
Traditional agro-pastoral Lebanese vil-
lages located on the marginal semi-arid 
slopes of the Anti-Lebanon mountains are 
undergoing drastic changes in response to 
socio-economic pressures developing over 
the last 25 years. A Lebanese case study, 
conducted in 1991-1993 within the con-
text of a regional project initiated by 
ICARDA, focused on changes in resource 
management systems in Arsal, a vast high-
land village covering 4.8% of the total 
area of Lebanon. The study revealed a 
massive conversion from a traditional ce-
real/livestock based economy to a rain-fed 
stone fruit production system. 
 
A follow up study  (1995-1998 )funded by 
the Canadian International Development 
Research Center (IDRC), aimed at analyz-
ing components of changes, trends and 
sustainability in the emerging production 
system, and at improving prospects for 
sustainable community development. 
 
This Phase I of the project received  a  
176,000 USD from IDRC and was enti-
tled: “Sustainable Improvement of Mar-
ginal Lands in Lebanon: Arsal, a case 

study”. It involved fourteen researchers 
from different fields and expertise and was 
leaded by Dr. Shadi Hamadeh, the Chair-
man of the Animal Science Department at 
the Faculty of Agricultural and Food Sci-
ences (FAFS). 
 
The project adopted an interdisciplinary 
participatory research approach. A major 
innovation in the project is the establish-
ment of the local users network, a plat-
form where all stakeholders interact to 
improve prospects for sustainable commu-
nity development. 

 

Sustainable Improvement of Marginal Lands 
in Lebanon: Arsal, a Case Study. 
A project funded by IDRC, executed by FAFS. 

Approval of Phase II 
IDRC approved a phase II of the project  
which  will extend over the period 2000-
2003. The total amount of the grant  is 
192,000 USD. 

The objective of  ongoing Phase II is to 
test and evaluate technologies and man-
agement options developed by the local 
users network in Phase I and to assess 
progress towards sustainability in the 

major land use systems. 

A landscape in Arsal 

Special points of interest: 

• An interdisciplinary approach 
• A participatory research model 

• The local  users network, an innovative platform 
involving all stakeholders 

• Gender analysis for sustainable rural development 

• A success story listed in the UNDP best practice 
database on sustainable development. 
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network involved fruit growers and a third network con-
sisted of women and explored gender issues and income 
generating activities for women mainly food processing and 

artisan activities.  
The local users network 
approach was fully adopted 
by the Mashreq-Maghreb 
project as a regional focal 
point for community par-
ticipation in rural develop-
ment . 

The establishment of a local users network with the local 
partner NGO acting as an entry point to the community 
proved to be an effective and innovative experience towards 
the formulation of a dynamic research and development 
model through a self reinforcing interactive participatory 
approach. The network constituted a flexible platform for 
farmers, scientist, local leaders, special groups such as 
women, development programs and NGOs among others to 
interact. Three sub-networks gradually developed with spe-
cific focus on well identified objectives. A first network 
dealt with integrated crop-livestock production. A second 

The overall picture developed from the 
analysis of economic systems in Arsal 
reflected a swift transition from a tradi-
tional agro-pastoral system to a rain-fed 
fruit production away from traditional 
agronomic crops such as wheat and bar-
ley. This is leading to a conflict over land 
use between animal herders and fruit 
growers. 
The three major production systems in 
Arsal are: 
Agriculture: comprising mainly rain-fed 
fruit production replacing the more tradi-
tional crops and contributing a major income to 60% of the 
villagers. Arsal is rapidly developing into a leading cherry 
producer with one million trees producing 20000 tons of 
cherries in good years, in addition to 10000 tons of apricots 
and 3000 tons of grapes. 
Livestock production: The Arsali flock is one of the larg-
est in the country comprising 42000 sheep and 20000 goats 

significantly contributing to the in-
come of 170 households. Cattle pro-
duction is limited to 150 heads of 
dairy cows. 
Quarrying and rock making ac-
tivities: comprising 40 small scale 
quarries and an identical number of 
40 brick cutting small factories, and 
providing income to 100 families. 

conducted a visit, in June,  to major Canadian interdiscipli-
nary research centers to explore working models for the es-
tablishment of such a unit which will probably be called 
Environment and Sustainable Development Unit (ESDU). 
An initiation proposal is being pre-
pared and will be submitted to the 
Dean of FAFS for review. 

On the international research scene, it has become increas-
ingly clear that major societal problems cannot be addressed 
from one perspective or one scientific discipline. An inter-
disciplinary and participatory approach of combining , in-
terpreting and communicating knowledge from diverse sci-
entific disciplines is needed. 

Parallel to this and in response to a need to consolidate vari-
ous ongoing research activities on natural resource manage-
ment at FAFS, the establishment of a specialized multidisci-
plinary research unit was proposed as a component of  the 
project. To this end, Dr. Shadi Hamadeh, the project leader , 
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The Local Users Network 

Arsal in Focus 

ESDU 

A major innovation in 
community participation for 

rural  development 

Bird-watching, in spring, is  captivating in Arsal. 

Aarsal native flora. 
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on the natural resource base. 

