the upper Bega’
valley, North Lebanon, and Hasbaya have witnessed a bleeding of the population normally to
more urbanized zones and especially in and around the capital of Beirut. On another hand, other
regions have become areas that have been hosting a progressively increasing size of residents
such as areas of the coast around the capital (belonging to the governorate of Mount Lebanon)
and the larger (and growing) cities as Zahle, Baalbeck, and Hermel in the Bega’ valley

= Beirut

= MountLebanon

= North Lebanon
: = Akkar
\ mZahieh

W West Beqaa

B Rachaya

O Baalbek
pHermel

= South Lebanon
= Nabatieh
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Figure 25: Most recent estimate on the distribution of the population in 2018-2019 in Lebanon
(per governorate) showing the Bega’ valley (in orange border per caza) at around 11%. Source:
Produced using data from (CAS, 2019)
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The significant movement of the population and their dynamics throughout the years
therefore created pockets of high concentration. The estimated number of inhabitants in urban
centers around Lebanon in 2010 were represented in the Atlas of Lebanon as shown in Map
20. When it comes to the Bega’ valley, we can see in fact that certain zones of concentration
exist, the biggest of which in the entire valley is in the city of Zahle in the central Begd ™ and it
is in fact the capital, urban and administrative center of the Beqd’ governorate. Besides that,
Zahle is the largest inland city in Lebanon since the other larger cities are all located on the
coast. It is also through the caza of Zahle where the major border crossing to the neighboring
Syria is found. The northern section of the Bega’ valley also has important zones of
concentration of population. These are in areas as in the city of Baalbeck and Hermel. These
are after all the main cities in which the administrative names are structured around, both at the
governorate and caza.
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Map 20: Estimated number of inhabitants in urban centers around Lebanon in 2010. Source:
(Verdeil, 2019)

At this point, it is worth mentioning that there is no official definition of zones of
concentration in Lebanon whether it be at the level of what is considered an urban, peri-urban
or rural zone, or what constitutes a city, town or village. This is true at both legal and
administrative levels. This certainly causes confusion and especially when it comes to official
and academic communication such as with this study. This fact is also raised by the rare
literature on such topics in Lebanon. Bahn and Abebe mention how Lebanon does not provide
any clear definition of urban, semi-urban or rural spaces but they rather refer to other research
to utilize in reference to their own and which bases on indicators as land-use, population
density, and type of economic activities and their engagement with agriculture (Bahn & Abebe,
2020). The same authors in another article refer to how the world bank classifies the distribution
of the population in Lebanon to three main areas labeled as 1) large metropolitan cities such as
Beirut, 2) small and intermediary cities, and 3) rural areas (Bahn & Abebe, 2017). When
reviewing the information on the Central Administration of Statistics (CAS), two maps were
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found produced by the Council for Development and Reconstruction, CAS, and National
Center for Remote Sensing which provide a visualization on the concentration of population in
the form of urbanization. More importantly, they give an idea on what the public
administrations could be looking in terms of terminology. Despite entering in no official, legal,
or administrative definition, these two maps (Map 21 and Map 22) demonstrate the extent of
urbanization of Lebanon with the first differentiating between three zones as city, town, and
rural area whereas the second enters in more details in the differentiation between city, dense
town, semi-dense town, peri-urban, village, dispersed rural area, and mostly uninhabited area.
However, the maps do not provide any additional information as to the year to which they
belong or the source of the data. Yet, the maps are interesting in depicting in more details the
areas of high population concentration in the Bega’ valley. Zahle for example can be seen as a
clear major hub right at the entrance of the Bega’ valley and is the only inland city in the
country. Other but less sizeable areas can also be seen especially in the northern section of the
valley which also indicate not only population but in fact potential markets and economic
activities. Additional information in relation to the Bega’ valley was also provided by CDR
noting that the Bega’ valley compared to other regional around the country has a lower
urbanization rate at about 34% of its population residing in the two largest agglomerations,
Zahle and Baalbeck (CDR, 2004). The report mentioned that even though there are these two
large agglomerations which are also expected to grow in their concentration of population in
the future, the majority of dwellers normally still reside in surrounding relay cities. Eleven
were specifically listed including (from north to south Bega’ by order): 1) Hermel, 2)
Labouweh, 3) Deir EI Ahmar, 4) Chmestar, 5) Brital, 6) Rayak, 7) Majdel Anjar, 8) Joub-
Jannine, 9) Saghbine, 10) Mashghara, and 11) Rachaya.

Box note 9: What is a rural space in Lebanon?

We now see that there is no official, legal or standardized definition for what
is a rural or urban space in Lebanon, or for what constitutes a city, town or
village. No quantifiable or non-quantifiable factors are identified and applied
in the understanding of such spatial elements, which normally cause confusion
in understanding, communicating, and even managing territories. Yet, a rare
glimpse can be found in a report published by the Ministry of Tourism for the
2014 Lebanon Rural Tourism Strategy. In that report, and despite not being a
formal definition, the word ‘rural’ is understood as its link to rural space in the
meaning of ‘countryside’ and areas engaged in agricultural production (MoT,
2014). The report however provides a very important and interesting
description of Lebanon’s rural areas. It says “The rural aspect in Lebanon is
actually atypical if factors that normally define typologies of rural areas are
considered [...]. Many rural areas in Lebanon have become semi-urban in
appearance but still retain aspects of rural areas in the background and
regional specificities need to be taken into consideration when considering
areas as “rural” [...]” (MoT, 2014, p. 10). This statement shows that even in
its identification, rural life in Lebanon can’t only necessarily be restricted to

an understanding of factors as population density, socio-economic status, land
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use, dominance of agricultural activities, etc. Instead, it should also be thought
of'in terms of its specificities and what makes a rural space in fact an
‘experience’, a character also stressed by the Ministry of Tourism (MoT,
2014). In that understanding, the environment and especially the culture and
traditional cuisine are placed at the core.

................

