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Agenda

Algiers: Until February 11th

The National Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Algiers 
hosts its seventh International 
Festival of Contemporary Art. 
Artists from Greece, France, 
Brazil, Morocco, Mali, Alge-
ria, Congo, Senegal and other 
countries are participating in 
the 2016 event.

Beirut: Until March 6th

Ice Skating at Citymall Dora 
Beirut takes place every day 
from 10am until 10pm. All ages 
are invited.

Dubai: February 10th-13th

The Great Moscow State 
Circus and producer Centre 
of Zapashny Brothers pre-
sents the UFO Circus from 
another Planet for the first 
time in Dubai. Featuring aerial 
gymnasts, trapeze artists to 
skaters, jumpers and more, the 
programme follows the story 
of a man who is abducted by 
aliens. As he comes to terms 
with what’s happening, he 
experiences a new way of life. 
The event will take place in 
Dubai World Trade Centre

Beirut: February 16th-
March 20th

Al Bustan International Festi-
val of Music and the Performing 
Arts is a musical celebration 
that takes place over five 
weeks in various venues in 
Beirut with an emphasis on 
chamber music. The festival 
promotes and celebrates music 
from all over the world and 
includes orchestral concerts, 
choral music, puppets, opera 
and dance.

Tafraoute, Morocco: March 
6th-8th

The Almond Blossom Festival, 
celebrated every early spring 
in Morocco, sees villagers 
celebrate harvest time with 
Berber dancing, singing and 
almond tasting. International 
musicians and actors min-
gle with local performers to 
produce live events based on 
Moroccan folklore.

Dubai: March 1st-12th

The Emirates Airline Festival 
of Literature — LitFest as it is 
known — is a large celebra-
tion of the written and spoken 
word. People of all ages, 
nationalities and backgrounds 
join with authors from around 
the world to attend literary 
discussions, readings and 
participate in workshops.

Doha: March

The International Kite Festival 
takes place in Katara, a village 
in Doha, and attracts interna-
tional visitors during two days 
of culture and art. During the 
festival, the sky above Katara 
is dotted with thousands of 
kites with the presence of 
internationally recognised kit-
ing pilot teams from India, the 
United States, China, South 
Korea and Japan. In addi-
tion to a variety of activities, 
including kiting workshops, 
face-painting, street painting 
and more.

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Faraya-Mzaar, Lebanon

S 

ki and winter sports lov-
ers from the Middle East 
do not need to travel far to 
reach high-perched, well-
groomed and modernly 

equipped ski slopes with far-reach-
ing views across mountains and val-
leys as Lebanon is a relatively undis-
covered ski destination and home to 
six quality resorts.

As the only Arab country with a 
significant winter tourism industry, 
Lebanon is seeking to capitalise on 
its unique mix of sun and snow by 
expanding ski facilities aimed at at-
tracting tourists from an increasing 
variety of countries.

The country’s ski resorts are well-
equipped and within driving dis-
tance from main hubs on the coast. 
With snow fit for skiing from De-
cember until April, hopes of skiing 
in the morning and plunging into 
the Mediterranean in the afternoon 
can be easily realised.

The oldest and highest ski resort 
lies in the north near the Cedars of 
God at an altitude of 1,850-3,087 
metres. It is also, at 120km, the fur-
thest from Beirut.

Faraya-Mzaar, 57km north-east 
of Beirut, is Lebanon’s largest and 
most popular ski resort. It boasts 20 

lifts and 80km of slopes with lev-
els of difficulties from easy to ad-
vanced.

“The season starts early Decem-
ber and ends late March or early 
April generally. Two years ago the 
resort opened only for three days, 
when Lebanon witnessed one of 
its warmest winters to date,” said 
resort manager Christian Rizk. “It 
was a disaster for the country’s win-
ter sports lovers and for business, 
though it is very rare.”

The 2015-16 season started well 
with a good amount of snowfall. “It 
is an average year in terms of occu-
pancy. Yesterday — a weekday — we 
had 2,500 skiers on the slopes but 
the number can reach up to 5,000 
or 6,000 on weekend days,” Rizk 
noted.