IDRC showed readiness to back up the development proposal 
and present it to major development donors. 

 

Research work started in Arsal in 1990 and is contributing to  
our understanding of constraints as well as opportunities for 
sustainable community development . IDRC,  our major re-
search partner is convinced that it is about time to start devel-
opment work in Arsal, a development based on the needs of the 
community.  

To this end, an integrated action plan for development has been 
prepared and submitted to IDRC for review. The action plan is 
based on the local agenda process and addresses institutional 
organization, capacity building, technical interventions and 
alternative income generating activities to alleviate the stress 

On April 21, a group of 12 people from the IDRC People Land and 
Water Program Initiative visited Arsal. The IDRC group consisted 
of: Dr. Eglal Rached, Dr. Dina Craissati, Dr. Luis Navarro, Dr. Ola 
Smith, Dr. Eva Rathgeber, Dr. Guy Bessette,  Ms. Naseem Mamu-
jee, Dr. Jean Lebel, Ms. Mara Sharaf Eldin, Mr. Ehaab Dyaa Ab-
dou. 

The objective of the visit was to examine the achievements of 
phase I (1995-1998) of the project and to launch phase II (2000-
2003). 

The IDRC PLaW team arrived from Aleppo by bus and was joined 
by project investigators in Arsal. The whole group then took local 
GMC’s to ride through the project area. The ride involved many 
stops at key sites where each of the researchers involved explained 
the activities that are being undertaken. 

A traditional lunch was then served at ARDA (Arsal Development Association ) of-
fices where the IDRC group, the project researchers and actors from the local community were present. 

activities. 

The project has helped build the 
capacity of AUB in interdiscipli-
nary research  and lead the way 
for the establishment of a special-
ized multi-disciplinary unit in 
natural resource management and 
sustainable development. 

The project has paved the way for 
the proposal of an integrated development action plan for Arsal 
which is now in circulation in search for a potential donor. 

The project has been a success story. It has been listed in the 
UNDP best practice database on sustainable development. 

The local users network has proved to be a major innovation in 
community involvement and is being adopted by many na-
tional and regional projects. 

The sub-network  for women  explored income generating op-
portunities  to enhance women economic status and  foster 
their role in decision-making. 

The project has helped build the capacity of the Arsali commu-
nity which is now involved in many development projects and 
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Arsal Development Action Plan 

Visit of IDRC PLaW team 

Project Impacts 

An Integrated Action Plan for 
the  Development of Arsal. 

Gender, a  key  issue for sustainable  
rural development. 

Off the road, Arsal rain-fed  cherry fields. 



This newsletter will appear every 3 months to update you on the activities un-
dertaken within the context of the project entitled: “Sustainable Improvement 
of Marginal lands In Lebanon: Arsal, a case study.”  
The project is Funded by IDRC, the International Development Research 
Center and is executed by the Faculty of Agricultural and Food Sciences, 
AUB. 
Phase I of the project occurred between 1995-1998 with an IDRC grant of  
176,000 USD. 
Phase II of the project is on-going (2000-2003) and has received a 192,000 
USD as a grant from IDRC. 
This project is viewed by all stakeholders as a success story and is listed in 
The UNDP Best Practice Database on Sustainable Development. 
 
Investigators in the on-going phase II of the project include: 
S. Hamadeh, Ph.D., Dept. Animal Science, AUB. 
F. Awar, Ph.D., Dept. Soil Irrigation and Mechanization, AUB. 
R. Darwish, Ph.D., Dept. of Agricultural Economics and Development, AUB. 
M. Mundy, Ph.D., School of Economics, University of London. 
R. Smith, Ph.D., Civilization Sequence Program, AUB. 
S.N. Talhouk, Ph.D., Dept. Crop Production and Protection, AUB. 
R. Zurayk, Ph.D., Dept. Soil Irrigation and Mechanization, AUB.  

American University of Beirut. 
Faculty of Agricultural and food Sciences. 

Animal Science Department. 
Dr. Shadi Hamadeh 

 

On May 19, President Waterbury vis-
ited the project site together with a 
number of the project researchers. 
The visit started with a tour at ARDA 
(Aarsal Development Association ) 
offices and carpet waving facilities 
where a nice collection  of Arsali 
hand-made carpets and traditional 
food products were exhibited. Fol-
lowing the tour a traditional breakfast 
was served on ARDA terraces. After 
breakfast the group started a hike 
through many of the project sites: 
cherry fields, ancient roman wells 
and  the newly constructed water res-
ervoir. The president enjoyed site 
seeing, bird watching and a tradi-
tional lunch served on the floor in the tent of one of the herds-
men involved in the project. 

The president was stunned by the beauty of the countryside and 
overwhelmed by the project. 

 

President Waterbury on Site 

Phone: 961-1-350000 
Extension: 4458 

Email: shamadeh@aub.edu.lb 

Sustainable Development through 
Natural Resource Management. 

We’re on the web 
http://www.aub.edu.lb/~webeco/irsal.htm 

President Waterbury 
and Dr. Shadi 
Hamadeh in com-
pany of the man 
who first introduced 
cherries to Arsal. 