Degree of Urbanization in Lebanon

Lebanon Degurba Level 1

_ - Rural Area
1cm=2km — .
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Map 21: Degree of urbanization in Lebanon described at level 1 with three distinctions between
1) city, 2) town, and 3) rural area. Source: Central Administration of Statistics portal
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Map 22: Degree of urbanization in Lebanon described at level 2 with seven distinctions
between 1) city, 2) dense town, and 3) semi-dense town, 4) peri-urban, 5) village, 6) dispersed
rural area, and 7) mostly uninhabited area. Source: Central Administration of Statistics portal

When it comes to describing spatial disparities in the distribution of the population across
Lebanon, it is important to also mention the internal migration of people from the rural to urban
spaces. This has long been happening in the contemporary history of the country. People from
rural areas, due to many reasons such as poverty, seeking of education, economic uncertainties,
war, etc., have been relocating to urban zones such as the city of Beirut or its surroundings for
many years. Bahn and Abebe (2017) trace the changing dynamics in the number of rural versus
urban population in Lebanon between 1960 and 2015 using data from the World Bank (Figure
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26). The diagram in fact demonstrate the serious decrease in the number of rural dwellers and
which have been under the acknowledgement and attention of the state’s government and
development agencies. More recent data for 2019 was also mentioned with regards to the
declining proportion of the rural population in Lebanon when compared to other countries in
the Middle East and North Africa (Table 10) (Bahn et al., 2021). This rural bleeding has been
positioned at the heart of several campaigns and interventions in attempts to ‘root’ the urban
population in its locality with the creation of benefit at their local space instead of seeking
better opportunities elsewhere. In fact, such objectives have been announced repetitively when
discussing the agricultural and cooperative sector in Lebanon and especially women food
processing cooperatives (Osta, 2020).
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Figure 26: Changes in the proportion of rural versus urban population in Lebanon between
1960 and 2015. Source: (Bahn & Abebe, 2017) using data from the World Bank

Table 10: Proportion of rural populations and growth rates by country between 1960-2019.
Source: (Bahn et al., 2021)

Annual growth
Country Totalrural K ot popuation
population (2019) population (2019) (average, 1960—
2019)
Algeria 11,542,954 26.8 0.7
Bahrain 174,063 10.6 3.1
Egypt 57,492,249 57.3 2.1
Iran 20,404,283 24.6 0.6
Iraq 11,526,415 29.3 1.8
Jordan 888,646 8.8 1.1
Kuwait 0 0.0 —8.8
Lebanon 770,719 11.2 -0.5
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Libya 1,328,855 19.6 0.4
Mauritania 2,058,875 45.5 1.6
Morocco 13,496,743 37.0 0.7
Oman 724,209 14.6 0.8
Palestine 1,103,858 23.6 1.9
Qatar 22,996 0.8 2.0
Saudi Arabia 5,460,690 15.9 1.1
Sudan 27,856,005 65.1 2.4
Syria 7,712,116 45.2 1.7
Tunisia 3,595,658 30.7 0.5
Turkey 20,331,797 24.4 0.1
Ug”gifa::b 1,290,785 132 6.7
Yemen 18,292,399 62.7 2.3

Additionally, the general population in Lebanon includes a significant number of foreigner
communities who also resides on the Lebanese territory. These are mostly constituted of
Palestinian refugees from the older years and the most recent surge in the number of Syrian
refugees following the onset of the 2011 was in Syria. These numbers were estimated in 2011
at 270,000 for the Palestinian residents, 200,000 Syrian residents (prior to the 2011 war),
160,000 foreign domestic workers, and 90,000 other foreigners (Verdeil, 2019). After 2011,
the influx of Syrian refugees peaked and surpassed 1 million in 2016 according to the United
Nations Higher Commission for Refugees (UNHCR)*® compared to Lebanon’s population of
slightly less than 5 million. This accounted a high proportion of 1 Syrian refugee per 5
Lebanese individuals on average and when accounting only formally registered refugees since
it was very difficult to monitor the number of refugees crossing the border informally. The
Beqga’ valley hosted the highest number of refugees (37.6%) as bordering to Syria followed by
North Lebanon (26.5%) and Beirut (24.5%). Also, when considering the immense number of
refugees in the Begda’ valley specifically when compared to the number of local residents, the
proportion of refugees in fact surpasses that of local residents. The issue of Syrian refugees
raised serious pressure in Lebanon on many levels. these most normally included the space,
imports, electrical power, food, natural resources, waste, and others. Most unfortunately were
the social sensitivities and episodes of dispute that happened occasionally between the
Lebanese and the Syrians in places with a high concentration of refugee camps such as around
many areas in the Bega’ valley.

40 Interactive platform available at: https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/71
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Map 23: Areas of settlements of Syrian refugee camps in Lebanon in 2015. Source: (Verdeil,
2019)

On one hand there is therefore the issue of serious spatial disparities in the population in
Lebanon characterized by a estimates of the population rather than accurate census, strong and
long history of internal migration from rural to urban dwellings and relatively recent increase
in the presence of refugees. These are internal imbalances alone. But, Lebanon in fact has an
additional long and complicated history with international emigration, and today, an immense
diaspora resides in almost every country around the world and whose size is multiple the
number of the local population. These are referred to as the ‘waves’ of migration that occurred
in different eras of the Lebanon’s history. Emigration is so common that it is even said to have
touched every family in Lebanon since the nineteenth century.

Box note 10: The ‘waves’ of Lebanon’s migration

by (Tabar, 2010)

Paul Tabar described four waves of emigration prior to 1990. The first took
place between 1840 and 1860 and was linked the two main reasons. The first
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was when one specific form of a centralized feudal system disintegrated in
Mount Lebanon (called the Mugata’aji system) and the second was having an
increased economic influence on the area by the foreign expanding markets of
France and Britain. These conditions, in addition to the episodes of conflict
both nationally and internationally, pushed people to seek better opportunities
abroad. Also, some people belonging to the Maronite Christian communities
were sent around these times by the Maronite Catholic Church to Rome to
study and return as clergy. The second wave took place around 1860 onwards
being caused majorly by the emancipation of the peasants and exacerbated by
the growth of the population and the increase in the level of education at that
time (contribute by the clergymen who returned with the knowledge from
Rome). That wave of migration abroad was so substantial that one third of
Mount Lebanon’s population left by the end of the first World War, most
being Christians towards North and South America. Prior to World War I, a
third of migrants were estimated to have returned to Lebanon and from whom
the middle class was constructed in addition to the remittance sent back from
expats abroad. These dynamics helped in developing the tertiary sector
(tourism, trade, etc.) as the needed capital (economic and cultural) spread and
is said to have formed the ‘driving force’ of the idea behind the modern
Lebanon around the 1920s. the third wave of migration was after World War
IT in 1945, became more prominent by the 1960s (increasing further in 1967
with the Arab-Israeli war) and extended to 1975. This wave was driven further
by the increased demand for labor in the Gulf countries given the boom of the
oil industry while nationally Lebanon was facing political instability and the
1967 war time. From 1945 to 1960, the average annual number of emigrants
was 3,000 and that number increased to 10,000 from 1970 to 1975. The fourth
wave was notably caused by the Lebanese civil war of 1975-1990. Around
40% of the population at the time, equivalent to 990,000 people, emigrated
from the country during that period with many going to countries as Australia
and Canada. In addition to international migration, thousands of families were
also internally displaced because of the fighting over those 15 years which
also had repercussions on the economy, unemployment and poverty rates.
Finally, this ongoing period after the 2019 economic meltdown (described in
section 2.3.3) is being described as yet another new wave. An article by
Miguel Mendelek in 2022 describes that reality as “the severe economic
meltdown, which began to unfold few years earlier, followed by a prolonged
political stalemate, staged the one of the largest mass exoduses of the
“nouveaux poor” Lebanese” (Mendelek, 2022). It states that in fact,
emigration has exploded between 2018 and 2021 surpassing 195,000
individuals, 40% of which left the country in 2021 alone. The trend
unfortunately is still ongoing and unfolding to this day.

