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A - Project background  
 

A.1 Environmental context 

 

Country 

 

Lebanon embodies perfectly the Mediterranean priorities in biodiversity conservation. This small 

territory with complex topography and hydrography shelters a large diversity of habitats and species 

that are threatened by climate change and human activities. Around 70% of the country consist of 

mountainous regions, with many steep-sided valleys that run to the sea. The fact that the highest 

peak of Mount Lebanon, which culminates at an altitude of 3060 meters, is only 30 km far from the 

sea, illustrates the prevalence of mountains in the country. 

Numerous key zones for species conservation have been identified and are still not included in any 

existing natural reserves. The project will aim at creating plant micro-reserves on three sites that 

shelter endemic or rare species or species that are at the edge of their distribution range. 

 

Location of the Plant Micro-Reserve of Ed Dichar 

 

The selected natural site of the Jbeil District is located up in the mountains of Mount-Lebanon, in the 

municipality of Ehmej. It consists mainly of rocky steep slopes with a few grasslands at an altitude 

that goes from 1550 to 1900 meters above sea level. The surrounding summits are the highest 

positions of the municipality of Ehmej. This is the altitudinal limit for most of the tree species. The 

site is located in the Fidar Valley from which the Fidar River flows before reaching the sea to the 

south of the town of Jbeil (Byblos). The precise name for the site locality is Ed Dichar (georeferenced 

in decimal degree: 34.12884, 35.838861). The surroundings consist mainly of sparsely vegetated 

rocky slopes. Further around westwards (Wadi Naznazi) stands a fascinating forest of Iron oak 

(Quercus cerris), a locally rare tree species that reaches its edge of range in Lebanon. South-

westwards, a large valley is all planted with apple trees (Wardiyet), one of the major agricultural 

features of Ehmej and of the region. North-eastwards, the upstream section of the Fidar river flows 

through a wide plateau largely cultivated (Al Mokhada to Chawi). Eastwards, the famous ski resort of 

Laqlouq dominates the landscape.  

 

Although the presence of a very used road that leads to Laqlouq and Tannourine, both very popular 

mountain villages, the site of Ed-Dichar is set back behind the slopes and is visited mainly by locals. 

The reason that motivated the selection of this site to create a Plant Micro-Reserve is the presence 

of one of the ten left known locations for the populations of Iris sofarana, an iris species endemic to 

Mount-Lebanon. 

 

The site shelters an incredible biodiversity with many rare and endemic species to Lebanon and to 

the Northeastern Mediterranean region. Different types of natural habitats are present in the same 

area. The biological diversity varies depending to slope steepness, slope orientation, and soil depth. 

The bedrock constitutes of calcarenite, a limestone composed of sand-size grains which is easily 

eroded and forms a sandy soil on the bottom of the slopes. Besides, many rare animals that need a 

typical mountainous habitat are found there, including birds, reptiles and mammals.  
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Site selected for the PMR 

 
Iris sofarana at Ed Dichar in June 2014 
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A.2 Economical context and Natural resources 

 

Social, economic and geographic setting of the communities in the project area 

 

The Governorate of Mount-Lebanon is among the richest regions of the country. Very few 

inhabitants depend entirely on agriculture for their living.  Many villagers have left the mountain due 

to lack of work opportunities in these areas. Jobs are more easily found in the towns of the coastal 

areas. However, links with their village of origin are not completely broken as many keep a member 

of family in the village and still own some land. The current trend is to build on the family lands, 

mainly on orchards, agricultural fields or natural vegetation like shrubs and woods. Personal houses, 

restaurants, hotels or resorts are being increasingly built since the last two decades. 

Ehmej is an outstanding municipality in the monotonous administrative Lebanese landscape. Since 

few years, the municipality of Ehmej is adopting a nature friendly attitude, trying to showcase its 

exceptional, and still very well preserved, natural patrimony. The interest for Nature and its 

promotion is quite rare among the municipalities of Lebanon. It was also one on the main factor that 

motivated the selection of this site to create the PMR. 

