	Lebanese food takes Europe by storm 
Restaurants serving mezze doing excellent business in Paris 
Merchants say not just cuisine but locally produced wine is also becoming popular 
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Japanese, Italian, French and Spanish dishes may be some of the “in” foods in Lebanon, but in Europe everybody is rushing to try a taste of the trendy Lebanese mezze. 
Lebanese cuisine, in less than 20 years, has positioned itself as one of the hottest cuisines to the European palette, sharing top ranks with Japanese sushi and Chinese dim sum. Paris, with its 150 Lebanese restaurants, is the flagship city of the national cuisine’s long struggle for success. 
The first restaurant to enter the French capital, Loubnane, opened for business in 1958. But most Lebanese restaurants began appearing in Europe, and especially in France, during the mid-80s when Lebanese citizens began fleeing the civil war. 
The first ones to open though could not really be called restaurants, but rather snack-bars, since they had little variety and mainly focused on the national sandwich, the shwarma. Today, the owners of these snack-bars have not only transformed their businesses into well respected and appreciated restaurants, but have also become “the ambassadors of Lebanon’s rich culture and cuisine,” said Antoun Khater, who works for Noura’s owners Nader and Jean-Paul Abu Antoun. 
And Lebanese restaurants are continuing to emerge “since the Europeans are more and more interested in Lebanese cuisine,” said the distributor of Ksara wines in France, Alexis Oskiar. “What is surprising is that not only are they opening at a stunning pace, but those who open never shut down.” 
According to statistics released by Oskiar to The Daily Star, there has been an approximate 20 percent increase of new Lebanese restaurants opening in less than two years in Paris alone. “And we will be distributing wine to two new restaurants by next month,” added Oskiar. 
The restaurant Noura evolved over 15 years from a simple snack shop on Avenue Marceau in Paris to a complex holding company, with five units in Paris and one in London, on Williams Street. 
“We are in the process of opening a new unit in an undisclosed European country, closer to the Mediterranean, by the beginning of next month,” said Khater. The Noura group has proven to be such a success and helped revive its upscale avenue to such a point, that the Mayor of the 16th arrondissement, as a token of appreciation, decided to name the nearby square Place de Beyrouth. 
Noura group holds one gastronomic restaurant, three brasseries and one caterer in Paris, under its corporate umbrella. The gastronomic restaurant, Pavillion Noura, produces “enough money to allow 26 families to live comfortably even after paying the heavy taxes and bills,” continued Khater, “and this is without counting the revenues and workforce of our other units.” 
Al-Dar, on avenue Raymond Poincare, which first opened in 1985 as a snack bar, evolved into a restaurant and opened a second branch in 1989. “Both restaurants are working perfectly well because Lebanese food is booming all across Europe and has become part of the latest trend,” said a manager of Al-Dar, Imad Kalout. 
The restaurant, which is owned by the Zbeeb family, has become one of the most famous restaurants in the neighborhood, “serving mostly to a French clientele who love the taste of our spices, while sipping a glass of Lebanese wine and finishing their meal with a Turkish coffee or Lebanese sweets,” said Kalout. 
Byblos Cafe, a smaller and trendier restaurant, which opened in 1993, has also shared the success of the many other Lebanese restaurants. “The majority of my clients are European, and we make them dream of our country with our food and give them a few reasons to travel to Lebanon,” said owner Luis Arida. 
There is also the success of Al-Ajami, Al-Diwan, Fakhredine and many other restaurants in Paris, which have found their own niche. “We all work together as much as possible since we all know each other and understand the benefits of fair play. When I am overbooked, I send my customers to Al-Diwan for example. And Al-Diwan would do the same to his overbooked clients,” said Khater. 
All of the restaurants interviewed by The Daily Star stated that they produce their own food on site, be it the bread or sweets. The only items imported from Lebanon are the tahina, the olive oil, some vegetables and fruits and most importantly, the wine. 
“We have become the open door for Lebanese wineries wishing to enter the European market,” said Khater, “and not only are the Europeans beginning to really appreciate our wine, but they have actually fallen in love with it,” added Kalout. 
The company Sodimo, owned by Charles Halabi, imported and distributed approximately 264,000 bottles from the Kefraya winery, 72,000 from Nakad and another 72,000 from Warde, in 2002. The company Chirag, owned by the Oskiar family, imported and distributed, also in 2002, some 540,000 bottles from the Ksara winery. The Hochar family, owners of Chateau Muzar, was recently on a trip in France to start redistributing their wine across the French country. 
“The demand for Lebanese wine has witnessed a steady increase over the years and our business keeps on growing,” said Halabi. 