The size of the Lebanese diaspora is estimated to be around three times the size of the
Lebanese population in the country (Skulte-Ouaiss & Tabar, 2015). It is not known accurately,
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and this is a difficult data to acquire since several generations from Lebanese origins have been
born abroad and do not necessarily hold the citizenship or even identify with the Lebanese
nationality, although some do seek it. An estimate of the number of international immigrants
can be found in Figure 27. The interest in the diaspora, besides its immense size, is the actual
relationship it holds with the mother country. When leaving the country, emigrants do not cut
ties with Lebanon. On the contrary, the engagement of the international diaspora is significant
and especially at the economic level. In fact, it constitutes the highest portion of hard currency
entering the country in the form of remittance sent from expats abroad to their families in
Lebanon. These remittances constitute a massive 25% of local deposits in the country
(McKinsey & Company, 2018). Not only is its economic strength recognized, but the diaspora
is also described to have a cultural and political power as well. The “Lebanese Diaspora has
long retained and/or rebuilt ties to the homeland, using hard earned economic and social
capital to try to ‘build’ the Lebanon” (Skulte-Ouaiss & Tabar, 2015, p. 2). The diaspora has
helped spread the Lebanese culture to different corners of the world and especially when it
comes to the traditional Lebanese foods and cuisine (as described in section 1.2.1). Emigrants
have also played an important force in the Lebanese political life and especially in the most
recent 2022 parliamentary elections*!. The diaspora remains a force to be reckoned with, but
which is still regarded as the engine that supplies the country with hard currency, whereas its
hunger for traditional food consumption remains an unchartered advantage to this day.
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Figure 27: Mapping of the global Lebanese Diaspora in 2017. Source: (IDAL, 2020b) using
data from (McKinsey & Company, 2018).

41 https://www.france24.com/en/middle-east/20220509-overseas-lebanese-vote-in-key-poll-with-high-

stakes-for-crises-hit-country
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2.3.2. Disparities in the main agricultural and food production sectors

In the context of Lebanon nationally and at the Bega’ valley locally, and despite the
potential, several challenges still hinder the optimal and efficient economic potential of the
agriculture and food production sector, which makes it today still fragmented, not properly
controlled and with a lot of informality of operations. Several reasons could be associated for
the lag of this valuable sector to which the livelihoods of a significant portion of the population
depend. These vary from political, structural and institutional, to financial, environmental and
technical.

At the political, structural and institutional level, the challenge starts at the structure of
the national economy and the positioning of the sector in the central government’s outlook,
strategy and action in creating an enabling environment. The Lebanese economy has long been
a rentier economy which encourages and prioritizes tourism and services at the expense of
productive sector. This has rendered the general economy sensitive to shocks, vulnerable and
volatile (FAO, EU and CIRAD, 2022); unfortunate factual characteristics which have sadly
manifested in the 2019 economic crisis. The structure of the economy is yet worsened by the
mal-positioning of the agri-food sectors in the government’s priorities and inaction although
national strategies have been put in place, the recent of which is the National Agricultural
Strategy of 2020-2025 in which cooperatives and traditional food products are explicitly
mentioned*?. But a holistic and long-term plan that translates into action and not only policy,
and especially including a rural development component, has yet to take shape. Added to that
is the low portion of the annual budget which does not exceed 1% of the national budget being
dedicated by the government to the MoA. And as seen in section 2.2.4, there is an extent of
overlapping responsibilities between different ministries and governmental entities which,
since inter-ministerial coordination is weak, leads to more complications in the implementation
and control within the sector. This leaves farmers and other small producers within the agri-
food supply chain marginalized and vulnerable to exploitation by middlemen such as traders
and wholesalers given the weal institutional framework, state capacity in national regulation of
the sector. This equally leaves farmers and small producers prone to extremely high
competition especially when it comes to large-scale commercial producers and when faced

42 In the National Agricultural Strategy of 2020-2025 under Pillar 3 (Enhancing efficiency and
competitiveness of agrifood value chains), 5 programs are mentioned. Programme 3.3 (Provide enabling
conditions to promote agricultural and food industries and enhance utilization of locally produced primary
products) is said to include specific interventions that target the development of traditional and artisanal food
products, olive oil, dairy and cheese and Lebanese wine under an overall image of a healthy Mediterranean diet.
Programme 3.4 (Support agricultural exports and access to new markets) mentions the importance of developing
export infrastructure and information asymmetries for value-added crops and value chains such as traditional
products and specifically lists products in that category including thyme (za’atar) and other aromatic plants, and
honey. Finally, Programme 3.5 (Promote and organize cooperative work and farmers’ associations and groups at
the level of the value chains (targeting smallholders producers)) assumes that the stimulating of cooperative
work would increase the participation of farmers in the supply chain. No specific actions to achieve that were
mentioned except the linking of that programme with Pillar 5 (Strengthening the enabling institutional
environment) “fo ensure enhancing the enabling legal framework (e.g., by simplified procedures, revision of
business, legal and financial measures for cooperatives and strengthening of contract farming, improving
access to information, and developing mechanisms to facilitate access to agricultural inputs by farmers’
associations/ cooperatives and agricultural unions)” (MoA, 2020, p. 32).
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with imported products. The situation is compounded by the weak agriculture sector and its
inability to properly organize and attract farmers which affects the potential for collective
bargaining power and other advantages such as reduced production costs and improved
marketing and market access. In fact, marketing remains probably one of the most difficult
challenges for farmers. Many farmers rely on dispatching their products to wholesale markets
which themselves have a whole set of problems in their operations, regulation and efficacy.
They usually lack proper transparency and sharing of clear information with farmers especially
when it comes to the size of the sale, the size of damaged and wasted produce (with significant
damage being due to mishandling), and grounds for the pricing mechanism (Dal et al., 2021).
If a farmer is interested in sorting the produce to grade levels and increase the range of price
returns, that would be the responsibility of the farmers themselves who do not have the
resources to do so. Accordingly, farmers are left to deal with an arbitrary pricing schedule set
by wholesalers who often end up paying farmers less than the actual value of sales made and
their profit margins reduced. At the national level, Lebanon has faced multiple crises. The most
recent of these that have had the most impact are the Syrian crisis which started in 2011 and
the most serious and recent economic crisis of 2019. The 2019 crisis and its continuously
unraveling context is elaborated in the next section 2.3.3. As for the Syrian crisis, it is
considered as a crisis which has greatly pressured Lebanon’s resources and threatened its food
security with the influx of around 1.5 million refugees and increasing demands for food, water
and waste management, despite having indications that the influx of refugees have in fact
increased the output of agriculture with satellite images showing the expansion of agricultural
land in northern Bega’ and Akkar (Hamade, 2019). Finally, all these conditions have made
agri-food not an attractive sector to investors and especially not to the youth. This is the case
around the country but stands especially true in the Bega’ valley. This is due to several reasons
but mainly being due to the relatively low returns that are generated by farming when compared
to other economic activities in the country. Also, by having a good access to education in the
many educational institutions in the Bega’ valley and especially its central city of Zahle, this
opens the opportunity for the youth to seek other opportunities that are considered better,
whether in the urban environment in Lebanon or beyond in other countries (FAO and IWMI,
2020). With the faring population aging (average age of farmers in Lebanon being 52 and over
three quarters are over 40 years old) (ILO, 2018), this raises serious challenges of sustainability
of the sectors.