 

Land tenure 

 

Similarly to the land tenure system in many western countries, the lands in Lebanon can be owned 

by privates, by the municipalities or by religious entities. All titles of property should be registered at 

the municipality, or at the central agency for spatial planning. The data should also be accessible to 

anyone who asks for maps, plot number and name of land owners although in practice everything is 

more complicated and less transparent. The maps provided to the public are often not very accurate 

and were hand drawn between the fifties and the seventies, before the civil war. The latter has 

brought a lot of confusion to the system and many owners were dispossessed of their lands while 

fleeing the conflict. Moreover many public lands were occupied by privates, built on and never given 

back to the state (Ladki 2013). 

The pattern of property in Ehmej looks simple at first glance: almost all the western and eastern 

parts of the municipality concentrate the village (uncoloured on the map below), its habitations and 

the private lands, whereas the middle part concentrates mainly public lands (colored in yellow on 

the map below). The public lands are for the most part forests and slopes with an uneven 

topography. More closely considered, we can notice a tangle of private lands within the public lands. 

These private lands are located in the thalwegs where grazing and plantation of apple trees are 

possible. Unfortunately, the populations of iris grow on grasslands in thalwegs and are therefore 

mostly located on private lands. 
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Cadastral map of the municipality of Ehmej, Ed Dichar circled in green 

 

Water resources 

 

The river of Al Fidar is quite narrow comparing to other river in Lebanon. During dry summers it can 

be very reduced due to very important pumping, especially to irrigate orchards and other 

surrounding fields. Many black rubber hoses emerge from the river in its upstream section around 

Ed-Dichar, on the very side of the road. The geological nature of the major part of Lebanon mountain 

ranges does not allow water to accumulate on surface, neither the soil to retain it. Therefore rainfall 

infiltrates directly and summer droughts affect intensively plants and crops. 

In Lebanon, river water is rarely drunk due to pollution and a large part of the population, even 

those living next to natural springs, drink bottled water. Concerning Al Fidar River, it is widely used 

by locals as a dump for every kind of cumbersome waste and it is common during day time to see 

locals coming by car next to the river and throwing rubbish (tires, televisions, mattresses, demolition 

debris ...). 
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Al Fidar River, November 2014, next to Ed Dichar 

 

 

Agriculture 

 

Agriculture in the mountainous regions of Mount-Lebanon is mostly limited to orchards of 

temperate fruit and nut trees like Persian walnut, apple, cherry, or plum. Stone pine (Pinus pinea) is 

also commonly planted on the slopes at altitude inferior to 1300 meters and provides pine nuts. 

Mountainous cultivated lands are divided into small plots. Among all the governorates of Lebanon, 

Mount-Lebanon has the lowest agricultural land area with around 10% of the total agricultural land 

area of the country, due to uneven terrain. The largest agricultural land areas are located in the 

Beqaa Governorate (Ministry of Agriculture 2002). 

 

In Lebanon, less than a quarter of the labour force takes advantage, directly or indirectly, of 

agricultural activities and only 7% of the labour force are farmers (Ministry of Agriculture 2004). A 

characteristic feature of Lebanese agriculture is that most Lebanese farmers do not work the land by 

themselves but hire foreign workers mainly Syrians. 

 

Lebanese agriculture is currently stepping backwards. High costs of input in the production process 

make Lebanon the least competitive producer in agriculture in the region. Furthermore, the 

government has always overlooked the agricultural sector. No subvention system has ever existed, 

nor any supervision program regarding agricultural practices, quality control, transparency or 
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logistics. Many abandoned plots end up being built upon or turn simply into fallow land (European 

Union 2011).  

 

No cultivation occurs in the site of Ed Dichar, however the main crop in the municipality of Ehmej is 

apple tree. Few other types of crops are cultivated in the plateau of Al Mokhada, namely potatoes, 

white beans and flowers for flower shops (Achillea tanacetifolia).   

