Nature park will preserve beauty of South 
Untouched environment of Ibl al-Saqi to be made into reserve that will benefit animals and humans alike 
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Imagine a place in Lebanon where children can play in an open natural space filled with plants and animals ​ for free. Meanwhile, their parents relax under old pine trees or enjoy a picnic of traditionally made Lebanese food bought fresh from the market a few meters away. All this while surrounded by the breathtaking views of snow-capped mountains. 
Driving along the dusty, winding roads toward the town of Ibl al-Saqi, located 8 kilometers east of Marjayoun in south Lebanon, it’s hard to believe that such a place exists in one of the country’s most impoverished areas. 
But the lush greenery and trees perched on a hill, which survived the ravages of civil war, make up an oasis of dense pine woodland visible from several kilometers away. 
Famous for its beautiful houses and gushing water springs, the inhabitants of Ibl al-Saqi, with a lot of help from the UNIFIL troops based in the South, protected the area during the brutal war years. It was UNIFIL which brought the area to the attention of the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA), a fellow UN agency, to preserve the area in the post-occupation period. 
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The Ibl al-Saqi Ecological Conservation Park initiative was launched as part of ESCWA’s Assistance to South Lebanon project, which promotes locally based development by re-instilling a sense of confidence in the local inhabitants after so many years of war and occupation, explained Riyad Tappuni, regional adviser and coordinator of the project at ESCWA. 
The ESCWA approach has been “a down to earth, pragmatic one,” Tappuni emphasized, adding that the primary commitment is to “meet the needs and priorities of people in the area.” 
The project has already provided several hundred inhabitants of the small surrounding villages such as Khiam and Kfar Kila with training courses in computers, cellular repair, hairdressing and car mechanics. 
Aside from the preservation of the wooded area and its wildlife, the facilities on the park grounds will also create job opportunities and generate new sources of income for local residents. 
Tappuni said that plans are finalized and a fence constructed around the wooded area, so that it is “marked in preparation for construction of the market and recreational areas” ​ which should start, once “appropriate funding is collected” from potential donors, ideally within the next year. 
Tappuni is most proud of the fact that the park will serve as “positive reinforcement” to the local inhabitants and visitors alike. Instead of touring sites that bring back sad and painful memories of the war and occupation, the park will transport visitors to an idyllic place filled with vivid colors and beautiful scenery. 
The park, he said, will also make the local community more aware of their surroundings and will encourage them to preserve their environment for future generations. 
“It is time that, in our part of the world, people become aware that nature can be utilized for conservational, recreational, educational and income-generating purposes,” he stressed. 
According to Tappuni ​ once the construction is completed ​ a walk through the park grounds will allow visitors to interact with the local community and buy produce, like olive oil, from the local market. A few minutes’ stroll away through the pine forest visitors will be able to sit on one of the well-shaded benches and enjoy the surrounding scenery, while their children pick flowers in the forest or play in the recreational area. 
For a little more action, the children will also be able to play in the well-equipped playground designed in tandem with the environment, so that it doesn’t disturb its surroundings. Eventually schools will bring their students to the science center to see the exhibition of photographs, learn about the exotic plants and animals in the park or listen to tips from experts in the lecture hall on how to preserve their ecological heritage. 
But before the plans were formed, an interdisciplinary team led by renowned landscape architect Jala Makhzoumi investigated the area’s potential for sustainable development. Most importantly, they worked with the local community to get a deeper insight into the local community’s expectations for the woodland. 
Makhzoumi, who is currently working as a professor of landscape architecture at AUB, set out to examine the physical, natural, cultural and socio-economic aspects of the area, and found an area brimming with wildlife indigenous to the area. 
The team also discovered 1,000-year-old olive trees ​ rare remnants of the past ​ caves in the hills surrounding the area still yet to be explored, and pine trees that have survived for hundreds of years without proper care. 
Among other plans, Makhzoumi designed a pine-management program for local farmers to care for “these ancient treasures so, that they can be enjoyed by future generations for hundreds of years to come.” 
She also emphasized the need to involve as many local and international partners as possible, including international and local non-governmental organizations, local communities, municipalities, the Ministries of Agriculture, Tourism and Environment, as well as the Association for Development in Rural Areas. 
After talking to the town’s residents, Makhzoumi learned that the wooded area was “once a vast forest inhabited by wild animals and filled with thousands of plant species.” With time and abuse, almost all of the forest had disappeared. Today only a patch of the original forest remains, in the form of 38 hectares of pine woodland ​ the result of an attempt by the Ministry of Agriculture to preserve the flora and fauna indigenous to the area by re-planting trees in the 1960s and 1970s. 
As co-author of a book on ecological planning to promote sustainable development, Ecological Landscape Design and Planning: The Mediterranean Context, Makhzoumi is an expert in the field. 
“The park has been designed in such a way as to take pockets of nature and re-integrate them into the local fabric … so as to create a project that is in harmony with its indigenous environment and will relink the local community to its past,” Makhzoumi explained. 
After months of exploration in Ibl al-Saqi and surrounding villages, Makhzoumi is a familiar figure in the area, so much so that she often gets visits from people many kilometers away asking for help to preserve their areas also. 
“On a personal level I am going to help them even if it means it will be for free,” said Makhzoumi, “because they are now aware of the precious assets they possess and desperately need the guidance that I can provide them with.” 