At the socio-economic and financial level, it is important to understand that the socio-
economic conditions of farmers are usually one which provide low returns and benefits.
Farmers in Lebanon do have any formal definition or assigned classification by the central
government. This makes their mapping extremely difficult along with understanding which
individuals in Lebanon are eligible to be identified as farmers, since many people who are
involved in agriculture could in fact be employed or even outsource tasks for their cultivations.
In fact, almost one quarter of the Lebanese population is employed by the agri-food sectors
either in a full-time or part-time basis from which 13% work on a part-time or seasonal basis
including the mostly family labor who are usually unpaid (MoA, 2020). The last agricultural
census was performed by the Lebanese government back in 2010 and no clear information with
that regards was given. These conditions this leave farmers even further marginalized and
without any access to social services as health, sanitation and education. In fact, farmers in
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Lebanon have a much lower rates of literary than the general population whereby 16% are
illiterate and 61% only have primary-level education (Dal et al., 2021). This could be one of
the major reasons behind the fragmentation of lands and disparities in the size of farm holdings
which is a common phenomenon in Lebanon. However, an evident discrepancy exists in the
distribution of land use and size when it comes to local and national production and land tenure
is recognized to cause problems and being associated with degradation of agricultural land. As
noted previously, mountainous regions in Mount Lebanon tend to have much smaller scale
farming plots reaching only 0.66 ha but those in the Bega’ valley have larger size of plots
reaching 2.9 ha (Dal et al., 2021). Even within the Bega ’ valley itself, this disproportion in land
tenure exists since significant areas of agricultural land (60.6%) is owned by the top 10% of
landowners, and 26.5% of those are owned by the elite top 1%. This inequality is even more
potent in areas of intensive agriculture such as in Zahle and West Bega'. Besides imbalances
in the access to land, farmers also face serious difficulty in accessing sustainable financing and
many remain dependent on doing so from private input supplying companies which provide
advances at the beginning of every farming season. With only 4.5% of farmers being members
in agricultural cooperatives (ILO, 2018), this greatly reduces the chances for efficient collective
work and the access to shared benefits such as use of machinery, inputs, technical support, and
marketing. This very context of land fragmentation and strong informality of the sector is
considered one of the main barriers why a more sustainable cooperative sector has not yet been
able to develop (Scolding & Nour, 2020). Added to that are the unbalanced post-war
development strategies after 1991 which did not provide equal efforts around the Lebanese
territory. These were instead rather concentrated on the reconstruction and development in and
around the capital city and coastal regions but left the hinterland many regions on the
extremities greatly neglected, underdeveloped and much weaker in their basic infrastructure
(Makhoul & Harrison, 2002). To this day, we find major lacking when it comes to adequate
infrastructure in rural Lebanon and especially those of the Bega’ valley, not only those needed
in the handling activities of the agricultural sector but also in those needed for everyday life of
a working society in terms of public service utilities as electricity, water supply, transportation,
and waste and wastewater management. The wartime and lack of proper extended support
afterwards also lead to major changes in the demographic distribution and many people decided
to relocate to more urban environments to seek better opportunities (Fawaz & Peillen, 2002).
These demographic changes and strong migration patterns from rural to urban environments
and the immense waves of international emigration only added pressure and contributed to the
further decline of the agriculture sector we find today. Surely enough, and with the
understanding of the above factors, it comes to no surprise that the agriculture sector and
poverty and linked quite strongly in Lebanon and especially in the Bega’ valley. Poverty rates
are highest in the agricultural sector and more than 20% of households engaged in the sector
are identified as very poor (World Bank, 2010). Even prior to the 2019 crisis which pushed
over half of the country’s population below the poverty line (UN.ESCWA, 2021), the
distribution of poverty in Lebanon was not homogeneous and areas in the Beqda ' valley, mainly
its northern section of Baalbeck and Hermel registered the highest percentages. These were
reported at between 20 to 25% in 2002 (CDR, 2004) and increased to 38% in 2016 (UNDP,
2016); the highest rates in the country.
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Figure 28: Percentage of households living below the absolute poverty line by Caza in 2002.
Source: (CDR, 2004)

