Discovering the heart of the South�More than sport, navigating the Litani River is a journey into the country’s soul���By Gariné Tcholakian, October 14, 2002 . Taken from the  The Daily Star 





For years, the Litani River has been a contentious area. From the Israeli invasion in 1978 to recent headlines concerning the waters of the Wazzani, the river has always been the site of tension between Israel and Lebanon, a tension exacerbated by a lack of water in this agricultural area.�But the liberation of the South two years ago unveiled a new and peaceful dimension to the river ­ one with rich environmental potential. Through the same waters which were once surrounded by bombs and the blood of fallen fighters now glide the serene canoe paddles of nature lovers.�The founder and president of Sports Nature, championship kayaker Ali Awada, first came up with the idea of introducing the sport to Lebanon in 1990 while canoeing on the Bordogne River in France.�Having left Lebanon in 1970, and deeply affected by the human cost of the civil war, Awada was eager to bring something back to the country that would unite and reconcile the people.�“When I first came back to Lebanon, the Lebanese people didn’t know what canoes and kayaks were. I thought this would be a magnificent way to help the Lebanese people rediscover their country. There is so much of it that many haven’t yet discovered,” he says.�After several expeditions with a group of experts to assess the classification level of Lebanon’s rivers in 1993, Awada founded the Lebanese Canoe-Kayak Federation. The self-funded group oversees the equipment supply and administration of its various canoe-kayak and rafting clubs. There is a club for each of four rivers: Assi, Kalb, Kbir and Litani.�The clubs lead groups of 20-50 people on adventure-filled one- and two-day expeditions. The cost, which includes meals and equipment, ranges from $20-$50 per person, depending on the length of the trip. Since the clubs’ foundings, 13,000 canoers, kayakers and rafters have been trained.�The Litani runs from the Bekaa to Tyre. Its southern section, which extends from Taibe to Quaquayat al-Jsir, is the newest addition to the list of expeditions. Over 160 kilometers long, it is the longest and most challenging of Lebanon’s rivers, and Awada hopes to attract more adventurers to the river in time for winter’s rough waters.�I joined Awada on this newest addition of expeditions to see for myself what this adventure was all about. For me, it was a discovery on many levels. In fact, the discovery begins long before the paddle touches even water.�On our way to the starting point, we drive through the villages of the region, passing along the way some of the most breathtaking scenes in the South. We travel through Nabatieh, Kafar Tibnit, Khardali, Kafar Kila, stopping to pick up the necessary supplies for the trip.�“I don’t buy anything from Beirut,” Awada says. “I wait to come here to buy everything I need because I want to bring commerce to the South to help the development of the region.”�As we drive through the villages, reminders of the occupation still stand out. Along the tall mountains, de-mining projects are in the works. Posters of freedom fighters stand tall. As we pass through the area, the large bright yellow canoe on our jeep has villagers stopping and staring.�“I want to unite the Lebanese people by introducing Beirutis to the Litani River,” Awada says. “For Litani people to get to know those of the Ibrahim River, and from those of Ibrahim to get to know those of Hermel, for example. I want to transform an area of war to one of warmth and welcome.”�As we reach the source of the river at Taibe, Awada begins to load the canoe gear and supplies. He’s packed everything from the nargileh to thermal gear, helmets and food. He’s excited; a true nature lover in his domain.�My first few paddle strokes through the cool waters are accompanied by Awada’s voice behind me, giving instructions and pointing out security precautions. Suddenly the river begins to pick up speed. We glide through curves and splash along the large rocks and branches of the shady, haunting water corridors.�“The journey is a long one, so it really allows people to think things through, from beginning to end,” says Awada. “It really clears the mind.”�After a few hours of paddling, the waters have calmed and it is not long before I, too, am taken by the majestic scenery. The scent of dead leaves mixed with fading flowers envelopes my senses.�A vast blue cloudless sky towers over the 700-meter mountains that surround us. After unpacking, setting up the tent, and settling into our new camp site, a swim in the freezing waters instantly absorbs every bit of my exhaustion. I am relaxed and serene. A simple but hearty dinner is prepared over the fire. Steaks and baked potatoes.�As we leave the camp the next morning, Awada is careful not to leave anything behind. He throws leftovers to the fish and  washes the canoe.�We are soon on our way to the second and final part of our journey, paddling through the Jabal Amel region. The surrounding mountains are left barren by war. Shepherds, fishermen and hunters wave curiously as we paddle by.�Another two hours into the journey and we stop near Yahmoon. Some in the group go for a swim, others take pictures. The trip ends at Qaaqaaiet al-Jisr.�“The journey is a challenging one, but that very challenge allows canoe-kayakers to go beyond their ability and to discover things about themselves that they may not have known,” says Awada.�“I want to bring people closer to each other, and unite them around the simple things, like the love of nature and the environment instead of politics, elections, and unemployment,” he says. “I want to reinforce Lebanese nationalism with this river. It is our river. It starts in Lebanon. It ends in Lebanon.” 


For more information, check out: www.flck.org or call Sports Nature at 03/678 398 