Winter tourism attracts much of 
Lebanon’s diaspora, especially ex-
patriates from the Gulf and Africa, 
and the slopes are quite popular 
with tourists from Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries, Europe and the 
United States.

“In previous years, we had a 
good number of skiers coming from 
abroad, especially from the Gulf 
countries,” Rizk said. “But nowa-
days the Lebanese nationals rep-
resent around 95% of our clientele 
with the rest being foreigners living 
in the country.”

A combination of political insta-
bility, economic strains and vola-
tile security caused by the Syrian 
refugee crisis and the spillover of 
the conflict in Syria have kept many 
Arab and foreign tourists away from 
Lebanon the past few years.

Rizk revealed plans to expand 
the ski terrain between 1,850-2,500 
metres above sea level, to higher 
altitudes. “Our resort is very well-
equipped. It also has two ambu-
lances, two doctors and 35 trackers 

on standby and on the slopes at all 
time for emergencies,” he said. “We 
had planned for higher slopes but 
the project is on hold because of the 
(political) situation in the country.”

Zaarour Club, the closest ski re-
sort to Beirut, offers many outdoor 
winter activities in addition to its 
six well-groomed, north-facing ski 
runs, offering an excellent quality of 
snow with a panoramic view span-
ning the Valley of the Skulls and 
Mount Sannine.

“The location of Zaarour is an ad-
vantage. In half an hour, you can 
travel from Beirut to the slopes and 
enjoy the skiing,” noted the club’s 
public relations person Michel Atik.

Since its renovation two years 
ago, Zaarour is equipped with six 
ski slopes, snowboard space, a snow 
park and a natural lake supplied by 
springs in the mountain, in addition 

to a 16-suite hotel. For cross-country 
skiers, Zaarour offers a 4km track on 
the Sannine mountain.

“It is the only place in the Mid-
dle East where we can make snow 
from water in the lake using snow 
cannons to keep the layer of snow 
fit for skiing at the departure level, 
which is the lower level of the slope 
at 1,650 metres,” Atik explained.

“When you come here you would 
think yourself in a ski resort in Swit-
zerland.”

Lebanon’s generally lower prices 
than skiing destinations in Europe 
could propel the country’s skiing 
industry. An adult ticket to the full 
set of Mzaar slopes costs $30 on 
weekdays and $60 on weekends. It 
is even less at Zaarour: $50 for a full-
day adult pass. Rental of ski equip-
ment is available at sports shops in 
both resorts at the average cost of 
$40 per day.

Apart from Alpine skiing, winter 
activities including snowmobiling 
and snowshoeing are gaining popu-
larity in Lebanon. The Chouf Cedars 
Nature Reserve is a great location for 
snowshoeing at an average of 2,000 
metres above sea level. Visitors have 
the possibility to rent snowshoes 
and hire a guide to visit the reserve 
on different trails that vary in diffi-
culty.

One can start walking at the en-
trance of the reserve and reach a 
magnificent part of the forest called 
ghabat al amir (the emir’s forest) 
where a Lebanese emir camped in 
the past.

Traditionally a summer destina-
tion, Lebanon is building its reputa-
tion as a winter destination through 
promotion of its growing ski facili-
ties.

“I come during week days, as it 
is cheaper, less crowded and I can 
enjoy more the slopes and wait less 
at the ski lifts,” said Hassan Hajjar, a 
ski enthusiast and regular client of 
Mzaar resort.

“It is the best place to ski,” Hajjar 
boasted.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Oman and 
Lebanon.
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Skiers at the Cabane in Faraya-Mzaar ski resort

Skiers lift and ski slopes in Faraya-Mzaar resort

Hiker in Chouf cedars forest reserve takes photo of milennium tree.

Lebanon: A unique ski destination in 
the Arab world

Lebanon’s generally 
lower prices than 
skiing destinations 
in Europe could 
propel the country’s 
skiing industry.