The environmental level adds challenge to the agriculture and food sectors as these
conditions are at the basis of the activity which delicate balance dictate the types of crops and
have immense effects on yields and quality. When it comes to the major agricultural production
regions in the country such as in the Bega’ valley and North Lebanon, land tenure rights in
general becomes a sensitive topic to cover. In fact, that issue of land ownership is considered
as one of the most challenging factors in the management and planning of territories in the
country. This is mainly due to unclarities in land property rights which create ill-usage of
private properties due to the absence of any restrictions, and which tend towards real estate
rather than agricultural investment. This normally raises other complications and negative
effects on the environment, natural resources, and communities. In Lebanon, there is a reported
degradation in natural resources and soil fertility along with the known desertification of
northern Bega’ valley’s arid space. When it comes to the land itself, the proportion of land used
for agricultural cultivation has in fact been decreasing over the years. It registered 18% of the
country’s surface area in 1990, decreased to 13% by 1999, and then down to 11% by 2011
(Haddad et al., 2014). This has also been asserted by the FAO reporting that 308 km? of land
has been lost to urban settlements in Lebanon between the years 2000 and 2012 (Darwish et
al., 2012). The urban zoning and capability of the state to implement ecological measures have
been questioned because pf that 308 km? urban expansion, an massive 63% (equivalent to an
area of 194 km?) were agricultural lands that ‘have been converted to concrete’ whereas only
3.7% (11 km?) was the size of the expansion onto unproductive which is supposed to host such
urbanization (.ibid). The same forms of mismanagement of natural resources also falls onto the
water resources which, in a country that is much richer in water than its neighbors, the supply
remains insufficient, unequal and irregular mainly due to poor management (Verdeil, 2018).
Tis problem raises serious issues when it comes to the largest consumer of water in the country,
the agricultural sector. Not to forget that projects relating to water collection in Lebanon have
also been debated for their costs and efficiency along those of the supply of electrical energy
in general and their dependency of fossil fuel which not only heightens levels of pollution but
is actually still being rationed to this day (.ibid). Pollution sourced from agricultural practices
has also been voiced as one major problem in Lebanon generally but issued relating to the
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accumulation of nitrates and heavy metals (in fall and their leaching in spring raising
contamination to the groundwater) have been particularly alarming in the central Beqda’ valley
(Darwish, 2013). Finally, the effects of climate change cannot be excluded. Ultimately,
agriculture and agri-food value chains are a highly resource-and-climate-sensitive sector. A
study by Al Dirani et al., (2021) reported that small family farms in the Bega’ governorate
consider that climate change has already begun and that its impacts are perceived by what they
consider is an increase in temperatures and reduction in precipitation in the past 20 years. The
study in fact did provide evidence on the slight yet dangerous increase of mean annual
temperatures since the 1980s but no specific evidence could be provided for the decrease in
levels of precipitation (Figure 29). Predictions performed by a model called PRECIS (a climate
modelling system) conducted by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) on
another hand showed more gloomy results (Haddad et al., 2014). The model predicted that by
2040, temperatures will increase by around 1°C and 2°C on Lebanon’s coast and mainland,
respectively, and that by 2090, these temperatures will further increase by 3.5°C and 5°C.
Similarly, levels of rainfall are also projected to decrease. By 2040, this decrease is estimated
at 10 to 20% and by the year 2090, it is expected to reach 25 to 45%. These predictions mean
that considerably longer periods of drought are to be expected (becoming 9 days by 2040 and
18 days by 2090) as a result of the much lower levels of precipitation combined with the
significantly higher temperatures (.ibid). Therefore, the trends of malpractice, lacking in the
control of human inflictions and absence of protection measures have, coupled with natural
caused, are greatly degrading the available natural resources of the country and if not mitigated
will have serious future implications on the viability and sustainability of the sectors and in
turn on the livelihoods of their stakeholders.
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Figure 29: Average annual (a) temperatures (°C) (at 2 m) and (b) precipitation (mm) of the
Beqga’ Valley between 1981 and 2017. Source: (Al Dirani et al., 2021) using data from NASA
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Finally, one should mention that technical factors raise a main challenge in the agricultural
sector in Lebanon. In fact, farming is still being exercised using quite conventional practices.
Given the various factors listed above, farmers in Lebanon do not have adequate access to
extension services and this further marginalizes them in accessing information which,
technically, still affects their feasibility, sustainability, and impact on the natural resources and
the environment. The majority of farmers in the country and especially in less intensive farming
regions such as northern Bega’, conventional practices are still predominant. This means that
farmers do not invest or incorporate any technological, ecological, or advanced tools in
cultivation, irrigation, harvesting, sorting, storage, and so on. They mostly rely on simple
equipment such as small tractors, fittings, and water pumps, which in turn limits their ability
to reach an economy of scale and render their farming less profitable (FAO, EU and CIRAD,
2022). This challenge is not being eased by the absence of adequate infrastructure or post-
harvest facilities that could provide the farmers with such needed services at an affordable
price; knowing that cooperatives could potentially fill that void if they properly respond and
organize. Farmers still tend to overuse pesticides and this has been reported quite intensely for
the Beqga’ valley farmers and especially within certain cultivations such as tomatoes (Aw-
Hassan, et al., 2018). Farmers are also known to overuse fertilizers because they are usually
encouraged to do so by input suppliers (.ibid). Irrigation is also still significantly being applied
using conventional and wasteful methods such as furrow irrigation although drip and sprinkler
irrigation systems do exist. These trends in dominant practice result in very high production
costs which further negatively impact the feasibility of farming in the country. These are only
accounted for in the actual production which should be added to other costs related to energy,
transportation, and labor. In addition, it is not only the cost implications which are serious in
that matter, but the malpractices certainly have detrimental effects on the environment and
could even have implications on public health in case of chemical or microbiological
contamination that could arise from these practices, that is without mentioning the quality
implications on the products themselves. These issues also have serious economic implications
given their lack of traceability and low conformity to international standards that are today
required per country basis to export and access new markets. It is also worth mentioning that
all these challenges and disparities extend across the value chain meaning not only in the
primary production of raw agricultural produce but also in the food processing businesses as
well and further until products reach the market. The above dissected challenges are compiled
together in Figure 30.

Finally, the issue of gender inclusivity and the impact of these disparities on the role of
women in the productive sector in Lebanon and the Bega’ valley stands importance given the
nature of this study. In 2022, Lebanon ranked 199 out of 153 in the Global Gender Gap index
(World Economic Forum, 2022). In Lebanon, women generally have a low level of
participation in the labor market. Only 4% of top management roles are held by women in
Lebanon compared to 5% in the MENA region and 19% worldwide (UNDP, 2020). When it
comes to the agri-food sector and especially the cultivation of fresh agricultural produce,
women are shown to have a strong presence in labor-intensive and on-field activities relating
to cultivation, harvesting and packaging but not when it comes to marketing which require
more soft skills and communication. Figures mention that 35% of the agricultural labor force
is in fact held by women but that their participation is highly informal as they take on family-
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related agricultural tasks (.ibid). In addition, migrants workers, both men and women and
officially but mostly unofficially, are highly integrated in the agricultural labor force. Their
numbers have been estimated to be between 200,000 and 1,000,000 (Habib & Fathallah, 2012).
Knowing that since the 1970s, the low participation of women in the labor market has been
noted. The estimated number of women living in rural regions of the country at the time was
almost 417,000 but only 45,000 of the total women labor force in the country (equating to 38%)
was rural, thus modestly contributing to the rural economy specifically and that of the national
economy generally (Andreou, 1980). One of the key causes behind the modest participation of
women in the economy are the social norms and conventional gender roles and expectation
which the society in Lebanon is used to. In the Lebanese society, the dominant trend is still the
reliance of families on men to provide and especially at the financial level. This creates a root
limitation due to the uneven power relations in the family structure and raises the position of
men when it comes to decision-making and financial control while creating social restrictions
for women (UNDP, 2020). But, as mentioned in section 1.2.5, the preservation of miine foods
actually raises the position of women within the family structure and empowers women to
participate at the household level. These were in taking decisions on certain finances that are
related to that activity and also allowed women to directly engage and cooperate with her
spouse (along with the community at large) in cultivation and harvesting tasks in addition to
the bulk tasks required for the preparation and preservation of food. Today, these dynamics are
translated into incorporating women in more extensive economic participation which has been
made possible by certain formal business models as cooperatives, which is a main pillar of this
study as seen in Part 2.

