Vegetarians beware, meat is still the mainstay of Lebanese diet 
From raw liver to kafta, doctors’ warnings are being ignored and butchers are doing good business
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Despite being a popular Lebanese dish, there are many dangers involved with eating raw liver. The unprepared meat can cause food poisoning and other illnesses. 
To counter the risk of poisoning, traditionally all raw meat dishes were prepared right after a lamb or goat was slaughtered. But with refrigeration, the shelf life of meat has been extended. And although the Lebanese have known since antiquity the dangers involved in consuming raw liver, they must remain alert to the changing factors and the ever-new concerns. 
Raw liver, or sawda nayye, has not seen any culinary development in our time. It is still served with raw fat on a bed of mint and onion. You sprinkle salt and black pepper on top and eat it with pita bread. 
In a phone call to Beirut slaughterhouse, a spokesperson said a vet and his technical assistance team inspect the liver as part of the process of evaluating the overall health of the carcass. “Every piece of liver gets inspected before being sold,” he said. 
Omar Kenaan, a small butcher in Beirut, said he also inspects the liver after the vet at the slaughterhouse. He said he looks for any irregularity in the meat ​ dark dots, white dots, uneven shading ​ and even cuts it up at times to inspect it properly. 
For advice, Kenaan said cleanliness and refrigeration were more important than the butcher. “Raw liver must never be left out. A piece of plastic to shield it from street dust is not enough. It needs to be in the refrigerator.” 
He said it was time for butchers to start using refrigerated trucks. “Of course we don’t have the money, but in the summer, it is not wise to transport meat from the slaughterhouse to the shop in a non-refrigerated car. That’s no longer acceptable exposure for the meat. The slaughterhouse should transport the meat and not have butchers haul it in pick-ups and even at times, rented taxis. 
He also said the conditions at the slaughterhouse were not excellent, but since no one has yet complained he thinks there is no significant problem. 
The price of raw liver in Lebanon ranges between LL20,000 and LL25,000 per kilo, some LL5,000 to LL10,000 more than the price of red meat. But when it is no longer fit for raw consumption the price drops to half. The average customer purchases 200 grams of liver, he said. 
Dietician Hala Moghabghab from Nutrition and Diet Center International said the American Food and Drug Administration recommends that a good general precaution is not to eat raw animal products. The main reason is food-borne illness caused by specific toxins producing bacteria and other microbes that proliferate rapidly on raw meat products especially in cases of non-hygenic conditions or mishandling of the product. 
She also said the cholesterol content of the liver was quite high. 
“In fact each day, the liver produces about 1,000 mg of cholesterol even if the full amount was not ingested. Lamb liver is one of the fattiest meat organs so better avoid it,” she said. 
On the other hand, liver is one of the richest sources of iron, Vitamin B12, Vitamin A, zinc, magnesium and folate. It is highly recommended in the treatment of anemia due to the presence of heme iron, which is the best 
form of iron that is efficiently absorbed by the body. 
But the liver does not need to be consumed raw to access all the nutrients, Moghabghab said. 
As for mad cow disease, she said research and studies have shown that there would be some potential risk of contamination when consuming the brains, intestines and the spinal cord of the skeletal system of infected animals. But liver, milk, red meat, kidneys and heart are unlikely to be contaminated. 
But it is wise not to overconsume and important to be careful of the source, Moghabghab said. 
Of the 15 Lebanese I discussed raw liver with, six said they had eaten it within the past week and only two said they never eat raw liver. One said: “It’s organ meat. I eat raw red meat, kibbeh and smeiske, but not organ meat.” The other said: “I don’t eat meat.” 
At the Nabatieh meat market, there is an old-school meat cult. People there wake up early and head to the meat market that remains active till around eleven, when “the dogs come for the bones.” 
Abu Salem Jaber from the town said he loves meat and loves the morning meat market. Umm Salem, his wife, forbids him from buying meat daily, but he can’t help it and sometimes goes “window shopping.” 
“This is the best place in the world to eat raw liver. You get to see the animal hanging and the overall environment is appealing for food. Millions of dollars will not give me the pleasure I get from coming down to the souq for breakfast.” 
He ordered 100 grams of raw liver, 200 grams of grilled shish kabab and another 200 grams of grilled kafta ground meat. He sat close to the grill, “with an eye on it,” and ate as it was gradually served, under his full supervision. “All the taste is in the fat, don’t let anyone cheat you,” he said. 
Abu Salem also said he likes Abu Afif the butcher because he is clean, gets good lambs, has good breath and on top of it all, has a warm palm. 
Some Lebanese believe that food, and raw meat in particular, reacts to a person’s breath and in the case of raw meat also reacts to body temperature. 
For advice he said, “eat as much raw meat as you want in spring. The baby lambs are born in winter and by spring they are the event. That’s when you want to eat raw meat, when the lambs and goats are still young and clean and grazing the spring grass. Once they are fed dry feed and grain, it’s all the way downhill from there. The animals are aging and God knows what they are accumulating in their bodies.” 
According to Abu Salem we are in the last days of the good eating season. “The animals are getting older. They are still as tasty, but certainly not as clean,” he said. 
Other people are not as enlightened on the finer points of eating raw liver as Abu Salem, but they nonetheless are very particular about where they eat raw liver. 
Some eat only at home. Others are more lenient and will eat in certain restaurants. And there are others who will eat anywhere. 
Sami Hamdan said the Lebanese ululate at the sight of liver and argued that it must be served with arak “to kill the bacteria in the raw liver.” Hamdan, also known as Sam Ham Jr., added that his mother served it often but that did not prevent him from eating out. 
On the other hand, Toni Tawk said the village butcher brings to their house every other day a choice cut of fresh liver. 
“The butcher is not in a position to commit any mistake and that’s why I trust the liver he brings. Apart from that, I eat out only at Al-Halabi Restaurant, where I pay LL12,000 for the sandwich and that’s why I know I’m getting the good stuff. I’m paying for it,” he said.
 