 

Grazing system 

 

Herds of goats and sheep are very common in Lebanon and are concentrated in the two ranges of 

mountains, Mount Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon. Similarly to other mountainous ecosystems, the 

grazing is organised into seasonal transhumance. In winter, herds graze at low altitude in the valley, 

whereas in summer time they move to pastures at high altitude, most often between 2000 and 3000 

ƳŜǘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άjurdέ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ǳƴƛƴƘŀōƛǘŜŘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ 

environment conditions. The snow cover lasts on the jurd until the beginning of the summer and 

reappears only in autumn, which allow shepherds to remain there often for more than five months. 

As for agriculture, the occupation of shepherds is abandoned by Lebanese. Most frequently, Syrian 

shepherds lead the herds; however bosses who manage the herds and choose the grazing places are 

Lebanese. 

There are a lot of issues between shepherds and landowners. Some private landowners can rent or 

simply allow herds to graze on their land, which is also the case for lands belonging to municipalities. 

However it happens that shepherds spot unfrequented lands and graze on them, hoping that 

nobody will see them. 

On our site, no grazing occurs normally. Nevertheless grazing is an important agricultural activity in 
Ehmej and its neighbourhood. Many shepherds lead their herds on the surroundings slopes, on the 
jurd of Laqlouq and even intensively in the forest of Iron oak. 
 

Forestry activities 

 

In the past, forests covered a much larger area of Lebanon while nowadays it is limited to less than 

13% of the countryΩǎ area. Remaining forestry activities only involve non-timber products while 

timber is imported into Lebanon due to a lack of trees of sufficient quality for this purpose. Some of 

the most important forests are included in natural reserves (European Union 2011). 

 

In Ehmej, forests are one of the two major natural habitats; the second habitat being sparsely 

vegetated rocky slopes. Two kinds of natural forests are present: an evergreen forest dominated by 

Palestinian oak (Quercus calliprinos) that develops naturally between 0 and 1300 meters of altitude, 

and the deciduous forest of Iron oak (Quercus cerris) which is quite rare in Lebanon and which 

occurs between 1300 and 1600 meters of altitude in fresh and foggy valleys. Artificial forests of pine 

stone (Pinus pinea) are also present below an altitude of 1400 m. Although less common in this 

region, pine stone is planted for pine nuts. 
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Transition between evergreen Palestinian oak forest (bottom) and deciduous iron oak forest (top), Ehmej, 

December 2014 

In the region of Ehmej, locals cut trees only for firewood and to make charcoal, although most of the 

population commonly uses ƘŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƻƛƭΣ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ƴŀƳŜŘ ŀǎ άƳŀȊƻǳǘέ. The Palestinian oak (locally called 

άsindienέύ is the preferred wood to make charcoal and large areas were turned into scrublands due 

to intense exploitation. Non-wood forest products are few but intensively exploited in Lebanon. 

Aromatic plants are the most targeted products and so may become scarce in the future. Although 

quite common in deciduous forests, mushrooms are not exploited, probably due to a lack of 

knowledge. Pine nuts are also included in these products but most of the pine stone forests are 

planted. Reforestation campaign efforts have been recently increasing, however they must be 

relativised in terms of biological quality as only profitable economically species are planted. Often 

the newly planted areas do not correspond to the rehabilitation of natural forest habitats because 

the municipalities or landlords prefer to plant pine stone instead of other indigenous tree species. 

The planted forests though consist of homogeneous pine stone forest with poorly diversified 

understorey flora. 

 

In contrast with rural communities in other countries of the Middle Eastern region, Lebanese 

knowledge about ancestral uses of local flora species has dramatically decreased as the younger 

generations show little interest for it and is becoming mainly urban. 

 

 

Recreational activities 

 

Hiking activities 

 

Twelve hiking trails were opened to public during a promotion campaign for ecotourism. The trails 

were used since centuries by locals but nowadays mostly by shepherds. Thanks to a funding of 

USAID, a website (http://www.ehmej.org/en/hike-ehmej-trails/), an information centre for eco-

tourism and a guest house (Arz Ehmej) were created and the trails were mapped and published in a 




