Difficult access to Socio-
Low food security Non-conformity marketsand low Rural Land economic
and safety with standards  competitiveness Migration degradation djfficulties

Low attractiveness & profitability of the agricultural sector

Demographic Dependency Land Sanitaryand Natural resources Difficult
pressure on input fragmentation phyto-sanitary degradationand accessto
suppliers and problems pollution financing

wholesale market

Figure 30: Compiled representation of the challenges of the agricultural sector in Lebanon.
Source: (Aw-Hassan, et al., 2018)

2.3.3. The old and the new Lebanese contexts - The post-2019 economic crisis

When describing Lebanon and the study’s territory (the Bega’ valley inclusive of two
administrative units - governorates - the Baalbeck-Hermel and the Bega’), it is important to
build an understanding of the most important event that has taken place in the country’s modern
history and which implications are still unfolding to this day; the 2019 economic crisis. Other
than the inherent institutional and economic challenges the country has been witnessing, the
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2019 economic collapse has truly changed the entire dynamic and trajectory of development.
Understanding that crisis is therefore essential in framing the pre-and-post-crisis conditions
and the possible approaches in mitigation.

Lebanon is a small Mediterranean country whose need for development stretches over
various aspects as economic, institutional and social. In order to understand the recent
developments in the country, it would first be important to provide a backstory and brief
historical introduction. Benchmarking at its post-war reconstruction era following the 16-year
civil war (1975-1991) and 30-day 2006 war, Lebanon’s modern history is highlighted by
internal dispute, external conflicts, and several waves of refugee influx including Palestinian
and the more recent Syrian refugees (Le Borgne & Jacobs, 2016). Lebanon has been
underpinned with a history of politico-sectarian divisions and dispute. Although originally
created to stabilize post-war governance system, this sectarian (religious)-based
consociationalism power sharing is considered by some as a failed approach and even the basis
for the country’s instability (Makdisi & Marktanner, 2009). Over the years, Lebanon resorted
to the international community to acquire aid and support in return for promised reforms
(mainly infrastructure development, rehabilitation, economy and sectoral), which were held
under the Paris I (2001), Paris II (2002), Paris III (2007) and, the most recent Cedre (2018)
conferences. Despite these efforts, the lack of political commitment and suspected misconduct
on Lebanon’s end were the subject of consistent critique (Mehanna & Haykal, 2016). An
analysis of the government spending between 1994 and 2004 when it comes to poverty,
education, and public-health has shown “that the distribution of public funds has been at best
blind to socioeconomic priorities and at worst a cause of greater disparities in education and
health development indicators across various Lebanese regions” (Salti & Chaaban, 2010, p.
652). Major basic infrastructural needs are still underdeveloped and mainly include the
inconsistent and rationed supply of electricity and drinking water, waste and sewage
(mis)management amongst others (Verdeil, 2018). Several indicators also place Lebanon at the
lower end of global competitivity. The World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness
Index has ranked Lebanon at 113 out 144 worldwide in 2014 and lists main setbacks in
adequate supply of infrastructure, high bureaucracy, corruption and government instability
(Schwab & Sala-i-Martin, 2014). Although that ranked improved in 2018 to 88 in 2019
(Schwab, 2019), it is assumed that the situation greatly deteriorated following the economic
crisis by end 2019-early 2020 even if no official rank has yet been announced specifically for
Lebanon. The country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita was recorded at US$17,390
in 2016 in purchasing power parity making it a middle-income in the Middle East at the time
(Le Borgne & Jacobs, 2016). However, even before the 2019 economic crisis, Lebanon was
still troubled by a significant level of poverty and income inequality. The Gini coefficient for
example placed Lebanon at a rank of 129 of 141 in 2017 in terms of income inequality (Bahn
& Abebe, 2017). And according to the “Rapid Poverty Assessment in Lebanon” report by the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) for 2016, 30% of Lebanese population,
equivalent to 1.5 million individuals, living under $4.00/person/day and about 300,000
individuals considered extremely poor living under $2.50/person/day (UNDP, 2016).
Additionally, the distribution of poverty across the Lebanese territory include the highest
observed percentages at the Bega’ valley, North Lebanon and South Lebanon with 38%, 36%
and 32% respectively. The influx of refugees following the Syrian crisis in 2011 has arguably
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greatly exacerbated that stress. The number of Syrian refugees surpassed 1 million at its peak
in 2016 compared to a population of slightly over 6 million but slightly decreased to almost
900,000 by 2020 according to the United Nations Higher Commission for Refugees
(UNHCR)*. Highest concentrations of refugees were recorded in that duration in the Bega’
valley (37.6%), followed by North Lebanon (26.5%) and Beirut (24.5%) with the lowest
percentages listed in South Lebanon (11.4%).

Economically, Lebanon has a free market economy that that prioritizes service-oriented
business such as banking and tourism for its income (McKinsey & Company, 2018). The state
government officially declares to limit its ownership to infrastructure and utilities without
intervening in private investments (MoF, 2014). Yet, the economy is heavily burdened by the
3™ worldwide highest Debt to GDP ratio at around 153% (Youssef, 2020). Perhaps the most
serious disadvantage lays in the fabric of the Lebanese economy which marginalizes the
agricultural sector at only 4% of the GDP (World Bank, 2018). This is matched by an extreme
dependency on importation reported at up to 80% of only food needs (UN.ESCWA, 2016).
The above unfortunate concoction peaked in October 2019 when national uprisings crippled
Lebanon after the introduction of a new communication tax. These were soon followed by a
strong devaluation of the local currency in informal and black-markets due to shortage in hard
currency (Youssef, 2020). This devaluation trend was the first to hit the country in 20 years
since the peg of the national Lebanese Pound (LBP) currency against the United States Dollar
in 1997 at a rate of 1,515 LBP/$*4. Yet, this period has witnessed exchange rates that surpassed
3,000 LBP/$ for the first time in Lebanon’s history. With a situation that is still highly volatile
to this day and is sometimes experiencing daily or even hourly change, certain black market
exchanges were recorded at rates up to 30,000 LBP/$ signifying a loss of over 90% of the
currency’s pre-crisis value. Although the official rate is still reported at the pegged rate, the
Central Bank of Lebanon has offered money transfer companies varying exchange rates in
attempts to set an upper market limit to control further plummet, but it has later set up an official
platform for announcing rates called Sayrafa. This platform initially served for money
exchangers but was later made accessible to banks and by 2022 was announced for rates to
custom transactions®. The grim situation unveiling after the defaulted payment of Eurobonds
is therefore dictated by a loss of over 90% of the LBP value at best. The significant debt-to-
GDP ratio was further plummeted with the GDP decreasing by a massive 58.1% between 2019
and 2021 reaching $21.8 billion as reported by the World Bank 4. The situation was yet
compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic and general mobilization in Lebanon which extended
from throughout 2020%7. These conditions created multilayered complications at the economic,
social and health fronts only to climax with a massive explosion at Beirut’s port on August 4

43 Interactive platform available at: https:/data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria/location/71

4 https://www.reuters.com/article/lebanon-crisis-currency/crisis-hit-lebanese-pound-weakens-to-3000-to-
the-dollar-for-first-time-%20idUSLSN2C24FG

4 https://www.reuters.com/markets/rates-bonds/lebanese-cabinet-apply-cenbank-sayrafa-exchange-rate-
customs-transactions-2022-2022-02-
03/#:~:text=BEIRUT%2C%20Feb%203%20(Reuters),21%2C100%20Lebanese%20pounds%20per%20dollar.

46 https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/lebanese-govt-revenues-fell-by-nearly-half-2021-world-bank-
says-2022-01-25/

47 https://www.ministryinfo.gov.lb/en/51354
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2020, destroying vast parts of the city and displacing hundreds of thousands. Some of the
detrimental effects of the overall situation is estimated to have increased the multifaceted
poverty levels from 30 to 80% of citizens according to the UN.ESCW A, out of which extreme
poverty is approaching 50% of households (UN.ESCWA, 2021). Unemployment has also been
unofficially estimated by the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO)
to have touched 40% of the workforce in 2020, The financial hit comes within one of the
highest dollarized economies in the world. The first and most recent Lebanese stress index
published in March 2019 relates to vulnerabilities in three major market segments: the banking
sector, the equities market, and the foreign exchange and debt markets (Ishrakieh et al., 2019).
The World Bank also reported a drop of almost 21.5% in the overall GDP by 2020 and a
154.8% annual inflation rate in 20214°. This financial situation crippled most if not all the local
economy and was depicted as possibly one of the worst top three economic collapse witnessed
in the world since the mid-nineteenth century>’. Being an import-dependent country with great
restrictions in foreign currencies required for trade and purchases, many Lebanese producers
and consumers alike are finding it progressively harder to access increasingly expensive
resources and goods. Most recent updates by the World Food Programme (WFP)>! published
estimates of price inflation in food commodities around the Lebanese market. Highlights
summarize a significant increase in the monthly average food basket (known as SMEB>?) by
12% in only one month between January and February 2021, and three times (194%) compared
to the pre-crisis prices in October 2019. The report recorded immense increase in basic food
staples since the pre-crisis prices such as burgol (327%), chickpeas (179%), eggs (335%),
lentils (255%), rice (280%), and sugar (442%). The price shocks of the currency devaluation
on consumer price index and food prices were similarly monitored by the Central
Administration of Statistics (CAS) as shown in.

To monitor the rate of inflation in more relatable terms, a “Fatouch Index” was adopted by
the Ministry of Economy and Trade that represents an estimation of the cost required to prepare
a common salad in Lebanon called Fatouch. Ingredients and weights are: tomato (50g),
cucumber (50g), onion (15g), garlic (10g), lemon juice (50g), lettuce (50), parsley (30g), mint
(10g), purslane (20g), radish (20g), olive oil (15g), sumac (5g), salt (5g), fried pita bread (30g).
Since 2011, the yearly change in the Fatouch index was recorded at a peak rate of 264% in
2021 (Figure 32). A report by UN. ESCWA (2016) mentions that Lebanese households spend
an average of 20% to 35% of their income on food. This fact, coupled with low national
production and high dependency on importation, makes residents in Lebanon highly
susceptible to changes in purchasing power and thus food access. In fact, Lebanon’s small

8 https:/reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/LBN_11.pdf

4 Interactive chart available at: https://data.worldbank.org/country/lebanon?view=chart

30 https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/05/01/lebanon-sinking-into-one-of-the-most-
severe-global-crises-episodes

3! https://api.godocs.wip.org/api/documents/ WEP-
0000126905/download/#:~:text=Preliminary%?20data%20shows%20an%20average, week%2001%2022%20Mar
ch%202021.&text=The%20Consumer%20Price%20Index%20(CPIL an%?20inflation%200f%20536%20percent.

52 Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket (SMEB) which includes: is based on a monthly ration per person
of 6 kg of rice, 3.9 kg of bulgur, 1.5 kg of pasta, 1.5 kg of white beans, 1.5 kg of sugar, 0.9 liters of sunflower
oil, 0.3 kg of salt and 1.2 kg of canned meat.
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surface area of 10,452 kmz2is home to estimated 37% of land that could be cultivated and are
arable according UN. ESCWA (2016). The same source also estimates that 231,000 hectares
exist as utilized agricultural areas with only half as irrigated. This therefore leaves slightly over
40% as unutilized arable land. Although close figures were reported by IDAL (2020a) using
data obtained from the FAO, other contradicting data were stated in the 2018 MEDREST
working papers (Chaaban et al., 2018) using data from World Bank. This latter report
mentioned a decrease in Lebanon’s arable lands from 18% to 12% between 1998 and 2015. On
another hand, the risk of urban expansion has already caused a loss 0f 308 km2ofland resources
(almost 3% of the country’s surface area) between 2000 and 2010 out of which of 63% were
agricultural lands (Darwish et al., 2012). This is why it would be difficult to precisely estimate
the potential of Lebanon in increasing its local production following a strategic and controlled
distribution of cultivations into balanced national nutritional needs. The agricultural sector
itself has long faced many grave weaknesses, instabilities and malpractices. This fact is
supported by UN.ESCWA’s (2016) report on food and nutrition security in Lebanon where an
extract of self-sufficiency and import dependency of food is reported using data extracted from
FAO. Noting on Lebanon’s institutional fragmentation and need for structural reforms, the
report states a serious strain of the agriculture sector. Self-sufficiency is only attained in fruits
and vegetable whereas the country is highly dependent on imports, specifically cereals. Yet,
the report acknowledges the growing agro-food industry and its potential in enhancing growth
and employment. Overall, the response of the Lebanese state was and is still considered weak
in face of the gravity of the situation. Many alarming statements have been shared by experts
in the different sectors, yet the state is considered to have not developed a “timely, robust, or
coordinated assistance plan” coupled with a sharp decline in human rights3. The common
thought remains that the unprecedented crisis and its multiplicity of implications with the
government inaction continues to adversely affect the general population especially low-
income families, migrants, and marginalized groups.

The dire situation has considerably increased food insecurity in country and especially since
the multitude of the crisis was exacerbated on the social and economic level by other
complications. These most importantly were added by the COVID-19 pandemic, its episodes
of general mobilization and lockdowns, and most recently by the Ukraine-Russia war thus
global fluctuation of fuel and wheat prices. With impacted local production and high
dependency on import along with low reserves, the concerns of food insecurity have become
deeply concerning and shall continue to be so as the situation continues to unravel nationally
to this day. The limited governmental action has so far not reaped in any mitigation. Contrarily,
the subsidies of the Lebanese government were said to have been regressive in nature which
have enticed cross-border smuggling, pushing up of black-market rates, and encouraged traders
and importers to sell the precious subsidized foods abroad for profit (Zaki et al., 2022). This
behavior in response to the (in)actions of the state have only worsened the already very fragile
situation and has put about half of households in the country in direct food shortage as the
UN.ESCWA has already alerted in early 2020 (.ibid). The same concerns were also voiced by
a study in 2021 that found the prevalence of food insecurity to increase from a former pre-crisis
trend average of 27% up to almost 40% post-crisis with projections being higher for females

33 https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/13/lebanon-sharp-decline-human-rights
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and older adults compared to men and youth accordingly (Kharroubi et al., 2021). The
seriousness of the situation is progressively being drawn with the more publishing of ongoing
studies. Another study in 2021 in fact announced very concerning rates of food insecurity
amongst college students at 39% but more seriously at the significant proportion showing
symptoms of severe depression (22.6%) and anxiety (34.4) (Itani et al., 2022). Today and for
the first time in its modern history, Lebanon stands at arguably its most uncertain time and
outlook. Today more than ever, the country requires urgent short-term mitigation and policy
strategies and certainly longer-term reform. Within that, the productive sectors of the country
and especially those with an array of beneficial elements that could enhance food security,
household nutrition, creation of employment, improvement of local rural production, and have
a cultural added value which also can be made mobile, such as the miine, could therefore be
the suitable starting point and contributor.
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Figure 31: Consumer price index and food prices between September 2019 and March 2022 as
reported by Bloomberg using data from Lebanon CAS (Idayu Ismail & Gokoluk, 2022)
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Figure 32: Yearly changes in the Fatouch Index between 2011 and 2021 as issued by the
Lebanese Ministry of Economy and Trade. Source: (MoET, 2021)
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Box note 11: Back to the roots during crisis

Since the onset of the triple crisis in Lebanon at the economic, social and
political levels, the lives of many people if not the majority of the population
has changed. As explained above, the dire situation is still unfolding to this
day with the exchange rate changing regularly and sometimes suddenly from
one day to another. Prices of food and basic commodities have multiplied, and
the governmental subsidies have been lifted on many essential products.
These conditions have made life very expensive to maintain and especially for
people living in urban cities and whose work renumeration in LBP have
rendered valueless and not enough to cover basic life expenses such as rent,
medicine or fuel and especially food. Coupled with the complication risen
from the numerous and extended episodes of general mobilization and
lockdowns caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in addition to the culmination
of the instability on August 4, 2020 with the explosion of the Beirut Port,
many people decided to move back to their rural hometowns>*. There was
even a general call by certain activists and even political parties>® to engage
personally in the securing of food by cultivating on small scale and in urban
gardens (or on balconies). One such campaign was conducted by the
renowned Lebanese director and actress, Nadine Labaki, where she
reproduced one of her popular songs with adapted lyrics for that cause®. By
moving back to the village, many people found the chance to re-engage in the
production of food at a personal level, cultivating lands, and their preservation
in mitne. By doing so, women and even the youth (who many grew
unemployed) found it as an opportunity with multiple benefit as; reducing the
risk of food insecurity, reducing the household cost of food, and a possible

income generating opportunity when directed to the market and sold.

2.4. CONCLUSION OF CHAPTER TWO

This chapter explores the context of the main agricultural region in Lebanon, the Begad’
valley, as the territory of focus for this study. We first see that the Bega’ valley is a backbone
to the agricultural production of Lebanon in many produce but especially in its proportion of
land cultivated in cereals and pulses, vegetables, field crops, and fruit trees. It also is the main
area for livestock and especially small ruminants, as goats and sheep, and cattle. It additionally
contains the highest proportion of food and beverage industries in the country and mainly those
of the dairy industry. Since ancient times, the Beqd’ valley was also known to have a solid and
deep relationship with the production of food. It was nicknamed the ‘breadbasket’ of the

34 https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/back-land-lebanese-family-turns-farming-survive-crises-2022-
06-12/
33 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/05/world/middleeast/lebanon-economic-crisis-farming. html
36 The music video (in Arabic) for that campaign can be found on
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=575127209781266&ref=sharing
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Roman Empire for its supply of wheat and to this day maintains many archeological and
contemporary monuments that indicate its rooted and thriving relationship with vine and wine
such as the renowned Temple of Bacchus in tribute to the god of wine at Baalbeck. Other than
its primary agricultural position, presence of cultural spaces with a long history with food, the
Bega’ valley is also well positioned when it comes to its connectivity. Its central pole city of
Zahle (capital of the Beqa’ governorate) is the only and largest inland city in the country which
is listed for its functions at various levels such as administrative, logistics, commerce, services,
congress and headquarters for public affairs, and hosting infrastructure and festivals. Baalbeck
(capital of the Baalbeck-Hermel governorate) in the northern section of the Bega’ valley also
has similar but less potent functions. The central region of the Bega’ valley has an industrial
zone and facilities, warehousing, post-harvest and packaging centers and transit routes. It is
also well connected to other areas in the country and especially through the highway directly
to the capital of Beirut from the west and to a network of road trade and transportation routes
to the east through Syria. Despite the many challenges that affect the Bega’ valley and
especially those emerging from national limitations (such as in the unbalanced distribution of
the population, detrimental risks of urbanization, inexistence of proper territorial
classifications, growing internal and international migration, growing poverty and the many
complication of th